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The medieval era of Calluna’s broad history has long since been laid to rest in the words of the Journals. In those days, Calluna was marshalled by an army of warriors. These were an elite band of people who fought to protect the peace on the island. They followed an ancient code that put great credence in the patterns laid out in the night’s skies. These Celestial Warriors were Calluna’s guardians and, in time, legend makers. Many tales were told of their exploits. History writes the deeds of its heroes with dry facts and figures. The ancient bards told their own tales in a more passionate tone. With the passing of time, the Celestial Warriors became legends for Calluna to build their future upon, while being proud to look into their past.

 
Excerpt from The Journal of the Founders



 
Chapter 1 

 
 Dense tree branches crisscrossed in mass against the darkening sky, forming a leafy canopy to block out the meagre light filtering through the foliage. Elawyn drew her horse to a halt and looked up to witness the first of the stars beginning to make their appearance. They sparkled weakly as the blue of day darkened to a foreboding black of night. Night falls with little regard to travellers and their mounts, Elawyn thought and patted the neck of her horse absently as she tried to get her bearings from the positions of the celestial lights. The grey horse shifted under her as if impatient to continue their journey before what little light remaining left their pathway. Elawyn expelled a brief sigh and nudged him onward.
“Profound apologies, Figaro. Is my stargazing upsetting your schedule? I realise there is a bale of hay with your name on it in Montel, but we are not going to reach it tonight, even if you were to grow magnificent wings like those of the fabled Pegasus. So just enjoy the scenery and quit fidgeting. We will be there soon enough.”

She watched their pathway with tired eyes that drooped and fractionally closed. She trusted Figaro to find safe passage through the forest. This was unfamiliar territory to Elawyn. She placed her trust in her mount not to lead them down any ravines. Fortunately for Elawyn she had only dropped her eyes momentarily, because a low branch suddenly loomed before her. She had to duck speedily to avoid being struck. She poked a finger into Figaro’s bulky shoulder.

“Hey! You did that on purpose!” The horse blew out a humpf of breath that sounded suspiciously like a snort of laughter. “Just stick to the path. No more detours in order to crack my skull open unawares.”

The horse dutifully returned back onto the track. Elawyn made a face to herself in the dark light. “Pardon me for forgetting you and Pegasus were such great acquaintances,” she muttered. Horses with attitudes she could live without, but Figaro was a fine mount, and he had proved himself a faithful ally in her travels. That did not stop him from being annoyingly horse-headed at times.

Elawyn looked back up into the treetops and wondered what lay beyond this forest of oaks. She knew of a village lying somewhere to the north, but she had not travelled through this particular area before. That did not mean she had not heard of the place. For every region there was some great myth or legend to bring either wonderment or fear to a traveller. Just how much the traveller believed depended on how marvellous the tale or how gullible the listener. Elawyn had heard tell of a righteous realm, a castle where the king ruled with a fair hand over his subjects. Elawyn snorted softly, surely there was no such thing as a fair ruler. She had also heard stories about three headed bears that roamed through villages in the dead of night, the scourge of many a child’s nightmares. Elawyn consigned the notion of an honest king to the same realm of fantasy.

The path the horse led them along was now less shadowed, a small break in the tree branches let through a weak strain of the evening light.

Elawyn looked down at the tell tale evidence of their passing through the forest. Figaro’s arch shaped hooves left their imprints in the soft ground.

The light changed suddenly, the path dimmed by a strange greyness.

Elawyn looked up expecting to see branches blocking out the light again, but instead all she could see was a grey mist. Had fog really rolled in so quickly and unexpectedly? She squinted at the mist and took a tentative sniff at the air. A deeper inhalation confirmed her suspicions.

“Smoke?” Figaro’s ears twitched at the sound of her voice, and he tossed his head at Elawyn’s pulling him to a halt. Elawyn stood up in her stirrups and whipped her head around trying to locate which direction the smoke was originating from. She closed her eyes briefly and tried to sense her surroundings, reaching out with her meagre Talent, trying to perceive where the trouble lay. Her only hope, as she spurred Figaro forward, was that her questionable grasp on her Adeptude wouldn’t prove her false, and that the source of the smoke would indeed lie beyond the forest and was not in fact, the forest itself. In the scrolls of her life, Elawyn felt she could live without that kind of epitaph.

Figaro galloped through the trees at a break neck speed, Elawyn tucked herself in tight to the horse’s neck. She guided them through the forest, following the grey smoke in the sky. For Elawyn their surroundings flashed past in a mixed blur of brown bark and dark green leaves. Her stomach plummeted suddenly as the forest floor dipped away dramatically beneath Figaro’s hooves. Woman and horse careened down the incline. Elawyn just managed to steer Figaro’s speedy decent through the tangle of trees that materialised before them at each dark turn. Elawyn felt branches scratching and stabbing at her clothing. She winced as one sharp twig scratched her face, felt it draw blood and sting. She tried pulling back on the reins to ease Figaro’s erratic decent before either the horse broke a leg in their race downwards, or they hit a tree. Fortunately, before Elawyn ended up as tree mulch, the forest became less dense and the ground levelled out once more. Figaro’s rapid gait slowed slightly. Elawyn took advantage of the change of pace and shot a swift look upward. High above her, smoke billowed into the darkening sky. It mixed smoke grey with the charcoal colour of night. Through branches Elawyn caught tantalising glimpses of a large shadow that rose above the trees, she wondered what lay beyond the forest now that their position had altered.

The trees began to thin out, affording Elawyn a better view of her surroundings. Finally she was seeing something other than just bark and leaves. The shadow, much to Elawyn’s surprise, was a huge hill that rose up to dwarf the forest and rival the trees for a position against the sky. Smoke billowed above Elawyn’s head, thicker now, concealing some of the hill’s contours and hiding its peak.

At its base, Elawyn drew Figaro to a halt sharply. He danced around in a circle, all but mirroring Elawyn’s indecision in his prancing.

“Up or around?” Elawyn asked herself, eyes roaming restlessly over the obstacle before them. Reaching under her armoured breastplate, she drew out a silver coin from the inside of her shirt. Light from the pale moon glinted on its surface, illuminating the etchings on both faces.

“Star Sign: Up the hill. Moon Phase: Around it.” Elawyn flipped the coin up into the air. Moonbeams caught on its shiny surface as it spun, highlighting its twists and then its fall. Elawyn caught it in her cupped hand and slapped it down on the back of her other hand. She lifted up her concealing palm. Star Sign. Elawyn tutted loudly. “Wonderful, we race down one hill only to climb up another. There is never an easy route lately.” She nudged her horse on again, setting off at a gallop up the hill for a while, and then riding out at an angle so they travelled across the width. Steadily they rose upward. Smoke lay like some cruel fog that lured sailors to their doom, and for a time Elawyn was blind to the path. After a long moment of sightless riding, they climbed out of a dip and wound up higher on the land. She stopped Figaro in his tracks and stared transfixed at the sight before her. A massive castle lay beneath them, nestled in the protection of the hill, smoke rising from the ramparts.

“What on Earth is going on down there?” Elawyn exclaimed. She watched for mere seconds the people below, running in all directions, yelling and screaming in their fear. From her vantage point she could see directly into the courtyard, looking down upon a castle that seemed to have been plunged into chaos. “Come on, Figaro.” Elawyn steered the horse down the incline, she gripped tight on the reins, her mind devising plans of action, methods and schemes, all the considerations of a warrior. She bore the scars from plenty of battles and had seen her share of skirmishes. Galloping toward a burning castle was just another foe for her to go up against and see who proved victorious.

It was who she was. Elawyn of Canthas; the Chestnut Warrior.



 
Chapter 2 

 
 The castle was an impressive sight with its many ornate towers in elaborate spirals rising from its huge walls. Figaro’s hooves clattered noisily on the courtyard cobblestones, Elawyn steered him through the fleeing courtiers skilfully, keeping a tight rein on him as he pushed through the frantic crowd. Elawyn quickly assessed the situation with cool eyes, no warrior entered into a situation blindly, not if they wanted to recount the tale later. Her ice-blue eyes registered the castle shimmering with a strange glow, a living golden wall of heat shivered visibly around the building. There was a furious explosion and the sound of shattering glass, Elawyn ducked, protecting her face as she felt the roar behind her. Figaro reared up on his hind legs in fear. Elawyn wrestled him down quickly. She looked back to where the fancy coloured windows had shattered into fragments and now littered the courtyard like thousands of sparkling jewels. She steered the horse clear of the castle and dismounted with a gruff command, “Do not stray too far.” Elawyn calmly straightened her sword belt, allowing her hand to stray to her sword. She caressed the hilt as if in reassurance of its presence, an unconscious gesture that gave her comfort. She wiped the sweat off her brow with her sleeve, sweeping back the fallen tendrils of her rich chestnut hair that had stuck to her temples. With the sturdy gait of someone who knew their task, she proceeded to push past the men and women who were running out of the castle in mass hysteria.
“They are going to kill us all!” a woman screamed.

Elawyn neatly sidestepped her to escape being knocked over in the woman’s frantic escape. “Who?” she demanded, but was ignored. She drew out her sword. Its weight felt secure in her grasp, a natural extension to her arm. Its polished silver shone in the light of a moon that could barely be seen through the smoke. Then the metal glowed golden as it reflected the flames of the fire. Black smoke billowed from the roofs of the castle, sending out a distress signal, which was swallowed up in the blackness of nightfall. Elawyn pushed her way into the castle, fighting against the flow of people rushing to get out. She saw the remnants of furniture smashed and wrecked beyond recognition. Glittered drapery had been butchered and slashed to shreds. What had been the castle’s entrance hall was now a shambles.

Elawyn reached out and grabbed at the collar of a fleeing servant. He cowered in her grasp.

“Please! I beg you, do not kill me!” he squealed.

“I am not going to kill you, merely ask you what has occurred here.”

“Grey swordsmen overwhelmed us, hundreds of them. They set fire to the castle and killed the King! They are going to kill us all!” He blubbered, eyes darting all over the place, clearly in fear for his life.

Elawyn let go of him and tightened her grip on her sword. She elbowed her way into a large room bearing the remnants of a party long since disrupted. She found a group of frightened courtiers huddled round a body as if protecting it. Elawyn fancied it was too late to protect the one who lay fallen.

“The King is dead!” a woman wailed and Elawyn saw the man clutched to the woman’s chest. He was an old man. His hair turned white; his fine robes streaked with red. His blood stained the wooden floor beneath his body.

“Leave him or take him with you but save yourselves. This castle is ablaze! If the fire does not get you, the smoke will.” Elawyn ordered.

The courtiers looked up at her in surprise then looked at the silver breastplate she wore. They bowed to her in deference then quickly set to gathering up the body of their dead monarch. Elawyn began herding everyone out when a young maid tugged at her sleeve.

“Have you seen the Princess? Has she escaped by chance?”

Elawyn shrugged. “I have no idea. Would she not have been with the King?”

“When the fighting started she ran upstairs,” the maid explained. She turned pleading eyes to Elawyn. “Please find her, Warrior.”

Elawyn sighed. Let it not be said that she turned down the request of a beautiful woman, young perhaps, but comely all the same, she thought. She nodded abruptly at the maid and saw the open admiration in the young woman’s face. Elawyn stifled a grin and headed toward the staircase, mentally berating herself for being such a pushover when it came to a pair of pretty eyes and shapely hips. Still, she thought to herself, what was the point of being a Warrior when you did not take advantage of the rewards bestowed on those who risked their all? And some of her rewards had proved themselves very entertaining!

Before her mind wandered further into romantic musings, the sharp sound of steel meeting steel met her ears. She wound her way up the staircase, pressing herself in tight to the inner wall, keeping her eyes fixed firmly up the stairway and her sword at the ready. At the top of the staircase, lit by a multitude of candles in decorative candelabras, she could hear the scuffle of fighting drifting down from an adjacent hallway. She silently jogged toward the sounds to investigate. Elawyn cautiously peered around the corner and spied three men in grey uniforms battling a single female. Standing atop a large wooden table, the woman deflected each blow aimed at her with more than a competent parry of her own sword. Elawyn was rather impressed, but was not going to leave the woman fighting against such unfair odds. She stepped out from her concealment to lean nonchalantly against the wall, in plain view of the ones fighting. She coughed loud enough anyway to be assured of everyone’s attention.

The three men, one older, and two young enough to have experience, but not be able to control it, turned to her in surprise. The woman on the table took advantage of their distraction. She brought the broad side of her sword down to smack one of the young attackers a blow across his chest. He cried out in pain and stumbled away clutching at his wound. The other men wheeled back around, but Elawyn sauntered toward them, dividing their attentions. She flexed the sword in her hand with a measured grasp, drawing little circles in the air with its sharp tip.

“Who said chivalry was a dying art?” she commented dryly, drawing closer and then suddenly taking on a combative stance. “Now it is two against two, thanks to My Lady up there.” She inclined her head slightly to the woman with caramel coloured hair. The woman was hastily tugging at the flowing skirt of her gown to free her feet from their folds. She kept her sword ready for battle meanwhile.

Elawyn cocked an eyebrow at the men. “You hesitate? Are we too much woman for you to handle?” she softly taunted, smiling as they took the bait. The older swordsman turned his attention to the first woman, while his partner faced Elawyn, a snarl curling his lip. Elawyn was reminded of a puppy dog testing out his meanest look. He raised his sword as if it were a spear and lunged at her, yelling. Elawyn wondered briefly whether the yell was to terrify her or deafen her. It did neither, and she sidestepped the youth’s erratic run. Lifting up her own sword as he stumbled past her, Elawyn dealt him a sharp blow to the back of his head with the hilt of her sword. He clattered to the ground, his yell of attack now a cry of pain. He swayed unsteadily to his knees, clutching at his bleeding skull. Elawyn’s sword tip was instantly pointed at his throat.

“I suggest you use the stairs before I throw you from a window. I give a person one chance to escape. After that the only choice left is how you die. A warrior has to learn there are no second chances in combat. Take your friend with you. Maybe he will get his second chance if someone can fix the hole spoiling his clothing.” She nodded toward the third man groaning on the floor clutching his chest. She removed her sword slowly from the man’s throat. “Go,” she commanded.

The man hastily got up and gathered up his comrade, growling at him to “just shut up and walk”. He all but carried the injured man away as quickly as possible with Elawyn waving them off as if shooing away troublesome dogs. She now turned her focus onto the last man and edged closer to see if she could be of any assistance to the Lady on the tabletop. Elawyn watched her with the detachment of someone judging another’s skill. The woman kicked out at the man who had grabbed a fistful of her skirt. Elawyn rolled her eyes at the inconvenience of such trappings. She ran a hand smugly over her own leather breeches then chortled as the skirt grabber got a face full of boot. His head spun round with an audible crack at the harsh contact of face and foot. Ouch, I wager that loosened a few teeth, Elawyn thought. The man growled like a rabid animal and wiped his mouth on his sleeve, leaving a sticky red trail of blood on the grey. He furiously swung his sword out in a sweeping motion to swipe at the woman’s feet. She jumped in time and escaped the intended blow, but he carried on the movement to encompass Elawyn. She counteracted it with her own sword, blocking him. Steel clanged against steel, Elawyn felt the vibrations through to her back teeth, but did not move a muscle.

“Have you had enough yet?” she asked politely. The Grey Man lifted his sword and thrust hard, but his weapon was forced downwards by Elawyn’s own blow. His sword pinned by hers, Elawyn dared to crowd in on him. “Now I have had enough.” She knocked the sword out of his hand. Swiftly she pinned him against the wall with her blade’s edge against his throat. “Who is your leader? Who instigated this raid?”

“I would rather die than tell you!”

Elawyn shrugged. “As you wish.” She pulled her sword away and deliberately turned her back on him to bend and pick up his sword. The Grey Man withdrew a dagger from his tunic and rushed at her.

“Look out!” The woman yelled but Elawyn had no need for any warnings. She sank to her knees driving his sword behind her. It sank into flesh and she felt the weight of his body slide forward, impaled on his own blade. She waited until the death throes behind her ended then rose, jerking the sword free. The Grey Man slid off it with a thump.

“A poor choice as last words go,” Elawyn muttered, wiping the sword on his uniform dispassionately. “Waste of a good sword. You fought with it, and you died by it, fool.” She looked up at the woman still standing on the table. Elawyn proffered a hand. “May I help you down from there?”

The woman took her hand and dismounted carefully. She eyed Elawyn with a cool grey stare.

“You are a little late for this party, Warrior,” she said haughtily.

Elawyn bowed slightly but not out of any respect. “Forgive my tardiness. I was negotiating a forest.”

“We needed an esteemed member of the Celestial Warriors earlier. I thought you people were supposed to aid ones in distress?”

“We try to, My Lady, but not even Celestial Warriors can grow wings and fly. I believe there are fables that tell of Animal Adepts doing such a trick, but it has yet to reach the Celestial Warriors caste.” Elawyn turned away from the woman abruptly. “This castle is on fire, so you might want to pick up your skirts and run while there is still a means of escape.” Elawyn looked around. “Have you seen the Princess anywhere? Someone said they last saw her running up here.”

“She came to fetch her sword.” The woman held up her weapon to illustrate the point.

Elawyn stared at her with eyes wide until the woman cleared her throat loudly to break her gaze. Elawyn uncharacteristically said the first thing that came to mind.

“Are you not a trifle short for a Princess?”

“Are you not a trifle cocky for a Warrior?” the Princess retorted.

Elawyn had the good grace to redden slightly. “Your Highness, we need to get you out of here now.” She readied her sword in case they were met by any opposition. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the Princess do the same. “It is not every day I get to rescue a damsel in distress,” she commented dryly. “Could you not hide your sword in your skirt so I can at least be thought to live up to my reputation?”

Smoke began to colour the hallway; it crawled along the ceiling. Fire was beginning to encroach upon the place where they stood. Elawyn quickly led the way back along the passage. Smoke was seeping out from behind locked doors, and the air grew thicker. The Warrior covered her mouth with her shirt cuff and hurried down the staircase. The building seemed to quake with the sound of timber bursting into flame and the ominous roar of fire consuming everything in its path. Elawyn guided the Princess out into the courtyard. People ran past them, intent only on their own escape. No one paid any heed to Elawyn or the Princess. Frantic guests, bejewelled and garmented, rushed past in carriages or on horseback. The Princess howled in anger as one such rider hurtled past.

“That is my horse! He has taken my horse, the swine!”

“I think that is the least of your worries at this precise moment.”

Elawyn had spotted Grey Men gathering their army and descending on the frightened crowd. She pulled the Princess away and led her around the castle where she then whistled for Figaro to leave his hiding place.

“But I have to stay here! I am the Princess of this…”

Elawyn merely hoisted her up onto Figaro’s saddle. The Warrior pulled herself up to sit before the Princess. “Princess of what?” she asked, gesturing to the burning building. “You will have nothing to rule here but tinder wood and ashes if you remain.” She spurred Figaro out into the courtyard and purposely pointed him at the Grey Men. Figaro thundered toward them at full speed. One of the men saw her and gave the alarm. The men scattered like ninepins, falling over themselves to escape being trampled. Elawyn yelled over the uproar for everyone to flee from the place. The Princess echoed her command. Figaro raced over the cobbled stones and out of the suddenly confining walls of the castle. Elawyn steered him away from the castle, giving him his head in getting them as far away as possible from danger. She looked back over her shoulder. She could see mountains of smoke drifting up to obscure the moon’s pale shape. She could still feel her skin prickle where the intense heat had scorched it slightly. She saw people fleeing, and then among them, she saw a man dressed garishly in Harlequin diamonds. He stood watching the events unfurl. Court jester? Elawyn wondered, but still blinked at the sight of him motionless amid the chaos. She turned away at the sight.

“Why are we not staying to fight those other men?” the Princess asked, her arms gripping tightly around Elawyn’s waist, her voice directly in Elawyn’s ear.

“Two swordswomen against a horde? Not even I am that cocky!”

The moon shone a cool white trail across the land. For some time, Elawyn rode along it as if it pointed her in some desired direction. But Elawyn was just riding to put as much possible distance between them and the Grey Men. They had ridden for over an hour before Elawyn felt secure enough to stop their mad flight. She brought Figaro to a halt beside a small stream. She eased the Princess down to the ground then dismounted. She patted Figaro and he trotted off toward the water to drink thirstily. Elawyn began to stretch her legs to rid them of riding kinks. She wandered away from their dismount spot to take a look back in the direction from which they had ridden. Even from that distance Elawyn could see a glowing in the valley that had long protected the castle. Like a beacon burning in the night, the castle illuminated the black sky. Flames reached up as if to touch the stars before smoke hid the celestial lights from the fiery fingers. Elawyn shook her head slightly and turned to find the Princess beside her, grey eyes fixed firmly on the distance.

Elawyn looked closer at the Princess beside her. She barely came to Elawyn’s shoulders in height, though Elawyn topped only 5’5” in her boots. The Princess had light brown hair, almost caramel in colour. It fell in loose curls below her shoulders. The fancy blue gown she wore was beset with jewels. Her slender neck was lined with gemstones; matching jewellery ringed her wrists and waist. Elawyn found herself perusing the neckline of the gown, taking in the ample curves that pushed against the material. She caught herself and tore her eyes away in disgust at her train of thought. She should be looking for signs of their having been followed, not checking out some Princess’s cleavage! Elawyn was relieved to note that the Princess had not caught her gawking like some lecher.

“What about my father?” the Princess asked quietly. “Did you see the King?”

Elawyn hesitated. She was not exactly renown for her sensitivity, and she did not want to just blurt out that the King was dead.

“Did you see him?”

Elawyn nodded. “I am sorry.” She watched the dawning horror spread across the other woman’s face. Tears welled up thick and fast, spilling over, and then the Princess began to shake. Elawyn was at a loss. She watched the Princess wrap her arms around herself and begin to rock in grief. The Warrior ran a distracted hand through her hair, unintentionally making it stick up in short chestnut spikes. The Princess trembled visibly. Elawyn cursed herself that she had not even begun to take into account the flimsy blue gown in the cool night air when they had been escaping the searing heat of the burning castle.

“I am very sorry for your loss,” she began, spreading her arms in uncertainty. The Princess mistook the gesture for something else and threw herself against Elawyn’s chest, sobbing into her shoulder. Elawyn stiffened briefly, and then awkwardly patted the Princess’s back in what she hoped was a sympathetic gesture.

Elawyn kept a watchful eye out from over the head of the sobbing woman. She saw no movement, no sign that they had been followed. Her Adeptude remained dormant and at ease. Elawyn sighed and relaxed slightly, turning her concentration to the woman in her hold.

The Princess shifted in her arms after a while and rubbed at her wet face. She averted her gaze from Elawyn’s concerned looks.

“I should go back; I am the rightful heir.”

Elawyn turned the Princess round, not unkindly, toward the castle.

“Rightful heir to what?”

The Princess’s tears started up again, and she buried her face in her hands. Elawyn led her away from their lookout spot and wandered over to rustle in her saddlebag. She shook out a deep purple cloak and carefully wrapped it around the Princess’s shoulders. She fastened the ornate clasp and pulled it together over the Princess’s bare arms to try and keep her warm.

“Thank you, Warrior.” She hugged the cloak around her and rubbed a wet cheek against the fabric.

Elawyn nodded at her then started to walk away, tugging at the straps that held her silver breastplate in position.

“Warrior?”

Elawyn looked up in mid-unbuckle.

“Do you have a name?” The Princess smiled weakly. “I would like to know the name of the Celestial Warrior who rescued me.”

Elawyn finished undoing the other straps and removed the metal plate. She laid it on the grass and flexed her shoulders, glad to be rid of the constriction.

“I am Elawyn of Canthas, Celestial Warrior.” She executed a small sweeping bow. “And you, My Lady?”

“The Princess Jayden Cynthan of the Marchan realm.” She looked away into the distance. “The late Marchan realm.”

Elawyn touched the Princess’s elbow gently.

“Come away, there is nothing you can do now.” She steered Jayden away from the sight of the burning castle.

Elawyn busied herself, gathering kindling to build a fire. Once she got it lit, she set to gathering stones to circle round it to reflect the heat. She delved into her saddlebag again and drew out a cloth. Unwrapping it, she revealed a chunk of yellow cheese and half a loaf of bread.

“This is not exactly fit for a Princess, but I assure you it is edible.”

Jayden accepted the knife from Elawyn and began to slice the bread. Elawyn’s eyebrows lifted slightly. She is not frightened to get her hands dirty, Elawyn mused then thought back to the Princess’s fighting. There is more to this Princess than meets the eye. Elawyn prodded and poked at the fire until it flamed higher. She cupped her hands as if to capture its warmth in her palms. Then she settled on the grass beside Jayden, accepting the cheese and bread proffered her. Elawyn chewed off a big chunk and savoured the smoky taste of the cheese.

“Best cheese in all of Foren,” she remarked, as if giving a toast.

“Foren?”

“A little village due south of your realm, large dairy farming area.” Elawyn swallowed hard. “Cheese always sticks to my throat. Would you care to join me in some cranberry juice, My Lady?” She rose to go to her saddlebag again and withdraw a canteen.

“What? No wine, Warrior? You surprise me.”

Elawyn’s teeth flashed white in the darkness. “I have very few vices, Your Highness, and drinking liquor is the least of them.” She poured out a cup for Jayden and drank her own down thirstily. She caught the Princess eyeing her.

“How do you celebrate your victories, then?”

Elawyn leaned forward as if sharing a well-guarded secret. “I have a liking for a sweeter nectar than that born of grapes!” Elawyn smothered a grin as the Princess turned a brilliant red and spluttered in her drink. “They say a fine warrior lives for glory, wine, women and song. I thrive on the glory of being a warrior, but I have little time for wine, and I find no thrill in the singing of songs. But women, now there is a war I will never defeat in myself.” Elawyn looked over at Jayden with sly blue eyes. So, Your Highness, now you know. What are you going to do? Pick up your skirts and run back to the blazing castle, as out of the two of us, it is the safer wager? Or are you of the more progressive age where women who love women are not frowned upon like a lesser caste?

Jayden fixed Elawyn with an unblinking stare. “Do you usually release your sexuality into a conversation like a bowman with a flaming arrow? Or were you merely gaining sport in startling me?”

Elawyn shrugged.

“I am not shocked, Warrior, if that is what your intention was. Merely surprised. I expected a Celestial Warrior to have a little more grace with her tongue than she has with her sword.”

Feeling suitably chastened, Elawyn opened her mouth to apologise, but Jayden held up a hand.

“No, I will hear no more tonight. You have obviously been fighting too long not to have had much real conversation. What you excel in courage you lack in social skills.” The Princess began to lie down beside the fire and wrapped the cloak more tightly around herself. “I suggest you try sweetening your tongue more often in the nectar you delight of so!”

It was Elawyn’s turn to choke. She stared disbelievingly at the Princess who had snuggled down beside the fire as if it had always been her practice to do so. Jayden chuckled softly from her spot, and Elawyn ruefully laughed too. Bested by a Princess, she wryly thought. I am glad I saved her, something tells me she’s no ordinary Princess.



 
Chapter 3 

 
 The first thing Elawyn saw upon awaking was smoke. She instantly jerked up from the ground then chided herself. It was merely the smoke rising from the fire she had built. It had burned through the night with her help and was still alight now, even though she had slept past her fire-tending time. She rubbed at her eyes and stretched. A flash of bright light momentarily blinded her and she hastily covered her eyes. Peering blearily from behind her hand, she saw the source of the light. It was her breastplate. Jayden was holding it up, tracing its patterns with a finger. The early morning sun had bounced off the silver-plating to shine on Elawyn’s face.
Jayden looked up at Elawyn’s movements. “Good morning, Elawyn. Thank you for tending to the fire during the night. I was too worn out to take my turn at keeping it lit. I made sure I tended to it this morning, though, for you.”

Elawyn’s surprise that the Princess even knew about fire tending was apparent on her face. Jayden nodded in answer to the expression.

“My father taught me how to survive outside of the castle. From a very young age I was prepared for any eventuality. How curious to think he prepared me for this very thing.” She looked away for a moment, but not before Elawyn saw the sheen of tears in her eyes. Jayden changed the subject.

“I have been looking at your armour; it is a splendid piece of artwork.”

Elawyn moved to kneel beside the Princess, her own fingers tracing the carvings on the plate. “This breastplate is given only to the Celestial Warriors. It is what makes us unique among other warriors. No one could ever duplicate this type of work, only the craftsmen at the Collegiums can produce it.”

“Does it have a meaning?”

“Indeed, there are many stories told in the etchings and the symbols, but to reveal them all to you would result in my having to cut out your tongue so you would never repeat them to another living soul!” Elawyn grinned at Jayden’s look of horror. “I jest, My Lady. Though maybe if I were to remove your tongue and place it in my own head, it would perhaps apologise for last night far more eloquently than I ever could. I tend to speak like a warrior, and we are not renown for our social niceties.”

Jayden smiled. “That is all right, I understand.” She dismissed Elawyn’s apology with gentle ease. “What does this symbol denote?” She was tracing a raised star on the breastplate, its points many and of different sizes.

“That is the North star, the star that guides us home.”

“From anywhere?”

“Anywhere on Calluna or so the fables tell. See how it is made to look as if its rays are falling to light the path of the warrior on her horse?” Elawyn pointed to the depiction of a horse with its obviously female rider.

“Not all Celestial Warriors are women, are they?”

“No, but we are a growing number in the ranks.”

“I love the details in the trees and the road the horse travels upon. And this… ” She pointed to a shield emblem. Inside the shield, cutting across its width was a sword with its hilt an elaborate rendition of a star.

Elawyn nodded. “That is the Celestial Warriors crest. The day a Warrior gets to wear it upon their chest is a proud day. It also decorates our shields.”

“You carry a shield? I do not recall seeing it.” The Princess looked over toward Figaro as if expecting the shield to be hanging from his saddle suddenly.

Elawyn rubbed at her face ruefully. “I do not have it with me. I am on my way to collect it now.”

“You left your shield behind?”

“Not really.” Elawyn could see the Princess was not going to be satisfied with a wild tale. She told her a semi-truth instead. “I owed a tavern owner money, so until I can repay my debt, my shield is being held as security.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Jayden muttered and looked back at the breastplate again. She ran her hand over the warrior woman in the metal then looked up at Elawyn. “There is a different colour in the metal here. A flaw perhaps?”

“No, it is quite deliberate.” Elawyn ran her own hand over the etching. “The warrior you see here is supposed to depict me, hence the tarnish on the metal. This female carving was given copper coloured hair. It was the closest to chestnut the crafter could work into the plate.”

Jayden studied the armour closer still. “She does resemble you. How excellent!”

“Each breastplate is unique to its owner. Something is included to identify the wearer. I know of a warrior whose breastplate has the symbol of a fox on it, because he was cunning in a battle and earned that distinction. Another has a songbird because she can sing the sweetest love ballads. Some have lead poured into the mix to darken the silver until it becomes almost black to denote their skin colour. And I got my hair colour emblazoned for all to see! Like anyone could miss it anyway!” She ran a depreciating hand through her hair.

“I think it is a beautiful colour, very rich and warm.” Jayden gave Elawyn an intense gaze. Elawyn felt decidedly warm herself.

“Well, my very rich and warm hair needs brushing and my reddening face needs washing. Please excuse me while I go fight Figaro for the best spot at the stream.” She wandered away, straightening her crumpled shirt and trying to tuck it more securely into her breeches. She was not about to admit that she was trying to impress the princess by smartening herself up, but Figaro was obviously unmoved. He butted her in the chest with his muzzle as she patted him. “Good morning, Figaro. Stop pushing! There is enough stream here for the both of us.” She shoved at the horse to move him aside, though it was a wasted gesture. She knelt down and splashed cold water onto her face. She felt the cut on her cheek and washed away the dried blood that had been long forgotten in the furore of the previous night. She winced as the cut opened up again at her cleansing. She tried to look down into the stream and see how bad the cut was. I hope it does not mar my handsome face, she thought dryly and twisted her head this way and that to check her cheek.

After deciding that she was not going to be disfigured for life, Elawyn quietly looked at herself in the water’s reflection. She was handsome true enough and she knew it, using it to her advantage whenever possible. She had a strong face, a touch masculine, with a strong jaw line that gave her a stubborn look. Her eyes were a clear ice blue, too pale almost, but sharp and exacting in their stare. She had a full mouth that could be both sensual and cruel. Her lips could croon out words of arousal or deal out sentences of death, but it was her chestnut hair that she was renown for. It was cut short for a Celestial Warrior, falling just above her shoulders.

Elawyn could not be bothered to fuss with the elaborate braids and ponytails some of the other Warriors wore. She felt that worrying whether your hair was tucked in right was a poor trait for a Warrior. Her hair fell in soft layers and spilled over her forehead in a small, spiky fringe. She was not tall, but her status as a Celestial Warrior gave her added stature. Her build was broad, especially across the shoulders, but she was muscular rather than stocky. For a Warrior approaching her thirty-second year, she was in excellent form.

Elawyn rippled the water with a hand, disturbing her reflection. She sat back on her heels and thought about the Princess. She had thought the Princess an unusual woman in the heat of sword fighting, but seeing her last evening in the glow of the fire, and then this morning in the light of day, Elawyn had to admit that Jayden was not like any Princess she had ever come across before. For one thing, Jayden knew how to fight. The only sharp implements Elawyn had ever seen previous Princesses handle had been knifes, forks and embroidery needles! Yet Jayden had wielded a sword as if born a warrior. She was short, but then Elawyn conceded that she herself was no giant. This Princess also had unremarkable hair! It just curled and lay there! Elawyn was used to seeing Princesses with as much decoration in their hair as they wore on their bodies. And Jayden had looked so out of place in that gown! Elawyn chuckled to herself. Wearing gowns and other feminine apparel were as foreign to her as setting up home with a husband and children. Neither was sought after or in the least desired.

Elawyn’s mind drifted to the Princess’s face. It was a face some would overlook because they failed to see beauty beyond a set of sucked in cheeks and pouty lips. Elawyn had had her share of women who had little to offer once the smell of sex had settled down. Just being pretty was satisfactory as long as you did not require conversation too, she thought with weariness beyond her thirty-one years. Yet the fact Jayden was not pretty did not detract from the fact that she had a light that shone from her grey eyes that seemed to illuminate her whole face. Elawyn had witnessed that light in the heat of battle. This was a Princess who would not be ruled herself. Elawyn admired that. She also admired the strength, not just in the fighting or her dignity and wit, all of which Elawyn had seen. She had noticed something else too. Jayden had a crooked front tooth. Elawyn considered this unusual feature. She liked it. It made the Princess imperfect, a mite flawed, human even. It also gave her a rougher quality that Elawyn was drawn to. She tutted to herself. A Princess, Elawyn? You are treading on dangerous territory — even for you! she scolded herself. She was getting ideas way above her class! Still, she let her mind wander back to Jayden a little while longer and ran a finger over her own front teeth. A scoring rubbed on her fingertip. She and Jayden had something in common; they each had an unusual tooth.

Elawyn got to her feet slowly. She could not understand why she was thinking all this about Jayden, it was not as if they were suddenly partners. She had rescued her admittedly, but her duty was done. Finished. Time to climb into her saddle and ride off into the sunset, or in this particular case, sunrise.

She returned to the fire and found Jayden tugging impatiently at the skirt of her gown. Elawyn tried not to grin at the annoyed look darkening the Princess’s face.

“My Lady, you do not seem too happy with your fine blue gown.”

Jayden looked up at her with a cold glare. “I detest this thing! The only reason I am not in breeches is because my father forbade me to wear them at royal functions! He said it was not proper for a Princess to be dressed like a stable hand!”

Elawyn snorted. She began sharing out the bread and cheese for breakfast. “I will eat this then be on my way. I have a long journey ahead of me today.” Elawyn noticed Jayden’s head snap up.

“You are leaving me?” .

“I have other matters to attend to, Your Highness. I am a Celestial Warrior. It is my duty to be constantly on the move,” Elawyn explained, calmly eating her bread and watching the Princess’s reactions to her words.

“But what about me?” Fear cracked Jayden’s voice.

“Your Highness, I rescued you. I did not adopt you!”

Jayden frantically got to her feet and took a few steps away to look out toward the lingering smoke. It was still sending grey clouds up into the sky to mingle with the already existing patchy white. She looked at the sight in a long agonising silence then turned back to Elawyn.

“But I have nowhere to go now. Everything I had is gone.” Jayden wiped furiously at an escaping tear that trickled down her face.

Elawyn was concerned by the determination by the Princess not to give in to her tears.

“It is all right to cry. You have to mourn your loss before you stand a chance of dealing with it.”

“Crying will not help me. I need a plan of action and somewhere to go. I obviously cannot stay here now.”

Elawyn frowned and busied herself chewing on a piece of cheese. She was not sure what to suggest. She had never been left with a rescuee before. She usually got to pass them over to their loved ones, bask for a while in the glory and praise then leave with a job well done. She sighed over her bread. Fame and glory often came with a price, but not usually a Princess! She spared a look at the woman and sighed again. It was not even as if the Princess was a gift! Elawyn began to make grumbly noises under her breath as she complained to herself. Finally, she ran out of grumbles.

“I will take you as far as the nearest village,” she offered begrudgingly. She did not really want to gain a riding partner, but she knew she could not just leave the Princess out in the middle of nowhere.

“That is very gracious of you,” Jayden said quietly.

Elawyn mumbled, “I am a gracious kind of gal,” and brushed at the breadcrumbs that had fallen on her shirt. “Please, eat something before we leave because I do not intend to stop every so often to dine out on the grass.” She knew that sounded ungracious, but she could not help it. She griped to herself. I did not want to keep her! What is a Warrior supposed to do with a surplus to requirements Princess? She left Jayden eating and went to check on Figaro. He snorted at her noisily. “Oh, be quiet! She is small; you will hardly notice her on your back.” She checked the saddle was secure, patted him absently, and then wandered back to the fire. Jayden was dismantling it.

Elawyn picked up her breastplate and fastened it on. She always seemed to grow an inch or two in stature with it in place. She then fastened her sword about her waist, caressing the hilt of the metal, glad it was back in place at her side. She looked out and saw the castle still smouldering in its valley. Her lips pursed as she remembered its destruction.

“Who were the Grey Men?”

Jayden moved to her side. “I have no idea. My father had no enemies that I knew of that would hate him to that extent. He ruled his kingdom with a fair hand.”

So the stories were true, Elawyn pondered with surprise. “Well, someone obviously had reason to hate him and the realm. Otherwise, why destroy the castle? If you have a dispute with the ruler, it makes more sense to kill the king and appoint yourself the new monarch. You do not destroy what you yourself can rule.”

Jayden looked at Elawyn with narrowed eyes. “I would not know.”

Elawyn interpreted the look with a small chuckle. “I am a Warrior, Your Highness, not a fire-starter. And I do not kill kings; especially not fair ones. They are few and far between.” Elawyn shook her head at the sight that lay distances away. “Such a waste.”

Jayden spoke. “Part of me feels I should return, to see what I can do there.”

“Then you had better silence that part. The Grey Men killed your father and fought against you. They obviously wanted the realm of Marchan to end last night with blood spilled. If you went back down there, it would prove of no worth. Your father is lost, his kingdom is in ruins, and I would wager you would be a prize to any Grey Man who was watching the castle. They killed the king. Of what worth is the heir to that realm? It must have been in their plan to kill you. Nobody sends three men with swords just to trade idle chatter with a Princess.”

Jayden shivered as if chilled by Elawyn’s reasoning. “I can never go home, can I?” she asked in a voice just above a whisper.

“Not here, not now, but you can make a new home.” Elawyn gestured with a nod of her head toward the castle in the distance. “I will wager your jester could not even make a joke about this circumstance.”

Jayden favoured the warrior with a strange look. “What jester?”

“The one I saw last evening, a Harlequin Fool. I saw him for only a brief moment, but he was dressed in a vivid diamond patterned costume and wore a similarly decorated hat.”

“We had no court jester. My father found them tiresome.”

“How curious.” Elawyn mused. “A fire-watching Fool.”



 
Chapter 4 

 
 Elawyn had to admit that Jayden was a most pleasant companion. She did not prattle on incessantly in Elawyn’s ear, nor feel she had to make inane comments on every tree or flower. Instead, she just held on tight around Elawyn’s waist while the warrior directed Figaro in the direction of Montel, the village she had been heading for originally. Elawyn kept a watchful eye upon the landscape. The field they rode through was relatively flat so she could have seen anything or anyone headed in their direction. So far, she had seen only rabbits, and she judged them no threat.
For some reason the silence between her and the Princess began to bother Elawyn. For politeness sake, or so she told herself, she thought she had better engage the other woman in a conversation.

“You are very quiet, Your Highness. Have you fallen asleep back there?”

She heard a soft chuckle from behind her. “Why, were you worried I had fallen off, Warrior?” Jayden tightened her grip teasingly and leaned to rest her chin on Elawyn’s shoulder.

“No, I know you cannot fall far because I am sitting on most of your skirting! If you slip, you will simply dangle from the saddle!”

Jayden leaned closer into Elawyn’s back, and Elawyn could feel Jayden’s breath on her cheek. She felt that self same cheek warm from more than just the soft air tickling her skin. She hastily turned her attention back to their journey and the steady rhythm of Figaro’s gait. She cast her eyes about them then reached out a little further afield with her Adeptude.

“Are all Celestial Warriors Adepts?” Jayden asked suddenly.

Elawyn turned in the saddle to face the Princess. “Why do you ask?” Elawyn was suspicious, but also taken aback when Jayden just cocked a shoulder with an innocent smile.

“You have just employed an Adeptude. I merely wondered if all Celestial Warriors were Adepts.”

“How on Earth did you know what I have just done?” Elawyn was more than astonished. Her Adeptude was not one that lent itself to much exhibition.

“There was a strange stillness to your breathing.”

Elawyn’s eyes widened and for a second she looked uncertain. “You are watching me breathe?”

Jayden’s soft laugh soothed any worries Elawyn might have had. “My mother was an Adept. I could always tell when she was using her Talent. She had an Empathy Adeptude. She always knew the second I was feeling low or had scraped my knee, even if I had fallen out with my girlfriend.”

Elawyn’s head nearly whipped round right off her shoulders. “Girlfriend, Your Highness?” She suddenly jerked in reaction as Jayden sneakily found a space under Elawyn’s breastplate and poked a finger into a particularly ticklish spot in her side. She laughed at the tickle and tried to squirm out of Jayden’s reach.

“Women loving women is not restricted to just warriors, Elawyn,” Jayden said haughtily.

The Warrior chuckled at the Princess’s superior tone. “Yes, Your Highness!”

“Now that your curiosity has been satisfied, maybe you will answer my question.”

Elawyn frowned in puzzlement, distracted by the Princess’s calm revelation. “What question?”

Jayden sighed and repeated her query as if asking a child. “Are all Celestial Warriors Adepts?”

“Oh, that.” Elawyn gave it very little thought. “No.”

Jayden snorted softly at the blunt reply. “Do you get asked that a lot, or is it just something you know?”

“Being an Adept myself means I am soon made aware if anyone else is. You can tell.” She cast a sly look over her shoulder. “The same is often said about sexuality, I believe! I seem to be slipping in that department!”

Jayden laughed. “You do not say! So, are you the only Warrior with an Adeptude?”

“No, just one of a small minority of Empaths.”

Jayden was impressed; it coloured her voice. “The Empathic Adepts are renown for their remarkable talents, both on and off the battlefield.”

Elawyn shrugged. “Yeah, well, not all of us have a share in that kind of greatness.”

“A streak of humility, Warrior? That is the last thing I expected to hear from you.”

Elawyn shifted under the sarcasm. “Granted I am not usually so reticent where my talents are concerned, but this is not humility, just fact. I was unfortunate not to have the full Adeptude of empathy bestowed upon me.”

“You are a half-breed?” Jayden’s voice rose in pitch.

Elawyn cringed at the derogatory term and the ignorance behind it.

The Princess sensed Elawyn’s ire and hastily added, “Forgive me, I do not mean to cause offence. That is just the way I have heard ones refer to those whose talents are…”

“Are what? Retarded? Stunted? Under-developed? I have heard all those and more regarding my meagre Talent. But what part I do possess has saved my life countless times.” Elawyn gritted her teeth. She wanted to lash out, hit something, anything, to prove to herself she was not deficient as a Warrior just because she was not a full Empath Adept. She purposely slowed her breathing down to a dull rasp, forcefully calming herself by employing every meditative stanza she knew. She had proved herself many times in battle. She again reminded her quiet inner fear that there was no need to keep testing herself. She had earned the right to wear the crest of a Celestial Warrior. There was no greater proof than that.

“I apologise,” Jayden said softly, laying a hand carefully on Elawyn’s arm. Elawyn tensed but did not shrug her off. “Forgive me, Warrior, for speaking about something I have no knowledge about. My mother’s Adeptude was something I was in awe of. She seemed to know everything, and I never lost that feeling of reverence around her. She always seemed larger than life until the day she died. Then she looked like a frail old lady that bore little resemblance to the beloved Queen of Marchan.”

Jayden’s sorrow touched Elawyn’s heart. She rested her own hand on the Princess’s.

“Tell me of your Talent, please?” Jayden asked sincerely.

Elawyn guided Figaro through a small stream that split the field into two distinct halves. His hooves splashed against the muddy bottom of the water. Once on dry ground Elawyn let him lead their path.

“I have no Talent for empathy. I cannot sense your mood or your feelings by any special power. I cannot read minds or know what people are thinking, I have nothing of that in my grasp. I can only sense danger. I feel that something is not quite right. Such as if there is an ambush ahead in my path or any sort of imposing threat. Although, having this knowledge does not mean I can avert myself from meeting trouble, but at least I am better prepared and on guard for any disruption aimed at me or my fellow Warriors.” Elawyn smiled a little in pride at her Adeptude. “I am sent to the forefront of any campaign of the Celestial Warriors. I scout the area using my Talent and warn my fellow Warriors of enemies lying in wait. The enemy loves the element of surprise, but how can you surprise someone when they already know you are coming?” Elawyn laughed in a remembrance. “We have surrounded many a band of thieves who had no idea we were there, but we knew of their presence.”

“The perfect Talent for a warrior,” Jayden marvelled. “Tailor made almost for your being a Celestial Warrior.”

Elawyn grinned over her shoulder at the smaller woman. “That is how I see it. Having the Adeptude to plan wars or negotiate is not my idea of being a Warrior. I have enough Adeptude for what I want. With a sword by my side, my horse, and my Talent to tell me who is out there, friend or foe, I can be a Warrior worthy of carrying the Celestial Warrior’s shield.”

“The shield you lost over a debt,” Jayden reminded with a little smile.

Elawyn tutted loudly in disgust. “Worthy of the breastplate then, Your High and Mighty-ness! Persnickety, are you not?” She mumbled the last loud enough for Jayden to hear. She had forgotten that she had told the Princess that particular little tidbit of information about her shield.

“Did anyone else in your family have an Adeptude?”

“My grandmother was a full Empathic Adept, but she was a nasty little woman. I think she only passed on a partial amount of the Talent through her genes to spite me! I would not have put it past her. She was a mean-spirited old bat!” Elawyn remarked, candidly and with humour at the truth.

“My mother’s Talent was not passed on to me,” Jayden said then added thoughtfully, “I am not entirely sure if I regret it or am eternally grateful for that. I imagine in some ways it is a terrible burden. After all, if you have an ability, you cannot exactly leave it dormant.”

“No, it is something that becomes your life and your path follows its lead. Whether that is how Callunians deal with Adeptudes, who knows? But everyone with their own specific Talents do seem to fall into neat little categories. The Plant Adepts with their skill for detecting the properties in flora work with the Healer Adepts to advance our medicines and expand our food qualities. The Healer Adepts become healers of the sick, naturally. The Empaths become warriors and leaders because of their great affinity,” Elawyn made a garbled noise in her throat that mocked her own words, “with the people and their needs.”

“And the Animal Adepts?” Jayden asked curiously. “That is the Fourth Adeptude.”

Elawyn shrugged. “Who really knows? It is not exactly an Adeptude put forward in honour, is it? It is all very shrouded in mystery and superstition.”

Jayden looked over Elawyn’s shoulder at her. “Have you ever met an Animal Adept?”

Elawyn grinned. “Oh yes! I had the honour of sharing a bedroll with one gifted as such!” She caught the sight of Jayden rolling her eyes. “Seriously! She was blessed with skin the colour of pure jet and the strangest brown eyes I have ever witnessed. Wherever she went, an eagle followed. It was extraordinary, it was almost as if they were linked.”

“I have heard tales of Animal Adepts and their familiars. Maybe that was hers.”

Elawyn nodded slowly in agreement. “Maybe. I, er, did not exactly stay that long to learn the true nature between woman and bird. Just long enough to get to know her, if you know what I mean!” Elawyn’s smile broadened in remembrance of the woman’s unusual beauty and their passionate exchanges.

“Have you had many women?” asked Jayden with a twinge of jealousy in her voice.

“A few.” Elawyn waved it off as no consequence. She did not need to be an Empath to sense the Princess’s feelings.

“A few what? Hundred? Thousand?” Jayden asked tartly.

“Oh, be it that there were that many hours in a day!” Elawyn replied and chuckled at the disgusted noise that came from behind her. She was enjoying goading this Princess. She turned to favour Jayden with a piercing eye. “I am a Celestial Warrior, not a Constellation Priestess. I did not sign up for celibacy. Besides,” she urged Figaro forward at a faster trot as she saw in the near distance a village come into view, “the garb for Priestesses is so unflattering, not a shiny thing in sight!” She rapped on her breastplate with her knuckles.

Jayden laughed quietly. “How soon before we reach that village?”

“About another hour then you will be able to stretch your legs and tread the soil of Montel. It is an unusual place to be sure, but the people are generally friendly, and the ale is good.” Elawyn was silent for a moment then advised, “But you might want to hide your jewelry.”



 
Chapter 5 

 
 Montel was a bustling village. Busy dirt streets were lined with squat buildings, roofed with rough-honed tiles. In the centre of one such street lay a marketplace, dozens of stalls were set up, selling just about anything and trading in almost everything. Coins, gems, chickens, all could be used in barter in Montel’s market.
Before they entered the village Elawyn pulled Figaro to a halt and twisted round to face Jayden.

“Your Highness, have you your jewellery safely fixed about your person?” Elawyn’s eyes twinkled as she watched Jayden fidget with the waist of her gown, under which a drawstring bag was attached. Uncomfortably attached, judging by Jayden’s squirming. Elawyn sniggered unsympathetically and slid down from her saddle to look up at the Princess.

“I cannot get it to stay fixed.” Jayden was highly flustered, her fingers fussing around her waist.

Elawyn considered offering a helping hand, but asking a Princess if you could stick your hand up their gown probably would not be considered proper. The thought made Elawyn smile though and Jayden caught it.

“That grin makes me more nervous of you than of any Montel thieves.” She peered down at the Warrior whose cocky grin grew in devilment at the direction of her thoughts. Jayden’s eyes roamed over Elawyn’s face. Elawyn stared at her. She wondered what was going on behind that grey gaze. Her smile softened at Jayden’s silent perusal. The Princess reached down a hand and gently brushed at Elawyn’s hair.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

Elawyn’s eyebrow rose. “What for?”

“Rescuing me, feeding me, bringing me here.”

“You have not seen ‘here’ yet,” Elawyn remarked dryly and straightened her sword belt. She fingered the swords hilt reflectively.

“Is it that dangerous here?” Jayden watched Elawyn rub at her sword.

“Why do you ask?”

“Because you are caressing your sword hilt like it is some sort of comfort aide.” Jayden smiled weakly at Elawyn’s guilty start. Elawyn removed her hand from her sword with a studied nonchalance.

“It is not dangerous as such; we will just need to be cautious. We are strangers in a strange town. We are bound to stand out.” She looked at Jayden reflectively, willing her eyes not to slide down the Princess’s cleavage. “Some of us more than others, Your Highness.”

“So speaks the woman in the shiny armour!” Jayden looked at her gown. “Maybe you should not refer to me by my title. I am hardly in a royal capacity here. Call me Jayden. I would prefer it anyway. It feels more like me than the Princess thing.”

“Jayden it is then.” Elawyn agreed softly, liking the way the name sounded on her lips.

 
The villagers scattered out of Figaro’s way as he plowed through them, but they soon clustered together again as if drawn by some magnetic force. Elawyn kept her hand fixed firmly on her sword and her eyes scrutinising the crowd. She had been in this village before. It was not the friendliest of places, and being a Celestial Warrior carried no weight here if someone wanted to pick a quarrel.

Elawyn’s hand had a firm grip on Figaro’s bridle as she led the horse forward through the market. She feigned disinterest with all around her, but her Adeptude was stretched to its limit, seeking amid the crowd. She stiffened suddenly, halted, causing Figaro to stop too. She looked around cautiously, trying not to draw attention to the fact she was searching for something. A flash of colour caught her eye and she craned her neck to try and follow its path. It was gone as swiftly as it had appeared. Elawyn could not rid herself of an uneasy feeling and shifted her grip on her sword. She felt disturbed; all her nerves were vibrating in her body, sending her a warning, but gradually it eased. Whatever it was had only been a fleeting touch. Elawyn let out the breath she had been holding and urged Figaro on again. It had all been just a few seconds, but Elawyn was rattled by the feeling she had sensed. She flexed her fingers around her sword hilt just in case.

On the edge of the marketplace stood a tavern, the same dusty browns as all the other buildings, but its door was battered and worn by overuse. Its sign creaked as a breeze swung it on rust covered hinges.

“Task’s Tavern?” Jayden accepted Elawyn’s hand in helping her from the horse. “I have never heard of this place.”

“What? You have never been taken to Task’s before?” Elawyn quipped and laughed at Jayden’s face. “Forgive me, I could not resist. It is not often I get to make that jest with someone who could even begin to understand it.”

“You missed your calling as a jester,” Jayden told her as she tried to shake out the creases in her gown.

Something clicked in Elawyn’s brain. Court jester, harlequin fool. Had that been what she had seen for so brief a second, the rapid sighting of garish diamonds amid dirty brown homes? She stopped what she was doing and looked back toward the market place. She reached out with her Adeptude but found nothing. She blinked as a hand waved before her face.

“Where are you?” Jayden asked, watching her intently.

“I just…there was something a moment ago…. It is gone now.”

“Should I be afraid?” Jayden looked into the marketplace throng apprehensively.

“No, but be on your guard. It is probably nothing.”

“Is anything ever nothing where your Adeptude is concerned?”

Elawyn shook her head and cast the Princess a rueful look. “To be truthful, no.”

“Then I will be on my guard.” Jayden removed a small dagger from between her breasts.

Elawyn’s eyes widened. “I did not know you had that!”

Jayden eased it back carefully amid her cleavage and regarded the warrior with a knowledgeable grin. “Then you obviously had not looked down far enough, had you?” She sauntered off toward the tavern with jaunty steps.

Watching the swing of Jayden’s hips beneath the gown, Elawyn almost felt sorry she was going to leave her behind. She was quite entertaining for a Princess and full of surprises. She hastened after Jayden to whisper cheekily in her ear.

“Did you actually sleep with that dagger down your cleavage all night?”

“Just consider me prepared for any sneak attacks!”

“I consider myself duly warned!” said Elawyn with growing respect.

 
Elawyn found them as secluded a table as was possible in the full tavern. The air reeked of stale beer. It had seeped into the wooden tables, stained the floorboards, and left drunken trails behind of past glories celebrated or tales of woe shared over a brew. The warrior made certain she could watch all the doorways in and out of the tavern from her position. She situated herself so she had easy access to unsheathe her sword should she have need. Only with these matters taken care of did she then pick up her cup and drink. The sweet taste of cranberry juice soothed her parched throat, and she drank thirstily, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand once the cup was drained. Jayden drank from hers with equal thirst. They shared a grin. Elawyn signaled to the barkeep that another two drinks were required. She was keeping an eye on the front door when their drinks were placed on the table before them. Fingers began to teasingly run through her hair, Elawyn felt no threat in their owner. She looked up to see who was being so familiar when hands grasped her face, and she found herself being kissed very thoroughly by warm lips. Elawyn waited until she needed to draw a breath then pulled back slightly, just enough to break their contact without rudely jerking away.

“Lucille.” Elawyn’s smile held very little warmth. She unobtrusively reached up with a hand to wipe away the woman’s kiss, achieved discreetly as if she was touching her lips in reflection.

“Hello, Elawyn. I have not seen you in here for many months. This ‘Warrior’s Business’ is keeping you away from me again,” Lucille pouted. With her long black hair clinging to her shoulders, wide green eyes sparkling and her ample figure, she made for an alluring sight. Elawyn was not moved.

“You know what Warrior business is like. You should do, your girlfriend is a Warrior after all.”

Jayden’s head snapped up at that. She had been studiously ignoring the newcomer.

Lucille waved a hand expressively. “It is of no concern. You should not worry so.”

“You never told me you were already seeing someone,” Elawyn accused softly, hidden menace in her words.

Lucille put a hand to her bosom. “Oh, like you were faithful to me on your tours? I do not think so, Elawyn of Canthas.”

“You do not wear my ring. You wear the band of Warrior Faydra of Voyan. She is very possessive where you are concerned I have since learnt.”

Lucille grinned. “Yes, is she not? But that does not mean I cannot see other women if I choose to when she is not here to warm my bed.” She brushed again at Elawyn’s hair, but this time Elawyn moved away. Lucille made a sulky face. “Warrior tours last for ages, a woman gets lonely.”

“That woman should not trick her girlfriend’s comrades into betraying her.” Elawyn’s voice was stony. She still felt the bitter aftertaste of disloyalty for letting a fellow warrior down by unknowingly sleeping with her beloved.

“Like you needed much coercion,” snorted Lucille.

“You are very beautiful, Lucille, of that there is no argument.” She shook her head as Lucille preened. “But you play by unfair rules. Faydra deserves better.”

“I wear her ring.” Lucille flashed the golden band on her finger. “It does not give her exclusive rights.”

“Where I come from, it does. Bands of gold are not given lightly. Especially not Celestial Warrior bands.”

“You Celestial Warriors are all the same. Honour codes, gold bands, silver armour and charming promises. You are not so pious between the sheets, any of you, and believe me, I have known plenty of you.”

Elawyn sighed. She really did not want to be drawn into an argument with Lucille. She looked at Jayden, who merely raised an imperial eyebrow at her, her face purposely neutral in expression. Lucille looked from one to the other of them, put her hands firmly on her hips and stared jealously at Jayden.

“Raised your standards, Elawyn? She looks pricey, are you sure you can afford to keep her? She looks a mite too rich for your pocket.” Spite dripped from her tone.

Elawyn bit the insides of her cheeks to stop the laughter from tumbling out. She could barely bring herself to look at Jayden.

Jayden fixed Lucille with her grey gaze.

“What exactly are you inferring?” she asked regally.

Lucille cocked her head. “When a warrior buys a woman a drink it is not just for the pleasure of her company, if you get my meaning.”

Elawyn straightened. She resented that remark. She resembled that remark at times, but she still resented it. She felt like drawing her sword and cutting this woman’s tongue out.

“Admittedly,” Lucille prattled on, “judging by your fine dress you are not just any ordinary whore…”

She carried on, but by now Elawyn had stopped listening to her. She was too busy watching the colour rise in Jayden’s face. From Princess to Tramp in one day, how the mighty do fall, Elawyn thought with a touch of humour.

Jayden waited until Lucille had finished then addressed her in her most regal tone. Elawyn was impressed but a little disappointed. She had hoped to see the little dagger at work!

“I value myself a little too highly to put a price on my affections.” Her aloofness made Lucille bristle. “Unlike some who seem to find themselves of such poor value and just give it away,” she finished sweetly.

Elawyn hastily got up off her seat to block Lucille’s lurch forward to grab at Jayden over the table. She firmly pinned Lucille’s arms to her sides and steered her away toward the bar. Lucille spluttered and spat curses back at the table. Elawyn shoved her less than gently away, releasing her hold. Lucille whirled on her, but Elawyn’s face brooked no argument. “I want my shield back!” Lucille tried to look coy, but Elawyn had had enough of this particular woman’s feminine wiles. “I want my shield back now.”

Lucille paused for a mere second then flounced off into the living quarters behind the bar. Elawyn turned to check on Jayden, the Princess had her hands around her drinking cup as if strangling it. Elawyn smothered a grin and waited with more than a touch of impatience for Lucille.

The woman finally reappeared with a tarnished silver shield. Elawyn’s chest constricted in pain at the sight of the shield’s lack of lustre. She snatched it from Lucille’s hands.

“What have you been doing with it? Feeding the pigs off it?” Elawyn was horrified and only her Celestial Warrior’s pride stopped her from wiping Lucille’s grin from off her face by smacking her up the side of her head with the shield. She reached into the pocket of her breeches and got out the coins she owed. Lucille took them greedily.

“That is the payment I was told I owed. I did not realise sharing in your favours carried such a price. How many other shields do you have back there? Is Faydra aware of your little collection?”

Lucille folded her arms defensively. “She will only find out if you or some other loose mouthed Warrior tells her.”

“Oh, I have not told her anything. No one likes to be the bearer of bad news, and I would like to keep my head on my shoulders.” Elawyn pulled away from the bar. “Jealousy wields a dangerous sword, Lucille. Do not say I did not warn you. I may live by the Warrior’s code of not hurting your fellow Warriors, but not all women Warriors do. You are a woman. You know how spiteful some can be.”

Elawyn walked away clutching her shield as if it were some miraculous find. The tavern seemed busier and Elawyn had to push her way back to her table. She found a group of men gathered around it.

“How ‘bout just one drink, girlie? Share in our fortune,” a gruff voice invited.

Elawyn rolled her eyes heavenward. She had just gotten rid of one nuisance, and now she was faced with another.

“Excuse me, gentlemen.” She pushed past brusquely.

Jayden looked relieved to see her and more than a little exasperated at the predicament she now found herself in.

“Made some new friends, I see,” Elawyn commented quietly in Jayden’s ear.

“Why don’t you an’ your lady friend ‘ere join us, warrior? Maybe we can have us a party?” A drunken voice slurred.

“I am sorry, gentlemen, but the lady and I have business elsewhere. If you will excuse us.” She caught Jayden under her elbow and helped her rise.

One man out of the group lurched forward and blocked their escape.

“Hey, hey!” he growled, the smell of ale drifted from his breath, making Elawyn’s nose wrinkle in disgust. “You can’t just come and take her away.” He put out a fleshy hand. Jayden shrank back behind Elawyn, and Elawyn forcibly slapped his hand away.

“We just want a share in this lady’s company,” another voice piped up. Master Fleshy Hand tried to muscle in closer, trying Elawyn’s paper-thin patience. She pushed him back with her shield.

“Celestial Warriors don’t frighten me!” he sneered.

Elawyn smiled back nastily. “Good. I would hate to give you nightmares.” Her voice dripped of ice. Behind the cover of the shield she drew her sword.

An old man pushed through the group of men and pointed a gnarled finger at Jayden.

“I know who she is!” He cackled.

“Who?” Master Fleshy Hand demanded, squinting at Jayden suspiciously.

“She is the daughter of King Cormack. We have got ourselves a piece of royalty in the tavern.” The old man rubbed his hands together gleefully. “We could get a pretty penny for her.”

“A Princess, eh?” Master Fleshy Hand fairly drooled, his tongue slipping out of his mouth like a hound dog’s. “Never had me a Princess before.”

Elawyn revealed her sword from behind the shield. “And you are not going to have this one either.” She pressed the point of her sword into his stomach. “Now, unless you want another navel in your gut, I suggest you let us pass, and maybe we can let this matter drop.”

Master Fleshy Hand looked at his friends for support, but they faded back into the woodwork at the sight of the sword. All except the old man.

“I know who you are!” he crowed. “He was right. Told me, he did. He said it was you!”

“Who said?” Elawyn demanded, trying to keep one eye on the drunk before her and one on the crazy old man who seemed very excited about the Princess’s identity. “Who told you she was a Princess?”

The old man just laughed, but Elawyn’s move toward him made him stop in mid cackle. He began to back pedal at the look in her eyes. Elawyn roughly pushed Master Fleshy Hand out of the way and made a move toward the old man, but he turned tail and ran from the tavern. Elawyn started to follow him, but Master Fleshy Hand obviously was not keen on letting ‘his’ Princess get away. He pushed Elawyn aside. Her divided attention had meant she had lowered her sword enough for him not to feel its sharpness. He grabbed for Jayden. The Princess wrestled him off quickly, grabbed for her cup and threw the juice straight into his face. He howled and rubbed at his eyes furiously. Elawyn, her mind focused back on Jayden, quickly kicked a stool behind the man and Jayden pushed him away from her. He clattered over the stool blindly, sprawling across the floor. Elawyn offered a hand to help Jayden step over the man. Jayden trod on him sharply in a very sensitive spot, making him squeal like a stuck pig.

Elawyn pulled Jayden behind her, sword in one hand, shield over her arm and Jayden’s hand in hers. They rushed out of the tavern, scattering people out of their way at the sight of the Warrior’s sword.

“Where did he go?” Elawyn demanded then cursed under her breath. She could not see the old man anywhere. He had melted into the mass of market goers. She jammed her sword back into its sheath, looked again in every direction, considered what their best plan of action would be now, and only then realised she was still holding Jayden’s hand. She looked at their linked hands stupidly for a long moment then at Jayden’s face. The Princess seemed to have come to the same realisation. They both let go slowly, disentangling their fingers with a minimum of fuss. Elawyn shifted her shield to give her now free hand something legitimate to do. The metal was a cold contrast to Jayden’s warm hand. Elawyn flinched involuntarily.

“I think we would be wise to leave this village. You are obviously not going to be as safe here as I had hoped.”

“It is not like I am some stray kitten that you can just leave at the first farm you pass!” Jayden commented sharply, eyes flashing.

“You may have grown to like village life!” Elawyn said defensively, though not even convincingly enough for her own ears.

“I am a Princess!”

“So, it would have taken you a while to adjust!” Elawyn set off through the market place. “You are more trouble than you are worth!” she mumbled.

“And I am worth plenty!” Jayden retorted, stomping after Elawyn, furiously swinging her skirt out of the dirt. “So what now, Elawyn of Canthas? What is your great plan of action?”

“I suppose I had better get you away from here to somewhere safe.”

“So you are not going to just abandon me anywhere?”

“No, Your Highness; I will not. I would not leave you to the mercy of the cutthroats here. You would be flat on your back before I even cleared the village boundary.”

Elawyn watched as Jayden shuddered at the thought. “We need somewhere you can go where you will be safe and accepted.” Elawyn unobtrusively moved behind Jayden, guarding her back, not wanting anything to happen to the Princess now that she was under Elawyn’s reluctant protection.

Jayden did not seem to notice Elawyn’s shift in position, she weaved through the crowd, dodging past people and passing glances at the stalls. She accidentally tripped over the hem of her ripped gown and Elawyn just managed to catch her in time before she tumbled to the ground.

“This stupid gown is going to be the death of me,” Jayden said with irritation, she tugged at the skirt impatiently. “I need something proper to wear.”

“We do not exactly have the time to search out a pretty piece of frippery.” Elawyn dismissed, urging Jayden onward.

“I do not want ‘frippery’! I want something decent to wear. I do not wear this sort of thing usually. I hate gowns, they are so….” She struggled for a word.

“Princess-y?” Elawyn smiled sweetly and chuckled quietly when Jayden made a face at her. Elawyn lowered her voice to speak conspiratorially. “You still have your jewellery, have you not?” Jayden nodded. “Then trade for something a tad more practical.”

Jayden nodded and craned her neck to search the stalls. Elawyn sidled up closer and whispered in Jayden’s ear.

“Pick something you can hang your sword from. That way the next time you meet with some unsavoury characters, you can fight back and not have your means for protection hanging from the saddle of my horse.”

“I will bear that in mind as I look for sword coordinating frippery.” Jayden teased and started scouring the stalls.



 
Chapter 6 

 
 Elawyn was not sorry to see the back of the village of Montel. Figaro trampled the dirt of the village off his hooves as he trotted up the incline that led them away.
“Are we far away enough yet?” Jayden asked from Elawyn’s side.

The Warrior looked across at her companion sitting astride her new acquisition. “I would wager that the palace dogs were bigger than that horse,” she commented drolly.

Jayden patted the neck of her pony as if to shelter him from Elawyn’s comment. “He is not that small.”

Elawyn snorted. “You could have fitted a halter on a rat and had a bigger mount!”

Jayden laughed despite herself. “He is not that small either! He cannot help not being of such grand heritage as Figaro. He has got four legs, clear eyes and he is not lame. He will get me where I need to go and that is all I ask of him.”

Elawyn thoughtfully considered the pony. Its body was a riot of colours, a walking canvas of a chaotic artist. Shades of brown slid into black, which in turn seeped into cream. The pony sported four white socks that stretched to its knees and a shaggy black mane and tail that matched. It was a sturdy little animal, Elawyn had to concede, docile yet not un-spirited. The Princess had picked a young horse that had plenty of energy should the need arise. Elawyn hoped the little horse would not have to be put to the test just yet.

“Are we far away enough from the village that we can stop so I can change into some decent clothing?” Jayden inquired.

Elawyn dutifully reined in her horse. “We are fine here. There are even some bushes for you to duck behind to preserve your modesty.” She watched as the Princess dismounted and set out her packages. “Just do not take all day about it. I would prefer more distance between us and the village,” Elawyn mused aloud to herself. “I am curious as to how that old man knew who you were.”

“He said someone had told him,” Jayden reminded her, busily undressing behind her horse.

Elawyn tried not to be obvious about her advantage point but from her seat upon Figaro she could see Jayden disrobing, even though she was on the far side of her pony. Elawyn contemplated the scenery surrounding her, but her eyes drifted back to the view of the Princess afforded her by Figaro’s height. Elawyn stirred in her saddle, uncomfortable all of a sudden. I have obviously been without a lover for too long, she thought wryly, that the flashes of flesh I am seeing in between clothing coming off and going on is making me yearn for someone’s touch. She sighed and Jayden lifted her head up from behind her pony.

“I am nearly finished.” She had seen to take Elawyn’s sigh for impatience.

“No, you are alright. I was just…” Elawyn shut up. Just what? Lusting after someone I can never have and should not even be thinking about? She grinned at the direction of her thoughts and feelings. She reminded herself that the Princess was a distraction she did not need and did not want. Elawyn believed if she repeated this mantra enough, sooner or later she would start to believe it. She did not hold out much hope though.

Jayden stepped out from behind her pony. “So? What do you think?”

Elawyn looked up from where she had been distractedly threading the reins through her fingers and froze mid-lace, her pale blue eyes widening in surprise.

“Well?” Jayden pressed, sparing Elawyn a look while she checked out her shirt cuff.

Elawyn let her eyes wander over the legs encased in black breeches, not unlike her own. Black boots replaced flimsy shoes; a small silver hairpiece caught the Princess’s hair back from her face gathering it into a ponytail of curls. All of this Elawyn observed in mere seconds, but her eyes were arrested by the sight of the lavender shirt that covered the cleavage she had gotten so used to seeing. Its colour accentuated the grey of the Princess’s eyes and its style made her look rakish. The shirt’s sleeves billowed out more than Elawyn’s did, its collar lay flat, where Elawyn’s raised and there was a ruffle down the front. It made the Princess resemble a pirate from the seas. Elawyn could not take her eyes off the woman standing before her.

“Is this more practical, Celestial Warrior?” Jayden asked, oblivious to Elawyn’s stunned silence. Jayden fastened on her sword belt and sheathed her blade. She patted the hilt and then shuffled the belt round to rest more comfortably on her hips. “This is more like it. I never feel comfortable in gowns. This is how I usually dress, much to the palace’s horror!”

Elawyn swallowed, but her mouth was so dry her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. She is beautiful, she thought. Out of the trappings of the flouncy gown and dressed in more masculine attire, this woman is gorgeous. Elawyn felt her heart speed up in pace and knew by the inquisitive look on Jayden’s face that she had better speak soon before Jayden began to question her silence.

“Your finery does not do you justice, My Lady,” she said finally, thankfully the words did not come out as an embarrassing squeak. She still could not tear her eyes away from the Princess in her new clothing.

Jayden grinned at her. She seemed more at ease now in her new clothes than she had been in the gown.

“How old are you, Your Highness?” Elawyn asked, curiosity stirring her as she appreciated the curves that came with a more mature woman. She was beginning to enjoy the way small lines crinkled at the corners of Jayden’s eyes when she was amused.

“Thirty-six years, Warrior.” Jayden replied.

“A gap of just four years between us then,” Elawyn muttered. She added wryly to herself, but a chasm that divides us in experience and position, I should not wonder.

Jayden walked over to the bushes with her arms full of torn packaging and her gown. She hid them under the bushes out of sight with the comment of “I do not intend wearing that gown again. I would rather go naked!”

Elawyn almost groaned out loud at the thought of that and watched Jayden walk back toward her, her breath almost sticking in her throat. That swagger! She was suddenly spellbound by the way Jayden walked. Elawyn had noticed a very intriguing lilt to the Princess’s steps in the gown but now seeing her walk without the concealing fabric swirling round her ankles! And in the clinging material of the breeches! Jayden’s swagger took on new dimensions. Stars above! Elawyn despaired. She is enchanting!

“Am I now a fit companion for a Celestial Warrior such as yourself?” Jayden climbed back up on her pony and fixed Elawyn with a grey gaze.

“Indeed, Your Highness.” Elawyn purposely used Jayden’s title in the hope it would remind her that this woman was out of bounds to a warrior such as she.

“Then lead the way so Audrain and I can follow,” Jayden ordered with a smile.

Audrain? Elawyn shot Jayden a puzzled look. “Audrain?”

Jayden stroked her pony’s mane. “That is what I have named my horse.”

“Audrain?” Incredulity crossed Elawyn’s features. “Where in Calluna did you come up with that?”

“After a suitor my father had in mind for me to be betrothed to until I put him straight over the matter of my sexuality.”

“You named your horse after someone who was meant to be your husband?”

“Maybe you had to see the fellow to truly understand; He was such a horse’s ass!”

Elawyn laughed at the Princess’s obvious distaste at the memory of her prospective mate.

“So what happened to him?”

“He rode off into the sunset, no doubt broken hearted at losing the realm of Marchan, leaving two of the serving maids pregnant and running off with a young kitchen hand! My father was furious!”

“Your little horse has quite a reputation to live up to!” Elawyn chuckled to herself. “Did your father take kindly to your not providing him with a princely son-in-law?”

“He was fine once he had realised what he had nearly married me off to and even better once I reminded him that if I chose an Adept for my partner I could still have children so he would get his heirs.”

Elawyn shifted in her saddle. She could feel her face beginning to redden against her will.

“Why, Elawyn of Canthas, are you blushing?” Jayden flashed amused eyes in the warrior’s direction.

“Adeptude procreation among the lesbian population is not something that usually comes up in the conversation. It is as shrouded in mystery as the Adeptudes themselves.” Elawyn spoke in hushed tones, almost reverential.

“But they both exist. They may be mysterious, but they are also miraculous. The art of making babies between two women, without the aid of male interference, is purely a miracle.”

Elawyn nodded dumbly and mumbled, “I guess.”

“Do you not think the ability to give the woman you love the gift of having a child together truly a wonderful thing?”

Elawyn shrugged awkwardly. “I do not really think about it much.”

“But you have an Adeptude!”

“That does not mean I think about impregnating every woman I sleep with!” Elawyn blurted her words out, affronted by the notion. She quickly nudged Figaro into motion, hoping that if they began moving perhaps the conversation would change direction also.

“Even if I were to have children, there is nothing for them to be heirs to now. Their inheritance is lost, gone up in so much smoke.”

Elawyn’s head bowed at the loss in Jayden’s voice. For a while she had almost forgotten that in one short day Jayden had lost her father and her home, had become a Princess without a palace to rule from.

“Did your father ever present you with female suitors?” Elawyn asked, trying to lighten the mood.

Jayden laughed aloud despite her melancholy. “Oh yes! I had my share of like-minded women paraded before me! But they were all so…” She searched for a word. “Stuffy!”

“In royalty? You do surprise me!” Elawyn said, tongue firmly in cheek.

“They were all very noble women, some incredibly beautiful, others with a dash of daring that is always attractive. But at the end of the day there was not anyone I felt I could share my heart with.”

“No one to share the royal bedchamber with either?”

Jayden paused and Elawyn saw a smattering of pain etch itself onto the Princess’s face. “There was one. She shared time with me but very little else I came to realise later. She wanted the prestige of a realm such as ours, and if she had to be with me to achieve it then so be it. I am not immune to charm, but it is hard to find out that your title holds more allure than you yourself.”

“She obviously was not worthy of you. I hope you drowned her in the moat!”

Jayden laughed delightedly at Elawyn’s gruff remark. “We did not have a moat, but believe me the temptation was there for me to build one!”

Elawyn laughed with her. She steered Figaro along a worn away path trampled out across the field by so many travellers before them. The sun shone high in the sky and warmed the warrior’s skin. She scratched distractedly at the healing cut on her face.

“How did you do that?” Jayden asked.

“I had to fight off a ferocious tree. It got one good stab at me before I defeated it!” Elawyn grinned with self-deprecation. “I caught myself on a tree racing through the forest following the smoke from your castle.”

“It makes you look very rakish,” Jayden said, her eyes looking Elawyn over carefully.

“Does it give me a dash of daring?” Elawyn asked, purposely using Jayden’s earlier words.

Jayden considered her quietly then spoke. “I think you have more than enough daring as it is. The addition of a battle scar merely confirms you are a Warrior to be reckoned with.”

Elawyn’s chest puffed out a little at the compliment then deflated abruptly. “Great. I fight Grey soldiers armed with swords, but I get my best battle scar from an accidental encounter with a tree. Whole forests must be trembling to their very roots with fear by now!”

Elawyn let her eyes drift off to the horizon. In the far distance she could see mountains, fierce things capped with snow that never melted. She had often thought of travelling that far to see what wonders they held, to see if they were as majestic close-up as they were from afar. Closer though was a series of fields, running into one another, a patchwork quilt of grasses and arable crops. Elawyn listened to the sound of the horses hooves on the dry dirt then looked across and down to consider Jayden.

“Your Highness, I really hate to bring this up, but what exactly am I supposed to do with you?”

Jayden shrugged. “You are the Warrior.”

“And you are the Princess. Is there not some sort of, I do not know, royal decree as to what a defunct Princess should do?”

Jayden cringed at the Warrior’s poor choice of words. “There is no scroll that I know of that would even begin to cover this kind of occurrence.” Jayden brushed back a loose curl of hair that had escaped its confines. “My path might be easier if it were written down in law.” She stroked Audrain reflectively. “Who would have thought being a Princess would be so hard.”

Elawyn felt her eyebrows creep up her forehead in amusement but then she tempered it, reminding herself of Jayden’s losses. She tried to be a little more sympathetic.

“Do you have any family who could help you?”

Jayden mused then a small smile sprouted on her lips. “I have an uncle. I could go to him for help.”

Elawyn nudged Figaro to increase his pace. “Then what are we waiting for? Let us get moving.” Finally, a mission, Elawyn thought.

“He rules somewhere in the Garrow region,” Jayden called after her.

Elawyn slowed Figaro back down again with a barely controlled sigh. “And that is not within a good gallop’s journey,” she grumbled for Figaro’s ears only. She tried hard not to show her ill humour as Jayden trotted up beside her.

“Are you familiar with the Garrow region?” Jayden asked hopefully.

“Garrow is a little out of my tour of duty. I travel the west mainly.”

“Can you get us there?”

Jayden’s question was innocently asked, but Elawyn still closed her eyes and quickly considered her choices. Did she really want to help the Princess further still? She reached under her breastplate into her tunic’s pocket and drew out her coin. She purposely ignored Jayden’s curious stare and flipped the coin up into the air. She had no need to halt Figaro’s gait, she had done this trick too many times before to drop the coin in carelessness. She caught the coin, cupped it on the back of her hand but hesitated in removing her other hand.

“What are you flipping for?” asked Jayden, her eyes fixed on Elawyn’s concealing hand.

“Star Sign: We head for Garrow. Moon Phase: We do not.”

Jayden nudged her pony in the ribs so he would keep up with Figaro’s longer strides. “You are deciding something of great importance to me on the toss of a coin?” Her voice did not sound pleased.

Elawyn squinted at her and said loftily, “Not just any coin, a Celestial Warrior’s coin.”

“Oh, that is alright then. I would hate to consign my fate to just any old coin,” Jayden muttered sarcastically and brushed at her hair with exasperation. “I cannot believe you are wagering everything on the toss of a coin.”

Elawyn ignored her and lifted her hand to view the coin. Jayden craned her head to see.

“Well? Do we head for Garrow, or do I have to learn to make my home here among the trees?” Jayden asked sweetly.

“We head for Kryger.” Elawyn tucked the coin back into safety and steered Figaro in another direction entirely.

“What side of the coin was that decision?” Jayden demanded, turning Audrain to follow after Elawyn’s lead.

“The best side for your purposes. I have no idea how to get to Garrow. Kryger will help us.”

“And who is Kryger?”

Elawyn smiled a contented smile and looked toward their new direction. “He is the biggest and the best of my friends.”



 
Chapter 7 

 
 There was nowhere a more majestic sight than the view from high atop the ridge above Voyam’s Shoe Cliffs, Elawyn believed. At least not in the whole of Calluna, she would wager. The panorama never failed to move her, it made her chest ache with its beauty. From her vantage point she could see the water that tumbled down the cliff’s face, slender wet water ribbons that raced down the twin rock faces, blue streaks careering through the grey rock. The huge cliffs curled in a distinctive horseshoe shape, one continuous outcrop of rock that curved round on itself. In the centre of the sea, between the protective shelter of the rocks, lay a large island. It resembled a miniature mountain reaching out from the sea and was ringed by a sand barrier keeping back the water.
With eyes closed, Elawyn deeply breathed in the salt sea air. She felt the breeze tickle under her chin and ruffle through her hair, lifting it off her neck. The air invigorated her, cleared her head after the seemingly endless ride to reach the cliffs.

“Do you have to stand so close to the edge?” Jayden asked quietly as if afraid that a raised voice would pitch Elawyn forward over the cliff.

Elawyn, eyes still shut, grinned at the Princess’s nervous tone. She opened out her arms and began to rock on her heels.

“Elawyn!” Jayden’s voice squeaked in alarm.

The warrior turned and fixed Jayden with an ice blue stare of innocence. “You would rather we climb down?” she asked and had to stifle a decidedly evil chuckle at Jayden’s look of abject horror. Her merriment slipped out in her laughter.

“Your sense of humour will get you thrown over those cliffs,” Jayden muttered darkly, her grey eyes stormy.

Elawyn only laughed louder. She stepped away with noticeable deliberation from the edge of the cliffs to tend to Figaro. “You might want to fasten Audrain to a bush or something sturdy up here, you would not want him to wander off or end up over the cliff like poor Voyam.”

“Who was Voyam?” Jayden asked curiously, tying her pony to the base of a bush. “Was that some Celestial Warrior who stood too close to the edge of the cliff and thought it possible to float down to the shore’s edge on his or her own inflated importance?”

Elawyn’s eyes widened in surprise at the pointed comment. She pressed a hand to her breastplate as if wounded and was delighted when Jayden smiled. “These are Voyam’s Shoe Cliffs. They were named after a horse. In days long since past, it was said that there used to be a breed of giant horses who grazed on the grasses of Calluna. One such horse, Voyam, was said to have been a mighty horse with great aspirations.”

Jayden cocked a sceptical eyebrow. “A horse with aspirations?”

Figaro snorted loudly making the Princess jump in reaction. She gestured for Elawyn to continue, eyeing Figaro uneasily.

“Voyam had aspirations to be like Pegasus, the most majestic of all horses, the great winged beast himself. Tales told of Voyam tell how one day he tried to emulate his hero. He galloped right off the edge of the rocks, but alas, he had no wings with which to fly. He fell to his death with such an earth shaking crash that he caused the land to shift.”

“How big was this horse?” Jayden frowned.

Elawyn continued as if uninterrupted. “His landing created a crater that let the sea roll in, and the disturbance of the ground caused the rocks to bend and curve around where he lay, creating this,” she gestured to the scene before them. “It is said that the cliffs altered to liken a horse shoe in memorial to Voyam, the horse who dared to dream he might sprout wings.” Elawyn finished her story with a flourish and turned to look at Jayden’s unconvinced face. “I just tell the tales, I do not devise them.”

“He must have weighed a colossal amount,” Jayden grunted in disbelief. “He would have had to have eaten more than just grass!”

“I did say he was a giant horse.”

Jayden made a derisive sound.

“You have got to agree it is a creative way to explain the cliffs unusual growth.” She rubbed at her chin with a soft grin. “Do you want to know the tale concerning the island?”

Jayden shook her head. “I have heard enough tall tales for now, thank you, Celestial bard!”

“Ah, but are you aware this island is named?”

“Voyam’s Folly, perchance?” quipped Jayden swiftly.

Elawyn grinned and nodded in acknowledgement of a point well scored. “No, your Royal Smart-Ass-ness! It is called Wits End.”

Jayden squinted at Elawyn with scepticism. Elawyn threw her hands up playfully in mock surrender.

“No tall tales, I promise. This I know as fact. Kryger himself named it; it is his island.”

“He lives at his Wits End?” Jayden still looked disbelievingly at the warrior.

“He liked the play on words. He is funny like that.”

Elawyn removed a bulky cloth and a bottle of ale from Figaro’s saddlebag. “Cannot arrive empty handed,” she explained to Jayden and unfastened her breastplate at the one side. She stuffed her gifts inside, after hastily checking the cork was safely in the bottle’s neck. She shifted everything around until they rested uncomfortably at best against her chest. She refastened her breastplate a little looser to make up for the added bulk and then flexed her fingers. “I am going to need my hands free to navigate the rocks.”

“You are not seriously considering climbing down the cliffs?” Jayden’s eyes grew large and wide. “Why can your friend not come to us?” she complained.

“He is shy,” Elawyn said simply. “He rarely leaves his island.” She brushed a hand through her bright hair impatiently. “We want his help, we have to go to him. It is only fair.”

Jayden nodded reluctantly. “I am glad I got rid of that gown,” she muttered.

Elawyn chuckled deep in her throat. “It might have proved an entertaining climb.” She shook with silent mirth at Jayden’s face. “Not just for me, but probably for Kryger too. It is not every day he gets to see a Princess clambering down the cliffs in a ball gown!”

“My sincerest apologises for his disappointment,” Jayden said tartly.

“Do not worry. I will be sure to tell him what he missed.” Elawyn’s tongue slipped out to peek between her teeth. “And I will not forget to mention where you hide that little baby dagger.”

Still smirking at the shocked then embarrassed look currently residing on the Princess’s face, Elawyn finally turned her attention to the matter at hand. She began nudging around in the grass with the toe of her boot. She was so caught up in her preoccupation that she did not notice the Princess come to her and watch her perform what looked like a slow dance.

“I am frightened to ask what you are doing now,” Jayden whispered as if not wanting to break the Warrior’s concentration.

“Looking for our way down the cliff,” Elawyn replied. She saw out of the corner of her vision Jayden’s head dip to look at the grass then lift back up to fix Elawyn with the now familiar grey disbelieving gaze. Elawyn ignored it and let out a happy grunt of satisfaction when she stubbed her toe on something solid hidden in the grass. She fell to one knee and scrabbled in the grass roots until her fingers fastened around a brass ring. She tugged it from the dirt’s hard grip and wrenched it free. She grinned up at the Princess.

“Want to toss for your options?”

Jayden fixed her with a steady eye. “We do not have to climb down the face of the cliff?”

“Not unless you really want to. I am all for a new challenge.” Elawyn pulled on the ring and a hatch lifted up from the ground with squeaks and squeals of old wood complaining at being disturbed.

“You made me believe we had to climb down the cliff’s face,” Jayden accused.

“No, you assumed it, but I never actually said it.” Elawyn pushed aside the hatch and let it fall with a solid thud on the grass. A strong sea odour escaped from the opened hatch and Elawyn waved a hand before her face. “Whew, the smell of the sea.” She coughed noisily and was wiping her hands on her breeches when she realised she could feel Jayden’s eyes burning a hole in the back of her head. Elawyn risked a glance at her. “You did not really think we were going to climb all the way down the cliff?” She shook her head at Jayden’s indignant expression and sighed despairingly. “I do not know what they taught you in Princess classes, but even at the Celestial Warriors Collegium we did not get extra credits for tackling insurmountable problems.” Elawyn looked down the hole revealed by the hatch. “Not when there is a far simpler solution presenting itself.” She sketched an exaggerated bow and directed a hand toward the opening. “Ladies first, Your Highness?”

“Why do you not prove your warrior metal and lead the way?” Jayden retaliated, noticeably still not wholly trusting of Elawyn.

Elawyn shrugged and had to readjust her breastplate one last time as she felt the bottle shift uncomfortably.

“Why do I have this particular foreboding that your first step into that hole will be all I know of until I hear you hit rock bottom?” Jayden’s face had paled beyond pale.

Elawyn held out a hand and the Princess placed hers trustingly into it. The Warrior pulled her closer to the hole.

“Look,” she instructed. “Let your eyes get used to the dark and then really look.”

Jayden peered down into the blackness and Elawyn heard her soft exclamation when she saw what Elawyn knew was there.

“There are steps,” Jayden remarked, looking in further.

“They lead to a walkway. There is a huge spiral staircase carved out inside this cliff.”

“How on earth did it get here?”

“Kryger built it for me so I could visit him.” Elawyn shook her head at Jayden’s raised eyebrows. “I am serious. Sometimes friends go to extraordinary lengths to make sure they can see each other.”

“Your friend made a staircase in a cliff?” Jayden’s voice rose a little in surprise.

“Meant more to me than flowers.” Elawyn whistled to attract the attention of her horse. “You know what to do if anyone comes, Figaro.” Elawyn eased the Princess forward. “Come on, Your Highness. Imagine you are walking down a marble staircase into a ballroom, and it will not be so hard.”

“I usually slid down the banisters, much to my parents’ royal chagrin,” Jayden confessed distractedly, eyeing the hatch with some trepidation.

Elawyn smiled. “I like a woman who knows how to make an entrance!” She tugged lightly on Jayden’s lavender sleeve. “Let us go.”

The warrior stepped down into the hole. It was wide enough for the two women to stand side by side on its first step. Elawyn loved the feel of the cliffs rock beneath her boots and how it had been shaped for her convenience alone. She automatically descended down the steps, sure of the way.

“What about the hatch door?” Jayden asked, her quiet voice suddenly loud as they entered further into a more confined space.

“I leave it open. I do not get to come here on a regular basis and I would hate to get trapped in the cliffs because the door stuck solid when I tried to open it again from inside. If anyone comes above though, Figaro will close the hatch and stand over it so no one can follow us.”

Elawyn guided Jayden down the steps then onto a rough-hewn path that marked the beginning of the walkway that resided inside the cliffs. Elawyn kept a hand on the wall on her left. Her fingers flexed at the cold rock beneath her palm. She tramped along the walkway that gently curved. In negotiating the bend, the meagre light thrown from the hatch above disappeared abruptly and the two women were plunged into darkness. Jayden bumped into Elawyn from behind, and her hands clasped at the Warrior’s breastplate.

“Why, Your Highness, this is all so sudden!” Elawyn could not resist the tease. She heard Jayden’s breathy sound of amusement.

“Is it going to be this dark all the way down?” she asked, her hands loosening their grip from around Elawyn’s armour and instead slipping down to curl around the edge of the plating. Elawyn could feel warm fingers touching not only the armour but also the small of her back. She had to remind herself that Jayden had asked her a question.

“Wait and see,” she replied mysteriously and led Jayden along their path.

The rock inside the cliff slowly began to glow, it gave out a pale green light that intensified as Elawyn and Jayden neared a section of the rock.

“What on earth is that?” Jayden asked in hushed tones, her steps faltering.

“Light to show us the way,” Elawyn replied. She walked on farther, but was halted in her tracks by Jayden’s pull on her armour. The Princess had stopped to study the rock.

“It is like green flames trapped in the wall,” Jayden muttered, examining it closely.

“They are glow mites. They live in the rock here. Somehow they emit their light the closer someone gets to them. I am guessing it is a defensive reaction. But I am no threat, I am merely grateful I can use their glow to traverse the walkway.” Elawyn pulled forward a little and felt Jayden walk with her. She still had not removed her fingers from under Elawyn’s armour.

Shadows, cast in a green glow, shivered upon the rock’s face and quivered as Elawyn and Jayden passed through the mites’ light show. The shadows shifted and changed in size as they slid across the rough-cut walls. Crevasses that were hidden in the darkness lit up with bright green glows as the two women’s progression along the walkway caused the glow mites to cast their light farther upon the rock.

Elawyn could feel the subtle shift in direction as the rock under her feet had curved round as the spiral made itself known. She also felt the change of inclination; the floor was angling down more as it began its decent. Elawyn knew Kryger had devised the walkway to be a steady incline as it needed to be just as easy to climb back up on the return journey.

Elawyn’s mind wandered in the companionable silence. She had never brought anyone else to the cliff, not even one of her fellow Warrior’s, and certainly not someone of such a short acquaintance. Elawyn wondered at this, why she instinctively trusted this Princess with the knowledge of the secret hatch and with Kryger himself. He was her greatest friend, but not someone even her closest comrades knew about, save one. Elawyn had always made sure he was never laid open to unwelcome intrusions. She respected his need for privacy and solitude. Something inside Elawyn told her that Jayden would share that respect too. Besides, the warrior reminded herself, Kryger was the only one she knew who could help them find Garrow. She nearly tripped over her own feet as a thought suddenly struck her. Why had she not just sought out a fellow Celestial Warrior whose tour of duty took them in the direction Jayden needed to go? One who could then pass the Princess on to another Warrior who could have taken her to her final destination? Elawyn could have done that. She need not have made the task her own personal crusade, leaving her own tour of duty to travel with the Princess instead. Elawyn could hear the arguments for and against her choices raging in her brain.

The mental distraction was finally stopped by an innocent intervention by Jayden herself. Her fingers had slipped from curling under the silver breastplate and were now holding onto the waistband of Elawyn’s breeches. It was startlingly intimate. Elawyn’s brain started up another set of arguments because of it.

“I am amazed that your friend Kryger did all this. He must be an old friend, because he had to have worked forever chipping away at this rock.” Jayden’s free hand trailed along the rough wall, little chippings broke free under her touch and crackled under her feet.

Elawyn herself was doing the same thing, she was surprised that her habit of brushing the wall hadn’t worn away a bare patch in the rock to leave a stripe decorating the wall.

The descent took them roughly three hours. Elawyn knew the ascent would take them a little longer, it was always easier to travel down an incline than back up it. The glow mites’ light began to fade, for as Elawyn and Jayden neared the end of the spiral walkway a pale light began to make itself visible. White light streamed through a huge opening in the base of the rock. Elawyn shielded her eyes until they grew accustomed to the brightness.

“This is where it gets a little icky,” she remarked. She felt Jayden’s grip loosen from her breeches and momentarily was at a loss. She hastily reasserted her Warrior manner. She sauntered over to an opening that was strung with hundreds of green streamers… or so it appeared.

“Camouflage is a master’s trick,” Elawyn commented and steeled herself to touch one of the hanging pieces.

“It is seaweed!” Jayden exclaimed, her own hands brushing at the dangling weeds.

“Kryger strongly believes in using natural resources, and it is very rare anyone uses this part of the sea to get close enough to actually see this crevice for what it really is.”

“A hole in the cliff covered in seaweed,” Jayden said tongue in cheek.

“Exactly,” Elawyn chose to ignore the sarcasm. “But more importantly, an entrance or exit in the cliff. What people do not know will not hurt them.” Elawyn rubbed a hand on her breeches with some force. “I will never get used to its feel.” She shuddered expressively.

Jayden rushed ahead onto the small pebbles that lined the foot of the cliff. She stretched her arms out as if reaching for the sun. Elawyn watched appreciatively the cling of Jayden’s shirt to her chest but was already distracted by the familiar feel of foreboding. She knew what had to come next in the journey and she hated it. She tried to distract herself by watching Jayden pick her way over the pebbles, stop and pick up one that took her fancy and then place it back down carefully as if not wanting to disturb it from its resting place.

Elawyn reluctantly went back through the seaweed, tempted as always to get out her sword and hack a way through the hanging weeds. She reappeared, dragging a small boat behind her. Jayden trotted over to help her get the boat over the pebbles.

“A little boat! How wonderful! I have not been on a boat before,” Jayden enthused, running her eyes over the craft excitedly.

“I am guessing all the rowing is down to me then,” Elawyn muttered and hauled the boat out to the water’s edge. She pushed it into the water and held it steady while assisting the Princess into it. Jayden sat down carefully, and once she was settled, Elawyn pushed the boat out farther into the sea and clambered aboard noisily. The boat rocked as she sat down and grabbed for the oars. She spared her boots a quick look and groaned. She hated getting her boots wet; they creaked horrendously!

“Do you not like boating?” Jayden asked innocently, not noticing how pale Elawyn had gotten or how green she was beginning to get.

“Not really, but it is a necessary evil when visiting a friend who lives on an island in the sea.” Elawyn busied herself with the task of rowing and tried desperately to ignore the nausea that threatened her stomach with embarrassing and alarming swiftness.

Jayden looked like a figurehead perched upon a fine ship, her hair ruffled by the sea breeze. The air flapped at her shirtsleeves and teased her collar. All Elawyn knew was that if she was forced to breath in the pungent aroma of the sea for longer than the few seconds she sucked in air between holding her breath, she would unceremoniously be sick over the side of the proud little boat. Breathing the sea air on dry land was one thing. With your boots firmly planted on rock, it was invigorating. On the water, it was nauseating.

“Elawyn, you do not look very good,” Jayden said solicitously, leaning forward to get a closer look at her companion.

Elawyn groaned as the boat shifted and so did her stomach.

“No talk!” she said between gritted teeth.

“Could you at least breathe, then I will not be so worried that you are going to pass out?”

Elawyn shook her head fiercely, regretted it, and increased her rowing speed. She could feel Jayden’s eyes on her and studiously ignored her. She could feel sweat popping out on her forehead and knew it was not from the physical exertion.

The island loomed large and almost mountainous. From the level of the sea, it towered greatly above the little boat and its occupants.

“This is an island?” Jayden’s eyes grew huge and her mouth gaped.

Elawyn nodded. “Big one,” she hissed and pushed herself on harder. The sooner she got on dry land the better. She blinked furiously as sweat ran into her eyes.

“Can I row?” Jayden leaned forward to ask.

“Do not move!” Elawyn all but yelled. Jayden quickly settled back in her place not once taking her eyes from Elawyn’s lime coloured complexion.

When the boat finally banged against the sandy bank of the island Elawyn scrambled out of it as if it were on fire. She did not even give it a chance to rest properly on the bank. Boots be damned, she wanted land! She stood on the sand taking shallow breaths. She watched with a detached fascination the coloured sparkles that flashed before her eyes, watched their curious dance then blinked a few times to clear her vision. She heard Jayden dragging the boat out of the sea and up onto the sand. Elawyn could not help, it pricked her Warrior pride, but she knew if she were to move any time in the next few seconds, she would disgrace herself by throwing up.

“I have heard no tales of an island that rests a mountain top upon it.” Jayden stretched her neck to gaze up at the zenith of the rock.

Elawyn took a tentative breath of sea air. She still felt queasy, but was no longer ruled by the imminent surge of sickness. She smoothed down her breeches slowly, every move measured so as not to jar her still unsteady balance. Then she adjusted her breastplate as if nothing were awry with her stomach and instantly regretted it. She swallowed a groan and the bile that rose to her throat. She carefully marked her way toward Jayden.

“Thank you for bringing the boat ashore,” she mumbled with gratitude. Jayden just nodded and took her place beside Elawyn, adding her footprints to the Warrior’s as they tramped through the sand.

Elawyn let her eyes run along the rough rock of the island’s focal point. She stopped suddenly and put out an arm to restrain Jayden from walking any further. The Princess gave her a curious look. Elawyn just cocked her head toward the mountain. She grinned slightly as Jayden squinted before her, trying to see what had caught Elawyn’s attention.

There was a loud rumbling noise, like the sound of a hundred rocks moving and shifting their position. A strange creaking noise rent the air and Jayden grabbed for Elawyn’s arm in alarm. Elawyn solicitously patted it in a careless reassurance while she herself kept her eyes fixed on the mountain. The mountain appeared to break itself apart but this was no simple landslide or rock fall. With an ear-slipping sound a huge chunk of rock detached itself from the rest of the stone.

“The mountain is moving!” Jayden’s whisper was aghast.

“No it is not,” Elawyn said with a smile.

A large grey form pulled away from the mountain’s stone, every motion it made lent its noise to the air. Every movement as it stepped away from the mountain rumbled like distant thunder.

Jayden gasped aloud. “It is a person!”

Elawyn did not look at the Princess but qualified, “It is Kryger.”



 
Chapter 8 

 
 The giant pulled himself away from the mountain he had been resting on. So still and quiet, he had been a part of the rock. By his very appearance, he resembled a man indeed carved from stone. He towered at least thirty feet in the air. Elawyn knew no one had ever gotten close to him with a measuring tool to confirm or belie Elawyn’s guess. She looked at her friend fondly as he slowly manoeuvred himself away from his mountain spot. The giant had fashioned himself a resting place in the stone so that he could successfully hide when intruders intruded. His unusual build made him all but invisible to those who were not expecting a giant on or in the remote island. Kryger was shaped as sturdy as the rock of his home. Broad and solid was he, with apparel chosen to blend into his surroundings, camouflaging the giant’s presence to unknowing eyes. He was roughly hewn, his face a series of harsh angles and stern lines on a foreboding visage. He truly resembled a statue of some great foe, for someone that large would never be considered a friend.
Except in Elawyn’s eyes. She watched her friend’s careful movements, saw the sea breeze ruffle his brown hair, tight curls that mimicked the brown tones held in the mountains rock. His grey-blue eyes shone from an unnaturally grey face as he looked down at the warrior.

“Kryger!” Elawyn yelled and began to trot across the sand toward him, her sickness pushed aside at the sight of her dearest friend.

“Elawyn!” His voice boomed off the distant cliffs faces and caused Jayden to teeter on her feet at the force in that one word. Elawyn was more used to it, so she steadied the Princess and continued on as if the bellow had been the gentlest tinkle of a bell.

The giant took a mere few steps forward before he knelt on the sand. He held out a huge hand and Elawyn clambered up over his fingers to stand in his palm. Kryger raised her up slowly, his face creased with a smile that cracked across his grey skin.

“Elawyn of Canthas!” he said softly, his tone a low rumble that still caused the air to vibrate, but no longer sent the birds scattering to the skies. He held Elawyn up to his face, and Elawyn laid her hand against his cheek.

“Hello old friend,” Elawyn smiled into his eyes. “You look well, all this sea air must agree with you!” She teased him with their favourite greeting.

“And you, my bright Warrior, have gained a partner. A far prettier one than Figaro, I see!”

Elawyn felt her cheeks brighten and sneaked a peek down at Jayden who had remained on the sand out of the way of the giant. Elawyn knew that the Princess had to have heard Kryger’s comment, he was hardly the whispering type.

“She is the reason I am here,” Elawyn began but Kryger cut in excitedly.

“A mate finally for my lonely Warrior! How marvellous! I….”

Elawyn was horrified! She rushed to press both hands against his lips. “Will you hush your mouth!” she hissed at him. “We are not exchanging rings or anything else!” She caught the disappointment in his eyes and for a brief moment felt a similar twinge in her chest. She quickly pushed it down before she had to think too deeply about it.

“She is a Princess,” Elawyn said as if that explained everything. She smiled as Kryger’s huge eyebrows rose up his forehead. “I am trying to take her to another realm where she can be with people of her own kind.”

“Rather than with a Warrior such as your kind?”

“She needs to be a Princess somewhere,” Elawyn argued weakly.

Kryger nodded slowly. “And you need to consult my maps to find a place for her.”

“Exactly. We are looking for a realm in Garrow.”

Kryger’s brow furrowed as he considered this name. Elawyn fancied she could all but see him rapidly running through the charts in his head, seeking out the one they would need to look over.

The giant nonchalantly looked down to the sand where Jayden stood. She was looking up at them both. He then looked at Elawyn, cast a sneaky eye back at Jayden then once again at the Warrior.

“Spit it out, Kryger,” Elawyn said with a small sigh.

“You have never brought anyone here with you before.”

Elawyn rolled her eyes and leaned forward to rest her hands either side of her friend’s nose. She stared at him as furiously as she could, considering the smile that was threatening to break free on her lips.

“If you start humming the marriage bond music, giant or no giant, I will box your ears until they ring!”

Kryger’s laugh rolled round the island. His humour lit up his face and made Elawyn grin through her sudden deafness. She was still smiling when he returned her to the ground. Elawyn did not alight from his hand, instead she gestured for Jayden to join her. The Princess was hesitant for a second, but took Elawyn’s proffered hand to aid her climb onto the giant’s palm. Jayden did not let go of Elawyn’s helping hand and Elawyn felt the Princess squeeze tighter the closer the giant lifted them.

“Welcome to my island, Your Highness,” Kryger bent his head respectfully.

A soft smile broke out on Jayden’s face. “Thank you, Kryger. Please, call me Jayden.”

Kryger considered this silently, nodded once in agreement and then said earnestly, “I will do anything I can to assist you in your search for a place to be. Wherever that may lead… or whomever it may lead you to.”

Elawyn lifted her eyes skyward at his blatant comment. Jayden’s chuckle filled the air. The giant’s face creased into smiles as he delighted in her laughter. Elawyn just shook her head muttering “Grief!” under her breath.

“Kryger, kindly put us back on solid ground.” Elawyn felt her stomach shift as her altitude altered. “That way I can at least stab your ankles with my sword,” she muttered darkly.

“I hear you!” Kryger commented in a rumbling whisper.

Elawyn flashed her friend an innocent look.

Back on the sand Elawyn and Jayden followed behind Kryger as he led them into his mountain home. Elawyn never got over her amazement at how the interior of the mountain was vastly different to the exterior. It was like stumbling across something magical. As he pulled open the large stone door and ushered them in, Elawyn heard Jayden’s gasp of surprise.

“A sure case of never judging a scroll by its parchment,” Elawyn remarked. She stood with her hands on her hips and let her eyes wander around Kryger’s home, a place fit for a king among giants.

The inside of the mountain had been hollowed out. Kryger's own head did not reach the ceiling carved out of the rock. Soft moss covered the floor in a pale green carpet. Lanterns hung from niches in the rock and shone bright light into the home. No corner was left in shadow. It made the mountain’s insides welcoming and friendly, shining with its yellow glow. An overstuffed chair, giant sized, sat pride of place in what was the lower room. The chair rested before a wide fireplace that glowed with the embers of a dying fire. A mantle of rock curved round the fireplace, framing it. Row upon row of shelves were cut into the rock at every level. Scrolls lay rolled in place, hundreds of parchments were stacked upon others, all neatly lined up in an order known only to Kryger.

There was a small cooking area, but the lower room was dominated by the shelves. A few stone steps led to an upper level where Kryger’s bed lay. Pride of place up there was a huge telescope, a large retractable tube all browns and polished gold. It stood poised to scan the skies from a hole in the mountain’s top. Elawyn smiled as she saw this. This was Kryger’s most treasured possession. Her friend was a stargazer, as adept with maps of the stars as with more earthly placings. A giant with his head firmly in the clouds, literally and figuratively.

Elawyn stretched her arms at the warmth that seeped into her bones. After the chill that had risen off the sea, Kryger’s home was a welcoming haven. She began to undo her breastplate to get more comfortable and to remove her packages.

“What have you got me?” Kryger asked, for all his size sounding like a young child inquiring after gifts.

Unfastening the buckles and carefully removing her bundles, Elawyn held them up for the giant to see.

Jayden gave her an incredulous stare. “How can he possibly get any enjoyment out of those? He could lose them under a fingernail!”

The Warrior and the giant laughed at Jayden’s astute observation. Elawyn handed the bottle to Jayden and tugged at her arm to have the Princess join her in the cooking area. A platform jutted out just above Elawyn’s head, and she reached up to slide on the foodstuff that had been wrapped in her cloth. A loaf of bread and a hunk of bright yellow cheese rested on the platform. She stepped back and invited Jayden to put the bottle up there too. The Princess did so with a sceptical eye.

“To whom are we making an offering?” she muttered.

Elawyn hushed her. “Now the magic begins.” She gently led Jayden well away from the platform.

Kryger entered the area and reached up to a hole high in the rock’s wall and pulled out a large glass jar. It was filled with millions upon millions of tiny little spheres. He picked one out carefully, it disappeared in the largeness of his fingertips, yet he held its fragility so gently between finger and thumb.

“Ready?” he asked, his grey face bright with mischief.

Elawyn nodded, her own face alight with excitement. No matter how many times she got to witness this spectacle she never grew tired of its fascination.

“Do not take your eyes off the platform,” she told Jayden in a whisper.

“But from down here I cannot even see the top of the platform where we put the stuff!” Jayden whispered back.

Elawyn grinned. You will soon see plenty, she thought but kept the comment unsaid. She kept an eye on Jayden’s face, she did not want to miss her reaction to what Kryger was about to do.

Kryger very gently squeezed the sphere between his finger and thumb. It made a popping noise that strangely echoed round the rock as if it had emanated from something far greater than the tiny bubble. Coloured sparkles spilled from his fingers and sprinkled little fragments of rainbow coloured dust to fall upon the waiting food. All was quiet then a rustling noise came from the ledge, soft shifting and stretching noises. Elawyn was delighted to see Jayden’s jaw drop as she witnessed the giant’s magic unfold. The bread began to grow and expand from its small beginnings. It grew into something a whole lot more substantial for a giant’s appetite. The cheese grew too. Soon its shaded holes enlarged to a size that either one of the women could have crawled inside comfortably had they a desire to. The bottle stretched tall and straight, finally it reached a size to quench a titan’s thirst.

Kryger lifted up the bread once its growing had ceased and sniffed at it with a sigh of appreciation.

“A hint of nutmeg, just how I like it.” He ripped off a piece of bread and crumbs fell from the crust in wild abandon.

“We could get seriously maimed by those crumbs!” Jayden said in horror as she watched the bits fall and crash to the floor.

“Why do you think I positioned us over here? We could probably drown in a drop of ale if he let any spill.” Elawyn said all this matter of factly.

“What kind of wild magic do you possess, Kryger, to change the minuscule into the gigantic?” Jayden questioned, edging closer with care to where the giant stood. She was mindful of any more crumbs escaping his fingers and falling to the ground like flaky dough boulders.

“It is not my talent, I merely come by it second hand.” Kryger very carefully brushed at his shirt well away from his guests. “My old master was a conjuror of spells and a master of potions. He made plenty of provisions for me to be able to eat supplies brought here for me.”

“So you are not so isolated here. You have someone visit?” Jayden inquired.

Kryger looked down at her. “The deliverer merely leaves my provisions on the sand and then rows away. I have no intervention with him. He has no idea that he brings food for one of my…” he paused reflectively, “stature.”

“Do you not ever get lonely?” Jayden asked.

“I am content with my own company and I have the stars to follow. They are all the companionship I require.”

Jayden’s eyes narrowed as if she did not quite believe his reply. Elawyn pursed her lips in a wry smile at the Princess’s expression.

“Kryger is not a social creature, Your Highness. He would feel very out of place at even an un-royal shindig.”

Jayden shot her a jaded eye then returned her attention to the giant. “You look to the stars?”

Kryger nodded eagerly. He moved to settle himself in his chair, then reached down. He palmed Elawyn and Jayden and lifted them up to sit beside him on the arm of his chair. Jayden began rubbing at her neck unobtrusively. Elawyn caught the gesture and sympathised. She was familiar with the ‘looking forever skyward’ ache.

“I chart the movement of the planets and stars. I have discovered many lights in the sky that have only recently begun to emerge. There is a symmetry to it all that is very soothing.”

Elawyn felt a slow smile ease onto her face as she relaxed in Kryger’s presence and the familiarity of his island home. She loved to hear Kryger talking about the stars. His passion for the celestial made his voice grow animated and his enthusiasm was contagious. How he described the merging of the night sky into stars never failed to inspire Elawyn to awe. She believed there was nothing about the space beyond that Kryger did not know. She half listened to him as he explained his latest find to Jayden. She watched the Princess’s face as she frowned slightly in concentration. No doubt trying to understand the majesty that existed beyond the clouds that Kryger knew as well as he knew the ground beneath his feet, Elawyn thought a touch wryly. Or, as Elawyn often did, the Princess was no doubt feigning understanding when he got too technical or fanciful and totally lost his audience!

Elawyn leaned against the back of the chair, she stretched out along the arm. With one leg flat, the other raised up, she dangled a hand from her knee in a relaxed pose. She closed her eyes and for a moment allowed herself the liberty of relaxing, knowing she did not have to check over her shoulder here. Her thoughts cast back to the village they had left behind. How had that old man known who Jayden was, she pondered. He had said someone had told him who the Princess was. Who was the informer? Elawyn ruminated, her mind flashing through scenes. From the blaze at the castle, her rescue of the Princess, the Harlequin Fool who had watched the fire. Why he particularly stuck in Elawyn’s mind she could not say. Maybe it was his gaudy clothing amid the servants’ garb. But, Elawyn had also seen the finery of the royal guests, and some of that was equally pretentious. She chewed the inside of her cheek reflectively. He just seemed out of place, she thought, and according to Jayden, Marchan castle never employed a Fool for entertainment.

“Curious,” Elawyn muttered and opened her eyes to find both of her companion’s gazes fixed on her. She smiled at them, but did not share her thoughts.

“While you have been musing, Warrior Brave, Jayden has been telling me of your fated meeting,” Kryger said.

“Fated? Dear Kryger, destiny had no hand in our meeting,” Elawyn retorted.

“Do not be too sure, Elawyn; everything has a reason,” he said loftily.

Elawyn humpfed. “There is nothing more trying than a romantic giant!”

Kryger grinned. “Romance?” He looked at Jayden then back at Elawyn. “I never mentioned the word romance.”

Elawyn felt her cheeks redden violently. There were times Kryger’s giant brain was too quick with the smart comments! She felt Jayden looking at her with barely disguised humour.

“I did not mean romance like that, I meant…” She hated it when Kryger’s eyebrows rose like that. She stood up abruptly. “I thought you had maps to find!” she demanded haughtily.

Kryger’s laugh boomed around his home. “As you wish.” He stood up and bowed at her mockingly. Then he bent down to whisper none too quietly to her. “But I believe you do protest too much!”

Elawyn could hear Jayden’s soft chuckle, but would not look in her direction. “Just get us down from here, all right?” she grumbled.

Kryger was already over by a shelf, his long fingers trailing over an endless sea of scrolls. He tossed his comment over his shoulder. “Are you going to walk all over my maps again?”

“It is not like I can just look over your shoulder!”

“Just make sure your boots are clean this time!”

Elawyn pulled a face at his back. “One time! One time I track sand over a scroll and I never get to live it down!”

“Not while I am alive.” Kryger picked out a scroll and moved to the only table in the room.

“Do not tempt me,” Elawyn muttered under her breath.

Jayden watched their bantering with a grin. “Is it wise to antagonise someone so grand?” she asked Elawyn but Kryger chose to answer instead.

“Maybe not, but I can handle her!”

Elawyn shook her head at her friend. It had been too long since they had had the opportunity to match wits verbally. It was probably the only way Elawyn could spar with an opponent so big and actually emerge victorious and not squashed under a boot.

Kryger rolled out a map and anchored it down with polished stones. He strode over to his armchair and laid out a courteous hand to Jayden and then cocked a finger imperiously at Elawyn. She chuckled and scrambled into his palm.

Once standing on the table, Elawyn was able to see a whole region laid out beneath her feet, an artwork vision of terrain found in Calluna. She smirked as she caught Jayden surreptitiously checking the soles of her boots, but Elawyn did the same just in case she disgraced herself again. She even rubbed the tops of her boots on the back of her breeches for good measure. She strode over mountains and forests to where Kryger had a finger poised in a “You are here” stance. Elawyn tried not to dwell on how small she was against a mere finger on her friend’s hand.

“So, if you ‘finger walk’ across the map, how far away are we from Garrow?” Elawyn teased and watched as Kryger walked his fingers across the map in search of Garrow.

“Would you not rather go to Gadren? It is a great deal closer,” he asked perfectly serious.

“We are not scouting for nice locations that begin with the letter G, Kryger. Jayden wants to go to be with her family.”

“If they even remember me,” Jayden muttered.

Elawyn shot her a look. “Pardon me?” Incredulity edged into her tone.

Jayden lifted a shoulder in a defensive shrug. “Well, it is not like we keep in touch faithfully. We send greetings at Solstices, but we do not visit each other’s castles very much.”

“Dysfunction in the monarchy, now there is a novel thought,” Elawyn said. “So when did you last hear from these distant, distant relatives?”

“A festival or three ago,” Jayden admitted.

“So they could have been usurped from their castle and another monarch be sitting in their seat? And you would not know until they did not send a Solstice scroll?” Elawyn sat down on the map, uncaring that she was figuratively sitting in a lake. She watched as Jayden shifted nervously from one foot to the other.

“My uncle’s army is very strong,” she began in defence but Elawyn held up a hand to silence her.

“Supposedly, so was your own, but on last witness your castle was smouldering into the night.” Elawyn was not trying to be cruel, she just needed Jayden to realise that nothing was stable. The world spun round on its axis (according to Kryger) and everything shifted and changed. The warrior mentally shrugged, if Jayden wanted to go to Garrow, then to Garrow they would go. If some other monarch were ruling in place of her uncle then Elawyn would leave it to the new ruler to sort something out. It really was not her problem once she had fulfilled her duty of taking the Princess to her chosen destination. After all, she was not the Princess’s keeper. Elawyn stood up abruptly, slapping at her breeches.

“Kryger, my good man, direct us on the road to Garrow.”

“You are still going to take me?” Jayden blinked in surprise.

“It appears to be the only course of action to take.” Elawyn rubbed at her chin reflectively. “Something tells me you are not going to be an easy task to undertake.”

“Good. I would hate to be considered easy,” Jayden replied with a sly grin that made Elawyn double-take and grin in return. Jayden looked down at the map. “I do not recognise any of this land.”

Elawyn snorted. “Is it any wonder, you who rarely ventured out from behind the castle battlements?”

Jayden made a face at her then went back to examining the map under her feet.

“This is “Wits End”,” Kryger announced tapping his finger on the map over a rendition of the island. He stroked his fingertip around the map as if trailing it through the water surrounding his home. “The cliffs are here, and here is Figaro’s favourite lunch spot.” He looked down at Elawyn, and they shared a knowing grin at Elawyn’s horse’s habits. Kryger sketched a finger along the map trailing out their journey so far.

“So which way do we take from the cliffs, and no trick directions so we end up riding out into the ocean!” Elawyn kept her eyes fixed on the map as she teased her large friend.

Kryger kept silent for a minute as he plotted and planned which way to Garrow was the easiest, quickest and less hazardous for the Warrior and Princess to take. Elawyn herself ‘walked’ the paths, she ambled over the map, studying the terrain drawn beneath her boots.

“You have a long journey ahead, Warrior,” Kryger muttered as he trailed his fingers over another part of the map after dismissing one direction.

“My tasks never prove to be easy.” Elawyn bounded over a mountain range to join Kryger’s fingers further along the map. “But no one ever said that the life of a Celestial Warrior was meant to be simple.” She looked where Kryger’s finger had come to rest. “This is Garrow?” She walked round the markings on the map as if testing the terrain. “It is further afield than I had reckoned.”

Jayden moved over to join them, her brow creasing as she scrutinised the map. “There it is,” she breathed in relief and knelt down to place a palm on the tiny rendition of a castle. “Prince Dexlar’s realm.”

“Dexlar?” Kryger’s eyebrows knotted as he rummaged in his mind. Elawyn watched him, waiting for the gem of wisdom he was no doubt about to impart.

“Was he not also known as Princess Dexlar?”

Jayden’s jaw dropped then she burst into peels of laughter. Her eyes sparkled with barely suppressed jollity. “How on earth did you know that? It is supposed to be a family secret!”

Kryger puffed up proudly. “I have my ways and means.”

“Once, just once, Uncle Dexlar was caught wearing his mother the Queen’s dress and he was labelled for life!” Jayden’s face was alight with laughter. “He has since married and has a whole brood of children but he is still whispered of as the ruler who looked prettier than his mother ever did in her best regal gown!”

“No repeat performances since?” Kryger asked, truly curious.

“No, Uncle Dexlar found married life expanded his waist line, and he could not find any gowns large enough in the palace to squeeze into. And it would not have been seen as seemly if word got out that the ruling monarch requested a made-to-measure sequinned gown!”

Kryger guffawed loudly and Elawyn snorted. “And you want to go to this crazy castle?” she asked.

“I do not have anywhere else to go, do I? For some reason I am a marked woman in this part of Calluna.”

Elawyn sobered and addressed a curious Kryger. “I seem to have wandered into something more than just a simple castle burning, bringing down the monarchy kind of thing. It appears someone is aware that the Princess did not perish in the flames, and that same someone is not celebrating the fact.”

Elawyn told Kryger at some length about the army of Grey Men and the rowdy group in the village. She did not mention the Harlequin Fool or her unease where that particular person was concerned. After all, it was not as if she had seen him standing at the castle’s walls with a flaming torch. No matter what she told herself, she still felt a nagging twinge of uncertainty. She tried to keep her mind on the matters present. She asked Kryger to pass her something to draw on so she could have a smaller rendition of the map for them to refer to. She quickly etched out a rough impression of the roads they needed to travel and put in a few trees and bushes for good measure because she caught Kryger looking over her shoulder at her hasty scribbling.

“Very professional,” he muttered and helped the two women down from the table.

Elawyn rolled up her map and began looking for her breastplate. “Kryger, old friend, as always your hospitality has been wonderful but we need to start this journey. Your hearth is fast becoming too much of a distraction to this Warrior’s heart.” She began fastening her armour back into place. The Celestial Warrior appeared once more.

“You will send word of your journeys?” the giant asked hopefully.

“As always. I will make certain you hear tell of our adventures beyond your island.”

“Adventures? Are you expecting trouble, Warrior Brave?” Kryger’s brows knitted together in a frown.

“I am a Celestial Warrior, adventure is my middle name! Besides, I feel this journey will not go uneventful. Something is not quite right here, Kryger. I just have a very uneasy feeling about it all.” Elawyn shrugged, not knowing how to explain her worries without sounding paranoid or crazed.

Jayden asked the Warrior seriously, “Am I the cause of your feeling?”

“Yes,” Elawyn replied with more honesty than charm. “But it is not of your making, I would wager. Something is happening here that is beyond my comprehension at the moment.” She tugged at her armour decisively. “But no doubt it will reveal itself sooner rather than later.”

“Sometimes it is better to be left in the darkness,” Kryger interjected solemnly.

“But then you would miss so much of what is revealed in the light,” Elawyn said enigmatically. She ruined it by waggling her eyebrows comically at him. “Unless the dark is what you prefer for ‘hands on’ investigating!” She slid a sly grin in both her companions’ directions and delighted in seeing both of them turn red at her innuendo. Elawyn, rather pleased with herself for having the last word in this talk of dark and light, headed toward the mountain’s door. She heard Jayden making her goodbyes and turned to see Kryger kneel down to touch a finger to Jayden’s outstretched hand in a gesture of farewell.

“I hope to see you again, Princess Jayden,” he announced, giving Elawyn a look that made her slow burn into a red flush that heated her face. She made a stern face at him, but her ire did not last long as she bade her own farewells to her giant friend.

“Safe journeys to both,” Kryger called as Elawyn shoved the boat back out onto the water. Jayden was already aboard. Elawyn jumped in but before reaching for the oars she checked to make sure the map was secure in her breastplate. She had had to make two lousy boat trips to get the information, she did not want to lose it now through an act of carelessness.

It was the greatest falsehood perpetrated that a return journey seemed to pass by faster to the one travelling. Elawyn cursed whoever had stated it as she steered the boat back across the water. The oars were beginning to drag in the water. Whatever strength Elawyn possessed was being channelled into making sure she did not throw up over the side of the boat before their voyage was through. She cursed that her insides had no stability when it came to travelling on water. An oar slipped, splashing a cold spray of seawater up into the air where the breeze caught it and tossed it into Elawyn’s face. Insult to injury, she mourned. She gritted her teeth, shook her head to try and shake the wetness off and tried to ignore Jayden who sat unaffected by the trial Elawyn was going through. Ignorance was truly bliss, Elawyn thought grudgingly.

When the boat finally hit the sand bank, Elawyn sent up a prayer of thanks and lumbered from the boat with more haste than speed. She sank to her knees, head bowed toward the water as if she were venerating the sea. Instead, Elawyn was seeing her life pass before her in a nausea driven haze.

“Put the boat back in the cave,” she gruffly ordered, waving a weak hand somewhere in the direction of the cliff. She did not want the Princess to have to see her spewing her insides out. Celestial Warrior’s were not supposed to have any weaknesses. Being seasick was a terrible blow to Elawyn’s pride.

Elawyn was still retching when Jayden returned, though there was very little left to bring up. Dry heaves shook the Warrior’s body. Through her misery, she felt the comforting hands of Jayden rubbing the back of her neck, trying to soothe the tenseness. Elawyn finally calmed, she self-consciously spat into the sea. Nothing personal, she promised the water mass, just trying to rid my tongue of the sour taste in my mouth.

Jayden continued to rub at her skin, caressing the sore muscles in the Warrior’s neck. Elawyn grunted in gratitude.

“Do you always react like this to a boat trip?” Jayden asked softly. Elawyn nodded against her fingers.

“I have no stomach for the sea, but it is the only way for me to see Kryger.”

“Kryger could carry you across the sea in just a few steps and place you atop of the cliffs. Why not simply do that?”

“Because the giant cannot swim and he has never left the island in his life except to carve out the inside of the mountain. He took a grave risk in that task, I would not ask such a thing from him again.”

Jayden began brushing her fingers around Elawyn’s jaw line and up alongside her face. “How did you ever meet him?”

“He saved me from drowning.” Elawyn looked round at Jayden’s surprised face. “I had been thrown from the cliffs by some men that thought a Celestial Warrior in training was great sport to be had. They beat me savagely then tossed me over the edge like a piece of driftwood. Kryger saw what happened and standing at the edge of his island he leaned out and scooped me out of the sea.”

“How awful,” shuddered Jayden.

“I learnt from it that negotiating for your life is a practised art and that some people only understand the power of the sword in a discussion.” Elawyn rubbed at her mouth. “I also learnt to swim, in a haphazard kind of way. At least, if I fall out of the boat, I can stay afloat now.”

“But you get nauseous.” It was not a question.

“Chronically.” Elawyn forced herself to her feet on shaky legs. “But Kryger is my dearest friend and no bout of nausea will keep me from seeing him.” She looked back over the sea to Wits End. “Sometimes I am grieved that so huge a man is literally trapped in so small a space by something stronger than any magicians spell.” Elawyn’s jaw clenched. “Other people’s fear at one so large keeps him hidden away. It is as if they think all that is bad has to come to rest in such a large presence. I hate people’s small minds.” Elawyn stalked away angrily from the water’s edge. “The magician that furnished him with magic potions so he would never starve also took him out of harm’s way. He placed him out of the torchbearers’ reach, whose only aim in life was to set fire to a giant. But he left him in a place so remote the only things he has to see are the stars. He is surrounded by the sea he distrusts, without company save for a few of us who fear him not. He literally should be at his wits end.”

“He would be formidable if he was,” Jayden remarked, her eyes looking back toward the island.

“Fortunately, he thrives on solitude, and he sees things in the skies above you would never begin to imagine.”

“And he receives word of your travels,” Jayden reminded her.

“True. I have a trusted ‘ear’ to whom I relate my adventures, who transfers it to scrolls that accompany Kryger’s food on its shipment to the island. I found some messenger birds just could not carry all of my exploits over a distance!” Elawyn batted at the seaweed draping the cliff’s open mouth. “I am really going to be kicking myself before we reach the horses for not having the foresight to bring clean drinking water down here.” She clacked her tongue inside her mouth. “Being sick is one thing, being reminded of it is even more distasteful.” She cast a weary eye up at the stairway. “Trial after trial, the bane of a Celestial Warrior’s existence.”

“Can you manage?” Jayden asked quietly from her side, as if fearing Elawyn’s anger for daring to suggest a weakness. Elawyn smiled slightly.

“As soon as my land legs return I will be able to run up that path.” She grinned wider at the stare Jayden favoured her with. “Just take my word for it, please. I would hate to be proved wrong!”



 
Chapter 9 

 
 No light at the end of the tunnel could have proved any sweeter than the fading daylight seeping through the hatch door to Elawyn’s tired eyes. She began to climb up and was greeted by Figaro’s muzzle snorting down at her.
“Hello there! Have you left any grass up here?” Elawyn pushed the horse’s head out of her way, scrambled up out of the hole and reached down a hand to help Jayden out.

“Fresh air at last!” Jayden exclaimed. She stretched her hands above her head in a lazy pose.

Elawyn’s eyes slipped to watch Jayden’s shirt stretch across her chest. All right, Elawyn, she thought, obviously you have other things on your mind now than nausea. Better put that brilliant mind to other uses before you find yourself taking another tumble over the cliffs edge! She set about fussing over Figaro then found her water pouch, swilled out her mouth and then drank deeply. She handed the pouch to Jayden and watched her drink greedily from it. A little water escaped from Jayden’s mouth and trickled down her throat. Elawyn cursed herself for the thoughts running through her mind at the water’s track and then cursed Kryger for good measure for putting the possibility of those thoughts into her mind! Crazy romantic fool of a giant, she thought and dug under her breastplate for the map. Anything to get her mind off where that water might end up.

“We still have a little sliver of daylight left, I would like us to find somewhere to set up camp for tonight.”

“Why did we not stay with Kryger?” Jayden asked. “He had plenty of room, and I would say he would have welcomed the company.”

“Dreaming of laying your head on a soft pillow, Princess?” Elawyn led Figaro away from where he had resumed grass chewing. Elawyn hoisted herself upon his back. “I very rarely stay at Kryger’s home. You heard his voice?”

Jayden nodded, a puzzled look on her face.

“Then imagine his snores. The way it reverberates around the rock is like sticking your head inside a bell and having someone strike out the hours!”

Jayden winced at the thought. “I had not considered that!”

“Besides,” Elawyn patted Figaro’s neck. “It is not safe to leave Figaro up here so exposed. Anyone passing by could try to steal him or worse. There is even the possibility this fine mount might take it into his head to re-enact Voyam’s great leap.” She laughed as Figaro bucked under her. “I would never leave Figaro up here alone overnight. It is not fair on him and no Celestial Warrior worth her coinage would abandon her companion.”

Jayden trotted up beside Elawyn leading Audrain by her side. “Do you have a plan?”

“For what? To get us to Garrow?”

Jayden nodded at her.

“I have a map. Any plans will have to be formulated as we go along. Not every so called easy route goes according to plan.”

“No plans,” said Jayden with a slight smile.

“Do you have any plans, Princess?” Elawyn asked, looking down at her and trying not to enjoy the slight sense of superiority it gave her.

“Only to follow your every lead, Warrior,” Jayden replied earnestly. So earnestly Elawyn threw her a suspicious look. “And to keep you well away from water for the time being.”

“A wise plan,” Elawyn reflected soberly, reminded of her stomach’s still unsteady state. “A perfect plan to be carried out on the safety of dry land. We shall make a Warrior of you yet, My Lady.”

 
Safety was soon a relative term, because not long after leaving the cliffs Elawyn began to sense something lurking beyond the grey of dusk’s lengthening shadows. Instinct told her to slow Figaro down while she reached out with her Adeptude to feel for the threat she felt.

“Is there something out there?” Jayden whispered. She had eased Audrain closer to the larger horse and had laid a hand on Elawyn’s knee. All the time the Princess’s eyes squinted out into the trees and bushes that framed their path.

“I believe so,” Elawyn confirmed, distracted somewhat by what she was sensing and its implication for them both. She was not a Warrior on her own; she had a companion now. Admittedly one who could wield a sword, but she was still a Princess. A Celestial Warrior would not take a dignitary deliberately into a skirmish. Elawyn felt a familiar tingle run through her veins, a strange mixture of excitement and fear that always struck when her Adeptude sensed danger ahead. The thrill came from the fight. She was a proud Warrior and relished when her talent proved superior. The fear came from recognising that danger could herald death, a healthy reaction to any situation, Elawyn believed. She peered down at the Princess who sat silently at her side.

“We have a choice, Your Highness.” Elawyn reached for her coin and grinned as Jayden grimaced.

“Life or death or something else to climb down?”

“Life or death for a change.” Elawyn nodded toward their desired destination. “We have trouble ahead, I am sensing few in number, but their intent is violent. We can either go right into their path and face them there, or wait here and have them come to us.”

“Why do we not just double back and go another way?”

“I only have two sides to my coin!” Elawyn patted Jayden’s hand at her indignant face. “It is a good suggestion, but back there is just the cliffs again. I sense these ahead will not be put off by our retreating.”

“So we ride ahead?” Jayden’s voice betrayed her nervousness, but she did not flinch under Elawyn’s stare.

“Moon Phase or Star Sign?” Elawyn held the coin up so it caught the last little vestige of light available.

“There is no need to toss; we go ahead and meet them. That way they will believe they have got the advantage of surprise, and we shall prove them wrong.”

“We could have the advantage here.” Elawyn pointed to where they were.

“Yes, but we will be on edge until they arrive. My nerves will not stand for that! I would rather fight than stand back and wait.”

“How did you ever get born into a royal house with warrior blood coursing through your veins?”

“Through great fortune, I wager! I got to learn to fight like a warrior without having to rough it like one for years in training!” Jayden’s reply made Elawyn chuckle.

“Care to put your royal warrior skills to the test once more?” Elawyn knew the Princess could handle herself, but fighting in the castle against marauders and fighting for your life in woods against cutthroats were two different things. Elawyn hesitated far too long. Jayden caught it.

“I will not get in your way, Warrior Brave,” she promised. “It seems you have very little choice in the matter of me fighting or not. This cannot be decided on the toss of a coin. We are in this together. We have been in this together from the moment you got me out of the castle.”

Elawyn’s eyes squinted at Jayden in a cool stare. “I did not expect a partner,” she grumbled.

“And I did not expect to gain a bodyguard either, but we are stuck with this predicament. Unless you decide I am not worth the hassle, and you leave me here to go on alone.”

“I would never do that!” Elawyn blustered, affronted at the thought.

“I know you would not; you are a Warrior. You save people and fight for them.” Jayden squeezed Elawyn’s knee. “I know you will fight for me. You have already fought for me. Can you not at least let me fight for myself at your side?”

Elawyn was so taken by Jayden’s soft plea and her grey eyes that she almost forgot to blink. She finally did so owlishly and nodded silently at the Princess.

“All right then, put away your coin and let us go!” Jayden clicked her tongue and nudged Audrain forward. Elawyn came to her senses quickly.

“You may be fighting by my side, My Lady, but I still get to ride in first!” Elawyn urged Figaro on. She passed Jayden by and glared at her with the arrogance of a Warrior. “You are not leading any royal processions here, Your Highness! In combat situations, I outrank you!”

“I shall be sure to bow to your superior expertise,” Jayden muttered in a depreciating tone.

“Just remember to unsheathe your sword at the right moment. I will take care of everything else.” Elawyn fingered her own sword’s hilt and began to mentally prepare herself for the fight ahead, switching roles from guide to Warrior. Even her posture altered to take up the Celestial Warrior mantle.

“Are we prepared for this?” Jayden asked in a quiet voice, her nervousness colouring her tone.

“I am as prepared as I ever can be,” Elawyn replied, gripping her sword hilt and slowly easing it free from its sheath a fraction as if making sure it would come free when necessary. “I am just repeating one thing in my head so I do not forget it.”

“A warrior’s mantra? A poem of victory?”

“No. Something more along the lines of ‘Remember the Princess is on your side’!” Elawyn said sweetly, sparing her a sideways glance.

Jayden glared at her. “That is not funny, Warrior!”

Elawyn chuckled to herself, amused at her own wit. She saw Jayden’s reluctant smile surface. Good, Elawyn thought, tenseness leads to mistakes, and we cannot afford any mistakes right now.

 
The valley that lay ahead exuded an odd air of menace that added to Elawyn’s apprehension. The valley walls sloped high enough to hide the other side from view, but not even greenery could mask the marauders that skulked behind it to Elawyn’s senses. She pulled Figaro to a halt and dismounted. It was bad enough to put herself and the Princess at risk, she thought, without endangering Figaro too. She silently gestured for Jayden to follow her lead. Elawyn pointed Figaro in the direction of safety and smacked him on his flank to set him off toward it. Her sword drawn and her Talent reaching out to its limit, Elawyn trod with caution the pathway that would take her straight into the ambush.

“They are not a great distance ahead,” she said in a tone just above a whisper for Jayden to hear. “Now remember, they will not be polite and wait their turn to fight us, marauders never do. Strength in numbers and all that.”

“I will be watchful,” Jayden promised, her own sword brandished in her hand, her eyes searching the valley walls.

“Vigilance, Jayden, at all times,” Elawyn ordered. She began flexing her wrist, making her sword move subtly.

“Can you do tricks with your sword?” Jayden asked, watching the blade’s tip trace small circles in the air.

Elawyn narrowed her eyes at her. “Tricks? I am not a conjuror here to entertain you!”

Jayden smothered a grin at the warrior’s obvious annoyance. “I have heard tell of warrior’s who do fancy tricks with their swords. I just wondered if you were one.”

“Really?” Elawyn raised an ironic eyebrow. “Well, do not count on seeing any theatrics tonight, Your Highness. If I tried tricks I would probably cut off my own ear!” She cast a sharp glance in Jayden’s direction at a thought. “Just who has been telling you stories of warrior’s and their tricks? I thought you led a secluded life in the castle.”

“I never claimed to be cloistered,” Jayden whispered with a sly grin that made Elawyn double take and rather regret she could not take this particular conversation further. The men ahead were restless though.

“You know we are here, Celestial bitch!” A gruff voice boomed out from behind the concealing valley walls. Jayden jumped at the sound and raised her sword in reaction.

Elawyn said loudly. “How rude, they just do not teach worms manners these days. That must have come from a worms mouth because they just love to lay low on their bellies and hide.”

Six men appeared, brought out by her baiting. They stood upon the crest of the valley walls, divided out to flank the two women from either side.

“Do you want to flip your coin to pick out a desired group of three?” Jayden asked with grim humour.

“I would have thought you had learnt by now, Your Highness, my desires never run to men!”

The men began to clamber down the valley toward them, roaring in the excitement of what seemed to be an easy victory.

“Just kill any one of them that comes near you,” Elawyn instructed, her mind taken by their clothing. Grey Men here? Like the ones she had witnessed attacking Princess Jayden’s castle?

“Elawyn? Look at their uniforms.”

The Warrior knew that Jayden had come to the same realisation. Elawyn barely had the time to shrug before the men were upon them, swords swinging. Elawyn parried the first blow, which was aimed directly at her head. She carried through on her stroke to deflect another blade before that too struck her.

There really was no honour in three against one. It was grossly unfair, Elawyn grumbled to herself as she stamped on a foot that got under her boot. The Grey Man let out a yell and hopped away slightly. Elawyn took advantage of his inattention to elbow him in the face and had the satisfaction of seeing him collapse to the ground. He would be back, she knew, but not for a while. She needed to concentrate on the other two now, to lessen the odds further. She ducked under a misaimed fist and caught sight of Jayden keeping at bay the three Grey Men who were advancing on her, one by one. Elawyn was sure it was not out of politeness, but of them testing her strength and stamina. A cat and mouse game of bait and retreat. Elawyn smiled to herself. Only the Princess is no mouse.

The Warrior was forced to duck again as one Grey Man came swinging at her, sweeping his sword about his head in such a frenzied display that Elawyn took a pointedly obvious step back to watch. His partner did the same, probably figuring that Elawyn would now suffer defeat in a whirl of fast blade. Elawyn waited, studying his technique, her eyes never moving from the swirl of the sword as it got nearer. With a sudden movement Elawyn fell to her knees before the blade got perilously close and thrust her own sword upwards into the Grey Man’s rib cage and speared him in mid swirl. The look of surprise in his eyes never faded as he slipped down Elawyn’s sword as his dying momentum pitched him forward.

“Tricks fool the inexperienced; inexperience makes you a fool,” Elawyn whispered into his face as life drained out of him. She heaved him off her sword and let him drop with a thump. She faced her third Grey Man. “And now there is but one.” She aimed a swift kick in the solar plexus of the still unconscious soldier on the ground, he did not grunt. She circled her remaining Grey Man, asking conversationally, “So, what tricks do you perform before death becomes your mistress?” She made a fast feint with her sword, one eye on him, the other on Jayden. The Princess had managed to defeat one Grey Man and was now tackling the second. Odd, Elawyn thought, I get three advancing on me all at once but the Princess gets, quite literally, the royal treatment. Consideration almost. For her station, perhaps? Doubtful since they had already razed her realm. Elawyn continued to engage the third Grey Man in a test of wills while her mind pondered curious questions. Why show deference to royalty when you have already destroyed everything for her and she is next on the scroll? Since when did politeness come before a murder by sword?

Elawyn felt her arm vibrate under the clash of her sword against the Grey Man’s blade. He was strong and by now very angry. He was sloppy though, hacking with his blade at her, trying to beat her down under relentless blows. Elawyn felt an ache begin to shudder through her body at the constant raining of clashes she blocked with her sword. She carefully began to alter her position, angling her torso round a little further in unobtrusive steps. She kept her sword raised in place for him to continue to hit and not lose his rhythm. Within seconds Elawyn was at a new angle no longer parallel to her aggressor but instead adjacent. The Grey Man was blinded by rage as he continued to pummel at the blade that had never shifted position. Elawyn timed her move with a practised care, she waited for one more rise of his sword then with agility she withdrew her sword from the fight. The Grey Man’s ire meant he was too caught up in the flow to stop his strike and he aimed a blow at empty air. His momentum sent him off balance but Elawyn’s own strike was already hitting its mark. She had swung her sword out of his range to lower it and deliver a slicing blow across his midsection, fatally cutting through his abdomen.

Elawyn barely waited for him to fall dead to the ground before she rushed to the Princess’s aide. She spared a pitiless glance at the dead Grey Man on the Princess’s side and drew the attention of what seemed to be the youngest of all the fighters with a sharp whistle.

“Should you not be home with your mother?” Elawyn taunted before she punched him in the face with the hilt of her sword as she walked by him. “Amateurs,” she muttered with sad satisfaction.

“We should leave at least one alive,” Elawyn commented to Jayden as she sauntered over toward the Princess and the final Grey Man. “I, for one, would like to know who these men are and who sent them. After all, this is our second time in meeting.”

The final Grey Man laughed, never stopping in his fight with Jayden. “Scared enough yet, My Lady?” he hissed, his sword making sharp movements toward her. Jayden jumped back out of aim. “Fear makes death a sweet escape,” he leered at her evilly.

Jayden swung her blade up to block his sword and then pushed him away fiercely, her sword swishing in tight circles to keep him at bay. With a roguish grin she directed in Elawyn’s direction and a tight flick of her wrist, Jayden spun the sword round in her grasp. With a flourish she executed a neat sword trick that rearranged the position of the blade so it was now poised under the Grey Man’s chin, unwavering at his throat.

“Drop your sword,” Jayden ordered stonily. The Grey Man only complied when she stuck the blade in enough to cause blood to escape from the wound she inflicted. Elawyn saw the look in the Princess’s eyes and nearly relinquished her own weapon.

“Neat trick,” Elawyn remarked softly in Jayden’s ear as she moved to kick the Grey Man’s blade from out of his proximity.

The Princess never took her grey gaze from her prisoner. “And each ear intact too,” she replied then pressed her sword deeper into the Grey Man’s skin. He squirmed and swallowed audibly.

“Who is your commander? Who leads this grey army of yours?” Jayden demanded. Her captive remained silent.

“You heard the Princess. Who is responsible for razing the Marchan castle and now surprising us with this welcoming committee?”

The Grey Man just grinned. Elawyn scowled.

“He would look highly decorative skewered on the end of your sword, Your Highness,” she commented darkly, and her scowl deepened when the man laughed aloud. Elawyn stepped forward to wipe the humour from his face when a sharp blow to the back of her skull made her threat redundant. The last thing she saw was the laughing face of the Grey Man covered in his own blood as he was run through by Jayden’s sword. Elawyn’s falling body inadvertently pushed the blade forward before Jayden could prevent it. Elawyn saw no more after that. She never even felt the ground rush up to greet her face.

 
Elawyn wondered at the rain, it cascaded down on her in a torrent then mystically halted. Elawyn creased her brow in a frown then groaned as the movement caused her intense pain. She felt more water hit her face and swallowed some by accident as she groaned. She sputtered and spat in annoyance.

“Are you all right?”

Elawyn heard the concern in the Princess’s voice. She cracked open an eye to look up at her.

“Up until the time you started trying to drown me, yes, I believe I was.” Elawyn squinted at Jayden through pained sight. She blinked with some difficulty, finally opened both eyes and cursed with colour. “By the stars! My head hurts!” She reached up a hand to touch her head then thought better of it as the pain from the movement made her feel sick.

“You got hit on the head,” Jayden told her matter of factly. She was kneeling before Elawyn, watching her intently.

“Care to tell me something I am not painfully aware of?” Elawyn grumbled. “Such as why I am lying on the ground in a mud patch.” She tried to lever herself up off the ground to sit upright. She flinched violently as Jayden touched the back of her head. “OW! That hurts!”

“My apologies. I merely wanted to get a closer look at your wound to see if there is anything I can do.” Her touch turned more gentle.

“How long was I knocked out?” Elawyn rubbed at her neck gingerly and looked about her. Two bodies lay close enough to her that she could tell who they had been. The laughing Grey Man and the man she had made the mistake of not killing straight away. I knew he would be back, Elawyn berated herself with the luxury of hindsight. Pity I had not had hindsight itself. Then at least I would have seen him coming. She jerked away from Jayden’s questing fingers with a yelp of pain.

“You were out for about ten minutes. I finished off what you started,” the Princess nodded toward the last man. Elawyn carefully bowed her head in gratitude and tried at the same time to evade Jayden’s fingers.

“I have been trying to rouse you for the past few minutes, I want to clean your head wound.” She made a grab for Elawyn’s head. “If you would keep still a minute that is!”

Elawyn bowed her head down almost onto her knees and submitted herself to Jayden’s probing hands. She bit her lip to hold back any more outcries when she suddenly jerked out of Jayden’s hold. She began fumbling at her face.

“What on earth is the matter?” Jayden asked, peering round Elawyn’s shoulder in concern.

“Did he break my tooth?” Elawyn mumbled, fingers now in her mouth counting along her teeth. “I cannot tell!”

Jayden gave a sigh akin to one who had to be patient with a wayward child. “You have mud in your mouth from your fall.” She said this carefully, as if expecting Elawyn to do something crazy.

Elawyn just gestured maniacally for the water pouch and washed her mouth out with vigour. Water dripped over her face in her haste to clean her mouth out. With a final rinse and spit, Elawyn’s fingers were back in her mouth checking her teeth again. Her chest heaved with a big sigh of relief.

“Still got a full set?” Jayden asked, obviously trying to hold back on a grin. “Afraid you will lose your charm with a tooth missing?”

Elawyn shook her head and winced at the lancing pain. “This is not just any old tooth.” She pointed to the first tooth on the right hand side of her front teeth. Jayden moved to take a closer look. Her raised eyebrow betrayed her bafflement. Elawyn sighed aloud.

“See these markings?” She ran her fingertip over a series of off white patterns that marked the enamel of her tooth. Elawyn nodded graciously when Jayden acknowledged them. “Kryger believes these markings to resemble a cluster he has charted in the southern hemisphere.” Elawyn proudly let this statement sink in. Jayden’s eyes widened with incredulity.

“A star chart on your tooth?” she deadpanned.

“You do not believe me.” Elawyn was seriously disappointed.

Jayden narrowed her grey eyes slightly with a hint of barely suppressed humour. “Elawyn, Kryger spends so much of his time with his head in the clouds. How can you possibly take his word for this,” she gestured to the tooth, “wild flight of fantasy?”

“My tooth is no wild flight of anything! Kryger would have no cause to lie to me.” Elawyn’s ire was irked. Jayden sought to placate her.

“What if he is incorrect?” she reasoned.

“Then it is still my tooth, and I have lost nothing. I am merely telling you what Kryger told me. He believes there are literally hundreds of stars in the sky, each with a name of its own and a purpose. He aims on naming as many as he can.”

“I would wager you are not the only one who has received a blow to the head,” Jayden mumbled and began applying a dry piece of cloth to the back of Elawyn’s head.

“What if this tooth does hold a secret only the firmament can unlock?” Elawyn asked seriously. A headache was building from the pain of her injury, and it was beginning to make conversation difficult.

“Then I hope it is a glorious discovery,” Jayden said with sincerity. She looked at the Warrior with a serious eye. “Do you truly believe you hold a treasure in your mouth?”

Elawyn grinned like the rogue she was and licked her lips provocatively. “Many women have told me so!” She got a perverse enjoyment from the Princess’s gasp. “I see a tooth curiously marked like a map Kryger has fashioned from his perusal of the stars. Coincidence or something other?” She shrugged. “All I know is that I am not going to argue with Kryger’s ideas, not because they hold a fierce merit, but because he is bigger than I am and therefore can think what he likes about my tooth!”

“So you do not believe?” Jayden pushed.

Elawyn pouted a little in consideration. “I am not entirely certain. Does my not believing mean that should I ever chip my tooth then a part of the celestial formation will fall away from the rest and crash down to the earth? I hope not. But,” she favoured Jayden with a devilish smile, “It makes for a great conversation piece with the ladies! The Celestial Warrior with the fate of the stars in her mouth!”

Jayden shook her head at her and removed the bloody cloth from her wound. “I do not think you are in much of a condition to impress the ladies tonight, Warrior. We need to get you somewhere safe for the night.” She searched the darkening sky with worried grey eyes. Night was descending with a vengeance now the fighting had concluded. The moon no longer bothered to light up the battlefield for them.

“I feel fine.” Elawyn turned to brush away Jayden’s helping hand under her arm. “I can still wield my sword,” she announced then flapped a hand around her empty scabbard. “Where is my sword?” She gratefully accepted it from Jayden who retrieved it from the ground for her. Using the sword as support, Elawyn dragged herself up to her feet. She swayed drunkenly for a moment, her grip tightened on the sword’s hilt, its blade sturdily dug into the ground for her balance. She tugged it free once the ground beneath her feet stopped drastically tilting. Elawyn replaced her sword in her scabbard after first wiping its blade off on the body of a Grey Man. She patted at the sword, now safely back at her side, like it was a faithful pet. She whistled for Figaro, who came promptly with Audrain in tow. Elawyn mounted him in a series of fits and starts until Jayden unobtrusively nudged her up with a well-placed shoulder. Elawyn all but draped herself over Figaro’s neck.

“Find us a safe place for me to sleep, Princess. I have the headache from hell descending. And I do not think productive reasoning is going to be my strong suit for much longer.” She patted Figaro’s neck. “Follow the Princess, Figaro, she will find us somewhere to rest for tonight. I do not like the scenery here much.” She looked around at the dead bodies. She favoured the Princess with a look. “You did a Warrior’s work earlier. Think you can finish my duties now and get us some place to camp?”

“You do not think we shall have any more trouble tonight?” Jayden was checking their immediate surroundings for any sign of further ambushes.

“No, there is no one else waiting.”

“Are you certain?”

“He may have hit my head, but he did not dislodge my Adeptude. We are safe.” Elawyn felt her eyes beginning to droop with the fatigue of being wounded.

Jayden swung up onto Audrain’s back and clicked him forward with haste. She turned round in her saddle to address Elawyn.

“It is a pity I do not keep a journal. Can you imagine what the past days’ entries would say? ‘Homeless, sold family jewellery, bought new clothes, met a giant, killed a few men’.”

“You have lived a lifetime in a scant few days, Your Highness. I am sure it is all downhill from here.”



 
Chapter 10 

 
 The sound of distant hooves woke Elawyn. Her head rested on a rolled up blanket, but she could feel the pounding vibrating the ground beneath her. She groggily lifted up her head to peer into the distance she believed the horses to be coming from, but the pounding intensified as she moved her head. Elawyn grunted with feeling at the headache galloping through her brain. A hand sought the point of pain, and she gently probed at her skull. She could feel the bumps and ridges of the wound. Propping herself up on an elbow Elawyn found Jayden lying on her own side watching her from her bedroll.
“Does it hurt bad?”

Elawyn grimaced at her expressively. “Let us just say I must have drunk the barrel dry to be left with this kind of headache.” She sat up cross-legged to face the Princess. “But I have had worse battle scars and lived to tell the tale.”

“Your hair colour is hiding the extent of your blood loss,” Jayden commented. She crawled over to Elawyn’s side and lifted Elawyn’s distinct locks away from her neck to expose her wound. “I kept an eye on this all night in case it was not going to stop bleeding. It took a while but the ugly swelling finally stopped growing too.”

Elawyn turned to stare at her. “You watched over me?” Her voice was a touch incredulous. It had been a long time since someone had had the inclination to give her assistance. She had never been one lacking for female company, but there was a canyon’s divide between a woman’s intentions and her attentions. No one had watched over Elawyn solely with her welfare in mind. The last person who had watched over Elawyn as she had slept had crept away in the early morning light with her money purse and her best pair of boots. Elawyn was glad she had slept with her sword beneath the mattress.

“Of course I watched over you.” Jayden busied herself pouring some of the water pouch’s contents into a pan. “You are the only one who knows which way we are directed in. I need you fit and well, Warrior.” Jayden gave her a small smile. “Especially if we are going to have to deal with any more grey soldiers.”

Elawyn chewed on her lip as she ruminated about the Grey Men. “I have come into contact with these soldiers, these Grey Men, twice now within a matter of days. Once at your castle, now in a deliberate ambush.” She fixed Jayden with a hard stare. “Consider me absurd but I think there is a dangerous trend here. I could be a little paranoid and think it is a purely personal thing, but I do not think it is me they are after. They were in your castle before I ever made their acquaintance. I do not need to toss my coin to work this puzzle out, Princess.” She watched Jayden’s face drain of colour. The painful knowledge that Elawyn had to be correct clouded her eyes.

“Why?” Jayden asked. “What could they possibly gain by my death? Everything that I was heir to went up in flames by their hands.”

“Everything but you yourself, Your Highness. Whoever murdered your father and burned the castle seems determined to wipe Marchan’s realm from the face of the earth. That includes the last heir, if the Grey Men are to be taken seriously.” She touched again at her wound. “This was no love bite!”

“Who would do such a thing?” Jayden demanded. “My father ruled fairly.”

“Someone obviously did not think so.” Elawyn began to stretch her limbs in preparation for getting up. “I cannot say I am skilled in the reasoning of why someone would attack a kingdom ruled by a fair man. There are strange and curious people out there. It could be a disgruntled courtier or someone who just hated your taste in drapes!” Her flippant comment made Jayden bristle. “All I am saying is, there is bound to be a reason though you may never discover it. What happened is done. You need to work on deciding what to do next, not wondering about the past. That will take care of itself.”

She watched Jayden soak a piece of cloth in the water, wring it out then move to place it on Elawyn’s wound. Elawyn jerked at the cold that trickled through her hair and down her neck.

“So, Your Royal Physician, how does my battle scar look now?” She pulled away a little when Jayden pressed down a touch harder on a tender area.

“It is not pretty, but I think you shall live. Do you still have your headache?”

Elawyn gritted her teeth at her. “Yes, where is a Healer Adept when you have need of one?” She buried her face in her hands to muffle a groan. “When I have nothing worth the bother, I come across Healer Adepts in every village I ride through. Now I need healing hands and where am I? In the middle of some valley, where just around the bend are some dead men. This does not bode well. No wonder I have a headache!”

“Healing hands?” Jayden made a point of looking at her own hands. “I think I did pretty well considering I have no formal training in medical aide or an Adeptude.”

Elawyn took the Princess’s hands in her own. For a moment she was struck silent as the sensation of their flesh touching sent delightful shivers through her. She looked at the Princess who knelt before her. The setting was strangely intimate, their poses almost romantic. Elawyn coughed to clear unaccustomed nerves from her throat.

“Thank you for treating my wound so diligently with these gentle hands.” She turned Jayden’s hands over in her own, inspecting their softness and marvelling at their warmth. Her own were callused and rough in comparison. “You have the hands of a healer, if not the title.”

“I have been told my hands have talent.”

Elawyn’s eyes widened at the casually thrown statement. She saw the tiny glint that sparkled in the Princess’s eyes. The Warrior raised an eyebrow in dry amusement.

“Really, Your Highness? Was there demand for your ministrations amidst your kingdom?”

Jayden’s smile was sweet. “Enough for me to become proficient in the art.”

Elawyn’s eyebrow lowered to join the other as they fell to darken her face with an appreciation of the subject they were alluding to. Her mouth quirked at one side, a crooked smile that was at once roguish and considering. She shifted her hold on Jayden’s hands, raising them up almost within reach of her lips. She paused before completing the act.

“I admire a woman who does not let her talents go to waste.” She raised the Princess’s hands to her lips, her mouth hovered above the knuckles. “I am honoured you bestowed a part of their gifts on me. The back of my skull thanks you.” She pressed her lips to Jayden’s knuckles and let her lips linger just a moment longer than politeness allowed.

A clatter of noise broke through the quiet stillness of the moment, making Elawyn start violently. She cursed herself for losing her concentration and not making sure their position was secure. You can be a weak and feeble minded imbecile where a pretty woman is involved Elawyn, she berated herself. She got to her feet as steadily as she could, drawing her sword yet knowing immediately that she would not need to use it. She sensed this was no one bringing danger to them. Jayden rose from her knees and laid her hand on her own sword’s hilt. Both looked toward the direction of the oncoming noise.

Into their part of the valley rattled a horse drawn cart. The horse pulling it was a patchy brown beast with an increasingly slow trot that seemed too much of an effort for the old horse to muster. The cart was a rickety affair, the wood squeaked and creaked in agony at its load of fruit in large weaved baskets. The driver was a burly man, his round face was almost hidden by a wild and bushy beard.

“Had a problem, Mistress Warrior?” the trader shouted to them. He kept a wary distance from them and pointedly looked behind him back into the valley.

“Nothing we could not handle,” Elawyn replied and sheathed her sword. “Where are you headed, sir?”

“Dilfer,” The merchant drew his horse to a halt. The animal did not take a whole lot of reining in, it was barely moving as it was.

“Is Dilfer much further along this valley, sir?” Jayden asked, sliding significant looks toward Elawyn as the Warrior rocked slightly on her feet. Elawyn caught her eye. She scowled and made a more concerted effort to stand still.

“It is not far,” the man squinted at them both, considering. “You need a hand with those?” He waved a vague hand back down the valley where he had passed the dead men.

Elawyn shook her head. “No thank you, I think they have already gone as far as they needed to go.”

“Not had a Celestial Warrior in our village for a while. You shall be quite a novelty.”

Elawyn stared at the merchant with a steely eye and bit back the retort that bubbled on her tongue.

“You look a tad weary, Warrior.” The merchant turned his attention to Jayden. “I would say your Warrior looks a tad weary, Mistress.”

Elawyn pulled her shoulders back in defence and blustered, “I am perfectly capable, thank you very much!”

Jayden interrupted her before Elawyn drew her sword again.

“We would be interested in trading for some of your fruit, sir, and maybe swapping tales of adventure with you on the journey to Dilfer.”

Elawyn gave Jayden a dirty look. “I do not want to hear trader tales!” she muttered angrily under her breath.

“What an honour!” the burly man beamed. “It is not every day I get to escort a Celestial Warrior and her companion.”

Elawyn had to restrain herself from grabbing her head and wailing. “Well done, Your Highness. You have just lumbered us with Mr Chivalry,” she hissed. “Do not forget to tell him that I do not do sword tricks. It might take my novelty value down a peg or two!”

“He knows the way to the village, and we need to get you there to have your wound seen to properly.” Jayden tugged beseechingly on Elawyn’s sleeve. “Let someone else lead the way, just this once?”

“I may have received a blow to the head, but I have not lost my sense of direction. All my senses are intact, Princess. I am fully aware of what I am doing.”

“Are you aware you are rocking on your feet?”

Elawyn looked down stupidly at the tops of her boots. Her vision began to blur. “We need to find a healer,” she admitted finally and raised pale eyes to Jayden.

“Call your horse, Warrior, and I will go see if there is room for you to ride in the back of his cart.”

“I do not want to lie in that heap!”

“You need to lie down and not be jostled. Let us be honest, Elawyn of Canthas. You will not be jarred too much at the pace he travels!” Jayden cast an eye over the laden cart. “He has some oranges in those baskets, I want to taste and smell the sweet scent of that fruit. Maybe then it will rid my senses of the smell of blood that I cannot shake from my nostrils or my palette.”

Elawyn regarded her with an apologetic eye. “I forget all too easily that you are not a fighter born, Your Highness.”

Jayden smiled softly in reply and reminded her, “Whistle for Figaro.”

Elawyn did so. Figaro came immediately. As always, Audrain trotted behind him.

Jayden lead Figaro to the cart and tied his reins to the backboards.

“I can ride my own horse!” Elawyn complained.

“You are more likely to fall off. Why do you think we are only camped about five minutes away from where we left the Grey Men?” Jayden asked, loud enough for only Elawyn to hear her. Elawyn caught Jayden’s arm as she bustled past her to collect their belongings from around the fire.

“At least grant me the request of sitting up front with the merchant and not consigning me to the back of the cart like a lemon!”

Jayden gave her a look that was not about to brook any arguments, so Elawyn qualified her request.

“I appreciate your concern. But to be honest, if I lay down in the back of that thing, you are going to be witness to a repeat performance of what happens when I travel by sea!”

“You are feeling sick?” Jayden’s eyes searched Elawyn’s face.

“Let us say I have felt better, but for stomach’s sake, I am best kept upright for the time being.”

Jayden nodded and put a hand under Elawyn’s elbow. The Warrior gave her a pointed look.

“I can walk unaided, Your Highness. I have done so since I was a year old!” Jayden removed her hand. “I thank you!” Elawyn adjusted her breastplate and set off toward the cart. She hoped her walk would be considered more swagger than stagger!

Jayden tied Audrain to the back of the cart alongside Figaro then scrambled into the back of the cart. She put a hand on Elawyn’s shoulder.

“We are ready to roll, Warrior.” She gave the merchant a tired smile. “Please put some distance between us and this valley, sir.”

“With all haste, My Lady.” He clicked his tongue at the horse. The beast lurched forward with almost renewed vigour, but it lasted barely a few seconds. The horse returned to its slow amble.

Jayden helped herself to an orange, peeling the fruit with speed while chattering to the merchant. Elawyn’s mouth watered as the scent of the fruit filled the air. She readily accepted the segments that Jayden handed to her. Her face puckered at the tartness of the taste.

“Fresh oranges, Warrior. Picked ‘em myself, I did,” the merchant told her as if that made the taste any less tart. He turned slightly around to address Jayden. The Princess’s head hung between the two front seat passengers as she watched the road. “Are we enough into the journey for you to tell me the tale of how I came to find you two here in the valley?” His eyes sparkled with anticipation.

Elawyn silently groaned. There was nothing more attention grabbing than the spilling of blood and the tales it spun.

Jayden looked back on their path. “I think we are safe from eaves droppers. What is your name, sir?”

“Tatis. Tatis of Dilfer,” he said with importance.

“An honour to meet you and ride in your cart, Tatis. Now let me tell you a tale of thieves that mistook us for easy targets.”

Elawyn had only one ear listening as the Princess launched into her narrative. She was amused by how innocent Jayden made the whole incident sound. No mention of her royal status or the Grey Men’s role. Just the every day story of pickpockets that came armed with swords. She hoped the merchant brought the tale. She cast an eye at him and saw his entranced face. Brought and paid for! Elawyn wondered about the Grey Men and how many more they would have to face before the reasons behind their attacks were revealed. Jayden’s hand rested on Elawyn’s neck with a soft, warm touch and she gently began to rub at the muscles there. Never faltering in her story, she continued massaging. Elawyn gave her a considering look and for a moment wondered what would have transpired if Tatis had not rumbled up as he did. Would she have dared accept the challenge she had read in the Princess’s eyes and kissed her on the lips? Kissed her with a passion Elawyn had not realised she held for Jayden? She thought this over in her tired mind, soothed now by Jayden’s hand. Elawyn let her mind amble along to the slow and deliberate beat of the carthorse’s pace. She fell asleep sitting upright, Jayden’s hand still rubbing at her neck in soft forays. Elawyn’s last coherent thoughts were of how safe she felt with Jayden watching over her. It had been an age since Elawyn had let anyone have the responsibility of keeping a watchful eye on her life.

 
Dilfer was a study in grey. The small one-level buildings that lined the streets were all fashioned from a curious grey clay, now baked hard and lived in. Obviously sculptured by someone with no talent, Elawyn thought ungraciously as she looked around at the small village. One step up from mud huts, she guessed, scanning the street as they rode into town. Because of the low level of the homes, it was easy to see what lay beyond the roofs. More homes, a town square with a platform and a small market. No doubt where they sell their tart oranges. Elawyn’s tongue still stuck to the roof of her mouth after the taste of just one. Dilfer was noisy, dusty and full of people rushing about their business. Elawyn was tired, feeling sick and in such a foul mood that the first person who talked to her would be fortunate not to receive the tip of her sword in reply.

“Well, well, well. Look what the carthorse dragged in. The mighty Elawyn of Canthas. What is the matter, Warrior? Your glorious steed too fast for you?”

Elawyn closed her eyes and cursed. Give me my sword, I will save everyone the bother and just run myself through with it. Aloud she said, “Hello Loyola, what a pleasant surprise!” She opened her eyes to fix them on the woman standing before her and the cart. “Know of any good healers by chance?”

Moments later, behind closed doors, Elawyn winced as Loyola, Healer Adept, rapped on her breastplate sharply.

“Remove your armour, Warrior. How am I expected to heal you if you have this cumbersome thing on?” The woman banged on it again with her knuckles.

Elawyn shifted away from her and began to unbuckle her silver breastplate with a grumble. “Of all Calluna has to offer, I have to find you out here in the wilderness.” She narrowed her eyes at the tall, black-haired woman who was making a show of waiting for Elawyn to undress. Elawyn carefully rested her breastplate on the ground and began to untie her shirt’s fastenings. She eased it over her head gingerly and grimaced at the blood that ruined the fabric’s white hue.

“Another shirt ruined, Elawyn. You are so hard on your clothes!” The Healer commented with familiarity. “If you are not bleeding on them, I have heard you are leaving them behind!”

Elawyn grinned at the highly suggestive remark. “Loyola, you are gifted with healing talents. Why do you not turn your talents to healing that wicked tongue of yours? Kindly stop giving me a reputation I have not got time to live up to!”

Loyola smiled at Jayden as the Princess took Elawyn’s shirt from her hands and folded it neatly. “You must have been with Elawyn for quite a while, you obviously know her laundry regime is very haphazard!” Loyola looked back at Elawyn. “You have a real treasure here. Not only is she beautiful, she is domesticated too!”

“Loyola, hush your mouth until you know your facts.” Elawyn’s voice was lacking its usual fire. “I would appreciate your treating Jayden with respect, she saved my head from being cut off. Now will you please do your job before I expire on the spot because of your bitchiness?”

Loyola ushered Elawyn to lie on the small wooden bed that was only the second piece of furniture in the tiny room where the Healer was to practice her arts. A table held a bowl filled to the brim with herbs and flowers. It emitted a curious smell that detracted from the dusty smell that permeated Dilfer.

“Do you wish me to leave?” Jayden asked, the first words she had spoken since Loyola had appeared then ushered them into her hut. The Warrior shook her head carefully.

“It is not every day you get to see a Healer Adept doing her party-trickery.” Elawyn slid sly eyes at Loyola who had instantly bristled at the derogatory remark.

“How about I heal up your ears so you cannot hear the disgusting names I am going to call you if you ridicule my Talent again?”

Jayden’s eyes widened. “Can you really do that?”

Loyola stared at her with emerald eyes then laughed sweetly, her anger dissolving as swiftly as it had appeared. “No, Healer Adepts are not gifted with negative uses for our Talents. We just get the positive, helpful ones to heal ungrateful bastards like this one!” She directed a long finger at Elawyn who started to laugh, wincing as pain lanced through her head. Loyola moved in closer and picked distastefully at Elawyn’s undershirt. “You have bled on this too.”

“I am not taking it off yet. Heal around it.”

“Always so modest, Elawyn,” Loyola mocked.

“I am a Celestial Warrior. We are chivalrous to a fault.” Elawyn lay on her chest upon the bed at Loyola’s urging.

“Let us not get me started on your faults!” Loyola pushed Elawyn’s hair away from her wound. “Oh bright stars! Where does your hair begin and the blood end?”

“Jayden said it was gruesome.”

“Your friend did not exaggerate. Why did you not tell me it was this bad?”

“You did not give me a chance before your tirades started. You should be thankful I did not just collapse at your feet.”

Loyola began to prepare for the healing. She rolled up the sleeves of the elaborate Healer’s robe away from her wrists. “Lie still, Elawyn,” all teasing gone from her tone. “Let me ease this for you. First though, I need you to relax.”

Elawyn felt a hand touch her forehead and the pain that had been stomping through her head quietened to a rumble. Elawyn closed her eyes and instead of a violent mass of colour assailing her eyelids, as every time previous, she now saw a rainbow that was much more restful.

“That’s it. That is much better,” Loyola whispered. “Let the pain go; let me heal you.”

Elawyn shivered as a subtle heat began building in the nape of her neck. It prickled her skin, making the hairs rise and tingle. With eyes closed she concentrated on anything save the heat that was intensifying on her neck. She had been under the skilful hands of various Healer Adepts before, sword wounds, fractures, injuries borne from battle. This head injury was by far the worst she had sustained in such a small skirmish. It galled her that she had been hit from behind, that she had never sensed the attack coming. In some places, like her pride, that hurt the most.

“Stop thinking about how you got this. Just think about it getting better.” Loyola’s voice seemed to come from far away.

“Since when were you gifted with the ability to read minds, Healer?” Elawyn’s voice was muffled and slurred.

“I can feel your thoughts like knots beneath my fingers. Relax or this will take forever to heal.”

“Sorry.” Elawyn promptly turned her thoughts to other matters. Her attentions wandered to a more romantic train of thought.

“My oh my! Elawyn, where has your mind wandered to now?” Loyola bent close to whisper this in the Warrior’s ear. She giggled as Elawyn’s face flamed. Loyola kissed her lightly on the ear.

“You are a sweetheart in Warrior garb, Elawyn. If it was not for Jodra….”

Elawyn grinned in spite of the pain.

“Yeah, yeah, Loyola. Like you would ever look at another woman now. Jodra holds your heart solidly in her hand.”

“Truth.” Loyola agreed and sighed. She pressed down harder on Elawyn’s wound and Elawyn grunted out loud in pain. “This wound is deep. You are fortunate your skull was not fractured. It should have cracked you open like an egg. I always knew you were a hard headed woman.” She pressed again and Elawyn released a groan in response.

“Feels like it is cracked the way you keep pressing on it,” Elawyn grumbled. She felt breath tickle her ear as the Healer once again bent to whisper to her.

“If you do not want to lose your brave warrior status, grit your teeth now because I am going to tend to the deep lacerations here. I would hate for you to let out a girlish scream and lose your credibility!”

Elawyn laughed. “Just do it. The suspense is killing me!” She grit her teeth until she could hear them graunch in protest at her clenching. The pain had intensified, lancing through her like a thunderbolt. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. She unwittingly let out harsh whimpers against the pain of her flesh being forced to heal against nature. She could feel the gentle pressure of Loyola’s hands on her neck and the burning heat that emanated from the Healer’s palms. For a moment Elawyn flirted with unconsciousness. She saw the blackness crowd in behind her eyelids. Before she passed out into merciful oblivion the pressure lifted and the pain diminished enough to ease her back to lucidity.

“You still with me, Elawyn?” Loyola asked.

Elawyn tried to sit up. She was unsteady and her head fell forward as nausea swept through her. Oh, I am really sick of feeling sick, Elawyn groaned silently, allowing her head to rest in her hands.

“You know better than to rush the healing process, Warrior. Stop moving around.” Loyola slapped at Elawyn’s arm then looked over at Jayden with a measured eye. “Can you not make her do what is good for her?”

Jayden flushed a crimson tide. “She is her own woman. You try telling her what to do!”

“It is not like that, Loyola. We are not like that.” Elawyn raised pale blue eyes to Jayden’s grey and felt amusement at her flushed face. “Princess Jayden, forgive my appalling manners while having my head healed and for failing to introduce you to my old friend here.”

“Princess?” Loyola looked from one woman to the other.

“Your Highness, I would like you to meet Loyola of Entrium. She is a valued friend and the wearer of a Celestial Warrior’s bonding band. Her partner is Jodra, one of my fellow Warriors.”

“Elawyn introduced Jodra to me,” Loyola injected distractedly. “Are you really a Princess?” she asked Jayden.

Jayden first shot a look to Elawyn cautiously. Elawyn nodded. “She is entirely trustworthy. You can tell her anything, Healer’s ethics and all. Secrets will never pass her lips…unless she can use something to get a rise out of you.” She chuckled at Loyola’s affronted stare.

“I would never stoop so low as to do that, Warrior. Why, I would never think to mention damsons and damsels in the same sentence around you.”

Elawyn’s head whipped up in remembrance and she grimaced at the pain in her head. She cast Loyola a dirty pair of eyes. To Elawyn’s disgust, the Healer failed to look repentant. Jayden just looked at the Warrior for an explanation but Elawyn was not going to even try to explain that little escapade!

“Another time, Your Highness,” she half promised while still glowering at Loyola.

“Are either of you going to explain this ‘Princess’ thing, or am I to be left to draw my own conclusions?” Loyola placed her hands firmly on her hips.

Jayden smiled at the Healer. “I would be more than happy to tell you my life story. Perhaps over a mug of something?”

Loyola nodded eagerly. She turned back to Elawyn with a steely eye. “You need to rest.”

Elawyn stubbornly got up from the bed and Loyola instantly swept her into an all-encompassing hug. Elawyn returned it with interest.

“I hate not being able to greet old friends warmly when they are leaking precious fluids from their skulls!” Loyola squeezed tighter. “Now you are healing quite nicely I can afford a hug of welcome.”

Elawyn explained for Jayden’s benefit. “This particular Healer can feel the pain in any touch, a friendly overture such as a simple embrace would have hurt Loyola. She is a highly sensitive Adept, a rarity in her field.”

“Yes, I am very sensitive, but not stupid!” Loyola gently pulled the Warrior back down onto the wooden bed. “I said rest. Do as you are told!”

“I detest overbearing women,” Elawyn growled.

“I know. That is why Jodra won my heart and not you. Even if you do have those gorgeous pale blue eyes and that wonderful red hair.”

“Chestnut,” Jayden inserted baldly. Both women looked at her. Jayden shrugged a shoulder. “Red does not begin to cover the tones in her hair.”

Elawyn raised an impressed eyebrow, flattered that the Princess had taken the time to notice her particular hair shade. She grinned up at Loyola.

“Do not try that smile on me, Warrior. I said rest and I meant it!”

“Bossy broad,” Elawyn muttered under her breath as she manoeuvred herself to lie on her side. She waved a dismissive hand toward them both. “Go on then, do not let me keep you from trading gossip.” She closed her eyes as she struggled to get comfortable on the rickety bed. “Jayden, just remember I am the one who is trying to get you to Garrow. And Loyola? I know your bonding partner and will tell her everything if you even consider besmirching my good name!” Elawyn opened an eye to warn both women.

“Good name?” Loyola snorted. “I am a Healer, but even I could not mend your reputation!”

Elawyn chuckled as she listened to the shuffling of the women leaving. She jumped as a hand touched her shoulder. Opening her eyes she looked up into concerned grey ones.

“Are you going to be alright, Elawyn?” Jayden asked softly. Her fingers carefully touched Elawyn’s hair.

“I am now that you got me to a healer. Thank you.”

“I need you.” Jayden’s tone was light, but her gaze serious.

“I shall get you to Garrow,” Elawyn promised tiredly.

“That is not in doubt.” Jayden’s hands brushed away hair from Elawyn’s forehead. She would not meet Elawyn’s eyes. She got up quickly and only faced Elawyn again a step away from the door. “Rest, Chestnut Warrior, rest that hard head of yours.”

Elawyn lay back down at the gentle order. Jayden needs me? Elawyn felt a smile creep onto her face. I like the sound of that way too much.



 
Chapter 11 

 
 There was nothing to compare with the morning after a healing, Elawyn mused as she stood stretching beside the bed she had slept in soundly, for all its cramped size. The feeling of having cheated death once more made the morning all the more sweeter at its dawn. The constant itch, however, of the newly healed patch was an irritation that was liable to drive Elawyn insane. She rubbed at her skull roughly, scratching like a dog with fleas.
“Stop that!” Jayden ordered as she strode into the room. Her imperial tone made Elawyn halt in mid-scratch. “Loyola told me to make sure you did not scratch yourself raw. She mentioned something about the new skin tingling as it heals and you having ‘fidgety-fingers’!”

Elawyn grunted. “It itches like a thousand flames of fire beneath my skin,” she complained and began rubbing again without thought.

Jayden marched across the room and boldly removed Elawyn’s offending hand. “You will make it worse!” She moved Elawyn’s hair away from her neck with a strangely familiar touch and began to blow on the Warrior’s flesh. Elawyn stiffened as the breath that tickled her skin set off an itch of another kind! She willed herself not to melt into a puddle at the Princess’s feet. Her Warrior spirit rebelled against her libido, which was starting to work overtime. She felt Jayden’s hands grasp her upper arms in a firm hold as their bodies touched.

The door swung open to allow Loyola to enter in her own inimitable manner. Jayden let her hands fall to her sides slowly, but Elawyn nearly jumped across the room from her. Her face reddened and she berated herself for her reaction. I am not some chaste virgin whose mother just walked in on her!

Loyola looked from Jayden to Elawyn, her eyes lingered long over Elawyn’s reddened cheeks. Elawyn turned her back on the Healer and began strapping on her sword as if her life depended on it.

“Is there a bathhouse here?” she inquired briskly, making a show of straightening her belt around her waist. I shall need to wash my clothes too.” She tugged with fingertips at her soiled undershirt. “I fear this shirt has long since seen better days, and I really need to wash the blood off myself.”

“Yes, you should wash, Warrior,” Loyola said sweetly and laughed at Elawyn’s face. “It is not that you do not wear the colour red with a dashing flare, it is just that it clashes dreadfully with your hair!”

“There is a bathing chamber within this building,” Jayden informed her. “I shall go see if you can be afforded some privacy in it.”

With the Princess gone, Loyola gave Elawyn a considering look that swept her from head to boot tips. Elawyn bore it stoically.

“So, Elawyn of Canthas, you are sweet on your charge, the Princess.”

Elawyn’s mouth dropped open in a rush to deny everything, but Loyola forestalled her words with a raised hand.

“No use denying it. It is written all over your face. You forget I know you. We may not see each other very often now, but I know you well from days gone.” The Healer stared into Elawyn’s pale eyes. “You never once had that look in your eyes for me.” She trailed a finger over a red eyebrow, touching Elawyn with a familiar touch. She answered the question in Elawyn’s gaze. “I refer to the look you bestow on her when you let go of the Warrior guarding the Princess and become Elawyn who desires the woman at her side.”

“You are imagining things,” Elawyn whispered.

“And you are a fool to hide from what you feel. When you look at your Princess with interest in your eyes, do you not see the same shining back at you?”

“I have never…”

“Look deeper, Elawyn. You might find falling into her gaze a most rewarding experience.”

Elawyn frowned and Loyola pretended to rub away the crease lines on Elawyn’s forehead.

“You still scowl too much.”

“You still give me cause to do so.”

Loyola sighed deeply and turned away from her a fraction. “Did we ever have any good times between us, Elawyn?” she asked barely above a whisper.

Sighing herself, Elawyn rested a hand on the Healer’s shoulder. “Yes, we did, but you have better times with Jodra.”

“I do love her. She has become my heart and soul.”

“Good, she is worthy of it.”

“And what about you? Are you worthy of love?”

Elawyn shrugged. “I was not where yours was concerned.”

Loyola swept around the room as if walking away from their discussion, her face became falsely animated. “Jodra will be disappointed she missed you, I am to travel on from here to meet her later today. You are fortunate you caught me here as you did. I gather from Jayden you are not staying put anywhere for very long.”

“She needs to reach her family. I have taken it upon myself to see that she gets there. It appears someone is trying to make sure she does not make it in one piece. I have charged myself to make certain she does.”

“All this for a woman you only met a few days ago? Is this some kind of strange Celestial Warrior thing at work here?” Loyola’s eyes teased a smile onto Elawyn’s lips. “I have seen Jodra do some weird and wonderful things in the name of her commission.”

“That is how I always think of Jodra, weird and wonderful!” Elawyn dug into her saddlebag that had been brought into the hut for her. She pulled out some clean clothing. “You chose well in her, Loyola. She is a Warrior to be proud of.”

“She is gorgeous too,” Loyola added, stepping close once more. She reached out a hand and fingered the hair at Elawyn’s temple. “Although I will always have a place in my heart for a certain shade of red.”

Elawyn enfolded her fingers over Loyola’s hand. “I am honoured you feel it has a place there. I do not think I have left many women extolling my virtues.”

“But that seems to be what you do best, Elawyn. You leave. How can anyone keep your heart, if you never give them the chance to have you around long enough to know you beyond the roll in the bed linen?”

Elawyn shrugged diffidently and turned to find Jayden standing at the open doorway. She had silently entered at the tail end of their conversation, and Elawyn wondered just how much the Princess had overheard. She released Loyola’s hand slowly.

“So, can I bathe without frightening the villagers?” Elawyn asked heartily.

Jayden just nodded and pushed the door open further to allow Elawyn to follow her.

“Do not forget to wash behind those red ears of yours!” Loyola called.

Elawyn gritted her teeth in response. She battled with herself not to give Loyola the satisfaction of knowing she had embarrassed her once again. She cursed her colouring for making her redden so easily.

“Do not rise to her bait, Warrior,” Jayden muttered from the corner of her mouth. Elawyn remained silent.

The Princess led her out of the small building where the Healer worked to circle around to the rear where the bathhouse was located. It was like walking a maze of honeycombs in a beehive, one grey building adjoining another and another. Elawyn was surprised to see how well built and preserved the little village was. She took a closer look at her surroundings and revised her first thoughts. They are still ugly buildings, but strangely functional.

“How did you know about this bath house?” Elawyn asked, conscious of wanting to break the silence surrounding Jayden ever since she had walked in on Elawyn and Loyola’s conversation.

“Loyola brought me to it while you were still sleeping.”

Elawyn inexplicably felt her shoulders stiffen at Jayden’s words. It must have been noticeable because Jayden stopped walking and stared at her.

“She stayed outside the bolted door the whole time I bathed. At no time was my safety at risk or my virtue compromised.”

Elawyn stalked on, willing her ears to quit turning red. Jayden halted her by firmly gripping her arm.

“Did you think the Healer and I had shared the tub together, Elawyn?”

“It is not any of my business what you do, Your Highness.”

“Why so formal? Have I done something wrong that I am unaware of?” Her grasp on Elawyn’s arm lessened as her voice softly questioned Elawyn’s manner.

Elawyn shook her head, letting out a lengthy sigh. “No, Jayden, you have done nothing wrong. I am just on edge. Loyola has that affect on me. I love to see her, but she can seriously rub me up the wrong way with her sly comments.”

“She does it deliberately.”

Elawyn stared at her. “Why ever would you say that?”

“Because she never quite got over the fact you left her and didn’t make her your bonding partner.”

Elawyn’s eyes widened. What could possibly make you think that?”

“Things she said last evening and this morning. She felt a great deal for you, but you were too busy to notice her. When you did, it was but for a fleeting moment and then you were off to ‘all things Celestial’ again.”

“She told you this?” Elawyn was incredulous.

“She warned me about you. She did not want me to suffer the same agonies she had had because your Warrior status always comes first, and your girlfriends fall by the wayside.”

“She makes me sound like I am a wayward husband who neglects hearth and home. All we had was a week of sex after a month of half-hearted courtship.” She looked with brooding pale eyes at Jayden. “No promises, no demands. Just a little loving between consenting adults, or so I thought. I had not realised I had been considered for the measuring of a bonding band.”

“Elawyn, I am not telling you this as ammunition against her in your war of words. I am telling you the reason why she is so sharp tongued, why she sets traps for you to fall into. The more embarrassed you get, the better the snare she has sprung. You are good friends, but I think a part of her is always going to wish it had been something more.”

“I did not love her,” Elawyn said honestly.

“And that is another hurt she still carries deep.”

“I apologise if you were embarrassed to be warned off me… I…”

“I do not need someone looking out for me. I am old enough to make my own mistakes, be they concerning a month of half-hearted courting or a week of sex.”

Elawyn considered the dark look that had crept into Jayden’s grey eyes. “You are certainly old enough to keep your own council.”

“And wise enough to know the difference between a warning and misplaced jealousy. I make my own choices and will not be swayed by someone nursing old wounds.”

“I never gave her cause to have expectations.”

“Where you are concerned, Elawyn, I would wager every woman gets them. Regardless how futile they know they might actually be. For some, the unobtainable is what they strive for.”

They resumed their walking. After none too many steps Elawyn’s curiosity got the better of her.

“And you, Princess, what do you strive for?”

“The ability to recognise a half-hearted courtship and act accordingly,” she replied soberly.

Elawyn belatedly shut up.

 
Elawyn shrugged into her clean shirt and flicked her wet hair out of her collar. The bathing had left her feeling a lot less battle soiled, and the water had done much to soothe her ire. I never promised Loyola anything, yet I feel like I am being held responsible for not doing so. She has got Jodra now, so what is the fuss? Elawyn shook her head and gathered up her filthy clothing. She smiled as she thought about the woman standing guard outside the bathhouse. She had to remind herself that this woman was still a Princess by birth. Sometimes she saw a steely warrior emerge from one so used to fine living. Elawyn had decided she liked that side of the Princess.

Jayden looked up immediately at the sound Elawyn made exiting the bathhouse. Elawyn returned the smile Jayden gave her, but it turned devilish as she handed Jayden her dirty clothing.

“I am aware you are not usually expected to carry another’s unwashed clothes, Your Highness, but I need to have my hands free. I need to be able to reach for my sword in your defence.” Elawyn swept her eyes over Jayden pointedly. “Seeing as once again you are without your own means of protection. If I had realised that earlier I would not have had you stand out here unprotected.”

Jayden’s cheeks pinkened slightly. “I am not used to wearing a sword as a constant adornment.”

“On this journey I think you had better get used to keeping your sword by your side always. We may be in a seemingly friendly village,” Elawyn’s eyes were already looking around at the people milling about, “But let us not forget your castle was supposedly safe too. You cannot keep running back for your weapon once a battle ensues. The enemy does not usually wait while you get your act together.”

Jayden nodded. “Point taken. I shall be sure to make my sword a familiar weight by my side.” She began folding Elawyn’s clothing into a neat little stack. She barely spared Elawyn a look when the Warrior stared at what she was doing. “You guard my back, and I shall keep your clothes safe!” she said simply and began to walk through the village as if she had not a care in the world.

Elawyn’s eyes continuously swept the village. Something was teasing at her Adeptude. She felt a tremble of unease ripple through her spine. That had not been there earlier, this feeling of threat again. She stood perfectly still, stretching out with her Talent to sense what threat lay ahead. She frowned slightly. It was not the feeling of an army, the wave of violence that belongs to a horde. Elawyn tried to stretch a little further then suddenly felt something else. Animosity aimed toward her? The feeling faded as quickly as she had felt it. The Warrior stroked the hilt of her sword reflectively.

“Do you derive some measure of security from doing that?” Jayden asked, breaking Elawyn’s revere. The Warrior raised an eyebrow in question. “You touch your sword a great deal.”

Elawyn looked down to find her hand indeed resting atop her sword’s hilt. She pointedly removed her hand with a slow, deliberate move.

Jayden gave Elawyn a sweet look. “Or is it a sexual thing?”

Elawyn tripped over her boots and gaped at the Princess while she tried to recover herself. Jayden favoured her with a slight smile.

“I just wondered.”

Elawyn tugged at her shirt to straighten it in a big show of composure.

“I handle my sword frequently in preparation for the opportunity to use it,” she explained condescendingly as if speaking to a child.

Jayden’s grin covered her face. Elawyn just shook her head at her. “A sexual thing?” Elawyn’s eyebrows rose. She wanted to know in what direction the Princess was taking this particular conversation, but she had other matters pressing. Her Adeptude was warning her of danger. Her pale blue eyes narrowed as she reached out into the crowd suddenly forming in the village square.

Jayden began heading in that direction but Elawyn hesitated. “Jayden, I do not think we should be taking in the sights.”

“Do you sense something?”

The Warrior nodded. “Something is not quite right. I am sensing enough animosity to blanket a whole army, but it’s not from a multitude.” Her eyes swept over what she could see of the square, but too many were gathering for her to see clearly.

“Do you have your sword?” Jayden asked.

Elawyn tapped the hilt with an ironic cough.

“Then let us go investigate. We have not come this far not to find out what is going on. Maybe it is a couple quarrelling and all we shall find is a husband and wife slanging match.”

“You are very brave this morning,” Elawyn remarked, her hand firmly wrapped round her sword ready to draw it at the slightest provocation.

“I am armed with your washing; I am practically invincible!”

Elawyn narrowed her eyes at her with a world-weary air of a Warrior who never understood people’s penchant for walking into trouble. That was what Warriors were for! Elawyn’s thoughts turned humorous. What was the Princess aiming to do? Twist up Elawyn’s shirt and snap at someone with it? Her humour turned sour as she was assailed with the sense of deceit ahead. Her hand never left her sword, and she cursed Jayden silently for choosing to seek this out. Unobtrusively she removed her sword free and left it by her side so as not to drawn attention to it. She let Jayden forge a way through the gathered crowd. Elawyn stayed just behind her and to her right, her sword arm free. Elawyn finally saw what held the villagers attentions.

In the dirt centre of the village square performed a Fool. He was tall and gangly, his limbs elastic in their movements. He appeared to never keep still. The villagers laughed at his antics as he stretched himself in all directions, now peering at his audience upside down from between his legs. He wore a tight figure-hugging costume, garish and gaudy in its patterns. Harlequin diamonds of bright red, orange and cerise stretched and distorted as he twisted and turned in his act. His costume had a frill that fell from his shoulders to his chest in sharp points. Atop his head was a hat in the same diamond patterns, a tricorn affair that flopped over his ears. The third horn fell somewhere around the back of his head. His face was hidden by a black mask made with a nosepiece that gave him almost a beak-like protuberance. His exposed skin was painted a ghoulish white.

Elawyn froze fractionally at the sight of him. A Harlequin Fool. Her hand tightened reflexively on her sword. Was this the Fool? Elawyn knew it was fanciful. She had seen the Fool outside the Marchan castle for just a brief moment, but his gaudy costume had burned in her memory.

Elawyn could feel Jayden’s body move as she breathed. The Warrior was pressed tight into the Princess’s side, forced close by the crowd and her own sense of protection. She felt her Adeptude jangling with warning. She heeded its message as if it had tugged at her sleeve, pulling her in the opposite direction.

“Jayden, I really do not think you should be tempting fate here,” she whispered harshly into her ear. Jayden leaned back to whisper in return.

“Is this the Fool you saw at my castle?”

“One Fool looks like the next in those stupid clothes. Honestly, Jayden, I have no idea if this Fool is that Fool.” She shifted uncomfortably. “But he is not sending me friendly feelings. I have a really bad feeling about us being here.”

The Fool finished his contortions and began juggling with a set of coloured balls. He was very adept and very fast. He started with three then added further balls until he was juggling seven. Elawyn’s disquiet stifled any respect she felt for his talent. The Fool bowed to his audience then swapped one set of juggling tools for another. He turned to his watchers and Elawyn felt a prickle of fear race down her spine at the look in the Fool’s eyes. A gasp rang through the crowd as he lifted up his new toys.

The Fool made a grand show of presenting each item for everyone to see. He threw a bright red ball into the air, spun around under it and caught it behind his back. A large green apple he rolled from one arm to the other, it travelled across his shoulders. Finally, he ran a long bladed dagger flatly across his tongue.

“Jayden, I think now is our time to leave.”

Jayden shook her head. “The show is not over yet,” she said in a steely voice.

“This is no time to be playing ‘Bait the Fool’, Your Highness,” Elawyn gritted.

“There is no better time,” Jayden returned.

Elawyn sighed and gripped her sword tighter. Celestial Heights, save me from Princesses who find their courage at the most inopportune times! Elawyn prayed.

The Fool was juggling deliberately, but Elawyn’s eyes never left the dagger in its flight. Her Adeptude was vibrating, but the crowd was pushing her forward and not letting her step back as she wished. She could have forced the issue and scattered the people with a commanding voice. But Elawyn was too much of a gambler with fate. Her silver coin was not on her person, but she mentally flipped it. Star Sign; wait and see. Moon Phase; stab the Fool. She cursed the fact she was not in full Celestial Warrior uniform. She felt naked without her breastplate. All this ran through her head as she watched the Fool throw the dagger higher and higher.

The red ball tumbled through the air and was caught in the dip of the Fool’s hat. It landed with a soft thump that made the tricorn’s horns jump. The green apple the Fool caught in his mouth with a snap of his teeth. The dagger he sent up in the air at an angle, his hand moved to catch it in a flash as it fell forward. Its point was to hang mere inches from the Princess’s throat.

Elawyn had already reacted, her sword fiercely knocking the blade away from its threatening position before it landed there. The dagger clattered on the wooden pallet the Fool stood upon. The Fool’s mouth dropped open in comic shock and the apple dropped to the ground with an audible splat.

He raised his empty hands at the menacing pointed tip of Elawyn’s sword that she kept trained at his own throat.

“Forgive my manners, dear ladies. I am just a simple Fool. I meant no harm, I am just perfecting that particular trick. It needs practice.” His voice was falsetto, falsely falsetto.

Elawyn stared at him. She hated Fools, especially ones that presented false faces even behind their masks.

“Who are you?” Jayden asked, staring as if trying to see behind the mask.

The Fool’s eyes left Elawyn’s slowly, his attention fell on the Princess.

“A Fool, My Lady,” he said bowing his head, no hint of a high pitch in his tone.

Elawyn did not think he was using the word to describe his act, more likely his actions. She did not waver from her threatening pose. How does this Fool know Jayden is titled? In her new clothes she looks more like a pirate than a princess.

The Fool favoured Elawyn with a cool stare then his eyes dropped to the cold steel directed at his jugular. The look that began to spread across his face was a distortion of a smile. It grew as the light in his eyes darkened. Elawyn felt a chill pervade her senses, beyond what her Adeptude was informing her. This was no mere Fool before them.

“Everyone is a critic!” he announced suddenly, shaking his head to make his horned hat jiggle. The crowd thought he was hilarious and this was all part of the show. He pretended to test the tip of Elawyn’s sword and then sucked at his finger as if pricked. Elawyn heard the crowd start laughing at his antics. She did not lower her blade, instead the Fool backed away from it, hands high in mock surrender.

Elawyn felt Jayden press back into her more fiercely. “Let us get out of here,” she hissed to the Warrior.

Elawyn released a humourless snort. “Now you want to leave.” She elbowed her way through the crowd, one eye searching for Grey Men amid the villagers, the other watching the Fool go into his next routine as if there had been no interruption to his show. As they reached the edge of the crowd, the Fool raised his hat to them and waved them goodbye.

“Come back soon! Missing you already!” he squealed, making his avid audience laugh at the two women’s departure.

“Elawyn, was that the Fool you said you had seen?” Jayden asked, hurrying along beside Elawyn’s angry strides.

“I do not know. Between the juggling and him trying to slit your throat open, I could not exactly make comparisons in the cut of his clothes!”

“You are angry.”

“Your Highness, I am trying to keep you out of harm’s way, but one way or another we keep ending up fighting. Now some Fool has held a dagger at your throat.” Elawyn’s voice tightened with anger.

“It could have been a coincidence.” Even Jayden did not look very convinced at that excuse.

“Jayden, I could flip my coin a hundred times and not once have it come out on the side of coincidence here.”

Away from the main village throng, Elawyn sheathed her sword. “Do you not realise you could have been killed just now? I told you I felt danger yet still you had to test it. Do you have some kind of death wish now your father is dead?” Elawyn regretted the words the second they left her mouth when she saw Jayden’s reaction. The Princess stiffened and tears moistened her eyes at the mention of the deceased King.

“I needed to see what the danger was. Do you not ever have the need to do that?”

“Yes, but I make sure I am armed!” Elawyn barely managed to keep the volume of her voice controlled. She slapped a hand against the hilt of her sword. “If you are going to act like a warrior, start thinking like one. You nearly ended up with your throat cut.”

Jayden laid a hand on Elawyn’s arm. “Thank you for knocking away the blade.”

“I am not looking for praise. You put yourself in danger. You could have been killed. I cannot stand the thought of that.” Elawyn stormed off again, stealing herself not to lash out at anything that got within kicking distance.

“Why? Because it would look bad for you as a Celestial Warrior?”

Elawyn turned so fast to face Jayden that the Princess walked right into her. For a long second they stared into each other’s angry eyes.

“I have my reasons, none of which I am prepared to divulge at this time. We have to get out of here now. Our safety has been compromised by you showing yourself to the Fool, if he is the Fool. I am not willing to stay around to test that theory again,” Elawyn growled. “But the next time my Adeptude says ‘danger’, you had better heed my warning, or I shall take your damn fool head off myself.”

“And you would be wise not to give in so easily to this damn fool when she does not seem to know better,” retorted Jayden. “People might think you were going soft.”

Elawyn’s pale eyes bore into Jayden’s grey. “You are making this my fault?”

“Of course. I am a Princess. I can never be at fault. It is a royal privilege.” Jayden grinned at the Warrior and sauntered past her. “Now come on, we need to get out of here because of me.”

“No amount of prestige is worth this!” Elawyn looked skyward. “Spare me from Princesses with attitude… ” She raised her voice a little. “And from Warriors who do not know their sword is their best friend!”

“You are my best friend, Elawyn!” Jayden called back sweetly.

Elawyn looked back toward the crowd who were still enthralled by the Fool’s performance.

“Somehow, I feel I am your only friend,” she whispered.

 
Elawyn was silent for a long hour after leaving Dilfer. Figaro’s reins hung lightly in her grasp as her mind busily mulled over the previous day’s events. Her coming face to face with the Fool, seeing the pale, painted face of the one who had haunted her memory, playing constantly on her mind. Now there were details to his costume, a stronger knowledge of his form. The Fool was no longer a spectre seen only at a distance. Elawyn shivered slightly. I hate Fools. They never show their true face. She tried to change subjects in her head, anything to stop dwelling on what she had felt from the Fool. Her mind instead ruminated over the farewell she had shared with Loyola. Elawyn felt guilty she had never noticed the flame that still burnt in Loyola’s eyes for her. The fire had long since been dowsed in Elawyn’s heart. She never thought the feelings would still be alight in a past lover’s. Not when that one was bonded to another Celestial Warrior.

“Elawyn, you cannot control another’s feelings.”

Elawyn glanced down at the Princess riding beside her. The Warrior balanced an elbow on the horn of her saddle and rested her chin on her palm. She gazed down into Jayden’s serious face.

“My Lady the Empath now, is it?”

Jayden grinned at her. “You are very transparent, Elawyn. I do not need to be an Empath Adept to know you are still brooding over Loyola’s goodbye.”

“It was hard to be natural with her knowing that she still… feels something.” Elawyn ruffled a hand in her hair with a revealing nervous gesture.

“She does have Jodra,” Jayden informed her knowingly. “But you are the one that got away. There will always be a mystical aura about you.”

“Aura?”

Jayden began counting off on her fingers Elawyn’s attributes. “Your heroic persona is very powerful. You wear your armour well, cutting quite a dashing figure. You also have striking hair that frames a truly handsome face..”

Elawyn was horrified to feel her cheeks redden at the praise. She looked away from the penetrating grey eyes.

“Did Loyola tell you all this over a mug of mead?”

Jayden replied softly, “No. These observations are my own.”

Elawyn’s head snapped around to see if the Princess was being facetious. The woman’s serious face declared she was not. Elawyn felt a warmth start spiralling in her chest.

“Did she share wild and lurid tales in her warning you away from me?” Elawyn was curious to know just what Loyola had told the Princess.

“Nothing too wild passed her confidence. She did tell me of some of the battles you have fought in.”

“Great, now I know who started the rumours that I will fight anytime, anywhere. How am I ever going to get an assignation with anyone if all she is telling women about are my warrior skills!”

“I do not think you have much cause for concern there, Warrior!” Jayden said dryly.

Elawyn’s grin was prideful. “Dashing, eh?” She sat straighter in her saddle. “I like the sound of that.”

Jayden laughed. “Loyola said you would!” Her laughter grew as Elawyn’s smile slipped slightly. “Now you know that women Calluna-wide think you are a Warrior of great talent and beauty, any more thoughts about the Fool from the village?”

Elawyn tried to shift her thoughts back to the matter at hand. She was vain enough to want to hold onto the nice feelings a little longer.

Elawyn?” The Princess’s voice raised slightly disturbing her thoughts.

“I am trying not to think about him. The feelings I sensed from him were unsettling. I sensed violent hostility bound and gagged in him. It was like he was successfully masking his hatred while he played the clown before our eyes. That is a powerful trick if you can master it. Anger channelled is a fearsome force.”

“And you believe you sensed that anger was channelled in my direction?”

“Yes. To be totally honest, Your Highness, I would wager all that we are coming up against is because of you. Usually, the one carrying the sword is the obvious choice to attack, but it was not my throat the dagger was deliberately turned toward. You are the target. I, on the other hand, am an added distraction.”

Jayden was running her hand through Audrain’s mane as if trying to comfort him over Elawyn’s words. Elawyn wondered who was gaining the comfort more.

“Wonderful. I am being stalked by Grey Men and a Gaudy Man. We must be unique. Only we could be chased out of a village by a woman who wears her heart on her sleeve and by a man who hides his face behind a mask! Then we spend a day riding off our desired route to confuse anyone following, and then rejoin our original route so we can continue our journey without interference! Spare me from other people’s craziness!” She threw back her caramel curls with a swift toss of her head.

“Did you recognise the Fool?” Elawyn asked.

Jayden was silent for a moment then shook her head regretfully. “No. He did not trigger recognition for anyone in our family either. If you remember, my relatives have a predilection for gowns, not clowns!”

Elawyn chortled. Changing the subject she commented, as if merely making conversation, “The wagoner’s wife looked particularly charming in her new ruby studded earrings.”

Jayden nodded at Elawyn’s wry comment. Elawyn continued.

“They cannot be much use to a village woman though. He will probably sell them for far less than their value.”

Jayden nodded again. “They would be welcome to do so. But at least for a day or two she will look like a Princess and feel like one.”

“You paid Tatis a high price for the use of his wagon and a few oranges.”

“He did not ask for payment. I paid him what I deemed worthy of his services. He got you to a Healer. That was more than worth the gemstones Madam Tatis now sports.”

Elawyn favoured the Princess with an intense blue gaze. She cursed the fact her Adeptude could not reach out to touch anything other than hostility. The Princess’s face did not reveal to her any expression that she could have deciphered without a specific Talent. Elawyn sighed, and in a moment of melancholy her mind went back to Loyola.

“Jayden, may I ask you a question?”

Jayden settled herself more respectively in her saddle to look up at the Warrior. “Ask away.”

“You are a woman…”

Jayden’s amused laughter filled the air. Elawyn felt chagrined at her obvious remark, but was also delighted at the sound of joy it had elicited. She explained herself once Jayden quietened down.

“I want a woman’s point of view.”

“And you are not qualifying yourself in this questioning? You are obviously a woman!” The Princess’s grey eyes ran boldly over Elawyn’s body with a thoroughness that Elawyn was sure was not just to make her point.

“Yes I am, but that does not mean I understand them any better!”

Jayden smiled at Elawyn’s honesty. “Your question?”

“Why would Loyola choose now to reveal that she still had feelings for me? There has never been any such disclosure before. Do you think she is having problems with Jodra?”

Jayden shook her head at Elawyn’s last question. She brushed back her hair from her temple in a delaying tactic before answering.

“Did you have a companion with you the last times you saw each other?”

“No. I usually travel alone.”

Jayden shrugged a shoulder. “Then your answer is simple. She told you she still cared because I was with you.”

Elawyn digested this. Jayden answered the question on Elawyn’s face.

“She senses things in the people she touches, you told me.” She continued at Elawyn’s nod. “Maybe she sensed a change in you.”

“But she is not an Empath. She is a Healer. What was she sensing? That I am no longer heartsick?”

The words were facetious, but the second they left her lips Elawyn realised the truth in them. For an agonising moment she wished to recall the words unsaid. She decided instead to dismiss them, saying brusquely, “Like I said, she is no Empath.”

Jayden never removed her gaze from Elawyn’s face, but nodded the age-old nod of someone who knew better. Elawyn gritted her teeth in reaction to those knowing eyes. She cursed Loyola for her comments about Elawyn being sweet on her Royal charge. She also cursed her for choosing now to reveal her still active feelings. Elawyn also cursed herself for knowing exactly what she was beginning to feel about the Princess and not being courageous enough to act upon it. This time it might be prudent to take the coward’s way, Elawyn told herself. She caught sight of the Princess’s gaze again, still focused on the Warrior’s tense frame. Elawyn swallowed hard. Was this not all a little too much of an assignment for a Celestial Warrior to have to bear? It was enough she was taking her charge all the way to Garrow, without having to contend with Grey Men at every turn. Plus, a Fool with murderous intent, who kept appearing at the strangest of times. Add to that, the inopportune feelings Elawyn was starting to experience every time she looked in the Princess’s direction. Elawyn concluded her Warrior status had finally clouded her judgement. She was suffering from delusions of grandeur! That could be the only reason a mere Warrior could have to excuse the fact she was attracted to a member of the nobility. The daughter of a King no less! Elawyn shook her head in disbelief at herself but had to wonder. Could a Princess and a woman like her… ? Elawyn snorted, causing Figaro to toss his head and snort back louder at her. Even my horse thinks it is a lost cause, Elawyn acknowledged wryly.

“Warrior, you have a very strange look upon your face,” Jayden commented, still looking up at her.

Elawyn’s sad grin spread. “Just smiling in the face of fate, Your Highness.” While it spits in mine.



 
Chapter 12 

 
 The shadows cast by the leaves shimmered under the horses’ hooves, making the ground appear restless and unstable. Elawyn squinted as the sun’s rays peeked through the many branches above her head. She was momentarily blinded. She blinked rapidly against the light’s intrusion and raised a hand to shield her pained eyes. The branches mercifully covered the sun’s fierceness once again. Elawyn cautiously removed her hand and saw the Princess doing the same.
“There are advantages to riding through forests only at night,” Elawyn remarked conversationally. “You have the delicate glow of the moonbeams to light your path, they are a balm on the eyes.” Elawyn thought back to her most recent romp through the forest at night. “You do have to be vigilant for stray branches aiming for your head though!” She patted Figaro’s broad neck. “Do we not, boy? They hide in the darkness for unsuspecting travellers with thick heads!” The horse whickered noisily. Elawyn let her gaze wander through the trees, unconsciously picking out all the shades of green that decorated the branches. She was absently rubbing at the newly healed patch on her head. It was throbbing, which seemed to trigger a similar sensation in her Adeptude. She felt something stirring, an unease that was as hard to ignore as the ache in her scalp. Her mind half distracted, she faintly registered a flash of red amid the greenery, far off in the distance. How odd, it is nowhere near Autumn to explain reds on the leaves, she thought. She let Figaro canter on but twisted round in her saddle to look back over her shoulder. She shifted again, searching, reaching out with her Talent.

“Do you have ants on your saddle?” Jayden asked curiously, watching Elawyn fidgeting with a slight smile.

“I thought I saw something.”

“What kind of something?” Jayden looked over her shoulder too.

“A flash of some kind of red.”

Jayden’s head turned back to favour the Warrior with a look.

“Elawyn, you have just been blinded by the sun. You are bound to see bright colours amid the usual. It is a trick the light plays after it has burned itself on our eyes.”

“This was no trick of the light,” Elawyn stated.

“A bird perhaps?” Jayden queried, now looking up into the treetops.

“I do not know. Maybe, but….” She rubbed again at her scalp a little more fiercely. “I am getting anxious Adeptude feelings.”

“In your scalp?” Jayden could barely bite back her smile.

Elawyn’s eyes widened at her humour. “Adeptudes are no laughing matter, Your Highness!” Her lofty retort did nothing to wipe the smile from Jayden’s lips. “However itchy they become!” Her eyes restlessly roamed through the trees until she conceded to herself that it must have been a play of the light. It did not explain away her edginess.

“Jayden, I have a very strange feeling. I think we need to get out of these trees, we are too enclosed.”

“What are you sensing?” Jayden’s voice was tight as she spurred Audrain ahead to keep up with Figaro’s accelerated gait.

“Something far away but getting closer.” Elawyn urged Figaro forward with more speed. “And something else too close for comfort.”

From the corner of her eye she saw the blur of red again, bright colours garishly misplaced amid the greenery. It was not until she was forced to pull Figaro to a sudden halt that she realised the significance of both the colours and what she had been sensing. Jayden clattered to a stop abreast of Figaro, the smaller horse bumping into the larger mount at the forceful way he was halted. The smaller horse whinnied loudly.

The Fool stood in the clearing ahead of them. Small trees surrounded him like an audience awaiting his performance. The sun, free from overhead branches, shone down and lit him up in a spotlight. He sketched a quirky bow to the two women, nodded his head in a bobbing motion to the horses and spread his arms wide.

“Fancy meeting you here!” he thrilled.

“Calluna just keeps getting smaller,” Elawyn replied and started to nudge Figaro forward.

The Fool stood his ground but motioned for her to halt. “Please, do not leave just yet. We have not had any formal introductions performed, but then I feel like I have known you forever.” He turned his masked face to Elawyn. “You are Elawyn of Canthas, a Celestial Warrior. You have quite a reputation, brave Warrior lass. I hear you are handy with a sword.” He put the back of his hand to his lips to loudly whisper, “Know any good tricks to astound an audience?”

“I could sever your head from your shoulders from this distance, Fool. Is that ‘trick’ enough?”

The Fool made a show of quivering in supposed fear. “Save those tricks for a more appreciative crowd, Warrior.” Slowly twisting round on the heels of his boots, the Fool turned his attention to Jayden.

“And you, Your Royal Highness. You are a long way from home and hearth.”

Jayden’s face paled drastically. “How do you know who I am? Who are you?”

“Your humble servant, Madam, ready to do your bidding. Just like any loyal fool would.” He curtsied, holding up an invisible skirt.

“You are not a Marchan Fool. We had not time for them.”

The Fool’s eyes hardened into cold black orbs. “I am aware of that.”

“Is that what this is about? A disgruntled employee who was not allowed to juggle before the King?” Elawyn’s face was deriding. She could feel the leased anger exuding from the Fool. She wondered how long or what it would take for him to release it and attack. He was unarmed but Elawyn kept her hand firmly on her sword hilt.

“No, nothing as petty as job dissatisfaction, let me assure you.” The Fool did a little dance.

Elawyn seriously considered she might be sensing derangement as well as hatred. She dismissed it; this was no fool Fool.

“Who are you?” Jayden asked again, grey eyes peering at the man as if trying to see beyond the mask.

“You do not know me?” His hands clutched at his heart dramatically. “Oh sweet fame, you are so fleeting!”

“Stop the performance,” Elawyn growled. “Answer the lady.”

“Lady?” The Fool looked Jayden over with a critical eye. “I see no finery on this one. Breeches, no baubles, not a hint of jewels. In fact, I see a Princess in a pirate’s guise. But then, how fitting. Your family always excelled in piracy.”

Jayden frowned at him, perplexed by his accusations.

“But enough of you, now more about me!” His thin body performed another spasmodic little dance as he whirled around the grass, coming to a stop as abruptly as he started. “I have a riddle for you,” he sing-songed. “What do you call two women in a forest?”

Elawyn glared at him, not wanting to play his game. Jayden answered for the both of them.

“What?”

The Fool’s painted smile grew grotesque.

“Sitting ducks,” he chuckled evilly.

Elawyn felt her skin prickle as her Adeptude warned of what she had already realised. They were in a trap waiting to be sprung.

The Fool gave them a look of consternation. “Oh, you may gain but a small advantage if you run away now. Rest assured that the army behind you is gaining as we speak. But I am sure I do not need to tell you that, do I, Elawyn? Can you sense them yet? Or is your Adeptude so weak a strain that you will not sense the danger until one of them cuts off your Warrior head?” he grinned.

Elawyn spurred Figaro forward with an unspoken order. The grey horse shot forward aiming directly for the Fool. Elawyn had the pleasure of seeing the Fool stumble with obvious and hasty fear out of the horse’s path. Elawyn took the opportunity to lash out with her sword. She managed a wicked swipe at his neck, and had the satisfaction of hearing him scream. Elawyn was too busy to check his condition, she urged Figaro on instead. She looked over her shoulder briefly only to make sure Jayden was following her lead. The Princess was hunched over her mount’s neck as she raced to keep up with Figaro’s flight.

“His delaying tactics did not lend their horses winged hooves, but it did not exactly help us either. Just tell me one thing, Highness?”

“What?” Jayden’s voice was breathy as she fought to keep up with the Warrior.

“Tell me you have your sword by your side!”

Jayden’s laughter made Elawyn grin despite their race from looming peril.

“Yes, Warrior. I have my sword. I just pray I do not need to use it.”

From your lips to the Creator’s ears, Elawyn futilely wished and urged Figaro onward.



 
Chapter 13 

 
 The density of the trees thinned out a fraction making it easier to steer the horses around the massive trunks. There still was no safe place for them to reach in time before the army Elawyn was sensing found them. She motioned for Jayden to slow up.
“We cannot outrun them, Jayden. We need to have some element of surprise. So, I suggest we meet them head on.”

“Two against an army?” Jayden’s voice rose, incredulous. “I have my sword, I am not also in possession of magical powers!”

Elawyn’s grin was roguish, her eyes sparkled with devilment.

“I am not one to underestimate the power of stupid people in large groups,” her grin grew larger. “I just pay little heed to the odds for and against such.” She slowed Figaro down to a steady trot. “Also, sometimes you need to really look at the trees to see what they are telling you.”

Jayden gave Elawyn a blank look.

Elawyn just smiled. “Sometimes, you need to read the patterns in the bark to find the forest may be friendly after all!”

“You have been taking cryptic lessons off the Fool, have you not?” Jayden sighed, none the wiser.

Elawyn worked her shield free from the saddle and tested its weight on her arm. “Just like old times,” she mumbled to no one in particular. It had been a while since an army had tested her Adeptude. She sensed this was not a massive army but one still enough of a challenge for just two women. In their favour was the fact Elawyn was a Celestial Warrior, but she was still painfully aware that the scales were tipped perilously against them.

Elawyn shifted her shield more comfortably on her arm. Pulling Figaro to a halt, Elawyn quickly dismounted and swiftly moved to help the Princess from her own horse before taking Audrain’s reins.

“Figaro, safe haven, go find safe haven.” She tied Audrain’s reins onto Figaro’s saddle straps. “Take Audrain with you. Go, go!” She slapped the horse’s rump and shooed the horses away. Figaro snorted at her, tossed his head and then tugged Audrain after him as they galloped through the forest.

“You have sent our horses away. I am lost in the forest with a mad woman!” Jayden sighed. “And your horse understands you! Is that an Adeptude thing?” Jayden watched her multi-coloured horse led away by the much larger grey.

“Nothing so simple. It is week upon week of intense training at the Collegium until the horse bonds with its rider. Only Animal Adepts can talk to their horses.”

“Do you wish you had that Adeptude?”

“And know what Figaro was thinking?” Elawyn pursed her lips in consideration. “To know horsey thoughts?” She made an expressive face. “He is hard enough to manage without me knowing just what he is thinking about me when I give him orders!” She tugged Jayden after her. “We need to be prepared. We are outnumbered, but we have the element of surprise this time. No one would think we would be foolish enough to actually dismount while in the throes of being chased by an army!” Elawyn looked around at the trees that were letting sunlight filter through in bright patches. “Highness, how good are you at climbing trees?”

Her head still skyward, searching the tree tops, Elawyn was startled by the sound of Jayden smacking her hand against the tree trunk with force.

“This is all my fault, we are going to get killed because of me.” Jayden spun round in the direction the army was expected to come from. “They want me, not you, Elawyn. What if I just let them have me? This is not your fight”

Elawyn’s eyes narrowed and the frown that grew darkened her entire face. “This became my fight when I rescued you from the castle.”

“And you have played the role of the good Warrior ever since. I am not faulting your spirit. But they are after me for some reason, and I do not want you dying on my account.”

“I happen to think you are worth fighting for, Jayden.” Elawyn cursed their timing. This was not the right moment for getting in any way romantic. Not even her Warrior heart could see the romance in an impending army interrupting softly spoken words.

“Elawyn,” Jayden sighed, seeming torn between pursuing Elawyn’s train of thought and dealing with their pressing situation.

“We do not have the time to convene a royal session, we shall talk about this later!” Elawyn picked her way through some short bushes, looking for a vantage point. She could hear Jayden crashing through the undergrowth behind her. She was thankful the army was still far away enough as to not hear their location being given away in a fit of ire!

“You are so stubborn!” Jayden grumbled. “I have never known a Warrior like you.”

Elawyn halted abruptly and flashed Jayden her most winning smile. “I am heartened to hear that, I would hate to be just another Warrior to you.”

“Somehow,” Jayden retorted, “I do not think you will ever be just anything.” She reached out to brush at Elawyn’s hair.

Elawyn captured the Princess’s hand as she pulled back and kissed the knuckles gently. “We shall get back to this discussion shortly, I promise you! For now, let us try to work out a way to keep ourselves from getting killed by Grey Men.”

“You think it is the Grey Men following us?” Jayden asked, somewhat distractedly. She was caressing her knuckles where Elawyn had pressed her lips.

“I could answer that with a toss of my coin, but it would only come to the same conclusion as I have. Grey Men are undoubtedly behind us.”

Jayden hugged herself as if to gain comfort. To Elawyn, the Princess suddenly seemed very small. Her Royal stature slid away in the face of the army nearing. Elawyn tried not to think of only comforting Jayden. She turned her mind to her next task and to hoping Figaro would find his safe haven and soon.

“This is frightening, Elawyn. A few men I am willing to take on, but an army? Are we attempting the impossible here? Taking on an army we have little or no chance of defeating?”

Elawyn reached for her coin from inside her breastplate. She flipped the silver coin over her knuckles in a repetitive back and forth pattern. With a decisive nod to herself, she flicked the coin air-born. It tumbled toward Jayden who caught it tightly in her hand. Elawyn stared at her.

“Star Sign; we live. Moon Phase…,” she let the unsaid hang ominously in the air. Jayden went to open her hand but Elawyn stopped her.

“Some things we do not always need to know before the outcome.” She cupped her hands around Jayden’s clenched fist. “Keep the coin safely on your person.”

The Warrior could not have explained why she felt compelled to let her silver coin out of her own protection and into Jayden’s. She never let a coin toss go un-revealed, either, but a curious something made her leave it unchecked.

Elawyn put aside all ruminating and settled herself to the task at hand. With an eager eye she scanned the branches, already devising traps and plans.

“Elawyn, you have a very scary glint in your eye!” commented Jayden, looking at the Warrior warily.

Elawyn was rubbing her hands together almost gleefully. “Time is of the essence, Princess. I need to see how flexible these trees are.” She rested her shield at the base of a trunk and searched for a handhold in the bark. She climbed up the tree’s trunk in steady stages and disappeared into the leafy canopy.

“What are you doing?” Jayden shouted up at her, shielding her eyes to look into the treetops. Elawyn’s silver armour was barely visible moving swiftly among the green leaves. Jayden jumped as Elawyn’s head popped out from amid branches.

“Preparing us for war.”

Jayden’s eyebrows quirked. “In a tree?”

“Of course. Do you not know that is where all the big battles are fought and won?” Elawyn asked seriously. She blinked at Jayden’s face making. “Have you never heard the tales of ‘The Fracas At Foliage Forge’?”

Jayden’s eyes grew large in humour. She shook her head at Elawyn. “You are seriously deranged!”

“You impugn my Warrior reputation, Lady!” Elawyn called, rustling back through the trees like a giant squirrel. She was thankful that the trees interlocked above the ground. They naturally created branch bridges she could climb across to set her plans into action. Elawyn worked swiftly, conscious of time running out. She pulled back branches, broke limbs from sturdy trunks, twisted tree vines through other branches. All the time her keen mind kept her busy both in setting traps and sending out her Adeptude searching for the impending army.

Finally she touched the earth again, landing at the Princess’s feet.

“Do not just stand there, Your Highness. Our guests are about to arrive.” Elawyn reached for her shield. “Nearly forgot this,” she muttered scooping up the circular shield. She reached back to climb the tree. “Your Highness, if you would care to join me amid the shade of the leaves? You might find it a tad safer to be above the ground for a while.”

Elawyn clambered back up the tree, she stood perched on a branch peering down at Jayden.

The Princess’s face said it all. “I cannot climb a tree!” she argued.

“Believe me, Your Highness, your lavender shirt, however fetching, stands out amid the greens here. You will find yourself a target soon enough. So get up here!” Elawyn held out a hand impatiently.

Jayden muttered something under her breath and grasped at the trunk. She scrabbled up with more haste than dignity, directed by Elawyn’s commands of where to put what.

“Can you not climb any faster?” Elawyn asked conversationally, amused by the Princess’s lack of grace.

“Do you know how difficult it is to climb a tree with a sword dangling at your waist?” Jayden growled with a fierce glare in Elawyn’s general direction.

“Well, do not even think about leaving it behind!” Elawyn teased and reached down to bodily pull Jayden up the rest of the way. She helped Jayden onto a branch and tied something around her waist. Elawyn gave it a tug to make sure it was secure. She fielded Jayden’s look. “Tree vine. I do not want you falling out of the tree the moment we get you in it.”

Elawyn clambered along a branch and set her shield down. She reached for another vine and tied it through the shield’s arm straps. Once finished she returned to crouch beside Jayden.

“It is just another fight, Jayden. Do not look so frightened.” Elawyn’s voice was soothing. She was worried at the trepidation she could see in the Princess’s eyes.

“This is an army, Elawyn. One Princess and a Warrior against an army?”

“An amazing Princess and a Celestial Warrior,” Elawyn smiled.

Jayden’s eyes bored into hers. She asked Elawyn softly, “You think I am amazing?”

Elawyn nodded. “You fight like no other Princess I have met. Actually, you do a lot of things I have never seen other Princesses do.”

Jayden reached out to capture Elawyn’s chin in her hands and drew the Warrior forward toward her. “Things such as this, perhaps?” she asked huskily and reduced the space between her and Elawyn.

Warm lips touched Elawyn’s, a caress of velvet against the Warrior’s lips that deepened in intensity and heat. Their lips clung, explored and mated, slowing time down so that only the kiss existed. Jayden slowly pulled back, Elawyn unconsciously followed her retreat. The Warrior blinked drowsily. She knew her mouth was agape but couldn’t do a thing to stop the incredulous look that was plastered on her face.

“You kissed me!” she blurted.

“For good fortune, maybe?” Jayden said sweetly, her face alight with delight at Elawyn’s reaction.

“Fortune in what?” Elawyn asked, still a little stunned by the kiss and her own reaction to it. Jayden gave her a little shrug.

“The battle?”

Elawyn’s eyes sparkled as she regained some semblance of sanity. “That was not a ‘going into battle’ kiss!”

Jayden smiled. “Then what kind of kiss was it?”

“The kind that speaks of promises. The kind that makes being up a tree very frustrating!”

“You read a lot into one kiss!”

“You put a lot into it!”

Elawyn tried to stifle the cocky grin that was threatening to split onto her face. She hated to have to return her concentration to other pressing matters. Especially when the pressing of Jayden’s lips on hers had been a matter of great importance. Elawyn took hold of Jayden’s hands, she caressed the Princess’s palm and fine fingers with her own rougher hands.

“How do you think the Fool managed to get through the forest and end up in front of us when we left him behind?”

Jayden’s eyebrows shot up high on her forehead, then she smiled. “Always the Warrior, Elawyn.”

“I need to be, for now. After this, I can be the rest that I am, but for now we need the Warrior.” She kissed the palm she was soothing. Jayden closed her eyes on the touch. “So, any ideas on how the Fool could get here so fast without any signs of a horse?”

“Maybe he knows short cuts.”

“There were no short cuts on Kryger’s maps.”

“But how up to date were they? Kryger did not exactly strike me as someone who got out much!”

Elawyn conceded her point with a grin. She knew that Kryger’s map-making skills came more from magic than the giant walking the land. “I do know something of this area though, and there is only one road through for horses and we are above it now.”

“So we will see this army coming?”

“And then they will see us.” Elawyn regretfully loosened Jayden’s hands from her grasp. “You have this vine around your waist, only when you feel ready to join the fighting do you come down from the tree. The vine will make climbing down easier for you.” She ran a hand over Jayden’s hair and ruffled it. “Or you can swing out. The vine is not too long, all you shall have to do is cut yourself free with your sword.”

“Swing?” Jayden stared at her.

“It is a flashy entrance I will grant you, but it is a Warrior thing! All Warriors have to swing from a tree at least once in a lifetime.”

“Elawyn,” Jayden put a palm to the Warrior’s cheek. “Do not take any unnecessary risks. This is an army you are facing.”

“I know, Your Highness, I shall be vigilant. I have a kiss to repay, and I always settle my debts!” The corners of her eyes crinkled at Jayden, but then her head snapped up at a firm touch to her Talent. Her temperament altered drastically.

“They are here.” She reached a hand behind Jayden’s neck and pulled the Princess forward for a rough kiss. “May the stars shine their favour on our endeavours, Jayden.”

Elawyn rose, her concentration now centred toward the on-coming army. Elawyn picked her way across a branch and peered from among the leaves to search visibly for the Grey Men. The foliage that afforded her camouflage also aided to hinder her own line of vision. The clatter from their horses gave their position away long before Elawyn saw them. She grabbed at a vine and tugged at it. Then she walked back along the branch toward where her shield lay. She ran her hand over the silver etchings that decorated the shield. She lingered over the carving that signified herself. For a brief moment she wished for her coin to make her next decision a matter of fate. But her coin was in Jayden’s care so the choice was Elawyn’s alone. She drew her sword, aware the whole time that Jayden was watching her. Elawyn sent up a swift prayer to those she believed watched over the Celestial Warriors in their trials. Elawyn looked at the shield and then at the series of elaborate branches she had rigged up. She could hear the horses drawing nearer, some of the Grey Men were but feet away. A feral grin spread across her face as she raised her sword and brought it down with a sharp blow.

From amid the trees catapulted the entwined branches, linked in an elaborate weaving that cut a swath through the unsuspecting Grey Men. The branches were a forceful weapon, smacking riders from their mounts. Elawyn spared a grin at the noises coming from below and watched with satisfaction the tree traps finding their marks. She was also relieved to see not all of the Grey Men were getting to their feet again. By the strange angle of some of the fallen men’s heads she knew the trees had helped her in more than just surprising them. Nimbly, she clambered through the trees to set off the other traps she had laid. The Grey Men were in a state of disarray. Elawyn watched them trying frantically to fend off the attacking trees. She tossed a grin in Jayden’s direction, the Princess was engrossed in the proceedings.

“Nothing quite like a bird’s eye view of a battle, eh, Your Highness?” Elawyn picked up her shield and tested its weight in her hands. “See the leader there?” She gestured to where a Grey Man with black markings on his sleeve was trying desperately to control his panicked horse. “He needs to be shown that even one Celestial Warrior is a force to be reckoned with.”

With that she raised the tethered shield above her head and flung it down with brute force. The silver shield made a graceful arch through the air. Its metal whistled as it flew free of the restricting foliage.

The Grey Men’s leader never knew what hit him. The shield struck him fatally in the head, knocking him clear of his horse to lie dead on the ground.

“See how the mighty have fallen,” Elawyn commented, satisfied with her aim and its result. “Now let us see how strong the army is with its head removed.” She tugged on her vine. “Time for me to join the party.” Wrapping the vine around her arm, Elawyn balanced her sword in her hand. “Moon Phase or Star Sign, follow them into battle!” With that Elawyn jumped out of the tree to execute a short swing. She easily deflected with her blade the startled attempts of the Grey Men who were trying to take a stab at her. Coming abruptly to the end of her vine, Elawyn lashed out with a boot at a rider still mounted. She succeeded in knocking him from his seat while she herself gained it. Albeit the wrong way round!

“Nice horse!” Elawyn patted the animal on its rear end while she began kicking out at Grey Men. She briefly caught sight of Jayden clambering down the tree and getting straight into the fighting. A Grey Man engaged the Princess in swordplay. For a moment, Elawyn felt pride swell in her chest at the Princess’s fearlessness. A Warrior by heart, Elawyn thought, as she watched the skilful grace the Princess exuded. The Warrior quickly turned her attention back to her own fight, she parried a blow aimed at her legs. She deflected the sword, kicked the owner savagely in the face then slid off the horse with more speed than finesse. She punched a Grey Man waiting for her as she dismounted, never giving him time to even raise his sword. She spun around and ducked as a blade threatened to separate her head from her shoulders. Elawyn careened forward to ram her shoulder into the man’s chest. He fell with Elawyn atop of him, his curses burning her ears. She stared at him for a split second, felt an urgent pull in her Adeptude and hurled herself to the ground. The sword aimed for her back carried through on its decent and impaled the cursing Grey Man into the ground. The sword wielder looked aghast at his mistake. Elawyn swiftly made sure it was his last error. She struck him a blow with her sword through his ribs. The Grey man pitched forward to come to rest beside his dead comrade.

Elawyn got to her feet to stave off the blows from two separate swordsmen. She felt herself being forced back under their powerful strokes. She spied an opening in the fighting technique of one, he lived mere seconds after it had been discovered. The other swordsman began swinging wildly, Elawyn back peddled until she felt the comforting bark of a tree at her back. She deflected a wild stroke and with her free hand feverishly felt for a familiar object. She grabbed her shield from where it had been dangling from a vine. Pulling it to her she blocked another blow and yanked her shield free of its confinements. The next blow aimed at her clanged off solid metal. Her shield firmly held on her arm, Elawyn forced the Grey Man back. His wild swordplay kept his fellow soldiers at a distance. Elawyn kept nudging him back a little more into the crowd of Grey Men.

From behind the relative safety of her shield Elawyn spared a glance at Jayden. She could see the Princess holding back a soldier of her own. Oddly enough, the Grey Men were not focused on the Princess. Elawyn realised who they were trained on as her body shuddered under the repeated blows that rattled against her shield and her blade. Why do I get the feeling that in this battle I am centre of attention? Elawyn realised the rest of the men were staying back because this was a fight they knew was already won. She could not take them all on. All they had to do was weaken her until someone struck the final blow and put an end to the meagre resistance. Elawyn decided the battle was not over yet and she was tired of being beaten upon. She shuddered under another harsh blow against her shield. She blocked it and forcefully pushed her shield up to push aside the Grey Man’s sword. She got enough leverage with her action to knock the Grey Man’s sword arm aside and deliver a blow to his face with the shield. It cold-cocked him directly on the chin. He collapsed like a felled tree into his fellow soldiers, scattering them like fowl. Elawyn, tempting fate and laughing in the faces of the Grey Men, looked about her in amazement.

“Is he really the best you can come up with?” She kicked him with a boot and finished derisively, “My aged mother could do better.” Figuring she had pushed her fortune to the hilt, she pushed through the Grey Men roughly, catching them unawares. She was nearly back by the Princess’s side when they belatedly began to draw their swords to take their fallen heroes place against her.

Elawyn found the Princess removing a bloody sword tip from a Grey Man’s chest.

“Call me paranoid, but why am I getting the feeling I am considered not much of a threat here?” Jayden asked in a piqued tone.

“Something strange is happening, Your Highness. I do not need my Adeptude to tell me that. It is therefore my recommendation that we get out of here as quickly as possible as soon as we are granted an occasion.”

“It was not me who decided to stay here and fight!” Jayden pointed out testily as she elbowed a Grey Man in the nose as he tried to come upon her from the side.

“I just hope Figaro got out safely,” Elawyn spoke aloud her thoughts.

“We are about to be on the receiving end of at least seventy swords and you are worried about your horse?” Jayden’s sword arm rose swiftly to deflect a blow as she continued the conversation as if there had been no such interruption.

“I sent him for help.” Elawyn warded off a sword attack aimed at Jayden's back.

“We are in a forest, in the middle of nowhere,” gritted Jayden. “What kind of help? Squirrels?”

Elawyn grinned at what she had spied coming through the forest. “No, Your Royal Highness, something much bigger than squirrels. And armed with swords. The kind of help whose sense of timing is the stuff legends will be forged out of… over an ale!” Elawyn felt a burst of adrenaline rush through her at the sight of her fellow Celestial Warriors bursting through the trees. She could not pause to salute them with her sword as custom decreed, her sword was currently holding at bay three men who seemed determined to put an end to her existence. Elawyn merely laughed at them. Now that her comrades were here the odds were finally evened out. She wagered the Grey Men had not considered this turn of events.

Not for the first time did Elawyn regret she could not sense positive emotions. Just for once, to not feel only the bombardment of threat, but instead all the reassurances and positive forces that came from those radiating good intentions.

The Celestial Warriors rode their horses directly through the Grey Men. They used their horseflesh as battering rams to scatter and dispel the unsuspecting Grey Men across the clearing. Elawyn caught sight of the leader of the Warriors. Jodra! Elawyn grinned wide, now here was a ferocious Warrior to challenge the Grey Men’s mettle and metal. For a brief second her grin slipped as she recalled Loyola and their stilted goodbyes. Elawyn punched a man in the mouth a little more fiercely than was usual in her fighting. She winced slightly at the feel of his teeth shattering under her fist. Now was not the time to mull over things, she berated herself sternly and knocked a sword out of a Grey Man’s grasp.

“How many are there?” Jayden asked incredulously in the midst of her fighting. The Princess fended off a Grey Man threatening her with two daggers. With a skilful round house sweep of her sword, she deflected the daggers away from herself. Jayden caught the daggers with such a stinging blow that the Grey Man dropped them as if they were red-hot irons. The blow to his sternum gave him something new to hold. He staggered back under the slice to his chest. Jayden kicked him back further with the sole of her boot, ridding her direct vicinity of his presence. Another soon took his place.

The Celestial Warriors dismounted with the practised air of ones well used to getting off their horses with swords and crossbows in hand ready for engagement. Jodra was first down from her horse, sword swinging in deadly patterns. Blonde hair tied back into a thick tail at her neck, silver armour merely adding more girth to her already imposing stature, Jodra was a formidable sight. She pounded her way through Grey Men like a thresher, swinging her sword like a scythe to cut the men down like rotten wheat.

“Warrior, I believe we have some things of yours at our stable,” Jodra announced to Elawyn in a voice deep and strong.

Elawyn’s grin was appreciative. Figaro and Audrain had arrived safely at the Celestial Warrior base. “I have a few matters to clear up here first, but then I shall be sure to go reclaim them, my friend.”

“See that you do. That horse of yours is eating us out of stable!” The clang of Jodra’s blade against others did nothing to cut through her powerful voice. No fight was going to distract Jodra from her queries. Elawyn knew her of old. Commentaries during combat were a trait of Jodra’s. “And what are you doing with that poor excuse for a child’s horse?”

In her other ear Elawyn heard the Princess’s grunt of laughter combined with indignation at the none too polite remark about her horse.

“He is not mine, he belongs to a friend of mine.” Elawyn felt her shield vibrate under a blow. “Can we discuss the horse’s failings later? We have a situation here!”

“Situation?” Jodra pushed a huge fist into a Grey Man’s middle. “This is nothing more than a training exercise for youngsters!” She grabbed a firm hold of two men, all but lifting them off the ground. Her six feet in height gave her the ability, while her muscles gave her the strength. “Glad you extended an invitation to us, though. It is nice to crack new skulls!” Jodra smacked their heads together. They were dropped to the ground in a heap. Jodra strode over them in search of someone else to terrorise, leaving Elawyn and Jayden redundant.

“That is Jodra,” Elawyn mentioned conversationally to Jayden. The Princess’s eyebrow rose and her mouth dropped open.

“That is Jodra? Loyola’s mate?” Her widened eyes took in Jodra’s considerable size then directed themselves back at Elawyn, revealing her thoughts.

No, Elawyn thought, Jodra does not look like a woman who would react too gently to the news her beloved still carries a flame for an old girlfriend.

“Looks the quiet, unassuming type, does she not?” quipped the Warrior. Elawyn knew Jodra better though. Off the fighting field Jodra was the most un-assured woman she had ever met. Jodra was truly a gentle giant, one whose furious fighting skills had left her unsure of her chances in the gentler arts of love. Elawyn had introduced her to Loyola and watched the mighty fall. Elawyn had chosen well for her fellow Warrior. The fiery tongue of Loyola matched the fire inside Jodra. Elawyn wished all her decisions went as smoothly.

Jayden broke into Elawyn’s thoughts. “It looks like they are all leaving.” She was resting her sword’s tip in the ground and leaning on its hilt. The Princess’s breathing was laboured and she brushed the curls at her neck with an unsteady hand. “And I was just getting my second wind too,” she lied. She spared Elawyn an eye. “So, did you know there was a Warrior army near us all this time?”

“Not until we came deeper into the forest and I saw these,” Elawyn levered herself from the tree she had been leaning against and showed Jayden a strange marking. It resembled a roughly carved sword through a star. “It means that someone is near if a Warrior needs help.”

“Safe Haven?” Jayden queried.

Elawyn nodded, impressed the Princess had caught that. “Words that our horses are trained to recognise as to go find help. This symbol told me someone was nearby.”

“Why did you not tell me?”

“I had no idea how long they would take to get here, for all I knew they could have been so far out elsewhere that they would have arrived too late. Would you have fought any less bravely knowing that someone was coming to our aide?”

Jayden shrugged. “I just fought. But I am so sick of fighting, Elawyn.”

Elawyn lowered her shield arm and watched as the last remaining Grey Men were chased off by silver armoured Warriors. She returned her sword to its scabbard and rubbed at her face wearily. She offered a hand to Jayden to assist her over the fallen bodies lying at their feet. The Princess stepped over them, sparing them no thought. Elawyn kept a hold on Jayden’s hand. She welcomed the soft touch and the link with a gentler reality. She felt a squeeze on her fingers and flashed the Princess a smile.

“Let us get out of here. I have had my fill of fighting Grey Men today.”

Elawyn traded clasped hands with some of her fellow Warriors, while others more familiar with Elawyn slapped her on her armour in a gesture of rough affection. Jodra ambled over toward them both, her sword finally fastened at her side. She wrapped her arms about Elawyn and lifted her off the ground in a friendly hug. Elawyn felt her breastplate squeal in protest but she returned the embrace.

“Hey, old friend.” Jodra’s voice had lost some of its booming quality now the battle had been fought. “What brings you out into the far reaches of Rasil. You have not visited this base for many moons.” Jodra lowered Elawyn back to solid ground with a jolt.

Elawyn tugged her breastplate back into place with an exasperated sigh. “I have taken on a mission that is taking me away from my usual route and into the paths of some strange enemies.” Elawyn cast an eye over the forest floor littered with the bodies of the now familiar grey. “I was not sure anyone was at the Collegium until I spotted someone’s handy work on the trees.” Elawyn became aware she was being totally ignored as Jodra was casting interested looks at Jayden. Elawyn took Jodra’s blatant look as a hint for an introduction to be made.

“Jodra of Enamoss, please make the acquaintance of Jayden,” Elawyn deliberately paused while Jodra clasped Jayden’s arm in greeting, “Princess of Marchan,” Elawyn added slyly.

Jodra’s grip loosened, her face registered surprise then transformed to stiff formality. She hastily bowed from the waist in deference to Jayden’s station.

Jayden tugged Jodra back upright. “You have no need to show me reverence, Jodra of Enamoss. You have just saved our lives. I owe you and your fellow Celestial Warriors my gratitude.”

Jodra nodded dumbly then roughly grasped Elawyn by the arm and pulled her aside. “What are you doing bringing a Princess out onto a battlefield?”

“She is as much a Warrior as any of our caste,” Elawyn remarked.

“A real Princess, huh?” She cast a sneaky look in Jayden’s direction as if expecting her to suddenly be decked out in jewels.

Elawyn tried to remain serious. “Yes, Jodra, a real one.”

“Where did you find her?”

“Under a hawthorn bush, where all Princesses grow or so I am led to believe!” Elawyn could not resist baiting this woman.

Jodra snorted at her. “You are so humorous.”

“And you ask dumb questions of ones eager to leave the forest where they nearly fought their last battle. Save your questions for later and get us away from here.”

“I may ask dumb questions, but I can do things you never will be noted for.” Jodra pretended to take a swipe at Elawyn’s shoulder in contest.

“So you can juggle with your sword, like that strikes me to the core!” Elawyn fell easily into the old argument.

“You can do tricks with your sword?” Jayden enquired, unashamedly listening to their conversation.

Whispering had never been one of Jodra’s strong points, Elawyn thought as she grinned at Jayden’s piqued interest.

“Of course I can do tricks. How else is a Warrior to impress the ladies?” Jodra’s chest puffed out with importance at the attention given her by the Princess. Elawyn smothered a grin. Both she and Jodra knew it had not been tricks of any kind that had drawn Loyola to Jodra’s side.

“I have heard tales of Warriors who can do tricks with their swords,” Jayden continued, obviously intrigued by Jodra’s boast.

“We are part of a noble culture, Your Highness. It is part of a Warrior’s skill to do tricks,” Jodra said with importance.

Elawyn shook her head at their silliness. “There is no nobility in fairground trickery. Warriors lend themselves too much to side show attractions when they resort to fancy flicks and throws.”

“So says the one who could not flip her sword if it were a pancake in a skillet!” Jodra teased. “But then I suppose for one so small, we should be surprised she can lift a sword at all!” This last comment was directed at the Princess in a conspiratorial tone.

“Not all of us grow to be mighty oaks, Jodra.” Elawyn rapped a knuckle on Jodra’s breastplate.

“True, and I got one of the prettiest girls in Calluna to grow right along side,” the larger Warrior boasted.

“That you did, my friend. Now all we can hope is that you have the brain power to remember which one to flip and which one to kiss!”

Jodra narrowed her eyes at Elawyn. “I could toss you up into a tree with little thought,” she warned with a sly smile.

“True, and little thought is what you excel at!” Elawyn raised her hands at Jodra’s sudden movement to carry out her threat. “But! You would only have to climb up to untangle me from the branches. It would be undignified for a Warrior of your stature!”

Jodra snorted at her. Another Warrior caught her attention. Her orders cut through the air concerning him. Elawyn’s attentions were captivated by a chestnut coloured horse about to be corralled by a fellow Warrior.

“Hold fast! I will take that one!” She looked at the Princess. “I do not particularly want to have to walk back to the Collegium when I can ride such a bright coloured animal.”

Jodra laughed. “Vanity! Vanity! Choosing a beast because it resembles your own colouring!”

Elawyn shot the woman a cutting glare. “We have yet to find anything in the whole of Calluna that resembles your hair colour!”

“Loyola calls it ‘golden wheat’,” Jodra said sweetly.

“In other words, something field mice would nest in!”

“I could restart this battle, Elawyn of Canthas, right here and now!” Jodra turned to Jayden. “How long have you been putting up with this insensitive clod, Your Highness?"

Before Jayden could reply, Elawyn appeared between them, the chestnut horse butting Jodra out of the way. The squawk she made only made Elawyn laugh more.

“If you do not mind, Jodra, I would like to get the Princess to safety. My Talent tells me something is not quite right still. I think we need to get away from here to the protection of walls.”

All business, Jodra whistled for her own horse. “Then allow me to escort you. What is your Adeptude telling you?”

“I am sensing a threat, but it could be a residue from the fight.” Elawyn rubbed at her face with a rough hand. The limits of her Adeptude tried her patience. “If only….”

Jodra had obviously heard this comment before, she pre-empted it. “If squirrels had wishes, then we would all be nuts!”

Elawyn’s laughter released some of her tension. “Thank you, oh wise sage!” She hoisted herself up onto the back of the horse. She reached down to lift the Princess up to sit before her on the saddle. Jayden immediately leaned back into the Warrior’s arm and Elawyn was hard pressed to stop the grin escaping onto her face. She flashed stern eyes at a smirking Jodra.

“Lead the way, Captain,” Elawyn ordered, if only to be able to speak to the Princess without friendly flapping ears nearby.

Jayden turned slightly in Elawyn’s arms. “I like your friend.”

“She is a pain in the….”

“She and Loyola must make for a striking couple,” Jayden interrupted swiftly.

“That they do,” Elawyn agreed with a sigh and tugged on the reins to set the horse in motion. The horse followed along in the stream of Celestial Warriors as they began to leave the forest.

Elawyn’s Adeptude sent shivers down her spine. She swiftly scanned the trees for anything amiss. “Jodra! Caution!” she ordered. Jodra raised a hand in acknowledgement and in silent gestures disbursed Warriors out to either side of their route.

Elawyn felt the warmth of Jayden’s hand caressing her own. For a moment, all the forest disappeared and all that was left was the warmth from that touch. Elawyn found herself seeking Jayden’s eyes, what she read there would have caused disruptions through an Empathic Talent more tuned to the ways of desire. Her eyes replied to Jayden’s unspoken message. The Princess grinned that delightful roguish grin that made Elawyn’s chest constrict. For all the good feelings Elawyn was experiencing, the sudden threat of violence sliced through her like a blade and she stiffened on alert.

“ENEMY!” she bellowed, startling both Jayden and their mount.

But the call was too late.



 
Chapter 14 

 
 Two silver tipped arrows shot through the trees. Their swiftness so great they barely disturbed the air bearing them. They found their mark swift and sure with no hindrance in their path. Jayden stiffened in Elawyn’s arms then slumped forward with a groan. Elawyn grabbed her before she fell from the horse. Pandemonium broke out through the ranks as the Warriors tried to chase after the archer responsible. A clatter through the trees made them head decisively in one direction. At the base of a tree, left in full view, a young female Warrior held up the implement of flight. A double-barrelled crossbow, expertly made, a most skilful weapon. Attached to the trigger, a diamond tatter of cloth.
Elawyn saw none of this. She was already urging her horse forward through the warriors. “He is gone,” she yelled. “Do not waste your energy trying to find him. Jayden needs help now!” A streak of black horseflesh bowled past her as Jodra raced by, spurring her horse ahead. She yelled at Elawyn to follow her as she led the way back to the Collegium where aide would be on hand. Elawyn followed her, trying to match her breakneck speed, but ever mindful of the injured Princess in her arms. Elawyn carefully tried to cradle Jayden to her. “Stay with me. Do not dare leave me now!” Elawyn kept her attention divided by the path Jodra was leading her through and on Jayden’s wounds. An arrow had pierced the Princess’s chest just under her breast, the shaft sticking out from her body awkwardly. Red stained her lavender shirt in a garish pattern, getting deeper with each flow of blood from the wound. The horse hit a pothole and stumbled. Jayden groaned pitifully, lost between the pain and the merciful slip into unconsciousness.

“It is all right. I am getting you to help. Everything is going to be all right, I promise.” Elawyn continued murmuring reassurances, all the time eyeing the spreading blood on the Princess’s shirt. She grasped the Princess a little tighter and dislodged something from Jayden’s shirt. Careful not to lose it on their break-neck gallop, Elawyn managed to clasp the object. It was a second arrow. It was fashioned to be just as deadly as the first, and Elawyn was mystified as to why it had not struck its intended target. She tucked the arrow tightly under her saddle, promising herself to look at it later when she had time to examine it more closely. Now was not the time to ponder as to why this arrow had failed. Not when the other had hit its target with such precision.

Jodra led the way, smashing a path through any overhanging branches by sheer brute strength of her flight. She forced a pathway through the forest back to the Collegium. Elawyn whispered a mantra, her lips tight against Jayden’s ear. “Stay with me; stay with me,” until she lost knowledge of the fact she was even talking. She gripped Jayden in a white knuckled grasp, trying desperately not to let the woman fall on their mad race through the trees. She could hear Jayden’s breath rasping in her throat, the sound oddly loud above the clattering of horse’s hooves. Elawyn trusted the horse beneath her to guide their way, her mind was too focused on the injured woman in her arms. She was ever mindful of the arrow shaft poking obscenely from Jayden’s chest. Every pound of the horse’s hooves on the dry earth shuddered through Jayden’s body. Elawyn felt her react in pain to every movement. For once Elawyn was thankful her Empathy Talent recognised only threats. She was not sure she could have borne the pain of Jayden’s wounds on top of the empathic sympathetic ones. All she concentrated on was the sound of Jayden’s breathing, at least that meant she was alive.

The rough-hewn walls of the Collegium appeared suddenly from behind the last of the trees. Elawyn could vaguely hear the sound of Jodra’s horse’s hooves clattering on the cobblestones and the yells and barked orders that rang round the forecourt. Elawyn eased the horse’s mad gallop to compensate for the cobblestones. She did not want to kill them both by having the horse slipping now. She saw Loyola rush out of a doorway, running after a breathless Jodra. Jodra raced to Elawyn’s side, the large woman reaching up for Jayden. For a split second Elawyn hesitated, reluctant to release her, but then carefully lowered Jayden down into Jodra’s waiting arms. Jayden moaned in pain. Elawyn dismounted quickly. “Be careful with her,” she ordered needlessly. The Princess continued to moan pitifully as she was carried away, her complexion pale and waxy. Jodra held her carefully as if she were no more than a child. Loyola began a quick examination of Jayden’s wounds. The Healer all but ran alongside Jodra to keep up with the burly Warrior’s pace as she strode into the Collegium’s hospice. Elawyn flung her reins at the waiting groom and ran to catch up. She ordered him back over her shoulder, “Clean up the horse, but remove nothing. I want everything left as it is!”

Once in the small hospice room, Loyola immediately gathered up her implements. Jodra laid Jayden on the table.

“Careful with the Princess, Jodra,” the Healer instructed.

Jodra spared her a quick look. “You have met Elawyn’s Princess? You never said.”

Loyola continued gathering up cloths and gesturing for Elawyn to get clean water. “I have only just reached this stronghold, and we had not gotten to the telling of news before Figaro came in tugging the Princess’s horse behind it,” she remarked distractedly. She shooed the larger woman away and began cutting at Jayden’s shirt. Jodra turned away out of respect, but Elawyn kept her eyes focused on the wound inflicted on the Princess. She gritted her teeth in sympathy at the horrendous sight that the arrow had wrought.

“I need this arrow pushed through,” Loyola announced. She brushed a hand over Jayden’s forehead as the Princess stirred in denial at the comment. “I also need you unconscious so you do not see Elawyn pass away into a heap on the floor.” She began to mix up some herbs in a small bowl, added a drop of water and then gently raised Jayden’s head. “Swallow this. I cannot promise it will taste good but the effects are fast. You are in safe hands, Your Highness.”

“El….”

“I am here,” Elawyn moved to the Princess’s side. “I will not leave you.”

Jayden’s eyes closed for one last time and she slipped into a drugged sleep.

Loyola brushed her hands together. “Now,” she barked at Jodra. “I need that arrow pushed through.” She ran her hands above Jayden’s chest. “If you push at this angle,” she guided Jodra’s hands, “you will miss her vital organs and save me more work.”

Elawyn grimaced quietly. Jodra looked a little hesitant. “You have to do this. Elawyn is too close to the patient.” This comment gained a measured look from Jodra to Elawyn, who could not have cared less what they read in her expression. Elawyn helped Loyola wipe away as much blood as possible from Jayden’s chest so Jodra would have a clearer view.

“Stand back now,” Loyola directed Elawyn and gently eased the Princess onto her side. Elawyn felt herself go cold and oddly a sweat broke out on her face as she witnessed Jodra break away the arrow’s tail shaft swiftly. Elawyn flinched bodily as the arrow was shoved through Jayden’s back with force. The wound instantly poured fresh blood as Jodra pulled the broken arrow through the passage she had created in Jayden’s chest. Loyola quickly began to apply her mixtures to both wounds that the arrow had left in its wake. She looked at the two Warriors, calmly, her demeanour changing. “Hold her gently, and do not get in the way of my touch.”

Elawyn moved to stand closer to Jayden’s head, cradling her as best she could in her arms. Jodra braced the Princess’s waist and legs in much the same manner. They watched as Loyola rubbed a strange smelling cream on her hands, almost lathering it on her palms then pressed them together briefly. Then the Healer placed her palms on Jayden’s body, each one covering the gaping open wounds. Her hands instantly stained with blood. Jayden’s body tensed as if shocked then relaxed again, her movement startling Elawyn who tightened her grip. Loyola closed her eyes, and Elawyn watched in wonder as light began to shine from under Loyola’s palms. It changed from a brilliant white to a soft muted pink. Elawyn wondered if this was the influence of the blood. Before long the white light intensified, Elawyn began to screw her eyes up at the brilliance that seemed to be burning Jayden’s flesh. The Princess was moaning softly, a tiny mewing sound escaped her lips. Jayden was lost to consciousness, but her body was reacting to the healing taking place. Elawyn finally had to close her eyes against the light. It fractured rainbows behind her eyelids. She screwed her eyes even tighter, but the light still found a way through, patterns swirled across her shattered sight. The colours altered, shifted, merged, all the time accompanied by a soft floral scent that filled the air. It was becoming stronger, overpowering almost, chasing away the metallic smell of spilled blood. A scent conjured up by the curious magic being worked on flesh and time. Elawyn felt light headed from the perfumed air. She wondered if it was just Loyola’s particular Talent, or if all Healers’ powers exuded a scent. Elawyn tried to open her eyes to look at the Princess, but the light forced her to keep them closed. She did, however, send up a prayer of gratitude for the Adeptudes that blessed Loyola as a Healer, who could repair the body with a touch of her hands.

The light dimmed somewhat, and Elawyn finally managed to crack open an eye. She was aware of sweat rolling down her face at the heat filling the room. She looked at Loyola’s hands, but blood covered whatever miracles were happening under the Healer’s palms. Elawyn sneaked a look at Jodra, who in turn was staring at Loyola as if it would grant her lover more strength to complete her task. Elawyn’s eyes were drawn to Loyola’s face. She saw such a serene visage that for a moment Loyola looked almost at sleep. The sweat on her face and the twitching of her arms gave evidence of the fact that this was draining Loyola’s strength. Elawyn finally looked at the Princess. She looked so small that Elawyn had a moment of fear. The light bathing Jayden’s body lit her up like something unearthly, almost celestial. Bathed in star shine, Elawyn thought fancifully, amazed at her feelings for the woman lying there so still.

Loyola suddenly stumbled back a step, her hands coming away from Jayden’s body as if released from a tight grip. She began to shiver uncontrollably. Jodra made sure that Elawyn was supporting the Princess so she could tend to her partner. She held Loyola steady in her arms.

“I am alright. The healing took more out of me than I expected. The damage was considerable inside. That arrow was an evil design, it was made to do more than just pierce. I do not know what would have happened if it had hit her heart. I could not have repaired the damage it would have wreaked.”

“There was a second arrow,” Elawyn informed them softly.

Jodra turned to her. “What?”

“Two arrows were directed at her, for some reason the second never reached its mark. I found it in her shirt folds while we were riding here. It is under my saddle.” She turned burning eyes to Jodra. “We need to check both it and this one,” she nodded toward the broken arrow that lay on a table beside her. “That is not an archers arrow.”

“Not with that barbed tip,” Jodra agreed and helped Loyola wash the blood off her hands in a bowl of water nearby. The large Warrior brought a fresh bowl over to Elawyn. “You might want to clean yourself up a bit before you tend to your Lady here.” Elawyn thanked her and soaking a soft cloth began removing the gore from her own hands while Jodra helped move the Princess so that she could be washed free of her own blood. Elawyn got fresh water and Loyola sprinkled some powder into it for her, Elawyn watched the crystals dissolve away to nothing. The Warrior carefully set to cleaning Jayden’s skin. She began with her back.

“You can wipe harder than that, Elawyn. She will not feel anything for a long while yet. You need to clean all the blood off her, not just move it around!” Loyola instructed.

“Should you not be doing this? You are her Healer.”

“I am going to do this side,” Loyola said, sweetly smiling at Elawyn when she faced her. She began to clean away the blood from Jayden’s chest. “Are you aware she has a mark here, Warrior?”

“No,” Elawyn said, leaning over to look then caught Loyola’s laughing eyes. “I have not seen Jayden naked, Loyola. Is that what you needed to know?”

“You have not swept her up in your seductions yet, Elawyn? You are either slipping or getting old.” Elawyn snorted at the Healer’s comments. Loyola queried softly, “Or this one finally means something to you?”

“I am finding she means everything to me,” Elawyn said quietly, raising her eyes to meet Loyola’s in a look of honesty.

“You are serious.” Loyola gave her a look of resignation then smiled sadly. “Finally found someone to win your heart, Warrior?”

“Yes, and nearly lost her on the battlefield. I have you to thank that it did not end like that, Loyola. My gratitude is yours forever.” Elawyn gently continued to wipe at Jayden’s skin, her eyes tender as they watched the Princess.

Loyola watched her in turn then gave the Warrior a sad smile and a slight nod. To Elawyn, it felt like finally, Loyola let her go. Loyola’s bright eyes looked at the Princess. “This is the one for you?”

“If she will have me,” Elawyn whispered.

“Of course she will have you,” Jodra said, not noticing her partner’s reaction to Elawyn’s confession. The Warrior put her arm around Loyola’s shoulder and pulled her close in a swift hug. “When a Warrior finds the woman she wants to be with, and they both recognise the love, then no force on earth can pull them apart. Right, sweetheart?” Jodra’s face was split into a huge grin that Loyola stared at for a long moment and then returned.

“Yes, my love, when you recognise it, there is nothing that can come between two lovers.”

Elawyn thought for a moment that she heard something else in Loyola’s comment but she dismissed it. She had no time to worry about past loves, for now she had only Jayden on her mind.

“You need to get some rest, Elawyn. You are of no good to the Princess if you do not get some sleep too,” Loyola told her briskly finishing her task and gently laying a cloth over her patient.

“I shall sleep when I am tired. For now I need to be here in case she wakes. I will not have her waking up alone.”

“She will not regain consciousness for some hours yet, the healing will see to that. She will sleep until the morning at least.” Loyola nodded to Jodra who went to Elawyn’s side and all but lifted her from the bedside of the Princess. “You need to wash, you smell of the battle and blood. She is not going to want to be reminded of that when she does wake up.”

Elawyn looked down at herself and conceded Loyola’s point. She was covered in Jayden’s blood, her shirt sleeves stained and her skin darkened by it. She cast another glance back at the Princess as if to reassure herself that Jayden was still there.

“I do need to check on the horses,” Elawyn muttered suddenly remembering her other duties.

“That has already been taken care of, Elawyn. One of our grooms had Figaro and the Princess’s horse wiped down and fed. Your old warhorse is safe in our stables. You just need to take care of yourself then you can give support to your Princess,” Jodra said kindly, her hand still on Elawyn’s elbow.

“Can we get a chair brought in here for me?” Elawyn scanned the room for a space.

“I shall see to it that you have something to rest on while you wait for her to awaken,” Jodra assured.

“If not, I will just sleep on the floor, I have slept in worse places.” Elawyn could hear herself rambling. The exhaustion from the battle and the stress of the healing were taking their toll. She looked again at the Princess. “She looks so peaceful there, considering what she has just been through.”

“She will be more than aware of what she has experienced when she wakes up. I will leave you plenty of herbs to give her if she does wake up during the night.” Loyola pulled Elawyn out to the door to point down the hallway. “We are in the quarters next to you. They are the Healer’s rooms. If you need me during the night I am right there.”

“Just try to keep your racket down tonight, lovebirds!” Elawyn drawled slyly. “I have been in rooms near you pair before! Remember you have a convalescent next door to you!”

Both women blushed, Jodra especially.

“What can I say? She inspires me!” Loyola said cheekily, brushing a hand over Jodra’s flaming face.

“Is that what they call it nowadays?” Elawyn teased back tiredly. Her eyes drifted back to the Princess. Loyola took her hand.

“We will stay here until you return to her side. Go now and get washed up.”

Elawyn spared Jayden one last look to assure herself that the Princess was not going to wake up any time soon. She set off out of the Hospice’s chambers and out across the forecourt toward the stables. She quickly found Figaro and Audrain, both horses comfortable in a stable together and eating. Elawyn patted Figaro, who nuzzled her in the chest. “Good horse, you brought us aide. You are a hero.” Figaro snorted louder in her ribs, Elawyn felt it vibrate round her chest. She brushed at Audrain’s wild mane. “And you little one, you are a hero too. And the talk of the Warrior table tonight I should not wonder. They are amazed at your stature!” The smaller horse whinnied and stuffed his head back in his feed trough. “Though I doubt you will be so small for much longer with that appetite!” Elawyn reached over the fence to gather up her and the Princess’s saddlebags then made one last stop. She found the chestnut horse she had rode in on. True to his word, the young groom who had guided her horse away had not touched anything. The horse was fed and watered, though, and looked up at Elawyn with a dark eye then kept on eating. Elawyn carefully laid down her saddlebags and then began to search under the saddle of the chestnut horse. She easily found the arrow she had tucked under there for safekeeping. She shuddered at the sight of the barbed edges to the tip but frowned at the damage that the arrow had sustained. It had not struck its intended target, so why was it damaged? Elawyn tucked the arrow into her saddlebag and whistled for a groom to remove the rest of the tack from the animal now.

Her mind more at peace with the second arrow now in her possession, Elawyn headed for the bathing rooms. She looked up at the sky and saw how night had stolen in while she had been watching a healing take place. She ignored the curious stares of the Collegium staff as she shouldered the saddlebags and made her way back into the building.

The bathing rooms were large, fit for an army to wash in. They were mercifully empty. Elawyn was in no mood for idle chatter this evening. She put the saddlebags to one side on the tiled floor and tested the water lying in a tub. It was hot to the touch. Elawyn sent a silent thank you to Jodra who had probably set this up. Elawyn disrobed quickly, mindful of the chill from the room and her need to return to the Princess. She grimaced at the feel of the cloth peeling from her skin. The clothing thumped to the ground in a sodden mass. Elawyn picked up a bucket and filled it with water. She tipped it over her head to rid herself of the surface layer of gore. Then she climbed into the tub and sat back, letting the warmth of the water seep into her tired body. She reached for a tablet of soap that lay nearby, sniffed it curiously, then began to furiously lather it between her hands and washed herself. She used some of the soap to wash out her hair. Finally rinsing, Elawyn stood from the tub and reached for a towel someone had left for her. Elawyn smiled, thinking that she had not had such treatment for a long time. A warm bath, a soft towel. She thought of the Princess. Maybe when she was able to stand again, Elawyn could bring her in the bathing room and Jayden could sample the delights of the tub. Maybe together? Elawyn grinned slightly at the direction her thoughts were taking her. She pressed her fingers to her lips gently, as if tracing the remnants of the kiss they had shared earlier. Was it only a few hours ago? Seems like a lifetime. Elawyn dug into her saddlebag for clean clothing, she was just tying up her clean breeches when a young woman entered the room, cautiously. Elawyn smiled at her. The woman seemed relieved.

“I was sent for your clothing, Warrior. Captain Jodra said you might be in need of having them washed and mended.”

“I fear there is not much to be salvaged here. My shirt has seen more blood than it could bear, but I think my breeches might just live to fight another day.”

“I shall see to it, Warrior.” The woman quickly took the clothes from Elawyn and made to leave, but she stopped with a slight skid on the tiles. “Your boots?”

Elawyn looked down at the filthy footwear. “Think they could be cleaned?” Elawyn looked doubtful.

“I shall make them shine like new!” the young woman promised and rushed back to pick them up then disappeared again. Elawyn chuckled softly in her wake.

“Wonderful. I fight in a battle, nearly lose the life of the one I am supposed to be guarding and now I have nothing on my feet!” She quickly looked in her saddlebag again and pulled out some socks. “A Warrior should never be seen without her boots. It ruins the carefully crafted image! How can we be seen as invincible with just our socks on?” Elawyn hoisted the saddlebags on her shoulders and made a quick exit from the bathing rooms.

She rushed back to the Hospice where both Jodra and Loyola were waiting. Both of them looked at her. Loyola’s eyebrow rose over bright eyes.

“Lose another wager so quickly?” she asked, looking pointedly at Elawyn’s feet.

“They are being cleaned,” Elawyn mumbled, depositing the saddlebags by the bedside of Jayden and pulling up the waiting chair. She brushed a piece of hair away from the Princess’s forehead and kissed her there softly. “I am back now,” she whispered.

Loyola and Jodra exchanged looks. Jodra coughed politely.

“I know you have just rushed to get back here, but I would really appreciate a little talk with you about what in the bright heavens is going on here.” The blonde woman stood tall, her broad arms folded as she waited for Elawyn to turn around and face her.

“Now?” Elawyn sighed.

“Jayden is not going anywhere, Elawyn. I will stay here and watch over her while you and Jodra go talk Warrior-talk.” Loyola made a shooing motion to get Elawyn out of her chair.

Elawyn pulled a face like a child. “I just got back here!” she whined.

“The sooner we talk the sooner you can get back and stay,” Jodra said.

“I am surprised you cut into your own reunion time with this,” Elawyn said darkly.

“Not as much as I am,” Loyola muttered back.

“We shall all get what we want soon enough!” Jodra said with force. “I want to know what a Celestial Warrior is doing out here with a member of royalty riding beside her. And why we get called out to fight a battle that results in the Princess nearly dying.”

“You ever come across Grey Men before?” Elawyn asked.

Jodra shook her head.

“Then lead the way, Captain, and let me tell you a story of Kings, castles and Fools.”



 
Chapter 15 

 
 A Harlequin Fool? Not the most inconspicuous of costumes, I wager.” Jodra shook her head.
“Sounds fantastical, does it not? But he just keeps finding us and threatening us. He is a danger to the Princess, I can feel it vibrating from him. So what does she do? Her Royal Highness walks right up to him to test to see if this is the Fool we think it is!”

“She has courage!” Jodra chuckled.

“It is of no use if she has her blood spilled while displaying it.

The Captain sat at a huge table used for devising strategies for war. She lounged at its head. Elawyn paced back and forth at her side, her socked feet silent against the cold stones. “When we met him in the forest, it was so unreal. He is like a macabre puppet cut free of his strings. There is no control to him. And the anger,” Elawyn rubbed at her chest. “I could feel it radiating out toward us both; it was overpowering. I felt it again before Jayden got hit. He must be able to control his feelings, because one minute I sense him, and the next there is no pull to my Adeptude.”

“Or maybe he is so far crazed that he can swing from normality to madness in the blink of an eye.”

“He is dangerous. And he is not above murder.” Elawyn stopped beside Jodra and placed a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “I want him stopped.”

Jodra nodded in understanding. “I had Warriors follow the Grey Men when they left. They will never be spotted. I have an elite band here for surveillance. They will report back where the army is massing now. Also on whatever else your Fool is planning.”

Elawyn nodded. “Good. I want the next strike to be ours. I am not spending the rest of my days looking over my shoulder for that clown to strike me down because he can slip under my Talent.” Elawyn pounded the table with a fist. “Bright stars, Jodra! I get blessed with the Talent to sense danger, but this Fool can slip under my Adeptude and still land a blow.”

“Elawyn, I have ones with Adeptudes on my team. We fought with you today, and none of them sensed him either.”

“He works with dark magic, Jodra. There is something impure about him. I have seen it in his eyes.” Elawyn swallowed hard. “He is…,” she searched for a word to explain her feelings. “He is unnatural.”

Elawyn’s attention was drawn to the crossbow lying on the table. She fingered the diamond of cloth with her fingertips. She placed on the table before her friend the arrows that had been shot from it. “This Fool does nothing without a reason; every step is staged. He is telling us something here with this choice of weapon. We just need to figure out what.”

“Could it not just be that he felt it would get him a clearer shot than a sword would?”

“Look at the arrows, Jodra. These are not ordinary arrows. These have cruel and barbaric heads. Someone meant the Princess a great deal of pain.” She held up the broken shaft, the jagged head still stained and sticky with Jayden’s blood. “It is not a hunter’s tip, not unless you are hunting something with the thick hide of an enormous beast.” She ran her fingers gingerly over the ridges that covered the arrow’s head. She watched in fascination as one ridge sliced open her fingertip and her blood ran to intermingle with that of Jayden’s on the wood. She winced at the thought of this piercing Jayden at great speed.

Jodra watched her. “A lethal weapon,” the blonde Warrior muttered, handing Elawyn a piece of cloth to stem the flow of her blood from her finger. Elawyn absently tied it round the wound and picked up the undamaged arrow. She ran her fingers over the shaft, getting a feel for the wood, when she felt something. Nicks and notches out of the wood. She walked over to where a lantern burned and called Jodra to her side.

“There is writing on this!” She held the arrow up to the flame’s glow and read what she could see. “One For Sorrow,” she read, a frown creasing her forehead. Jodra reached back for the other arrow, she put the broken pieces back together carefully. Elawyn searched the wood. “Two For…” She rubbed at the dried blood, spitting a little on a finger to rub it on the markings to clean the wood. “Joy. Two For Joy.” She blinked in confusion. “Why does that sound familiar?” She wracked her brain for the connection.

Jodra tapped a finger against her lip in thought. “One for sorrow, two for joy….” She stared at Elawyn. “Are those not the words from the old superstition for the gathering of those thieving birds?”

“Those black and white ones?” Elawyn asked, staring at the flights on the end of both arrows. The feathers were a shiny black tinged with a shiny green. “Magpie feathers? What on earth do magpies have to do with all this?”

“You said yourself, the Fool was no fool. Everything is done for a reason, at least in his mind. Maybe, magpies mean something to him.”

Elawyn read again the writing so finely cut upon the arrow shafts. “One for sorrow, two for joy. How right he was. The first arrow inflicted a terrible wound. The second was aimed higher at her heart. A Healer cannot heal a pierced heart. One arrow was not enough to give pain, he wanted double the agony for her. He wanted her dead.”

“You shall have to ask Her Highness if she is aware of any significance of magpies in her life. Maybe,” Jodra nudged Elawyn lightly, taking her attention from the arrows she still held. “Maybe, it is an old lover, distraught at her not returning his affections.”

“The Princess is a lesbian!”

“And may I ask how you came by this knowledge, Warrior? It is not usually a question we are honour bound to enquire when we meet Royalty!”

“It came up in a conversation,” Elawyn growled.

“Has it been put to the test, Chestnut Warrior, conqueror of all that is female?” Jodra teased. Elawyn was not impressed.

“I do not sleep with every female I come across on Calluna!”

“True, true. You have never slept with me, I will attest to that!” Jodra grinned. “You do have a reputation, Elawyn,” she added.

“Well, maybe, I would like to grow beyond it. It is time, do you not think?”

Jodra nodded then burst into a huge grin. “You are in love for the first time! Bright stars! You fell for the Princess!”

“I thought we had already guessed that, Captain.” Elawyn cursed the embarrassment covering her face.

“Yes, but….love! Not a quick tumble in the hay then off to your next duty. You want to stay with this one.”

Elawyn shrugged uncomfortably. “Can we get back to the arrows?”

“Which one, the one that nearly pierced the Princess… or the one that pierced your heart?

Elawyn groaned. “Spare me!”

“Face it, Elawyn, when you fall you do not do it by half measures. A Princess no less!”

“Keep your voice down, you buffoon!” Elawyn hissed, eyes looking round the room as if a hundred ears were listening. “I do not need this broadcast through the barracks! We have only kissed, for crying out loud!”

Jodra sidled up to crowd Elawyn’s space. “And?”

Elawyn would not look at her. “And what?”

“Did the earth move? Did birds sing? Did bells toll?”

“We were up in a tree, the leaves shook. Does that count?” Elawyn hissed waspishly.

“Sounds so romantic!” Jodra chuckled, obviously enjoying Elawyn’s discomfort.

“When will your men get back with a report?” Elawyn asked, blatantly directing the subject away from herself.

“I expect them in the morning or at least a carrier bird from them. I shall inform you immediately of their word.” Jodra was still grinning.

“If you do not wipe that smirk off your face, Captain, I will be forced to do something that I could be court-martialled for!”

“You are in love. I think it is sweet.” Jodra swept her up into a hug tightly.

Elawyn sighed. “Thanks. Sweet is just what I want to feel right now!” She tried to break loose of her friend’s hold. “Are we done here? I have a Princess to watch over, you know. Just because I love her does not mean I can shirk my duties as her guard.”

Jodra let her go with such speed that Elawyn nearly stumbled when the floor greeted her feet once more.

“We are done. You have given me much to ponder on. Go be with your Princess.”

Elawyn began to leave the room. Jodra’s call halted her.

“And, Elawyn?”

The red-haired Warrior faced her larger friend.

“We will stop him. He will not get a second chance at your sweetheart.”

“Thank you, Jodra.”

“My Warriors are at your disposal.”

Elawyn bowed at her in respect. “Thank you again. You have no idea what that means to me.”

“I know what it is like to be in love, Elawyn. You would fight the world for the chance to keep her safe. I am just telling you, you do not have to fight alone.”

Elawyn smiled. “You are a true friend.” She left the room with a humbled feeling.

“Just name your first born after me!” boomed out of the room after her.

Elawyn cursed herself that she had foolishly left her sword behind. The chestnut-haired Warrior gritted her teeth against the sound of Jodra’s merriment as it followed her down the halls.



 
Chapter 16 

 
 Pale sunlight crept into the hospice window and marked its arrival on the walls in tones of orange and pale pinks. Elawyn was oblivious to the morning painting patterns on the wall before her. She was fast asleep, her head resting on the bed beside Jayden as she sat slumped over in her chair. She had kept watch over the Princess until her eyes drooped and tiredness won the battle. She had brought the chair a little closer to the bed, laid her head down and slept, dreaming of magpies and their raucous cries. She woke only when there was a scuffle in the room of feet trying to be silent. Elawyn lifted her head, winced at the pain in her neck and smiled in greeting to Loyola.
“Good morning, Elawyn. Did you sleep well?” Loyola asked, busying herself mixing herbs. She looked very professional dressed in her bright maroon Healer’s robes. She cut a stunning figure.

“I think so. Jayden never woke, but I stayed in case she needed me.” Elawyn took in the glow on Loyola’s face. “May I enquire as to how your evening faired?”

Loyola smiled sunnily. “It faired exceptionally well, thank you. I got to spend it in the company of my beloved.”

“She is that, is she not?” Elawyn pushed softly.

Loyola nodded slowly, her own realisation blatant in her softening features. “Yes she is. I think it took me seeing your Princess here and you so distraught over her for me to realise where my own heart lay.” Loyola raised apologetic eyes to Elawyn. “You were right to introduce Jodra to me. She completes me.”

“Glad I could be of service.” Elawyn sat up slowly, easing her bones and muscles back into place by stretching widely. “I feel like I have been trampled by wild horses.”

“Or fought an army on your own.”

“I was not alone; I had Jayden. She is quite the warrior when she remembers her sword.” Her attention was caught by a particular scent that drifted into the room. Elawyn watched Loyola separating petals from a large white flower then crushing them into a small bowl. The scent filled the room.

“What is that plant?” Elawyn asked, curiosity getting the better of her.

“One of the Warriors brought it to me from her Collegium. The Healers here are trying out its powers. I must admit, from my own experience with it, it enhances the healing energies. It is almost as if it intensifies my Adeptude and makes it stronger. Jayden will be in less pain when she wakes up because of this rose than if I had healed her on my own. Of course, if I had had a Plant Adept with me, and we had channelled our Talents together, the healing would have been flawless.”

“Flawless?” Elawyn did not like the word. She looked at Loyola with a frown then down at Jayden.

“As in, the healing would be such that the Princess would feel like she had never been shot.”

“That is powerful healing,” Elawyn said in awe. “Can it be done?”

“With the right Healer and Plant Adept, yes. And this plant.” Loyola held up the white rose, its petals half removed but its beauty still unmarred. “This plant might change the course of healing forever.”

“That is a lot of strength in a mere flower, Loyola. It gives those with Talents a strong position of power.”

“I know.” Loyola cast Elawyn a quick glance over her shoulder. “Care to wager on how long we get to know of its abilities before it disappears?”

Elawyn nodded wryly. The machinations of Calluna were in constant motion.

“But it helped your Princess. All I can do is try to heal as much as I can before my energy starts to drain. With this white rose though, it aides in the healing and gives me the strength to heal more.”

“Thank you for using it. As long as it works its magic I do not care. And what I have seen is already a blessing.”

“Thankfully, the arrow missed her heart. I would have been helpless to prevent losing her if the arrow had been aimed a little higher.” Loyola gathered up her bowl and moved to the Princess’s side. She lowered the cloth carefully to expose the Princess’s chest to the morning’s light. A fierce and angry bruising covered Jayden’s ribs, a spectrum of purples painted her rib cage. The wound from the arrow, though, was barely visible. There was no puckering of flesh, no tear, no entry for all to see. As viciously as it had been ripped open, the wound had been closed back as if it had never been. Higher up, on the Princess’s breast was another mark, a strange circular pattern, which was equally bruised. Loyola stared at it. “This is not from my healing,” she muttered, trying to make sense of the patterns decorating the flesh.

“She is healing well,” Elawyn praised the Healer. “Thank you.”

“Yes, thank you,” Jayden mumbled, slowly coming to. Her eyes refused to co-operate with her need to see, but finally they flickered open.

Loyola smiled warmly down at her. “You are welcome, Your Highness. Glad to see you are back with us again. I know Elawyn has been beside herself with worry for you.”

Jayden made to move her head to see the Warrior. Elawyn moved round the bed with agility to save her the problem. “Good morning, sleepy head,” she greeted. “You had us worried there for a while.”

“Me too. What are you doing?” Jayden asked curiously as Loyola began to spread a paste onto her ribs.

“We are just checking on how cute you look naked, Your Highness!” Loyola continued to spread the paste even though her patient shook beneath her with soft laughter.

“Do I pass your inspection?” Jayden asked, joining in the banter.

“Do not ask me. Ask Elawyn. She is the one whose opinion really matters, is she not?” Loyola cast sly eyes in the Warrior’s direction. Elawyn shook her head.

“Jayden, you are beautiful, but I would rather spend the time looking at your breasts when there is not someone who is busy smearing cream on your wounds!”

“Like that would curtail you!” Loyola said curtly with a grin.

“How bad was I hurt?” Jayden asked, trying to look down but Loyola’s hand was in the way.

“Nearly fatally, but you are healing nicely now.” Loyola leaned toward the Princess. “You’re a very fortunate woman, in more ways than one.” She graced the Princess with a knowing eye then wiped at her hands briskly.

Jayden took a deep breath and winced. “What was that arrow made of?”

“Barbs that made quite a mess of your insides,” Elawyn answered, unobtrusively moving the cloth back to cover Jayden up. Jayden caught hold of Elawyn’s hand and the Warrior did not move away.

“And now?” Jayden asked.

“Healed,” Loyola answered, as she brushed a piece of hair that escaped onto Jayden’s forehead. “But you are going to ache for some time. I can mend the wounds but I cannot remove all the pain that comes with the injury or the healing. I do know some great herbs that will be more than happy to help you with the pains though. I recommend you take them. Your body is dealing with twice the shock. The shock of being wounded then the shock of being healed. Sometimes the body finds that hard to deal with.”

“Introduce me to these herbs.” Jayden smiled weakly. “I shall be happy to make their acquaintance, since I feel like I have had my chest ripped out.”

“Not entirely accurate but close,” Loyola said. She handed Elawyn two bowls. “Mix her some of these in a drop of water whenever the pain hits.”

“And you will be where exactly?” Elawyn asked, wanting the Healer by Jayden.

“Not everyone walked away unharmed yesterday from your skirmish in the forest. I have other patients to deal with. Not everyone has a Warrior to watch over them so attentively.” Loyola picked up her basket full of healing medicines. “I will be back in a little while. If you need me just holler out of the window and I will come running.”

Elawyn was a little more appeased by this. “These herbs and a drop of water, right?”

“You will both be fine. Jayden is getting stronger by the minute and besides, you two can talk without me wondering when you are both going to just shut up and kiss!” She swept out of the room with a flourish of her robes, like someone exiting a stage after delivering their final speech.

Elawyn stared at the door for a moment. “Have I mentioned I need new friends?”

Jayden just laughed. “I like the ones you have. They have saved my sorry hide!” She tried to sit up but could not manage it alone. Elawyn carefully aided her so that she could sit upright. The Warrior placed herself behind Jayden so that the Princess could lean against her and not affect the wound on her back. “Why does my back hurt?”

“Jodra pushed the arrow right through you, remember?” Elawyn rearranged the cloth over Jayden so the Princess’s modesty would be spared.

“No, I do not. I am glad I was not awake for that.” She looked down at her chest visible under the cloth. “I got hit twice, that I remember.”

“You got hit once,” Elawyn corrected.

“I got hit twice. I felt both blows but the second one went through me and I do not remember anything but the searing pain after that.” She moved a slow hand up to touch her chest. “I got hit here.” She touched her hand to the bruise on her upper breast. “Why did it not penetrate?”

“I, for one, am grateful it did not. That is a heart shot, Your Highness. There would have been no healing for that type of wound.” Elawyn nuzzled at the Princess’s hair. Jayden lay back in her arms.

“I am getting too old for all this excitement, Warrior brave.”

Elawyn admitted quietly, “I have faced a lot of scary things in my time as a Celestial Warrior, but nothing comes close to the fear I felt when I thought you were to die in my arms.”

“Scary, eh?” Jayden breathed.

“I am sure you must have turned my hair grey in places from the shock!”

Jayden reached round carefully and pulled a length of Elawyn’s hair before her eyes. “Still looks chestnut to me,” she assured her.

“I am sure you shall find other ways to send me grey before my time.”

“I hope I get to see it turning grey through time passing alone.”

“I would like that too,” Elawyn said sincerely. “My feelings for you have me surprised, Jayden. I am not usually one who gives her heart so easily.”

“Really?” Jayden’s voice was quiet.

“I have never shared my heart with any woman,” Elawyn held up her hand in oath. “I had never found anyone who touches me as deeply as you do. You stormed my walls and laid siege to my heart. I am defenceless against you. It is unsettling,” Elawyn admitted, her voice low and husky.

“You wield the same power over me, Warrior. We are equal in this.”

“Our stations in life are not equal though.” Elawyn felt the need to pace. She carefully eased out from behind the Princess and propped her up against pillows. Now facing Jayden, Elawyn continued. “I am just a Warrior, a Celestial one mind you, which carries some honour, but a Warrior never the less. But I pledge my honour to you. I submit my heart to you,” Elawyn bowed her head slightly, “Gracious in defeat.”

“Not defeated, Elawyn, I would rather you surrender.” There was a glint in Jayden’s eye. Elawyn looked up and caught it.

“Surrender?” Elawyn considered this. “I would surrender in your arms without battle, Your Highness.”

“I am cursing my state here,” Jayden said miserably. “After all, we have a bed, I am naked, and you are willing to surrender to the feelings we both recognise. And I have a pain that is threatening to burst my chest open with its fierceness.” The Princess let loose a gasp of agony she had been holding back, and Elawyn rushed for the medicines left by Loyola. She quickly set to making up a potion for Jayden.

“Maybe this will make our loving all the more sweeter for the wait,” she argued.

“More frustrating,” Jayden grumbled trying not to move any more to aggravate her ribs. “Let me see if I can ride through this pain a minute….” She licked at her lips and swallowed with a grimace. “The minute has gone, give me the herbs!”

Elawyn’s shoulders shook with laughter at the Princess’s weakened determination. She mixed the herbs in the fresh water that had been left by the side of the bowls. Elawyn carefully poured it all into a cup and held it to Jayden’s lips for the Princess to drink.

“Curious taste,” Jayden said wetting her lips and smacking them gently. Elawyn helped her back down to lie on her side.

“Loyola puts honey in it to sweeten it some,” Elawyn whispered, imparting a secret. “But she would never reveal all her ingredients. She is the only Healer I know who consciously makes her potions palatable.”

Jayden motioned for Elawyn to kneel before her. The Warrior did so, they stared at each other.

“On your honour, Warrior, how bad is it?” Jayden’s eyes flickered to indicate her chest.

“You will be relieved to hear that the arrow’s journey missed the more pleasing aspects on your body!” Elawyn teased. “The damage is below your breast, Loyola mended your ribs, and you shall soon be as good as new. You will, however, sport a very dashing scar, a badge of courage to wear.” Elawyn could not stop the grin on her face from appearing. “It is bigger than the scar on your ankle though.”

Jayden stared at her, not blinking. “How long have I been naked?” she asked stonily, pretending not to be amused at Elawyn’s bright face.

“Not long enough for a full inventory!” Elawyn shot back.. “Someone had to remove your footwear, Your Highness. You could not be in bed wearing your boots now, could you? How very uncouth for a Royal to be seen that way.”

“Elawyn!” Jayden sighed and rubbed at her chest. Elawyn watched where her hand fell.

“You have a strange bruise on your chest, Jayden. Loyola could not understand it.”

Jayden went very still, cupping her hand over where the bruise lay. “Pass me my shirt.”

Elawyn gave her a strange look, not really understanding the request but dutifully got up and looked round the room. “Good job for you no one has come in to clean yet.” She picked up the remains gingerly from the corner where they lay. “Are you sure you want to see this?” She made a face. “It is not the shirt you were wearing so dapperly yesterday.”

“I was aimed at by two arrows, yes? One to the chest, one to the heart? I remember being hit, but feeling only the one arrow pierce my body. I felt the blow from the other arrow. I can still feel it here.” She touched at the marks on her breast. “Check the pocket,” Jayden whispered, her eyes never leaving Elawyn’s movements as the Warrior moved back into her line of vision.

Elawyn reached her fingers into the shirt’s pocket, the cloth was stiff and caked in dried blood almost sealing the pocket shut. She felt something metal against her fingertips.

“Bright Heavens!” she breathed and carefully pulled the metal out. She drew the piece out of the pocket slowly and held it between two fingertips. The growing morning light glinted off the coin. The coin’s face side was obliterated, the design a mass of lines and cracks where the force of the arrow had hit. It was so badly damaged that as Elawyn held it to the light, a sliver of the sun shone through a crack opened up in the coin. The other side was barely marked, all but for the crack that marred its design. Almost untouched by the devastation meted out on its reverse.

“Star Sign,” Elawyn said in awe. “The stars were lighting your path yesterday, Jayden. The coin stopped the arrow from penetrating your heart.”

“Your lucky coin,” Jayden smiled.

“I would say the fortune was on your side. I can hardly believe it.” Elawyn sat before Jayden with a thump. She held the coin in her hand, running a finger over the horrendous damage wrought on the coin’s face. “I know the metal the makers used was special, I never realised it was so strong. It may have been my coin, but it chose to protect you. I owe the blacksmith who forged this a debt of gratitude for crafting this coin so finely.”

“Sorry I wrecked it!” Jayden said and Elawyn laughed with her.

“I shall get you a new one to replace this,” Elawyn promised.

“No!” Jayden was adamant, her raised voice making Elawyn start. “It is my lucky coin now. You gave it to me for luck. I would say it fulfilled its purpose admirably. It saved my life. I will always treasure it.”

Elawyn nodded with understanding. “Well, I need to get a new one. I cannot make decisions without one! You never know what might need to be decided on the toss of a coin!” She held up the coin again and then looked at Jayden with a small smile. “It explains the design you are sporting on your chest here.” She leaned over and touched with soft fingers the bruise on Jayden’s breast. She placed the coin against her body. It covered the markings exactly. “You had the coin stamped onto your flesh. Saved by Star Sign, branded by Moon Phase!” Elawyn looked closer at the bruising. “Now I am aware of it, I can see the pattern of the moon etched onto your skin. And to think I always wasted time looking up into the sky for celestial bodies marked by moon glow.”

“You speak very fanciful for a Warrior.” Jayden reached for Elawyn’s head and drew her closer.

“Celestial Warrior,” Elawyn reminded her.

Jayden pressed her lips to Elawyn’s, effectively shutting her up. Elawyn felt the Princess’s tongue touching gently at her mouth and opened her lips to welcome it in to tangle with her own. Jayden pulled Elawyn closer then gasped in pain. Elawyn pulled away with disappointment.

“I think we need to wait until our kissing is not going to affect that which is healing inside you.”

“I had better heal quick!” Jayden grumbled.

Elawyn nodded. “I agree, because I want to chart the place this particular moon shines on!” Elawyn brushed a light kiss against Jayden’s chest. She got up regretfully. “You need to rest, and I need to work off some sudden pent-up energy!” She glared at the Princess in humorous reproach. “And I suppose I had better let the outside world intervene, so we can gather together as much knowledge as possible against the Grey Men.”

The Warrior pressed her lips against Jayden’s forehead. “Rest a while, sleep. I shall be back soon. There are some things I need to take care of but I shall return.”

“Elawyn?”

The Warrior drew up at the sound of her voice.

“You remember when we tossed the coin before the battle, but you would not let us look at the outcome?” Elawyn nodded at her. “I placed the coin in my pocket so that the side it fell on was the side facing out, so after the battle I could check it and see. You made the call, Star Sign we live, Moon Phase… whatever.” Jayden held up the coin that Elawyn had placed on her pillow. “This was the side that I had facing out from my pocket, it is the side that deflected the arrow. You chose the call well. Star Sign indeed meant we would live; both of us.”

Elawyn let out a shaky breath. She watched the Princess replace the coin by her side and settle down to sleep.

“May the stars continue to watch over your path, Jayden.” Elawyn whispered. “And mine too.” Elawyn had the strange feeling that their paths were now inexplicably linked. The stars would guide them both now.



 
Chapter 17 

 
 Out in the Colleguim’s forecourt, Elawyn put a hand up to her eyes to shield them from the sun’s bright rays. She watched the messenger bird she had dispatched climb higher and higher into the sky until it disappeared from view.
Jodra tackled her from behind, grabbing her round her shoulders. Elawyn nearly stumbled under the weight of the woman grabbing her. She had forgotten Jodra’s tendency to roughhouse.

“So, now we wait, eh?” Jodra asked, ruffling Elawyn’s hair and totally exasperating the smaller woman. “Think the big man will have any ideas?” Jodra was the only other person Elawyn had ever told about Kryger. Elawyn had wanted someone to be able to inform him of her fate if destiny were to remove her from her path.

Elawyn shrugged as best she could with her shoulders trapped beneath muscular arms. “Kryger knows things about Calluna that we could never imagine. If he knows something, we can expect detailed explanations.”

“How is your sweetie doing this morning?” Jodra asked, hugging the chestnut-haired Warrior even more.

“She is doing fine, but I am liable to expire on the spot if you keep squeezing me like that!” Elawyn let out a gasp when Jodra loosened her grip. “Do you hold Loyola like that?” Elawyn asked gruffly.

“No! She is a lady, and you hold your ladies with a much more gentle hand. Besides, she is bigger than you, more weighty, she can hold me so tight some days that I swear I wear the bruises for a week!” Jodra seemed rather proud of this fact. Elawyn hid her smirk.

“Sounds like you met your match in wrestling holds, my friend,” Elawyn marvelled, trying not to picture Jodra and Loyola in any position.

“You and your Princess will wrestle soon enough, Warrior. Then you will have bruises of your own to brag about!” Jodra said loftily, as if out of the two of them she was the more experienced in the ways of love.

“Thank you for your vote of confidence,” Elawyn replied, keeping an eye on the sky as if hoping to see the bird return. She figured it would take a day for Kryger to get her message, to research the meanings of the magpie and to send the bird back. Another day of just waiting.

“So, want to test your sword arm against a Warrior who could take you where you stand?” Jodra challenged. Elawyn gave her a measured look.

“Sure you can manage it after a night of rampant wrestling? I would hate to have you so love weary that you cannot lift your arm to deflect a blow!” Elawyn challenged back.

“I will show you I have plenty of strength left where you are concerned,” Jodra growled, nudging Elawyn with a shoulder. “You are just a tiddler in the big fishes pond.”

Elawyn raised an eyebrow at her. “Tiddler?”

“Little fishy!” Jodra taunted. “Been away from the Warriors on your journey for so long you probably cannot keep up with us!”

“I am going to hurt you so hard that Loyola will think you have been involved in an orgy!”

“She knows better,” Jodra sang, enjoying seeing the rise of Elawyn’s temper.

“She will not recognise you when I am finished.”

“To the sparring grounds?” Jodra gestured with a hand to direct the way.

“After you, Captain. That way I get a clearer aim as I kick your backside all the way there!”

 
Elawyn poked her head round the doorway to the hospice and grinned when she saw Jayden sitting up in a chair. The Princess was fastening up an oatmeal coloured jerkin. Elawyn was heartened to see colour in Jayden’s cheeks. She watched the Princess quietly for a moment then smiled as Jayden looked up and caught her at the door.

“Come in, Warrior, we do not stand on ceremony here!” Jayden waved her in. She tugged a little at her new jerkin. “Look! Loyola found someone my size among your warriors.”

“Probably a child,” Elawyn commented. Jayden made a face at her.

“It is nice to be covered again,” Jayden remarked. Elawyn let out an exaggerated sigh and the Princess laughed. “I do not mind bare skin in the proper places!”

“And you have lots of nice proper places!” Elawyn was delighted to see colour deepen in Jayden’s cheeks at the compliment. She spared her any more embarrassment. “You look a lot better. How do you feel?”

“Odd.” Jayden stood up carefully as if measuring the amount of movement she could make. “I feel like I have wrenched muscles in my chest and back, and my left arm really aches. Yet I look at my body knowing full well the damage wrought, and there is nothing there but bruises of rainbow proportions. There is the scar but it’s barely a conversation point. The most surreal thing is the bruising left behind from the coin.” She walked forward, testing her feet. “I slept all of yesterday away again, but today I feel oddly awake and alert. So Loyola got me some clothing, and I am ready to test my land legs.”

“You really had me terrified the day you got hurt,” Elawyn admitted quietly. “You just collapsed in my arms. I was covered in your blood.” She shuddered at the memory. Jayden crossed the room to stand before her. She put her arms around Elawyn’s waist.

“I am very much alive, Elawyn. If you promise to touch lightly, you can feel my heart beating beneath my bruises.”

“I can be gentle,” Elawyn whispered and placed her open palm on Jayden’s chest. “It would have been the cruellest jest of all had the stars worked so hard to get us together, only to rip you away from me so quickly.”

Jayden snuggled into Elawyn’s chest. “I am sure the stars have a much bigger plan for us.” She smiled against Elawyn’s shoulder as the Warrior put her arms loosely round her waist in a tentative hug. “Are you going to tell me how you got that bruise on your chin?” she asked as in conversation.

Elawyn chuckled. “Jodra challenged me yesterday. So we put in some sparring practice.”

“In other words, you have been fighting,” Jayden said bluntly. “I cannot let you out of my sight for even a day!”

“But you should see her! She may have gotten in this lucky blow to my face here, but I landed a kick somewhere Loyola will be kissing for a fortnight to make it all better!” Elawyn laughed, jiggling the Princess in her arms. Jayden leaned back and had to laugh with her, the Warrior’s humour contagious. “She will not be calling me a tiddler again! I may not ride with the ranks of Celestial Warriors at my back, but I am still a Warrior.”

“She impugned your honour?” Jayden was surprised.

“No, she just wanted to see if I could stand up to her beating!” Elawyn’s grin was smug. “I can, with agility and skill.” Elawyn leaned down to whisper an aside in Jayden’s ear. “And a little trick I picked up from an expert outside of a province about kicking them were it hurts the most!”

Jayden’s laughter filled the room. “Should you be kicking the wife of my Healer? Will my progress suddenly get worse in payback?” she teased.

Elawyn shook her head. “Do not worry, Loyola is a professional. Just do not expect me to get any help with the bruising on my jaw! I was told to suffer for it!”

Jayden moved back into Elawyn’s embrace. “Have you sent word to Kryger?”

“Set the bird on its task yesterday morning. We should hear back from Kryger tomorrow. I know he is a fountain of information, but even he might need to research this puzzle.”

“I keep thinking I should know the answer to the magpie question.” The Princess ruffled her hair in exasperation. “There is something about it that just keeps niggling at the back of my mind.”

“Come get some fresh air, maybe that will refresh your memory.” Elawyn disengaged herself gently from the warmth of Jayden’s arms. She crooked out her arm for the Princess to take. “Let me escort you round the Collegium. I promise we shall take the slow, scenic routes!”

“I am not an invalid, even though I feel like I should be.” Jayden shook her head. “I just feel like Kryger fell on me!”

Elawyn led the Princess out into the daylight. Suddenly there were Warriors everywhere, all of them wanting to see if the Princess was all right and vying to pay her attention. Elawyn grinned, as over the younger Warrior heads she spotted Jodra heading their way. The large blonde Warrior had a definite limp to her gait.

“Warriors, say your piece then let the Princess have some peace! She has got enough to contend to with the Warrior whose arm she is on!” Jodra bellowed.

Elawyn laughed at some of the disappointed looks she received. “You have built up quite a following, Your Highness,” she whispered for Jayden’s ears only.

“Not all those looks were aimed in my direction, Warrior. I think I have just disappointed those who had hoped to take on the Chestnut Warrior.”

“I consider myself taken out of the game,” Elawyn said sincerely.

“You are serious,” Jayden said, obviously surprised.

“I recognise what you mean to me, even though I have never experienced it before. I searched long and hard, but never found these feelings.”

“I am sure you were thorough!” Jayden teased Elawyn in her own humour.

“I stand before you a Warrior with experience, but a novice in the matters of love. You shall have to lead me through that particular pathway.”

“I am not that particularly knowledgeable either, Elawyn, on that matter. We shall guide each other.” She hugged an arm around Elawyn’s waist, and Elawyn returned the gesture, leaning in to plant a kiss on Jayden’s forehead.

“Hey you two! If you are quite finished! We have impressionable young Warriors here!” Jodra commented, finally reaching them.

“You were never impressionable, Jodra, even as a younger woman,” Elawyn replied.

“I did not mean me!” Jodra sighed with an exasperated look at Jayden. “Why do you even bother?” she asked her.

“Because I feel she is going to be worth it,” Jayden replied with sincere honesty.

Jodra gave Elawyn a hard stare then turned her attention back to the Princess. She sidled up beside her. “Just watch her when she is fighting. She is sneaky.”

“I shall make sure I never challenge her!” Jayden nodded sagely.

“I will not be doing it again in a hurry,” Jodra muttered, wincing as she moved from foot to foot. She directed her attention to Elawyn. “The smithy is ready for you, Elawyn of Canthas,” she informed.

“Did Audrain need shoeing?” Jayden asked, curious, as Elawyn began steering her in the direction of the Collegium’s blacksmith.

“No, I just had a little something made by the master smithy here. Come and see.”

Elawyn led Jayden into the smoke filled forge. The area was huge, the ceiling stained from the soot of fires that had long ago sent their embers up there to rest. A raging fire that burnt orange light into Elawyn’s eyes lighted the room. The smoke irritated her immediately. She coughed a little in response. Looking round the forge, endless rows of horseshoes hung from pikes, waiting to be fitted to warhorses. Swords lay ready to be sharpened or fashioned from misshapen lumps of steel. Pieces of armour lay in regimented order against a wall, their silver reflecting the firelight. An anvil lay quiet in the centre of the room, but huge bellows could be heard stoking the fire to keep it burning hot. A man appeared from the back of the room, tall and muscular, with arms muscled from his work. He brushed a stray lock of hair from his eyes and smiled at the visitors in his workplace.

“Is this the one, Captain?” he asked Elawyn of Jayden. When she nodded, he disappeared off to a corner of his forge. He returned holding a small silver breast plating. He held it up before himself. It looked ridiculously child-size spread against his wide chest. “Would you care to try it for size, Your Highness?” he asked, his head bowing in deference to her.

Jayden looked first at the blacksmith then at Elawyn. “It is for me?” she nearly squeaked in her surprise.

“All Warriors should wear protective armour. The Fool had nothing to stop him in his attack. He will not be granted that privilege again.” Elawyn took the amour from the blacksmith and unfastened the buckles to open the armour up to help Jayden into it.

Carefully Jayden put her arms through the silver armour. It settled on her shoulders easily and fit perfectly.

“It is lighter than I imagined it to be,” she commented.

“It gets heavier the longer you wear it,” Jodra said tugging at her jerkin and shifting her shoulders as if resettling invisible armour. “And when it is hot, it is like being boiled on the back of your horse.”

Jayden looked down at the front of her chest. “You have engraved it too?”

The blacksmith gave her a big toothy grin, his face smeared with black from the soot. It made his teeth shine white from his face.

“The Captain here told me what she wanted, so I did the best I could in the short time I was given. It is a bit rough in the details.” He bowed his head again at her.

Jayden had Elawyn help her ease the armour back off her sore frame. Elawyn held the silver plating so that the Princess could look at what Elawyn had chosen for her. Jayden ran her fingers over the carvings.

“This is my family crest,” she marvelled at the depiction of a shield with roses in two corners and a banded three-layer pattern taking up the remaining two sides. She ran her fingers further up to another patch where stars were portrayed by many points. “This is your constellation!” she remarked joyfully. Elawyn grinned.

“A fitting constellation to guide you in all your endeavours,” she said with a slight shrug, surprised the Princess had recognised the precise set of the pattern.

Jayden’s eyes wandered over the plating one more time, her eyes drawn to a splash of orange burnt into the plating depicting a flame. “Fire?” She turned her eyes to Elawyn.

“The path you tread now started because of fire. We met in the midst of it. From fire comes re-birth, a new beginning. Something positive to emerge from something so destructive,” Elawyn explained and smiled when the Princess nodded and smiled in return.

“It is beautiful, a masterful piece of carving. I love it.” She held out a hand to clasp the blacksmith’s arm. He started, almost jumping back from out of her reach.

“But, My Lady! I am filthy!” he blustered, lamenting on his state.

Jayden reached for his arm and clasped it firmly. “Thank you. I will be so proud to wear this when I ride out with Elawyn and the Warriors.”

Even through all the black soot, Elawyn was sure she could detect a blush from the man. He bowed again at Jayden then when she had released him, he fumbled in his apron pocket.

“Here is your coin, Captain. Freshly minted. May the stars shine upon it and your choices.”

“Thank you, Riley.” She handed over a pouch to him. “This is for all your hard work and speed. I appreciate it and want to see it rewarded.”

The blacksmith tucked the pouch in his apron pocket, but not before he had tested the weight of it in a meaty hand and given Elawyn a surprised look. He bowed at the Princess and left them to return to his forge.

“I think he liked you,” Elawyn nudged Jayden as she carried the Princess’s armour for her. “You are a regular heart gatherer.”

“I can only contend with one, so I shall choose yours,” Jayden whispered back. “After all, it was gotten in fair exchange for mine.” She chuckled at Elawyn’s suddenly shy face.

“Hey, Warrior. Are you really allowing the Princess to ride out with us when Kryger sends you your answers?”

Jodra’s loud tones broke through the intimacy between Elawyn and Jayden. Elawyn raised her eyebrows at her large friend as Jayden halted and gave the burly Warrior a dirty look.

“Jodra, this is her Royal Highness the Princess Jayden of Marchan. I do not allow her to do anything. She is her own woman, and she goes where she wants.”

Jayden nodded in agreement at her, still treating Jodra to a steely glare.

“Besides, you have seen her handle her sword. Do you really want to tell this woman ‘no’?” She feigned pain as Jayden hit her upon her arm in retaliation for her smart comment.

“Captains!” A voice bellowed from across the courtyard. A young female Warrior rushed over to them, her face red from her running.

“Take a breath, trainee, lest you die on the spot before you deliver your message!” Elawyn smiled and watched the woman pant as she got her breathing under control.

“News from Kryger!” she puffed. “The bird has just returned. It is in our loft.”

Jayden tugged Elawyn near to whisper in her ear. “Does everyone know about Kryger here?”

“Just his name. They think he is my informant to Calluna, which he is, of course. Only Jodra knows of his stature. But you are the only one who has met him.” Elawyn took delight at the proud look that crossed Jayden’s features. “He is not someone I take all my friends to meet. Not everyone is as accepting as you were at meeting someone so different.”

“Then they are the fools to lose out on such a friend,” Jayden said.

Elawyn nodded her agreement. “Let us go see what he has found.”



 
Chapter 18 

 
 The War Room was wall-to-wall Warriors. Everyone sat where they could find space to listen to what Elawyn had to say. Jayden sat at the large table on Elawyn’s right hand side, her attention arrested by Elawyn and her words. Elawyn read from a large scroll. No one else in the room, save for Jayden, had any idea that it was the same scroll the pigeon had carried wrapped on its leg. Sometimes Kryger’s magic could be used in other ways. This time, it had shrunk his reply to fit the tiny capsule tied to the bird’s leg for safe transport to Elawyn’s hands. All Elawyn had to do was sprinkle a little of her own magic, thanks to Kryger, and his words came into view for all to see. Jodra was used to seeing such things happen and had long since decided to not ask. Sometimes it was the best policy.
“The magpie is a bird of great superstition. It is thought to be a harbinger of good fortune or bad merely by the number of these birds that are witnessed flocking together. They are a black bird with white patches, but in certain lights their wings shine an iridescent green. They are scavengers, drawn to anything shiny, attracted by the flashiness.” Elawyn paused from her reading. “Kryger has not told us how many feathers on each body, most remiss of him!” she commented dryly. Everyone laughed. Kryger’s thoroughness was legendary even to Warriors.

Elawyn continued scanning the scroll. “Bird facts, bird names in other languages — too much information, big guy!” she muttered so that only Jayden caught it. “Ah! Here we are. Magpies are not often used in crests for families because of their being bearers of bad fortune. In Calluna, there was said to have been one realm alone that took the superstition on and had them on their crest. The Realm of Blamire. Their crest was flown on a blood red flag; the bird perches atop the apex of the crest. The rest of the crest is dominated by a large black flower.” Elawyn frowned and looked at Jayden and Jodra. “A black flower? I was not aware that flowers could bloom such a colour.”

A soft mutter went round the room. No one present had ever seen a flower of such a dark shade.

“I am not big on anything floral, Elawyn,” Jodra admitted. “Except that they go down well when I am in trouble with Loyola!” The room erupted in laughter.

Elawyn had to smile. “Thank you, Captain, for your romantic insight! Let us see if Kryger is any more assistance!” She continued to read from the scroll. “This flower is a large bloom, almost like a cabbage rose.”

“Like we know what that is,” Jodra grumbled, shuffling in her seat.

“It is a large rose, lots of petals,” Jayden leaned over and told her, demonstrating with her cupped hands how big a rose this could be. Jodra looked impressed.

“The family had no royal blood. They were of a long line of tyrants and mercenaries who gained their place in Calluna through killing and marauding. The last ruling King of Blamire was Trevarren. He made himself King by killing the ruler at that time and all his family and taking over the realm himself.” Elawyn continued reading, getting caught up in the story Kryger had researched for her. “Trevarren was not content to have his own realm to corrupt, so he went out after others to take. He saw Calluna as one big realm for him to rule over.”

“Ambitious,” Jodra said.

Elawyn read on silently then raised wide pale eyes at Jayden. The Princess started to rise from her seat. Elawyn rested a hand on her shoulder. Elawyn laughed a little shakily. “Never skip ahead when you are reading,” she explained and continued reading aloud for all to hear. “Trevarren turned his attention to the Marchan realm over thirty-one years ago in our history. He went up against King Cormack, but failed in his attempt to capture that crown. It led to his death and the destruction of Blamire. Trevarren’s rule was wiped out as suddenly as his rise to glory.” Elawyn stopped her reading and shared a look into the Princess’s grey eyes. “Trevarren went up against your father.”

Jayden shook her head as if trying to assemble old memories in there. “I was but a child. I can recall seeing dark symbols hanging from the standards that my father’s soldiers burnt in our fields. I remember the fires more because to a youngster they were so exciting, bonfires every night and sparks rising into the night sky like fire flies. I did not pay attention to my father’s battle stories. They took him away from home and I resented that time he was away. When he was home with me, I wanted stories of Animal Adepts and their furry friends, not war stories of battles beyond my comprehension. I remember vaguely tales running round the castle about how nasty a battle it had been, but I remember no names, no details. It was all so long ago.”

“But coming back to haunt you now,” Elawyn said softly, her face sombre.

“I am the last of the Marchan’s. The sins of the father…,” Jayden’s voice trailed off.

“If he was as righteous a King as I heard tell then the sin is not yours to carry. Seems like vengeance is playing a large part here. Someone obviously feels they have a vengeance to mete out,” Elawyn answered her.

“The Fool?” Jayden queried. “I do not remember if Trevarren had any heirs.”

“Whoever the Fool is, he is a sore loser from a bad family. He needs to be taught that once a battle is won, and you are soundly defeated, you go home and lick your wounds and rebuild your castles and lives. You do not wait until you are big enough to handle a bow then go searching for a battle on your own. The fighting over realms has long since ended,” Jodra said sternly.

“Calluna is changing, Jodra. Battle is not a heroic endeavour any more. There is a badness bleeding itself into the fabric of Calluna’s life tapestry,” Elawyn answered.

“And the Fool is not on his own. He has the Grey Men,” Jayden reminded her.

“A bunch of mercenaries against an army,” Jodra snorted.

“But they succeeded in doing what they intended to achieve. They killed the King and destroyed the castle,” Jayden spoke sadly.

“Like father, like son,” Elawyn said with finality.

“So, what now?” Jayden asked.

“We prepare the Celestial Warriors. The Fool is to be faced and brought to pay for his crimes against Marchan and against you. And I owe him for a few things also.” Elawyn rubbed at the back of her head ruefully. “And I have a map courtesy of Kryger as to where we will find the Fool. We already had the Warriors scout out where he was. They are watching him now, but this map gives us details as to how the land lies. We need all the details we can gather going up against the Fool and his army.” Elawyn looked at Jodra. “The castle, as we are aware through your surveillance teams, is a two day ride from here, if we take the same disappearing route the Fool took.” Elawyn made a face at Jayden humourlessly. “Seems the Fool had tricks up his sleeve for getting in and out of the forest in a hurry. Fortunately, one of Jodra’s people saw through the back drop he had placed over the trees, and when they removed it, a whole new pathway was opened up.”

“You informed Kryger?” Jayden asked.

“You can wager I did.” Elawyn faced the room again, addressing the Warriors. “The final confrontation will be on his turf, but on our terms. Celestial Warriors will not be fooled by him again. And it is time his reign of terror comes to an end.”

The Warriors cheered their support. Jodra stood up to her full height.

“We kill him where he stands,” she ground out.

“That is my privilege,” Jayden contradicted her with fierce pride.

“Meaning no disrespect, Princess, but you can barely lift your arm. How can you battle in such a state?” Jodra asked.

“She will not be battling alone, that is how.” Elawyn stood to face Jodra. “We go up against the Fool together, but we need you and your Warriors to keep the Grey Men off our backs while we take on the Fool. When the time comes, Jayden will avenge her father’s death. On my honour I will see to that.” Elawyn placed her hand over her heart and stared at Jayden. The Princess nodded, trusting the Warrior’s pledge.

“We leave tomorrow?” Jodra asked, already distracted by the map Elawyn handed to her. Her bright eyes scoured the scroll as if in anticipation of the journey ahead.

“Tomorrow, bright and early,” Elawyn agreed. She scanned the room of young Warriors. “If anyone does not wish to join us on this trip, you are more than welcome to stay behind here at the Collegium until you feel that you have suitably acquired the training you need. But for those who follow us into this battle tomorrow, you will gain the best experience a Warrior could ever have, fighting for honour bearing your Celestial crest.” Her voice rose in her rousing speech, the Warriors jumped to their feet to show that they would follow her lead.

“To victory!” Jodra roared.

“And to the defeat of the Fool,” Elawyn added.

The war room rang with the cheers of the Warriors ready to do battle.

“You do realise they are all doing this just to show you how handsome they are in their breastplates?” Elawyn said as she put an arm around Jayden’s shoulders as the Warriors bustled from the room in a noisy throng. Jodra the noisiest of them all, throwing out her orders as they left.

“I know why they are doing this, and I will be eternally grateful,” Jayden swallowed at a lump in her throat, and Elawyn caught the sight of tears in her eyes.

“Why the tears, Princess?” she asked softly, touching Jayden’s chin to raise the Princess’s face up to look into her eyes.

“At what the next few days may bring for all of us.”

“When it is done, I hope you will cry tears of joy. They will look much prettier in those grey eyes of yours.” Elawyn pulled the smaller woman to her and held her close. “We need to talk, Your Highness,” Elawyn whispered in her ear. “Tonight, I will come for you. There is a place outside of the Collegium where we can be alone and talk.”

“Until then, Warrior.” Jayden leaned up on the tips of her toes and kissed Elawyn before leaving the room.

Elawyn watched her leave. She reached under the table and drew out the crossbow that she had hidden there out of sight. She had an appointment with a blacksmith she had to keep and some feathers of her own to gather.

 
The sky was turning a deep shade of blue when Elawyn led Jayden outside of the confines of the Collegium. Only a hint of the stars set to follow managed to peek through as the sky turned from day to night. Elawyn held the Princess’s hand firmly. In her other hand, she carried a large cloth sack.

“May I ask where we are going?” Jayden asked, swinging their clasped hands slightly as if they were merely out on an evening stroll.

“Far away enough for privacy, but close enough should we need to return in a hurry. I recall a small clearing around here, but I apologise in advance if my memory proves to be inaccurate. It has been a long time since I was last here.”

“Your tours take you far away from home, Warrior,” Jayden said, a touch of sadness in her voice.

Elawyn looked at her, never missing a step. “I have no real home. My place is on the road, but now and then I find a place I like, a little corner of Calluna I lay claim to. Maybe one day, it will be more than just a patch of land where there is a tree and a stream. One day I shall hang up my wandering boots and settle down.”

“You do not seem the type.” Jayden wrinkled her nose at the Warrior playfully.

“I want a home and hearth like anyone else. Maybe even a family. I just have been so tied to Figaro’s saddle that I have not seen the need for those things yet.”

“And now?” Jayden pressed.

“Let us just say, the call of the hearth is a little louder!” Elawyn grinned at her. “How about you, Your Highness? Garrow seems further away every day.”

“I have to be honest. I do not think I would fit in with the royal structure of another house. I was so out of place in my own castle. I dread to think what my position would be in another royal’s realm. I am trying not to think about it.” She shuddered slightly. “My mind is just focused on the task before us. One day at a time is all I can cope with at the moment.”

Elawyn understood that. She led the Princess into a clearing, beyond the trees surrounding the Collegium. There was a neat patch of grass and a lone tree. She took the woven rug that had been draped over her shoulder and reluctantly let go of the Princess’s hand. She laid the covering on the grass as near the tree as possible. She gestured for Jayden to sit down then joined her. With a deep sigh, Elawyn reached for Jayden’s hands and clutched them in her own. Jayden’s grey eyes, smoky in the failing light of day, grew serious.

“Oh dear,” she whispered, looking at Elawyn’s face. “This is where you tell me you have a wife and children tucked away somewhere in a corner of Calluna.”

Elawyn snorted, for a moment the seriousness of what she had planned to propose dissipated. She smiled at the Princess who was leaning forward, trying to see into Elawyn’s bowed face. “No, Your Highness, no wife or little ones. It is just… I want to ask something of you, and I am not sure I want to know the answer. But I already fear I know what you are going to say.”

“You are not that kind of Empath Adept, so how can you?” Jayden teased. She touched a soft hand to Elawyn’s cheek. “Ask.”

“Would you consider staying behind when we go to Blamire?” Elawyn said in a rush. She turned pale blue eyes on the Princess’s still face.

“What did you think my answer would be?” Jayden asked.

“No,” Elawyn answered.

“Your Talent is better than you realise. I need to go, Elawyn. This begins and ends with me. It is my fight, and I need to confront it for my own peace of mind and not hide behind the armour of the Celestial Warriors. I want them at my side, not in front of me like a shield. The Fool is mine. And if I die trying to stop him, then so be it.”

“It will not come to that,” Elawyn gritted.

“Then do not ask me again to remain behind,” Jayden requested simply. “I am not that kind of Princess.”

Elawyn chuckled. “No, you are not any kind of Princess any more.” She qualified her statement. “You are more than just the title. You are your own person.” Elawyn reached to open the sack she had brought with her. “You realise I had to ask, just in case you might have wanted a way out of what we have planned?”

“I understand. Now what do you have in your bag there? The curiosity is killing me!”

Elawyn removed the Fool’s crossbow from out of the sacking. She held the weapon out for Jayden to hold.

“What a fine weapon,” Jayden breathed, looking it over minutely and sighting up the crossbow at a target in the distance. “This is a highly crafted crossbow.”

“It was the one used to shoot you,” Elawyn stated and watched as the Princess went very still then looked at the weapon with new eyes.

“I am guessing the reason you are telling me this now is so I do not smash it into the tree?” Jayden asked, still checking the weapon over, balancing it in her right hand.

“I think we might find a better purpose for it than that. You are defenceless. You have limited movement because of the wounds you sustained. Loyola has healed you, but your body is still catching up on the process. It is going to be a while before you can wield your sword with any strength.” Elawyn brought her knees up to rest her arms on top of them. She gestured to the bow. “But this requires you to hold it and not wield it. Unless you wish to use it as a bludgeon!” Elawyn watched the Princess testing the weight of the crossbow. “Think you could use it?”

“I know I can,” Jayden said.

“We will have you practice every day on the way to the castle. On an evening you train with our marksmen. I want you to have this weapon by your side when we come face to face with the Fool. Seems oddly fitting, does it not? Seems only fair to return what he left behind.”

“I can embrace the irony in that.” Jayden lowered the weapon back to the ground. “So, what flights are we using?”

Elawyn withdrew the arrows she had tucked away in the sack. They were silver weighted, sharp points that gleamed wickedly in the rising moonlight. The feathers on the shaft were the purest white.

Jayden touched one carefully. “White feathers?”

Elawyn could not resist the huge grin that spread across her face. “Chicken feathers, actually. I appreciate symbolism as much as the next fool!”

They both laughed, their eyes fixed on the feathers that capped the lethal arrows.

“Is there nothing you do not think of, Warrior?” Jayden shook her head, still chuckling.

“I would like to think I am covered for every eventuality.” Elawyn put the arrows back in the sack. “I have some ordinary arrows put aside for your practice, these will be for your grand performance.”

Elawyn tucked everything back inside her sack and laid it aside. She smiled as Jayden snuggled in between her drawn up legs, lying back against the Warrior’s chest.

“Now that is out of the way,” Jayden said, “Can we just enjoy the peace and quiet for a while?”

Elawyn nodded against the Princess’s hair. “The stars are making their appearance,” she pointed out. Elawyn leaned back against the tree and held the Princess loosely in her arms.

“What do you see when you look out into the night sky, Elawyn?”

“I see the blanket of night covered in the patterns that the heavens create. I see the stars that we Warrior’s are taught to follow to find our way back to our homes. I see bright sparkles that maybe, one day, our descendants will travel to.”

“You believe that?” Jayden was astonished, she turned in Elawyn’s arms to look at her.

“We travel the land and the seas, why not the skies? Who knows what lies beyond the fabric of day and night. I can imagine nothing more exciting to be a Celestial Warrior of that time, travelling among the celestial lights.”

Jayden leaned back in her arms. “That is a marvellous thought. Amazing, also terrifying, but what an achievement if we could do it. To travel from one star to the next.”

“We would need bigger horses!” Elawyn teased, happy at the sound of laughter her comment drew from the woman in her arms.

“I am sure they will think of something to accomplish that. What does Kryger think of your ideas?”

“He agrees with them and actually started me thinking about the possibility of moving between the stars. He says that out there, there are planets, just like Earth, round masses that have systems all of their own. The night sky suddenly seems endless.”

“All from just looking up and seeing the bright lights in the sky,” Jayden marvelled. “Do you see patterns in them?”

“Kryger says some have names that denote what they resemble, or who they were named after. I have not had the time to learn them all. I follow one particular star cluster. Each Warrior has chosen for them a star to guide them, it is part of the ritual when we are chosen to wear the crest. It is a mystical ceremony that has been passed down through the centuries. I have no idea how it works, or who devised it, but we are blessed with the stars to guide our paths. And the pathway chosen is the one that leads us through our lives. Jodra had the North Star chosen to lead her. It signified that she would be a great leader, and it has proved true. An Animal Adept I trained with was given the star cluster that is said to represent an eagle so she would always have insight. Not long after that she met her familiar, it turned out to be an eagle itself. So now she battles with her feet on the ground, but her heart soars among the clouds, giving her insight on the land.”

“That is amazing. What is yours?”

“I can show you, I can see it in the sky every evening, guiding me.” Elawyn rested her arm over Jayden’s shoulder and lined up her sight to point into the sky now smattered with stars. She directed Jayden’s vision. “See that set of stars there, the ones with that bright star to the left? Follow that down, along the line of smaller stars and it finally ends up there.” Elawyn’s finger drew along the skyline, mapping out the stars that she had followed for her adult life.

“There is a line of eight stars?” Jayden traced her own finger along the sky to follow the path.

“That is right.” Elawyn leaned back against the bark.

“What is it called?” Jayden rested back against her.

“The Constellations of the Heart.”



 
Chapter 19 

 
 Elawyn’s eyes followed the line that her stars mapped out against the darkening sky. I was told to follow my heart, she thought, then I was given the stars to guide me. No other Warrior shares this Constellation. I was the only one deemed to follow its path.
“What a beautiful path to follow,” Jayden said in awe. “I cannot begin to imagine what strength you must gain from that. I have never followed a path laid out in the night’s sky. But I have to admit, if there was ever a Constellation to suit you, that would be it!”

“I follow my heart, Princess, wherever it leads me. The stars are believed to determine our future. The Mystics who choose the stars for the Celestial Warriors have insights I cannot begin to fathom. But everyone gets a path to follow, a star or constellation to guide them. It is part of our faith and the culture of the Warriors. When I first met Kryger, he was fascinated by the markings on my tooth. He learnt of my Star Right, that I followed The Constellations Of The Heart and he poured over his star charts. The markings on my tooth are the same as The Constellations Of The Heart, they both mark out the same pattern."

Jayden turned in Elawyn’s arms. “Bright stars!” she gasped, her mouth gaping open slightly.

“Exactly! What are the odds of that coin toss, hmm?” Elawyn smiled. “Kryger believes I bare the mark of my Constellation for a reason. There is something about that cluster of stars that is going to either become a force in my lifetime, or maybe in a generation from me. Whatever it is, the stars are trying to tell me something. Every day I try to listen to them, follow what I was taught, try to be the best Warrior I can and not let my calling as a Warrior be in vain. I send word to Kryger on a regular basis, mapping out routes, where the stars are on a specific day. Between us we want to work out what the connection is between my having the stars pattern on my tooth and my being given the designation of that same pattern in the sky. The Constellations Of The Heart is calling to me, I just need to hear it to understand it. Or leave enough information behind so that one day, a descendent will understand and follow their own path to the Heart.”

Jayden sat silently just gazing into the night sky. They shared a peaceful moment together, watching the rest of the stars make their appearance.

“Since I met you, my own path has been altered. I have never followed a destiny marked out for me in the night’s sky, but being with you has changed all that.” Jayden moved to kneel between Elawyn’s legs, facing her. “I feel like I have joined you on your pathway. The separate paths we have taken to get here are now joined. Our pathways converged and now we walk together.” Jayden looked over her shoulder at the sky. “Am I walking your destiny now? Are the stars that guide me your Constellations Of The Heart?”

Elawyn raised a hand to brush at the caramel curls that hung on the Princess’s shoulders.

“I can think of no one I would rather share my destiny with. Or my heart.” Elawyn drew Jayden forward and kissed her. The Princess melted into her arms, and they sat together, moulded as one. Their lips traced each other softly, at first, but like any spark kindled, the passion grew. Elawyn let Jayden explore her mouth with her tongue. She marvelled at the warmth of that wet muscle moving along her teeth, tangling with her own tongue. Their lips met again, searing, until they both had to pull back to gasp for much needed air.

“Are you sure you want our first time together to be out here on the grass?” Elawyn asked, panting slightly, her hands in constant motion over Jayden’s back.

“How fitting to start our own journey of love under the stars that led us to each other.” Jayden ran her hands through Elawyn’s scalp, ruffling the chestnut hair.

“Then this is love?” Elawyn had feared using the word.

“I believe so,” Jayden nodded. “Does the word scare you, Warrior?”

“Only if I were to lose it where you are concerned,” Elawyn admitted. “I searched a long time for it, I would hate to fail it now.”

“You will not. We will not. I love you, Elawyn of Canthas. I have since the moment I saw you, all bright in your armour, smart mouthed and brave.”

“I love you too, Jayden. I lost my heart somewhere between you standing on that table in that ridiculous gown and calling me cocky!”

“You are still cocky!”

“And you are still short for a Princess!” Elawyn teased. “But you are just the right fit here in my arms.” Elawyn kissed her again, pulling the Princess back toward her, tighter to her chest. Jayden wrapped her arms around Elawyn’s neck, holding the Warrior tight. Her hands soon began to drift from their confining hold.

“I am so glad you decided to venture out here without your armour on,” she mumbled, trailing kisses down Elawyn’s throat and running her hands gently over Elawyn’s chest. “I have to admit, I like that behind all that hardness, this softness is hidden.”

Elawyn ran her own hands up and across Jayden’s shoulders, her eyes half closed at the touch of Jayden’s hands smoothing over her breasts. She felt hampered by the cloth under her fingertips so she ventured lower. Warm, callused hands moved beneath Jayden’s jerkin and Elawyn felt the Princess start at the touch of fingers to bare flesh. Gently, she moved her hands in a circular pattern over the small expanse of Jayden’s back, ever mindful of the Princess’s injuries. She felt hands reaching under her own jerkin, but the tree was confounding Jayden’s task. Elawyn smiled against Jayden’s pouting mouth. She leaned forward, the Princess still in her arms, to free her back from the press of the tree. Jayden pulled Elawyn’s jerkin up, and the Warrior regretfully released her hands from their captive space to allow her jerkin to be removed fully. She had to smile as Jayden kindly replaced it back behind Elawyn so that the tree bark would not scratch her now bare skin. Elawyn made short work of removing the Princess’s own jerkin, and they pressed their naked breasts together, both unable to stop the groans that escaped their lips. The Warrior pulled Jayden to straddle her lap, drawing her closer still. She rubbed her hands across Jayden’s spine to ward off the raised flesh that reacted to the cool night air.

Jayden cast her eyes around her quickly. Elawyn grinned.

“I have checked. There is not a soul in the area. My Talent scouted the area before I got your jerkin removed! It is just you and me, and a field mouse who is in for an education!” She nudged the Princess up to look at her. “Ever done it outside before?”

Jayden smiled shyly. “You shall be my first!”

Elawyn chuckled. “Oh, a virgin! My favourite kind!” She kissed Jayden soundly, sliding her hands down the Princess’s sides to brush at her breasts. Jayden’s hands were back round Elawyn’s neck. She ran her hands through Elawyn’s hair. The Princess’s mouth opened in a gasp as Elawyn captured her nipples and paid them attention with roughened fingertips. “You like that?” Elawyn whispered, Jayden nodded at her. “Good, I will not stop just yet then.” She continued to fondle and manipulate the tight nubs, all the time aware that Jayden was moving on her lap in a rhythm all of her own. Elawyn kissed down Jayden’s neck, glad of the height difference their position afforded her. She kissed down her chest then took a ruby red nipple into her mouth and smothered it with a wet tongue. She sucked the flesh in and Jayden all but collapsed in her arms, her breathing ragged. Elawyn took her time to treat the other nipple to the same treatment and felt the hands in her hair tighten to keep her in position. While her mouth was occupied tasting all that the Princess had to give, Elawyn set her fingers on their mission. She wound a hand into the ties lacing up the front of Jayden’s breeches. Jayden immediately moved her body slightly to allow Elawyn easier access and groaned expressively when fingers found where the Princess was aching the most. She sucked more of Jayden’s breast into her mouth, then released it, flicking her tongue over the raw nipple, causing Jayden to writhe.

Elawyn kissed tenderly at the area still marked by a bruise then tongued down to lap at the nipple straining for attention. “Do not strain anything,” she murmured to Jayden. “Let me do all the work.” She eased her fingers past the wiry hair that covered Jayden’s pubic mound and dabbled her fingers in the wetness surrounding Jayden’s nether lips. She ran her fingers amid the folds and creases, mapping out the area in her mind’s eye, feeling the tremors and noting what touch caused what reaction. She let her finger flick up and Jayden’s grip tightened round her shoulders, the shudder shaking the Princess’s small frame. Elawyn lightly ran a wet fingertip on the most sensitive nub between Jayden’s legs and the Princess let loose a keening cry.

“Oh, I do love a vocal woman!” Elawyn crooned, making the Princess express herself again by just a touch.

“Good,” Jayden panted in her ear, “I shall remind you of that when it is my name you are shaking the stars down from their firmament with!”

Elawyn groaned as her own desire pounded through her at the thought. She slipped one finger inside Jayden carefully, the Princess gasped then whispered in Elawyn’s ear, “More.” Elawyn eased out and pressed in a further finger, then a third. She watched Jayden’s face as she began to move her fingers, just gently pumping, seeking out places and crevices and soft spots. Jayden gasped and Elawyn felt her excitement drench her fingers and pool out into her palm. Jayden’s breath began to escape in soft gusts as Elawyn changed her position slightly and set up a rhythm with her fingers.

She pushed in deep, withdrew, the muscles in her arm flexing, Jayden’s fingernails on her shoulders scoring her. With her mouth latched onto a nipple, her fingers deep inside pushing Jayden on further, Elawyn finally moved her thumb to Jayden’s clit. The Princess stiffened in her arms, then took the rhythm over as her own as she climaxed with a barely stifled yell. Her back bowed in Elawyn’s hold, her whole body stretched as if trying to escape, but then she shuddered and shook and ended up back in Elawyn’s grasp. She shivered against Elawyn’s chest, eyes closed, her body clenching at Elawyn’s still buried fingers. Elawyn marvelled at the strength of the contractions she felt squeezing her fingers. It was a while before Jayden stirred. Elawyn was loathe to break the silence and the feel of the Princess in her arms.

“That has to have been the strongest…” Jayden swallowed with a dry mouth and seemed at a loss for words.

“Must be the fresh air that does it,” Elawyn teased, nuzzling at her neck, not wanting to lose contact with Jayden’s flesh.

“Your talents extend much further than just your sword,” Jayden said with a sly grin.

“Thank you, Your Highness.” Elawyn bowed her head to run her tongue along Jayden’s collarbone, tasting the moisture there from the Princess’s exertions.

Jayden spread a hand to rest on the Warrior’s chest, Elawyn’s heart picked up a beat under her palm. The hand moved lower and fingers cupped Elawyn’s breast. It spilled over the smaller hand. Elawyn’s breathing came out with a hitch.

“How are you at surrendering, Warrior?” Jayden asked meaningfully.

“I am sure I could put up a fight, but I could be tempered by the end if you apply the right pressure.” Pale blue eyes pierced into darkened grey.

Jayden moved off Elawyn’s lap and lay back down on the rug. She beckoned Elawyn with an imperial finger.

“Would you serve me loyally, Warrior?” she asked.

“That I would.” Elawyn moved closer to her. Jayden reached over and halted Elawyn. She slowly began to undo the laces of Elawyn’s breeches and tugged them down roughly.

“Then as my subject, I expect you to take the proper position before royalty.”

Elawyn frowned a little. Position?

“Kneel, Warrior.” Jayden’s face spread into a knowing smile. She licked her lips as a tease, and Elawyn felt the blood rush to her face in anticipation. She rid herself of her breeches and did as she was bid. Jayden shifted her own position and Elawyn soon felt gentle breaths between her spread knees. She looked down at the Princess but was soon distracted by the hands that reached up to play with her breasts. Jayden’s mouth moved to where Elawyn was most sensitive and she bucked against the Princess’s mouth, almost overwhelmed with sensations so quickly. Jayden pulled back as quickly as she had dove in and Elawyn gasped.

“Where did you learn to do that?” she rasped, her chest heaving at her arousal.

“Never been with a Princess before, Elawyn?” Jayden’s tongue resumed its teasing of Elawyn’s soft flesh. The Warrior groaned loudly.

“No… ” she moaned. “I can see that it is an area where I have been severely neglectful!” She lost track of all the places Jayden’s hands and fingers touched and teased and squeezed. Finally, all she focused on was the soft piercing of tongue inside her and the broad sweeps of that same tongue on her enlarged clit. Elawyn felt her legs give out as the climax struck and sucked the air from her lungs. When Jayden’s name was wrenched from Elawyn’s lips, it escaped in a low rumble that vibrated through both women like a precursor to thunder.

Elawyn slipped to Jayden’s side, the Princess immediately cradled her to her and they lay silent for a while. Elawyn finally opened her eyes and stared at the Princess.

“What, Elawyn?” Jayden asked when the Warrior remained silent.

“I think The Constellations Of The Heart just grew a little brighter in the sky.” She kissed Jayden tenderly, relishing the softness of her lips.

“You saw stars when I touched you, Elawyn?” Jayden teased, her fingers tracing out patterns on Elawyn’s collarbone.

“Saw stars, felt the earth move, heard bells toll.” Elawyn slapped a hand over Jayden’s wandering fingers to trap them over her breast. “I love the sound of bells. Care to ring in the dawn’s light with me, Jayden?” She felt her grin smoothed by enthusiastic kisses. I have found my perfect mate, she thought barely coherent, the stars led me to her and we can continue this journey together. In a little while, that is, after I just… get touched right in that spot! Elawyn gave up thinking and concentrated on feeling.

The sky’s celestial lights had long since winked out from view by the time Elawyn and Jayden made their way back to the Collegium.



 
Chapter 20 

 
 The assembling of the Celestial Warriors was done in an eerie silence. No one spoke. All that was heard was the scuff of horses’ hooves on the cobbles of the courtyard.
Elawyn finished fastening up her breastplate and turned to watch Jayden doing up her own. “Armour suits you. You make a striking Warrior.”

“Still a tad small,” Jodra commented, appearing beside Jayden and making her start. The Princess tilted her head back to look up into the blonde woman’s eyes.

“I may be small but I have already brought one mighty Warrior to her knees before me.” She said this just loud enough for both Jodra and Elawyn to hear. Elawyn blushed furiously at the double meaning. Jodra caught the blush and burned just as fiery red when she realised the hidden implication. Jodra then burst out laughing, clutching her chest as if she were experiencing a seizure.

“Oh, Elawyn! I like this one! She will keep you in line, and no mistake!” Jodra nudged Elawyn with a mighty elbow. “Or flat on your back, if her mood strikes!”

“Do I not know it!” Elawyn mumbled, trying to ignore the Princess’s laughing face. “What have I let myself in for?”

“A lifetime of loving,” Jayden answered her, kissing her on the cheek demurely, mindful of their standing in the courtyard surrounded by an army.

“Now you get an attack of modesty?” Elawyn growled in Jayden’s ear, catching the smaller woman to her. “You were not so modest under the stars this evening past.”

“Elawyn of Canthas, kindly put some space between you and the Princess. Between the two of you, you are putting off enough sexual vibes to get the horses antsy! We are going off into battle, not working the Warriors into a sexual frenzy!” Loyola commented, walking over to them and wrapping her arms barely around Jodra’s wide waist.

“Do you have all you need, Healer?” Jodra asked, eyeing the wagon that held the medical supplies.

“Everything is packed, and I am ready to join the line.” She smiled up at her lover. “We have not gone into battle together for quite some time.”

“You will be safe. The Healers are always well protected. I will not let any harm come your way. I promise.” Jodra kissed Loyola tenderly on her forehead.

“And what of you?” Loyola asked, her eyes burning into Jodra’s.

“I have long since given up getting myself into skirmishes I cannot get out of. I will not put myself into danger, I have a reason to stay alive.” Jodra hugged Loyola to her. “Now, go tend your supplies. We need to get this army on the road. We have an appointment to keep in Blamire. Then when it is finished, you and I can settle back down.” Jodra caught Elawyn’s surprised look. “I built us a home back in Dalor. I do not want to be fighting all my life and we….” She looked to Loyola before she finished. The Healer smiled and nodded. “We want a family, and you cannot bring up a child when the one of you is always out in some war or another.”

“A family?” Elawyn gaped. “Congratulations!”

“We are not exactly ready yet to knit up booties,” Loyola said.

“Not for lack of trying,” Jodra whispered less than quietly.

Elawyn watched them banter between each other. She caught Jayden watching her quietly. Elawyn shared a look with her. A hearth of her own, children, a life outside of battles. All this she had in front of her, hinged on the outcome of the next battle. And if not that one, then the next. Elawyn suddenly felt weighted down by more than her armour.

She felt, more than saw, Jayden move to her side.

“The stars will guide us,” she whispered. “And your coin will direct us down which path we need to tread.”

“You believe that?” Elawyn asked.

“I believe in you. So I let you guide me to whatever destiny has in wait for me.”

“That is a great deal of responsibility for one Warrior.”

“You have the ego of at least six, Elawyn. This will not weigh you down a bit!” Jayden laughed at the look that covered Elawyn’s face.

Elawyn decided to let the matter go, facing the fact the Princess knew her all too well. She reached for the reins of her horse, casting a knowledgeable eye over Audrain. “Are you sure you do not want a real horse to go into battle with, Your Highness?” Elawyn asked as she helped Jayden up onto her horse. The Princess grunted a little and was obviously uncomfortable mounting, but she took the reins from Elawyn’s hand. Jayden tugged at her armour to settle it more comfortably now she was seated.

“Audrain is a real horse. He is my horse, and I will ride him into any battle because he has proved himself a fine mount.” Jayden said all this in a very royal tone, brooking no argument.

Elawyn just shook her head. “I have seen larger rats,” she muttered and received a stinging slap to the back of her skull! “OW!” She rubbed at the offended spot and glared at Jayden.

“Do not make fun of my horse, or I shall get him to bite you,” Jayden said loftily.

Elawyn looked down at the little horse’s docile face and rubbed at his ears. “I would wager I would enjoy it more if the one biting me was you, Your Highness!”

Jayden snorted at her, her eyes merry at Elawyn’s humour.

Elawyn hoisted herself onto Figaro, settled her armour, checked her weapons, and then brought her mount round to face Jodra. The burly Warrior was astride her horse, looking like the mighty leader she was. Elawyn smiled at her, proud to call her a friend as well as a Warrior.

“Together in battle again, eh, Elawyn?” Jodra asked.

“Just like old times.”

“Not so much of the old!” Jodra grumbled.

“No, you shall have more than enough grey hairs appearing when you have the pitter-patter of little feet pounding through your home!”

“Pounding?”

“If they are your offspring, they have to get your feet! And trust me, Jodra, with the size of your feet, your babies will pound!”

“Get off your horse, Elawyn, I would hate to cause Figaro distress while I run you through before the battle commences!” she threatened.

Elawyn chortled at Jodra’s disgruntled face. “Your children will be beautiful, Jodra, like all children are. They will have the best of you and Loyola inside them. How can they fail not to be?” She watched Jodra’s face lighten. “Now before you start thinking of ways to get Loyola pregnant, can we deal with the situation at Blamire?”

Jodra jumped as if startled out of her thoughts. Elawyn reached over to touch her arm. “Lead the way, Captain. You are in charge here. But the Fool is ours. No one is to tackle him but us.” They shook on it.

“You are crazy to go up against him alone,” Jodra said seriously, not letting Elawyn’s arm loose.

“Then we shall be in fitting company. The Fool and the two foolish enough to face him.” Elawyn sat back as Jodra released her with understanding. The Captain turned her horse to face her Warriors and began to issue orders.

Elawyn nudged Figaro beside Jayden. “Do you have the crossbow?” She nodded as Jayden patted a sack hanging from her saddle.

“I noticed that you had etched something on the shafts of the white arrows, Warrior,” Jayden said. “Star Sign, Moon Phase.”

Elawyn nodded. “The outcome of their flight is your call. When we are finished, we smash the bow. I do not want any reminders of it and what it did.”

“Or we could keep it until we are old and grey and might need it as kindling to keep us warm!”

“Practical as well as beautiful!” Elawyn teased softly, delighting in the Princess’s smile of sudden shyness. “The choice is yours. I have asked that someone help you to master the art of fast loading when hampered by a weak arm. And Loyola has something for me to rub on you to help in the healing. If it helps get the pain from the bruises down, it would be an aid to your reflexes.”

“I wish I could handle my sword.” Jayden’s disappointment coloured her voice.

“Do not think I did not see you trying that earlier today. You can hold it but you cannot swing it. Unless you can find willing opponents to throw themselves upon your sword to save you the bother of lifting it… ” Elawyn saw that Jayden conceded her point. “I will be your sword arm. You fire your arrows, the bow will do all the work for you. One way or another, he will be stopped.”

“You have thought of everything.”

“I need to with him. He is always one step ahead.” She looked around at the Warriors massing. “But not this time. We have an army to go up against him, and our biggest surprise he could not have guessed.”

Jayden frowned at her. “What surprise?”

Elawyn’s face split into a big sly smile. “You are not dead. Nothing like seeing something you thought you had dealt with come back to haunt you.” Elawyn wrinkled her nose at Jayden. “In a figurative sense!”

Jodra issued the order for the army to leave, and the Collegium rang with the sound of horses’ hooves and shouted farewells to the ones that remained behind. All too soon the forest swallowed the army into its trees and the Collegium was left behind.

 
Blamire was a fair trek from Celestial Warrior strongholds. Elawyn wondered if that had been its true purpose all along. Keeping a realm out of the knowledge of the county’s peacekeepers was a smart move, if you wanted to build a formidable force against such ones. She constantly scanned the areas they rode through, sending her Talent out to search for assassins. Jodra had informed her that her own people were scouting ahead. They would not be ambushed or on the receiving end of any surprises. Elawyn did not like to put her trust in any other Talent but her own when it came to her own preservation. And now she had the Princess to keep safe too. Funny how a task she had railed against had changed to a duty she hoped to have for the rest of her days.

Jayden was in a hushed conversation with Loyola, for a moment Elawyn feared what the dark-haired Healer was divulging. She could hear Jayden’s soft voice so felt she could breath easily for now. Besides, Jodra had moved back in the ranks to ride along side Loyola so the conversation would not be too intimate from the Healer with her mate beside her. Elawyn’s right hand strayed to the handle of her sword, and she caressed the hilt unconsciously, all while her Adeptude checked out the Warriors around her and the area surrounding them.

She watched as an Animal Adept had his falcon return to his out-stretched arm after being sent into the air to scout ahead. So many powers held in fragile bodies, Elawyn mused, I cannot help but wonder what the fates have in store for those of us with Adeptudes. Will we just fade out of existence and be the stuff of Journals for the reader to deride and disbelieve? Or will we be like the flower Loyola has, a source of great power seen as a threat that will be silenced if the power proves to have other means and methods? Can the Adeptudes be corrupted, used for might instead of right? Elawyn mentally sighed. Long journeys made her too philosophical. Her attention was suddenly pulled in another direction.

There was a shift in her Adeptude. She felt the alteration of intentions surrounding her and with lightening speed she reacted. She grabbed the twig out of the air before it struck her in the back of the neck. She examined it carefully, it had been skilfully woven into a round projectile. Elawyn turned to Jodra who flashed her teeth at her.

“Just checking you were being vigilant, Elawyn. Nice to know you are ready for any occurrence.”

“Always, Captain.” She emphasised Jodra’s title. She held up the crudely fashioned ball. “Glad to see that your talents have not been entirely wasted with your command!” She tossed the ball back at the blonde woman with a feigned disgusted look. The sooner they entered the battle, the better, Elawyn surmised. Warriors with too much time on their hands were a dangerous breed.

 
The crossbow was loaded with just one singular arrow, the string taut, the arrow ready to fly. Jayden held the bow on her right side, hanging down. At the bow-master’s command, she whipped the bow up and fired off the shot. It hit the tree, just wide of the target marked there. Jayden sighed, disheartened.

Elawyn shook her head. “Jayden, you hit the tree! That is more than you did a minute ago! The parting in my hair attests to that!” she teased a smile onto the Princess’s face.

“Your Highness, you have the speed. Now we need to work on your accuracy.”

Bow-master Titiana retrieved the arrow from the tree with a grace that belied her stature.. A tall woman, almost Amazon-like, with a mass of dark brown wavy hair, Titiana was the Celestial Warriors mistress of the crossbow. She had a large cheerful face, and a twinkle in her eye that spoke of someone assured of her talent. She was a renowned teacher of the bow. Elawyn had taught under her for a season. She was the only weapon’s master Elawyn had truly been in awe of and had not surpassed. She had been thrilled to find that this woman was among Jodra’s army, training the Warrior’s at the Collegium.

Titiana brought the arrow back to Jayden. “Your Highness, I need you to focus on where you are aiming when you raise the bow from your hip.” The female bow-master took a position behind Jayden. She rested the bow on Jayden’s hip. “This is your line of sight. Where the arrow goes depends on where you angle the bow, tilting it upwards or down. Captain Elawyn tells me that the man you are going up against is not going to give you time to line him up in your sight. You are not going to be able to rest the bow upon your other arm to get the balance, or set up the shot in time. And after your recent injury, we need you to concentrate on the strength in this arm and not have to rely on your other. So you use another trick. You do not aim for the head; you aim for the trunk of the body. Bigger mass, clearer shot, no need to line everything up and wait and pause then shoot.” She took the bow from Jayden. “Watch.” She held the bow at her side then swiftly lifted it and shot off the arrow to hit the target. The parchment ‘man’ fastened to the tree sustained a leg wound. “I aimed low. Took out a leg; he is wounded. The Captain can now charge in and cut his head off!” She grinned over at Elawyn.

“I like the sound of that,” Elawyn leaned back against the tree she was resting against.

“So do I. Show me again.” Jayden retrieved her bow. Titiana moved Jayden’s arm closely through the motions. “See the man,” she instructed. “Move your vision to where the bow is centred, be the arrow on its flight.” Titiana looked up at Elawyn, chuckling silently. “That always made you laugh, Warrior, which is why you mastered the sword with less difficulty.” Titiana’s eyes returned to Jayden. “She could never visualise herself as the arrow. She is too aggressive. There is not enough calm in her soul!” She moved her hand away and let Jayden hold the bow. “Sometimes the greater force comes from not using brute strength, but relying on the inner calm. See the man, be the arrow, strike true.” She stepped back from Jayden’s side.

Elawyn watched as Jayden focused on the target before her. The bow whipped up from her side with an alarming speed and the arrow shot cleanly from the mechanism. The target was hit squarely in the leg, the arrow coming to rest underneath the hole left by Titiana’s shot.

Titiana applauded her. “Excellent shot!” She tilted her head in Elawyn’s direction and Elawyn nodded in appreciation. “Next, you will focus on aiming for an arm and we will work our way round the body. Then,” Titiana held up another arrow teasingly. “You learn to use the bow as it was created to be used, twice the power, stronger the force.”

Jayden nodded, serious in her focus. Elawyn marvelled at what she was seeing, the Princess becoming adept at using the weapon used to try to kill her. She hoped the Fool was not blind to that particular irony.

 
Elawyn meandered her way through the Warriors camped out on the ground. No fires were lit in the clearing where they had come to rest. They were not going to give their position away by letting smoke drift into the night’s sky. Only the flicker of candles in their lanterns gave proof to their location and the low sound of voices and horses snorting.

Elawyn picked her way through to find the Princess. She dropped to the ground beside her and handed her a crudely made sandwich.

“I do not know what is on it, but I am told it is edible so I would make the most of it!” Elawyn reported and began biting into her own food with gusto.

Jayden chewed less hungrily. “How much longer do you think before we reach Blamire?”

“Another day, scouts ahead have found a way around the river that will shave off some time for us. If the stars are so inclined, we should be spending tomorrow night in Blamire itself, watching over the Fool as he sleeps.”

When Jayden shuddered, Elawyn moved closer in comfort. She changed the subject skilfully. “I saw you with Titiana. You are gaining great speed with that bow. Can I ask something?”

Jayden nodded, moving to face Elawyn more squarely. “Ask away.”

“Why has she got you wearing a cape?” Elawyn swallowed the last mouthful of her bread and wiped at her mouth. “Not that you do not look dashing and everything in it… !”

Jayden laughed. “The cape is to hide the fact that I am armed. You Warriors will go in, all armour and swords flashing, Titiana said for me, I need to be more subtle.”

“Subtle, eh?” Elawyn leaned back against her saddlebag. “She never saw you fighting in a fancy gown atop an exquisitely carved table! Subtle is not a word I would use for you, Your Highness!”

“Thank you, I think!” Jayden took a proffered cup from Elawyn’s hand and drank deeply. “Titiana said if I wear the cape, I am going to be able to hide the fact I am armed. But I need to practice swinging the crossbow up from under the cloth.” She licked her lips to remove the last of the water from them. “But I can do it.”

Elawyn watched her mouth with a keen eye. “I know you can. You can do anything you set your heart on accomplishing.” She groaned inwardly at the fact they were spending the second night without any privacy. Intimacy among an army of Warriors was impossible. Warriors were not above placing wagers when a couple started to get romantic.

“Your breathing has changed, Warrior,” Jayden said huskily, her grey eyes fixed on Elawyn’s face.

“Still listening to my breathing patterns, Princess?” Elawyn husked back.

“Yes, but I somehow feel that you are not employing your Adeptude at this moment in time!” Jayden leaned in closer to look directly into Elawyn’s pale eyes. “I think you are drawing on some different Talent!”

The Warrior snorted, humoured by Jayden’s teasing. “I hate that we are not alone.”

“We are going into battle, Elawyn. I am glad we are not alone.”

Elawyn let an exasperated puff of air escape her lips.

“Does that usually stop you?” Jayden asked softly.

“No.” Elawyn cringed at her own honesty. “But you are different, I am different with you.”

“And is that a good thing?”

“Yes, yes it is. But it is also damnable frustrating!” puffed Elawyn, who sank further into her saddlebag and crossed her arms sulkily.

Jayden grinned and moved to create a space for herself in Elawyn’s arms. The Warrior immediately held tight to her and buried her face in the caramel coloured hair.

“Can you see your stars from here, Warrior brave?” Jayden asked, tipping her head up to look out beyond the covering of the trees.

“There is too much foliage in the way,” Elawyn replied. “But I know they are there.”

“Do you think they would point me in the right direction of what I am to do next?” Jayden asked wistfully, snuggling into Elawyn’s chest and curling an arm around her.

“Kill the Fool. What more do you need to know?” Elawyn jested. She smiled as Jayden’s arm tightened in censure around her.

“I mean after that. If we prove victorious, what do I do then?”

“When we prove victorious, you can choose whatever path you want.” Elawyn began running her fingers through the curls on Jayden’s head. She almost missed Jayden’s next comment.

“I do not want to go to Garrow. I will not have a place there, not now.”

Elawyn’s eyes looked down at the Princess’s head trying to gauge the Princess’s words.

“But I want to do what is right for Marchan.”

“You want to go back there?” whispered Elawyn.

“I think I may have to. If only for my own peace of mind.”

“There is nothing there,” Elawyn pointed out unnecessarily.

“But there could be. I want the people of Marchan looked after, like my father before me looked after them.”

“You want to go back and rule?” Elawyn felt a cold hand seize at her heart.

“No, I do not want to rule a kingdom that is burnt to the ground. But I want the realm watched over, governed. I want my people safe from Fools and monarchs that could just walk in and take what was — is — mine.”

Elawyn remained silent for a long time. “You could set up a Committee.”

Jayden turned in her arms. “Committee?”

“A council of people, led by one highly trusted individual who could make sure that Marchan was run properly. Instead of it being monarch run, let the people run it themselves. I have heard tell of such places further afield on Calluna. Committees deal with the problems, and everything is meted out in a democratic fashion.”

Jayden pondered this over. Elawyn made the use of her silence by just holding her in her arms.

“I could choose a person to run Marchan?” Jayden finally asked. “Have them take up my duties?”

“When all this is done here, you and I will go talk with the Celestial Warriors at Dalor. That is where our main Collegium is. The Empath Adepts there are beyond renown for their insight and knowledge. They could help you more than I ever could. If you choose to leave Marchan to follow your own path, they will be the best ones to help you tie up loose ends at home. That way, your people will be happy and you will too.”

“I feel like I am deserting everything,” Jayden sighed.

“No, you are going to make provision for them. Then you are going to follow your own path, because everyone is entitled to make the journey set out before them. Be that person Princess or Warrior.”

“Who made you so wise?” Jayden snuggled deeper.

“Time, experience, an ego the size of Canthas itself!” Elawyn teased. “I am not that wise. I merely follow what is in my heart. It does not always prove to be the easiest way for me, but it all leads me to my destiny. Some paths are harder than others to tread. But you, Princess, have a companion beside you to help you on your path.” Elawyn kissed the top of Jayden’s head sweetly.

“Then I am more blessed than many,” Jayden mumbled into Elawyn’s jerkin.

“I am glad you see it that way, Your Highness.” Elawyn looked up at the stars twinkling above her head.

“You know, you really should just call me Jayden.” The Princess smiled against Elawyn.

“I like using your title, it reminds me how fortunate I am to have such a woman in my arms.”

“It is just a title.”

“No, on you it has meaning and honour and promise.” Elawyn leaned down to whisper in Jayden’s ear. “Also, the use of it just sends little electric shocks through my veins that I get to lay with a member of royalty!”

“You have no shame!” Jayden chuckled.

“And you love that!”

“You are right. And I can now see your earlier point.”

Elawyn frowned. “Which was?”

“How damnable it is not being alone where you could put your laying royalty to the test, and I could show you how much promise I can fulfil with you!”

Elawyn’s groan rang through the forest and succeeded in turning everyone’s head in their direction. The Warrior blushed, thankful it was dark so that no one could witness her reddened cheeks. “Saddle burr,” she commented loud enough for ears to hear.

“That’s what comes of rubbing so long against your mount, Warrior.” Jodra’s droll reply was heard from several yards away, followed by a chorus of snickering.

Elawyn held Jayden close to her, trying to keep the shaking Princess’s laughter muffled against her chest.



 
Chapter 21 

 
 The castle at Blamire was the most grotesque structure Elawyn had ever seen constructed. Not even the pale light of pre-dawn could help ease its ugliness. Its walls were stained black from the charring it had suffered in the battle that had destroyed it. The remaining battlements were gruesome, a macabre, almost skeletal, shell of what the castle used to be. The towers that were left standing were shaped like accusatory fingers pointing out their grievances against the heavens above. Huge holes gaped like open mouths along the sides of the castles walls. The splendour had long since gone, replaced by a vile construct that stood out in its grounds like a monument to evil.
“That has to be the ugliest set of ruins I have ever had the misfortune to witness,” Jodra said from her position among the trees above the castle. “And its position is laughable!” She gestured around her. “Elawyn, look at this!” Jodra sounded almost exasperated at the castle’s lack of defences.

Elawyn crouched beside the Captain, taking in the area with a jaded eye. “I can see it. Whoever built the castle here obviously had no idea about security or constructing a fortress.”

“We can see right into their compound!” Jodra hissed. “What military idiot builds a castle, a stronghold of the size that must have been, where your enemies can see right inside your courtyard!”

Elawyn shook her head. The castle was badly placed in terms of a military strike. Its weaknesses could plainly be seen from where they hid. The Celestial Warriors were all hidden in the forest that ringed the castle. It was not the smartest of locations if a ruler did not want to have people lay siege on such an easy target.

“Am I discerning a distinct lack of concern down there?” Elawyn asked, not fooled for a minute.

Jayden peered down over her shoulder. “It looks defenceless, an easy assault.”

“Looks can be deceiving, Your Highness.” Jodra looked at the Princess pointedly, a twinkle in her eye. “I am taking no chances against a Fool who can escape into a forest with lightening speed while dressed in bright colours. I tend to want to tread warily around a man who can commandeer an army while dressed in a ridiculous costume. From what I can gather, your Fool is a master of illusion. He has built up a defence at looking defenceless.” She nodded her head to direct their attention below. “We have had the castle under surveillance since the Grey Men made their escape from the forest. My people are undetectable, the finest Adepts. And where we Warriors are too conspicuous to enter, they have ways and means of making sure we have an idea what lies inside the castle for us.” She passed a small telescope to Jayden. Jayden focused it on the castle below and began to chuckle. After a while, she passed the eyeglass to Elawyn.

Elawyn brought the telescope to her eye and trained it on the ground near the castle walls. There seemed to be an inordinate number of rats scurrying about the castle. A pair of squirrels were climbing up the ramparts of one tower, and birds flew in and out of the castle ruins.

“The eyes and ears of the Animal Adepts,” Jodra smiled smugly. “Sometimes, their familiars are the best defence we have against our enemies.” She watched the castle silently for a moment. “Elawyn, there are traps laid inside the castle grounds. Daydron’s rats found them early on in a tour of the courtyard. We have managed to draw up a map where the pitfalls are. But the Grey Men are adding to their defences every day, so we cannot know all that awaits us.”

“They know we are coming,” Elawyn said bluntly.

“But they do not know we are here yet. The Fool has no one with an Adeptude among his army. One of our people sensed that. And my scouts are masters at their craft. They know we are coming, but they have no idea we are already here.”

“I sense that too,” Elawyn said, “But there is a strange aura to this place. I am not understanding it, but it is almost sickening.”

“Magic?” Jayden asked, concerned.

“Not your usual tricks and spells,” Elawyn guessed. “I am sensing something that is just disquieting. It is like a constant niggling on my nerves.” She brushed at her arms as if trying to sweep off the feelings that were making the hairs on her arms prickle. “It must be very powerful to creep under my Adeptude, I am not the strongest of Talents.”

“I will see if anyone else has sensed this,” Jodra said. She looked up and saw a scout heading her way. “What news?” she ordered.

The young Warrior knelt before Jodra and smiled through his panting. “Captain, they appear to have been throwing a party!”

“Celebrating the loss of the Princess, no doubt,” Elawyn muttered.

“How rude of them not to invite us,” Jayden said with a sparkle in her grey eyes. “The Fool really needs to be taught that if you have a party for someone, it is customary to invite the guest of honour!”

“They have been drinking and carousing for the past few days since they returned here,” the scout continued.

“Drunken Grey Men, led by a Fool who just does not realise that in an army there is no time for sampling ale!” Jodra said fiercely.

“Jodra, I wager he thought his job was done,” Elawyn said, watching in the distance men milling about the castle yard without regimen or purpose.

“Then, Chestnut Warrior, I believe that it is our duty to show him that a Warrior never lets down his guard even when the fighting is done. No matter how fortified your castle. Time to avenge what he did to our Princess here."

Jayden smiled at Jodra’s possessive noun. She laid a hand on Jodra’s arm stalling her from leaving. “The Fool is mine and Elawyn’s alone,” she reminded the larger woman.

Jodra nodded. “I am aware of that, Your Highness. That look in your lover’s eye tells me that by the end of this day, the Fool will regret what pain he caused you.”

Jayden turned to look at Elawyn. Elawyn’s attention was among the clouds. Both Jodra and Jayden followed her line of sight.

“Magpies,” she whispered, watching them circle and call round the shattered spires of the ruined castle. These were not the familiars of the Animal Adepts.

“A tiding of magpies,” Jayden said. She received a blank look from Jodra. “That is what they call a lot of magpies together,” she explained.

Elawyn watched the birds perform their aerial patterns among the ruins. “I believe their common name and its meaning is more appropriate here.”

This time Elawyn was on the receiving end of blank stares.

 
“A murder of crows,” Elawyn said ominously.

Elawyn checked her breastplate for what seemed the thousandth time and clasped at her sword handle in its sheath. She patted Figaro fondly then fed him an apple, all the time brushing a hand over his nose.

“If it is my destiny that I do not return to you, look after Audrain. Sometimes the greatest gifts are packaged in the smallest of frames.” She looked at the smaller horse standing as close as possible to her much larger mount, nuzzling for an apple of his own. Elawyn dutifully fed him one. “Besides, he seems very fond of you.” Elawyn laughed as the large horse snorted and tossed his head.

Seems odd going into battle on foot, she mused to herself, but this battle has been odd from the beginning. A man wearing a Harlequin Fool’s costume and his army of Grey Men. But it all ends here, one way or another. Elawyn reached for her coin, but a soft hand halted her movement.

“If there is a coin to be tossed on the outcome of this particular wager, then I would prefer it to be mine,” Jayden’s voice said from Elawyn’s side.

“Your Highness, your coin is seriously flawed in favour of one particular outcome,” Elawyn argued, pulling the Princess round to hold her loosely in front of her. Their breastplates clanked together at their touch.

“I know. That is why I want to use it. I foresee only one outcome today, Warrior brave. One in our favour because the other outcome has no place in my wishes.” Jayden reached up to rest a kiss on Elawyn’s lips.

“Then on your judgement it rests,” Elawyn accepted. “I feel almost naked not having Figaro under me for this battle.”

“Jodra said the element of surprise lay in the fact we could steal our way into the back of the courtyard while she created a diversion going in through the front on horseback.” Jayden looked down from her vantage point at the castle. “There is not much left of his home,” she mused.

“Then there will be less for him to hide behind.” Elawyn’s head cocked at the gentle noise that went up around the camp. “Time to go, Jayden. Are you prepared?”

Jayden stepped back out of Elawyn’s grasp and flicked her cloak away to reveal the lethal looking crossbow. Already cocked inside the mechanism lay two white-feathered arrows. The rest of the arrows hung from her other side in a pouch.

“I am all set. And I am not aching as much as I did yesterday. That cream Loyola mixed up works miracles.”

“From what she told me, it is from a very powerful healing plant. I pray we do not have to have much use of its skills today.”

Elawyn attached her own cloak around her neck. She was unused to the garment but was using it to cover the bright shiny shield she was to carry into battle with her. Jayden sighed and tapped away her fingers and resumed the fastening of the clasp around Elawyn’s neck. Elawyn grinned at her, enjoying the Princess’s familiarity with her.

Elawyn led the way to join the other Warriors, all of whom were anxious to get their raid started.

Jodra looked resplendent in her Captain’s armour, her stature only added to her strength of leadership. She looked rather incongruous, a Warrior in full armour, holding a wilted dark petaled flower in her large hand. The army of Warriors crowded around her, trying to get a better look. Elawyn wandered over, nudging her way through the Warriors to see what Jodra had that was so fascinating. Jodra held it up for her inspection.

“One of the animals brought it back with him, seems the castle is littered in the petals from this plant.” She held it up to her nostrils. “Smells strange,” she frowned, “Not a nice scent, cloying almost. Leaves you with a slight headache.” The large Warrior grimaced, rubbing at her forehead. “Where is Efron?” She looked over the heads of everyone as a young male Warrior stepped forward. “You are Plant Adept, correct?” He nodded smartly at her. Jodra held out the wilted flower to him. “What is this?”

Efron took the flower by its stem and then placed it between his palms. He convulsed so quickly and so abruptly no one had the chance to catch him as he crumpled to the ground. Elawyn quickly wrenched open his hands to get the flower out from his grasp.

“Loyola!” Jodra called, ever mindful of their position but wanting her mate to deal with the fallen Warrior.

The Healer swiftly pushed through the throng. She stared at the young man. He was ashen and shaking, his body twisting as if possessed. Quickly she put her hands to his forehead, but drew away as if burnt.

“Jodra, what on Earth is going on here? What has he touched?”

Elawyn pointed to the crumpled flower laying curled upon the ground. “The castle is covered with them, we are informed,” she said, watching the convulsions of the Plant Adept with growing agitation. Elawyn had seen a great many Adeptudes employed, but had never witnessed the reaction Efron was displaying.

Loyola took the flower carefully into her hand and reacted as if struck by a mighty blow. The dark flower fell from her hand to land on the ground with a whisper of sound. Jodra grabbed at the Healer’s shoulders to ease her shakes. “Loyola?” she fretted, watching her mate’s face.

Loyola took a deep, shaky breath and clutched at Jodra’s hands. “I think you should be thankful the plants are not in bloom. I have a tiny fraction of empathy with plants because of my using them to heal. It is nothing like the skill a Plant Adept would have.” Loyola began scrubbing at her hand where the flower had lay. “Even from the dying petals I got such a feeling of dark power. It is not for good. This plant does not hold properties that a Healer would use.” She rubbed at her palm. “I feel like I have been scorched!” She turned to all the Warriors who were watching intently. “Be mindful of this plant, we have no ideas of its power or what the Fool is using it for.” She looked down at the flower by her feet. “Black by colour, black by nature, I would wager,” she said for the ears of Jodra and Elawyn. She leaned forward to whisper in Jodra’s ear. “We will need a sample of this plant. We might be walking by a source of great evil here. Estros will need to be forewarned.”

Jodra nodded in understanding. Estros was a growing power in Calluna, the Celestial Warrior’s deferred to the leaders there.

Loyola reached inside her small pouch and drew out a white petal. She glanced at it, then down at the black ones on the ground for a mere moment. She placed the large white petal on Efron’s cheek while she prepared to try and effect a healing. He instantly calmed once the petal touched him. The silence among the Warriors was heavy.

“Is that the flower you used in healing Jayden?” Elawyn asked, fascinated by the sudden change in Efron’s behaviour. He had stopped thrashing and now looked almost peaceful.

Loyola nodded.

“I think we have a new talisman,” Jayden commented. “The white petal obviously does something to temper what the black can do.”

“Do you have enough petals for the whole army, Loyola?” Jodra asked, her eyes flitting between her downed Warrior and her lover.

“I think so.” Loyola smiled as Efron opened his eyes and stared up at her in wonder. “Glad to have you back with us, Efron.”

“That plant is not good,” he mumbled.

“Spoken like the true Plant Adept he is, master of understatement,” a voice teased, and Elawyn made way for one of Efron’s friends to come closer. He helped Efron to his feet, holding the petal to his cheek so it would not fall.

“I am not going into battle wearing a petal on my face,” Elawyn said, making Loyola laugh.

“Everyone, place the petal inside your armour, under your jerkins. We will secure it to your chests. The white petal needs to be touching your skin obviously.” She set about finding enough petals to supply everyone. Efron helped her, gaining strength from handling so many petals as he helped her gather them from her medical boxes.

Elawyn stared at the dying black flower. It looked so innocent a piece of flora. “I fear what might have occurred here, Jodra, if Loyola is correct. What if the plant had been in bloom? If the Adepts react when merely touching its dying petals, what chance would we have had up against a garden full of these all in flower? There is something awful here, Captain, even the flowers attest to it.”

“I will take a sample of it to the Committee after the battle. For now we have to thank the stars that our timing was blessed.”

“It seems a fitting flower for the Fool,” Jayden mused. She touched a hand on Elawyn’s sleeve. “Could it be the Dark Heart Kryger mentioned?”

Elawyn and Jodra shared a look. Elawyn pouted slightly in thought. “Could be. The flower on their flag. How ironic that they chose a symbol of something that can burn a Healer and incapacitate a Plant Adept. Makes you fear how the other Adeptudes would react. Blamire really is a place of evil.”

“And the Fool is King here,” Jayden said.

Elawyn sighed. She looked at Jodra. “I think we need to get in there before anything else appears.” She looked around at the Warriors ready for battle. “Promise me, none of you have seen a dragon down there have you?” The jest broke the tension of the army. Elawyn muttered to herself. Jayden jostled her gently. Loyola appeared beside them and gave them each a petal.

“Even you, Jayden. We do not know what it does to those without Adeptudes, either. I prefer to err on the side of caution here.” Loyola herself put Jodra’s petal safely in against her heart.

After readjusting her breastplate from the indignity of having to stick a petal in her jerkin, Elawyn ground the black flower under her boot savagely. “Defenceless, my eye!” She glared down at the castle.

Jodra positioned herself in front of her army.

“Warriors, may your destiny be written here today in victory!” She looked over her people. “Serve me proudly, and let us rid Calluna of this army led by a Fool.”

The Warriors raised their fists in agreement, all silent, ready for battle.

“Then onto battle!” Jodra hissed, and the Celestial Warriors dispersed in all directions with but one objective, the castle.

Elawyn and Jayden watched as the Warriors mounted their horses and prepared to leave the forest. Elawyn nodded to Daydron, the Animal Adept, who was to join them in their assault of the castle. His rats were peeking out from a bag he had tied to his side, little noses twitching in the air.

“I believe your familiars deserve our thanks, Daydron. Was it not one of your critters that brought back the flower?” Elawyn asked.

“Yes, Captain. Bufrin likes to bring back gifts when he is out scouting, this time he picked an excellent choice. Tarkra tells me that the scent is like rotting meat to her. She was not happy that he wanted to bring it back with him.” Daydron tickled the noses that peeked out of his bag.

Jayden was keeping watch at the progress the mounted Warrior’s were making. She gestured it was time for them to make their own foray down toward the castle. Elawyn led the way, sword drawn, wishing she had Figaro with her. It was hard embarking on a dangerous mission on foot. It chaffed her pride.

“I am a Captain too. I should be riding into the battle in glory, not sneaking in the back way like a thief intent on raiding the larder!” she grumbled.

“We all have a purpose in this battle, Elawyn,” Jayden soothed. “Our objective is the Fool. I think the startling of the Grey Men Jodra has well and truly covered!”

They all heard the sound of hooves and the yells and battle cries that the Celestial Warriors employed as they pounded into the courtyard. Elawyn grinned.

“Jodra is never at her happiest than when she is bellowing her war cries! I do not wonder that Loyola is sometimes deaf to her!”

Daydron laughed silently. Jayden chuckled at her. “She is a fierce Warrior, an excellent leader and right about now she is laying down the Grey Men so we can slip in undetected.”

They skirted an area around the trees, and then headed down a small incline, bringing them behind the castle and up against one of the few parts of the wall not destroyed. It hid them from view from inside the castle. All three of them were very cautious of the fact the ground was covered in a scattering of dead flowers, their thorny stems nearby, dying and wilted. They stepped over and around the petals as if they were made of glass. Elawyn waited until the commotion inside the courtyard was so loud she could barely think, and then signalled for her companions to enter in with her. They walked through a huge hole ripped open in the stone.

Celestial Warriors had charged into the castle’s compound from every vantage point, and the silence of the dawn breaking was shattered by the fierce cries of a battle ensuing that was gratefully one-sided. They had severely caught the Grey Men off guard.

“Now is our chance,” Daydron instructed them. “They have the Grey Men occupied, let us go find your Fool.” He looked down at his rats. “They say he is inside the castle. They can smell him. He smells of the flowers.”

“I am so grateful I am not a rat,” Elawyn muttered. “The Fool disgusts me enough without him smelling of dead meat!”

They spotted Jodra. She had dismounted and now ran bellowing into the fight, her army of Warrior’s behind her. Grey Men had been startled from their tents, hastily gathering their weapons to fight back. In some cases they were too slow and proved easy pickings for the Warriors who attacked without question. The ones more alert began fighting in earnest, the Celestial Warriors were slightly outnumbered but the element of surprise had worked in their favour.

Elawyn herself raced across the courtyard. She drew her sword, and her blade clashed with that of a Grey Man. She kept Jayden behind her at all times, protecting her with her body, shielding her from the onslaught of the man fighting her. She deflected a sweeping blow from his sword, and managed to tip her blade up under his. She swept his sword from out of his grasp, caught it nimbly and used it to run him through.

“Nice move,” Jayden said highly impressed.

“I have been practising. There is a girl I am trying to impress!” Elawyn grinned quickly. She pressed them both against the crumbling wall of the castle and looked up. Fluttering from flag staffs mounted in the rotting walls hung the standards of Trevarren’s reign. The blood red flags flapped, resembling the sound of the birds’ wings that the flag proudly displayed. The black rose stood out against the cloth. Elawyn did not give it much thought. She would have time later to consider the choice of flower the flag bore. But for a split second, she marvelled at how much it resembled the pure white flower that Loyola had used in the healing of Jayden.

A flash of colour appeared at the top of one of the castle’s walls. Elawyn felt a feral smile crease her face. The Fool. She watched as he leaned over the wall and looked down at the fight unfolding in his courtyard.

Elawyn nudged Jayden and directed her gaze upwards. Jayden gasped slightly as she saw the man who had tried to kill her.

“Let us see if he is welcome to visitors,” Elawyn said, and searched for an entrance into the castle itself that was safe for them to enter by. She was surprised that anyone was using the castle to move around in. The walls were crumbling, the support obviously tenuous. There was a stairway leading up to the next floor, Elawyn picked her way over debris to it, sword ready, Adeptude stretched ahead of her. She screwed her nose up at the dank and musty smell that clung to the inside of the castle. Daylight poured in through the gashes in the stones. Little pockets of the past clung in corners, memories the castle had held onto. A small table stood leaning against a wall, the fruit bowl on it black instead of shining silver, the odd shape of the bowl distorted from the heat that had touched it. Remnants of curtains hung from the long since shattered windows. Through a window pane Elawyn could see the flag waving, flashing red against the bleakness. Daydron stopped them in their tracks and carefully released his familiars to check out the path ahead for them. Elawyn thought it amusing that their eventual meeting with the Fool would be due to rats leading the way. Guess they recognise a kindred spirit when they smell it, Elawyn thought dryly. The rats squeaked. Daydron motioned for Elawyn and Jayden to follow him.

Carefully, the Warrior led Jayden across the rubble, trying to keep their eyes on where they put their feet and what could come at them from above and behind. Elawyn had heard too many tales of well-aimed arrows coming through holes in an upper level floor. She had had enough of arrows with a purpose. She sensed nothing though and quickly got Jayden upon the stairs, following Daydron and his two companions. The stone steps took their weight well, but the boards that lay over the second level floor creaked in protest.

Elawyn motioned for them to take it slowly so as not to give their position away. They inched along the floor until Elawyn spotted the tower steps that led to the roof of the castle. The door that would have hidden it had been reduced to ashes; only the warped hinges remained fixed in the stone.

Daydron sent his charges ahead, for what seemed like ages they waited then a small brown rat reappeared at the top of the stairs.

“He is up there, he is alone and he is all yours, Captain, Your Highness.” Daydron bowed to them. He scooped both rats back up and put them in his bag. “They found no traps, but the walls are crumbling and the floor is unsafe. Tread carefully please. If it is unsteady beneath rat paws, then imagine how poorly it will stand up under your feet.”

“You and your rats have done us proud leading us here, Daydron. Go find yourself a piece of the action below while we go see an old friend.” Elawyn clasped his arm. “Keep your furry charges safe, they will be rewarded with the finest cheese later when we have victory.”

Daydron grinned, for a moment his smile resembled the same looks that he shared with his rats. “Good fortune, both of you.” He disappeared back along the corridor and down into the castle once more.

Elawyn changed her grip on her sword, getting the hold just right in her grasp. She took a step up into the tower then stopped. She leaned down and kissed Jayden with a passion. When they drew apart, Elawyn placed her lips upon Jayden’s forehead. “Remember, only when the time is right do you make your entrance.”

“Do not do anything foolish, Elawyn,” Jayden pleaded with her.

Elawyn flashed her the old familiar cocky smile. “Who? Me? Never! I will leave the foolish things to the one in the costume.” She started up the steps again, conscious of the fact Jayden followed but was to remain out of sight. She felt a small hand grip at her own in farewell as she crested the top of the steps.

May fortune not favour the foolish today, Elawyn prayed as she took her first step out onto the roof of the castle.



 
Chapter 22 

 
 From atop the castle ramparts, the breeze blew strong and ruffled Elawyn’s hair. The effect made her brightly coloured hair resemble flames flickering. Carefully, ever watchful, her Adeptude searching for any hidden threat, Elawyn walked onto the castle’s rooftop. She inched forward round the stairwell and saw him, colours blazing, diamond patterns flashing against the blackened walls of his castle. She studied the Fool as he watched the battle unfolding below him. He stood leaning over a chest high wall, resting on his hands and whipping his head back and forth as he tried to watch everything in one go. Elawyn could hear him chuckling as he witnessed the fighting beneath him.
“There is nothing more pathetic than a leader who watches from safety as his men fight for his honour,” Elawyn said loud enough to startle the Fool from his place. He spun swiftly to face her. For a moment horror bathed his face. He quickly masked his surprise behind a smile and sketched a bow at Elawyn.

“Welcome, Warrior, to my humble abode. Does the view please you?” He gestured widely to all that could be seen from so high a vantage point.

“The view is breathtaking, but the company leaves a great deal to be desired,” Elawyn replied.

“How ungracious a guest you are, Elawyn of Canthas. Were you not ever taught that you will not receive another invitation if you are rude to your host?”

“I will survive.”

“Unusual choice of words.” The Fool lifted his arms with a flick and knives flew from their hiding place in his sleeves. Elawyn swiftly deflected them with her shield she pulled out from her cloak. Her cloak, its job done, was left to pool to the ground around her.

“No fair, Warrior, you have an unfair advantage,” the Fool pouted, pointing to his simple attire.

“There does not seem that much to hide, Fool.” Elawyn made a pointed gesture to his crotch. The Fool reddened in anger.

“I am sure you see yourself more a man than I, Elawyn. After all, you bed women.”

“I prefer to think I am more woman than you will ever attain to. Even with all your fine gestures and girlish ways. What is the matter, boy, did the Princess take away your pretty crown? Or could you not take the fact she looked better in her gowns than you ever would? Is that the way you lie, Fool? Did daddy not love his foolish son who would rather play dress-up instead of handle a sword like the real men?” Elawyn baited. The Fool fell for it, his colour high and a grimace on his face as he tried to rein in his anger. The Fool left his position at the wall and lifted up a sword he had lying on the ledge.

“I am not effeminate, and I can handle a sword with as much skill as any Warrior,” he growled.

“I have seen women with more between their legs than you display there. That costume is rather revealing. Hope you are not running this army by boasting how big your manhood is!” She laughed at the expression on his face. He ran at her, sword brandished. “Oh, never fight in anger,” Elawyn admonished him as she blocked his first swing effortlessly. “Did you not get taught that in Prince school? Or were you not a real Prince? Were you a lowly Lord, seeing as daddy did not have a kingly position that was rightfully his? Was Daddy a tyrant with no title, hmm?” She held the Fool off with some ease. Every sword strike he lashed out she deflected, either by her sword or by her shield. Elawyn began pushing him back, pressing her own attack forward.

“My father was a great man. He could have ruled the whole of Calluna!”

“But Trevarren came up against a proper King, did he not? King Cormack stopped him, killed him, ruined this castle, took away your kingdom,”

“I killed him though, finished what my father could not achieve. I paid him back for killing my father, and when I am finished with you I am taking Marchan as my home. I defeated it; it is mine by right,” the Fool boasted, swinging his sword to hit off Elawyn’s blade and smash through part of the stonework. The crumbling wall disintegrated under the blow, scattering stone across the floor.

“Marchan is not yours, you have no claim to it.” Elawyn shoved the Fool back with her shield, smacking the metal into his unguarded chest. The air whooshed out of his lungs at the blow.

“I killed the ruler, and I made sure no one of his line would take his place. That is why you are here, is it not? Princess lover! Was she worth it? Is royalty as good a lay as the tavern girls I hear you usually tryst with? How she could even soil her hands with you, I will never understand. You are beneath her, a lowly warrior with a picture on your armour to show you belong to a dying cult of star followers who think they know how Calluna should be run. Did she take long to die in your arms? Have you managed to get her blood out of your pores yet? Did you think the last time you lay with her would be the last time you would get to screw with royalty?”

The Fool lashed out and the tip of his blade caught Elawyn across her cheek. She jerked back at the pain cutting through her face and in stepping back found a weak spot in the flooring. Her boot crashed through the roof and she stumbled, sent off balance by the hole. She fell to her knees, trying to wrench her foot free from the hole. The Fool rushed at her, but Elawyn quickly managed to right herself and rolled out of the path of the sword that he plunged down into the floor where she had lain. While he was bent over, Elawyn lashed out with her foot and sent him crashing back against the wall. He smacked into it like a rag doll.

“Do you not like me talking about your lover, eh Warrior? Gets your blood boiling that I killed her so easily in your arms. You made such a sweet picture, I was almost tempted to lay my crossbow down.” He grinned at Elawyn, his eyes flashing behind the black mask that covered his face. “But, my daddy did not raise a total fool. Guymon of Blamire may dress the part but he is a master of revenge.”

“Revenge is a strange emotion, Fool. It makes some men monsters and other men fools. I would wager you have enough of both descriptions in you.”

“You have not begun to see what evil is inside of me yet. Killing the Princess was just the start of your torment at my hands,” he sneered.

“And you were not even man enough to get that right.”

Jayden appeared from behind the stairwell to confront the Fool. For a moment, his jaw dropped comically and his eyes widened.

“No, I am no spirit sent to haunt you. Even your arrows could not deliver your message right. So I am here to deliver my own.” Jayden’s cloak flew aside as she raised the Fool’s crossbow.

“Fool me once,” she fired the two arrows off with accuracy. The Fool was driven backwards by their force and his left arm was pinned through his costume to the wall behind him. “Shame on me,” Jayden continued. She loaded her bow again. “Fool me twice,” the arrows left the crossbow again and struck his right arm, effectively pinning his arms to the wall. Jayden stepped closer. “Shame on you.”

Guymon of Blamire, the Fool, wriggled to free himself from the arrows hold. His sword clattered uselessly to the floor.

“You are supposed to be dead!”

“Sorry about that. I hated to ruin your plans but I have plans of my own to carry out and dying is not among them.” Jayden moved quickly to Elawyn’s side and touched her face. Elawyn winced and flinched away.

“How dashing. One on each cheek now!” Jayden whispered.

“Nice timing,” Elawyn muttered back, wiping the blood off her face with her sleeve.

“Thank you. I have been practising too!” Jayden replied and turned back to the Fool. She loaded another two arrows into his crossbow. “Nice weapon you have here, I thought I would keep it for old time’s sake. Who would have thought it would come in so useful?” Jayden said almost conversationally, her eyes never leaving the Fool’s face. “I would not keep wriggling like that, you might rip your costume. So, Guymon, why a Fool? Why not come riding into Marchan decked in the darkest armour like your father’s soldiers wore? Why the Harlequin Fool?”

“Because Cormack proclaimed that my father was not even fit enough to be a Fool in his kingdom. I wanted to prove that sometimes the biggest fool can become king.”

Jayden nodded. “You know this has to stop now, you cannot chase me down for the rest of my life until your revenge has been sated.”

“Then one of us has to die, and you have already been killed once!” he spat.

“Then I would say that I have already fulfilled my turn in this game, so you must, by rights, be next.” Jayden raised the crossbow. “Do I show you mercy and aim for the heart as you did me? Or shall I just have Elawyn here run you through with a sword like you did my father?”

“She is an uncouth Warrior, more used to whoring in taverns than mixing with royalty. You do yourself a dishonour allowing yourself to be pawed by her,” Guymon spat.

Elawyn was affronted by his remarks. “Let me cut his tongue out at least, I am so tired of having my honour impugned by a man who dresses like that!”

Jayden stepped a little closer to Guymon, she reached out and pulled the mask from his face. “That Warrior has more nobility running through her veins than you ever will. She has royal blood flowing through her veins because she holds my heart inside her own. The heart you aimed for and missed. She took an aim designed with love and that hit its mark. Maybe you should learn something from that.”

“You are both whores! I should rule Marchan!” Guymon began to pull at his trapped sleeves. “You are not fit to rule!”

“I am not going to, someone else will rule Marchan’s realm, but it will never be you.” Jayden fired her arrows again. The Fool flinched, fearing they would strike him, but Jayden’s target was the wall beside him. The arrows hit the mortar between the stones.

“I am not the only one whose aim is bad!” He sneered and wrenched his sleeve free from one of the arrows.

The stones groaned as he dislodged some of the stonework with all his twisting. The arrows in the mortar did their job, opening a crack in the already weakened stone. The Fool gathered his strength to try and rip himself away from the wall. The wall he was pinned against instead broke free, and he was pulled backwards. His eyes grew large as he felt the blocks crumple and shift behind him. He tried to scramble for his footing, but there was nothing to grip to stop the blocks from their dragging him backwards. His hands tried to grab for something, but his arms were still pinned. All his palms could do was grasp at thin air. The Fool’s attention was drawn to a bird that flew down to land on the wall that was slowly pulling him backwards. He tried with all his might to pull himself forward but gravity was fighting him.

“One for sorrow,” Elawyn said, and stepped forward. She knew what she was about to do was the initiative Jayden would never take. She looked the Fool directly in the eye. “I know about revenge too, and symbols and fortune favouring those who deserve it. I think we deserve you out of our lives.”

Another bird joined the first, both fixing him with a beady eye. Elawyn had to smile. “Your arrows struck deeper than you think. I would wager these birds have come to welcome you home.” She put her hand upon his chest. “How did it go now?” Elawyn put a finger to her forehead, tapping out the memory. “Oh yes, I remember. Two for joy.”

Elawyn pushed him roughly in the chest. The Fool lost his balance, the wall dragging him back with all its weight. Elawyn watched him fall, Jayden rushing to her side. In seeming slow motion, the Fool toppled backwards, his scream breaking the air. The stone abruptly shattered behind him, exploding stone everywhere, showering the battle below. Elawyn saw why. A spike, a ruin left from the battle, had smashed through the crumbling rock and straight through the Fool’s chest. It pierced him, leaving him suspended in mid air like a broken puppet. The flag of Trevarren had flown from the spike, its cloth now turned a deeper shade of red as his blood spilled down to soak it. The magpies had followed the Fool’s flight from the castle ramparts as if to join him in his journey, but they soon flew off, leaving the Fool and his ruined castle behind.

The sound of the battle below stopped. Everyone had seen the death of the Fool. The Grey Men looked uncertainly at each other.

“If you men value your lives, cease fighting now. Your leader is gone,” Jodra yelled. “There is no honour in continuing this fight.”

The Grey Men hesitated, but one by one they began laying down their weapons.

Elawyn carefully leant over the roof’s edge. “Jodra, secure that body. I want it burnt and scattered to the wind. He deserves no resting place.” The bright-haired Warrior turned to Jayden. “I do not want some martyr legend starting up. He died here and his tale will too.”

“But what will we tell our children when they ask us how we met?” Jayden asked sweetly, pointedly turning away from the gruesome picture hanging from the castle wall. Elawyn reddened.

“I am sure we will think of something.” She drew Jayden away from the wall, carefully skirting the hole she had stumbled into earlier. “Children, eh?”

“We need to keep the Chestnut Warrior line going into the future. They have to carry on the mantle in searching for the truth behind your Constellations. Besides, Calluna will always need Warriors like you.”

“And will there be a place for Princesses also?” Elawyn asked, liking Jayden’s vision.

“I am sure our role will be there. It will just alter through time to match our Warrior’s requirements!” Jayden ran a hand along Elawyn’s chin.

“A strong woman by their side is one such need.”

“And love?” Jayden queried.

“Always. Warriors will always need love as long as there are stars in the sky.” Elawyn paused and turned to face Jayden. “Jayden, you know I love you.” She checked to make sure the Princess was nodding. Elawyn held out her sword, cradling it in both her hands, then knelt and laid it on the ground before Jayden. “I lay my sword at your feet, I give you my heart, my honour and ask that you would consider joining with me? Being my partner in all things?”

“Are you asking me to wear your ring, Elawyn?” Jayden said softly.

“Yes, I am,” Elawyn said in equal a voice.

“I would be honoured.” Jayden reached down and tugged Elawyn up to gather her in a warm embrace. Elawyn enfolded the Princess to her and could not stop the wide grin from escaping across her face.

“Then we need to go see Kryger,” Elawyn announced, scooping up her sword and clasping Jayden’s hand in her own, she began pulling the Princess back toward the tower steps.

“Why?” Jayden asked, hastening to keep up. “To tell him our news? Send a bird in his direction so he does not have to wait.”

“No, to get my golden ring from him so you can wear it.”

“I thought all Warriors carried their rings with them?”

Elawyn hesitated in her steps. “Usually they do but I left mine with Kryger for… safe keeping.”

“You mean he held onto it so you would not wager it somewhere or leave it as payment owed,” Jayden replied sternly. Elawyn graced her with a big smile, knowing that she was transparent to the Princess.

“You are truly a wise, wise woman, Jayden!”

“Once a Warrior, always a Warrior!” Jayden sighed, teasingly.

Elawyn laughed heartily. “A Celestial Warrior, following the stars set out for me. They led me to you, and now they will guide us back to Kryger to get you my ring.”

“You do not remember the way back there?” Jayden sounded surprised.

“It is more romantic to follow the stars, Jayden. Has any of your time with me not proved that?”

“Between you and what the Constellations Of The Heart have in store for me, Elawyn, I believe I have a great many things to learn and to follow.” She ran a hand lovingly though Elawyn’s hair.

“I will guide you as the stars guide me. Together we can face anything.”

“Even the fact that once we get out of this castle and tell Jodra our news, your Captain is going to plague you unmercifully?”

Elawyn stopped in her tracks. “I may need fortification for that encounter.” Elawyn drew the Princess close. She pressed a light kiss on her lips. “More than that.” They kissed again. “Jodra can be a mite relentless,” she intoned seriously, barely getting the words out before she instigated another kiss.

“Ready now?” Jayden finally breathed, her face flushed and her eyes bright.

“Ready for whatever the stars have in mind for us,” Elawyn panted.

“I do not think even the stars could plan for Jodra and her boisterous behaviour,” Jayden remarked, holding onto Elawyn’s hand as they picked their way out of the castle ruins.

“Just remember one thing, sweetheart. No matter what she tells you, Warriors tend to exaggerate!” Elawyn warned her.

“Where you are concerned, Elawyn, I do not think any tale told could be exaggerated enough!”

Elawyn laughed at what she hoped had been a compliment but looking at the Princess’s wry features, she suddenly was not too sure. As she stepped out into the daylight, Elawyn raised her eyes to the heavens and sent out silent thanks to the hidden stars that guided her. She did not know what the stars had in store for them, but she knew it would be an adventure worthy of a Warrior and a Princess who followed where their hearts led.
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