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Prologue
Darls Messenger

The boy, tonight’s Messenger, sat there, his long, drenched blond hair slap-
ping against his cheeks as he quickly turned from one yellow-robed priest to the
other, gibbering away in the local language. “Mi sain ham yo.”

The sound was ugly and without any of the beauty of Chuluun-Uul’s native
tongue. The Uul imagined that, as with all the previous ones, the boy wanted to
know what he had done wrong. He cried, and from what few words Chuluun-
Uul could make out, the boy insisted he would not do it again.

“Mi bahn gung han yo.”

The pleas barely registered on Chuluun-Uul’s mind as his thoughts drifted to
his homeland on the far eastern shores of Kieran. The ignorant cries only served
to remind him that he was a great distance from home. Yet he never regretted
the time, over twenty years traveling for the Master, overseeing the conversion of
kingdoms to the Shin-il Way.

Chuluun-Uul wiped his bare forehead with a finely decorated cloth that
matched his blood-red silk robes. The humid air of the cell added weight to the
twisted hair that ran down to his waist and his floor-length robes stuck to his
body. He decided he would need another bath before the night was out. He
thought about what that meant.

1 will have to wake Mei-Yin and Jun.

A smile crossed his lips as his mind turned to the two adolescent girls that he
had acquired. He had been sure they had only recently had their first bleeding and
he had confirmed for himself, just the other night, that they had not been spoiled
by another man. He shook his head and pushed the thought to the back of his
mind as he considered tonight’s events. Even though the king and his nobles were
firmly under the will of the Shin-il priests, what was going to transpire tonight
was not something he wished readily exposed to anyone outside of the small
chamber. The musty smell of the dank cell and sulfur from the sconces on the wall
made Chuluun-Uul wrinkle his nose. Even so, he thought he could almost smell
the fear of the boy chained to the bench through the odor of mold and smoke.
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The flickering light from the sconces cast an eerie glow over the child and
Obeah priests. Both of the lower caste priests began chanting in their island
tongue, one that Chuluun-Uul had never bothered to learn. After all, it was not
necessary to speak the language of those whom you used any more than one
talked to a mule or a desert death worm. You simply used them.

“Mi dain lam ko!” The boy yelled and pleaded for mercy, the sound bounc-
ing off the thick cell walls. His tears flowed and he strained against his chains as
he tried to turn his head toward Chuluun-Uul. The frightened boy promised he
would do whatever the Uul wanted. Anything! Chuluun-Uul smiled. If only the
boy could comprehend his contribution to the Way.

There was a glint of hope in the boy’s eyes until one of the priests grabbed
the blond hair and pulled the captive’s head back. The second priest forced open
the struggling boy’s mouth and poured in an elixir of ground herbs doused with
some liquid that smelled worse than the cell itself. The Messenger sputtered for a
few moments, a brown foam forming on his lips and streaming out of his nose.

Chuluun-Uul left while the priests began to insert small needles, coated with
more of their toxins, under the boy’s skin, causing him to jerk so hard it threat-
ened to rip him from the bench. The sand would drain for a full turn of the hour-
glass before the Messenger would be ready. Chuluun-Uul would have time for a
relaxing supper.

When Chuluun-Uul returned the Messenger sat unmoving, still connected
to the bench but his chains hanging limp. The black center of the eyes had grown,
obliterating the bright blue they once were, until the entirety of them was noth-
ing but a dark void. His mouth hung open, a yawning cavern, and the rest of his
carcass a puppet suspended on loose strings.

Chuluun-Uul looked to the Obeah priest on either side of the Messenger.
Their yellow robes covered every inch of their body except for their ebony hands.
Even their faces were hidden behind the folds of their hoods. They were the very
best at spells and herbs. And he hated them.

The ability to communicate with the Spirits and bend the fabric of the world
to one’s will... this was natural and as the Master commanded. What the Obeah
did with their potions and talismans was an abomination. Chuluun-Uul had
never understood the reason behind allowing the fanatical southern islanders into
the priesthood, yet he truly believed the Master had reasons for everything he did.

Chuluun-Uul wrinkled his nose again as he stared at the necromancers. The
dead should be left to the Spirits, yet he could not argue with their success. The
Messenger was needed and Chuluun-Uul had no qualms about the boy’s fate. It
was necessary.

“Is the Messenger ready?”

The priest on the left took out a small needle-thin blade. He stepped behind
the Messenger, who never flinched as the blade point jutted out from his chest.
Chuluun-Uul was surprised, as in past times, by the little amount of blood that
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stained the Messenger’s tunic.

Chuluun-Uul never asked where the children came from. He assumed an
outlying village or taken in some dark alley down in the poorer regions of the city,
if that is what you could call it.

Even though it was the center of the kingdom, compared to the sprawling
city of Tsagaan it felt like nothing more than a mud village. Chuluun-Uul chas-
tised himself for such thoughts. He should be used to it after having been away
from home for more than four hands of years. He had arrived in this kingdom
over a year ago and hated the place almost as much as he did the Obeah priests.

The priest pulled the blade out, only a little blood to mark the tiny hole. As
usual, the priest said nothing, but his hood nodded his response.

“Good. Itis time.” Chuluun-Uul moved over to stand in front of the Messenger.

A momentary feeling of compassion came over him as he stared at the flaccid
boy, but Chuluun-Uul drove the thought from his mind as he had with the two
young girls waiting for him. He reminded himself that the Messenger was just a
tool, like the Obeah and the girls. Tsagaan was a great distance away and a mes-
sage could take several moons depending upon weather conditions in this cursed
northern wasteland. A few days around each full moon the Obeah priests were
employed, another child was found, and Chuluun-Uul would be able to commu-
nicate with his Master. Once again he would receive the inspiration he needed to
continue until the next full moon.

The priests began chanting, and the one with the blade sprinkled a fine pow-
der over the corpse until it jerked upright. The once-limp frame became rigid and
the head lifted of its own accord. The black eyes stared directly at the waiting Uul.
Lowering himself to his knees, Chuluun-Uul bowed his head, but kept his eyes
on the Messenger. He waited for the Messenger to speak first.

“Chuluun-Uul.” The voice sounded nothing like the pleading squeal from ear-
lier. Though still a child’s voice it contained all the authority and power Chuluun-
Uul had grown up with.

“Master.” The Uul bowed a little deeper. He knew that the Messenger’s body
would be a true conduit reflecting everything Chuluun-Uul said and did back to
his Master at the temple in faraway Tsagaan.

“Rise,” he was commanded.

Standing, Chuluun-Uul kept his head bent in a respectful posture. “Thank
you, Master. May the spirit of your life and the Shin-il Way be entwined forever.”
His traditional response was no less heartfelt after all these years. “How can this
servant serve the Master?”

“You have done well,” the child gave voice to the words of the distant master.
“May I be assured the Kingdom of Rorterin is on the Shin-il Path?” It was a chal-
lenge as much as a question.

Chuluun-Uul lifted his head to stare into the eyes of the Master’s vessel and
did not flinch in his response. “Whatever you wish you may expect the king and
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his court to fulfill.”

The momentary silence was unusual, but the Shin-il priest waited patiently,
and would as long as was required.

“Can you leave Rorterin to Kiyati-Uul?” The question caught Chuluun-Uul
by surprise and his eyes popped, but he smoothed over his features quickly. Could
1 possibly be going home? His thoughts turned joyfully to the possibility.

“The king is very familiar with Kiyati-Uul. He has been at the king’s side day
and night.” Once the defiant king had been converted, his kingdom had fallen
in line. Chuluun-Uul had remained in the background while a subordinate func-
tioned as the king’s personal advisor to ensure his loyalty. “I have complete faith
in his abilities.”

“We have need of your special talents once again. This will be a long trip.” The
monotone voice did not lend itself to such news. Chuluun-Uul allowed himself
to feel a quick sense of disappointment, but only for a moment. His life was that
of the Shin-il Way and to serve his distant Master. The Messenger spoke again. “I
have felt the Dragon-Called.”

An excitement filled Chuluun-Uul’s body. His disappointment at not return-
ing to the temple was a far memory as he realized that all his previous service to
the Master would be as nothing compared to this task. Chuluun-Uul fought to
keep the emotion out of his voice, but still he asked bluntly, “Where?” He remem-
bered his courtesies and added, “Honorable Master.”

As a member of the Master’s inner circle, the Gai-Ten, Chuluun-Uul was one
of the few given the greatest task of all... to find the Dragon-Called.

“To the Far West. To the shores of Kieran and possibly beyond.” The
Messenger’s lips moved but the face showed no expression other than the blank
stare of those dead eyes.

The western shores of Kieran, Chuluun-Uul thought as he tried to estimate the
distance. Over three thousand miles. Weather conditions would delay his depar-
ture for several moons. He also had to consider that the roads out of the Kingdom
were poor and he would still need to cross the Scorched Lands. His lips twisted as
he decided it could take him more than a year to reach his goal. A stray thought
jumped into his mind and as quickly jumped out, but gave him a tingle in his
stomach all the same. /r will give Mei-Yin and Jun time ro hone their skills. “Master,
the distance is great, it will take time.”

“I have considered this. Know, my Gai-Ten, that it will take even longer. They
were lost to me after they were born — their mother — and I have searched long to
find them. They are still young and their power is weak, but I can sense their pres-
ence, as yet faint, too faint to tell you exactly where, though their power grows.”

Chuluun-Uul put his hands together and bowed his head in acceptance of
the mission.

“You are like a son to me. You are my greatest Uul. Foremost of the Gai-Ten.
You will not let me down.”
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The Messenger’s flat tone held no emotion, yet Chuluun-Uul took pride in
his Master’s words. The pride in his thoughts were contrary to the Shin-il Way,
but Chuluun-Uul relished in them nonetheless.

‘The Master continued, and even though the tone was lifeless, the insistence in
the warning was clear. “Beware the Burning Lady.” The voice paused, then added
slowly, “Her vile servants will oppose you. And they are many in the unclaimed
lands to the west.”

The child’s voice began to crack as it tried to speak again. The weakened body
began to fail much sooner than Chuluun-Uul expected and even with all their
skills, it was evident that the necromancers would not be able to keep the conduit
functioning much longer.

Chuluun-Uul glared at the nearest priest. This was unacceptable. The Vessel
was flawed. The priests should have discovered this before they started the call-
ing. The Messenger’s head started to fall forward and the priests had to hold the
rest of the carcass upright. The solid black eyes were fading to a dull, lifeless grey.
Chuluun-Uul moved closer and leaned forward.

“Make your way to the coast, the Kingdom of Fleuveral. As they grow and
their abilities become evident I will lead you to them.”

The voice faded to a bare whisper. Chuluun-Uul moved even closer as the
Messenger’s lips moved one more time before the hollow corpse passed completely.

“My Uul. My son. Bring them to me.”
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Willoe peeked out from behind the corner of the weaver’s shop. The rain had
dwindled to just a trickle and she watched the street urchin struggle in the grasp
of an overly-muscled trader’s guard. The guard was a lot bigger than he had looked
when Willoe was across the square, the leather and woolen jerkin stretched tight
across his chest, the muscles in his arms bulging like cords of twisted rope. She
named him Big Guard.

A man in a decorative doublet with a knee-length cape, whom Willoe imag-
ined from his finery was the trader, walked up with another guard only two-thirds
the size of Big Guard. Willoe smiled as she named him Little Guard. She had to
hold back a giggle when the trader’s stomach shook like the cook’s pudding as he
straightened the belt around his robust waist.

The trader balled his fists and put them on his hips as he stared at the bawling,
grime-covered boy. Big Guard shook the boy to get him to quiet and settle down,
without success. The trader laughed, his cheeks rippling, and said something to
Little Guard, causing them both to laugh louder.

The humor disappeared in Willoe’s mind as she remembered what had driven
her and her younger cousin’s hastily put together plan. Casandra would be wait-
ing under the bridge, across the square, at this very moment.

She looked at the street urchin again and it was hard to tell, since the boy was
so thin and she couldnt make out too many details, but she thought he might be
around fourteen or fifteen — two or three years older than Willoe. Straight hair,
uncommon among Cainwens; a dark brown and sheared so that it hung raggedly
around his shoulders.

It was mid-day and the planked walkway reminded Willoe of when the scul-
lery maids flushed out rats from the kitchen pantries. Workers and shoppers filled
the walkway, scurrying from shop to shop. Willoe moved onto the muddy planks
and edged along the front of the shops lining the square. She kept close to the
slatted and rough stone walls, tugging the front of her hood a little farther for-
ward to make sure it covered her hair and face as it might raise an alarm. Most
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people would burn her at a stake for the signs of evil she bore, though she could
do nothing about the green eyes or flaming red hair. If not for her Grandfather...
well, she just couldnt let herself be identified. She couldnt afford to embarrass
her family. Again.

The trader and his guards stood near the back of a loaded wagon where the
street urchin had been caught by Big Guard. The silver goblet the boy had stolen
from the open wagon lay on the cobblestones at his feet. Willoe hadn’t seen the
goblet from across the street, but regardless, she thought Big Guard was being a
bit rough with the boy.

She was now close enough to hear the clink of coins in the trader’s purse as it
swayed with his movements.

The street urchin’s voice broke as he pleaded with the trader. “I beg, let me go!
Da is dead. Ma and three sisters. I only want tbuy food!”

“I am sure you are caring for your mother and sisters.” The trader smiled and
spoke in a mocking tone as he winked at Little Guard beside him, then his expres-
sion hardened. He leaned forward, grabbing the boy by the neck of his shirt. “I
doubt you knew your father, you base-born little thief. You probably do not even
know your mother, or whatever whore pushed you out.”

“No, no!” The boy tried to break free from the trader’s grip and only earned
another rough shake from Big Guard.

The trader let go of the boy and stood up, anger staining his face. “I should
not even waste my time turning you over to the City Guard. Maybe I should just
punish you myself.” He looked at Little Guard, who just snickered, the smaller
man’s eyes gleaming in anticipation.

'The boy surprised Willoe by trying to kick Big Guard, which only caused all
three men to laugh harder. He showed a lot more courage than his frightened cries
had led her to believe he possessed.

The discussion only reaffirmed Willoe’s decision to help the boy. She spot-
ted Casandra walking across the small square toward the trader’s wagon. Even
though her cousin was just a year younger, she was a good four fingers shorter
than Willoe. Casandra moved closer, almost floating like a bird gliding on the
wind. Even at this distance Willoe could see a boldness in her eyes that contrasted
with the soft features of her cousin and closest friend. As Casandra approached,
she pulled up the hood of the green cloak that matched Willoe’s.

Working her way along the shops, Willoe stopped in front of a leathersmith
that was directly across from the captive boy. She kept close against the wall while
busy passersby went about their business, further concealing her so she could spy
on the scene at the wagon unnoticed.

She was close enough to see more details about the boy. His face had sharp
lines and he was not as thin as she had first thought. Yes, his skin was taut, but he
didn’t appear to be underfed. More like his body was hardened with developing
muscles. She had thought his hair brown and wavy, but it just needed washing;
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which made his hair stick out in clumps and under the dirt it looked to be almost
blond. The boy’s face would have been handsome, at least from what she could
tell through the layers of dirt, but a scar marred his young face, starting from the
side of his left ear and curving down to the left side of his chin.

She looked back to the front of the wagon as Casandra headed toward the
wagon’s horse, which snorted and pawed the ground at her approach. She stopped
where Willoe could see her, closed her eyes and put a hand on the horse’s fore-
head. Even after the two years she had known her cousin, Willoe was still amazed
at the effect Casandra had on animals. The horse immediately quieted and low-
ered its head, nudging gently at Casandra.

Once the horse settled, Casandra opened her eyes, looked over at Willoe and
nodded her head.

With a deep breath Willoe moved away from the wall, stepped between two
strangers and onto the worn and rounded stones of the square. With a final glance
at Casandra, she then turned to face the trader and screamed hysterically.

“Help! Help me!” she shrieked as if in pain and dropped to her knees in tears
on the wet stones. “Won’t summ’on please help me?” She hoped she didn’t sound
like a noble.

With everyone focused on Willoe, Big Guard did not notice the wagon mov-
ing backwards until it was too late for him to jump out of the way, and it slammed
into his back. He yelled in surprise and stumbled, putting both hands out to
break his fall and letting go of the struggling street urchin in the process.

“Run.” Willoe’s tears ceased as she ordered the street urchin.

The boy held his ground and did not falter as she had been afraid he might,
but instead stared at her, his eyes narrowed questioningly. Willoe commanded
him again, louder this time, more urgently.

Instead of rushing away, the street urchin sneered and ran straight at the
trader, pulling out a short knife. The trader had whipped his head around at Big
Guard’s cry and then back to Willoe with her last shout. Willoe started to yell a
warning to the trader, afraid the boy might take his revenge on the unsuspecting
man. Before she could get out the warning, the boy swept the short knife once
and cut the purse hanging from the trader’s belt. He grabbed the free-falling purse
expertly with his other hand.

“Stop!” The trader jerked his head back toward the boy, but the young cut-
purse was well away before the hefty man could grab him.

The boy darted between bewildered bystanders and reached a side street that
ran into the square. He turned to face Willoe, bowed clumsily, held up the purse
and gave her a big grin before disappearing down the street.

“You.” The trader turned his face back to Willoe, his eyes burning into her as
his face visibly reddened with anger. “You! You're with him. You're with the little
whoreson thief. A misbegotten burning cutpurse!” He pointed a finger, screaming
each word and leaving no doubt as to whom he meant.
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Willoe realized too late that she should have already fled. She stood to run,
but Little Guard clamped a hand tightly on her left wrist. She struggled for a
moment until she felt a fire light up deep inside that engulfed her heart. She
stopped moving and gasped for air. Her breath came in hurried wheezes, then
it slowed and she was able to catch her breath. With the breath came a warmth,
like a simmering pot of water, which spread out to her limbs. As she stood, the
warmth turned into a surging heat, as if her blood had begun to boil. She felt a
burning sensation on her skin and she looked at her free arm to see her pale skin
had indeed turned a rusty hue. Her head pounded to the beat of her heart and she
imagined that her fiery hair had actually become a flaming halo.

Willoe’s mind whirled.

Not again.

As she struggled with Little Guard the blaze continued to flood her veins and
everything started to become hazy. She felt herself fade to the background and
watched as she reached out with her free hand and grabbed Little Guard’s wrist.
She yanked up while trying to pull her captive hand free.

Amazingly, Little Guard released his grip and as if through a tunnel she could
hear what sounded like an agonized scream. She faced Little Guard, her mind in
shock, but her body, as if possessed by a stronger and angrier spirit, shoved him
in the chest with her freed hand. The man, though shorter than his fellow guard,
was much heavier than Willoe, yet when she struck him he flew backwards more
than a dozen feet to land on his back with a thud.

“Grab her, she is a cutpurse!” The trader’s voice cut through the haze and she
slammed back into her own skin feeling drained and soaking wet.

Big Guard had risen and started toward her. Her body felt exhausted but a
burst of energy flowed through her and she spun toward the front of the wagon.
Casandra raced over and almost collided with Willoe as they both stumbled and
ran down the nearest side street.

They had gone past a couple of shops when Casandra grabbed Willoe’s cloak
and pulled her into a small alley that ran along the back of several other shops.
Willoe slid on the damp and slippery cobblestones, but was able to keep up with
her cousin. They ran a dozen feet down the alley and ducked into a doorway. They
leaned back against the door trying to stay as flat as possible, both of them breath-
ing heavily. Willoe felt like she had been running all day rather than just a few
minutes. Above her own breathing she could hear the voices of the men that were
chasing them fade away down the street. The pounding of her heart and head
slowed and after a few moments she peeked out around the edge of the doorway.
Seeing an empty street, she signaled for Casandra to come out.

“What happened back there?” Casandra asked, still trying to catch her breath.

Willoe could feel strength returning with every breath, but still needed a couple
of deep breaths before answering. “I do not know. I was overcome by a... a fire.”

Casandra’s eyebrows narrowed. “A fever?”
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“Ten times worse.” Willoe’s breath and body was finally starting to return to
normal. “A hundred times.” She sucked in another deep breath before adding. “It
was. .. It only happened once before. It was a year before you came to live with me.”

“But what you did to that guard—" Casandra frowned. “You threw him like
he was nothing more than a pillow. And your face—"

When Casandra did not continue, Willoe was concerned her cousin had seen
the change in Willoe’s skin. “What about my face?” she asked hesitantly.

“It...” Casandra’s lips pursed as she seemed to have trouble with finding the
right words. “It was all hard and bulging. Your teeth were clenched so hard I
thought they would shatter. I was scared.”

Willoe was no less confused and upset than her cousin. “I do not know what
happened. I mean, I could see what was happening, though I had no control over
what I did.”

“There they are!” A shout made them both turn to see the two guards, with
several other men standing behind them, filling the end of the alley. Little Guard
glared at them, his cheeks puffing in and out as he sneered and mashed his teeth.

Casandra grabbed Willoe’s cloak again and pulled her into a run down the
alley. They turned down another street heading toward the outskirts of the city,
then cut randomly down several streets and alleys. Willoe fought to catch her
breath, another burst of blistering fire and energy driving her forward. The men
almost caught them once right before the two gitls slid through a jagged hole in
a wall too small for the men to follow. Willoe and her cousin continued shifting
from one street to another until they reached the western stables near the outer
wall and couldn’t hear the men anymore.

They leaned up against the stable’s wooden slats, Willoe’s heart beating so hard
she thought it would rip out of her chest at any moment. They bent over with
hands on their knees, taking quick, shallow breaths. After a few moments they
leaned back and slid down to a sitting position on the dirt-packed ground just
outside one of the stable’s doors. Willoe looked over at her cousin and Casandra
turned her face to look back. They stared like that until Willoe raised her eye-
brows to say, 7hat was close. Casandra started to giggle, and Willoe soon joined
her. They went on like that for a while until they heard Big Guard’s voice.

“I tell you, I heard them this way.”

Casandra put her hand over her mouth, as did Willoe. Willoe turned her gaze
down the street and realized it ended against the city’s wall with no place to hide.
She pushed Casandra toward the open stable doors and the girls slipped inside
just as Willoe caught sight of the two guards entering the street.

Once inside, Willoe quickly questioned her decision. There wasn't any back
door and the stable was empty except for some buckets, a few empty wooden
stands used to hold the horses tack, and the stalls filled with straw and peat moss.
Willoe could hear the guards’ voices getting closer when Casandra pointed to one
of the stalls. Both girls moved halfway into it, laid down, and pulled straw over
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their bodies. The smell of horse urine nearly choked Willoe and she jumped when
little bugs started to crawl up her legs and arms, but the sound of the stable doors
opening stilled her.

“They’re here, I tell ya.” Little Guard’s voice filled the empty stable. “I saws a
green cloak come in here.”

“There’s a lot of green cloaks in this here city,” Big Guard argued.

“With a gold trim?”

Damn the Shadows, she thought. Her and Casandra’s cloaks were custom-
made in the distinctive green and gold pattern of the kingdom. Of course they
would stand out.

It was silent and she couldn’t hear any movement from the guards. She lay as
still as possible for several more minutes and she hoped the guards had given up
when Big Guard finally spoke.

“That is queer. What would a cutpurse be doing with a cloak like that?”

“The bitch of a whore steal it, I tell ya. That’s what cutters do.” Little Guard’s
anger was heavy in his words and Willoe was suddenly worried that a lecture from
Grandfather might be the least of her problems.

She could hear the guards rummaging around in the stable with pails tossed
about and wooden stands being turned over.

“Whered they go?” Big Guard sounded as if he were getting frustrated.

“Aye, this bring them out.” Little Guard laughed. The sickening sound of it
sent shivers up Willoe’s spine. “Just poke in the stalls. I wager they are hiding.”

“If they’re under the straw the prong will stick ’em.” The concern in Big
Guard’s tone gave Willoe some hope.

“If it be the Burning Lady’s will.”

“You should not jest about the Burning Lady. Taunting the goddess never
brings good on those that use it.”

“Tell that to the bitch who nearly broke my wrist.” Little Guard grunted and
Willoe could hear the sound of metal striking the ground.

The same sound echoed across the stable several times and continued to move
closer to Willoe’s and Casandra’s stall. Willoe couldn’t see her cousin, but could
feel a slight movement to her right. They would have to do something soon or
be speared by the tine used to bale the straw. The next time it hit the ground it
sounded really close and she could even feel the vibration as if it were just a few
feet away. Willoe could feel her blood starting to simmer again.

She sat up pulling straw out of her face and yelled, “Stop!” She wasn't sure
whether she was ordering the guard or her own body. Casandra sat up just a
moment later.

“There be the little whore.” The sharpened metal prongs were aimed at the
floor just in front of Willoe. “I'll teach you to hurt ol’ Brac.” Little Guard raised
the tip of the tine and pointed it directly at Willoe.

The determination in his eyes made her angry more than scared and she
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began to fade into the background once again as fire started to fill her body. Little
Guard took a step toward her when Willoe heard the stable doors slam against the
wall and a familiar voice come from behind the two guards.

“Put down the stick.” The deep voice resonated with authority. “Now!”

Little Guard gripped the shaft tighter and both guards turned as Little Guard
started to say “Who you think—" His voice dropped and the tine followed.

Both guards knelt and Big Guard said with deference, “Protector.” With
heads still bowed Big Guard started to explain. “These two worked with a cut-
purse to rob our master. We was only—"

“Enough.” The command cut the guard off. “Leave these to me.” The
Protector stood a good hand taller than even Big Guard and was broader in the
chest and shoulders. A sleeveless leather studded jerkin with fur trimmings cov-
ered his upper body, highlighting the thick muscular arms that rested at his side.
A pair of heavy leather pants fit well with the jerkin. An iron buckle in the shape
of a dragon’s head held the belt together. His strawberry blond hair was pulled
back and hung over his left shoulder onto his chest. It was tied every few inches
with leather straps to keep it from interfering with his ability to reach the sword
handle that stuck up from over each shoulder.

“But he will want his money,” Little Guard whined.

“I doubt your master will miss a few coins.” The Protector turned his right
arm slightly so that the inside of the forearm was visible. An old scar burned into
the skin created an image of a dragon in flight from the wrist to the elbow.

Eyeing the dragon, the Big Guard’s voice was tinged with awe as if he had
finally come to some sort of realization. “You're Protector Dougal.” He turned
back to look at the girls, his eyes grown wide. “Then this must be— Why would
she—" His eyebrows knitted together in confusion, but he recovered and stood,
grabbing Little Guard and pushing him toward the stable door. They kept facing
the Protector, their eyes cast down as they edged their way past the imposing war-
rior. After they exited the stable Willoe could hear the pounding of their boots as
they fled the stable yard.

With the arrival of the Protector, the fire rising under Willoe’s skin subsided
and the haze was kept at bay. When the flames retreated, they left her feeling odd
in her own skin.

She rose, pulled back her hood and started to wipe the damp straw off her
cloak while swatting at the few bugs that still clung to her. Casandra also stood
and pulled back her hood, shaking out her thick hair.

Even at eleven years old, Casandra was one of the most beautiful girls Willoe
had ever met. No, not a girl, but a woman almost grown. Casandra was already
starting to blossom, the childhood fat gone, soft features forming with high cheek
bones and full lips. Willoe loved her cousin, but she couldn’t help feeling envious
at times. Willoe knew no one would ever accuse /er of being beautiful. In fact, she
would settle for even just attractive. Casandra, on the other hand, had a natural
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beauty that captured the heart of every male — and female — that set eyes upon her.
And even now, while Willoe had straw sticking out from every part of her body,
Casandra flicked a few strands off her clothing, shook her hair again, and looked
like she had just stepped out of her dressing chamber.

Willoe turned to the large Protector, but then heard someone clear their throat
and a stranger, a young man, edged out from behind the stern warrior. Willoe’s
first thought was that he was beautiful. In fact, she thought, Hes so beautiful. He
was a good head taller than Willoe and it was obvious he kept himself physically
in shape. Then her twin brother, Rowyn, stepped out next to the young man.

“Row.” Willoe smiled at her twin. They were nearly identical. The same wavy
red hair, deep and bright, with luminous green eyes. She was a couple of fingers
taller, but she knew that would change as they grew older. She loved her twin
brother, though she couldn’t say the same about her two older brothers, from a
different mother. No one knew who Willoe and Rowyn’s mother was, not even
Willoe. It was even told that their father hadn’t known about the two of them
until Protector Dougal had appeared one day with the three-year-old Twins on
his saddle.

“Wil.” Rowyn responded with a smile. He stepped toward her but then hung
back, wrinkling his nose. “What have you been doing? You smell like horse piss.”

Willoe inhaled deeply and coughed. “Shades or the Shadows.”

Rowyn smiled at her reference to picking between two poor choices, but it
quickly faded and he squinted as he questioned his twin. “Are you well?” The way
he asked the question made Willoe curious as to his meaning.

“Yes. I am fine now.” She tilted her head, trying to figure out exactly what
Rowyn had meant.

He nodded his head slightly with twisted lips. She knew there was something
still troubling him.

The other young man cut off her train of thought and said with a wide grin,
“So this is the ill-famed Willoe. Is it true that trouble covers her like an early
morning mist in a mountain valley?” He looked to Casandra for an answer, the
hint of a twinkle in his eyes.

“I am not—" Willoe started to protest, but Casandra spoke up.

“Yes.”

Willoe looked at Casandra in shock, but her cousin only shrugged her shoul-
ders and whispered, “It is true.”

Willoe faced the young man again, set her chin and furrowed her brow.

Casandra gestured toward the young man. “Let me introduce my brother,
Aeron Cadwal of Pembroke. The next First Duke of Cainwen.”

Now that she knew the connection, Willoe could see the resemblance clearly;
by his stance, Willoe could see that Aeron carried himself with the same refined
grace and courtly charm - though with a manly bent — that Casandra exuded. How
unfair that it came so naturally to her young cousin! Evidently it ran in their blood.
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Aeron bowed courteously and stood back up with the grin still plastered on
his face. Even though there had to be a three or four year difference between the
brother and sister, both of her cousins had the same flowing golden bronze hair,
smooth facial features, and a bearing that could only come from the children of
the First Duke.

Willoe tried to curtsy, but knew it did not come off very gracefully. “Pleased
to meet you, cousin.”

He bowed once again.

“He is coming to live with us, Wil, and finish his training to be a Shield.”
Rowyn’s voice was filled with the most excitement Willoe had heard from him
in years. It was a nice change from his normal solemn demeanor. “Just like you
and Casandra, I will finally have a friend.” His mouth opened to say more, but
he must have realized what he had said; Willoe smiled as her brother lowered his
gaze, face flushed with embarrassment. He picked furiously at the seam of his
cloak, confirming his mortification.

Aeron must have noticed the younger boy’s embarrassment, and he reached
out to put a hand on Rowyn’s shoulder, then squeezed it. “That is right, cousin.
We are going to be the best of friends. Just like our fathers.” He bellowed out
a big, hearty laugh and then slapped Rowyn on the shoulder, almost knocking
the younger boy over. But when Rowyn regained his feet he had the biggest grin
Willoe had ever seen and it made her smile that much more.

“We must go.” Protector Dougal’s deep, bottom-of-the-barrel voice stopped
any further discussion. “We be expected back at the castle ‘fore supper.”

“I just wanted to thank you for saving me. Once again.”

“Just like after your ninth naming day,” Rowyn added.

Willoe’s thoughts went back three years to when the kidnappers had nearly
succeeded. If not for Protector Dougal. ..

He looked at her and his lips parted as if to speak, but instead they rested in
a tight-lipped smile.

She thought of him as an uncle, not a Protector sworn to protect her and her
brother. She also knew he would be hard to sway, yet she still had to try to con-
vince him to keep this within their small group.

Before she could state her case, he fixed her with a disapproving gaze. “Did it
nay occur to you that the boy be a cutpurse?”

“The trader was going to hurt the boy,” Willoe exclaimed. “He said he was
going to punish him and not turn him over to the City Guard.”

Protector Dougal didn’t answer immediately and his expression was hard for
Willoe to read. “Did he harm the lad or was it just words floating through the air?”

Willoe started to answer, but then she bit her lip in thought. The trader never
actually hit the boy.

Protector Dougal grunted and shook his head. “I'd thought as much.” And as if
her plan was known to him, he told her, “No, I be not saying a word to the king.”
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Willoe breathed a sigh of relief, until Protector Dougal added in a rigid voice,
which contrasted with the thin smile that had returned, “I’'m sure when their mas-
ter,” he pointed to the open stable door, “hears who you be, he be telling every-
one who lend him an ear. Your grandfather be hearing all ‘bout this by nightfall.”

Willoe sighed and bent her head, resigning herself to her fate. She pushed it
to the back of her mind as another thought struck her. “How did you know where
to find us?”

Aeron, a smile still plastered across his face, answered. “We were looking for
the both of you when we heard you screaming. We started in that direction when
your brother here,” he squeezed Rowyn’s shoulder again, “almost collapsed right
there in the street.”

Rowyn hunched his shoulders and kept his gaze on the ground, seemingly
embarrassed by the event.

“He recovered after just a moment and said he was fine, but that it was urgent
we find you.” Aeron turned back to Willoe with a quizzical look. “All he would tell
us was that you were on fire. Though you seem fine now, if somewhat disheveled.”

Willoe sucked in so hard she lost her breath for a moment. How could Rowyn
know about the fire? She started to say something to him when Rowyn looked up
directly at her and shook his head ever so slightly. She almost didn’t catch it, but
something in his eyes told her to leave it.

“You can imagine how that worried us.” Aeron nodded his head toward the
large Protector. “By the time we reached the square, you were gone and we got the
story out of witnesses to your...shall we say rescue of the boy. We tracked you to
this area, but we were not sure where you were until Row turned as pale as a dove
and pointed to this stable.”

She kept her eyes on Rowyn, who barely shook his head again as their cousin
finished the tale. Even as close as she was with her twin, there were some things he
would not confide in anyone, even her. She knew how stubborn he could be and
realized she might never find out what happened.

“But now you are safe.” Aeron smiled again as if he had had something to
do with it. Before she could point out that it had been Protector Dougal, Aeron
waved his hand toward the stable door with a little tilt of his head. “Princess
Willoe. Lady Casandra.” The elegance of the courteous action was somewhat
dimmed by the sarcastic smirk on his face. He turned to Rowyn. “What say, Row,
we remove ourselves from this,” he looked around the stable, “rather dull setting.”

No one had ever called Willoe’s twin Row other than herself, and she felt a
momentary pang of jealousy. Protector Dougal indicated for her and Casandra to
leave the stable. She pulled her hood back up, as the rain had picked up and was
pelting the stable’s roof and doors.

The jealous feeling subsided when she heard Aeron behind her. “So how do
you like being the son of the crown prince?”

Rowyn surprised Willoe with his retort, as he rarely saw humor in anything. “I
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do not know. It has its advantages. How do you like being the son of the First Duke?”

Aeron burst out with another loud laugh. “Very good, Row. It does have its
advantages. But yet there is also the other side of the coin.”

The easy manner in which Rowyn conversed with their newly-met cousin
cloaked her with a sense of relief. Mothering her twin had become second nature
to Willoe, but maybe he would finally find a friend and companion, the first in
his life other than Willoe and Casandra. A male friend.

“Yes cousin, there is the other side.” Rowyn quieted for a moment and then
added, “Much more than anyone should have to bear without fighting back.”

Willoe was saddened by his words. He spoke of a shared burden, one that
Willoe understood all too well. They lived in a culture that had not truly accepted
them and even considered them evil.

She looked over her shoulder to see her twin and as their eyes connected, the
boiling heat suddenly flared through her body, the same as when she had broken
free from Little Guard’s grasp. Her chest heaved and she inhaled quickly, then the
sensation died.

Rowyn stumbled as the fire ran through her body, then regained his feet, con-
tinuing to walk behind her. He stared up at her, his eyes first wide, then narrowed
and his lips twisted like when he was worrying over some mystery.

She snapped her head forward and kept walking. Had Rowyn also felt the
strange fire? She drew in another deep breath and swallowed hard. Maybe it had
something to do with them being Twins? But that would not explain the fire itself.

As they exited the stable the fading fire left a warm feeling, but not a comfort-
ing one. She wanted to ask Rowyn, but she feared what he might answer. Willoe
could only hope that Rowyn’s words were not an omen of things to come.
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Willoe loved days like today. The sun in early autumn provided just the
right amount of heat and the days were still long enough to provide reading light
into the evening without the smoky smell of tallow candles. Her body moved as
one with the horse and she looked up to enjoy the glimmer of sunlight filtering
through the canopy of leaves. The forest picnic to celebrate her and Rowyn’s six-
teenth birthday was a wonderful idea and she reminded herself to thank Casandra
again for suggesting it.

She turned back to see how the others were faring. The contrast made her
smile. Just a few paces behind was the dainty Casandra, bubbly and beautiful, rid-
ing next to the quiet, always-somber Protector Dougal. Casandra chattered away
and, in his usual sedate manner, the Protector listened politely, if not intently.
Behind them rode Rowyn and Aeron who, like his sister Casandra, was extremely
animated and doing most of the talking between bursts of laughter. Aeron’s loud
guffaws stood in sharp contrast to Rowyn’s dour bearing; her brother was sparing
with his laughter, so unlike the full-bodied laughter of his closest friend.

“Dear cousin,” Aeron called out to her with a hint of humor in his voice.
“Did you really dump an entire keg of Langford wine on Master Jonnes?”

So that was what he was laughing about. Willoe rolled her eyes. “It isn’t that
simple,” she tried to defend herself. “I was only showing Casandra what to do if
a brigand tried to grab her from behind.” It was something she had learned from
Protector Dougal’s private training. “I only twisted away from her and—"

“You knocked the keg off the ledge, it broke apart, and splashed all over the
wine master,” Aeron finished for her, and slapped Rowyn heavily on the back of
the shoulder, very amused with himself.

Shoved forward in his saddle by the friendly gesture, Rowyn sat back up and
pushed his wavy red hair out of his eyes. He only smiled at the joke, lips together.

“Who knew Master Jonnes would be standing right next to the ledge?” She
had no desire to experience that ridicule once again and spurred her chestnut to
trot slightly ahead of the others.
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Aeron yelled out, “Don’t get upset, cousin. You weren't the one that ended up
wine-soaked.” He laughed again as she rode a little faster ahead of them.

She slowed the horse to a walk and cut across the narrow forest path through
a thicket, leaning forward to avoid the low-hanging branches, to finally emerge
near the Great Crossway Road. She was grateful for the leather riding breeches
and matching boots as she rode through the brambles and briers.

The Great Crossway would lead them directly to the East Gate of Castle
Westhedge. She waited for the others to join her. They would ride back toward the
castle on the hard-packed dirt and crushed seashell road. The others continued
their conversations while Willoe lost herself in the waning Summer afternoon,
until she glimpsed a wagon off to the left side of the road. Actually it was more a
cobbled-together cart than a wagon, even though it had four wheels.

As they rode toward the cart she could see an elderly farmer behind it and a
young boy on the driver’s bench. The farmer had his shoulder leveraged against
one of the rear wheels while the young boy snapped the horse’s rope reins. The
man stopped and looked over his shoulder at the riders, then turned back and
continued to push against the wheel.

It was obvious that the cart was properly stuck and not moving regardless of the
farmer’s efforts. As they rode up behind it Willoe could see that the left rear wheel
had gone off the road, landed in a rut, and the horse was unable to pull it out.

Willoe pulled off the road a dozen paces behind the cart, dismounted and
hobbled her horse. She turned to the others who had by now come up behind her.
“We should help the old man.”

Rowyn looked at the farmer still grunting against the wagon wheel, ignor-
ing the riders. “I'm not sure if that is best, Wil. I think we should continue to the
castle. It is getting late.”

“He is one of Grandfather’s subjects; we owe him our assistance.” Willoe
couldn’t see how the farmer and boy would ever get the wagon free without help.
“If you will not help then I will do it myself.” She set her shoulders and spun
toward the cart, stomping away.

She could hear Aeron mutter as she walked away. “If we don’t help, do you
think she will give up?”

“It would be the first time.” Casandra’s voice was clear and Willoe looked
over her shoulder to see Casandra already standing on the ground with Aeron and
Rowyn dismounting their own horses. Protector Dougal stayed in the saddle and
took the reins from the other three.

Willoe continued to walk turning toward the old farmer. “Allow us to help
you, ancient father.” Willoe spoke in a kind voice with an intentionally friendly
expression of respect.

“Your help is welcomed,” the old farmer said with his back to her. “We got a
sow to deliver for a castle merchant.”

The boy was probably his grandson and from the sheepish look on his
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downcast face, he was the one that had driven the cart off the road.

The farmer stood. “I been flaming well at it for a bit now.” He started to turn
back to her while wiping sweat off his forehead with a rag. “Forgive my foul words.
My wife says I n'ver should—" He choked on the apology. Scrambling back sev-
eral steps, he put his thumb, index and middle fingers together and touched his
forehead. He then brought the fingers to his mouth, kissed them, and ended with
them on his heart. As he touched his heart, he whispered, “Burning Lady protect
us.” He continued to step back until he was even with the boy, to whom he waved
to jump down from the cart.

The boy just stared at Willoe, his eyes full of fear. “Are you gonna kill us?” His
voice shook with the very same fear she could see in his eyes.

Willoe was stunned. Why would they think such a thing? Then she realized her
hood was pulled back and her flaming red hair was hanging loose down around
her face. Along with her vivid green eyes she must have appeared to the two as
the culmination of every nightmare tale they had been told since being toddlers.
She couldn’t help that she and her twin shared the same hair and eye color as a
dreaded, half-dead Shade. “I mean you no harm.” She tried to use a soft, sooth-
ing voice.

The old farmer was not calmed and dragged the boy roughly from the cart,
causing it to rock side to side. With the sharp motion the sow began to squeal and
bang up against the side of the cart.

Casandra had come up next to Willoe and reached over the back slat. She
closed her eyes for a moment and put a hand on the sow until it quieted, then
pulled her arm back out.

Repeating the plea to the Goddess, the farmer dropped to one knee. “Take
the sow, but have mercy on us and leave the piglets.”

Piglets? A squalling noise made Willoe look into the cart, where she saw a half
dozen piglets scurrying around behind their mother, a rather small sow. They were
so little and kept bumping into each other; Willoe had to laugh at their antics. She
realized too late that the farmer must have mistaken her reaction, because he bowed
his head and began to whimper. Willoe needed to do something quickly before the
old man collapsed. The boy was still staring at her as if she had two heads.

Willoe reached in for one of the piglets, hoping that if the boy saw how gen-
tle she was with it they would know she was only trying to help. But the little pig
squirmed and slipped from her grasp, kicking out at Willoe. “No!” She shriecked
as she started to fall backward, trying to avoid the piglet’s cloven hooves. She
reached out and grabbed for the slats to steady herself, only to pull the restraining
slat totally off and tilt the back of the cart downward. She fell on the ground and
was nearly crushed when the sow jumped out the back, barely missing her. She
wasn't as lucky when all six of the piglets followed their mother out of the cart and
two of them landed on Willoe’s right leg. Willoe grunted and could feel a bruise
already starting to form.
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“My pigs!” The farmer had raised his head and stood at the noise of the pigs
squealing loudly as they ran randomly around the base of the cart. He started
toward his pigs, but then stopped short and stepped back again when he saw
Willoe lying on the ground.

“Grab them!” Aeron yelled as he chased after one of the piglets. Rowyn and
Casandra each ran around the cart after one of the frightened animals. The farmer
and his grandson pressed up against the cart, their eyes wide with terror, especially
after seeing Rowyn’s red hair fly past them.

Willoe took after one of the piglets and slipped on a grassy patch, falling
into the loose dirt along the road’s edge. She finally caught the piglet and looked
around for the others. Aeron also had one as he hunted down another, while
Casandra knelt with the sow and two of the piglets in front of her, while she
calmly stroked them in turn. Rowyn was closing in on the last of the escaped pig-
lets when Willoe heard the neigh of a horse behind her.

She turned and came face to face with a black warhorse, and looked up to
identify the rider. The cropped dark brown hair, grey at the temples, and the
speckled beard were all too familiar to Willoe.

“Captain Harte. It is good to see you Ser.” Willoe looked beyond the horse and
saw two decorative carriages with two score of mounted Shields and Guardsmen
stationed behind it. Behind that there were other wagons and a number of ser-
vants. Ten of the mounted warriors wore the green cloak with a golden dragon
over the left breast, the emblem of her own Kingdom, Cainwen. What surprised
her was that the remaining soldiers wore a dark grey surcoat emblazoned with
the red lion of the Eastern Kingdom. “Is this an envoy from Franchon?” She had
not heard of any expected mission from that part of the island. “What is this all
about?” She quickly regretted her choice of words as she knew it wasn’t her place
to question the head of the King’s Guard.

“I would ask the same of you, Princess Willoe.” He did nothing to hide the
frustration and annoyance in his voice.

“Princess Willoe?” a voice came from the first carriage as the door opened. A
servant riding on the back of the carriage jumped down and put a stool under the
open door. A young woman stepped out. She was dressed in a brightly-colored
dress with a red threaded design of a lion stitched on the breast and white fur trim
around the hem.

Not the kind of dress I would have picked for traveling, Willoe thought as she
watched the woman flow from the carriage. Instinctively, she tried to smooth out
her own wrinkled dress and brush off what dirt she could. She realized she still
had the piglet tucked under her arm as the woman approached her.

Willoe estimated the woman’s age at a couple of years older than herself. She
was slender in all the right places and not in all the other right places. Willoe sud-
denly felt very conscious of her own small breasts, and without thinking put her
shoulders back a little more, though she doubted it emphasized what little she had.
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The woman seemed to glide from the coach radiating an intoxicating animal
magnetism. She walked past Captain Harte right up to Willoe, coming uncom-
fortably close. She curtsied flawlessly, much better than Willoe could ever achieve,
and gave Willoe a smile that could have blinded the sun. “I have been waiting so
long to meet you.”

Willoe didn’t know how to respond. The piglet began to squirm and Casandra
walked up to take the little pig from her. Upon Casandra’s touch the piglet imme-
diately calmed.

“Ah, you must be the First Duke’s daughter, the Lady Casandra. I had heard
the two of you were inseparable.”

Casandra stopped and looked from the woman to Willoe and back at the
woman again. “I am the First Duke’s daughter.” Casandra didn’t address the sec-
ond comment, but did match the Franchon woman curtsy for curtsy, even while
carrying the piglet. “May I inquire as to whom I am speaking with?”

Willoe wished she could switch to the formal speech of the court as easily as
her cousin. She also did not think it was possible, but the newcomer’s smile wid-
ened. Willoe couldn’t help but be entranced by the contrast between the unbe-
lievably white teeth and the raven hair. It was so black it was almost blue, which
complemented the woman’s deep blue eyes. Those reminded Willoe of the center
of a bottomless lake.

“Forgive my manners,” the Franchon woman exclaimed. “The trip has been
long and I am not accustomed to such conditions.”

Willoe had no doubt that this woman had never spent any real time on the
road before this. The woman was exactly like all the other women Willoe knew —
and resented — from court. A noble’s wife or daughter who rarely knew anything
about what was going on outside of their own small world.

“I am the Lady Emeline Jaquette Louvier Gautier.” The woman curtsied again
and Willoe wished she would stop. It made her feel inadequate for some reason.

Casandra acknowledged the visiting woman with a nod, then excused herself
and headed for the cart, stroking the head of the piglet she held under her arm to
calm its renewed squirming.

“And this—?” Lady Emeline turned slightly as Aeron walked up with a pig-
let under each arm.

Aeron put on a shining smile. “May I introduce myself, dear lady?” He bowed
ever so elegantly, which should have been hard to do with a piglet under each
arm, but he somehow managed it. “I am Lord Aeron Cadwal of Castle Mount
Somerled, heir to the First Duke of Cainwen.” He straightened and shook his
head ever so slightly, causing his thick wavy hair to flip gently from side to side.
“May I say it is a pleasure to meet you, Lady Emeline. Your appearance has bright-
ened my day as surely as the warm sun on my skin after a refreshing swim.” His
smile broadened and his dimples still showed through the beginnings of a beard.
Willoe felt like she would gag at his suggestive words.
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“Yes, well—”

Willoe had to keep from smiling at the woman’s discomfort with Aeron’s
mention of swimming and bare skin.

“And this must be Prince Rowyn.” Changing the subject, the Franchon
woman looked past Willoe toward the cart.

Rowyn just nodded shyly and started to put his piglet back into the cart along
with the one Casandra had brought over.

Willoe didn’t like the way this woman knew all about them and Willoe
didn’t know anything about her. “We are Twins. Why are you here?” It came
out more harshly than she had meant and she realized too late that her blunt-
ness was inappropriate.

Emeline turned back to Willoe, the smile vanished. “The resemblance is
remarkable.” She studied Willoe from head to toe. “If not for the soiled dress, I
would not be able to tell you apart.”

She loosed the comment like an arrow and Willoe suddenly felt sure that
Emeline had a full quiver.

The woman’s smile quickly returned as if it had just slipped. “Again, for-
give me for my lack of courtesy. I was asked to accompany the envoy to Castle
Westhedge. I had never crossed the Saltrock River before now and relished the
chance to see the West. I did not realize the trip would be so tiresome.” She looked
at Willoe for sympathy, but received none.

Turning from Willoe to look across the road, Emeline’s eyes became wide
as she spotted the Protector still mounted and still holding onto the other three
horses. “This must be the famous Protector Dougal. I have never met a real
Protector before.” Her voice held an awe that Willoe had heard many times before.

“Lady Emeline.” A strange yet firm voice called from the second carriage,
making them all turn to look in that direction. The voice sounded foreign, which
piqued Willoe’s curiosity.

“Bat-Uul,” Willoe heard Emeline say with a gasp. The woman’s voice rose
at the end of the name. When Willoe turned back to Emeline, the look on the
woman’s face took her by surprise. The shining smile was gone and the fear in the
woman’s eyes made Willoe’s skin crawl. The change lasted only a moment then
the bright smile and cheerful expression quickly returned. “Yes, yes,” Emeline
answered obediently to the voice.

“Who is Bat-er]?” Aeron asked, a little concerned, having evidently seen the
quick change in Emeline’s demeanor.

“Bat-Uul,” Emeline corrected. “He is... Well, he and Dimah-Uul... It is hard
to explain.” She stumbled through her words. “They advise King Benoit. It is hard
to explain.” She gave up with a sigh.

Ah, Willoe thought, ‘Uul’ must be some type of title in Franchon.

“Lady Emeline. We are behind schedule,” the foreign voice called once again
from the carriage. It carried an air of command.
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Emeline curtsied one more time and gave Willoe a thin-lipped smile; which
Willoe thought difficult considering how full the woman’s lips actually were. “I
know I will enjoy spending time with each of you at Westhedge.” That seemed to
end the conversation and she turned abruptly to walk back to the carriage.

Once Emeline was back in the carriage, Captain Harte said to Willoe, “I do
not understand how you manage to embroil yourself in these little adventures.”
He nodded to the cart where Aeron was putting the last of the pigs back in and
securing the slat that had broken free. “I am sure when our guests arrive at the
castle, word will spread of this incident, and the king will no doubt require an
accounting.” He nodded to Protector Dougal, who nodded back. Willoe didn’t
know the details, but both men had become close friends when Protector Dougal
had brought Willoe and Rowyn to live at Castle Westhedge.

Before Captain Harte could signal the rest of the escort, the old farmer, for-
gotten in all the commotion, called out from the front of the cart that Aeron and
Rowyn had moved out of the rut while Willoe had been talking with Emeline.
“Kind Ser. Can’na make her give back our sow and piglets?” The emphasis on Aer
was unmistakable.

Captain Harte looked up into the sky as if asking for divine guidance, then
just shook his head with eyes closed. He opened them, gave Willoe one last glare,
then signaled the escort to start again, spurring his own muscular destrier forward
at a brisk walk.

As the carriage passed, Willoe could see Lady Emeline through the first win-
dow, sitting next to a much older nobleman. At the second window was another
man who wore a blood red robe with the hood pulled back. He had ink black hair
like a Franchon, but it was easy to tell he was a foreigner to their island country.
His face and one hand, holding on to the window, showed his skin to be several
shades darker than most Tarans, and rather than a beard he only had a mustache
which hung down on either side of his chin. He stared at Willoe as they passed,
his dark eyes piercing her as if she had been hit with a lance. She even took a step
backward, it felt so real.

A burning sensation flooded her body, her senses keener and her field of view
sharper as if everything had been a blur and now came into focus. It only flared
momentarily in response to the robed foreigner and then settled back down just as
swiftly, but a mild simmering remained. Her mind bolted back to the square and
the street urchin of four years past. The trader and his guards all too real, and the
burning sensation, remembered as though only a bad dream... yet evidently not.
It wasn’t just a child’s wild imagination after all.

Finally Protector Dougal called out to them to remount and Willoe was
brought back to the present. She was the last to mount, as she had to retrieve her
horse and unhobble the animal. Before turning her horse to ride with the oth-
ers she looked over at the cart. The old man had just helped his grandson up and
stared back at Willoe. He quickly averted his eyes and slapped the reins to get the
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horse moving again.

Willoe spurred her horse to catch up with the others and in a short time they
were riding slowly down the road behind the vanishing carriage and its escort.

The feeling of dread hung over Willoe even after the carriage had disappeared.
They rode in silence until Aeron, riding in the rear, blurted out, “Does anyone
know what an Uul is?” When no one commented, he added, “I am sure we will
find out soon enough.”

Willoe had an eerie feeling that her cousin’s words were only too true, which

did nothing for the dread she felt.
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The Franchon envoy had been in Westhedge for a week and Aeron was glad
the initial formalities had finished, though it meant that he and Rowyn would
need to return to training in the Pell, starting that afternoon.

Aeron leaned his elbow on the castle’s courtyard wall, the rough texture of
the aged stone biting into his flesh, but his thoughts were elsewhere. He rested
his chin on his balled fist and crossed his feet as he tried to think about where else
he could look for Rowyn. They were both already late for training with Master
Gwron, and the later they were the more intense — and subsequently, painful —
the lesson would be.

He could hear the sounds from Master Gwron’s domain, on the other side of
the wall that separated the upper bailey from the Pell. The faint clatter of wood
on wood only reminded Aeron of the sword and battle axe training that had been
scheduled for that afternoon, which only heightened his anxiety.

He had checked Rowyn’s rooms and also the library, Rowyn’s favorite hiding
place. Rather than sitting down for dinner, he'd spent his time rushing around
checking all the likely places.

So, even though unlikely, he passed through the kitchen, hoping he might find
his wayward cousin there. He could have commanded some of the cold leftovers
from dinner, but a simple smile, a little charm, and a kind word ensured he left with
something special. He finished the warm gingerbread and wiped his hands together
to remove any remaining pastry crumbs. The sharp sweet scent clung to his hands
and he inhaled deeply before he started across the bailey to let Master Gwron know
he could not find Rowyn. A horse nickering and the ras-ta-tat-tat of iron horseshoes
clattering on stone pavers caught his attention. A boy leading a horse exited from
one of the many archways to Aeron’s right. In plain dark green pants and a match-
ing jacket, it was obvious he worked in the Royal Stables.

“Boy,” Aeron called out as he walked over to the stablehand. Aeron knew he
was only putting off the inevitable.

The boy stopped and bowed his head, his eyes avoiding contact. “My lord.”
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“I am searching for Prince Rowyn.” Aeron used his best lordly voice, but had
to choke back a laugh. He remembered it wasn’t too long ago when he, even as
the heir to the Duchy of Pembroke and First Duke of Cainwen, would be in total
fear of anyone with a title.

The stable boy shrank back, but spoke up, as to do otherwise would be
unthinkable. “I did see him, my lord. He was walking up to the Middle Gallery.
Protector Dougal and the Lady Casandra were with him.”

Ah, finally a lead. “That will be all, lad.” He dismissed the boy, and wondered
what Casandra would be doing with Rowyn.

His feet pounded on the stone stairs as he hurried up to the second level and
then he walked quickly past the carved columns lining the Gallery and several
closed doors. He would have kept going if not for the clash of metal muffled by
one of the doors he had just passed. He went back to the door, one he had never
bothered with in the past. Considering the size of Castle Westhedge, there were a
considerable number he had never opened.

He knocked once, but the sound on the other side of the door drowned it out
like a dripping pipe in a rainstorm. He knocked again and then opened the door.

When he entered he saw Protector Dougal, the warrior’s back to Aeron. The
Protector wore his customary leather pants with the studded leather and fur vest.
Casandra was sitting against the wall to the left, reading, and only glanced up
quickly at her brother before returning to her book. Aeron kept his gaze on her for
a moment. / still don’t understand. What is she doing here? Where is Willoe?

Maybe she had developed an interest in Rowyn, but that was impossible.
Even though they were distantly related cousins, they had all grown up together
over the last several years, like brothers and sisters. Besides, even though she was
only his little sister, and while he couldnt see it himself, others said that she
was probably the most beautiful woman in the kingdom. Not quite the type
of woman that Rowyn attracts. Smiling fondly, Aeron thought, 7 can’t actually
remember him being interested in any woman.

Protector Dougal stepped aside to set his greatsword against a chair. All the
furniture in the room had been moved aside, leaving the planked floor bare in
the center. Directly across from Aeron and facing him was Rowyn, attired in a
leather doublet, soft leather leggings, and over that a common guardsman’s cloak.
The prince was leaning on the pommel of his sword — which Aeron noticed was
much shorter than Protector Dougal’s — and his cousin was breathing very heav-
ily. Aeron realized he must have entered just after the two had finished a les-
son. He was confused about why Rowyn wore a cloak, and especially a simple
guardsman’s. He was also puzzled by why Rowyn pulled the hood up when Aeron
entered. Maybe something Protector Dougal uses in his training. He would have to
ask the Protector about it later.

“Row, what are you doing here?” Aeron asked forcefully, unable to keep the
frustration from his voice. “Master Gwron was expecting us two turns of the glass
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ago. Do you have any idea what sort of horrors he will inflict upon us for being
late... again?” Aeron had always tried to cultivate a relaxed attitude about most
everything. Bathing in the sorrow of misfortunes rarely gained him any advan-
tage. The one exception was the misfortune Master Gwron would inflict.

“That’s not going to be a problem.” Rowyn paused for a moment. “Master
Gwron was called away and delayed our time.”

Protector Dougal looked from the prince to Aeron and just shook his head.

“I wasn't told of this.” Aeron frowned. Have I been running around worrying
Jfor naught?

“It was recent,” Rowyn said. “I apologize for not sending you word.” The
prince was still panting, causing his voice to sound strained. The Protector must
have really been driving him hard during their training.

Casandra just snickered once, never looking up from her book.

Aeron shot a glare at his sister. What is she up to?

“What's going on with all this?” Aeron indicated the room. “You are going
to be exhausted for Master Gwron. And he isn’t going to retreat any just because
you are a prince.”

“I thought I could use some extra time with the sword.” Rowyn lowered his
gaze and picked clumsily at the hem of his tunic.

Aeron smiled, feeling relieved, and chastised himself for being so worried.
“That goes without saying. No offense intended.” He gave an exaggerated bow.

“None taken. Let me finish up here and I will meet you at the Pell.”

“Do not be late or we will both pay dearly.” Aeron turned back to the door.

Before he could leave, Rowyn spoke up again. “Can you do me a favor and stop
by Uncle Brom’s room? He has something for me and if I stop I will be delayed.”

“I can do that. Just dont be late.” Aeron closed the door behind him, but
before it shut completely he heard Casandra collapse into a fit of giggles. Now
what could be so humorous? he thought, then shrugged and headed for the eccen-
tric Uncle Brom’s quarters.

4

N

It was a short walk back through the Gallery to the steps that led up the tower,
on the southern corner of the castle, where the Twins’ uncle resided. Aeron’s boots
echoed off the walls as he wound his way up past the Upper Gallery, on the fifth
level, to the top. Uncle Brom’s apartment was the only living space among the many
storage rooms, workshops, and unused rooms. It did not surprise Aeron when he
didn’t encounter another soul on his way to the eighth level. Aeron had asked Uncle
Brom once why he lived in the smallest tower and so far from the King’s Keep cen-
tered along the northern wall. The Twins' uncle had just smiled and said ‘Let us just
say there are times when a little privacy has its rewards’ before chuckling.
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Stepping out onto the platform, Aeron walked across to the only door visible
on the top level, an iron-bracketed wooden door. He was about to knock when
he heard Uncle Brom talking to someone. Unbelievably, the voice that answered
sounded like Rowyn’s. Grasping the handle, Aeron began to pull the door open.
“Row—" he began to call out.

Rowyn’s uncle shouted, “Do not open the—"

He may have finished what he was saying, but Aeron never heard it. Instead,
he was thrown sideways to the rough stone floor when the door slammed open.
His eyes caught a white blur that streaked out of the room and past him.

Aeron quickly ran a hand over his chest — fully expecting to find claw marks
— but other than a slight soreness in his left cheek and chest, he could not see or
feel any major bodily damage. Hitting the stone floor had scraped his elbows and
arms, but it didn’t feel serious.

It only took a few seconds to complete the evaluation, and by then he real-
ized that, as lucky as he was to have escaped serious injury, the animal could still
be loose nearby.

Rising silently, he crouched and looked around the platform. He spotted it
instantly across from the door: a white creature of some sort, whirling near the
top of the stairs. He had seen a funnel cloud once from a distance. It wove a ran-
dom path of destruction as it swept over the countryside and this looked exactly
like that, though on a smaller scale. Twisting and spinning inside and on the outer
edges of the whirlwind was something white that kept changing its shape.

Not sure what he faced, Aeron instinctively pulled out the small dagger at his
waist, the only weapon he carried with him. He wished he had something a bit
more substantial.

Before he could move toward the strange attacker, Uncle Brom ran from the
room, raised his hands and said something unintelligible. The whirling monster
began to slow and finally stopped, the white mass falling to the ground. Aeron
walked across the platform and, using his dagger, lifted the white mass and looked
back at Uncle Brom.

“A table cloth?” he asked in a state of mixed confusion and anger.

“It is fine,” Uncle Brom stated simply as he walked over and took the cloth
off of Aeron’s dagger. He headed back into his combination apartment and labo-
ratory, passing Rowyn, who had just come out of the room. Uncle Brom added
nonchalantly, “Do not trouble yourself, you didn’t ruin the experiment.”

Aeron just stared, amazed, and he could feel the heat of anger rising with each
step he took toward the room. “Your experiment? You could have killed me!” He
yelled as he followed Uncle Brom into the room. “What were you doing?” His
curiosity began to overcome the anger.

From the corner of the room came striding Uncle Brom’s collaborator, the
Tink, Drel Donlin. He was a short creature, topping no higher than Aeron’s waist,
and he wore his ever-present tan pants and black shirt under a black robe with
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strange green symbols embroidered along the edges.

Though the Tink was only half Aeron’s height, he was otherwise quite human
in appearance. He had short curly brown hair and an equally curly beard, worn
close. The Tink also had a rather large nose and body proportioned like a man.
Rowyn had told Aeron that this was one of the features that distinguished the
Waljantinks from mountain dwarfs who had massive chests and short legs. Aeron
had accepted Rowyn’s explanation, seeing as Aeron had never met one of the leg-
endary mountain dwarfs. Then again, he had never met another Tink.

The eyes glared at him from under bushy eyebrows and scanned him from
foot to head. “You be fine.” Uncle Brom’s collaborator walked back over to the
table and helped Uncle Brom right a table and three chairs. Then Uncle Brom laid
the table cloth down on the table top. The little Tink pulled himself up onto the
chair, his legs dangling over the front edge, while he and Uncle Brom inspected
the cloth.

Aeron glanced around and noticed that the room had not changed since the
last time he had been there. Old books and scrolls were scattered all over the cham-
ber, taking up nearly every available surface. Besides the one Uncle Brom and Drel
Donlin were using, there was another table in the corner covered with more books
and scrolls. Strange-looking instruments sat on various stands. Rising from the
floor, random stacks of books created a maze. He knew the door in the back led
to a sleeping chamber and Aeron felt confident it was filled with even more books.

“I guess I should say thank you,” Uncle Brom commented without looking
up. “We would not have known if the Bone Fang would actually travel if you had
not opened the door and created a cross-draft from the window.”

The noise of castle activity came through the window across the room. Aeron
maneuvered around several stacks of books to the open window. He stared down
at the southern corner of Castle Westhedge and the surrounding capital city of
Faywynne that stretched out on the other side of the wall. It was mid-day and the
streets were full of people about their business, most having just finished their
dinner. Aeron’s stomach reminded him that he had missed the mid-day meal try-
ing to find his cousin. He could feel a slight breeze against his face, confirming
Uncle Brom’s comment. Moving over to the table, Aeron put both hands flat on
its surface. “What were you doing?”

Drel Donlin turned the fabric over while Uncle Brom continued to examine it.
“I was showing my nephew here...” He nodded toward Rowyn who had reentered
the room and had walked over to the table, “how to create a Bone Fang. Though just
a little one. Call it a Baby Fang.” Uncle Brom chuckled at his own joke.

“It seems like a useless pursuit.” Aeron had little patience for such frivo-
lous exploits.

“Imagine what you saw, except ten, twenty, fifty times larger.”

“Why would you do that?” Aeron enjoyed a mental challenge, but he could
not fathom the purpose.
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Uncle Brom lifted his head and stared across the table at his collaborator, then
went back to examining the table cloth while Drel Donlin tilted his head and
answered as if the question did not really need answering.

“Because others cannot.” The Tink shook his head, sighing, and went back
to examining the cloth and quietly discussing some facet of the experiment with
Uncle Brom.

Drel Donlin was still an enigma to Aeron. Outside of rumors about the
Greenwald Forest, creatures like Tinks were seldom seen even as far south as the
Open Lands. Except for men like Lord Brom Brynmor, few in Cainwen dabbled
in the Spirit World. Most common folk, and quite a few nobles, saw little differ-
ence between wizards and the dreaded Shades. Being labeled a Shade could eas-
ily get one burned at a stake, as could any sign of evil like the green eyes and red
hair his cousins shared.

“And the table cloth?”

“It allowed us to see how the Bone Fang actually moved material,” Rowyn
chimed in.

“How would it—” Aeron’s thoughts shifted and as if recognizing Rowyn for
the first time he squinted one eye and twisted his lips, then asked a bit loudly,
“What are you doing here?”

Rowyn responded, but with a baffled look that reflected Aeron’s own confu-
sion. “IT already told you. I have been watching Uncle Brom create a Bone Fang.”

“You cannot have been here the whole time. I just left you in the Middle
Gallery.” He looked back at Uncle Brom for a moment to get confirmation, but
the older man just sat and turned the table cloth over in his hand, pointing to a
small rip in the cloth so Drel Donlin could see.

“Impossible,” Rowyn countered. “I have been here for several turns of the glass.”

Aeron turned his eyes back to Rowyn and wondered if he was the brunt of a
joke. “Does this have something to do with the Spiros you have told me about?
Did you wave your hands around, say a few of those strange words, and a Spiro
moved you up here before I could run up the stairs?” His eyes narrowed, looking
for some sign of lying on Rowyn’s part. “You changed clothes also.”

“No, no,” Rowyn insisted. “As I've told you before, I do not have my uncle’s
gift. Besides, that would be impossible.”

“Not impossible.” Uncle Brom spoke, still inspecting the white fabric. The
two young men stopped and looked at the wizard.

When Uncle Brom said nothing further, Aeron faced Rowyn, his temper ris-
ing. Was Rowyn lying to him? “Then how could you be in the Middle Gallery
one minute and up here the next?” Aeron demanded, then waited for Rowyn to
answer truthfully.

“Willoe.” Uncle Brom sighed deeply.

“Willoe?” Aeron asked. He remembered he still held the dagger and put it
back in its sheath.
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“Have you and she not done similar in the past?” He addressed Rowyn with a
slight tilt to his smile. “I believe, as a child, you sat for her in more than one study
without my knowledge. A hood, a change in tone, little was required.”

Rowyn cringed at the memory, but did not say anything, then he also sighed
and closed his eyes. “Willoe.”

The truth finally dawned on Aeron. Now he knew why Casandra was gig-
gling. He thought back and realized that the swordsman across from Protector
Dougal had always faced Aeron, never turning their back to him. All he had seen
was the hair pulled around to the back in a braid, a style worn by many fighters,
he and Rowyn included, when they suited up for practice. And she had pulled up
the hood as soon as Aeron had entered the room. If he had seen her longer hair
and possibly the scar on her neck, he would have known immediately. He thought
also of the small change in voice. How could he have been so easily fooled?

Aeron felt his face getting hot and his fist clenching. As he thought about it a
bit more, his fist relaxed. He could appreciate a good jest as well as anyone. After
all, he had quite the reputation himself for such folly, to his father’s dismay. A few
moments later he began to laugh quietly, and the more he considered what had
happened, the louder his laughter became.

“What is so funny?” Rowyn was still fuming, his sense of humor not as finely
tuned as his cousin’s.

“Willoe,” Aeron was able to get out in spurts between boisterous laughter. “I
was fully convinced that she was you. And she didn’t even have to do or say much
of anything. I convinced myself.”

Rowyn considered Aeron’s words, a smile spreading on his face, and he joined
Aeron in his merriment with a mild chuckle, actually making him look more like
his outspoken sister than his usual sullen self.

Feeling better that he had not lost his senses, Aeron turned back to Uncle
Brom and the Tink. “You were talking about the table cloth?”

“The speed and how the cloth rotated provided important knowledge,” Drel
Donlin added. “Something you have decided to forego.” There was no love lost
between the little Tink and Aeron. Drel Donlin never missed a chance to bring
up the fact that Aeron had elected not to continue his studies as Rowyn had done.
Aeron put up with the barbs only because Uncle Brom treasured his companion.

“How did you get it to twitl to begin with?” Aeron spun his finger in the air
simulating the spinning table cloth. He didn't really understand Rowyn’s obses-
sion with the history of Cainwen, and he couldn’t argue with the possible value of
learning from the past. Yet this experimentation, as Uncle Brom called it, seemed
somewhat foolish, though it did pique Aeron’s interest.

Rowyn thought for a moment, then piped up. “You know that everything
contains some of the Burning Lady’s essence, what we call the Spirit?”

“Of course.” Aeron didn’t understand what that had to do with what had
just happened.

Rowyn grinned and dove eagerly into an explanation. “Uncle Brom is able to
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reach across the barrier between the physical world and the Spirit World, the #/
fennore, and call out to a Spiro.” Rowyn had explained about the creatures of the
Spirit World to Aeron in the past.

Excited, Rowyn moved from side to side, his voice sped up as he continued
to describe what Uncle Brom had accomplished. “When the Spiro Merges with
Uncle Brom he is able to control the Spirit that resides in all things created by the
Burning Lady.” Which, Aeron knew, was pretty much everything. He still held
doubts about the Merging concept even though Rowyn had explained it several
times in the past. It just seemed so odd.

Rowyn, his Uncle, and the Tink all smiled. It was the first time Aeron had
ever seen the little companion smile. At least, Aeron #hought Drel Donlin was
smiling, and that worried Aeron almost as much as the issue about merging with
a Spiro. “A Spiro Merged with Uncle Brom and he told it to spin the Spirit of the
air above the table cloth. When the Spiro did as Uncle Brom requested, the air
in the physical world spun, creating a whirlwind that lifted the table cloth. You
know what happened after that.”

Aeron nodded, but still thought it mostly an enchanter’s trick.

“You mentioned something about Master Gwron?” Uncle Brom changed the
subject, his smile broadening into a grin.

“Yes, thank the Burning Lady. Willoe told me that Master Gwron had
delayed our afternoon training session.” Aeron’s shoulders relaxed and he smirked.
“Master Gwron is not known for his charitable heart.”

“It had slipped my mind.” Rowyn sighed with relief and smiled as well. “I'm
glad he did, but I wonder how she knew.”

A sudden realization came to Aeron and he nearly choked. Why would Master
Gwron tell Willoe? He would have been in the Pell all morning and Willoe,
dressed as she was, would have avoided the training square at all cost. “No!” He
ran a hand across his face, pulling the skin tight.

Rowyn stared at him, obviously concerned, but just as evidently confused.

“You're right, Rowyn. How would she know? She probably just said that to
avoid my suspicions.”

“But that means...” Rowyn began, realization dawning on his face.

Aeron nodded. “Master Gwron is going to work us to death,” he said flatly.
Master Gwron was a formidable warrior, and the Weapons Master; he was as hard
as they came.

Uncle Brom looked back down at the white cloth probing it with a small
wand. He just shook his head slightly and murmured to no one in particular, “Ah,
the young and the old... half-witted.”

The half-wits turned and stared at Uncle Brom.

The thought of what Master Gwron would do to them weighed on Aeron’s
mind. Aeron was sure whatever he could think of would not match the torture
Master Gwron would actually inflict upon them.
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Panting and wiping at the sweat that ran down his face, Rowyn leaned against
the worn stone wall of the Pell. He looked down at Aeron sitting on the ground;
his cousin had his head between his knees. With the afternoon sun on the oppo-
site side of the training square, the coolness of the stone under his hand felt like
a dip in the river. He took several deep breaths, the odor from both himself and
Aeron nearly stifling as he tried to regain his voice.

He had hoped that when Master Gwron had told them the day before, after
they had shown up late for training, to arrive early today, that he was not angry.
His hopes had been dashed, however, when he and Aeron had stepped into the
Pell that morning.

“Do you think Master Gwron is done with us?” he managed to ask
between breaths.

Aeron lifted his head, beads of sweat soaking his face and his golden-bronze
hair plastered to his back. He looked up at Rowyn and grinned. “I think about
four turns of the glass, running us through every drill, should have him satis-
fied.” Master Gwron had had them work through everything — including both
sword and mace — against the Pell, the large wooden post that gave the training
ground its name, and then hand to hand combat with the large wooden batons
and shields.

That Aeron looked to be as worn as Rowyn himself, gave Rowyn a little com-
fort. Aeron was three years older and had filled out with a broader chest and
thicker limbs. But Rowyn knew it wasn’t just age. Even without the age difference,
Aeron would have towered over Rowyn by at least a hand. Rowyn used to think
he would someday match his older cousin, but had recently resigned himself to
just rising a finger or two over his twin’s height. He took some pride in that he
was able to keep up physically with his older cousin during their training sessions.
Aeron had received his induction into the Shield Order of Coel a year before, but
today’s intensive training session had exhausted Aeron no less than Rowyn. And
worse, before they started the actual training, they'd had to endure a lecture from
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Master Gwron on the duty of young nobles to keep up with their training. The
Weapons Master spent a full turn of the glass telling them stories of past battles
where negligence in training on the part of some Shield had meant their demise.
Gory demises that the Weapons Master happily described in great detail. Rowyn
had to keep from smiling during the lecture when, strangely enough, the deceased
negligent nobles all seemed to be Rowyn’s or Aeron’s age. It had been a tongue-
lashing they had received more than once before. After the lecture, Master Gwron
had worked them until they could barely stay on their feet. He did not distin-
guish one from the other. It didn't make any difference if you were a novice like
Rowyn or already a Shield like Aeron. Tomorrow Master Gwron would treat both
of them as if today never happened.

Using the wall to stand, Aeron rose, then stretched his back and legs. Rowyn
started to lead the way out of the training area of the Pell when he saw Mael enter-
ing from the opposite archway, along with the three Shields that were his usual
cohorts. One only needed to look at him to know that he was heir apparent. The
way he walked — or rather, swaggered — into the training yard and called out to
everyone by their first name announced his position clearly. Even the Weapons
Master was not left out, he whom everyone else — Rowyn’s father included — called
‘Master Gwron’ out of respect for the old warrior’s skill and position.

Mael had their father’s curly brown hair and the same piercing hazel eyes.
Uncle Brom had explained to Rowyn a little how looks often passed from father
to son in the blood, but Rowyn still felt like it was a constant reminder that
Willoe’s and Rowyn’s red wavy hair and green eyes marked them as outsiders. A
different mother. Whoever she was, Rowyn thought sourly.

Rowyn heard a muffled voice above and looked up to see Lady Emeline,
her raven hair hanging over the Middle Gallery rail as she peered down into the
Pell. Turning back, he saw that Mael was still staring up at the Franchon beauty.
Rowyn started to his left, hoping to exit through one of the other archways before
Mael noticed them.

Yet, as life would have it, Mael called out, “Prince Rowyn, dear brother, are
you in such a rush to leave Gwron’s good instruction?”

Rowyn stopped and turned back to the inevitable. He caught the frown on
Master Gwron’s face from behind Mael, just before the Weapons Master left the
training grounds. Few would invade Master Gwron’s domain, but Mael treated
everything in the castle as if it were his personal property.

“No, Mael, we have finished our drills,” Rowyn explained.

Aeron had come up next to Rowyn and gave Mael the minimum bow with-
out being disrespectful. Rowyn knew Aeron had no stomach for the older prince
and his companions, but Mael would someday be king and Aeron someday the
First Duke. Even tired as he was, Aeron put a smile on his face when he addressed
Mael. “We were just off to the kitchens for pints of wine and then maybe a bath
before supper.”
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“It cannot be that you are through for the day?” Mael feigned shock as he
turned to look at his companions. They only smirked and laughed. Mael looked
back up to the Gallery, and Rowyn followed his gaze for just a moment.

The woman was still looking over the rail, but now the foreigner to Taran
stood next to her, his red robes contrasting with her brilliant blue dress. Mael
smiled at her and then turned his attention back to Rowyn.

Mael indicated the rather large and overly muscled man behind him. “Ser
Tanguy was so looking forward to a little exercise. There have been so few oppor-
tunities of late.” The snicker turned into a full snort as he sneered at Rowyn. “As
Gwron is so fond of reminding us, you should stretch out your muscles after
intense exercise. What better way than a friendly trial?” He looked at those few
who had remained on the training ground. “We will make it simple. The first to
score five points will be declared the winner.”

“This is not a tournament, Mael,” Aeron. “We have just finished a rigorous
session and we do not have a lot of time to rest before tonight.” He added in a
harsher tone, “Rowyn is no match for your man. Tanguy is a three-time cham-
pion of the tourneys.”

Mael’s demeanor shifted, his jaw tightening as he sucked in his breath deeply.
But the change was only momentary and his ever-present smile returned. “Lord
Aeron.” There was no mistaking the emphasis on the word ‘Lord.’

“Prince Mael.” Aeron withdrew, and while the words were submissive, the
voice that spoke them was anything but.

Ser Tanguy flexed his muscles and his sneer grew a little wider as his large
forehead wrinkled. He pawed the dirt like a bull and Rowyn had no problem
imagining the older and more experienced Shield with a set of horns.

“I am sorry, brother—” Rowyn began, trying to excuse himself.

“Good, very good. I am glad you agree, brother.” Mael ignored the attempt
and walked over to the weapons rack set up near the wall to select one of the train-
ing polearms. It was as tall as Rowyn, only a little over half the length of the ones
used on the battlefield, and instead of the razor sharp blade inserted in the end, it
had a small thin block of soft wood covered in several layers of goat skin to pro-
vide the weight of the blade without the associated lethality. He handed the pole-
arm to Rowyn and grabbed a similar weapon, which he tossed to Ser Tanguy. The
sneering man caught it in one hand and immediately flipped it back-and-forth,
changing the upper hand each time and leaving little doubt as to his expertise
with the weapon.

Rowyn hated the polearm; it was probably the weapon he had the least expe-
rience with, bug, if he had to admit it, he had no love for any weapon. Given the
opportunity he would never pick up a blade or lance again and spend all his time
in study with Uncle Brom or reading one of his uncle’s many tomes. But he was
his father’s third son and even though a bastard, still part of the royal family. So
he spent his time in training along with all the other young nobles of the castle,
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but he had made it a habit to do just enough to keep Master Gwron satisfied, if
not happy. Mael was, however, the oldest, and heir apparent, and it would not do
to argue or disobey him, especially in public. Rowyn supposed he could take this
to his father, but he would not do that. He may not be a great warrior, but he was
not craven either.

Gripping the weapon, Rowyn shifted his feet and planted them in the dirt
and straw of the training yard. He needed to defend himself - attack was out of
the question. The polearm felt awkward and he couldn’t remember if he had his
hands placed as Master Gwron had taught him.

The other men moved back a suitable distance from Rowyn and the Shield.
Before stepping away, Aeron whispered to Rowyn, “Stay away from the forward
hand and keep low.” Rowyn nodded and gripped the polearm even tighter, though
he knew that was the opposite of what Master Gwron would have told him to do.
Aeron whispered again before finally leaving Rowyn’s side. “You might also want
to go down quickly.”

Mael stood between Rowyn and Ser Tanguy. He looked up to the Gallery
above, and Rowyn assumed that the Franchon lady and her escort were still
watching. Mael actually nodded to the Gallery, then looked back at Ser Tanguy
and Rowyn. He moved back to join those in the circle that had formed around
the two combatants.

Rowyn turned toward Aeron to ask about the placement of his hands when
he heard Mael call out, “Begin.”

Rowyn spun around just as the opposing Shield stepped forward and used the
unencumbered end of the polearm to smack Rowyn on the wrist, causing Rowyn
to drop his polearm. The Shield flipped the weapon and used the end with the
padded wooden block to punch Rowyn in the stomach. Rowyn doubled over, try-
ing to regain his breath, and did not see the cushioned end of the weapon as the
Shield swung it upward again. It caught Rowyn on the chin and knocked him
backward in the air to land on his back with a loud thud, kicking up a cloud of
dust around him.

Lying there, dazed, Rowyn tried to focus as he slipped in and out of con-
sciousness. Slowly his mind cleared and he rolled over on his side. He had no idea
where his weapon was, and as badly bruised as his face felt, he didn’t really care.
He wasn't about to give Mael the satisfaction by bending a knee to his champion.

He felt a hand grasp his arm and help lift him to his feet. Rowyn glanced
around, looking for his weapon and the deadly Shield, but instead he saw Mael
and the others roaring with laughter as they walked back through the archway
they had entered through. Ser Tanguy took one last look back at Rowyn, chuck-
led dismally, and tossed the polearm into the dirt at Rowyn’s feet before he fol-
lowed the others out.

“Is it over, then?” Rowyn asked, still a little woozy.

“Let’s see.” Aeron held up his fist. “Contact to the wrist.” He held up one
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finger. “Contact to the body.” He held up two more fingers. “And knocking you
down.” He held up all five fingers and his forefinger on the second hand. “Yes, it
is over.”

Aeron put an arm around Rowyn and moved them toward a different arch-
way. “We will spend a little extra time in the baths with an ample supply of wine.”

Rowyn turned to glance up at the Gallery, only to see Lady Emeline’s blue
dress disappear from the rail. The red remained, however, and the dark eyes of the
foreigner stared down at Rowyn.

He turned away and gently rubbed his chin. While even the lightest touch
caused some pain, it didn’t feel as if any serious damage had been done. Rowyn
wasn't one to hold a grudge, but as they left the Pell he swore to himself that some
day it would be different. Some day they would need something from him and...
He stopped the thought and frowned, because he knew his own character. He
was incapable of holding back and would do whatever was needed. Rowyn almost
despised himself as much as those that tormented him. If only he had the will to
be like everyone else.
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“Cleric Bat-Uul.” The page came up behind the Shin-il priest as he was cross-
ing an atrium between hallways.

Bat-Uul stopped, put a hand on Caspar-Jin’s arm, and smiled at the page.
“Yes, Tomos.” Bat-Uul made it a habit of learning the names of everyone whom
he had any dealings with, even if they were just a lowly page. Ever since his parents
had died and he was delivered as an Initiate to the temple, Bat-Uul had followed
the Shin-il Way, which recognizes that all people have value - no matter their sta-
tion in life. He was rewarded with a smile from the page. “Cleric Yoan and I have
followed different paths. I do not use the title ‘Cleric.”” He tried to be as gentle in
the correction as possible.

“My apologies, Lord Bat-Uul.” The page nodded his head, accepting the
correction.

“And I am also not a Lord.” He did not lose his smile. “Bat-Uul is sufficient.”
He looked the boy in the eyes and spoke slowly to make himself understood. “Bat
is my name. Uul is a title that I wear with pride.”

Caspar-Jin next to him stifled a chuckle.

Bat-Uul frowned at the lower-ranking Jin priest, but Caspar-Jin just smiled
back and Bat-Uul shook his head. Though close in age, the Jin priest was always
a challenge to Bat-Uul. Caspar-Jin seemed to take his priestly duties a bit lax at
times, a definite contrast to Bat-Uul’s unyielding fealty to the canon of the Shin-il
Way, but there were few whom Bat-Uul could confide in.

“Yes Lo— Bat-Uul.” Tomos smiled again. Then he seemed to remember why
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he had been sent to find Bat-Uul. “A raven arrived from Castle White Cliffs with
a message for you. Master Grafith, he is the Master of Birds, could not determine
its importance.”

Bat-Uul kept his silence, but thought that Tomos provided more detail than
his master probably intended.

“He commanded me to find you and deliver this.” The page held out the scroll.

Bat-Uul took the scroll and unrolled it. His smile widened into a grin and
then he quickly brought it back to a thin smile. “Thank you, Tomos. And thank
Master Grafith.”

Page Tomos’ eyes squinted and Bat-Uul could tell the young man was confused.

“The scroll is fine,” Bat-Uul assured the young page.

The messenger didn’t seem convinced, but when Bat-Uul didn’t say anything
else, Tomos just smiled, nodded, and headed back the way he had come.

Bat-Uul could understand why Master Grafith had had problems reading
the message. The markings on the scroll were in Bat-Uul’s native language. Or,
at least, the language he had grown up with, not the language of his parents. The
Shin-il priest rolled the scroll back up, put it into the pocket of his sleeve and
walked out of the atrium to a small courtyard he had found the other day.

He settled down on a bench under a Whisper Glen tree. Many of the white
flowers had already fallen off to announce the end of Summer, but the dipping
branches still created a nice canopy over the bench. Caspar-Jin sat down next
to him.

Bat-Uul pulled the scroll out, unrolled it and saw the signature at the bottom,
then let the scroll drop into his lap.

“What is it, brother?” Caspar-Jin asked.

Bat-Uul looked over and could see the concern in Caspar-Jin’s face. The man
had become more than just Bat-Uul’s attendant, but a companion and advisor
Bat-Uul relied upon.

“It is a message from Dimah-Uul.” As Bat-Uul had expected. His superior at
Castle White Cliffs. The sight of the gnarled old priest’s name on the scroll soured
Bat-Uul’s thoughts. The trip out from White Cliffs had let him nearly forget
about the perverted older priest. Bat-Uul had no evidence that Dimah-Uul had
fallen off the path of the Shin-il Way, but the man had given Bat-Uul little rea-
son to trust his superior. It took Bat-Uul a moment to regain his inner composure
before he was able to read the letter.

Caspar-Jin sat quietly, but Bat-Uul could see the tenseness in his body. Bat-
Uul knew the priest was anxious to find out what was in the message, but would
never ask.

Bat-Uul picked the scroll back up and he caught a smile on Caspar-Jin’s face
as he started to read aloud.

“Brother Bat-Uul, your message regarding Prince Mael was received and I am

pleased that Lady Emeline is fulfilling her duty adequately.”
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“Though you have had success, it is imperative that you become aware of
important changes in the mission. A certain Chuluun-Uul has arrived on the lat-
est ship. He brings new directions directly from the Master.”

“But the mission has not changed in over a thousand years,” Caspar-Jin inter-
rupted, his eyebrows raised and eyes wide. “And more than two Uuls on a single
mission.” He shook his head and crunched up his face.

He did not have any answers for his aide and instead just continued read-
ing. It was true the Shin-il Way had existed since the creation of the Scorched
Lands, but according to his mentor, Poojan-Uul, the tone had changed with the
current Master.

“It is necessary that your return to Castle White Cliffs include Crown Prince
Beynon’s bastard Twins, Prince Rowyn and Princess Willoe. Initiating a marriage
bond between Prince Mael and Lady Emeline remains an objective to be pursued,
but it is secondary to the royal Twins returning with your retinue.”

“You will receive further instructions after Chuluun-Uul has settled and
reviewed the current situation. Signed Dimah-Uul.”

As he put the scroll back down he tried to comprehend the meaning behind
the words. One thought kept going through his mind. What is the importance
of Prince Rowyn and Princess Willoe such that it would subvert the primary object
of Prince Mael? The marriage bond between Prince Mael and the Lady Emeline
would take time to achieve the objectives necessary to bring the Shin-il Way to
first Franchon and then all of Taran, but it was a plan that had worked consis-
tently in the past, in many kingdoms. The new directions made no sense to Bat-
Uul, but he was sure that if it was the Master’s will then it was likely beyond his
ability to understand. This new Uul, this Chuluun-Uul, would surely bring all in
line with the Shin-il Way.

Rolling the scroll back up, Bat-Uul sat for a few moments, then stood and
headed for the Franchon Count’s guest quarters, Caspar-Jin following. Bat-Uul
could not make such a request of the king, but the count had been brought along
for just such matters. As he strolled through the atrium and down the appropriate
hallway, his thoughts kept returning to the question that troubled him the most.
Why are the Twins important?

He had not read to Caspar-Jin the additional note Dimah-Uul had written
under his signature, as if an afterthought.

Eliminate differences and conflict is eliminated.

The line was from the canon of their faith, the Shin-il Way. It was meant
to stress a path to brotherhood and peace, but from Dimah-Uul it seemed to
hold a different meaning. A meaning Bat-Uul could not understand, but one that
brought a sense of fear.
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Rowyn was the first out of the room with Aeron closely behind. Rowyn rarely
drank ale while the sun was up, if at all, but after spending all morning with
Chancellor Liam, he was ready to take Aeron’s suggestion of a tankard, even if the
mid-day meal was still a turn away.

Mael exited the room with two young nobles in tow and walked up to Rowyn
and Aeron. Rowyn had not spoken with his older sibling for almost two weeks —
ever since the day in the Pell with Ser Tanguy.

“Ah, my dear brother, I have need of your service. The Franchon woman has
requested a tour of the castle and our father advises that I escort her. Sadly I have
little time for such frivolous endeavors.” He snickered and the others joined in on
the joke. “I am sure Father will understand that I find myself otherwise occupied
and unable to satisfy her request. Therefore I know you will give my regrets to the
lady and find an emissary to escort her.”

Mael started to walk away without waiting for acknowledgment. He knew
his younger brother could not refuse. He stopped and turned back for just a
moment, wearing a smile. “Possibly Chancellor Liam? He knows the castle as well
as anyone.” He chuckled and the two noblemen laughed right along with him.
Having discharged his responsibility, Mael turned to stroll away, but before that
he pushed back the hair on his right side, a habit he had around Rowyn. It was
something Rowyn was sure Mael did intentionally.

The movement was intended to highlight the hereditary mark proudly borne
by all the Brynmor royal family... excepting Rowyn and his sister. It took the
form of a blond streak that ran from the fringe to the hair that hung down the
back of the neck, crossing along the right side and separating the dark brown hair
on top from the side. It was attractive on the other men of the family, but with
Mael’s strutting it only reminded Rowyn of a peacock.

Rowyn let out a deep breath and looked back into the room. “I should inform
Chancellor Liam of this new duty.” He could not imagine anything more dreary
than spending endless time with the dour, ancient Chancellor Liam.
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Before Rowyn could step into the room, Aeron clasped him by the elbow
and pulled him aside. Aeron lowered his voice. “Would you wish a day with
Chancellor Liam on your worst enemy?”

Rowyn glanced at the retreating back of his older brother with a slight smile.

Aecron laughed. “Yes, there are some I would also.” Then he turned seri-
ous. “But not this woman. What has she done that she should bear the pain of
Chancellor Liam’s instruction?”

Rowyn nodded in agreement. “Then whom shall I send?”

“Just find someone that can provide the lady with a tour of the gardens, sta-
bles, and whatever else she may find of interest. Someone who knows the castle
well enough to answer the lady’s questions.” As if an afterthought, he added, “And
make sure they are entertaining. No point in making the lady’s tour any more bor-
ing than I imagine it will already be.”

Rowyn thought for a moment, then patted Aeron on the shoulder. “Thank
you, cousin. Please make sure to show her the gardens. I am sure she will find
them most exciting.” He turned away and strode off in a different direction than
his older brother.

“Wait!” Aeron called after Rowyn. “I did not mean that 7 should. I have many
a task today.” He searched for an example, but nothing came to mind.

“Your sacrifice is duly noted, dear cousin.” Rowyn didn’t turn back but just
kept walking and waved a hand in the air above his head, dismissing Aeron’s
attempts to avoid the task.

“I won’t do it,” Aeron called after Rowyn.

Aeron strolled alongside Lady Emeline as they entered an atrium from one of
the many hallways that honeycombed the castle. He had had little to do with the
Franchons since their arrival three weeks ago other than an official reception and
a few suppers. He hadn't even talked with this woman since they met on the road.
Ob cousin, you really owe me, Aeron thought as he smiled politely at a comment
from the Franchon woman. He thought of what Mael had said earlier about mar-
rying her and pitied the woman if she had to be Mael’s queen.

His sister had told Aeron that the ladies” gossip told that the king had agreed
to a marriage bond between Mael and the Franchon woman. King Benoit of
Franchon had no living children. His only son had been killed in a riding acci-
dent. His niece would provide an alliance that could end the decades of skir-
mishes up and down the Saltrock River.

Aeron and Emeline had already visited dozens of locations, including the king’s
gardens and stables. He was impressed with the woman’s knowledge of horses.

“Josiane, were not the stables just wonderful?” Emeline spoke to her maid
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walking several steps behind them.

“Yes, milady.”

“Did you enjoy the gardens?”

“Yes, milady.”

“I have tried for over a year to stifle her fear of the nobility,” Emeline leaned
toward Aeron and whispered, “but she is like a castle cat, scared of her own
shadow. But seeing as she is my maid and chaperone, it does afford me a great
deal of freedom.”

Aeron was surprised at Emeline’s confession, but it made him laugh none-
theless. He glanced over his shoulder at the maid Josiane. The young girl was
small, her light brown hair identifying her position well below the raven-haired
Franchon nobility. She rarely raised her head as they walked, and so Aeron had no
idea what her face looked like.

They had just finished roaming through more than a dozen corridors, with
a great number of sections still unexplored. The castle had been built well in
the past, over fifteen hundred years ago, by early ancestors of the current king.
Additions provided by subsequent lords and kings had turned Castle Westhedge
into a hulking behemoth, looming over the valley. Having lived most of the last
four years in Castle Westhedge as a ward of King Einion, Aeron had wandered
through much of the castle, though Westhedge was so large there were still areas
he was not familiar with.

The city of Faywynne had sprung up over the years, and now housed over
eighty-five thousand, with extensive farmlands spreading throughout the valley
and into the surrounding mountains.

They came to a stop and Lady Emeline seemed to be waiting patiently for
directions from Aeron. He considered which places she might be interested in.
“I thought you might find the royal weavers' chamber of interest. It is also where
ladies of the royal family and other noble ladies weave the tapestries of the king-
dom’s history.”

“Yes, please. Before she passed a few years ago, I helped my mother finish a
tapestry of my father at sea, in battle with pirates.” She sounded excited, but then
her gaze turned down and she said coyly, “I will do the same for my husband.”

“Then just across the atrium.” He pointed to a hallway on the other side. “Is
your father still at sea often?”

“My father and brothers are—" Her breath caught in her throat and the full-
lipped smile faded. “I have not seen them for some time.”

“Do they not live in Castle White Cliffs?” Aeron asked as they started across.

Lady Emeline stopped and, as if she had not heard the question, she pointed
to a hallway to their right. “What is down this hallway?”

Aeron thought it strange that she avoided such simple questions. He looked at the
hallway she had indicated, his concerns fleeing to the back of his mind, but not for-
gotten. It was a long hallway decorated with tapestries that hung along the right-hand
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wall. It was shortly after mid-day, and the sunlight poured through dozens of large
windows running down the left side of the hall, illuminating the hangings.

“It is called the Hall of History.”

“It sounds ancient... and interesting. Can we look at it first?” Her tone was
excited, as if she had discovered something new and wondrous.

They walked over into the hallway and Aeron started toward a tapestry, the
nearest to them, but just a quarter of the way down the hallway. Lady Emeline
came up next to him as Aeron stared at the first picture. It was the width and
height of two men and covered the wall in front of them from floor to ceiling.
“The hangings chronicle the history of Cainwen back to its beginning.”

“Beautiful.” She touched the hanging.

“It was created by King Einion’s late wife, Queen Wynnifred. Unfortunately,
Crown Prince Beynon’s wife passed on to the Burning Lady within a few moons of
Prince Hafgan’s birth and Princess Willoe has not yet created one for her father.”
He thought that it was unlikely she ever would. He imagined the royal weavers
would have to create one in her stead.

The tapestry’s scene depicted a Cainwen army overwhelming Tonn warriors
in a bloody confrontation along a shoreline. A Shield on a rearing horse was slash-
ing at the barbarians in front of him with a blood-stained sword. The Shield wore
a circlet and was surrounded by Guardsmen brandishing swords and polearms as
they waded into the horde of fear-filled warriors. At least, they look like they are
scared in the tapestry, Aeron thought. He knew better, though. The nomadic Tonn
believed to die in battle was the greatest glory a warrior could hope to achieve.

“This is King Einion.” Aeron indicated the Shield. “It was nearly forty
Winters ago. It was a long and hard Winter that year. Several Tonn tribes banded
together and trekked south along the edge of Crystal Bay, ravaging villages and
creating havoc throughout the northern regions of Cainwen. The king pulled the
entire garrison out of Fort Winterpass, along with what northern vassals he could
muster, and pushed the Tonn back into the Open Lands. This was the Battle of
Athfort where King Einion broke the Tonn’s back.

Lady Emeline stared at the tapestry and said with uncharacteristic compas-
sion, “But they were just hungry, were they not? They had children that would
starve if they stayed in the Open Lands.”

Aeron had never thought about it from the Tonn’s perspective. “The Tonn
roam the Open Lands with their herds, bartering with traders for whatever they
can’t hunt or make themselves. But you may be right. I was told the long Winter
wiped out many of their herds. Lord Brom, the Crown Prince’s brother—"

Emeline nodded that she knew who he meant.

“He used the tapestries to teach Prince Rowyn, Princess Willoe, my sister
Casandra, and me about the kingdom’s past. He said tribes farther north had
come south, pushing the southern tribes in front of them. These southern tribes
are the ones depicted in the tapestry.” Every time Aeron had looked at the image,
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he had focused on the victorious Cainwens. Now, he turned his focus to the bar-
barians being speared and cut down in a bloodbath. “When facing a Tonn war-
rior, one does not normally ask about his family,” Aeron said without humor in
his voice.

“Why did the northern tribes come south?”

“My uncle said the Open Lands are harsh and the Tonn tribes must come
south. He seemed quite serious.”

“An ill-boding prophecy.” She continued to examine the scene.

Aeron had not seen it as such back then, but now wondered about Uncle
Brom’s explanation. He looked sideways at the Franchon woman. Her insight
into the tapestry astounded him.

He skipped a couple of tapestries to one that showed an undaunted Shield, on
foot with a handful of Guardsmen behind him, forcing a raging creature twice his
size backward. The creature had features similar to a man, but its skin had a blue
tint while its arms and legs were inappropriately thick for the body. The back-
ground clearly showed a rocky hill or mountain covered in ice and snow.

“Strange creature.” Lady Emeline stepped closer to the tapestry.

Aeron smiled. “Lord Brom called it an ice giant. They are from the far north,
even farther north than the Haldane capital and the Open Lands, somewhere in
the Hoarfrost Mountains. I have never seen one myself, and I hope I never do.
This fellow looks like he would not be a pleasant companion.”

Her tittering laugh was cut short when she suddenly snorted. She quickly put
a hand over her mouth and her eyes went wide. “Forgive me. I was envisioning
you sitting around a fire sharing a tankard with this brute, telling the tales that
men tell.”

Aeron laughed himself. The unlady-like act was actually charming in his view.
“That would be quite a thing to see.” He found himself curious about this woman.
Intelligent and with a sense of humor, not the pretentious lady of the court he
had thought her to be. And beautiful. “I am not sure what tales we could share in
common, but I would be most interested in what he has to say.”

She laughed modestly, regaining her composure.

They moved on to more tapestries as he explained each one in turn. They
continued down the hall as Aeron explained some of the more interesting tap-
estries, most involving a battle, either small or large. All depicted past kings of
Cainwen, and though the armor and uniforms changed to match the period of
history, every hanging recounted a battle scene. Aeron was impressed with her
knowledge of some of the more famous battles. Without consciously making the
change, he realized his tone had become less formal and he was enjoying himself
as he answered the woman’s questions.

They came across one that made Emeline stop and catch her breath.

Aeron paused at her side to look up at the scene and understood her reaction.
“This is Legendre’s Folly in the marshes of Greenmerrow.”
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“Yes, I know,” she said softly.

Aeron could see a sorrow in her eyes that told of some past horror that had
been brought alive by the tapestry.

“These are Franchons.” She pointed to the soldiers being soundly beaten back
by a Cainwen army.

He didn’t want to respond — a knot had formed in his stomach — but he couldn’t
lie to her either. “The battle established the Saltrock River as the border between
Cainwen and Franchon that has not changed in nearly seven hundred years.”

She kept staring at the tapestry without saying a word. After several moments
of consuming the colorful lines of the woven fabric with her eyes, she spoke,
but her voice no longer contained the excitement of before. “Cainwen defeated
Franchon, ending the expansion of the Franchons who would otherwise have
spread all the way to the western shores, the shores of the Forever Waters.” It was
if she were simply reciting a well-known, but sad, history lesson.

“Yes.”

Her eyes moved from top to bottom and side to side as she took in the entire
tapestry. Then she smiled, as she had done most of the afternoon.

She took his arm, a bold gesture that stunned Aeron at first; his throat became
dry and the knot in his stomach leaped at her touch, but he walked with her as
she continued until they reached the second to last tapestry. Aeron explained the
historical significance of the scene. They had traveled almost two thousand years
of Cainwen history in a matter of a couple of turns. Aeron felt a sense of pride as
he reflected on all the heroes and leaders they had seen.

“What about this one? It is different than the rest.” Emeline moved to the
final tapestry hanging by itself on a wall at the end, facing back down the hall.

The tapestry was three times the size of the others. It was the only scene in
the entire hall that did not show a battle. Most of the tapestry was taken up by
a dragon that towered over a lone man. The tapestry was so large, the creature
stood as high as three men, giving it an even more terrifying appearance. The
dragon had a long boney snout with two horns that curved up like a wave. Spikes
sprouted at the crown of its head, getting smaller as they ran down the spine to the
end of the tail. Large wings splayed from just behind the front legs to just above
the rear ones. The scales were layered over the entire body with the exception of
the chest and underbelly. Yellowish-gold yarn had been used to recreate the scales,
which reminded Aeron of a topaz gem his mother had worn several times.

He walked up and put his hand on the fabric. “It’s very old. I'm not sure any-
one knows its real age.”

“Who is the man?” She stepped up and touched the image of the man in front
of the dragon. He wasn't dressed in metal or leather as the subjects of the previous
hangings, but in a colorful robe. Unlike the other subjects he didn't have brown
or blond hair, but a bright red that more closely resembled Aeron’s twin cousins.

“I don’t really know. Prince Rowyn and I asked his uncle once. He just told



Fire of the Covenant 53

us it was a king from ancient times, when Elfs and Men lived as one.” He tried to
remember the story, but he had not paid much attention when Uncle Brom had
told the tale. “I think it’s a King Korlac, or Cormac.”

“And the dragon?” Emeline tilted her head back to look up at the creature.

“They say dragons are the messengers of the Burning Lady.” He turned toward
her. “The bard’s songs are filled with such tales.”

Her eyes became wider and her lips parted slightly. “Does that mean that a
dragon will appear with a message from the Burning Lady?”

“Only stories the minstrels recount to entertain.” He laughed harder. “If drag-
ons ever existed, they passed with the ancients.”

He was surprised when she lowered her head and seemed disappointed.

'The sound of boots on the stone floor echoed down the hallway, causing both
of them to turn back the way they had come. Approaching them was the Earl of
Greenmerrow, and trailing behind was Rowyn’s middle brother, Hafgan.

“Lady Emeline. Lord Aeron.” The Earl nodded his head as he came to a halt
in front of them.

Aeron nodded his head in response, then indicated the man behind the Earl.
“Lady Emeline, I believe you have already met Prince Hafgan.” Even though
Hafgan was around Aeron’s age and a member of the Royal Brynmor family, a
stranger would never believe Hafgan to be third in line to the crown. He looked
disheveled, though Aeron knew this was his normal appearance despite the efforts
of his servants and the Crown Prince. Hafgan had a perpetual slight bend to his
body, not what one would call hunch-backed, but there was an obvious physical
affliction that gave him a frail appearance.

“Prince Hafgan.” Emeline curtsied with a friendly smile.

Hafgan nodded hesitantly in response, then edged his way back around
the Earl.

Facing back toward the Earl, Aeron introduced the man. “May I introduce
the Earl of Greenmerrow, Grioral Malbery.”

Emeline curtsied. “It is a pleasure.”

“The pleasure is mine.” Malbery bowed.

Malbery looked up the wall and chuckled. “The long and glorious history
of Cainwen.”

“Lord Aeron was entertaining me with tales of Cainwen bravery.” The way
Emeline said it made Aeron feel as if he had been the hero in one of the hang-
ing pieces of art. Emeline had a way of saying things that could charm a snake —
which when he thought about it would be appropriate for Malbery.

“Yes, quite brave.” The Earl, just under forty Winters, returned to the tapestry
displaying Legendre’s Folly. Hafgan kept close by.

“Did he tell you of this battle?” he asked, looking back at Aeron and Emeline.

“Yes, the battle is well known among Franchons.” The lady walked up near
Malbery, Aeron at her side, and he noticed her smile had faded once again. “We
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tell the tale from a somewhat different viewpoint, as you can imagine.” She
paused, staring at the tapestry again before continuing. “But the end result is the
same no matter the perspective. The Cainwens led the Franchon army into the
marshes where they became mired and slaughtered. Hence the name Legendre’s
Folly.” She turned to look at Malbery. “From your interest I would infer that you
have more to tell?”

“As it so happens, I do. It was fought on the lands of Greenmerrow. It was
the soldiers of Greenmerrow that led your... I believe ancestors, into the swamp.
Were you aware that Greenmerrow was not part of Cainwen or Franchon at the
outbreak of hostilities between the two Kingdoms?”

“I was not,” Emeline answered, her head tilting a little.

He stepped up to the tapestry and ran a finger over a group of warriors at the
bottom of the scene. It contained several Shields and Guardsmen in dark blue,
in sharp contrast to the green and gold of the Cainwen side of the tapestry. His
face was reflective and serious. “Greenmerrow was a separate realm ruled over by
my ancestor, King Roblin. But war came to our lands. Our misfortune was to be
located along the southern end of the Saltrock River, where the Franchon army
decided to cross in their conquest of Cainwen.”

Neither Aeron nor Emeline said anything, and Aeron wondered where
Malbery was headed with his story.

“King Roblin had a decision to make. A very difficult one.” He turned back to
face Aeron and Emeline, the smile returned. “Many with Franchon blood lived on
the land, as did those of Cainwen. King Roblin himself was of Franchon blood,
as were many of our ancestors.”

Aeron had never noticed before, but the Franchon influence in Malbery’s
appearance was obvious, now that he looked for it. Straight, raven-colored hair,
like Emeline’s. Even in Malbery’s mustache it was evident, as it ended in a small
chin beard with the area between the chin and the ears clean-shaven similar to a
fashion Aeron had heard was common among Franchon nobles.

“But war had come and the larger kingdoms would not leave Greenmerrow
out of the fray. King Roblin had to make a decision as to whom to support.”
Malbery turned again to the tapestry. “He chose Cainwen.” His voice lowered and
held a strange tone to it.

“And Greenmerrow has been a loyal supporter of the Brynmor line ever
since,” Aeron added. “Your father, may his flame burn brightly with the Burning
Lady, was renowned for his staunch support of King Einion and his father, King
Gadnog, before him.”

“Yes, he was.” Malbery sighed once and stood for a few more heartbeats
absorbing the tapestry, then turned back to Aeron and Emeline. “Pardon me.
I did not mean to interrupt your tour. Please continue. We have other duties
elsewhere.” He bowed and started to walk away up the hall, with Hafgan left
behind still staring up at the tapestry, evidently engrossed in the story Malbery
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had told. As the Earl strode away he called over his shoulder in a harsh voice,
“Prince Hafgan.”

The prince shook his head as if coming out of sleep and hurried after the Earl.

Standing next to Emeline, their forearms touching, Aeron could feel her give
a litdle shiver. He turned and grinned at her. “The Earl has that effect on every-
one,” he reassured her. “Like coming across a snake in the middle of a path.”

She giggled and seemed to relax.

Aeron turned to gaze down the hall at the retreating back of the Earl, and
couldn’t help but frown a little as he wondered what it was about the Earl that
made the man seem that way.





