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Henrietta, the Dragon Slayer
By Beth Barany
Steel demands subtle discernment
Of shadow and light
Hidden amidst vapor
And smoke.
—The Fire Annals, Book V
From Rafania, a valley town born
The Dragon Slayer walks
In strong, determined, steady strides.
As the crow flies west down the river ways
The Dragon Slayer walks
In strong, determined, steady strides.
Tempered at the castle mount
Tested on battlefield and cave
The Dragon Slayer walks
In strong, determined, steady strides.
The Dragon Slayer walks
—From Ode One of the Song of the Dragon Slayer
Battle-hardened and brave
Ready for the fight
Henrietta the Dragon Slayer
Swings with all her might
—From the chorus of the Song of the Dragon Slayer
Henrietta strode away from the tavern, fists clenched so hard they hurt. At two paces from the forest edge, the ground crunched in the black night behind her. Even with her ale-fogged brain, she sensed the presence of a man, smelled on him soot, leather and metal, and knew he was armed, but wore no armor.
She didn’t have time for this.
“What do you want?” Henrietta whirled to face the thrill seeker, her long sword drawn, her long red hair whipping across her chilled cheeks. Above her head, the bitter wind keened through the forest trees.
The man hovered five feet-lengths away from her, out of sword reach, his face shadowed by the light of the tavern behind him. “I heard your story back there.” His voice, thick with a foreign accent she couldn't place, held no compliment. “I hear you’re looking for a new quest.”
“Who gave you that idea?”
“The Song of the Dragon Slayer.” The man's tone was flat.
So he wasn’t a fan. She didn’t care. She cared that he didn't move any closer. Empty hands at his sides, a sheathed long sword at his belt, he was broad shouldered and taller than her by half a head.
She re-sheathed her sword reluctantly. “So? What does that have to do with anything? It's only a song.”
“A song about you. That is why you must come with me now.” He stepped toward her, his face still hidden by darkness.
“No, I must not go with you. Leave me be!” she said annoyed and angry. There was a thrill seeker in every town. Facing him, she stepped back to have room to swing her sword if necessary, her hand waiting on her sword pommel. “There's plenty of others in that tavern to harass.”
She didn’t want to play “who's the best warrior” just now. The drink had touched her head more than usual, without its usual lovely numbing affect. “Who are you anyway? No, I don't want to know. Just leave me be.”
“I am a knight, doing his duty. Assessing.” He didn't move any closer.
Like she needed to know that. Then she opened her big mouth.
“If you’re a knight, where’s your armor?” As soon as she heard herself, she knew that was a dumb question.
“I do not need armor for this.” He said the words as if she wasn't worth a gnat on sheep’s berries. “You will come with me now,” he repeated.
He dared to order her?
“I will do no such thing. Weren’t you listening in there?” She gestured toward the tavern where she'd just told and re-enacted her tale. A thrill seeker who ordered her? What was this nonsense? “I did my quest. Now leave me to my peace.”
He didn't budge his bulky frame. What was he waiting for? A royal invitation to depart?
Heaviness pressed against her chest like an anvil, preventing breath from fully entering her lungs.
She’d done her dragon slaying and military campaigns. Done. Finished. Fini.
“There is much coin and glory for the one who takes the Emerald Dragon’s Dracontias,” the stranger knight said, disdainfully.
How much coin? But that didn’t come out. “The what-ias?”
“Thought you knew everything there was to know about dragons.”
Politeness wasn’t this man’s strength.
“Yah, that's me. A walking, talking dragon-spouting slayer, at your service.”
The man snorted. Very elegant.
Her stomach churned the ale. She knew what the Dracontias was, but didn't want to be drawn in, though her coin purse was flat.
What was wrong with her?
“Listen, uh, Can we talk in the morning? I need to—.” Henrietta gestured to the woods. Her need wasn’t that urgent, yet. She just needed an excuse to make him go away.
“I'll wait.”
Great. She had to make good on her words, so she did her best to stomp through the spindly underbrush, ready to move fast if she had to. She had taken no more than two steps when the man spoke again, his deep voice booming at her back.
“You can’t do it anymore, can you? Dragon Slayer.” He drew out the word “slayer” as if it were an insult.
Fear coursed through her at his words, and that made her angry. “I don’t have to listen to this!” A cold sweat broke out under her tunic and across her forehead. She shivered but kept walking, her greatcoat and hat back in the tavern.
“You can’t do it,” he repeated louder. “You have grown soft, weak. That's what I told my king. You are but a shadow of your former self, if you ever were that Dragon Slayer. I don’t think you killed the Fire Dragon of Britham’s Keep after all. Your story back there was all show. It was your so-called partner who did the deed, and you stole his glory.”
Henrietta froze. She brushed away what little truth he said, and focused on his lies. Anger fired through her body and gave her strength. She turned and stomped back toward the knight. “My partner was a she. But what do you know! I don’t have to listen to your insults.”
“You don’t have it in you,” he said again, holding his ground. “A fool’s errand I was sent on. But duty is duty.” He spat.
Enough. It was time to show this disrespectful knight who it was he insulted.
She didn’t have the advantage of the light, but she was fast. As she feinted toward the trees as if to walk away again, she grabbed the daggers from her belt and slammed them into the frozen ground at the man’s feet, neatly slicing boot leather, hopefully hitting a toe.
He didn’t say a word, but clapped slowly, mocking her, probably smirking. She couldn’t tell. The night shadows still covered his face.
“Fine. Show’s over,” Henrietta said, leaning down for her blades. As soon as she did so, she knew she’d made a stupid mistake. For once she really had had too much ale.
He dug his huge hands into her shoulders, trying to knock her down. The fire of rage washed over her. She ignored the pain and stepped backwards, slipping out of his grasp to head-butt him in the stomach. He fell to the ground with an “oomph.” She had a dagger at his throat before he could open his eyes. She pressed hard, but not enough to draw blood. He got the point. No pun intended.
He glared back from his position flat on his posterior.
She glared back. “Did I pass your test?” She let up the pressure on his neck, but didn’t remove the dagger.
At least he wasn’t sneering anymore. For the briefest of moments, the knight scrunched his face in pain. The tavern’s meager light showed her a warrior’s beat up face, full of picturesque scars, browned from sun, and the angled, dark eyes of an islander, glaring at her. Even with his scars, the knight looked younger than he sounded, perhaps only five or six suns older than her seventeen. He was from the Rocks, or the Oro islands, as the islands called it, far across the Western sea, the second one she'd meet that evening. The first one being the jester who'd paid for her ale and dinner in the tavern.
Satisfied for the moment that he wouldn’t test her again, she stood and sheathed the dagger.
“Not bad. For a woman,” he said. Then he stood and stepped back, barely hiding a limp from the knife wound to his foot.
He didn’t bother to brush off his fur cloak. “Your partner just got lucky. I still don’t think you’re capable. No woman is.” But the fight didn't sound so strong in his voice now.
“Well, you're obviously wrong,” she said and turned to leave.
Just then the back door of the tavern opened. The light blinded her momentarily, and a familiar voice called out her name. It was Jaxter, the jester. He walked toward her like a colt unsure on its legs, but he didn’t fall over and moved quite fast. In the frigid wind his satiny purple and yellow cape flapped against his skinny body.
“Henri, I was just coming to see if you were alright. When you didn't come back right away, I was worried. You forgot your coins, and your coat and hat.” He paused for breath and handed her her beaver fur-lined coat and elegant forest hat.
“Thanks.” She slipped them on casual-like. Her long thick gloves were right where she'd left them in the coat pockets.
“We liked your tale! Very much!” Jaxter said. “Will you come back in and tell us another? How about the one about the Blue Cave dragon?”
She didn't respond. She hated to disappoint Jaxter, he'd been nothing but kind to her, but she had no intention of telling more tales this night. She needed solitude and the oblivion of sleep.
He didn't seem to notice and galloped on with his words. “You left so suddenly. I didn’t get a chance to thank you.”
Henrietta took the silver he handed over and tucked it inside her cloak without counting it.
Jaxter glanced from Henrietta to the big man. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything. I can just go back inside, where it’s warm.” He smiled at Henrietta and turned back to the knight. “Do I know you? You look familiar. But then again many people do in my line of work.” He chuckled.
“You do know who I am, Jaxter Renaldo,” the knight said, softly.
Henrietta strained her ears to hear. His accent had thickened and his tone was different, more gentle. Was he the same man who had insulted her and attacked her moments ago?
“I do?” Jaxter stepped closer to the bulky fighter with no fear. “How do you know my family name?” His voice trailed off as he focused on the big man’s face. “By the Phoenix's Brightest Feathers! Frankie! I haven’t seen you in so many seasons! You were in the tavern all night and didn’t come over to say ‘Hallo’?”
“I am Sir Franc de Plumare de’Oro now, old friend,” the knight said gruffly, but gently.
“Oh.” After a moment of uncertainty, Jaxter grinned and held out his hand. “Congratulations, Sir Franc de Plumare de’Oro!”
“Wonderful. A reunion.” Henrietta snorted in disgust and turned to leave. She had no more friends. They were either dead or lost.
“Dragon Slayer,” the knight boomed. “I’m not finished with you. We have two days less than one moon.”
“So?” She didn’t turn around.
“So? In less than one moon, you must face the emerald Dragon for my king. You are to come back with me. King’s orders. We leave at false dawn. I have wasted enough time tracking you down.”
She turned back to him. “And just who is your king? I don’t recognize your colors.” She'd never seen the royal colors of the Oro Islands, but she doubted brown and black goat fur was it. Too earthy. The king and lords she'd known had dressed even their soldiers in bright colors and fine fabrics, like blue velvet and brushed suede.
“My king is the Royal and Mighty King Singfan de Plumare de’Oro, the First,” Sir Franc said reverently.
“Wonderful,” Henrietta said again.
Jaxter turned to Franc. “Yes! Wonderful! How fares the king? You know, there's not many of us from Plumaria here. I wonder why that is.”
“It's too cold,” the knight scowled.
Jaxter laughed. “You just need to dress for it.” With a big grin, he waved about his velvet cape, the plush purple and yellow panels looking less gaudy in the dim light.
Henrietta didn't think all this chatting in the frigid night air was refreshing, even with her coat on. She had to find a bed-now. And the facilities, for real. “Uh, Jaxter, about the room—.”
“I’ll take you there.”
“No need. It appears you have much to discuss with Frankie.” Henrietta turned to go.
“That's Sir Franc to you,” the knight corrected. “My king demands your services immediately. A matter of life or death.”
She heaved a sigh. Though his persistence was admirable, it was also tiresome. The knight wouldn’t give up, even in the middle of a reunion.
She turned back to him. “Are you my commanding officer? Because that would be impossible. I don’t have one anymore, by choice.” She'd messed up. They demoted her. She left soon after. Just walked away from a two-sun long military career. She didn't miss the army. She was happy with her troubadour life.
A matter of life or death.
She gritted her teeth until her jaw ached. “And whose life?” Those last words slipped out, without her meaning them to.
The knight frowned and glared at her, but said nothing.
Fatigue suddenly pressed on her like a double quilt. “Look,” Henrietta said, “If it’s so important to you, we’ll have to discuss it in the morning. I must sleep. Jaxter?”
Jaxter looked at Henrietta and then at the knight. He pulled off one of his jeweled rings and handed it to her. “Go around the corner to the first door, down three steps to the inn’s sleeping quarters. It’s this same building. Tell the night guard that Jaxter of Duke Bettin’s court said you could have a room.”
“Thanks,” she said. Jaxter was a trusting fellow.
“He’ll want that back in the morning,” Sir Franc growled.
Henrietta was too tired and too drunk. The man wasn’t worth a response.
“That’s my gift to you, Henri,” Jaxter said.
Henrietta bowed her head in thanks. And, despite her fatigue and her need for the facilities, swaggered toward the sleeping quarters.
She could hear them as she walked away.
“You shouldn’t have helped her. She’s a thief, you know.”
“What are you talking about, Franc? Didn’t you hear her tale? It’s one of my favorites. I tell it as often as I can. But I don't do the acrobatics like she did tonight. She was fabulous, wasn't she? Such a great storyteller! I tell her other adventures too.” Jaxter clapped. “I actually met one of my ballad heroes! She is better than I imagined. How she cut down Britham's dragon with such ferocity, such bravery—.”
“That’s what I mean.”
“Uh?”
“Can’t you see?” Franc said.
Henrietta was glad when she turned the corner of the building and couldn't hear the knight's insults anymore.
She was not a thief.
And all her dragon treasure, the little she'd received for her acts of bravery, was gone. Troubadoring her own adventures was how she earned her coin now.
***
Henrietta took the three steps down to the inn’s sleeping quarters and entered. A sputtering, smoky torch barely illuminated a small entry hall. At an opposite doorway, an old woman in black hunched over her hands, muttering.
“Missy, where have you been?” the old woman said.
“What? I was told I could get a room here.” Henrietta rubbed her temples. She vaguely recalled seeing the old woman at one of the tables in the tavern. There had been so many faces, so many smells.
“I don’t know anything about that.” The old woman’s voice scratched at Henrietta's ears like uncut iron being rubbed against itself.
“You’re not the night guardian.” Henrietta squinted in the torch smoke.
“No.”
Henrietta was alone to find a solution, as usual. That suited her fine. The small entry hall held only them, a bench and two closed doors.
The old woman moved closer to Henrietta and craned her neck back to peer up at her with her clouded white eyes. She smelled of damp wool and moss. “You must return home,” the old woman said in a low voice.
“What?”
Why was everyone telling her where to go and what to do? This is why she preferred the road. No damn orders to follow.
Ignoring the old woman, Henrietta tried the handle of the first door. The flickering torch light of the entryway danced across a wooden bucket and a mop. She closed the storeroom door and stepped back. The old woman stood too close behind her and Henrietta almost trod on her feet.
“The other way is obstructed,” the old woman said.
Henrietta skirted her. “Okay, if you know so much, grandma, tell me where the innkeeper is.”
“She went to the outhouse.” The old lady smiled a toothless grin.
“Why? There should be indoor privies in a building this size.”
And she needed to find one. Henrietta tried the handle on the other door. Locked. She knocked. No one answered.
Obstructed. The old woman was right about that. Yet the rooms for hire must be through there. She knocked again and swore when there was no answer. Sheep’s berries.
“Your Master Chen is dying and needs the Dracontias,” the old woman said.
“What?” she squeaked.
“You must retrieve it for him in the Ritual of Completion. In the Right Way with the elements aligned, before the Mitte Winter Moon rises.”
Henrietta could barely hear the old woman's words. Master Chen ill. No. Her heart rushed to her ears. The walls squeezed her. Darkness approached at the edges of her vision. She clenched her hands into fists to keep steady.
The old woman stepped closer, wiped her hands on her black robe, and held them out as if there was something to be seen on her palms. Her round, milky eyes blinked up at Henrietta, expectant.
Henrietta didn’t want to look, but she couldn't prevent herself from staring, horrified. The old woman’s palms seemed to be dripping with a dark substance.
No. It couldn’t be.
She tried to breathe. The darkness filled her vision and the light suddenly dimmed.
Blood on her hands. Not the old lady’s. Those were her hands she was seeing.
It was her fault her scouting party was dead. All dead. Their blood on her hands.
“Sit, child.” The old woman pushed her down onto a bench.
Henrietta couldn’t protest, couldn't ask for more details, nothing.
No air. No light.
“Head between the knees,” the old woman ordered.
Henrietta did as the witch bade and gasped for air. For only a witch could conjure such images from bad memories mixed with bad dreams.
She managed to gasp, and finally, air whooshed into her burning lungs. Light exploded behind her closed eyelids. Her chest expanded and contracted like great bellows.
“Are you all right, m’dear?” The voice was smooth, female, and entirely different from the old woman’s sing-song. Henrietta squinted up to see a woman in a high-necked smock holding a lantern and peering at her in concern.
Where had the old woman gone?
Henrietta sat up, breath coming in bursts, her head spinning at the sudden movement. “Uh … hello, ma’am. “ She had to think of something to hide her weakness. Now was not the time to worry about an old soothsayer. “I lost something … on the floor. One of my knives.”
“Greetings. I see you are a Traveler.” The woman gave her the standard Traveler’s welcome. “Now look for it in the morning when the light’s better. I have no candle or lantern to spare.”
Her breath coming evenly once more, Henrietta requested her room. Her voice shook with nerves. As promised, Jaxter’s name was golden. The door now opened easily without a key, and she followed the woman up to the third floor. After a stop at the floor's privies, just where she guessed they'd be, she was led to a room with a fire already blazing and a large bed heaped with furs and wools.
Left in peace. Finally. And with a key she could use from the inside. She did.
Releasing a deep breath, she dropped her sack on the clean hardwood floor and shed her boots, without giving them the daily quick polish. She barely had the energy to place them beside the bed for easy access. Her head spun with the effort. The witch's mess of words echoed in her mind. What was the Ritual of Completion? What did the witch mean by “the Right Way with the elements aligned”? And the Dracontias, again.
The Mitte Winter Moon was only twenty-six days away. Whatever the witch was ranting about had to happen soon.
One thing the witch had said was clear. Master Chen, an indomitable village blacksmith, her mentor, was ill and dying. The man who cared for her when no one else would, not even her own family. The man who taught her blacksmithing, blade-smithing and fighting skills. The man who had saved her from…
No. She didn’t want to think about that. Her dreams haunted her enough.
How could Master Chen be dying when he never was sick? He’d always seemed so invincible to her. When she left three suns ago to join the king's army, he was hale and hearty.
And very angry at her.
She'd been happy to leave that tiny mountain village, and happy to never see it or him again. In the three suns since her abrupt departure, she’d only ever thought of Master Chen through a haze of righteous anger. He hadn't wanted her to join the king's army. He yelled at her at the well in front of the whole village, had called her immature, and foolhardy. And then he told her that once she left, she could never come back. She’d left him then and there.
Henrietta ignored her shaking hands and carefully unbuckled her sword and dagger belts, loosening her rust-colored tunic and breeches.
She was older now. Seventeen suns.
She lobbed across the room the overly engorged goose down pillows and blankets, and wished they made more noise when they hit the floor.
She was more experienced now. Too many battles.
She jammed her belts under her coat forming her preferred pillow, and clenched her fists to try to stop the shaking that rippled through her body.
She killed dragons for a living.
She stared at the stripped bed.
She killed the last known dragon in the Kingdom of Bleuve six moons ago.
She sat at the edge of the bed.
The low fire flickered and hissed. She tried to force her breathing to calm, but it wouldn't.
Why should she quit her comfortable troubadour life to pick up the sword again?
Though coin and adventure had always been good enough reasons before, they weren’t good enough anymore.
A deeper-pressing reason made her hand tingle for the weight of her sword. Her heart surged with a sharp ache, and her stomach clenched with fear. Despite everything he'd said to her the day she left, she owed him everything.
Her master was dying. She had to do something.
Into Britham’s Keep she creeps
Companion at her side
Past pits of tar that burn and bite
Companion at her side
Covered in muslin to keep their air
Companion at her side
The Fire Dragon sleeps—in his slumber
Not aware of the mighty thunder
Not aware of the fair
Not aware of the plunder
—From Ode Five of the Song of the Dragon Slayer
The door thundered with noise and a horrible ogre shouted, “Get up, you lazy dog!”
“What?” Henrietta jolted out of bed and unsheathed her blade in one movement. Her heart pounded with familiar pre-fight fear.
The room was dark. Her mind finally recognized the voice of Franc, the irritating knight. “It’s the middle of the night!” she shouted back.
She hadn’t decided what to do about him yet. Her head felt as if it had been tumbled in a torrent.
Franc banged on the door again. “Lazy woman, the sun soon arrives and we must be on the road by dawn break, whether it pleases the mighty dragon slayer, or not!”
“Go away! I’m not going with you.” Henrietta shouted louder. To herself, she said, “I’m going to go after the Dracontias myself.”
But, instead of feeling relief, her head squeezed in pain.
“You don’t know where it is,” Franc yelled.
Sheep’s berries. He'd heard her.
“How do you know?”
Silence.
Hah. That shut him up. She’d find out where the Dracontias was, without him.
She waited, her body still, sword in hand. Satisfied for now that Franc had abandoned his post, she returned her sword under her cloak—just in case he decided to break down the door. She slid back into bed to attempt a few hours of sleep.
She'd collect the Dracontias herself then heal Master Chen.
She didn't need anyone, least of all the bossy knight.
***
In the tavern early the next morning, five old men sat bent over a game board by the fire. Weak light filtered through the high mullioned windows. A young apprentice wiped the bar.
Jaxter sat across the table, grinning in his lopsided way. “Franc wanted me to wait here for you.”
Henrietta nodded without really listening, picked up a slice of smelly, rich cheese with her knife and stuffed it into her mouth. The cheese melted on her tongue. She licked her lips in appreciation.
That was good!
She had to ask Jaxter for provisions and maybe a horse. Since he was so close to Franc, he probably knew where the Dracontias was. That information was worth one of her stories, unfiltered, just for him.
Still dressed in his colorful garb, now quite wrinkled, Jaxter had been lounging in the tavern when she arrived. The meaning of Jaxter’s words seeped in. “Hasn’t Franc left already?”
“Why no! He’s been sent on an honorable quest. The Oro Kingdom needs a hero, and that person is you!” His grin widened. His eyes were fevered with a too bright admiration.
Surprised at the denial on the tip of her tongue about her being Franc's kingdom's hero, Henrietta nodded and tipped her hat at the compliment. She kept her anger at his insistence tapped down.
“Look Jaxter, I don’t mean any offense and I’m eternally obliged to your generous hospitality, but I need the Dracontias for my ailing uncle.” She didn’t want to reveal the relationship to Master Chen. The thought of her master stole her breath for a moment, and sent pain spearing through her ribs. No one knew of their connection. It was nobody’s business. Not even the tales sang of it.
Although it pained her, she pulled Jaxter’s fancy ring out of a pouch and placed it gently in front of him. Somehow it felt right to return his gift. “You can help me with a few things before I go? There’s a story in it for you.”
He looked down at the ring, but didn’t reach for it. “What about Franc and his kingdom’s need for a hero?” Disappointment tipped his mouth into a frown.
“He'll find another hero. I have urgent personal matters.” Henrietta chewed her dark bread and gulped warm ale. She waited for Jaxter to make the right decision.
He stared off into nothing and slurped his tea. She didn’t know how anyone could drink leaves. It was always ale for her.
Waiting, she rubbed her hip knife on her breeches to clean it then checked the edges. It needed sharpening soon. She felt bad about disappointing the jester, but Master Chen came first. Since Jaxter wasn't inclined to speak, she helped him along.
“What do you know about where the Emerald Dragon lives, the one Franc was sent here for? To compare notes …” she said. He didn't need to know that his great Dragon Slayer had never heard of the Emerald Dragon.
She waited for Jaxter to fill the silence, and broke off a piece of the hearty bread to stuff in a pouch. She didn't have to wait long and smiled into her ale as he began.
“During the monsoon summer, the Emerald Dragon lives in the Mountain of the Jade Garden and—I know! I will take you there!” He leaned forward and knocked his tea with his elbow. The mug wobbled but didn't fall over.
Did the jester even have Travelers skills? She didn’t think so. He'd been too long living off his duke as the court jester and bard. His clumsiness did not lend confidence that he could survive the rigor of outdoor living.
“Jaxter, I usually travel alone. The dangers in a quest—.” she shrugged, hoping he’d get her meaning.
“But it’s not easy to find the Emerald Dragon's cave, and it takes at least half a moon cycle, if the tides and winds are in our favor. If they’re not, a full moon cycle.”
“Tides?” Henrietta sputtered the last of her ale, the bread heavy in her gut. “As in the sea?”
No! Her stomach jolted, and what felt like a hot poker jabbed her right behind her eyes. She squeezed her sword hilt so hard her palm hurt.
Jaxter nodded with gusto, not noticing her distress.
“No mountainous caves? I thought you said ‘Mountain of the Jade Garden’.” Henrietta wiped her suddenly damp palms on her tunic. Not the sea. Her face felt clammy.
“That’s a cave at the edge of Plumaria, the capital city, on the Big Island. What’s wrong? You look pale.” Jaxter’s big blue-green eyes filled with compassion.
“Nothing. Must be a bit of sour ale.” Henrietta gripped the bench to stop her head from spinning. It wasn’t the ale. It was the thought of all that sea to cross. “Uh, the cave on Plumaria—this is … different from what I heard.”
Another ale appeared in front of her. “Drink. This one isn’t sour,” Jaxter said.
She did drink and focused on her surroundings. The old men huddling by the fire and poking at checkers. The smell of ale, fresh straw and meals of yore. She sucked it in—earthy, tangible and real, and focused on her breathing. It settled her.
“Thanks.” She gestured to him with the mug. “Jaxter, how come you know so much about this dragon?”
“Because I grew up there, silly, in Plumaria, in the Four Sisters quarter, named for the four sabler trees that intertwine over the courtyard well.”
More than she could digest in the moment. “Truly? So, Franc didn’t tell you all this so you could tell me?”
“No. Why don’t you believe me?” Jaxter’s look of hurt surprised her.
“Look, I’m sorry.” She shrugged. “In all my travels I have met only a few from there.” Henrietta waved her hand in the general direction of the sea.
“Well, now you have met two more of us.” Jaxter’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “So, you’re coming, right? For your uncle, I mean. I’ll explain to Franc. He’ll help. He’s a very kind man. You just need to get to know him.”
“Get to know him?” Why should that ever happen?
“Yes.” Jaxter smiled and looked over Henrietta’s shoulder, as if said kind man were behind them.
She hoped not. She had other things to do than butt heads with the knight.
Henrietta inventoried her various pouches and pockets, eyeballed her coin and diverted the conversation. “And what about the king?”
“King Singfan?” Jaxter’s eyes went big with understanding. “Why does he need the Dracontias?”
“Exactly.”
“Yes, why does he need it?” Jaxter repeated himself.
“You don’t know?” Henrietta paused for effect and lowered her voice. “I guess I can tell you. It’s sort of a dragon slayer secret, so—.” Henrietta looked dramatically over both her shoulders. “This is between us.”
Jaxter bobbed his big head, winked, and smiled.
Henrietta lowered her voice even more. “He needs it for its healing properties. No doubt to save somebody’s life.” She leaned forward. “It’s common knowledge among dragon slayers that the Dracontias can transform, transmute and transmogrify.”
“Wow!” Jaxter said in a loud whisper, his eyes big. “But whose life? The king’s sister, mother, his queen? Himself? How does the Dracontias do that?”
“The Dracontias is a precious jewel in the shape of an olive. But it’s very difficult to remove because it resides in the dragon’s forehead and is said to possess a life force all its own—.”
“So she does know what it is,” interrupted the knight in a loud voice from behind Henrietta.
“Yah, so?”
He said nothing.
He’d overheard her. Again. Berries. Henrietta palmed a dagger from her belt. She hadn’t heard him approach. Not good. She gritted her teeth and gave herself a internal shake. She was getting soft after only one night in a bed.
Was the man a spy? He moved quietly enough, but that seemed unlikely. His words and attitude were all bluster and bully. The bluster was annoying, but it was the bully she didn’t like or trust.
Jaxter looked startled for a moment, like he'd just wakened from a dream. He must not have seen Franc approach. Then he recovered and winked at Henrietta.
“Franc! I trust you slept well!” Jaxter grinned as his childhood friend came around to stand beside him.
“I did.” Franc crossed his arms and watched Henrietta.
“You should have taken the room I offered you. Its bed was much softer than that cot,” Jaxter said.
“The room off the stables was adequate.”
“Adequate, good, or adequate, bad?” Henrietta asked. She couldn’t help it. Needling him was amusing.
Franc glared down at her and said nothing.
She could stand up and stare him down, but she preferred to sit and be unaffected by his bullying manner.
“So, why does King Singfan want the Dracontias?” Jaxter look up at Franc and fiddled with his mug, spinning it between his palms.
“King Singfan’s reasons are his own. I can say only that it is a matter of life and death.”
“Okay.” Jaxter looked a little disappointed that his old friend didn’t confide in him.
“Of course. How kingly of him.” Henrietta nodded in mock deference to the knight.
“Time to decamp and march, dragon slayer,” the knight said like he hadn't heard her. He puffed his chest out like a cockerel, his bushy eyebrows pulled flat to create a line across his face.
He looked ridiculous. Not at all intimidating. She wanted to laugh.
“No way. I have family matters to attend to.” Henrietta wished her tankard of ale wasn’t empty. But two mugs were enough for the morning.
“This is not the time to turn tail and run.”
“I’m not running.” The man was immovable and humorless as a rock. So what if there was some truth to his insult, he didn’t know the whole story.
“She says she’s not running. She wants the Dracontias for herself,” Jaxter said, seemingly oblivious to the tension.
“Yes, you are running. Coward.” The knight looked like he wanted to spit.
“Do I have to repeat myself, knight? I am not running.” Shaking her head sharply, Henrietta gave the once-helpful jester a stern look. “It’s not for myself. It’s for my ailing uncle.” Jaxter would not make a good spy.
“On my Oro honor, I’m not going to the islands without you!” Franc grabbed his sword hilt, but didn’t draw.
“You can do what you want with your Oro honor. I'm not going to the islands,” Henrietta said.
“I think he will use his honor to polish his armor,” Jaxter said, smiling. When Franc didn’t laugh, he continued soberly. “Franc, where is your armor? Don’t the knights back home still wear it? Will you show me your sword? Can I try it?”
Franc glared at Henrietta, turned to Jaxter and lowered his voice. “Mimoto awaits, and sadly, I do not have time for such things. If we’d met under a less urgent situation, my friend—.”
“Did you just say ‘Mimoto awaits’?” Henrietta interrupted.
That earned her another glare from Franc.
“That’s what he said. Mimoto is the other name of the Emerald Dragon.” Jaxter turned back to hear something Franc was saying, now too soft for her ears. An insult no doubt.
“Right. Mimoto.” She’d heard that name before.
Only two days ago, three mysterious fighters had asked her to save a Mimoto, but gave her no more information, and no coin. So she'd turned them down.
Henrietta sheathed her blades, mentally tallied her stores and retied her pouches. She had to leave now.
Now.
The gut-wrenching urgency to see Master Chen was impossible to ignore. After all these years of nary a concern for the man she thought of as immutable and robust as a tree, the fear unsettled her.
She would get the Dracontias for him. And she had only one moon, no—less than—in which to do so. But first she wanted to see him, with her own eyes, to verify the truth of the milky-eyed old witch’s words.
If the witch was lying ... She knew what to do.
She felt anger flush through her veins. She was going to get the truth once and for all.
“Jaxter, where can I find the old witch?” Urgency made her heart pound.
Startled from telling a joke or something to Franc, Jaxter looked at her wide-eyed. “What do you want to see her for? An amulet for good-luck in your quest?”
Henrietta patted her pouches and stood. “Yah.”
If the witch was telling the truth, then maybe she knew more.
“Don't try to stop me, knight.” He shut his smile down as soon as he caught her watching him.
The knight held his stiff posture. “It's Sir Franc, to you.” He glared at her. “Meet me in front of the tavern at midday, dragon slayer, or I will come after you and carry you bodily to the ship.”
“Your persistence is admirable, but it won't work on me.”
“Franc, that's a long way to carry someone. The nearest port is a day's walk upriver,” Jaxter said.
No one laughed.
Henrietta shook her head at Franc. “And you don't want to start a fight in here. Cost of property damages will be on you.” She didn't wait to see his reaction and turned to Jaxter. “The witch?”
“Oh, yes, the witch. Over there behind the stables.” Jaxter stood and turned to point to the back door behind them. “She's more a healer than a witch. We call her Mistress Jenny.”
She grasped Jaxter’s hand and pumped it, sincerely grateful for all his help. “Many thanks. Truly, you have been very kind.”
Jaxter bobbed his head, touching his palm to his chest in a gesture she’d not seen before. A cobalt blue tattoo ringing his wrist peeked out from under his sleeve. His blue eyes did not reflect the smile on his lips. But he said nothing to stop her from leaving.
She strode away from them, the fire, the comforting tavern smells of smoked meat and ale. She heard Franc step toward her. She didn't pause in her stride, but continued to the door.
“Once you walk out that door—.” Franc said.
“If you come after me, there will be a fight.” She threw the words over her shoulder as she pushed the door open.
“Gladly,” Franc said. But he didn’t step toward her. Good.
“Franc, she won't go with you, but we can go with her,” she heard Jaxter say.
They could work out the details, in vain. They weren't coming with her. She traveled alone.
Heart of steel
Heart of bronze
From where does the strength
of the dragon slayer arise?
—From Ode Nine of the Song of the Dragon Slayer
Henrietta pounded the witch’s cottage door with her fist. No answer. She stamped her feet to keep warm against the bitter northwest wind and fluffed up her cloak collar. The wind carried the nasty smell of snow.
She pounded on the door again. She had no time for foolery. If the witch wasn't truth-telling, Henrietta would immediately know and then be back on the Travelers Road heading south to the Kingdom of Elasos, the Sunny Kingdom as the Travelers called it, glad to be gone from the snow. If she were truth-telling, then Henrietta would find out all she could and be on her way to Master Chen's village, east to the mountains, into the heart of winter. She had to see him with her own eyes. She had to.
“Witch, open up.” She pounded a third time.
Finally the door opened. A willowy girl, younger than her, frowned in suspicion, the same suspicion Henrietta felt. The girl wore the long green cloak of a Delta villager that barely hid her youthful curves.
Then, quick as dawn break, the girl grinned up at her, flashing her dimples in her heart-shaped, pink-cheeked face. “Mistress Jenny said you would come, and here you are!” Though a little young for it, the girl reminded Henrietta of one of those annoyingly pretty girls that followed the soldiers on maneuvers.
“Here I am.” Out here in the cold on a grey winter day. Henrietta gripped her hilt, frustration mounting. Under her forest hat her own pink cheeks were frozen in the short walk from the tavern to the cottage.
“Oh, where are my manners? I’m Paulette, by the way. Mistress Jenny’s apprentice. When I’m not tending the duke’s horses, that is.” The girl gestured toward the interior of the small cottage and stuck out her hand as if she expected Henrietta to take it, like Henrietta was a lovesick boy at a tavern dance. When she didn't, a flustered Paulette backed away from the threshold, her eyes flicking nervously at Henrietta’s sword.
Henrietta ducked under the lintel. The one-room cottage pulsed with warmth from a blazing fire. The flames flickered all green, blue and purple. Golden snake-like eyes peered out at her from the fire, looking at her, demanding and pleading. She looked away. Goose bumps rivered down her back and up her arms. She shook involuntarily despite her tunic layers and coat. She needed to get what she came for and leave as soon as possible. Her hat stayed on.
The old witch leaned among pillows on a bed. She wore a flowing multi-layered dress, many pouches dangling from its cross-straps. Her headscarf was the Western Bleuvian flat-weave of blue and green Henrietta had seen at every stop along the Travelers Road. The witch's milky eyes bore into Henrietta and unnerved her.
“You’re blind.” Henrietta gulped.
“And how do you do, Henrietta the slayer of dragons and other things.”
“Other things?” She had no time for games.
“Yes.” The witch scratched the stubble on her chin. “Most recently from Genevia, the capital city of the Kingdom of Bleuve, by way of the coastal Travelers Road. You were on your way to the southern Kingdom of Elasos until your life changed two days ago. And you didn’t even notice.” The witch leaned forward and looked up, right at her, and grinned a toothless grin. “I have been waiting for you most patiently. I see you no longer wear the king’s blues. Do sit down. No need for military formality here.”
Stunned and unnerved by how witch could see and be blind, and see more than what was in front of her, Henrietta sat on a stool between the fire and the bed. Though she tried to speak, no words came to her. That unnerved her too. She shivered. Two days ago she had refused yet another bizarre request. That’s all. There’d been no coin in it.
“Paulette, dear, bring us some twig tea and the sliced Courtland apples. And—.”
Paulette turned back to her mistress, an expectant look on her face. Her long, chestnut hair swayed from her abrupt stop.
“No spells.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Paulette darted a look of commiseration at Henrietta that Henrietta didn't understand and inclined her head to the witch, as if the old woman could see her. Which it seemed like she could.
The girl stepped behind a bright red curtain Henrietta hadn’t seen into another room that was as big as the one they were in. The cottage hadn't seemed so large from the outside. In fact, it appeared to grow in whatever direction Henrietta looked—something she didn’t want to think about.
If she couldn't touch it or wield it, she didn’t like it. Magics unnerved her.
She willed her queasiness to dispel and closed her eyes to calm her stomach. The warmth of the fire at her back comforted her. At least with her eyes closed she could pretend magics didn't exist.
To make matters worse, a frog seemed to be hopping in her throat. She had to get it out.
“Wi—Mistress Jenny, I must apologize,” Henrietta began, eyes open and focused only on the old woman.
“No need, my dear.”
“No, I must.” She tried to expel the frog with a deep breath. “I treated you discourteously last night and again at your threshold. Please accept my apologies.” There, she could breath properly again, the frog of pent up words released.
“I know that wasn’t easy for you, dear. Apology of your discourteous manner and ill thoughts of me accepted.” The witch inclined her snowy head toward Henrietta. “You have questions, and not much time.”
“Yes.” No use denying it. Henrietta breathed to still some other creature clawing at her gut. She rubbed her palm against her sword hilt. That stilled the clawing some. “You know much about me and my travels. Many people do. But not many people, if any, know who my master was, and now you tell me he is ill and in desperate need of a magical stone that is very difficult to acquire in the best of circumstances. How can I trust you?”
“You are nothing if not forthright, child.” In gnarled hands, the old witch grasped the tea tray from Paulette. The tray did not wobble. “Thank you Paulette. Please stay. This concerns you too.”
Paulette sat on a purple cushion near the witch and gave Henrietta the once-over. When Henrietta met her eye, she looked away smiling, like she knew something that Henrietta didn’t. Maybe the girl fancied Henrietta’s fine hat. Maybe some game was afoot.
“How does this concern her?” Henrietta asked, irritated. She’d already had her fill of magics and secrets in the king’s court and dragon lairs long before she entered this cabin.
The witch rapped Paulette’s shoulder. “Enough.”
The girl looked chastised.
“It just does. All in good time. Now, drink some tea dear.”
“But—.” Henrietta eyed her tea and then the door. She was wasting her time.
“I know you don’t trust me. Why should you, after what you have seen and done in this world? I will explain. But know this: The magics in these walls will not harm you. No one will cast spells in here today, or threaten you in any way. Now stop fidgeting and drink,” she commanded again.
Henrietta decided she could spare the time to drink and sipped the hot brew. The tea tasted like—well—twigs.
The witch rattled a pouch of stones. “You come from the Skye Mountains, from the village of Brochand, no more than sheep pastures, surrounded by forest and high above the grassy plateaus.”
“No one knows that. Where did you learn of it?” Henrietta whispered. No one knew her true origins. She stood.
Paulette wasn’t smiling now, but sat still and serious, watching her, with her knees folded on a shimmery green cushion. Wasn’t the cushion just purple?
“Sit. I know what whispers on the wind. You know too.” The witch continued. “Even the songs have it wrong. They say you come from the valley town of Rafania but you only slew your first dragon there on your way to join the king's army.
Henrietta remained standing, and gasped. “How?” This was too much.
“I said, ‘Sit.’ You asked 'How can you trust me?' That is why. I know the shudders of the flame.”
“By magics?” By old wives’ chants? Henrietta sat unhappy by the truth revealed. Yet it wouldn’t do to cross a witch. No telling the consequences.
“I wouldn't think you one to be so ignorant, child. The lines of magics run deep through the kingdom’s children. I know you feel it.”
A denial rose to Henrietta's lips, but a crack and clack of stones the witch juggled between her gnarled hands stopped her.
“Speak not against yourself, child. If you can't trust an old woman who stands to gain nothing in the telling, except to fulfill a promise to an old friend who can you trust? Henrietta, the covered one.” The witch laced her words with bite.
“No one,” Henrietta shrugged to cover her discomfort. “What do you mean 'covered one'?” And what promise to who, she wanted to ask, but didn't.
“To your second unasked question, never you mind. Such prying into matters of the heart.” She sniffed. “As to your first question, you cover your true self. Really, child, you of all people ought to know better.” That last part she said gently.
“This is who I am,” she said and wanted to touch her sword hilt, but controlled the urge.
“I see you will not heed my warning to speak not against yourself.” The witch sighed and snapped her stones. “Do you seek a fight or information?”
Henrietta felt her face burn with heat, a new experience she did not much like. She clutched her hands together. “Information.” She held her face high and looked only at the witch. “Please continue,” she said as politely as she could.
“Master Chen—.” The witch said his name with warmth and familiarity. “Master Chen taught all manner of forging to you, not only sword fighting. And, like many children, you were teased. You were taunted for taking a boy’s apprenticeship, although no boy was suited, so you dressed as one, out of protest.”
Henrietta felt her cheeks grow hot again. “But that is the past.”
“And nothing to be ashamed of, dear. You have done well for yourself, considering your own mother—.”
“Stop witch! No more. I believe you.” There she said it. Her head pounded at her temples, her throat tight.
Henrietta got up to pace to the storeroom and back to the fire. She should just leave. Yet she watched her feet carry her, six steps there, six steps back, and averted her gaze from the cottage that surely shifted around her. The loud drumming in her heart slowly quieted. She ignored the two. They said nothing.
She couldn’t leave. Not yet. She needed to know more. Simple as that.
She stopped in front of the dancing fire that was small again. Master Chen needed her. If she had to face her past to help him, then she would. Her chest expanded with relief. She turned to the witch and the girl.
“Very well. I believe you. Will you help me?” Urgency hurried her words. “What else can you tell me about this 'ritual of completion' you spoke of last night? Something about the 'right way with elements aligned'? As you said yourself, I have twenty-six days to retrieve the Dracontias.”
“I am pleased you believe in me and that you asked. Asking is the first step. You will learn all you need for the task ahead on your journey. I have said what I said. That is the way of the waterfall.” The witch leaned back and closed her eyes.
“Wait, please, tell me what you mean,” Henrietta asked. “Is it about the Emerald Dragon, Mimoto? A special ritual to kill the dragon?”
As soon as those words left her, Henrietta's stomach lurched in protest, maybe against the morning's ale, maybe against a troop of ogres who'd taken up residence there for the last day. Not at all like her, but for the second time in less than two days, she willed her stomach to calm.
“On the journey, as I said, you will learn what you need to know to succeed. Now, you shall leave at once,” the witch said without moving or opening her eyes.
Henrietta stood heart-sinking disappointment washing over her. She had wasted her time. The witch had told her nothing new. She maintained her politeness. “Much thanks, Mistress Jenny. Indeed, I must make haste.”
“No need for such words. You can return the favor instead,” the witch said.
“I can?”
“Yes, you must escort young Paulette back to her village. It is time for her to finally visit her family just before the end of her training. Her assigned escort is no longer here and there is no one else available.”
“What?” Shifting her focus, Henrietta scrutinized Paulette who smiled back. She returned the grin with a glare. Paulette shrugged and looked away.
“For, Henrietta of many roads, you will need a guide to speed your journey. Her village is on the way to yours, in the wide river flats before the plateaus, on the way to the Skye Mountains.”
“I know of it.” Henrietta ground her teeth. How did she get tricked into this? Magics!
“Good. She is still young and vulnerable, and her parents expect her to travel with a strong and capable escort who can defend. And there is no magics acting on you here!”
“Then how did you know my thoughts?” Her anger slipped out.
“They are written plain as cat tracks on your face.” The witch smiled.
“I don't like it. I travel alone. You know that, witch, if you know anything about me. All the ballads tell of it. On that point, they sing the truth. I have no more use of companions.” Henrietta turned toward the door, her body, tingling with the need to hit something, held in check.
“This was not always true,” the witch said.
She turned to face the witch. “Now it is.” The anger built hotter in her chest. “Master Chen is mortally ill. I must go to him, and I travel alone! She will only slow me down.”
The witch mumbled into her chest and then shook her head, rattling her pouches. She lifted her chin and fixed her blind milky eyes on Henrietta. “Would you let your fear—no. She's not ready. ... Would you begrudge an old woman a return of favor?”
Henrietta held the witch's gaze and considered her options—give up her freedom to repay a witch for vital news about Master Chen, or chance the consequences of a powerful witch's magics by traveling alone up the mountain. The consequences she didn't exactly know, but she didn't want to be turned into a boar, or some such snuffling creature, or worse. The rumors weren’t good.
“You decide,” the witch said under her breath and bobbed her head like a courting pigeon.
Henrietta felt as if she had lost a wrestling match, her breath suddenly coming fast and her limbs tingling with exertion. All she was doing was standing there. The words tumbled out. “I fear nothing. Consider your favor returned.”
“A double earthy stone good,” the witch babbled more of the old wives’ chant. Then she clapped her hands. “Here are your instructions.”
Paulette smiled sweetly at the witch. Henrietta was not fooled.
“You are to look after each other like sisters.” The witch looked at Paulette. “You mind her and learn from her actions. Do you understand, young apprentice?”
Paulette nodded and looked genuinely contrite.
The witch turned to Henrietta. “You need Paulette too, child. She has a thing or two to teach your soldier heart. She is a part of you that you need to accept. She is your disruptive element. You must learn completion before the turn of the new moon. If you fail this challenge, the next one will be nigh impossible.”
All Henrietta heard was the word “sisters.”
“I don’t need another sister. I already have three!” Henrietta glared at the girl who shrugged again, like she had not a care in the world.
“Of course you do. That is not the question. Now, how will you travel?” the witch asked, sensible and merchant-like.
“On foot.” Eager to use her feet, Henrietta wiggled her toes in her custom made boots that she loved almost as much as she loved her sword. She’d traded one of her best knives for the boots.
“It will take you too long. Master Chen does not have the time.”
“I have no other means.” Reality fluttered like the bird against the walls of her heart.
“Paulette is a groom, fully trained, and an excellent horsewoman with two family horses, but a novice witch. You can ride. She will guide you along the river. It is the best direct route. She knows the way. You will need the exposure to the water, and you will meet the other elements soon enough.”
“What do you mean 'the other elements'? Let me guess—more traveling companions.” Henrietta laughed without mirth.
“Indeed, it is the way of it.”
So be it. Haste was all that mattered now.
“Horse, it is then.” Henrietta strode to the door. She didn't care for this talk about the elements, it unsettled her, but she wouldn't tell the witch that. “Mistress Witch, thank you.” Henrietta bowed her head to the elder woman. She did deserve that much.
Mistress Jenny nodded back sharply, a dismissal as smart as any captain.
Paulette sprang to her feet. “Great! I can’t wait to get home to see Amman, Mama and Papa!”
Henrietta addressed her new traveling burden, uh, companion. “Paulette?”
The girl was beaming. “Ready!” She kissed the old woman on the cheek. “Good bye for now, Mistress Jenny. See you after the river thaw.”
At least the girl didn’t need any cajoling. And there would be no tearful and long farewells. Now that she noticed it, the young one had been dressed in traveling clothes under cloak when she’d opened the door to Henrietta. Sneaky.
“Safe journey, little one. May your journey home be blessed by the moon and the stars and all the elements in between. Be wise in your choices. Explore your magics but do not ask for it all at once. Remember, your training is not complete. Be here by Printemps Moon for your last three moons of magics training. Do you hear?”
At the threshold, Paulette called over her shoulder, “Yes, Mistress Jenny!”
Henrietta blocked Paulette at the door. “Food for the journey?” Priorities had to be planned for.
With a smirk, Paulette lifted two saddlebags that had been stashed behind the door and held them out to Henrietta.
“You carry them. Hurry it up.” Henrietta frowned at the duo's impertinence and stepped into the cold afternoon. “To the stables, young groom. We have hard riding ahead and not a moment to lose.” She didn't wait for Paulette but stomped all the way to the stables. Anger and urgency nipped at her heels all the way there.
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Henrietta hustled into the stables with Paulette. The smell of clean hay and polished leather reminded her of her scouting horse, Hank. She missed him.
But those days were over.
“Which one is mine?” she said, moving toward the chestnut, the larger of the two.
“The bay mare,” Paulette said and grabbed the reins to the chestnut mare. “I'll saddle her up after I do mine.”
“I’m a battle-hardened soldier. I know how to saddle a horse,” Henrietta said, annoyed at the girl's assumptions and at giving her the smaller horse. She considered on insisting on the chestnut. She decided it wasn’t worth the trouble. She had bigger troubles ahead of her, and no time to waste on trifles. Priorities.
She expertly strapped on the bay mare's saddle, bridle, and one of the saddle bags Paulette had carried in and had dropped carelessly on the floor. Last, carefully she lashed her pack and her scabbard onto the saddle. She was done before Paulette was.
As the docile mare went for a bit of hay, Henrietta tugged on the reins to keep the horse's head up, and led it out of the stable. A battle-hardened scout horse, she was not. Henrietta mounted up, like it was only yesterday that she'd been on a horse, and not a whole sun. A bead of satisfaction welled in her chest. She hadn’t forgotten.
Paulette followed her out of the stable and vaulted gracefully into the saddle. “So, you’re a blacksmith’s apprentice? I haven’t met any girls who did that. Not any girl dragon slayers neither. What’s it like?”
“Which—the dragon slaying or blacksmithing?”
Paulette looked taken aback. Henrietta didn't wait for the girl to answer, but continued.
“Look, we don’t have time for this. Where is the back way to the river road?”
“Why? We have a half-day’s light to spend in the open air. It will only take an hour or so to get there. Time plenty to go south on the Travelers Road then cut down the path past the plaza well on the way to the river. That way you can see at least a bit of Zenovan. It’s quite beautiful, the duke’s manor, I mean. It’s not far,” Paulette said.
“No. We head for the river.” Henrietta turned the mare south-east, facing the trees, in the direction of where the river road had to be.
“What’s the hurry?”
Paulette spoke as if she had not a care in the world. What was she—born yesterday?
Henrietta urged her slow-moving mare to get alongside Paulette's. Using her heels seemed to have no effect. “What do you mean ‘what’s the hurry?’ When I say we go, we go. End of story.”
Then I can be on my way without you.
“There’s no sense in rushing home. I was just there for the Late Harvest two moons ago. We can make a sight-seeing time of it.” The girl shrugged and smiled, as if she could charm her way. Not likely.
“Then I find my way alone and leave you unprotected,” Henrietta said.
Paulette paused in her fiddling with some ribbon on her cloak and looked Henrietta right in the eye, dropping the happy facade. Her chin quivered. “Just because you carry a sword, I’m not afraid of you. What are you about anyway? I may be younger than you, but I’m no simpleton. You want to avoid someone. A beau maybe.” She smiled, suddenly happy with her cleverness.
“You’re as fickle as the mountain winds.” Henrietta urged her horse forward. “You know my story. You know my urgency. I have no time for games. Now lead the quickest way to the river.”
It didn't matter that the girl was right about her wanting to avoid someone. But the girl was wrong about being afraid. Paulette was afraid of swords.
“All right.” Paulette smiled and aimed her horse to the trees. “Like Mistress Jenny said, we’ll cut through the forest trail to take the river route.”
“About time.”
Infuriating.
Suddenly the girl exclaimed, “I know who you’re avoiding! A beau! How romantic!”
Henrietta shook her head and snorted. As if things were that simple. “You already know all you need to,” Henrietta snapped. “You need only lead us to your village and I’ll take it from there.”
Paulette shrugged. “Oh, I know! Someone is after you for all the gold you have hidden away somewhere in the middle of a mountain.”
“Everybody's a storyteller,” Henrietta said.
“But it could be true, right?”
“Think what you want. Pick up the pace.” The girl wanted intrigue and conspiracies, stories and romance. Henrietta wanted none of that. She'd had enough as a scout, resident dragon slayer and favored member of the king's court to last her the rest of her life. As long as they took the back way, and fast, out of the town she hadn’t seen, she would endure the girl. No one said she should enjoy it.
The girl clucked her horse into a faster walk, doing as Henrietta bade, thankfully, and led the way into the dense oak and pine forest. At a decent clip, Henrietta’s mare followed Paulette’s single-file. The horse’s hooves crunched against the icy earth. The first snow was bound to follow any day. As soon as the path opened up she’d lead and set the pace. The girl moved her horse like this was a pleasure picnic.
Henrietta bit back an order to hurry it up and shifted her attention away from the girl. Though it felt natural to be back in the saddle, still she’d be sore when she got off the beast. Couldn’t be helped.
***
Her stomach grumbled. Suddenly, Henrietta noticed her mare bumping into Paulette’s. The mare had stopped amongst the trees. The pale midday light backlit Paulette's rigid back. Must be a clearing. Her attention had only strayed for a breath, or two. Something was wrong.
Sheep's berries.
She stilled her horse to listen. The horses jingled their straps as they shifted. Aware she could hear no birdsong and alert to the cold, relentless wind whistling through the tree branches, and branches scratching against each other, she drew her sword and nudged the mare forward.
Double sheep’s berries.
Sir Franc and Jaxter stood at the opposite edge of the small clearing. Dressed in his fur cloaks, the knight’s sword was drawn and he was in battle-ready stance. The jester wore a bright purple and yellow cape that looked like it had never seen the outside of the baron's hall.
“Knight!” Henrietta urged her horse forward past Paulette with her legs, tugged her pack out of its straps and gripped her sword. A fire ignited in her belly, calming her suddenly racing heart. “Lower your weapon. Can’t you see the girl is unarmed!”
“I knew I’d find you sneaking out of this place, Dragon Slayer.” He strode forward and didn't budge his sword aimed at them. “I’m not surprised. You are a deserter!”
“I’m not in your military, knight. Nor in your court. You will lower your weapon, now!” Henrietta settled her bag in front of her to serve as a shield and spurred her horse forward to stand in front of Franc. They stopped in the middle of the meadow.
For the first time in many moons, she wished for her military kit, especially her armor and shield. Just because she didn’t follow anyone’s orders anymore didn’t make her a deserter.
The anger fire pumped through her, putting bite into her words. “Your rules of combat include drawing on the unarmed?” Henrietta shook inside, and fatigue weighed down her sword arm. She didn’t have time for this. She wanted to be camped in a defensive position by the river road by dusk.
“You are armed,” Franc said.
“Yes, I am.” For a long moment, Henrietta held her position, drawn sword in one hand and bag in the other, legs hugging the horse. She stared the big man down, and willed herself to stifle the shudders that her stomach insisted upon. Her horse shifted, nervously. This trail mare was not combat trained. Henrietta missed her scout horse even more.
Paulette shouted from behind Henrietta, “Who is that rude soldier, Henrietta?” Fear and anger laced her voice. “And why does he think we’re the enemy? Are you a deserter?”
“Are we going to be here all day?” Jaxter said from behind the knight.
“I’m not a deserter,” Henrietta said, ignoring Jaxter's question. Franc wouldn’t attack her, would he? He needed her.
Indeed, Franc relaxed his sword, sheathing it. “I am honor-bound to drop my weapon.
“Move out, Paulette.” Henrietta sheathed her sword. She was not sorry to do so. The relief was enormous and real and her stomach jitters immediately calmed. She’d think about that later. For now she had to concentrate on Franc. The man was itching for a fight.
“Dragon Slayer, I am honor-bound to return to Pearl Island with you, no matter what you are.” Disdain laced his words.
Henrietta didn’t respond to the knight. Her decision was final. She gritted her teeth. He wanted to test her.
She didn’t want to be tested or ordered. Not today of all days. Who knew how much time Master Chen had? She hoped the stars would let her see him.
“Now that we’re all here, how does lunch appeal?” Jaxter said. “Death before lunch is not a great appetizer.”
He walked to the edge of the meadow and grabbed branches and twigs. “You’re all invited to my humble fare, provided you harbor no malicious feelings of murder and mayhem. Please leave those at the door!” He showed a big grin.
“You only think with your stomach,” Franc grumbled at Jaxter and watched Henrietta suspiciously.
“Well, someone has to.” Jaxter shrugged and walked off for more wood. “You two, be good,” he said over his shoulder.
“A quick lunch. Then we must be on our way.” She agreed with her growling stomach. Henrietta dismounted and followed Jaxter, trying not to smile at his theatrics, still facing the knight.
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