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Gwynn stepped out of the small cottage into the early morning sun.  It had been a long, hard winter.  Gwynn flexed her right hand.  It still gave her trouble in the cold weather.  It had taken months after the Dark Lord crushed it, before she could use it again.  Welding a sword had taken much longer.  In the meantime she had learned to use her left hand effectively, if not smoothly.    

The snow had begun to melt from her front porch, and as it dripped off the roof, it formed into long, glistening icicles.  Gwynn smiled and returned to the cozy interior of her new home.

It was a one roomed cottage, curtained at one end for a bedroom.  A large hearth was centred in one wall, used both for heat and cooking.  A thick rug lay on the floor in front of the hearth, along with two comfortable chairs.  A small kitchen filled one corner of the cottage.  It was simple, and Gwynn was happy there.

Gwynn removed the pot of boiling water from the fire and prepared her breakfast.  It had taken Gwynn a while to get used to the lack of technology.  Cooking was the hardest part.  Most meals Gwynn tried ended up burnt, or hard as a rock, so she usually ate in the barracks with the squires, or with the Sword Master and his wife.

Master Vintar was in his forties.  He had been named Sword Master fifteen years ago.  He was young to hold such a title, but his abilities were extraordinary, and had been realized at an early age.  He was tall and lean, and his body was hard from years of training.  His brown hair was sun bleached, and streaked with grey.  His face was tanned and deeply lined. His piercing blue eyes gave him a stern, fierce look, to those who didn't know him, or who didn't listen during a training session.

Once he befriended someone, Master Vintar was quick with a smile and a kind word.  Gwynn had trained hard with Master Vintar over the winter, and he had become a good friend and mentor.  Her abilities had also improved greatly, despite the setback of her injured hand.

Gwynn donned a light cloak, strapped on her sword, and headed for the stables.  Craemyr was due to have her foal any day now.

Gwynn pulled open the heavy stable door and entered. The humidity made her stagger.  Ronan, the nervous father, nickered at Gwynn as she approached.  Gwynn gave him a carrot, and rubbed his great forehead.  He in turn nibbled on her red hair.

Gwynn opened Craemyr's box stall, and looked at her once tiny horse.  Craemyr walked forward awkwardly, her belly swollen to three times its normal size.

"It's a beautiful morning Craemyr, how about some fresh air?"

Craemyr nodded her head, tossing her black mane.  Gwynn held open the gate, and followed her mare.  Ronan snorted and tossed his head.

"Okay papa, you too."  Gwynn opened his stall, and he followed them out into the sunshine.

Their breath steamed in the crisp morning air.  Craemyr nuzzled the white snow, munching on the new grass beneath.  Ronan kicked and bucked, and ran around the practice grounds.  There was little for the Knights to do in the winter, so their horses remained mostly within the warmth of the stables.

"It is a beautiful morning Lady Gwynn," a voice said from behind her.

Gwynn turned and watched Rolf approach.  He was the head stable man.  She smiled warmly at him.  He was well into his sixties, yet he had a youthful spring in his step whenever he was around the horses he loved so much.  

"Yes it is," Gwynn replied.  They stood in silence and watched as Ronan rolled in the snow.  Craemyr eyed him longingly.

"She's due any day now," Rolf said.

"Yes I think so too.  You'll be sure to let me know as soon as she does won't you?"

"I think you will know long before the rest of us," Rolf said matter-of-factly.  Rolf was one of the few who easily accepted the strange bond she had with the two horses.  She was able to communicate with them simply by thinking in pictures.  They in turn responded with their own thoughts.  It had taken some time to get all of the symbols figured out, as horses have a different view of the world than humans.

"You are probably right, although you are the one with all of the birthing knowledge. I am relying on you to deliver it."

"I shall be ready when M’Lady calls," Rolf replied and headed on with his head high.

"Okay you two, let's go get you some breakfast," Gwynn called out to the horses.

Craemyr's ears pricked up, and she snorted at Ronan who continued to lay in the snow.  Grudgingly he rose and followed the mare back to the stable. 

Later that morning Gwynn sat with Master Vintar in the indoor practice arena.  He was very serious, and paced as he spoke to Gwynn about her training.  He pointed out the areas she needed to spend more time working on.

"You have worked very hard this winter Gwynn, and have improved your skills, and gained much knowledge in strategy.  I think you are ready to begin your apprenticeship."

"I thought I was apprenticing?"

"In a sense, yes.  But the duty of the apprentice is to learn the craft of the master.  I teach the way of the sword, and so you too must learn to teach.  I am giving the new squires to you to train.  They will be arriving in two weeks."

Gwynn sat speechless at this announcement, and Master Vintar continued.

"With the apparent destruction of the Dark Lord, we know naught what his creatures will do on their own.  They have never been creatures of the winter.  With the coming of spring they will be hungry, and looking for revenge.  The King has ordered me to train more Knights, and also to work on new strategy to better fight these creatures. I will also continue training the current squires, but I do not have time for the new ones.  So that job falls to my apprentice.  I will guide you, and answer any questions you come across, but the style of teaching will be left to you.  I have complete faith in your ability, Gwynn."

"But I can't teach, I am still a student."

Master Vintar laughed.  "Even the greatest of Knights is still a student, Gwynn.  Once one stops being a student, one is dead."

"Still, being able to fight, and being able to teach are two different things."

Master Vintar put his thick hand on Gwynn's shoulder.

"Gwynn, I would not ask you to do something I did not think you were ready for.  You are one of the best swordsmen I have seen in a long time.  What you lack in strength, you make up in speed and cunning.  You think through every stroke, and your instinct is remarkable."  Gwynn blushed under his praise.  She knew that Vintar did not give it easily.  He expected much from his pupils, and few ever won his favour.

"I know it will not be easy," Vintar continued.  "You will have to earn their respect, and trust.  We have become used to you, and your sword, here at the castle.  The shock of you will be your first test.  Secondly, most young men think they are the best swordsmen in the country.  Many have looked upon my wrinkled face, and the grey in my hair, and thought me an easy target.  You will have to show them on the first day, that you are in charge."

"You give me a great honour, Master Vintar," Gwynn rose.  "I will do my best to honour you in return," Gwynn said, and bowed deeply to him.

Vintar's face broke into a wide grin, and he laughed deeply.

"Those young stallions are in for a great shock when they behold their instructor.  I cannot wait to see their faces!"

Gwynn could not help but join in.  It certainly was going to be interesting.

The Queen's page intercepted Gwynn as she headed towards the barracks for lunch.  She was anxious to tell Thanian her news.

"Lady Gwynn, Her Majesty requests your company for lunch.  She is waiting now in her chambers."

Gwynn looked down at her rumpled work clothes.  They were dusty and sweaty from her morning's training.

"I'll be there as soon as I change into clean clothes," Gwynn said to the page.  He bowed curtly then jogged back to the castle.

Gwynn arrived fifteen minutes later at the Queen's private rooms.  She was led inside to Elhanna's sitting room, where the Queen sat at a table set for two.

"Will there be anything else, M'Lady," the Chamberlain asked.

"No thank you, that will be all," Elhanna replied.  The Chamberlain nodded and withdrew, closing the double doors behind him.

Elhanna glowed in her eighth month of pregnancy.  Her blue eyes sparkled and her cheeks were a constant flush of pink.  The Queen's tall, usually slim, form was swelled to beach ball size as she neared her due date.  She was awkward, and needed several attendants to help her with her everyday duties.  At night she tossed and turned, unable to find a comfortable position.  Luckily her good humour was intact, much to the relief of the Palace staff.

This child was a double blessing for the Royal couple.  Elhanna had been told after the birth of her second son, Jordan, that she would have no more children.  Now she was almost due to give birth, and she knew she was having a girl.

Elhanna greeted Gwynn with a smile.  "Thank you for coming Gwynn, I know my request was on short notice. I hope I did not disrupt any of your plans."

"No I was just on my way to the barracks for lunch.  I do have news though!"  Gwynn replied, and quickly relayed her conversation with Master Vintar.

"That is wonderful!  I have no doubt you will do splendidly. You certainly have come a long way from practicing in secret down in that little courtyard."  Elhanna nodded towards the window.  Gwynn smiled.

"Yes I have.  I just hope I can do a good job."

"If Master Vintar thinks you are ready, then you have nothing to fear.  You are the first apprentice he has ever had.  He asked for you, did you know that?"

"No.  I thought that was your idea."

"I simply told Dorian to find you suitable employment here at the castle.  Dorian made a few inquiries, and Master Vintar made it very clear that you should train with him."  

Gwynn was surprised, and ate in silence, waiting for Elhanna to tell her the news she was trying hard to conceal.

"I know you asked me here for a reason.  Are you feeling alright?" Gwynn asked finally.

"You are even more perceptive now. Yes, I am fine, and I do have news.  Markus will be returning home in two weeks!  I am so excited."

"That's wonderful.  I look forward to meeting him."

"We are planning a reception upon his return.  His tenure with the Dwarves is over, and he will be remaining here to learn how to rule the Torgon Kingdom.  Dorian and I have also decided that it is time for Markus to marry.  We will be inviting all of the nobles from throughout the Kingdom, along with their eligible daughters, to attend the reception.

"Normally I would use this opportunity to scout out these young ladies, to determine who would be a suitable match for the future Torgon King. But in my condition, this is impossible."  Elhanna paused and looked intently at Gwynn.  Gwynn regarded the Queen for a moment before realization sunk in.  She stopped mid-chew, and swallowed her food almost whole.

"You want me to meet these women?" Gwynn asked astonished.

"I know it is a lot to ask, but as my friend I beg you.  Just try to meet as many as possible, and let me know which ones you like, and which ones you do not."

"Does Markus not have a say in this process?"

"To a certain extent, when it comes down to the final decision, but he will listen to our recommendation."

"What ever happened to falling in love?"

"Unfortunately that is something that has little bearing in a Royal marriage.  You see the marriage is not for the couple alone, as with most marriages, but for the whole of the Kingdom.  They have much more to do with alliances, and strength of the throne, than with love.  Usually, with time, the couple learns to respect each other, even if they do not find love."

"How am I supposed to go about meeting these women?  I know nothing about social politics."

Elhanna's face turned into a wicked grin.

"You will not have to do anything my dear.  You are a beautiful young woman, who will be surrounded by her friends, who just happen to be handsome young Knights, and squires.  The women will come to you."

Gwynn laughed.  "If I didn't know better Elhanna, I would say you were quite wicked!"

"So you will do this favour for me?"

"It appears I will have no choice.  If these women are going to be flocking around my friends, I won't be able to avoid making a judgment about them will I?" 

"No, I suppose not," Elhanna said, the smile spreading across her face.
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Gwynn rose early, unable to pretend to sleep any longer. Today was going to be quite the day.  The twelve new squires had arrived the night before, and Gwynn was to be introduced to them today.  Master Vintar told her to give them a light workout to evaluate their skill level then introduce them to the other squires and show them around.

Today was also the day that Prince Markus returned.  All work would cease by mid-day, in order to prepare for the celebration that night, and the tournament of the Knights, which was to take place for the following two days.

The past two weeks had been full of activity.  Many of the Knights who had returned to their homes for the winter, were arriving at the castle to resume their duties.  Komai had remained at the castle for the winter, but had spent the last month at home with his family.  He was to return soon, and Gwynn missed him terribly.  She hoped his vacation had turned out better than his departure from Rochalon.  

Ronan had refused to leave Craemyr, and Komai was forced to take another horse.  Since most of the horses were spoken for, he had no choice but to ride an old gelding with a sway back.  Gwynn still laughed at the sight of him on that horse.  She had laughed at the time, and Komai became quite angered.

Komai had wanted Gwynn to go with him, but she had declined, her duties to the Sword Master would not permit it, and she too did not want to leave Craemyr. 

Neither Pagendon nor Raynai had returned yet, and Gwynn hoped to see them before the party.

Gwynn took several deep breaths, and headed for the practice yard.  Spring had taken hold, and the air was sweet with the smell of new growth.

The squires in training were already gathered in the indoor practice arena, listening to Master Vintar give them an overview of their training.  Gwynn entered quietly, and stood at the back of the room.

"Now you will not be using real swords for many months," Vintar said, and a groan went around the room.

"Despite what you think, you all know very little about the art of sword craft.  You will all be starting at the beginning.  The foundation of your training is the most important part of being a good swordsman.  Anyone can hack a sharp object at an opponent. True swordsmen have the skill, and cunning, to anticipate their opponent's next move, and counter it before it has even begun.

"So there will be no showing off in your classes, and you will behave like gentlemen, both to each other, and to your instructor.  You will obey without question, or face the consequences.  This is not a vacation.  Your old lives have just ended, and your new lives have begun.  The days will be long, and the work will be hard. Do not forget that."

Gwynn surveyed the group as Vintar spoke.  The boys were all tall and gangly.  Most looked to be around thirteen, or fourteen, years old.  A few were well muscled, and stood arrogantly at the front of the class.  Gwynn knew they would be the ones to challenge her first.  Some of the boys looked as though they would have trouble even lifting a sword, let alone wield one.  Some looked as though they had never had a hard day’s work.

That will certainly change, Gwynn thought and smiled.

"You are very lucky to have the instructor that you do this year.  Your instructor has great skill and cunning, and fought alongside Prince Jordan, when they repelled the Dark Lord's forces from the Elven borders."  An impressed murmur went up from the group.

"Gwynn, please come forward, and accept your students."

Gwynn's heart pounded as she walked to the front of the class.  She could feel the startled looks of the young boys, as they looked her over.  She took a deep breath, and turned to face them.

"Surely you jest Master Vintar," one of the older boys said. 

"One thing you will soon learn, is that I do not jest when it comes to training.  Your families sent you here because this is the best training school in the Kingdom.  Gwynn is the first apprentice I have found worthy enough to teach.  Now, if you do not think you are good enough to train under one of my instructors, then that is your loss, and you can return to your families tomorrow.  The choice is yours."  Master Vintar stood with his arms crossed over his broad chest, and stared at each of the students in turn.  No one could meet his gaze, and none dared risk the dishonour of returning home.

Vintar nodded to Gwynn and smiled.  He winked one twinkling blue eye and left the practice room.

"Okay grab a practice sword, and meet me outside," Gwynn said and strode out ahead of them, sword in hand.

"This training should be easy," Gwynn heard one of the boys say.  "I bet she cannot even lift a real blade."

"Not so!" a young voice piped up.  "My cousin fought with her in Ayrearlin.  He said she went inside the enemy camp, and came out alive!  She fought alongside a Knight, and was his squire."

"Sure.  And I bet she did not sleep on the floor at her Lord's feet either!"  They all laughed.  Gwynn smiled to herself.

Let them think what they want, she thought.  They will soon learn that their words cannot hurt me, but my training will certainly hurt them.

Gwynn lined the group up in four rows of three, and was about to begin the warm-up when Thanian hailed her.  He approached with five other squires Gwynn knew well.

"Pardon the interruption Instructor, but we wondered if we could join your class this morning," Thanian asked.

"You would take lessons from her?" one of the cocky new students asked.

Thanian looked at the boy with cold, hard eyes.  Thanian had grown considerably over the winter, and his muscles bulged under his clothing.  Gwynn had to admire the boy's courage though, he didn't waiver too much under the gaze.

"Next to Master Vintar, she is the best blade in the Kingdom," Thanian said matter-of-factly.  Gwynn had trouble keeping a straight face, so she quickly asked Thanian what they wanted to work on.

"That move where you are fighting two people at once, and you get them to kill each other," Thanian said.

Gwynn smiled.  She had been working on that move for several weeks now, and was quite pleased with the result.

"Well let's warm up, then I'll get these guys started on a simple sequence, and I'll show you that move."

The warm up consisted of stretching and breathing exercises.  Once they were finished, Gwynn paired the new students off, and watched them as they performed thrusts and parries.

The three hot shots must have learned together because they all made the same mistakes.  Gwynn stepped up to them.

"You three all had the same teacher, didn't you."

"You can tell?"

"Oh yes," Gwynn replied.  "What are your names?"

"Kindar."

"Adian."

"Chrix."

"Okay, you are all making the same mistake," Gwynn said.  Several of the other boys laughed, and made rude comments.

"That's enough!" Gwynn said.  "Regardless of what you think of yourselves, and each other, you are all equally pathetic.  You couldn't fight your way out of a wet paper bag!  So when I am explaining something to one person, I want all of you to listen.  If I catch any of you making the same mistake, you are going to pay for it. Clear?"

They all nodded solemnly, and Gwynn turned back to Kindar.

"Your stance is all wrong.  You are putting too much weight on the balls of your feet, so when you thrust, you get pulled off balance.  You have to keep your feet planted, knees bent, and your centre of gravity low. That way you can move in any direction at any time."

Gwynn looked at Kindar's skeptical face.

"Okay let's try a few strokes.  You use your normal stance, and I'll use mine," Gwynn said, and raised her practice sword.  Kindar assumed his stance, and they began to exchange blows.

Gwynn deliberately left herself open for a thrust.  Kindar took his chance, with a strong jab at her open side.  Gwynn easily stepped aside, and using the flat part of her blade hit him on the backside, knocking him to the ground.  The rest of the class laughed.  Kindar groaned, and brushed the dirt off his shirt.

"You committed yourself too far.  All of your weight was forward, and you couldn't recover fast enough to change direction.  Now, try it my way."

Gwynn demonstrated the stance for them.  She stood with her feet shoulder width apart, one foot slightly in front of the other.  Her knees were bent, and she held the sword comfortably in front of her.

"This way you can pivot either way, and move forward or backward."  They all tried it.

"Do your legs not get tired after a while?" a voice asked from the back of the group.

"And your name is?"

"Miradon."

"Well Miradon, your legs will get tired.  For the first month, your whole body is going to be tired, but with practice it gets easier.  You are going to discover muscles you never knew you had.  Let's try that sequence again," Gwynn said to Kindar.

It took him a few moments to get comfortable with the stance, then they began.  This time when he made his thrust it was with his arm, and upper body only.  As Gwynn made an easy counter, he was able to pull back, and step aside of her blow.  Kindar smiled.

"You see.  You had control over your body, and were able to recover.  Did it feel any different?"

"Yes. I felt heavier, more solid."

"Good.  Now I want you all to practice that for a few minutes.  Just get used to the stance, and try some easy thrusts and parries."  Gwynn watched them for a moment, then went to where Thanian and the others were standing.  He smiled at her.

"Looks like you have them under control," he said.

"I think it will be okay.  Thanks for the support."

"Well, I know how some people can be when it comes to women doing men's work," he said with a sly grin.  Gwynn smiled.  Thanian had been one of the first to challenge her right to carry a sword, when she had arrived in Mora nearly a year ago.  Once they began training together, he soon became a close friend and supporter.

"Now show us that move you are so proud of."

Thanian teamed up with Sendar.  The three tapped blades then took up position.  Thanian and Sendar began circling Gwynn, giving her a wide berth.  She in turn followed their movements closely, keeping a close eye on Thanian, as he was the stronger swordsman.

Sendar lunged quickly from behind, and Gwynn turned to parry.  Thanian made his move then, and the clash of swords echoed throughout the yard.  Gwynn concentrated on defence.  If she timed her moves correctly, she would not have to take the offence.

Seeing her hesitation Thanian and Sendar pressed the attack.  Gwynn waited until they were fighting in close contact, before making her move.  Without warning she switched the sword from her right hand to her left.  Sendar, who was behind Gwynn, lunged for her unprotected side.  Gwynn twisted, blocked Thanian's blow, which was aimed at her shoulder, and forced his arm up over her head.  She quickly ducked beneath his sword and slammed it down with her right arm.  Both he and Sendar landed solid blows to each other’s chests, while Gwynn stood on the outside.

Her two opponents stood stunned for a moment, while the spectators cheered.

"You switched hands, and deliberately left yourself open!" Sendar exclaimed.

"And you rushed in like a blind fool!" Gwynn said, laughing.

"Aye but it would have hit the mark on anyone else," Thanian replied.

"You guys work on it for a while," Gwynn said, both thrilled and relieved that it had worked, especially in front of her new class.

"Are you going to teach us that?" Miradon asked excitedly.

"Let's just see how you guys do with the basics first."
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Crowds lined the streets under the clear blue sky, and cheered as the two Princes rode through Rochalon.  Prince Jordan had met up with his older brother, Markus, on the way to Rochalon, and now they rode side by side through the cobbled streets.

King Dorian and Queen Elhanna stood at the open gates to the Palace grounds.  The love and pride they felt for their sons was plain for all to see, on their smiling faces.  Both Princes first bowed to, then embraced, their parents.  It had been a long time away from home for both of them.

Prince Jordan had returned to Elventide to resume his duties after the fall of the Dark Lord.  He would now stay in Rochalon for the summer.

Trumpets blared, and the Royal Family retired inside the Palace. Slowly the crowds dispersed, as people rushed home to prepare for the coming celebration.  King Dorian had declared it a holiday in all of Rochalon.  In the many parks and squares, minstrels were warming up their instruments, and the gleemen practiced their tricks.  With the whole city in good spirits, they hoped the crowds would be generous with their money.

When Gwynn dismissed her class they were tired and sore.

"Okay have fun tonight, but I want you back here at eight o'clock sharp tomorrow morning."  Everyone groaned.

"Whoever's not here on time is going to do pushups."

"What are pushups?" someone asked.

"Show up late tomorrow, and you'll find out."  Gwynn said and smiled as she watched them head for the baths.

Gwynn headed back towards her cottage.  She was going to like teaching.  They were rough, and would need a lot of work, but they were eager to learn.

"So you really think you are good enough to teach, do you?" a deep voice said sarcastically behind Gwynn.  She turned slowly, a deep frown on her brow, only to see Komai's smiling face standing beside his horse.

"Komai!" Gwynn leapt into Komai's open embrace.

"I certainly have missed you!" Komai said, as he held her close.

"How did you get so close without me knowing?" Gwynn asked as she pulled away.

"I was shielding," Komai said mischievously.  "I wanted to surprise you.  Besides I could tell you were distracted.  Congratulations!"

"Thanks."

"Welcome back Sir Komai," a stable boy said as they approached.  He quickly took the reins of Komai's horse.  "I shall unpack him and put your things in your room."

"I see you traded the majestic grey stallion," Gwynn said laughing.

"Yes it was a tough decision, but I had to do it," Komai replied. "I hear quite the celebration is planned for the Princes."

"Speaking of which, I should go get cleaned up, and get ready," Gwynn said.  Now that the event was here Gwynn, wished that she hadn't promised to be part of Elhanna's scheme.  She hated the stuffy Palace affairs, and had managed to avoid most of the court activities over the winter.

Oh well, at least you will be able to see everyone again, Gwynn thought.

"Gwynn are you alright?" Komai asked.

"What? Oh fine, just thinking about the party."

"What about it?"

"Oh nothing, just wondering what I'm going to wear," Gwynn replied.

Komai's blue eyes clouded over.  "You are hiding something from me, Gwynn," Komai said, and looked intently at Gwynn.  He suddenly slapped his leg and swore.

"I knew I should not have been away so long.  My cousins warned me this would happen.  Another has warmed your heart.  That is what you cannot tell me, is it not? I should not have left you alone, and unprotected.  Who is it Gwynn?  You can tell me.  I can take it."

Gwynn stood and stared for a moment, then burst out laughing.

"Since when did you start listening to your cousins? Am I some mindless, helpless creature that needs you to protect me from the obvious intentions of young men?  I think you had better attend my class tomorrow, and I'll remind you who I am."

Komai hung his head sheepishly, and kicked the dirt with the toe of his boot.

"So does that mean I can be your escort tonight?" Komai asked quietly.

"Well, as long as nothing better comes up between now and then," Gwynn said sarcastically.

Komai cleared his throat.  "So how is Ronan holding up?"

"I'm sure he is anxious to see you.  Let's go."

* * *
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THE GREAT HALL WAS filled when Gwynn and Komai arrived.  Several hundred guests mingled together.  Those Knights that had returned, were dressed in their finest clothes.  The Palace Guards stood smartly at attention, around the perimeter of the huge room.  Several bards were set up in the corners of the Hall, and their melodies rose sweetly above the hum of conversation.

Colourful banners and streamers hung from the cathedral ceiling. They billowed gently in the warm breeze from the garden, bringing with it the scent of Springs first blossoms.

Gwynn and Komai joined the receiving line, to be presented to the Royal Family, who sat apart from the melee on a dais, at the far end of the Hall.  As they waited Gwynn noticed several women eyeing Komai.  She looked at her friend, and smiled.  He did look very handsome tonight.

His dark hair was loose, and rested on his broad shoulders.  He wore black form fitting breeches, and high black boots.  His deep blue silk shirt mirrored the blue of his eyes.  His blue cape, with the insignia of the Royal Emblem, was flung casually over his shoulder.  He stood tall and proud, wearing his ceremonial sword at his belt.

"Hey, if you're not careful you'll be the one who gets a better offer," Gwynn said as she nudged Komai.

Komai smiled, took her left hand in his, and bowed low.

"You have nothing to fear M'Lady.  I only have eyes for you," Komai said, and kissed her hand.  Several heads turned their way and Gwynn blushed.  Her heart was fluttering wildly, and it took her several minutes to recover.

Komai's own heart had behaved similarly, when he had met Gwynn in the courtyard earlier.  She was standing by the fountain, watching the setting sun dance on the water.

Komai had approached from behind, and was not sure if the figure before him was truly Gwynn.  When she turned, and smiled up at him, he had felt his knees wobble.

She wore a long, dark green, strapless dress.  Her hair was pulled up and pinned, leaving only a few unruly strands which curled around her face, and caressed her shoulders. She wore long white gloves, to hide the scars on her left arm, inflicted by the Dark Lord.  Komai could only stand and stare, causing Gwynn to laugh nervously.

"Does that mean you like it?" Gwynn asked.

"You look ravishing," Komai finally managed to spit out.  "But you are missing something."

"There's not much to it, what could be missing?" Gwynn asked, looking down at her dress.

"This," Komai said, and handed her a black velvet box.  Gwynn opened it carefully, and took out a strand of pearls.

"They're beautiful!"

"They were made to be worn around your slender neck," Komai said, and clasped them on for Gwynn.

Gwynn fondled the pearls now, as they approached the Royal Family.  When Gwynn and Komai stepped to the front of the line, the Chamberlain announced them.  Gwynn curtsied and Komai bowed.  King Dorian rose, and took Gwynn's hands in his.

"You look radiant this evening, Gwynn."

"Thank you."

"Komai, welcome back.  Did you have a good trip home?"

"Yes M'Lord, but it is good to be back."

"Well I expect good things from you in the tournament tomorrow," Dorian said.

"I shall do my best."

"Gwynn what lovely pearls!" Elhanna exclaimed.

"A gift," Gwynn said, and nodded towards Komai.

"You have very good taste, Sir Komai," Elhanna said, nodding her approval.  Komai blushed slightly.

"Surely this is not the same Gwynn who saved the whole of Mora single handedly?" Prince Markus asked, the sarcasm biting in his tone.

Gwynn regarded the Prince closely.  He resembled Dorian but did not have the King's quick smile, nor did he have his grace.  He slouched in his chair, one arm flung casually over the arm rest. The other loosely held a goblet, from which wine spilled on the rich carpet, as he spoke.  His long legs stretched out in front of him blocking her passage. His dark eyes were calculating, as he leaned forward.  Cynicism radiated from every pore. 

Gwynn smiled tightly. "Surely His Majesty is wise enough not to believe everything he hears.  How could I, a mere woman, possibly save anything?"  Gwynn replied, and looked Markus straight in the eye.  Markus frowned momentarily, then threw back his head and laughed.

"You were right brother, she does have a sharp tongue," Markus said, and leaned back in his chair.  Prince Jordan sat glumly beside his older brother.  The rivalry between them electrified the air and Gwynn shivered.

"Your Majesty," Gwynn said, and smiled at Jordan.

"How are you Gwynn?"

"Very well thank you. Yourself?"

"Fine.  I hear congratulations are in order.  You will make a fine teacher.  How do the new squires look?"

"They will need a lot of work, but they are up for the challenge."

"So there is truth behind the rumour.  You really do know how to use a blade then?" Markus asked.

"I can get by," Gwynn replied dryly.  She had only known the Prince for a few minutes, but already she disliked him.  She could feel how he thought himself above everyone, and mocked everything around him.

"Oh come now, do not be so modest.  From what I hear you could best any Knight in our great army."

"She could best you my dear brother," Jordan said caustically.  Gwynn flashed him a dark look.

"Really?" Markus's eyes sparkled at the challenge. "Do you agree with my brother, Lady Gwynn?"

"I think your brother has had too much wine," Gwynn replied. "It was nice to meet you Majesty, but we are holding up the line."  Gwynn curtsied briefly to Jordan, then she and Komai left the dais.

Gwynn turned to speak to Komai, and two familiar faces popped into view.

"Raynai! Pagendon!"  Gwynn exclaimed, and hugged the two Knights.  There was much handshaking, and back slapping, and Gwynn forgot the uncomfortable meeting between herself and Markus. The foursome moved to a less crowded spot in the Great Hall, and caught up on the events of the winter.  Several other Knights joined them, and soon they had an area to themselves.

Gwynn had nearly forgotten her promise to Elhanna, but when she saw a group of young women approaching shyly, she smiled.  Elhanna had been right.  Handsome Knights were hard to resist.

"Excuse me gentlemen," Gwynn said over the hub of conversation.  "We have company."  The men looked around, confused for a moment until they spotted the women. They made room for the ladies, and quickly began introducing themselves.

From then on, a steady parade of eligible young women passed by the group.  Few were interested in speaking with Gwynn, once they found out she was not noble born, so Gwynn stood back and simply observed.  She did meet a few whom she liked, and she made a point of remembering their names.

Around midnight the Knights began excusing themselves.  They were all performing in the tournament the next day, and did not want to embarrass themselves by falling asleep in the saddle.  Gwynn was left with Komai and Raynai, as they too began making their way towards the exit. Pain exploded suddenly in Gwynn's head.  She dropped her goblet and fell to one knee clutching her skull.  Wave upon wave of terror racked through her.  She cried out, and Komai and Raynai lifted her to her feet.  Gwynn managed to shield out most of the pain, but the effort left her gasping for breath.

"Gwynn what is it!?" 

"Craemyr...something.... wrong," Gwynn stuttered.  "Go."

With the two Knights on either side of her, they managed to push their way out of the Hall, amid startled glances and stares.  Once in the courtyard they ran into a stable boy who was arguing with the guard.

"You smell like dung!  There is no way you are going inside!" the guard said, and blocked his way.

"But I must get word-"

"It's okay, I'm here," Gwynn called out.

"Lady Gwynn, Craemyr is birthing."

"I know.  We're coming."  The boy gave Gwynn a startled look, then ran back towards the stables.

Craemyr's screams could be heard outside the stables.  Gwynn kicked off her shoes, and pulled off her gloves, as they pushed their way through the crowd that had gathered.

Ronan shrieked, and kicked at his stall.  Wood splinters flew under the powerful blows.

"Ronan stop that! You're not helping!" Gwynn shouted.  Ronan snorted, and tossed his head but stood still.  Komai went to his horse and tried to keep him calm.

Craemyr was lying down in her stall her dark eyes were wide with pain and fear.

"It is overdue yet it has not turned," Rolf said, as she stepped out around Craemyr.  "She cannot birth him that way, she is too small."

"What can we do? How can we turn it?" Gwynn asked slowly.  Being so close to Craemyr now, she could barely shield out the emotions pouring from the mare.

"We have to get her up, and maybe by pushing on her belly we can get it to move.  I know no other way."  Rolf's face was grave, and Gwynn knew that it might not work.

Gwynn pulled up the long skirt of her dress, and sat down in the straw at Craemyr's head.

"Lady Gwynn you shall ruin your dress!" she heard a young woman's voice cry out.

"To hell with the dress, this is my horse!" Gwynn said sharply, and rubbed Craemyr's muzzle.

"It's okay, I'm here.  Relax.  You're going to be fine Craemyr," Gwynn said, and poured soothing white light into the mare.  Soon Craemyr's eyes returned to normal and her breathing slowed.

"Now you have to get up, I have to check the foal," Gwynn said and stood.  "Come on, you can do it."  

Slowly Craemyr stirred.  She gathered her legs beneath her and although she was wobbly, she managed to stand.  Gwynn felt along the huge belly, and opened her mind to the foal inside.  It too was terrified, and pushed and shoved, trying to find a way out.

Hey little one, it’s okay.  Relax.  You will be born soon enough, but we need your help. Gwynn felt the mind spark with recognition.

You have to try and turn around. You can't be born this way. Gwynn felt the foal kicking as it tried to move but it could not.  It was simply too big for Craemyr's tiny body.

Okay little one, just relax.

"Have you ever done a cesarean on a horse before?" Gwynn asked Rolf.

"A what?"

"A cesarean.  Have you ever cut a foal out before?" Gwynn asked exasperated, wishing desperately for a veterinarian.

"I have watched once or twice."

"Do you know where to cut without damaging anything."

"Yes, but who will do it?"

"I will."  Rolf looked at her for a moment, then nodded.

Gwynn turned to the onlookers.  She pointed at the stable boy who had come for her at the castle.

"Go fetch my sword from my cottage.  Sendar, go get a healer.  Quickly!"

Kindar pushed to the front of the crowd.

"What are you going to do?"

"The foal is too big, it can't turn around.  I'm going to cut it out."

"With a sword!?  Are you crazy? You are going to butcher the animal!"  

Gwynn's temper flared, but before she could respond, Raynai placed his hand on Kindar's shoulder.

"I think the Lady knows what she is doing," he said.  

Kindar opened his mouth to speak, but wisely shut it again. Gwynn paced restlessly as she waited.  She wasn't sure if what she was about to try would work. She wished Wolfspiere was there.

"Raynai do you know where Wolfspiere is?" Gwynn asked.

"I heard from Prince Jordan that he is still in Elventide."

"Damn!"  Gwynn continued her pacing.  I have to try, she thought, and gathered her will.  She pictured the green meadows and the tree palace, and threw her thoughts as `loud' as she could.

Wolfspiere can you hear me? Gwynn held her breath as she waited.  Half a minute went by, and Gwynn was about to give up when Wolfspiere's voice echoed in her mind.

Gwynn?  Where are you?

In Rochalon, in the stables.  I need your help.  Gwynn could feel his reaction of surprise at her being able to reach him from so far away.

What is it Gwynn, you sound panicked.  Gwynn gave him a picture of the situation, and her plans to help Craemyr.  Wolfspiere was silent for a long time as he thought about it.

I think it will work.  Have the healer block the pain. You will have to be careful about the bleeding.  You must make sure she does not lose too much blood.  It will be a slow, and draining process, is it worth it?  Gwynn sent him a charge of emotion, and felt his mind touch waiver.

I concede, stupid question.  Now go.  Do not waste your energy on me.  Good luck, Gwynn.  Wolfspiere's mind touch faded, and Gwynn opened her eyes.

Komai brought her some water.

"What exactly are you going to do?"

"We have to cut the foal out.  Rolf says he knows where to cut.  I'm going to filter my Power through the sword, so I can cut and close off the blood vessels at the same time.  The healer will block Craemyr's pain.  Wolfspiere thinks it can work, if we go slowly and carefully."

"Wolfspiere?  But he is in Elventide."

"I seem to be getting stronger, or adrenaline boosts the Power."

The sword and, the healer, arrived simultaneously.  Gwynn unsheathed her sword, and explained the plan to the young healer.  His eyes widened, and his face blanched in disbelief.  Behind her Craemyr made small cries of pain.

"I am only two years trained Lady Gwynn, and I know nothing about horses.  I do not even know how to ride!  Let me fetch a more experienced healer."

"We don't have time!" Gwynn shouted exasperated, and looked sharply at Sendar.

"He was the only one there!  The rest are all out celebrating," Sendar replied in his own defence.  

Gwynn took a deep breath.  "Okay.  You know how to block pain don't you?"

"Yes, I know that.  It is one of the first things we are taught, M'Lady."

"Just call me Gwynn ah-"

"Kirendon."

"Okay Kirendon, I want you to block Craemyr's pain.  I don't want her to feel even the slightest discomfort, you understand?" 

Kirendon gulped, and nodded gravely.

"Komai, Raynai could you stand close to her, in case she starts to fall?"  They moved to either side wordlessly.

"The rest of you give us some room."

Gwynn looked to Kirendon, who had moved to stand in front of Craemyr.  He held her muzzle between both his hands.  He looked about sixteen. His brown hair was cut short, to mark his status as a healer.  Gwynn could see the tight lines around his eyes and mouth, as he tried to control his fear, and concentrate.  Gwynn took a deep breath and nodded to him.  He closed his eyes, and rested is forehead against Craemyr's nose.

Gwynn raised the sword until it rested just beneath Craemyr's belly.  Rolf quickly felt for the foal's position, and pointed out the best place to make the incision.  Gwynn nodded and focused on the sword.  Slowly she released her Power into it.  A faint hew of red spread from the pommel, down the blade to the tip.  Gwynn then called upon her healing power and poured it into the blade also.  Soon it glowed bright white.

Slowly Gwynn placed the blade gently against Craemyr's skin and applied pressure.  Part of her mind focused on making the proper cut, while another part concentrated on sealing the blood vessels for minimal blood loss.

The cut was to be only a foot long, but it went painstakingly slow.  Perspiration flowed freely down Gwynn's face and neck.  She felt someone wipe her brow, but was too focused to notice whom.  Half an hour later the cut was finished.  Gwynn dropped the sword, and carefully reached inside.  She broke the amniotic sac, and water poured over her arm.

Come little one, it's time to meet the world, Gwynn said to the foal.  Her hand connected with one long skinny leg, then another.  She felt the rump, and began to ease it towards her.  It slid out easily and Gwynn gently placed the foal on the straw.  Cheers rang out in the stable.  Gwynn placed her hands on the opening and began the task of closing it.  She was exhausted, and shaking by the time she was finished.

The foal was completely black, with a small white half-moon on its forehead.  Komai took the foal, and placed it beneath Craemyr's head. She nickered softly, and bent to clean her baby.

Komai took off his cloak, and placed it around Gwynn's shoulders, holding her close.  A picture flashed in Gwynn's mind and she smiled.

"Moonracer suits him perfectly," Gwynn said, and rubbed Craemyr's neck.  Feelings of warmth and contentment flooded back to her.

"You know I would do anything for you my friend," Gwynn said, and stepped back so everyone else could look at the foal.  Ronan neighed several times, and stomped his feet.

"Alright be patient," Komai said, and opened his stall letting him in with Craemyr and the foal.  Ronan nuzzled Craemyr's neck, then sniffed Moonracer.  

Kindar handed Gwynn her sword.

"Uh, sorry about what I said earlier. I had no idea," Kindar said.

"One thing you will soon learn is that Gwynn is no ordinary person," Komai said.  "Never underestimate her."

"Aye, I am beginning to realize that."

"I still want to see you at eight o'clock this morning, so I wouldn't stand around here too long," Gwynn said.

"Yes ma'am!" Kindar replied, and began rounding up the other new squires.

Gwynn smiled and Komai led her out of the stables.

Kirendon sat down heavily on a bale of hay.  His blue robe was soaked through with perspiration and, his body shook from the ordeal.  He was both exhausted, and elated.  Never before had he been put to such a test.

A strong hand gripped his shoulder tightly, and a warm cup was placed in his hands.  He looked up wearily to see Sir Raynai smiling down at him.

"You did well son.  Very well indeed," Raynai said.  "Come have a look at the colt you helped bring into this world."  Raynai gripped Kirendon under one arm, and pushed through the crowd.

Craemyr nudged her colt as he tried to stand on his long, wobbly legs.  She raised her white head as Kirendon approached, and nickered softly.  Kirendon looked up, directly into Craemyr's chocolate brown eyes.  The look she gave him made Kirendon shiver.  He could almost hear her thank him.

"I must be delirious," Kirendon muttered to himself.

"What was that?" Raynai asked.

"I am exhausted.  I should return to my quarters."

"Of course.  Thanian!  Take our young healer to his quarters, and make sure he gets his rest."
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Conversations buzzed as Gwynn walked through the infirmary.  Strange glances were cast her way as she passed healers and patients gathering for breakfast.

As Gwynn approached the Master Healer's office, she could hear a harsh reprimand being handed out.  The door was slightly ajar, and Gwynn paused before knocking.

"How could you have been so stupid.  To try and perform your healing techniques on a horse!  And that horse of all horses.  Do you realize what might have happened to you if you had failed.  She might have killed you!"

"But Master Sironai all I did was block the mare's pain.  Lady Gwynn did everything else by herself," Kirendon pleaded in his defence.

Gwynn knocked on the door then.

"Can you not see that I am busy," Master Sironai stated.

"Ah, but it concerns me, Master Sironai," Gwynn said, and stuck her head through the door.

"Gwynn, please come in."

"I'm sorry to interrupt, but I came to thank Kirendon.  I checked on Craemyr and Moonracer this morning, and they are both doing fine.  Craemyr felt nothing of the operation, and for that I am grateful," Gwynn said to the young healer.  She turned then to Master Sironai.

"I'm afraid I did not give him much choice last night.  Craemyr's state was critical, and there were no other healers available.  He explained to me his inexperience, and we both knew the consequences."  Kirendon nodded solemnly trying to hide his smile.  He had forgotten the fear and pressure of last night, and remembered the thrill of his accomplishment.

Sironai glared at his pupil.  "Well, he had better not do anything like it again without guidance, or I will kill him myself. Now go. Return to me after breakfast, and I will inform you of your punishment."

"Yes Master Sironai," Kirendon said, and quickly left the room.  He flashed a smile at Gwynn, before closing the door behind him.

"Please don't be too hard on him," Gwynn said as she sat down.  "He really didn't have a choice, and he did a good job."

Sironai smiled.  "Do not worry Gwynn, his punishment will be minimal, but he had to be put in his place.  His head had swollen to twice its proper size by this morning, as he recounted his adventure last evening.  Above all else, Healers must be humble about their gifts.  It serves no purpose to have an enlarged image of oneself, when called upon to help others.  It would make training nearly impossible."

"I agree.  Yesterday was my first day teaching as the Sword Master's apprentice, and I had to put several new students in their place also."

"There is another reason he will not be punished harshly," Sironai said.  Gwynn raised her eyebrows in question.

"He has the talent for healing, but has never shown much interest in it.  He wished his talent had never been discovered.  You see his father is a small Lord, and Kirendon always thought he would be trained as a squire, with hopes of becoming a Knight.  Once his healing talent was discovered, his training was quickly changed.  I think he resents it.

"But after last night, I am not so sure.  He has talked of nothing else all morning, and his enthusiasm is clear.  He was never able to concentrate for any length of time when performing a healing task.  From what I understand this...cesarean, took quite a while."

"It took over half an hour of complete concentration just to make the incision.  After that he continued blocking, so that I could repair it.  It was a considerable strain on both of us.  As I said earlier Craemyr felt nothing."

"What technique did he use?"

"He held her muzzle in both hands and placed his forehead against her nose.  That is all I saw until it was over."

"Amazing.  Perhaps we found his calling after all.  Yours and Komai's concern, and care for your horses has raised many an eyebrow.  We are used to animals just working for us.  When they got injured or sick they were replaced.  That way of thinking is slowly beginning to change.  Perhaps we will begin a new area of healing to care for these animals."

Gwynn smiled.  "Where I come from, they are called Veterinarians.  Good War horses are hard to find, and even harder to train in times of emergency.  I'm sure I could put in a word with King Dorian if you like."

"Let us not get ahead of ourselves.  We do not know if Kirendon has the desire to work with animals, but I would like him to try.  I would ask you to allow him to work with your horses.  I think he should begin with learning to care for them from the Stable Master, then work his way up to healing.  Would that be acceptable to you?"

"Certainly, and thank you.  I think Kirendon will be a great animal healer."  
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"Surely you cannot be serious! I am too young to marry," Markus stated as he paced in front of his parents.

They sat in the King's study.  Elhanna and Dorian sat patiently in large cushioned chairs, and watched the Prince pace restlessly before them.

"You are heir to the Throne, son," Dorian began, his calm voice hiding the distaste for his son's reaction.  "You have returned to learn how to rule the Torgon Kingdom.  It is time for you to settle down."

"And will I even meet my wife-to-be before the wedding day?" Markus sneered, his condescending gaze falling heavily on Elhanna.

"Of course dear," Elhanna said softly.  "We have simply chosen a few names.  It shall be up to you to choose your bride."

"And what if I do not like any of them?" Markus asked, hope springing to his eyes.

"Then we shall have to choose for you," Dorian replied sternly.

Markus stopped pacing, and looked at his parents.  Their faces were sympathetic, but he could see the determination in their eyes.  Markus sighed.  He had known this would happen sooner or later, he had just thought it would be later.  He had little interest in women other than a casual fling here and there, to satisfy his urges.  He thought them silly and weak.  He would rather be with his friends, drinking and playing dice.

"So when is the wedding to take place?" Markus asked gloomily as she sank into a chair.

"That can be decided once you have chosen a bride," Elhanna answered.

"And when shall I meet these fillies?"

Dorian frowned at his son's choice of words.  "The young ladies, and their families, will be invited to a party following the Tournament, to celebrate the victorious Knights."

"Very well," Markus sighed and rose.  "I shall try my best to do what is right for the Kingdom."  Markus excused himself, and left the room.  Dorian and Elhanna sat in silence, as they watched him leave.

"I wish he did not regard this as such a burden," Elhanna sighed.

"Ahh. It is hard to rein in a young man's freedom," Dorian replied.  "Our main concern now is who is to be invited?"

"It has been taken care of my dear.  The invitations are being delivered as we speak."

"But how?  When did you have the time to search for young ladies?"

"What I can no longer do with my expanding body, I do with my mind.  I had someone I trust explicitly, make up a list for me.  I reviewed the list, and sent out the appropriate invitations," Elhanna replied smugly.

"Who?  Surely not one of your ladies-in-waiting?  Why tongues will be wagging throughout the city as we speak!"

"My Lord, surely you have more faith in me then that?"

"Of course dear.  I just cannot imagine whom you would have instructed so, and how they could have managed the task discretely."

Elhanna just smiled, and shrugged her shoulders.  Dorian stared for a moment at his wife.

"You are not going to tell me are you?" he said surprised.

"No dear."

Church bells chimed in the distance, and Elhanna rose awkwardly.

"Oh my, is it so late already?  I must be going for my walk.  See you at the Tournament my love," Elhanna said, and kissed Dorian's cheek.

Dorian shook his head as he watched his Queen leave, then chuckled to himself.  He would never truly understand his wife.  But then that suited him just fine.  

Dorian rose and summoned for his Chief Scribe.  I might as well get some work done while I can, he thought to himself.

* * *
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THE TOURNAMENT WAS spectacular.  The field had been set up outside the city gates in a wide green meadow.  Bleachers had been erected, and spectators flooded out of the city early to get a good seat. 

Banners surrounded the field, and fluttered smartly in the Spring breeze.  The Knights paraded throughout the area in their finest armour.  The sun glinted brightly on the well-polished steel.  Squires had been up all night, cleaning armour and equipment.  Grooms had also been busy brushing horses to a shine.  Gwynn took her students to the pavilions that had been set up as temporary stables.  As the Knights and squires prepared for their various events, Gwynn's students got a firsthand look at their future.

She had been surprised when she saw them all waiting for her on the practice grounds that morning.  A few were in rough shape, but they tried their best.  Gwynn did not work them too hard, as she was also tired after the night's ordeal.

Gwynn did notice though that not one student questioned her instructions, or scoffed when she corrected them.  Kindar even asked about Craemyr and the foal.

Several Knights and squires stopped to talk to Gwynn, and her students listened intently.  Pagendon appeared and escorted them to a spot where they could watch the tournament, at the entrance to the field.  The horses charged passed snorting, and several of the new squires jumped out of the way.

"Could I have a word with you Gwynn?" Pagendon asked.

"Sure," Gwynn replied, and they moved slightly away from the others.

"I heard what happened last night.  Are you and Craemyr well?"

"Fine thank you.  What's on your mind?"

"I know it is early yet, and you have only just begun with your class, but I am in dire need of a squire.  I have not yet seen any that I consider suitable."

"Yes, I understand," Gwynn said and thought for a moment.  "There are a couple who would suit you.  They are arrogant and will need guidance, but they have good potential.  Come by the class tomorrow morning, and observe it.  Then pick one you would like to try out.  Ask Komai to join you," Gwynn said.  "It is time he had a proper squire."

Pagendon smiled.  "Yes it would be unseemly to have one's wife as one's squire," he said.

"Wife?" Gwynn asked, surprised.

"Come now Gwynn, surely you do not think us blind?  It is plain for all to see the love between you and Komai." 

Gwynn smiled, and blushed slightly.

"Don't you have a joust you are late for?"

Pagendon laughed.  "Alas the Lady is right again.  I shall see you on the morrow," he said, and left, still chuckling to himself.

Gwynn shook her head, and unconsciously searched the crowded stables for Komai.  She was confident that he would win his round in the Tournament.  He was bolder and stronger, and Ronan was eager to get into action.  Gwynn almost felt sorry for his competitors. 

Ronan's already gruff demeanour, had turned nasty during Craemyr's pregnancy.  There were several grooms, and stable boys, who carried scars from his bites.  Gwynn could guess there would be a few horses in need of Kirendon’s care following the Tournament.

Gwynn rejoined her students, as the Tournament began.  King Dorian gave the introductory speech, and set the games in motion.

The day passed quickly, and the Tournament ended late in the afternoon.  Gwynn had dismissed her students, but a few lingered to walk back to the castle with her.  The sword fight demonstrations had been spectacular, and they were eager to learn the advanced moves.

"In time you will learn all that you need.  Don't be fooled by what you saw out there," Gwynn said. "Those moves may look good to an audience, but would be useless on a battlefield."

"Listen to her gentlemen," a voice said from behind.  "She knows what she is talking about."

They stopped and turned.  The boys gasped, and immediately sank to one knee.  Gwynn smiled and nodded.

"Good day, Prince Jordan," Gwynn greeted him.

"Lady Gwynn.  May I walk with you?"

"Certainly."  The boys rose, and followed closely behind Gwynn and the Prince.

"I was surprised that you were not in the Tournament.  The people are curious to see what has become of our Lady Gwynn, after the long winter."

"Are they? Well I'm not much into public displays," Gwynn replied.  "My job now is to teach.  Today my students are much more aware of the work ahead of them."

"You take this job very seriously."

"Yes I do."

"That is good.  I was afraid life at Palace might have - well - changed you.  Many a young lady has fallen into the trap of Court life."

"Well, your mother has certainly tried, but it's not my thing."

"Master Vintar speaks very highly of you.  He is most impressed with your progress."  

"That is a high compliment," Gwynn said.

"Yes, well, I would be interested in doing some sparing with you," Jordan said tentatively.  Gwynn tried to hide her surprise behind a cough.

"I train every morning, before and after, my class.  You can always find me in the studio.  

"I shall join you then," Jordan said.  Gwynn felt him relax considerably.  She couldn't imagine how hard it had been for him to ask her, and she wondered why he wanted to train with her.  She would wait until they were alone to ask him.

"Will you be attending the dinner tonight?" Jordan asked.

"I suppose I will have to, Komai won his class."

"I saw.  He really has grown over the winter, and his skill is becoming quite refined."

"Yes, he does look good," Gwynn said, and smiled to herself.  Jordan caught the look, and turned away.  

He had thought about Gwynn a lot over the winter.  They had begun their relationship as virtual enemies, and now he would tentatively say they were friends.  She had been so infuriatingly capable.  Doing things that women of Mora would never have dreamed about, nor most men, for that matter.  But then she is not from this world, he would remind himself.  

Part of him had hoped that she had changed over the winter.  He knew how persuasive his mother could be when she set her mind to it.  Elhanna was determined to make Gwynn part of Court life.  It would have made it easier for Jordan to dismiss her.  He could not stand the ways of court women. They were constantly vying for favour, and conniving behind each other’s backs.  The fact that Gwynn had been able to resist her attempts, and make such an impression on one of the few people he admired, both angered, and intrigued Jordan.  He was not sure of his feelings for Gwynn, but he did know that he wanted to be near her.  

"Will you save
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