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Gwynn struggled against the darkness.  It pressed down upon her like a great weight.  For a time she could feel nothing but that weight.  Then she began to feel pain.  Pain so great it took her breath away.  She tried to open her eyes to see who was causing the pain but the effort was too great.

Something moved in the darkness, and Gwynn turned towards it.  A figure approached, and as it began to take shape, Gwynn gasped.  Komai.  His face was angry as he moved silently towards her.  Gwynn reached out to him, but he ignored her.  As Komai moved past her, a black tendril reached out from him to circle around her arm.  Where it touched her skin, pain burned through her.  Gwynn opened her mouth in a scream, but no sound came out.

Another figure approached.  Queen Elhanna was there, her belly swollen as though she were still pregnant.  Again a black tendril encircled Gwynn, and searing pain tore through her.

The figures came more quickly now.  Herod, Tom, Broc, Myles, Sal, Con.  Still others whose faces she recognized, but could not name. On and on they came, until all but her head was covered in painful blackness.

When Gwynn thought she could stand no more, a light appeared in the distance.  As one, the figures about her turned and began moving towards the light.  A whisper brushed her ears. ‘Death’.  Gwynn smiled as she was pulled towards the light.
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DISCOVERY


[image: ]


“Look at her!” Princess Tamar said, her voice full of disgust.  “She has been starving herself!  How could you not notice this?”  Tamar asked, and her gaze turned sharply to Tovak, who flushed slightly.

“Broc always gave her a bowl, just like everyone else.  She always sent me out with food to ensure everyone had a good meal,” Tovak said in his defence.  “And she always wore her long cloak, so I did not notice,” he added quickly.

A small group had brought Gwynn up to her room after she collapsed at the banquet.  Jordan sat on one side of the bed, gripping Gwynn’s hand tightly, while Tamar fussed.

“Well I do not know how she fought as she did today, or managed to even get here like this.  I shall have Maddy prepare some broth.  The rest of you go so she can rest!”  Thanian, Gladys, Eric and Cardian looked at each other and then at Prince Jordan.  Jordan nodded. 

“Go back to the celebration.  Everything is well in hand here,” Jordan said, and glanced over at Tamar.  They looked only too happy to leave.

When the room had emptied, Tovak moved to the bed and sat down with a sigh.

“Do not worry,” Jordan said. “You could not have known she was not eating.  She seems to have kept you occupied so you would not know.”

Tovak nodded.  He regarded Gwynn in silence.  Her face was contorted in pain, and her mouth opened and closed silently.  Sweat began to bead on her forehead.  Tovak frowned.

“I fear this is more than lack of food,” he said quietly, and Jordan looked at him sharply.

“What do you mean?”

“Hunger does not cause pain such as she seems to be feeling, and she should have woken by now.”

“Go on,” Jordan said quietly.

“I fear poison has been used.”

“How can you tell?”  Jordan asked, and though he could not read the expression on Tovak’s face, he could see the pain in his eyes.

“I have had experience with such things,” Tovak said quietly.

“But how?  When?  We have only been in the castle a few hours!” 

“We were the last to arrive for dinner.  The empty place at the table would have been obvious to one trained in such things.  As to the how, I do not know.  Something sprinkled into her cup, or onto her plate.  It is fortunate that she has not been eating, as she did not touch much on her plate.  On the other hand, her body is weakened by the lack of food, and is less able to fight the poison.”

Jordan cursed.  “I have been a fool!  I was so caught up in having won the battle, I did not think there would be those who would still be fighting against us.”

“It is not your fault, M’Lord.  We all let our guard down.  But at least we know there is an assassin among us, and they do not know that we know.”

“Yes we must keep this to ourselves.  I cannot bear the thought that I might lose her, after all that we have been through.  And now when I finally know she returns my love!”

“She will live, M’Lord.”

“Please, Tovak.  When we are in private, call me Jordan.  We have been through too much together to be so formal.”  When Tovak finally nodded, Jordan continued.

“Is there anything we can give her?”

“Lots of fresh water.  There are some restorative herbs that may help her to fight it.  Without knowing what poison was used, it is all we can do.  She may even have some in her bags,” Tovak said and went to Gwynn’s saddlebags.

Gwynn cried out suddenly.  “Craemyr!  Craemyr come to me!”  Then she was silent.

“Great,” Jordan sighed.  “Now we will have a horse trying to get into the castle. I had better send word to the guard,” Jordan said and started to rise.

“She will not be coming,” Tovak said quietly.

“Well, I know, but she will raise quite a fuss in the stables trying!”

Tovak moved to stand in front of Jordan, looking down at Gwynn.  “Craemyr was killed on the battlefield,” Tovak said softly.  “She got between us and a group of Markus’ men who nearly snuck up on us at the wall where the Dark Lord fell.”

Shock and horror crossed Jordan’s face.

“How did she react?” Jordan asked, remembering when Gwynn’s bond to Komai had been broken.

“She killed the men, then came looking for you.  Once she knew you were safe, she went back and wept.  After a time, she made Craemyr’s body disappear.”

“No wonder she is exhausted and in pain.  And then to be poisoned!”  Jordan took Gwynn’s hand in both of his and kissed it gently.

“Gwynn my love,” Jordan whispered.  “You have suffered too much.  Come back to me, and I will ensure you suffer no more.”  Tovak returned to looked through the saddlebags, as tears fell down Jordan’s face.
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Gwynn tried to stop her pull towards the light.  She suddenly did not want to go there.  She called out for Craemyr to help her.  A white streak appeared suddenly, and began circling her.  One by one the dark tendrils fell away, and the pain lessened.  When the last one was gone, Gwynn stood alone in the darkness.  Craemyr suddenly stood beside her, nibbling on her hair.

Gwynn laughed and mounted, and they rode away from the light, towards a field of wildflowers.
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King Dorian and Jordan sat at the large desk studying a map of the Kingdom.  They had spent the last two days restoring order to the Palace.  The men who had followed Markus had been placed into work gangs to help rebuild the city.  Some had been sent South to help the people there.  They were under guard by Knights, and also the common folk, who were given swords, and the authority to discipline.  Several of the prisoners had been killed the first day for speaking out, and the rest learned to keep quiet.

The Palace had been searched for any strangers, or anyone who had acted suspicious, and could have poisoned Gwynn.  So far, nothing had turned up.  

Now they were trying to decide what to do with the Lords who had followed Markus, and how to reward those who had remained loyal to King Dorian.  Messengers had been sent to all of the Keeps for the Lords to attend at Rochalon in ten days’ time.

Troops had been sent to Duke Rokendrai’s Keep, only to find it had been abandoned.  A search was conducted, and the Duke and Lady Rokendrai’s bodies were found a few miles down the road.  Their wagons and horses had been left untouched, and Jordan figured it was likely the local people getting their revenge.  The Hunt Master had been placed in charge of the Keep until such time as a new Duke was placed there.  

Now father and son sat discussing their choices, when there was a knock on the door.  Princess Tamar entered and curtsied to them.  Jordan could see the worry on her face and felt sorry for her.  

“I am sorry to disturb you, My Lords,” Tamar said quietly.

“Come in, child,” King Dorian said.  “I am sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you, My Lord.  I have come to speak to you about that matter.”

“Come and sit by the fire,” Dorian said, and they all moved to the chairs near the hearth.  Tamar sat on the edge of her seat, her hands clasped tightly on her lap.

“I came to advise you that I will be leaving the palace.”

“Of course.  Take as much time as you need.  This must be very stressful for you, my dear,” King Dorian replied.

Tamar frowned.  “You misunderstand, Your Majesty.  I shall be leaving for good.  Given the circumstances of my betrothal, and the actions of my family, I will relinquish my title, and return to our family home to make what living I am able.  I must be a terrible reminder to you, of all that has happened.  I would not bring you any more misery.”

Dorian and Jordan exchanged a surprised look.

“I am afraid I cannot allow that,” Dorian said firmly, and shook his head.  “No, that would be unacceptable.”

Tamar frowned and stared at Dorian.  “I do not understand.”

Dorian patted her hands.  “My dear, you have been an excellent member of this family, and your loyalty to the people of Rochalon is unquestionable. Andel has informed me of your negotiations with our suppliers.  That was always a task I despised.  So I am relieved to be able to leave those tasks in your capable hands. Also, your ability to keep this household running, despite all that has been going on, is commendable.  Therefore, I shall give you time to see to your family duties, but I expect you to return, and continue your duties here.”

Tamar’s heart nearly stopped beating as she listened to the King.  She had tried to  imagine what she would do to support herself, and had truly felt compelled to leave the Palace.  Now, as she listened to Dorian’s words, tears sprang to her eyes.  When he was finished speaking, Tamar knelt before her King and kissed his signet ring, too overwhelmed for words.

“There, there, my dear.  Everything will be alright.”  

Tamar composed herself and returned to sit in her chair.

“Now, all of the Lords are coming in ten days’ time.  Will you be able to return before then to prepare for their arrival?”

“Of course, My Lord.  I will only need a few days and I shall leave instructions to prepare rooms before I go.  Now, there are several documents that I found that appear to be agreements of some kind.  I am unable to read the language.  It is very strange, unlike anything I have seen before.  I shall bring them to you in the morning before I leave.  I have made sure that Maddy is to be the only one to prepare meals for Lady Gwynn, and to deliver them herself, unless Sir Tovak comes to get her tray.”  Jordan chuckled, and Tamar halted, turning to stare at him.

“Forgive me Tamar.  I could just picture the look on Tovak’s face if you named him so.”

“But surely you have considered such things.  He, among others, have done their service far beyond their duty.”

“We have been pondering such things this night.”

Tamar stood and brushed her skirts.

“Well I should go and pack then.  I shall be leaving early and will return in a few days’ time.”  Tamar turned to go, but Dorian caught her arm.

“Thank you, Princess, for all you have done for the people and for us.  We would not have been able to succeed without your help.”  Tamar simply nodded, then left the room.

Dorian stared into the fire for a few moments before speaking again.

“What do you think those agreements could be?” he asked.

“I can only imagine the worst, considering the source,” Jordan replied.  “There were Spell Casters working on the Dwarven border.  It chills me to the bone to guess what arrangements were made with them.”

“Would Tovak be able to read them?” King Dorian asked.

“I shall ask him.  He is remarkably educated.”

“What is his story?  I hope his dedication to Gwynn is not based on personal feelings for her?”

Jordan smiled at his father’s concern.  They had both seen what a ferocious fighter Tovak was.  Jordan doubted he could win if they were to duel.

“From what I understand, he was taken as a slave as a young boy.  He managed to escape some ten years later, but has been haunted by the deeds he had to perform as a slave.  He became a warrior in the hopes of being killed, and so finally being rid of those memories.  He was fatally injured one night when thrown from his horse.  Gwynn healed him, and in doing so, took away his guilt and his pain.  He has been at her side ever since.”

Dorian considered that and nodded.  “And your feelings?  Have they changed?”

“Only in that they grow stronger every day.”

“I figured as much.  So you will not mind then if I do not retire just yet?”

“Of course not.  But what do you intend?”

“I see now the sacrifices that have been made, and the work that needs to be done.  It would not be right for me to disappear now.  And I have Tamar to help.  She has done much to run the palace, and she is good at it.  She is smart and would be good company.  Besides, it is not yet safe to bring Rhyanna home yet.”

“And what shall I be doing?” Jordan asked.

“What do you think you should be doing?”

“I want to clear out the mines, and find out what was being mined.  I want to take down that wall on the Dwarven border, and make sure the people there are well.  I would like to rebuild our army with those who followed us here, and with others.  I fear we may see more visitors from the South, and I want to be prepared for them.”

“All of the men should stay here until Spring,” Jordan continued. “They deserve some rest, and I would have loyal men on hand should the need arise.  Any who do not wish to remain may return home, with gold in their pockets.  We were able to get the Treasury open today, and it is quite full.  I know naught if it is from the taxes or whatever came from the mines, but we shall have enough to rebuild. I was planning to speak to the men tomorrow,” Jordan said.  

Dorian nodded his approval.

“We must also decide who shall be placed as Duke in Rokendrai’s place.”

“I would not trust any of the Northern Lords, and I doubt any from the South would want to move here,” Jordan said.

“So what do you suggest?”
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Jordan entered Gwynn’s room quietly.  Tovak rose from the chair beside the bed.

“How is she?” Jordan asked.

“Better.  She was awake for a while and ate.  She has been sleeping more soundly,” Tovak replied.

“Good.  Go, and get something to eat.  I will sit with her for a while,” Jordan said, and sat down on the edge of the bed.  As Tovak left, Jordan picked up Gwynn’s hand and kissed it gently.  A smiled brushed Gwynn’s face.  Jordan slowly traced the symbols on Gwynn’s arm and wondered again what they meant.

Tovak helped himself from a pot of stew that was always kept warm on the back of the stove.  He sat down at the end of the long table in the shadows of the kitchen.  Three kitchen maids entered, and began preparing bread for the next day.  Tovak tried to remain quiet, and listened to their chatter.  Much of their talk centred around the preparations for the upcoming visit of the Lords.

“So do ya think the Prince will marry the Lady Gwynn?” one of the young ones said.

“It is certain that he loves her.  They say he sits on her bed and holds her hand for hours.  He even feeds ‘er himself, he does,” the older woman replied.  The two younger women giggled.

“Well, she risked her life to raise an army for him.  I bet she be wanting to be Queen in return.”

“Well, I heard tell that she be a wizard.  If that be true, the Prince can’t marry her,” the older woman said wisely. “Besides, the stories you hear tell about her runnin’ around and fightin’ and all, I doubt she would find much joy in sittin’ here in the palace playin’ Court.  And with all of her magic makin’ and sword fightin’, who knows if she could even bare any children.”  The two younger woman gasped.

“Surely he won’t turn her aside?” one asked.

“No, that would not be like the young Prince,” the older woman said knowingly.  “Likely he would have to take a wife who would be content to be Queen, and to have the Prince in her bed now and again, to produce an heir, but no more.  They say the Lords are bringin’ their daughters for just that purpose.  Many of them would like to be Queen, without all the bothers of havin’ a real husband around.”

“Well I can’t say I’d mind him comin’ to my bed every now and then!” The three women erupted into giggles, and talked of just what they would do with the Prince.  Tovak’s cheeks began to burn.  He never imagined women talked in such ways.  He quietly left the kitchen unseen, and returned to Gwynn’s room.

Jordan was brushing Gwynn’s hair and talking softly to her sleeping form.  Tovak cleared his throat, and Jordan started.

“That was quick meal,” Jordan said.

“There was much talk going on in the kitchens.”

“Anything interesting?  I find much information can be learned down there.”

Tovak clenched his jaw and Jordan read anger in his eyes.

“Speak freely, Tovak, we have no secrets,” Jordan said.

“I do not know your customs, especially those of Royalty, but what I heard disturbs me greatly.”

“Go on.”

“They say you cannot marry the Captain, because she is a wizard, and that you will have to take another for your wife who will give you children, even though you would not love her.  They say the Lords who have daughters, are bringing them to present to you.  I will not let the Captain be disgraced in this way, and it were better if we leave before the Lords arrive.”

Jordan sat and stared in amazement.

“They discuss such things in the kitchen?”

Tovak nodded.  “They also went into some detail of your attributes, and how they could be put to good use.”  Jordan’s face flushed, and he turned away.

“I understand your anger, Tovak, but rest assured, that I will take no other for my wife but Gwynn, if she would agree to it.”

“But is it not your duty to produce heirs?  Will the Captain wish to be Queen?”

“Now you sound like my father.  Unfortunately, I have not had the opportunity to ask her.  And until I do, neither of us shall know the answer.  Fortunately, I am not the only child of the King, and that gives me some options.”

“I do not understand.  Markus is dead.”

“Yes, he is, but my mother gave birth to a daughter the night before she was killed.  Though my sister was abducted, Gwynn was able to find her, and we rescued her.  She is now safe, and growing rapidly.  In light of recent circumstances, we have decided that it would not be safe to reveal her right now, nor to bring her home.”

A slow smile crossed Tovak’s face.

“So if it is necessary, you will rule in her stead, until she is of age.”

“Exactly.”

“I am sorry that I doubted you, My Prince,” Tovak said, and bowed.

“Just wait till the Lords arrive with their daughters.  I only hope Gwynn is well enough to sit at my side to fend them off!”

As if summoned by the saying of her name, Gwynn opened her eyes. She smiled at Jordan, and the look on his face melted her heart.

“I’m famished!  Is there any food around?”  Tovak appeared in her view them, a big grin on his face.

“There is stew in the kitchen,” he said.

“That would be great!”  Tovak nodded and left.

“What was this I heard about my having to fend someone off?”  Gwynn asked, as she pushed herself up to a sitting position.  Jordan stacked pillows behind her.  As he did so, he told her of the meeting between the Lords in a few days’ time.

“And what would it matter if I sat beside you or not?” Gwynn asked.

“Well - um - it - ah - would signify that there was a  - uh - formal arrangement between us.”  Gwynn tried not to smile as Jordan tried to find the right words.

“And what would that formal arrangement be exactly?”

“Well, I would ask your permission to court you, in a proper and official manner, of course. And if you agreed, then I would ask the King for his permission.”  Gwynn frowned for a moment, and saw Jordan’s face drop.  She reached out and took his hand.

“Then that would mean that I could also court you, in a proper and official manner also?”  Jordan’s eyes widened.  “And does it always have to be proper and official?” Gwynn asked. “ I mean, what if we are out with the troops helping to restore order.  Are we allowed quiet time to ourselves, or to hold hands?”

Jordan’s smile was electric, and they both began to giggle.

“I am sure the men would not mind if you were not always official, but I think Tovak would mind very much if I were not always proper!”

“Then it is agreed,” Gwynn said, and stuck out her hand.  “We shall court each other in a proper, though not always official, manner.”  Jordan took her hand and shook it, then bent to kiss it.  He then leaned in to kiss Gwynn’s lips, and she felt a warmth spread through her like nothing she had ever felt before.

A cough at the door made them both jump, and Gwynn giggled like a child as Tovak approached with a tray of stew and bread.

“So how are the men?” Gwynn asked between bites.  Jordan told her about the plan to use Markus’ men as work crews and to keep their men in Rochalon for the rest of the winter.  He mentioned his plans to explore the mines, and to check out the wall on the Dwarven border.

“I will go with you to the mines,” Gwynn said.  “I want to check on Wolfspiere, and I can help if there are any creatures still in the mines.”

“Well you have to gain your strength back first,” Jordan said.  “And watch yourself from here on in,” and he explained Tovak’s suspicion of her being poisoned.  Gwynn shivered at the thought.
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Two days later, Gwynn walked through the palace grounds.  She did not know if her quick recovery was due to the herbs Tovak put in her food, or if it was in part due to her Power, but she felt good as she walked in the crisp sunshine.

Gwynn was anxious to see Thanian and the others.  Jordan had hinted that they had good news.

Gwynn found them training outside the barracks with Master Vintar.  They all wore armour, and were practicing with wooden swords.

Gwynn could not tell them apart, for the helms that covered their faces, so she stood, and watched the session.  Her hand itched to draw her own sword, but she had been sternly warned not to do much physical activity for the next few days.  

Gwynn picked Thanian out of the group.  She could tell it was him by the way he stood, and held his sword.  A smile spread on her face.  How many hours had she spent in front of that stance?

Master Vintar ended the session, and the helms were removed.  Gwynn saw Eric’s smiling face, and she wanted to shout out to him, but her respect for Master Vintar made her hold her tongue.  Master Vintar spoke with each man in turn, then dismissed the group as a whole.  Thanian and Eric came over to where Gwynn stood.

“Where’s Tovak?” Eric said with a frown.

“Prince Jordan wanted to speak to him,” Gwynn replied.  “So what’s with the tin suits?” she asked, seeing the excitement in Thanian’s eyes.

“We have been Knighted!” Thanian said, and hit Eric’s armoured shoulder.  Their grins were wide.

“Congratulations!  You both deserve it!  Who are the others?”

“Miradon is in there, and Sendar, Kindar too!”

“Oh no.  That means Pagendon will be grumpy as he breaks in a new squire!”

“Well there are plenty to choose from,” Thanian said.  “Many young men have come forward to train.  Though he may not be needing one for a while.”

“How is Pagendon?”

“Much better.  Though he says if he sits too long, he loses feeling in his right leg,” Thanian replied.  “He says his sword arm does not always do what he wants it to.”

“I shall have to go and see him soon. Boy, Eric, you sure have come a long way from being a guard!”

“It has been an unbelievable journey, Captain! If you had told me all those months ago that I would be standing here, a Knight in the King’s army, I would have thought you daft!”

“Well you both deserve it!  Now go get out of those ovens, and clean up for tonight.  It should be quite the dinner.”

“How are you feeling?” Thanian asked.

“I feel good.  My muscles are weak though.  I do not think I will be dancing tonight!”

A young boy ran up to them then, and bowed quickly.

“A message for you, My Lady,” he said, and handed Gwynn a small scroll.  She took it from him, and he bowed again before leaving.  Gwynn recognized Jordan’s seal and she smiled.

“I have to get me one of those,” Gwynn said, as she watched the page disappear.  Jordan had been busy the last few days with the King and advisors, in preparation for the dinner tonight, and in greeting the Lords who had already arrived for the meeting.  Despite his absence, he sent notes to her regularly.

“You just need to speak to Amanda.  She could arrange it for you,” Thanian said.

“Thanks,” Gwynn replied.  “Well, I had better go.”

“Not going to open the note? It might be important,” Thanian said with a grin.

“I’ll read it later,” Gwynn replied.

“It would not be a love note from the Prince, would it?” Eric asked.  Gwynn felt herself blush.

“What would you know about that?” she asked.

“Well, the whole castle is buzzing with it.  They say the Prince went to the King and got down on one knee, to ask permission to court you.  He declared his love for you in front of those who were gathered in the hall, and the King granted his wish.”

Gwynn groaned.  She had not fully understood what Jordan had meant by ‘official’ courtship.  Now she knew.

“I am happy for you Gwynn,” Thanian said, and she could see the sincerity in his face.

“What about Gladys?  What is she up to?”

Thanian smiled.  “She is helping Princess Tamar.  Prince Jordan approached the King on my behalf in order to request permission for me to marry her.  He said that as I am now a Knight, I must court her properly.”

“Perhaps you should get a page to deliver her notes.  It seems to work well for the Prince,” Eric said, and smiled.

“You two are worse than the staff!  Go and clean up!” Gwynn said and laughed.  As soon as they were out of sight, Gwynn began walking towards the gardens.  As she walked she opened the note and read it.  She was deep in thought as she walked, and nearly fell over some children wrestling on the ground.

“What’s going on here?” Gwynn demanded, when she saw that the three of them were fighting.  One boy stood up quickly and brushed off his clothes.  

“Nothing, My Lady,” he said, wiping blood from his nose.

“Ha!  Shows what you know!  That’s no Lady, that’s Red Wolf.”  Gwynn turned to see a girl pulling her skirts down, and wiping a bloody lip.  The girl’s eyes widened when she realized what she had said, and as Gwynn’s gaze fell upon her, she looked down at the ground.  She looked to be around twelve years old.

“Well - what I meant was - that of course you are a Lady, it’s just that - well”

Gwynn held up her hand.  “Red Wolf is fine.  Now where are you supposed to be?”

“I work in the kitchens, Red Wolf,” the girl replied.

“And you two?” Gwynn asked, turning to the two boys.

“In the stables, My Lady.”

“And do your duties to the Stable Master include fighting with young ladies?”

“She ain’t no Lady -“ the smaller boy began, but stopped when Gwynn turned to him.

“I think we should be getting back to the stables,” the other boy said, and took off at a run.  The younger boy was quick to follow.

“You fight with them often?” Gwynn asked.

“They are okay.  They just like to tease me, and I get mad.  I will try to do better, Red Wolf.”

“It is clear that you know my name, however, I have not the pleasure of yours.”  The girl just stared at her for a moment, eyes wide.  Gwynn liked her instantly.

“Calyn,” she replied.

“It’s nice to meet you, Calyn.  Do you enjoy working in the kitchens?”

Calyn snorted, then remembered who she was speaking to and straightened her skirts once more.  “I would prefer not to, but my mum’s the Head Cook, so I have no choice.”

“If your mother would allow it, would you like to work for me?”

Calyn’s mouth fell open, and she could only nod.

“Well, let me tell you what I want first, and then decide,” Gwynn said.  “Firstly, I need a page.  Someone to run errands, deliver messages, that sort of thing.  You would be required to stay in my rooms, as I may have need of you in the middle of the night, if something comes up.  You would likely travel with me.  I haven’t really worked out all of the details yet.  You would have to wear a uniform like the other pages, and you would have to learn to control your temper, and be polite.  You may be delivering messages to the Prince, or the King.  Do you think you could do that?”

“Are you serious?  Did someone put you up to this?  Of course not.  Why would you even talk to someone like me?” Calyn rambled, then quickly clamped her hand, over her mouth and nodded.

“Does that mean ‘yes’?” Gwynn asked.  “I could not pay you much to start, but we can see how it goes.”

“You would pay me?”

“Of course.  I would not expect you to do it for free.  You may have little time to yourself though, and the hours may be long and the duties unusual.  Can you read and write?  Can you ride a horse?”

“I know a few words, but I cannot write any.  I have never ridden a horse.”

“Hmmm.  We will have to teach you.  Now do you still want to work for me?”

“More than I ever wanted anything else!”

“Well then, let’s go ask your mother if it’s okay.”

The kitchen was bustling with activity when they entered.  It was full of people, and wonderful smells.  Maddy stood near the stove, spatula in hand, shouting orders.  She spotted Gwynn and Calyn and frowned.  She pushed her way through the kitchen to stand before Calyn, hand on hips.  She saw the dirty dress, and the blood on her face.  

“What trouble have you gotten yourself into now?” Maddy asked, and Calyn wiped her cut lip.  She looked up at Gwynn.  “She’s an unruly one, and I do not have the time to keep an eye on her.  Every chance she gets, she sneaks out of here and ends up in trouble.  Usually with those two scoundrels from the stables!”

“Well, I did find her fighting with them just now,” Gwynn replied.

“What am I going to do with you?  Tonight’s dinner is too important to be worrying about what you are up to!”

“If it would help you, Maddy, I have some things Calyn could do for me tonight.”

“What?” Maddy asked, and she looked at Calyn, who was smiling up at her.

“I have no tolerance for lack of discipline, and I expect my orders to be obeyed.  I owe you a debt for the care you took of me when I was ill.  Perhaps if things work out tonight, Calyn could do more things for me.”  Maddy just stared at Gwynn for a moment, then knelt down in front of her daughter.

“Mind your manners, keep your mouth shut, and do as you are told.  This is no child’s game.  I will take no responsibility for you if you get into trouble.  You will face whatever consequences Lady Gwynn sees fit.”

“Yes mama.”

“We will be fine,” Gwynn said, and motioned for Calyn to follow her.  They walked up to Gwynn’s room and Calyn whistled when they entered.

“This is bigger than my whole house!” Calyn said as she looked around.

“I’ll have a bath drawn for you.  Go find Amanda and get a page’s uniform.  Then come back here and clean up.  I want every speck of dirt gone, especially under your nails.”

“Yes, Red Wolf.”  Gwynn wrote a quick note and pressed her wolf ring into the wax to seal it, and handed it to Calyn.  

“Give this to Amanda. If I’m not here when you get back, have your bath.”

“Yes, Red Wolf,” Calyn said and quickly left.

Gwynn looked around the room.  She found her money purse and picked it up.  It was very light.  Gwynn looked up and her gaze fell upon the box on the dresser.  She opened the lid, and her fingers touched the cool pearls.  Gwynn sighed, slipped them into her pocket, and left the room.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A GIFT


[image: ]


Prince Jordan waved Tovak into the room.  Two advisors stood to either side of the Prince, and Tovak quickly realized that this was an official visit.

Tovak straightened his vest, and bowed formally once he stood in front of Jordan.

“I came as you requested, Your Majesty.”

“There are a few matters we need to discuss, and I have discussed these with all of the men from our Company,” Jordan said and paused.  Tovak nodded.

“First, there is the matter of your soldier’s pay,” Jordan said, and one of the advisors stepped forward with a money bag, and handed it to Tovak.  Tovak’s eyes widened at the weight of it.

“Second, there is the matter of your personal service to Gwynn, and the risks, and sacrifices you made, to ensure her safety.  There are several options that I would offer to you, so please hear me out.  I would give you the option of joining the King’s Army as a Knight; or of accepting a small estate of your choosing; or some other reward perhaps?” Jordan asked.  Tovak stood silently for a moment as he digested the Prince’s offers.

“I thank you, Your Majesty, for these are certainly generous and very appealing offers.  However, I do not wish to join the King’s Army, as I still follow my oath to the Captain.  As I am not ready to settle down as yet, I would not feel right to accept any lands from you, especially as I am not from this Land, and your people could put it to much better use than I.  I am very thankful for this pay, and for your kind words of my service to your cause.  That is certainly reward enough, Your Majesty,” Tovak said and bowed his head.

“Well, I hope you will accept one further item of thanks,” Jordan said, and lifted a cloth from the top of his desk.  He took a long, curved scabbard from the cloth, and handed it to Tovak.

“I had our sword makers begin the day we returned, and they have just finished.  Please accept this as my personal thanks for all you have done for me.”

“May I?” Tovak asked, as he tested the grip of the sword handle.

“Please do,” Jordan replied.  Tovak pulled the blade from its scabbard, and examined it closely.  He tested the dual edge on his thumb.  Where the blade met the hilt, a crown and wolf were stamped into the metal.  Tovak shook his head as he re-sheathed the blade.  Jordan frowned.

“It is not good?  The sword maker said he knew how to make such blades!” Jordan said.

“I have never held a better blade,” Tovak said.  “Thank you, Your Majesty.”
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Tamar was deep in thought reviewing the books, when she heard the knock on her door.

“Enter,” she said without looking up.

“Excuse me, Princess,” Gwynn said.  “I am sorry to disturb you.”

Tamar looked up in surprise.  “How are you feeling?”

“Well, thank you. Though I still seem to tire easily.” 

“Be sure to take it easy.  Now what can I do for you?”

“I was wondering if there were any teachers here in the palace?  I have hired a page, and would like her to learn to read and write.”

“Her?” Tamar asked, with raised eyebrows.

“I know it goes against custom, however, I have need of someone who can stay in my rooms, as I never know when I may need them to do something. I figured a female page would be less scandalous, than having a young boy sleeping in my room.”

Tamar smiled.  “You have a good point.  Gladys was interested in teaching some of the younger squires.  I think she would welcome some female company.  Who is it?”

“Maddy’s daughter, Calyn.” 

“You are brave!  That one is a handful.  Are you sure?”

“I have a good feeling from her.  I like her spunk, as long as she controls her temper.  Tonight will be a trial, and we will see how it goes.  That brings me to my other problem.  I find my purse is rather light of late, and I have no money to pay Calyn.  Not that I know how much to pay her.  But I have need of some things myself.”

Tamar’s eyes were wide, and then she frowned.  “You just need to ask for what you want, and it will be provided!”

“I know, and I appreciate that, but I have spent most of my earnings from apprenticing with the Sword Master.  There are some herbs and things that I require.  I know the treasury is light, and I would not create a further burden, but I have these, that perhaps could be traded in for some coin,” Gwynn said, and held out her pearls.  “You would know better the value of such things.”

Tamar could not believe her ears.  She had to swallow several times before she could speak.  She looked at Gwynn’s face for any hint of humour, but there was none.

“I will see what I can do for you.  As to payment for Calyn, I think a copper a week would suffice.  And I will speak to Gladys about teaching.  Are you ready for tonight?”

Gwynn groaned.  “I do not even want to think about it!  Some gowns are being sent to my room, but I am too nervous to think about the dinner.”

“Surely you jest!  You can go into battle with the Dark One himself, but you are nervous over a dinner?”

“In battle I know what to expect. I know who my enemy is. I don’t enjoy the innuendoes, and never being quite sure about the meaning behind what most people say, at these things.  I am a pretty straight forward person, and usually have to hold my tongue more often than not!  I had to get pretty creative about avoiding the parties that Elhanna would organize! It was terrible.”

Tamar smiled.  “How about I come and help you get ready tonight then?”

“I would be most grateful!”

“I shall see you later then,” Tamar said rising.  “If you do not mind, I have something I need to attend to.”

“Of course.  Thank you for your time,” Gwynn said and left.
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Jordan nearly jumped from his seat as the door to the room was pushed roughly open, and Tamar stormed in.

“I need to speak to you alone.  Now!” she said by way of greeting.  Jordan had never seen such a look on her face, and waved everyone out of the room.  Andel was the last, and closed the door behind him.

“Something is bothering you?” Jordan asked.

“Why hasn’t Gwynn been properly rewarded for all she has done for the cause?”

“What?”

“You have given bags of gold, and Knighthood, to every other soldier, yet the one who has done the most, and suffered the most, has come begging to the treasury for some coin!  She gave me these, to trade for her, so she would not burden the treasury!” Tamar said, holding out the pearls.

“She need only ask for what she needs, and it shall be provided!” Jordan said, rising from behind the desk.

“I said the same thing, and she replied that she has spent her earnings made from apprenticing!  Is that what she did following her fight with the Dark Lord last year?”

“She was satisfied with that.  She did not want land or jewels.”

“Satisfied?  She is also satisfied with being tortured for the good of the cause, and starving herself, so the men have more to eat.  She may be satisfied with begging for money that should be piled at her feet, but I am not satisfied with that, and I hope that you are not satisfied with it either!”

“I had no idea she did not have money.  I swear!”  Jordan said and he took out a key and unlocked a drawer of his desk.  He took out a large pouch of coins, and handed it to Tamar.

“I know Gwynn, she will see this as charity.  You must tell her something when you give this to her. Ah!  It is her soldier’s wages, just like the others.  She would not want to get more than anyone else.  And tell her that you will set up an account for her, that all future wages will go into, and she need only come and request how much she needs at a time, and you will adjust the account accordingly.  That should work.”

Tamar stared at Jordan dumfounded.  “You need to trick her, in order to give her what is rightfully hers?  You must think me daft!”

“Just mark my words when you hand her that pouch.  If she felt it were rightfully hers, would she have come looking to trade those?  No, she would have demanded payment instead.”

Tamar just shook her head.  “She is nervous about tonight,” Tamar said after a few moments.

“I thought she might be.  She does not like these formal gatherings.  Mother used to complain to no end at how good Gwynn was at refusing to attend her parties.”  Jordan smiled at the memory.  “You could be a good friend to her, Tamar.  If you were so inclined.”

It was Tamar’s turn to smile.  “You just make sure we never have to have this conversation again,” she said, and hefted the money pouch as she left.
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Gwynn was instantly awake, feeling the presence of another in the room.  She sat up to find Calyn standing at the foot of the bed, her face serious.  She wore a page’s uniform, and her hair was pulled back from her face, and secured in a long braid. She wore a belt with a hard, leather pouch attached to it.

“Wow, you look impressive!” Gwynn said, and Calyn smiled.

“Look at this,” Calyn said, and pointed to a crest on her chest.  Gwynn got up and looked at it.  It was a wolf, head pointed up, as if howling.

“Where did you get that?”

“Miss Amanda  had the seamstress find it, and sew it on.  She said they will find another, and have a second uniform ready for me by tomorrow,” Calyn said proudly.  “She wanted people to know I worked for you, so they could not put me to running their own errands, like the other page’s have to.”

“And do all page’s have those?” Gwynn asked, pointing to the belt pouch.  Calyn’s smile widened, and she stood a little taller.

“Nope.  Just me.  Miss Amanda got it from the Scribe!  She said you were not like the other ladies in court.  That you had better things to do, than sit around all day writing nasty letters.  And that I should always be prepared, because who knew where we might be, and if we would have parchment handy, when you needed to send an important message.”

Gwynn smiled.  “I am glad she thinks so highly of me,” she said.  “So are you ready for tonight then?  Are you nervous?” Gwynn asked.  Calyn nodded.

“Well, I am nervous too,” Gwynn said reassuringly.  “Now there are a few things that I’d like to go over with you,” Gwynn said and motioned for Calyn to sit beside her on the bed.  “Any message I have tonight will likely be verbal ones.  Do you have a good memory?”

“Pretty good.”

“Okay.  We’ll test it out tonight on things that are not important, so we can practice.  Is that okay with you?”

“Oh yes!”

“Okay.  Now you must always remember to be polite.  If the person the message is for is talking to someone, you must wait patiently until you are noticed.  Understand?”  Calyn nodded.  “Good.  Never be afraid to ask me questions, or tell me what you are thinking.  And I will do the same.  Now this dinner is important, as there may still be some who are not happy with the King being back in Rochalon.  Most of your evening will be spent standing around, so I would like you to keep your ears open, and report to me later back here, as to what you heard.  Now I don’t want you going around deliberately trying to listen in on people!  But if people are talking, and you are close enough to hear, I would like you to try to remember it.  Can you do that?”

“I am used to listening to all the talk in the kitchens, so that will be easy.”

“Good.  There is one more thing and it may be the most important of all.  You must never talk about what you see, and hear, when you are with me, to anyone else.  I must be able to trust you completely to keep your mouth closed.  Even if it doesn’t seem important to you right now.  I will not tolerate gossip being spread, or important things being said, to the wrong person.  There will be no second chances for something like that.  Understand?”

Calyn nodded, a serious look on her face.

“Now, have you met Tovak?”

“Is he the big, dark man who follows you?”

“He is.  He is also a trusted friend.  If he gives you an order, or a message to deliver, it is the same as if it came from me, okay?”

“Yes, Red Wolf.”

A knock came then from the adjoining door, and Tovak entered the room.  Calyn’s eyes widened, and she moved back involuntarily.  Gwynn smiled.  She could only imagine how strange he must look to this young girl, who had likely never been out of Rochalon, nor thought that people so different existed.

Tovak was well over six feet tall, and his broad frame was well muscled.  Despite his chestnut brown skin, the tattoos that marked him stood out plainly on his bare arms.  His head was shaved bald, and he had recently grown a goatee.  He always wore black leather pants and vest, and preferred to keep his arms free for battle, even in the cold.  A long, curved sword hung at his side.

“Ah, Tovak, we were just talking about you.  I would like you to meet Calyn.  She is going to try out as my page.”

Tovak raised an eyebrow.  “My pleasure,” he said, and bowed slightly.  Calyn smiled shyly, and bowed back.

“I leave you alone for one morning, and you cannot stay out of trouble.”

“What did the Prince want?” Gwynn asked, and before Tovak could reply, there was a knock at the door.  Gwynn nodded to Calyn, who went to open it.

Princess Tamar and Gladys entered, followed by a page.  His eyes widened when he saw Calyn, and he stood staring.

“State your purpose,” Calyn said finally, and the boy stammered out something and handed Calyn the box he had been carrying.  

“Thank you.  You may go,” Calyn said and shut the door.  Her face was alight as she turned around.  She remembered suddenly who was present in the room, and quickly dropped down to one knee.

“Forgive my rudeness, Your Majesty!” she said, and her cheeks flushed.

“You need not apologize for performing your duty,” Tamar said, and winked at Gwynn.  “Now did that young lad say who the box was for?”

Calyn rose and brought the box to Gwynn.  “He said it was a gift from the Prince, for you to wear tonight,” Calyn repeated.

“Thank you.  Now could you go find Noranda and ask her to prepare a bed in here for you.  You will likely want it close to the hearth, as I keep a window open at night.”

“Yes, Red Wolf,” Calyn said, and bowed to the Princess before leaving.

“I have never seen her so enthusiastic,” Tamar said once Calyn had left.  “Normally she is moping around, complaining about how bored she is. So what is in it?” Tamar said, pointing towards the box.

Gwynn opened the box and gasped.  Instinctively Tovak reached for his sword. Gwynn reached into the box and held up a simple gold circlet for everyone to see.

“It is beautiful!” Gladys exclaimed.

“And a proper gift from a suitor,” Tamar said and smiled.  Gladys’ eyes sparkled.

“So it is true then?  The Prince courts you?”

Gwynn nodded.  “And I hear you are in the same circumstances?”

“Yes!  Tamar says we should be able to wed in the Spring!”

“I am so happy for you!”

“Well it is getting late, and we must get you ready!” Tamar said, then she turned to Tovak.  “You do have proper attire for tonight, I trust?”

“Yes, My Lady,” Tovak said and bowed.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Tamar said.  “This is for you,” she said as she handed Gwynn the pouch of coins.  Gwynn hefted the pouch and frowned.

“It is your soldiers pay.  Jordan brought it to me to give to you.  He has been so busy making sure the others all got paid, that he is just getting this to you now.”

“It feels much too heavy.  Did you get yours yet?” Gwynn asked Tovak.

“The Prince gave me mine this morning.  He also gave me this,” Tovak said and drew his new sword.

“It’s wonderful!” Gwynn exclaimed, as she looked it over in detail.

Gladys leaned in to whisper in Tamar’s ear.  “She gets more excited over a sword, than a bag full of coins!”  Tamar just shook her head and smiled.  Jordan had been right.

“Now the Prince also asked that I set up an account for each of you with the treasury, for all of your future wages. When you need money, just come to me, and I will adjust the accounts accordingly.  Now out you go, Tovak.  We must get Lady Gwynn ready.”
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Gwynn tried not to fidget as they lined up to proceed into the Great Hall.  A double row of Knights would lead the way, followed by King Dorian, then Jordan and Gwynn, and then Princess Tamar.  A second group of Knights would bring up the rear.

Tovak and Cardian already waited in the Hall.  King Dorian had called the Lords to attend early, so they could discuss business prior to dinner.

Gwynn glanced back at Tamar.  Her face was composed, but Gwynn could sense her nervousness.

“You okay?” Gwynn asked.  Tamar nodded.

“The King prepared me for what he is going to say.  I do not know how the Lords will react to my presence.”

“Well if they object to you, then they object to the King!  Neither of you were the ones doing these atrocities.”

“I know.  It is just hard to face their scorn of my father’s actions.  Before all of this, I would never have thought of father as being mean or greedy.  He was always a shrewd businessman, but never deliberately set out to harm anyone.”

“It is difficult to accept the shortcomings of the ones we love,” Gwynn replied, and an image of Komai came to her.  She shivered.

“But now we are here to set things right,” Jordan said as he entered the room.  He stopped and stared at Gwynn.

“Your beauty is breathtaking, My Love,” he said and took her hand and kissed it.  Gwynn blushed.

“Should you be quite so forthright?” Gwynn asked, and Tamar giggled.

“I do not want any to mistake my intentions!  I have been flooded with requests from the Lords to meet with them, and of course to meet their lovely daughters.  If they can see that I have other plans, then I do not have to offend them outright.”

“So I am but a tool, to be used to keep those other women away, am I?” Gwynn said with a smile towards Tamar.

“Looking as you do, with a tongue as sharp as your sword, I could ask for no better tool!”  Jordan said, and bowed lavishly.

“Save it for the Lords,” Gwynn said with a laugh.

The trumpets blared suddenly, and they lined up to proceed into the Hall.
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Lord Kaiver and Lord Silous stood to one side of the crowded room.  A row of Knights stood along each wall, behind the two long tables.  The Head Table was situated at one end of the two rows, the result forming a large “U” shape.  This allowed for all parties to see each other and the Head Table, as they discussed issues.

The conversation was dominated by the fact that no place cards had been set on the tables.  Generally one knew how one stood in the King’s favour, by how close to the Head Table one was seated.

“I would have thought they would have seated you, at least,” Lord Silous said to Lord Kaiver.  “You certainly gave the most support of any of the Lords.”

“I would not wish to be presumptuous,” Lord Kaiver replied.  “I sent some men, and did not turn them over to Markus.  I had my hands full just trying to keep the people fed.  I would say that your contributions of men and your silence would be equal.”

“I think the King wants us all to be wary,” Lord Silous replied.  “I do not think I have ever seen Lords Waveron and Chivaris so nervous.”

“As well they should be.  I heard the stone from the mines was brought to them for processing, and many of their people were sent to work in the mines,” Lord Kaiver said, and they looked across the room to where two men stood close together, apparently
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