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Flight
Arianwyn scrabbled behind her, the fist around her throat closing the air off. She found the knife she had been using to cut vegetables. Desperately, she swung. The sudden cursing told her she had hit her mark. Gasping for breath, she ducked under his arm and ran for the door. No one would ever believe the urchin had been attacked. But they would believe she had attacked.
Arianwyn did not stop to look around the town she had known all her life. To stay would be death. She ran out the door and towards the nearest edge of town. A few people stared at her in surprise. She entered the trees and dodged deeper into the forest. She fell gasping against a tree, her side aching. Wildly, she looked around. She didn’t know where she was. She had never been this deep into the forest before.
Arianwyn took a deep breath. If she kept running blindly, she would be dead. She forced herself straight, glancing back to see in what direction she had come. She walked the opposite way. Could she find a stream of some sort to follow? She closed her eyes briefly, pressing her hand into her side to relieve the stitch. Water flowed downhill, she reasoned. So she headed downhill also.
Behind her, she heard voices beginning to call out to one another. “She went this way! Here’s her trail!” Gulping, she picked up the pace, still pressing her hand into her side. Her other hand gripped the knife tightly. She looked at the ground, seeking out patches of solid rock to hide her passage.
The gurgling of water nearby alerted her. She followed it eagerly, fearing the voices that were closing in on her. She arrived at the stream and was disappointed. Hardly a trickle. Still, small trickles flowed into bigger ones. She started jogging, following the water. “There she is!” She glanced over her shoulder, seeing the band of men following her…led by the man who had attacked her. His shirt sleeve was stained with blood, but he was otherwise unharmed. She ran.
She could feel the men gaining on her. She shuddered as her mind conjured the stink of their bodies and breath. She glanced back again and caught her toe on a root. Stumbling, she almost fell over the cliff that was before her, heart pounding in her ears. She stared, downhearted at the trickle flowing over the edge. Her eyes followed the edge until she found a waterfall roaring to her left. Her heart pounding in her ears had deafened her to the sound. She licked her lips and looked down. There was a pool below her. She took a deep breath and backed up. “Grab her! Don’t let her get away!” She took off running for the edge and leapt. And hoped.
The wind rushed past her ears. She gripped the knife tighter, her vision swimming and blacking out. And then her feet hit the water. She felt like she had just landed on a stone ledge that only grudgingly gave way beneath her feet. The air whooshed from her lungs and the water closed icily over her head, tiny bubbles tickling her skin and bursting in her ears.
She flailed frantically for a moment in the water, unable to tell up from down. Her lungs burned from losing all her air upon entry. Slowly, she stopped struggling, her body taking over her mind. The only control she maintained was to grip the knife. As she relaxed, her body floated slowly. She felt the water break over her back and threw up her head, gasping the air into her starving lungs. She was alive. Incredibly alive and free!
Arianwyn swam to the edge of the lake, crawling onto shore. She flopped onto her back and stared up the cliff at the men milling about and shouting. It would be at least a day before they found a way down. She had a moment to rest and then she had to move. She closed her eyes, tightening her grip on the knife again. She could do it. She could survive.



1-Bonding
Arianwyn had been living in the forest for weeks. She had lost track of how many days and relied on the slowly changing season to tell time. Without any definite plan, she wandered, foraged and occasionally managed to trap a small animal to eat. She knew that she had to make plans. Summer was fading into fall. Possibly, she would survive through fall. But the weather would turn foul soon. Then she would need shelter and food storage to survive the winter.
She wandered through the underbrush, thinking on her options and looking for a place to spend the night. She paused at a small patch of white flowers. Digging into the dirt, she found the small bulbs that tasted like potatoes. They were only the size of her thumb. She made a basket out of her shirt and filled it, still trying to decide what to do. The best plan would be to look for a town and possibly work. She did not have the tools to winter in the forest. She swallowed, hating the idea of living among other humans again.
A loud rustle sounded nearby. She froze and listened. Whatever it was, it was big. She slowly tied a knot in her shirt, holding her precious food in place. She moved her eyes around, then turned her head. There did not seem to be anything nearby that she could see. She bent down and picked up her knife, the handle bringing her small comfort. The sound came to her ears again. She swallowed, prepared to flee. When it sounded a third time, she frowned, listening more intently. It was not moving away or closer. It seemed to be in one spot. She turned and worked her way toward the noise, her curiosity getting the better of her.
The rustling turned to thrashing. It was growing louder the closer she crept. A deep growl accompanied the noise. Her heart pounded in her chest. Why was she doing this? She should be fleeing from loud noises. Her curiosity drove her on until she felt she was almost on top of the sound. She dropped to her belly and wiggled forward, inch by inch. She parted the branches in front of her and gasped, silence forgotten.
A silver dragon lay on the ground, wings tangled in a web. The web glimmered in the combined light of the setting sun and rising moon. Arianwyn was sure that it was magic. Nothing else could hold a dragon down like that. She peered around for signs of any other person. There were none immediately visible. As she crawled into the clearing, the dragon’s head swiveled to look at her. She froze, staring at the slitted silver eyes. Jagged ridges lined the top of the dragon’s eyes, sweeping back into a crest on its head. The crest grew into a bony mane down the back of its neck. They ended in front of the wings and picked up again behind the wing joint to the tip of the dragon’s tail.
“It’s okay,” she muttered. “I’m going to try to help you.” She cautiously rose to her feet and stepped closer. The dragon hissed and lunged at her, jaws snapping. Arianwyn jumped back, eyeing the razor sharp teeth, the smallest the size of her knife. “Look, I can’t help if you don’t let me! I’m a follower of the Dragon Totem. And I know what it’s like to be trapped.” She tried getting closer and the dragon lunged again.
She took a deep breath, ready to try again when she heard voices in the distance. Apparently, the dragon heard them, too. Arianwyn froze, head turning in time with the dragon’s to look in the direction of the voices. Men’s voices. Her stomach tightened. “Last chance!” she hissed at the dragon. She darted in, hoping that the dragon would be smart enough to leave her alone. The dragon growled as she neared, but did not do anything else, still peering towards the voices. Arianwyn looked around for any sign of binding that she could undo. It was definitely magic. “I can’t undo this. I think it’s magic!”
The dragon growled and looked at her, eyes glaring. Slowly, the dragon lowered its head. Arianwyn stared at it. Impatiently, the dragon glanced at her hand, then back up at her, hissing. Hesitantly, Arianwyn reached out and touched the dragon’s nose, staring back at its eyes. She gasped as she made physical contact. Something reached deeper than her fingertips, binding her heart and mind like wood consumed in a flame. She stared wide-eyed at the dragon. :You can undo the magic and you will! I will not fall victim to these predators!:
She stared numbly at the dragon—a female, she realized now. She blinked, feeling something move closer to her mind. When she opened her eyes again, she thought she was seeing double. She looked at the net and could see the overlay of magic, like a web. Where the net touched the ground, the magic web was anchored, preventing the dragon from flying away. She moved to each point, pulling the anchors out of the ground and throwing them away. As she removed each anchor, a portion of the web around the dragon shimmered and disappeared. “Hey! What’s going on? Stop her!” The men had arrived.
Desperately, she dove for the last anchor, ripping it out of the ground. As she did, a furious roar sounded above her and the dragon lunged at the men. They scattered, cursing. :Grab my rear claw!: The dragon ordered. Arianwyn jumped onto the dragon’s back foot, sitting on top and wrapping arms and legs around the back leg. She had no sooner secured her grip than the dragon lifted into the air.
Arianwyn could feel the cold air rushing past her and was glad it was getting dark. She was not sure she could handle seeing the ground disappearing beneath her. She had no interest knowing how high up they were. As the flight continued, Arianwyn’s heart slowed and she began to take in more details about the dragon. Although the dragon’s skin glimmered like silver, it was soft and pliable, reminding Arianwyn of the little lizards she used to chase as a child. The skin was very warm—almost hot—and dry.
Arianwyn could see nothing behind the back leg of the dragon and she was not about to peer at the ground. Her hair whipped into her face, flying into her eyes and mouth. She closed her eyes and leaned her head on the dragon’s leg. She could feel the heat radiating from the dragon. With her eyes closed, her mind focused on the pounding in the center of her head. She had a feeling her life had just become more complicated.
They flew for hours, the first moon high in the sky and the second beginning to rise, when the dragon finally landed. Arianwyn jumped off and scrambled backwards, watching the dragon warily. The dragon circled Arianwyn just as warily, crouched low, eyes glimmering in the moonlight. “Thanks for taking me with you,” Arianwyn finally whispered.
:I didn’t have a choice. I wasn’t about to let them capture you.:
“How did they capture you? It doesn’t seem possible…”
:They attacked when I was busy eating. There was a mage with them, but she left after my trap was secure.:
“Well, thank you again. I suppose I’d better be on my way.”
:Don’t be ridiculous. We are Bonded now. I’m not about to let you out of my sight so some silly animal can kill you. We must stay together now. Our fates are intertwined.:
“Oh. Well, I had just planned on looking for work in whatever mountain village I can find. With winter coming, I won’t be able to stay outside.”
:You do not need to speak out loud.: The dragon lay down, still studying Arianwyn. :We will find a village far from here, one with good mountains nearby. One that I will be able to burn down quickly if I need to get to you.:
“Burn down? We’re not going to burn down people’s homes!”
:I will if I must. I hold no fondness for humans and their barbaric ways.:
Arianwyn sighed, sitting with her back against a tree. She withdrew some of the bulbs she had found. Using a bit of spit and her skirt, she cleaned the dirt off of them and ate. “How about we discuss this in the morning? I’m exhausted.” The dragon closed her eyes and Arianwyn assumed she agreed. Arianwyn lay on the hard ground, eyes drifting shut of their own volition.
Morning came quickly, the sun burning through Arianwyn's lids and forcing her to squint them open. She found the dragon studying her with one eye. Arianwyn and the dragon watched each other warily, each attending to their morning routine without talking. “Well, Dragon, did you have a village in mind?”
:I do. It is far from here, so we should be safe from detection.: The dragon crouched down, watching Arianwyn intently. :Are you going to climb on or not? I’m not moving at your slow pace.:
Arianwyn swallowed and approached the dragon. The dragon held her foreleg out, making a sort of ramp for Arianwyn to climb up. She settled just behind the last neck spike, but still in front of the wings. The spike was a solid piece of bone. Arianwyn gripped the spike, trying to avoid the point. “Warn me if you’re going to make any sudden movements,” she muttered. The dragon rumbled. Arianwyn decided it must be a chuckle.
:Try laying flat on my neck. That way, you shouldn’t impale yourself.: Arianwyn lay forward, the spike to her side. She slid her arm between two spikes, reaching forward to grip another spike.
“This isn’t very secure.”
:I will fly smoothly. Hang on.: Dragon leapt into the air, wings pushing down and propelling them upwards. She continued moving upwards until they were a few feet above the tops of the trees, circling and gaining gliding speed. Lying flat, Arianwyn was forced to watch the ground beneath her. She swallowed and closed her eyes against the rush of the ground below them.
They flew for hours again. Arianwyn’s arm was numb and her fingers stiff from gripping the spike so tightly. Occasionally, she braved sitting up and switching sides, flexing her fingers. They dropped in elevation, leaving the pine behind and entering the level of quaking aspens. :Here we are. Maybe you can find work here.: Arianwyn looked up. Another village was perched on the edge of a large lake. A wooden palisade surrounded the building. Smoke rose thickly from the buildings and a few boats were out fishing. Dragon landed in the trees, away from the lake. :Good luck…and call for me if you need help.:
Arianwyn slid off the dragon, legs wobbly. “Thanks.” After a few steps, the stiffness left her and she was able to navigate through the trees and to the edge of the lake. She washed up the best she could in the lakeside waters.
It was not until she washed her hands that she noticed the change. She held her hands up, eyes wide. :That’s normal,: Dragon said. Arianwyn followed the mark on the back of her hands and watched it twisting around her forearms until it disappeared under her sleeves.
She sighed. It might be normal, but it would stand out. She tore the bottom off her tattered skirt and wrapped her hands and arms. She stood and brushed her skirts. She still had a long walk around the lake. As she walked, her stomach rumbled. She hoped she found something to eat soon.
She studied the town as she approached. The wooden palisade surrounded the town with two openings, one on either end of the town. There were no gates, only two guards stationed near the entryways. The guards were dressed as normal villagers except for the leather helm they each wore and a long wooden spear.
One guard straightened off his spear as she approached, shooting a long stream of spittle to the side of the road. He smiled toothily at her, revealing a few rotting teeth. “Don’ know you, do I? Whatcher name? I’m Bernie.”
Arianwyn paused, looking at Bernie and his companion warily. :Lie,: Dragon muttered.
“Jenny,” she decided.
“What kin I do fer you, Jinny?”
“It’s Jenny.”
“Tha’s what I said, ‘Jinny.’”
Arianwyn gave him an uncertain look, frowning slightly. “Aw, Bern! You bin drinkin’ again?” The other guard stepped forward, scowling at Bernie. He was a bit older looking than Bernie, though not much cleaner. “What’re you doin’ here, gurl?”
“Looking for work.” At least a name was all she needed to falsify.
The second guard scratched under his helm, frowning. Bernie spit to the side again and hitched his pants a bit higher and laughed at the second guard. “You tryin’ to see if she’s a bandit, Rob?” He turned to Arianwyn, flashing his rotting teeth again. “Try the Inn.”
“Does it have a name?”
Bernie laughed. “Only inn in town, innit? It’s over there,” he said, hitching his thumb over his shoulder.
“Thank you,” she murmured, hurrying past the two. A look over her shoulder showed Bernie still watching her. He winked when he saw her looking and she turned forward again, blushing. She could feel his eyes on her the entire way to the village center. She stopped in the village center, noticing a few stalls around the town well. She assumed the Inn was the largest building in town. She took a deep breath and pushed the door open.
The Innkeeper kicked a cat out of the way, eyeballing her. “I'm looking for work,” Arianwyn whispered. “Bernie said you might have something for me to do.” She stood still, waiting for his inspection to finish. A second woman stood near the side, wiping down tables. Her stomach was distended and she paused to rub it, panting. She waddled to another table, continuing the ritual.
“I suppose I can use you. Elyse had to go get herself knocked up, didn't ya girl?” He glared across the room at Elyse. She flushed and bent closer to her work. “Elyse'll teach you what you need to know. Elyse, you'll be finished at the end of the week.” He smiled evilly at the woman. She blanched and bit her lip. “Get going!” he snapped, shoving Arianwyn in the direction of Elyse.
Arianwyn stood next to the girl, avoiding eye contact. “I'm sorry,” she whispered. “I didn't know.”
Elyse shrugged. “It was only a matter of time. He's been lookin' for a reason to get rid of me for some time.” Arianwyn followed Elyse from one task to another. They wiped down the tables, swept up the sawdust on the floor and put more down, checked candles around the room, washed dishes, and helped the cook. This was done between serving the few customers who arrived during the day. “Watch out fer Cook,” Elyse whispered. “He's mean as a bear with a thorn in his paw. I'll be glad to get out from under his eye.”
Things seemed manageable until the dinner hour arrived. Then the common room filled up. There was talking and shouting and cursing. Any fighting that happened caused the Innkeeper to storm through the crowd, grab both men by the nape of the neck and toss them out.
The night was not even half done and Arianwyn was exhausted, aching feet and back, stomach gnawing with hunger. Someone grabbed her elbow, turning her attention. “Hey, Jinny!” She stared into the gap toothed grin of the guard. “It's me, Bernie! I see ya found the Inn.” She nodded mutely at him. He plopped onto a stool near one of the tables. “Get me a drink an' when yur done, I'll take ya someplace fer the night.”
Arianwyn forced a smile. She had not even considered where she would sleep for the night. “Thank you,” she forced out.
True to his word, Bernie waited until the Innkeeper threw everyone out. Arianwyn wrapped her arms around herself, eyes darting to all of the shadows. Bernie chattered about the town and being a guard the entire way down. They entered a narrow alley. Arianwyn's insides twisted with fear. She glanced between Bernie and the shadows, wondering if she should call Dragon. A short distance down the alley, Bernie shoved a blanket aside and candlelight spilled into the alley. “Hey, Alice!”
An older woman glanced up. Her eyes narrowed. She planted her fists on hips and glared. “What do you want, Bernie? I don't have time for any of your games.”
“No games tonight, Alice! You still got room for a girl?” Arianwyn let her breath out and she moved next to Bernie.
Alice's gaze shifted, eyes narrowing. Her gaze was as sharp as her body, all angles and bones. “I'll not be taking a hussy into my home. I may be poor, but I've still got my respect,” she spat.
Arianwyn flushed. “Aw, Alice, don't be like that! Jinny here isn't a hussy! She's employed at the Inn.” Alice pursed her lips, still glaring. “Come on, Al, she just got here and hasn't anywhere else to go.”
“Don't call my Al,” she muttered. She stepped forward and grabbed Arianwyn by the elbow, dragging her into the small room. “Come here, let me look at you, girl.” She turned Arianwyn this way and that, pinched her cheeks, checked her teeth, and studied her eyes. “She's not much is she?” Bernie grinned. “Very well, you may stay. But you'll be paying for your room!” Arianwyn nodded. Alice nodded back. “You can have that corner. You'll have to get your own blankets, though.”
“Thanks, Al!” Bernie said, slapping the woman on the shoulder. She scowled at him.
“Out, get out!” She swatted half-heartedly at the still grinning guard.
“I'll see ya in the morning, Jin!” he said, waving at her over his shoulder.
Alice shook her head after him. “He'll be late,” she muttered. She blew out the candle and the two women went to bed.



2-Bernie
It was early in the morning. Another fall in the logging town she and Dragon chose had arrived. The ground was gaining a light layer of frost that disappeared as soon as the sun appeared each day. Arianwyn stood in the doorway of the hovel she stayed in, waiting. Alice had left to collect washing hours ago. She peered warily from behind the tattered blanket that acted as a door, peeking up and down the street. He was late. Again.
:You’d better get going,: Dragon said. :You cannot trust Bernie. He is unreliable.: She took a deep breath and walked into the alley. She kept her head down, eyes darting back and forth, watching for movement. She picked up the pace, breath constricting in her lungs.
“Jinny!” Arianwyn jumped and spun around. Bernie was jogging up the alley behind her. He grinned at her as he caught up. “Sorry I’m late. Le’s go!” Arianwyn nodded sharply, following him up the narrow alley. Bernie had been walking her to and from work nearly every day since the first day.
“You can explain to the innkeeper why we’re late,” she muttered. She ducked to the other side of Bernie when they entered the main street, putting him between her and the other pedestrians.
“Don’ I always?” Bernie laughed.
“If you’re going to continue being late, maybe you should send Rob instead,” she snapped.
“Ah, Jin, don’ be tha’ way. Ya know I’ll take care of ya.” Bernie threw his arm around her shoulders, hauling her up against his side. Arianwyn ducked out from under his arm and scowled up at him. She did not have better options for protection at the moment and lacked the ability to protect herself.
The innkeeper was already standing at the door, face a dark thundercloud as he searched for Arianwyn.  “Mornin’, Master Will,” Bernie said cheerfully. The innkeeper’s scowl vanished, hidden behind an ingratiating smile. Only the tight corners of his eyes indicated his continued displeasure.
“Well, if it isn’t the town guard. Hope you haven’t found the girl stealing?”
Bernie chuckled. “’Course not! Jin’s a righ' fine lass. I was late comin’ by on accoun’ of some extra work las’ nigh’, so no hard feelins, righ'?”
“For the town guard, anything,” Will said, bowing slightly.
Arianwyn ducked around the men, anxious to get out of sight and mind. “I’ll see ya later, Jin! I’ve somethin’ I’ve bin meanin’ to ask ya!” Bernie called after her. She waved absently at him, slipping into the dark interior of the inn. She sighed when she saw the ‘leftovers’ from the night before. Most of them were only just waking up. It was going to be a long day. She walked toward the kitchen, trying not to make eye contact.
Several hours passed. Arianwyn had been moving back and forth nearly non-stop. She kicked a cat out of her way, ignoring the yowl of protest from the creature. He was the only fat creature in the area…unless you included the mice. She glanced around at the rest of the ‘creatures’ surrounding her.
Primarily men visited the inn where she was working. Most of them were employed in logging. The loggers were generally of wiry build and filthy demeanor. There were not many other occupations, or types of men, to be found. She supposed that she could include the innkeeper. He was nearly as fat as the cat. Not surprising, considering the outrageous prices he charged and the less than honest fillers he used in his ‘food.’
“Wench! Where’s my ale?” Arianwyn jumped from her musing, silently cursing her aching feet and the sharp ears of the innkeeper as he glanced in her direction. She carried the ale she had been holding to the logger, deftly swiping up the coppers he threw on the table while avoiding the hand that tried grabbing a feel of her backside. Not that there was much to feel. She had not gained much weight back from her time in the mountain forests. She wandered through a few more tables, using her dirty rag to clean the dirty tables and stacking dishes to take to the kitchen.
“Jinny!” She glanced up and forced a smile. Bernie walked in and sat down heavily at a table. “Haven’ much time ta talk, Rob’s coverin’ at the gate fer me, but I wus wonderin’ if yeh’d have time after work fer a walk today?”
“More than the walk home?” she asked. She sighed internally. She was ready to be home already. “I suppose, depending on how late the Inn stays open tonight. And it can't be too late. You know how Alice gets.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw another logger open his mouth to call for her attention. A quick scowl from Bernie caused him to change his mind.
“How ‘bout I stop by and wait, then?”
“That would be fine.” She forced a smile at Bernie before continuing to the kitchen. Her smile vanished as soon as her back was turned.
:Bernie? Really? He is not equal to you.:
:He’s nice. At least he treats me decently.:
:And did you plan on introducing us? And telling him your real name? Besides, he’s dirty.:
Arianwyn sighed. Since arriving, Bernie had been friendly with her. He showed her around the town, defended her from unwanted attentions when he was around, and went out of his way to help her out. He was safe to be around. He did have some habits she was unfond of, but they could be overlooked in light of the safety he offered. She chewed on her lip and tried to distract herself from Bernie.
A glance out the window showed the children still playing in the street, careful not to draw the attention of the adults around them. She smiled when she saw one swipe a sweetmeat from a vendor who was distracted by the ball of rags flying by. He ran over to his friends to share their spoils before picking a new target.
She sighed again and pushed the kitchen door open with her shoulder, dumping the dishes in the sink. She rubbed her bandaged hands together, glancing briefly around the kitchen. “Get to work cleaning those, ya lazy bugger,” the cook muttered, stirring the stew a little and adding a few more wood shavings to thicken it up.
Arianwyn turned her back, gritting her teeth. It was not as bad here as home had been, at least. She was hungry, but not mindless with it. She had somewhere covered to sleep that was relatively warm. The work was regular and begging was, so far, unnecessary. Part of her payment was that she could eat all the scraps the customers left and sleep in the kitchen if it was too late to go to her hovel. She generally ended up near the ashes. She was okay with being dirty. Only desperate men went after a girl as filthy as she. Unfortunately, there were more desperate men in this village than she liked. Of course, if Bernie and she went further than friendship in their relationship, she would not have to worry as much about the other men in town.
:I mind that you’re filthy. You stink when you come to visit.: She ignored Dragon’s voice in her head. :When are you coming again? It’s been awhile since we’ve flown together.: She ignored Dragon again, trying to focus on her work. Her thoughts wandered to the creature she was now bonded with. It was still strange to her, in spite of the years that had passed.
:You better start washing those dishes,: Dragon muttered. Arianwyn wrinkled her nose, but showed her agreement in her actions. She tiredly carried two buckets to the village well to fill with water, noticing that Bernie had already left. The innkeeper watched her with narrowed eyes as she left, causing a chill to run down her spine. :You shouldn’t trust him. You should leave.:
The children eyed her eagerly as she approached the well, one of the smaller ones walking up to her with hopeful eyes. Arianwyn smiled and slipped a hand into her apron pocket to hand the child a small treat to share with the others. She dropped the well bucket down before drawing it back up to fill her buckets.
Arianwyn frowned. :I can’t leave, yet. I have nowhere to go. Besides, what would I tell Bernie and the children?: A silent growl rumbled in the back of her head. Dragon wanted her to live in the mountains. There wouldn’t be a single creature that could catch them and meat would be plentiful. Arianwyn pulled the buckets back up from the well, heavy with water. :Except for the humans,: she reminded Dragon. Some humans had almost killed Dragon.
She turned and went back into the inn, heading straight to the kitchen before someone could try to get her attention. The innkeeper skulked at a table near the far wall, talking to yet another stranger. Arianwyn scowled. There had been a lot of strangers coming through town lately. It made her nervous.
She worked hard that day, trying to ignore her uneasy feelings. She focused on her upcoming walk with Bernie. She sighed. She was fairly certain she knew what Bernie wanted to talk to her about. And she was not ready. She could run, as Dragon suggested. Neither option made her feel very comfortable. Instead, she turned to the mind-numbing chores assigned to her, reveling in the aching feet and back now. They kept her mind on the present.
The inn slowly filled with the regulars. Some few of the men greeted her more or less respectfully. Some leered. Most ignored her once she deposited their food and drink. Bernie appeared near the back and hailed her with upraised hand. “You’re early,” she said, handing him a drink. “You’re never early.” He grinned and saluted her.
“Hopefully, yeh kin leave soon.”
It was nearly an hour later when she could finally leave. Bernie wrapped his arm around her waist, leading her out into the night. She withdrew from the circle of his arm as soon as it was polite. She wished they would just sit somewhere. Her feet were killing her. “Where are we going?”
“I got somethin’ planned.” They walked through town and down to the lake. “You know, I’ve grown quite fond of you.” He helped her into a rowboat and shoved off, climbing in. He rowed towards the middle of the lake. He started talking. Arianwyn looked up, watching the stars twinkle. A shadow slid across the stars. Arianwyn frowned. “…what do yeh think?”
Arianwyn blinked, looking back to Bernie. Her mouth went dry. “I’m sorry, what was that?”
It was hard to tell, but Arianwyn thought Bernie was blushing in the dark. “Well, I don’ haf a ring to do it proper like, but I was hopin’ yeh’d accept my proposal of marriage anyhow. I’m doin’ some extra side work, so it should be soon tha’ I kin get yeh a ring.” A sick feeling grew inside Arianwyn. “I won’ be a rich man,” he leaned forward and took her hand, “but I’ll love yeh forever.”
“Bernie,” she squeezed his hand, thinking fast.
:I thought you wanted to marry him,: Dragon commented.
:I do. I just didn’t think I’d feel so trapped by him,: she replied. She slipped her hand from Bernie's, chewing on the inside of her cheek.
:So don’t marry him.:
:I need to. He will keep us safe.:
:I could come get you now if you’d like.:
“Jinny?” Bernie caught her hand in his again.
“I…I don’t really know what to say.” Bernie’s face fell. He continued to hold her hand, looking out over the lake. “I just need some time. I think I will say yes,” she stuttered. His gaze popped up to hers, a grin forming. “But I hope you’ll give me time to be certain of myself.”
His head bobbed forward. “Oh, yeah. Yeah, tha’ would be okay. But yeh think yes, maybe?” She nodded. He leaned forward, swooping in for a kiss. At the last moment, Arianwyn turned her face to the side, his breath heating her cheek. He kissed her cheek and she leaned back so he would not try to claim more. The sick feeling dropped and settled in the pit of her stomach like a stone.



3-Voices
It had been a week. Arianwyn still had not given Bernie a firm answer. He was coming by after work every day now, holding her hands and gazing into her eyes. She was pulling her hands from his and avoiding his gaze. She knew she should answer yes. Or run. Those were her only two options right now.
She took a deep breath, going over the positives of marrying Bernie again. He was a good man. He would take good care of her. Inevitably, her mind moved from the positives to the negatives. She did not know how she would explain the Markings to him. Or Dragon, assuming she ever told him about Dragon. He was a good man to “Jinny,” but she wondered if he would treat Arianwyn the same way.
She squeezed her eyes shut and forced them open again. She should answer yes. It was the safest answer. Besides, telling him no would break his heart. She did not want to hurt him, not after all he had done for her. She sighed and picked up her water buckets. Bernie could wait one more day.
She lugged the water into the inn for dishes. It seemed she was always doing dishes. Once again, the innkeeper was speaking to a stranger in the common room. She thought she recognized the stranger from earlier in the week. She hurried through to the kitchen, anxious to avoid their attention.
She soaped up the water in one of the buckets and washed the dishes in the cold water. It did not take long for the water to turn brown and distasteful looking. In the back of her head, she felt Dragon poking around. Eventually, Dragon found what she wanted and created a complex image in front of Arianwyn’s eyes. :Speak!: Dragon commanded sternly. Arianwyn blinked, confused. Dragon huffed mentally, nudging Arianwyn’s consciousness to the side. :Watch.:
Arianwyn felt her jaw drop as her vision took on a yellowish hue. Different shades of yellow filled her vision, dark golds where solid objects stood to nearly white whenever she exhaled. :That is Air,: Dragon explained. She walked carefully to the door and peeked out. She could see a slight breeze blowing down the mountain toward the village. She could see people exhaling in puffs as they walked, longer streams flowing from their mouths with brief puffs of dark gold at the consonants when they talked. :Notice the patterns created with their voices. You have a stronger Voice and can Speak. Now Speak!: Dragon commanded again.
Arianwyn walked back to the dishes, pondering. What would she Say? How would she do it? Dragon seemed to think that it would be instinctual to her. Had dragon magic somehow been imparted to her at their Bonding? She looked thoughtfully at her bandaged hands again. It seemed plausible, considering the Mark she was now hiding.
She took a deep breath, thinking. Her mind went back to the innkeeper and the stranger. What if…? She chewed on her lip, thinking of the patterns melding and blending as people were talking, and thought of the Dragon’s comment about her Voice. She focused on her breathing pattern, watching the flowing stream move in and out of her. “Listen,” she muttered under her breath. The flow of air twisted as it left her, wrapping around her head. She felt as if her ears were unstoppered. She could hear everything!
Arianwyn dropped the plate she was washing, gripping the edge of the bucket. She nearly fell over at the sound of shattering glass, hearing every crack and striation run through the plate. The voices from the street carried, every conversation, foot step, breath and cry melding into a painful cacophony. “Hey!” the cook’s voice cut through everything, nearly rupturing her eardrums from the volume.
“Stop!” she panted, envisioning the peacefulness from before. The golden cloud dissipated, leaving her world silent.
“Don't talk to me like that!” the cook growled. “That’s going to have to come out of your wages!” he stalked out of the kitchen to complain to the innkeeper.
:That was interesting. You might consider being more specific next time. At least until you get the hang of concentration. Then general terms should suffice,: Dragon smirked. Arianwyn sent a mental scowl the dragon’s way before swallowing and licking her lips. Did she dare try again? :Don’t you want to know what the cook is going to say about you?:
Arianwyn blinked. That was a good idea. “Listen to the cook and innkeeper,” she specified, imagining the people she wanted to hear. The golden cloud left her mouth again, encircling her head once more. She braced herself for the awful noise, and then noticed the vapor thin stream flowing into the common area of the inn. She jumped at the voices that sounded in her ears, feeling that the people they belonged to should be right next to her.
“She dropped another plate and is deliberately ignoring me! You should get rid of the brat before she ruins everything. I’m sure she’s stealing from you, as well. Haven’t you noticed her getting plumper than when she first arrived? And she always has treats on hand for the little street rats,” cook complained. Arianwyn rolled her eyes. Of course. This drivel again.
“Don’t worry,” the innkeeper soothed. “You don’t have to worry about her any longer. I doubt she’s even aware of our plans. Regardless, this kind gentleman has agreed to take her off our hands.” Arianwyn’s breath caught. What? “Why don’t you go into the kitchen and send her to me? The sooner we deliver our newest benefactor his property, the sooner we can find some other waif to cart along.”
Arianwyn’s hands shook. She ran. What else could she do? It was what she knew best. Before heading out the door, she ran up the kitchen steps to the upper floors and slipped into the innkeeper’s room, grabbing a handful of coppers. Silvers and golds would be too conspicuous. Not that he had any golds. If he was going to sell her, she was at least going to make him pay. She stuffed them in her skirt pocket and ran out of the room, heading back down the stairs. She rushed out the kitchen door, glancing furtively around for anyone noticing her. “She’s gone!” she heard the cook shout.
She hurried down the narrow alleyway and into the street. Ducking her head, she moved at a fast walk towards the town entrance. Fast enough to put a distance between them, not fast enough to draw attention. She just needed to reach the city entryway. Once she got there, she’d be safe. In her ear, she could still hear the innkeeper and cook talking, alarmed now. “Stop,” she muttered. The yellow left her vision and she could see normally again.
From behind, she heard a shout of frustration. “I’ve been robbed! My serving wench robbed me!” She glanced back, seeing the innkeeper standing in the doorway, red-faced and bellowing. She dodged to the side of the street, nearer the buildings. Everyone around her was looking in the direction of the innkeeper, she kept walking, heart pounding. “There! There she is!” Another glance confirmed that he had seen her.
Arianwyn started running, bouncing off people who weren’t quick enough to get out of her way. “Stop, thief!” She ignored him, feet pounding the ground. Ahead, she saw Bernie and Rob, just beginning to stand and look back. A few people made a half-hearted attempt to grab her, most just stepped out of the way and watched what happened. Her real trouble would come at the gates.
:Up the wall, I’m here!: She glanced up and saw Dragon swooping toward the city. A commotion behind drew a hurried backward glance. A barrel of apples had been tipped over. A small form disappearing into a side alley caused her insides to twinge with gratitude and worry.
“Jinny!” She looked to Bernie.
“I’m sorry!” she called to him. Swallowing the bile rising in her throat, she searched for a way up to Dragon. There! Rob was already struggling to pull a wagon in front of the entryway. There was no exit there. But someone had stacked crates up against the wall, nearly to the top. She ran close enough that they thought she would try to go through the opening and then dodged to the right. She scrambled up the crates as quickly as she could, her thighs burning and the stack wobbling.
“Jinny! Come back!” She reached the top and leaped over the wall into the air. As she began her descent to the ground, Dragon swooped over, catching Arianwyn in her claws. :Gotcha!:
“Get out of here!” Arianwyn cried, grabbing as best she could to the giant claws holding her. From below, she saw Bernie and Rob stop running, mouths agape. Everyone was gaping and pointing at the sight of Dragon. She closed her eyes and buried her face in the dragon’s leg, feeling her stomach lurch as Dragon beat her wings to rise higher. When she opened her eyes again, the scenery had diminished below her. “Thanks,” she muttered, her voice whisked away in the wind. She did not worry about that. Dragon could feel her mind and thoughts just as she could feel Dragon’s.
:Where to now?: Dragon asked.
Arianwyn shook her head. Where, indeed? There was no place this far North that they could safely stay. They would have to head south. Closer to the capital, where she could lose herself in the larger crowds. She swallowed and transmitted the idea to Dragon. She felt Dragon’s disapproval, even as she changed course. Dragon would prefer to move to the wilds, where she had come from, and disappear. Arianwyn hated the city, but knew that she could more easily hide in a crowd.
Bernie's frantic call still echoed in her ears. He deserved an explanation, she knew that. She should feel sorrow for leaving him. He loved her, after all. She hugged Dragon closer. She only felt relief as they winged away from the town and from her decision. She would never have to face him again.



Bernie
Bernie stared up at the silver dragon flying away with the woman he intended to marry...and then sell. It did not take long for the creature to rise high enough or fly far enough away to become indistinguishable. Still Bernie stared after it. “You okay, Bern?” Rob asked.
Bernie shook himself. “Yeah. No. I'm going to the Inn for a drink.” Rob nodded his understanding. Bernie left the gate while Rob struggled to move the wagon out of the way of the gate. He arrived at the Inn and stopped, searching the room.
The Innkeeper had already returned from chasing Jenny. He sat at a table, head in hands. Bernie closed the door forcefully, causing the man to jump. “Bernie, what are you doing here? Where's the girl?”  His cheeks still glowed red and a light sheen of sweat covered his forehead from the run.
“Wha' happened, Will?” Bernie asked in answer. He stalked across the room, resting his hand on the cudgel at his hip.
The Innkeeper shook his head. “I don't know. Everything was set up to go. I even had a buyer, though the man left as soon as that monster appeared.” Bernie swore. “What are you going to do now?”
Bernie sat at a chair across from the Innkeeper. Cook brought out a couple of watered down ales for them. “Prob'ly take my report to tha king, as I intended.”
“Yes, but without the girl—“
“The girl doesn' matter,” Bernie interrupted. “We had a buyer, we can hope tha'll be enough. An' I can repor' the dragon to him. He'll be interested in that.”
“It's still too bad we couldn't make a profit from selling her, too,” Will grunted. He sighed and nodded slowly to Bernie. “Just don't forget my cut.”
Bernie snorted, taking a long swig, already dismissing the Innkeeper mentally. He had a long journey ahead of him. “Haf I ever?”



4-Work
Arianwyn and Dragon argued back and forth over where they should go. Arianwyn finally won, pointing out that she at least needed more to survive on than meat and that dragon hunters were unlikely to be found near the city. Besides, the capital city was situated deep within the southern mountains—plenty of hiding places for a dragon.
Now she wondered if she regretted winning that argument. Arianwyn stared at the immense walls, curving away from the mountain to tuck back in. The city was built on and into the mountain, the castle keep rising as if carved from the earth itself. Upon closer inspection, she discovered that parts of it were. The outer wall arched out in a half circle, low and fat. Winding streets could be seen crawling up the mountain towards the Castle Keep, where a second, inner wall arched again in a half circle. The second wall was taller and appeared more slender. She took a deep breath and walked toward the gates. The sun was still behind the mountains, but the gray dawn was sufficient to see where she was going.
A muddy group of hovels huddled in the shadows of the outer wall. As she drew nearer, she could see soldiers patrolling the tops of the wall. Even closer and she could see the soldiers standing by the gate, inspecting the visitors. Their armor reflected the morning sun back onto the people. There was no lounging, grinning Bernie here. Arianwyn shivered, watching the inspections. Except for her arms, she had nothing to hide. She took a deep breath and joined the line of people entering the city.
Her heart beat harder the closer she came to the gates, the noise and smell of humanity enveloping and overwhelming her. She opened and closed her hands, feeling the sweat bead on her forehead in spite of the frigid morning air. She tugged on the bandages when no one was watching, making sure they were secure. “What’s your purpose?” the bored sounding guard asked. She jumped slightly, not having noticed how quickly the line moved. The guard repeated his question, his accent so quick and clipped that Arianwyn still hesitated a moment before answering.
“I’m looking for work,” she said, swallowing hard.
He looked her over once, noticing her bare feet and ragged appearance. “Just remember, begging isn’t allowed wherever you please and is punishable by imprisonment,” he said, and then waved her through.
She passed quickly, taking in her surroundings in a single glance. She knew how to work as a maid or a server in a tavern. She would prefer to avoid becoming a barmaid. She took a deep breath and moved deeper into the city. The worst inns were always near the gates. The best would be closer to the Keep. Arianwyn knew there was no way she would be permitted to work in the nicer inns, not looking the way she did.
She wandered the streets, noting the movements of the city and the attitude of the citizens. The street hawkers were in full force, calling their wares and trying to entice passersby to come sample and buy. They did not seem too interested in her, which suited her just fine. She still had all of the coppers from the innkeeper in her skirt and she had no intention of using them if she did not have to.
The higher class people moved through the streets quickly, steps mincing in the filth and noses in the air. The richest either rode in palanquins or sent servants. Personal guards roughly shoved any who was foolish enough to get in their way. Beggars whined toward the general populace, some sitting against walls, others attempting to chase down the rich for a few coppers. They were quick to disappear when a guard came into view. Housewives, laborers, and merchants jumbled with the mix, moving distractedly from one task to another while avoiding contact with those around them.
She roamed about, trying to decide who to ask for work. Everyone seemed so wrapped up in themselves that she was not certain how her approach would be received. She knew her opportunity had come when she saw an older woman in well kept clothes struggling under a load of laundry. Biting her lower lip, she approached the woman. “Excuse me, can I help you?” she asked.
The older woman stopped, looking her over slowly. “From the mountains, eh?” Arianwyn nodded. “Well, I’ve yet to meet a mountain girl that can’t handle herself. But I assume you don’t just want to be helpful.”
Arianwyn swallowed. “No, ma’am. I’m hoping to find work.” The woman huffed, looking her over again. Arianwyn shifted, tugging her skirt down and hiding her bandaged hands  behind her back.
“I suppose I can use a strong back, what with the celebrations coming on and the extra laundry needing washing. Very well. Five coppers for every load of laundry washed, dried, folded and delivered. Not a penny more! And be sure to iron when it’s needed.”
Arianwyn struggled not to gape. Five coppers for each load? She would be rich soon! “Thank you!”
The older woman chuckled. “You won’t be thanking me for long! It costs money to live in the city and there’s plenty of work to be done, what with the king looking to marry. Take this.” Arianwyn awkwardly caught the laundry half thrown at her, and then followed the woman obediently. Getting work was easier than she had thought it would be.
“My name is Tess. What you’re carrying now is my personal effects, so I’d appreciate it if you kept them as clean as possible. We’re going to have to clean you up before you’ll be presentable, but for my own goods, you’re good enough. Don’t dawdle!”
Arianwyn followed the woman in awe. Although older, Tess was still tall and beautiful, back straight and arms strong. Her hair was swept into a neat bun at the back of her head, silver streaking the dark brown hair. She was dressed completely in black with silver and gold thread embroidered in a design Arianwyn could not quite make out. The people they passed seemed to melt out of Tess’s way as she walked.
They passed out of the poorer section and through a second gate at the inner wall. The guards took one look at Tess and waved her through. When they moved to stop Arianwyn, Tess simply said, “She’s with me,” and the guards allowed her to pass without further question. They headed nearer the Keep, the buildings becoming grander and farther spaced the closer they came. Arianwyn's nerves wound tight the closer to the Keep they came. “May I ask a question?”
“Of course!” Tess responded.
“If you’re from this area, why were you hauling your laundry around the poor section?”
Tess laughed. She did not seem the slightest bit offended. “I had to take these to get mended. Good help isn’t always found in the nicer sections. There’s a seamstress who used to work for me that lives in poor town. But, with her health worsening, she needed me to pick up the laundry. And it’s worth it, what with her skill. I’ll show you the tears and you won’t even know it was mended!”
Arianwyn nodded and continued to follow Tess. The streets slowly straightened out with alleyways and then small roads budding up between houses. Eventually, they came to the wall encircling the Keep. From without the city, Arianwyn had been unable to see this wall. “You live here?” Arianwyn whispered. Tess nodded, but kept up her quick pace. The gate guards hardly glanced at them as they went inside.
The Castle Keep was built straight into the mountain, rising from its side like some misshapen body part. Turrets and towers blended with sheer cliff faces from which windows peeked. There was little greenery at the front of the Keep, although several small walls had trees waving over the top of them. They entered a door in one of the walls with a tree over the back. A large kitchen garden was maintained in the space.
They passed through the garden and into the kitchen. The cook looked up, raising an eyebrow. “Another one, Tess?”
“Oh, don’t you worry! I brought a mountain girl back this time!” Tess chuckled. “They know how to work. Clean the girl up and you won’t have any qualms about her doing minor chores.” The cook sighed and shook his head, turning to dinner. Arianwyn was amazed at how clean everything was, even amidst the food preparations. Bronze pots gleamed from their racks, dishes that were used were whisked back into the scullery for immediate cleaning, plates were placed on trays awaiting food. Nowhere she had worked before was like this.
She followed Tess through the kitchen and into a hallway lit by torches. Doors lined both sides. “Here’re my quarters!” Tess said cheerfully, opening the door. “My room, of course, has a window. All of the higher ranking servants have windows. Yours will not. Don’t bother complaining, it won’t do you any good! Now, be a good girl and deposit that bundle on my bed, then I’ll show you where to have a bath and get you a change of clothes.”
Arianwyn dropped the bundle and followed Tess into the hall again, speechless. Tess went to a cupboard and removed a bundle of clothes, muttering about Arianwyn’s small size, and then continued down to the end of the hall. “Here we are! Be quick, now. There are chores to be done. I’ll have the cobbler measure your feet so we can get you proper shoes, but I don’t think going barefoot a bit longer will bother you much.” She handed Arianwyn the bundle of clothes and left. :Well, I guess you shouldn’t stink anymore,: Dragon murmured. Arianwyn smiled before taking full advantage of the bathing room.
She set the bundle down and turned to the door, relieved to notice there was a lock on it. After locking the door, she turned back to the small room. Sconces with candles gleamed at regular intervals, revealing the room. At the far end of the room was a small pool, water swirling in it. Steam rose steadily from the water. Examining the wall near the door, Arianwyn found built in shelves. She removed a towel and chose a lumpy bar of soap. She removed her bandages and scrubbed them clean, draping them over a chair to dry, and then slid into the waist deep water. :I could get very used to this,: she told Dragon.
:Feeling spoiled, aren’t we?: Dragon smirked back. :Don’t take too long, I think that one: Dragon flashed an image of Tess, :won’t appreciate you being late.:
Arianwyn sighed regretfully, agreeing with Dragon. She ducked under, scrubbing her hair and face quickly. She dried off and shook out the uniform Tess had given her. It was a simple black skirt and shirt. A black tunic embroidered with a silver and gold dragon went over the top of the shirt and belted around the waist. Arianwyn ran a hand over the soft fabric, amazed. She rewrapped her hands, the bandages still damp.
Another quick search of the room yielded a comb. She combed out the tangles and knotted her hair at the nape of her neck. A short time later, she was wandering back down the hall. As soon as Tess saw her, she was put to work. Arianwyn smiled, grateful. For the first time in a long time, she felt completely safe.



5-Secrets
Arianwyn stood up from scrubbing the floors, her back aching. This was an even farther cry from the inn she used to work in. However, it seemed to be a good deal safer, so long as she stayed out of the way of the nobility. A fair trade off.
She had been here for several weeks and had worked hard to keep her place. Tess slowly gave her more work to do in more prominent places, but never where she would interact directly with the nobility. Her high mountain accent was offensive to some of the nobles. That suited her just fine.
She rolled her shoulders and went back to work. It was a little strange thinking that she was cleaning the King’s Bedchamber, but she was not about to pass up the work. She was better fed, clothed, and sheltered than she had ever been. Plus, she had a little extra money given each month for personal spending.
She went to the basket of rushes she had brought and scattered them around the floor, their smell permeating the air. She twitched the bedcovers one last time to make sure they were straight, and then surveyed the rest of the room. She frowned when her eyes fell on the fireplace. Two brass fixtures were bolted into the ground, part of the décor of the fireplace surround. She walked over to examine the right one closer. It looked worn to her. She reached out and touched it and was startled to feel it wiggle.
She wiggled the brass fixture a little more looking for loose screws or bolts. It pulled toward her. Curiously, she pulled harder on the fixture. Her eyes opened wide as a section of the wall next to the fireplace swung silently open. :Now that’s interesting,: Dragon muttered. Arianwyn couldn’t help but agree. Cautiously, she took a step toward the opening. There was a breath of fresh air from the passage, indicating that it opened up somewhere else. Unable to resist, Arianwyn entered the tunnel.
The tunnel immediately took an upward turn. She followed the steps spiraling ever upwards. It did not take long for it to grow dark. She glanced back at the reassuring light, then ahead at the pitch blackness. :Go see. I’m curious.: She rolled her eyes. Dragon was always curious. But then, so was Arianwyn. She put one hand on the wall and continued up, hoping that the trend of upward spiraling with no breaks would continue.
Perhaps because it was dark, she felt like she was walking forever. Her legs ached and she wondered if she should head back. She knew it had not been forever, however, so she continued. Eventually, she noticed a dimness growing in the passageway ahead of her. Encouraged, she pressed forward, hoping to reach the top and make a quick descent before anyone noticed her absence.
All at once, she was standing in a large cave, the opening not too far off showing a clear blue sky. Glancing around the cave, she wandered to the edge of the opening. She gaped, wide-eyed, at the vista before her. The city was sprawled out below, buildings and people made tiny by the distance she was above them. :What a perfect cave,: Dragon commented. There was no access to the cave from the outside, unless you had wings. The edge fell away to jagged edges and sheer cliffs. The breeze coming into the cave was chilly, despite the warm day and Arianwyn wrapped her arms about herself.
A soft whuff sounded behind her and a puff of warm air hit her back. She froze, wondering belatedly what wild creatures might live here. Inside, she felt Dragon’s mind go on high alert. Arianwyn heard what she swore was the earth chuckling and felt the whuff again.
Turning slowly, she searched the darkness, eyes wide. A gleaming, golden eye peered at her, capturing her gaze. The mouth filled with jagged teeth below that eye quickly turned her attention, though. A red tongue flicked between the teeth. :DRAGON! RUN!: Dragon cried in shock. Arianwyn staggered forward, and then realized the dragon was blocking the doorway back down.
“Dragon!” she cried, spinning around. Her vision was overthrown as Dragon panicked and overpowered her mind. All she could see was sky above and clouds speeding below. Closing her eyes did not block the shifting scene. She became disoriented. She saw Dragon frantically winging her way toward the mountain, too far away to catch her if she jumped. She slipped, feet sliding off the edge. She twisted as she felt the edge scratch her legs but was unable to pinpoint or see where she was.
Desperately, Arianwyn tried catching the edge with her fingers. She attempted to pull her mind back from Dragon’s, but Dragon’s panic was too strong. Her fingertips touched the edge of the rock. She flexed them into claws, trying to hold on. Her side banged against the side of the cliff and her fingers slid from the ledge. She wrestled her vision back with a jerk and wished she had not. Bile rose in her throat as she saw the dark, jagged forms of rocks rushing to meet her. She opened her mouth to scream, still trying to grab onto the cliff. If she made sound, she never knew as the wind roared in her ears.
A shadow came over her. The giant black dragon spun in mid-air below her and pinned her deftly against the wall, his claws digging great gouges into the rock. She grabbed his claws unconsciously, her near death temporarily overcoming her fear of the dragon. She clung to his claw, gasping and whimpering in fear. :I’m coming,: Dragon called, fear filling her. The black dragon repositioned its grip, and jumped away from the wall, carrying Arianwyn with it.
Arianwyn allowed Dragon back into her mind and could see the dragon from her viewpoint. She swallowed. It was a lot bigger than Dragon was. While Dragon’s back was lined with ridges, it had sharp spikes, a frill lining its head. The tail ended in a spiked club instead of a point as Dragon’s did. Its black skin soaked up the sun, reflecting no light back. Through Dragon’s eyes, Arianwyn could see its muscles rippling powerfully as it beat its wings to stay aloft. Vaguely, Arianwyn sensed from Dragon that this dragon was a male.
:Dragon, don’t engage him! He’s too big!: She thought frantically to Dragon. She felt Dragon snarl angrily in her mind. With a backwing, the dragon landed on the cave ledge and set her down. :I don’t think he’s going to hurt me. Stay hidden,: she urged Dragon. She backed slowly away from the giant dragon. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. She swallowed. “I didn’t mean to intrude on your cave and I’ll be going now. I won’t tell anyone, I promise.”
The dragon regarded her as she edged back toward the door. He moved his head closer to her and she stopped. He sniffed her. “Dragons don’t like to eat humans,” she whispered, hoping that what Dragon had told her was true. His head reared back in surprise. He lowered his head and sniffed her again, shifting agitatedly. Arianwyn spun and ran down the stairs as he threw his head back and roared. She threw the fixture back into place and ran out of the King’s Bedchamber.
:Slow down!: Dragon hissed. Arianwyn forced herself to a stop. Without her feet pounding, she heard other feet running along the passageway. Around the corner ahead, she saw a man sprinting toward her, six other men in hot pursuit. She flattened herself against the wall.
The man in the lead threw open the door to the King’s Bedchamber. He slammed it in the face of the other men. They took up positions around the door, tense and alert. Arianwyn turned away and forced herself to walk to the corner. When she reached the corner she removed her shoes. Lightly, she ran back to the kitchen, taking whatever route would keep her away from people. She could still hear the dragon’s roar ringing in her ears.



Rael
Rael charged up the hidden stairs to the cave, taking deep breaths to bottle his temper. Charon was still bellowing. :Will you tell me what's going on?: Rael asked again, struggling to make his mental voice heard above the frenzy of the dragon's mind. He came to the cave. Charon was blocking the entrance. He appeared to be trying to squeeze down the tunnel. Rael pushed the giant black beast back and entered the cave.
:There was a female here!: Rael froze. His eyes scanned the dragon, searching for any injuries. Charon snorted. :She did not hurt me. I saved her from falling.: Charon's chest puffed with pride at that admission.
Rael frowned, striding to the edge of the cave to look up and down the cliff. “How did she get up here?”
:Through the tunnel.:
“Blast it, Charon, why didn't you call me sooner!” Rael snapped. “She could be a spy or an assassin.”
Charon rumbled a chuckle. :Not that one.: Charon settled down, his earlier excitement forgotten.
Rael rubbed his forehead. “What did she look like?”
:It was more her scent that caught my attention,: Charon said, dropping his head onto the ground. Rael leaned on the giant head, rolling his eyes.
“Her scent does not help or interest me.”
:It should. She smelled like a female.:
Rael laughed out loud. “And why wouldn't she?”
Charon snorted and shoved Rael with his nose. Although gentle, the push still had Rael staggering a few steps. He turned and grinned at the dragon. :Not just as a female human. She smelled...:
The dragon trailed off, disgruntlement coloring his mind. Rael sighed. “For my peace of mind, what did she look like?”
An image of a tiny, red-haired woman in castle livery flashed into Rael's mind. Her features were blurred, as Charon had never really paid attention to what human faces looked like.  :She smelled different,:Charon said. :It was a good smell.:
Rael shook his head. “You're too soft-hearted, old friend. It's going to get you killed one day.” Charon's whuff followed him back down the tunnel.
Rael hurried down the tunnel, putting his mental blocks up so that Charon would not react to his state of mind. Once he was away from the dragon and his barriers were back up, Rael allowed his anger to come back. Someone had found the entrance to Charon. His dragon's life was in danger. He would let no one harm Charon. He would kill the woman before she had a chance to kill him.



6-Brides
Arianwyn avoided anyone of authority for the next few days. There was a lot of talk around the Castle about the dragon bellowing madly and the king running out of a meeting with his generals. “Arianwyn, there you are!” Tess said. Arianwyn jumped. She had been so careful to avoid seeing Tess that it surprised her when Tess saw her first. “I need you to clean the King’s Chamber, wash the bedding, clean the guest chambers in the West Wing, and then start cutting up potatoes for dinner. The southern thane is arriving today and we have to make sure dinner is prepared.”
Arianwyn nodded, a short jerk of her head while she tried to hide the pounding of her heart. She set out for the King’s Chambers, eyes darting about to watch for any differences from her last visit. She did not wish to be caught unawares again. The changes were immediately obvious. Two guards stood outside the doors, where before there had been none when the king was not present. She stopped outside the door and stared at them. They stared back. Finally, she cleared her throat. “I’m supposed to clean the King’s Chambers.”
“About time,” one of them muttered. He opened the door and followed her in. It was strange cleaning while someone was staring. She was careful to stay far away from the fireplace this time. She quickly stripped the bed and replaced the bedding, gathered the rushes and replaced fresh ones, picked up the dirty clothes littering the room and headed out the door, arms full. The guard followed her out, closing the door behind her. She walked down the hall, struggling not to shake. “Have you seen that one before?” she heard one ask. The other muttered something. “I was just curious. I don’t remember her.”
She made her way to the West Wing where it was blissfully quiet and empty. She dropped the laundry outside the door to the suite of rooms reserved for visiting nobility and went in. She threw open the drapes and opened some windows to air the rooms out. She made her way through the rooms, stripping beds and replacing new bedding, changing out the rushes, dusting everything in sight and preparing the fireplace to be lit when the visitors arrived.
She collapsed in one of the chairs when she finished, exhausted. She was not ready to face everyone. Her mind drifted back over the last several months and the changes she had gone through. She sat up, remembering the lesson with Speaking. :Is Air the only thing I can affect? Can you show me more?:
:Of course,: Dragon responded. :Move over.: Dragon slid into her mind again, taking over her vision. :This is Earth.: Her vision shadowed into shades of gray, brown, and green. She moved carefully toward the window. The walls and floor were a light brown color, everywhere air was looked nearly pitch black. Chairs and other objects made of wood were a dusky gray. Dragon backed out a little, giving control over to her. She thought a minute. What could you do with Earth?
She looked out the window. She could feel the warmth of the sun, but could not see any of its light. She was awed at the areas of live wood, glowing a brilliant green where they lived and gray where they had died. She sighed. “Stop,” she muttered to the vision and it dissipated. It did not seem that you could do much with Earth except see living and dead objects and stone or earth. She blinked as the light came back and headed out of the room, glancing over it once more to make sure it was clean.
She carried her loads of laundry to the washroom. When she arrived, her ears were assaulted by the typical gossip of the washerwomen. “The king is frantic to find whoever angered his dragon,” one of them commented.
“Why does the king have a dragon?” Arianwyn asked. “I thought it was just symbolic.”
They laughed. “Oh, you high mountain people are certainly backwards, aren’t you?” They giggled some more as Arianwyn blushed.
“I heard some high mountain man arrived in town babbling about a woman flying away on a dragon!” a second woman stated.
Arianwyn straightened up slightly, turning her attention to the woman speaking. Before the woman could continue, the first continued. “All of the kings have been Bonded to dragons. And all of the queens, too. Of course, this will be the first queen the king chooses who isn’t Bonded.”
“Why won’t she be Bonded?”
“There isn’t a female dragon in existence to Bond,” the eldest woman said, tone and eyes serious. “As far as the king can determine, they’ve left us, for there’s no evidence of them dying…just disappearing.”
“What about the man who came, the one talking about a woman flying away on a dragon?” Arianwyn asked, keeping her tone casually interested. It would not do for anyone to suspect.
“Oh, I’m sure he’s mad. There’s always talk of one kind or another of strange dragon sightings. Once, the king chased down the rumors. Now he knows it’s just dreams and wishing.”
Arianwyn thought back to the web covering Dragon and frowned. :Were they going to kill you?: Dragon shrugged mentally. That was what she had assumed. “Why does it matter if the queen is Bonded or not?”
“My goodness, they really don’t teach you anything in those mountains, do they?” one of the younger women smirked.
“Will you please just answer my question?” Arianwyn sighed.
The talkative girl rolled her eyes. “When the king or queen Bonds to a dragon, it grants them gifts beyond what normal people can do. For example, the king is a most impressive warrior. He’s faster and stronger than any other man, able to engage in battle in the blink of an eye. Some claim he knows about attacks before they happen. They also say the dragon granted him greater height than other men.”
“His physique is most impressive,” one of the other girls murmured. The other giggled again in agreement.
“You shouldn’t talk of the king that way,” the older woman remarked disapprovingly. The younger women rolled their eyes. “It’s disrespectful. And if any of his possible future brides hear you’ve been looking at him that way, you’ll be whipped and dismissed from service. And don’t think you can lie to the king about what you’ve said. He knows when others lie to him…a gift you’ve all conveniently forgotten about.” That comment had a more sobering effect on the young women.
They descended into harmless, idle gossip. Arianwyn thought about what she had learned, about special attributes being granted to those dragon-bonded. :I guess that explains why I can suddenly ‘see’ Air and Earth.:
:And probably Fire, Water, and Spirit,: Dragon added. Arianwyn blinked. She had not even thought of those. She finished washing the laundry and carried it to hang out to dry before heading to the kitchen to help in dinner preparations.
:Who do you think the man was? Do you think he was from the village?: Arianwyn asked.
:You’ll have to do some digging. It could be troublesome if he is able to describe us accurately.:
Arianwyn silently agreed. Her hands paused in peeling potatoes and she stared thoughtfully into her bucket for a moment. :What does Spirit look like?: Dragon took over and started her vision. Nothing happened. Arianwyn shrugged. It probably didn’t work. She returned to peeling and dicing potatoes, listening to the chatter of the other kitchen servants.
They had not been working long when a fanfare of horns sounded. Silence descended over the kitchen, quickly replaced by a flurry of gossip and speculation. They did not gossip long. “Quickly, quickly!” Cook urged. “We don’t have time. Our preparations are incomplete and we cannot serve a meal fit for the king. Quickly!”
Everyone bent over their tasks, silence descending over the kitchen except for the sound of chopping and the cook’s occasional order. Tess bustled in, checking on the progress. “Cook! They have arrived at the gates of the city. Where are the refreshments for their rooms?” Cook pointed out various trays. Tess snapped her fingers at several girls and gave orders on where each tray was to be delivered. Arianwyn was relieved to be left out of the group.
As the visitors neared the Keep, everyone moved more frantically and tempers flared. Finishing touches were put in the rooms. Flowers were added to freshen the air, refreshments were set discretely on tables, there were last minute previews of the halls for any stray speck of dust, and any tapestry found leaning was immediately straightened. The Grand Dining Hall was set in order for dinner in a few hours, servers reviewing their duties to avoid confusion or disruption to the diners.
“Not there!” Tess snapped. She snatched a vase from a servant and recentered it. “You, why isn’t that table shining? Someone sweep this floor! Is that flour on your uniform?” Arianwyn was careful to stay out of Tess’s view. She was not the only servant ducking for cover whenever Tess stormed into the room.
The trumpets sounded again, signaling the arrival of the guests to the Keep. Arianwyn hurried to a window, anxious to see the grand arrival. Other servants crowded at the windows or hid behind the stables, each vying for the ability to see the guests. Standing at the main entrance was King Rael, head and shoulders above even his personal guard. Arianwyn's gasp was covered by the soft chatting of the servants. He was the man who had raced into the King's Chambers the day the dragon saw her.
He had jet black hair and dark eyes. He was wearing a sleeveless shirt, which showed the black dragon mark, head resting on the back of his right hand, body twisting around his arm to disappear in the shirt and reappear down the other arm, tip of the tail resting on the back of his left hand. The sight of the mark caused Arianwyn to nervously check her bandaged hands tugging her sleeves down. As the other women had said, he had an impressive physique with not a bit of fat on his frame. He was clearly a warrior. Arianwyn shivered and was glad he had not seen her in the hallway outside his room.
As the carriage and horse riders came spilling into the courtyard, King Rael stepped down one step towards a man on a magnificent gray stallion. The blond man dismounted nimbly. “Your Majesty,” he said, bowing deeply. Arianwyn pulled back slightly. There was something repulsive about the man, but she could not put her finger on it.
“Thane Malcom. Welcome to my home. I trust that your journey went well.”
“Indeed, Your Majesty. Allow me to introduce my daughter, Lady Ethelinda.” A young woman descended from the carriage. Her blond hair was caught up in a net of gold and she wore a green velvet dress that brought out the color of her dark blue eyes. It hugged her body to her waist, where it was cinched tight by a thin golden chain. It flared away from her body in a full skirt. When she stepped from the carriage, matching golden slippers peeked from under the skirt. A heavy gold necklace with an emerald pendant hung around her neck and golden earrings sparkled at her ears. Arianwyn felt her stomach turn in revulsion. Her reaction to the daughter was even stronger than with the father.
“Your Majesty,” she simpered, curtsying deeply and accepting the king’s hand to stand. He kissed her hand in return, bowing slightly, and then escorted the party into the Keep. Arianwyn clenched her hands into fists. She wanted to race out and knock the woman's hand away from the king. She took a deep breath and noticed the servants dispersing around her.
Everyone returned to their chores and their taskmasters graciously pretended not to have noticed them all missing. No amount of stern looks could quell the gossip that immediately began to fly, although the servants worked harder than before.
“Did you see her dress?”
“What about his lordship’s new stallion? I hear it’s from the Plains!”
“She’s clearly going to be queen. What do you think she’s like?”
Arianwyn turned her attention to the talk about the queen. “She’s a lady, what we think doesn’t matter.”
“Well, yes, that’s true. But His Majesty generally lets Tess do what needs to be done and leaves us alone. Do you think she’ll be the same?”
“I don’t know. But you’re probably right about her becoming queen. She’s the obvious choice.”
Arianwyn listened closely, thinking hard about what she knew of those in power. She wished there was some way to stop the Lady Ethelinda from becoming queen. The woman struck her as cold, cruel. “She’s absolutely beautiful!”
“I’m sure she’ll be a wonderful queen.”
Arianwyn frowned, taken aback by the comments. :Spirit sometimes allows you see what a person is really like. The inside spirit doesn’t always match the exterior body,: Dragon remarked.
Arianwyn blinked. She had forgotten that Dragon had helped her use Spirit. She had dismissed it as not working. Her nervousness at the prospect of the Lady Ethelinda increased. “Stop,” she murmured. She couldn’t see a difference in vision, but she knew it worked now.



7-Appearances
The next few weeks were one arrival after another, each Thane hoping his daughter would be the next chosen queen. None arrived in as high a fashion as the Lady Ethelinda, though. In the betting pools that had started among the servants, she was the most favored to win.
The servants were kept scrambling, arising early each day to make fresh bread for breakfast, which was delivered on gleaming silver trays polished each night, laundry done fresh each week, currying of horses, checking of equipment for royal hunts, balls lasting late into the night, and daily bathes for the ladies along with the usual duties they had. Arianwyn was more exhausted than she could remember being in a long time and hoped the king decided soon.
“Arianwyn, I need you to fetch supplies from the market,” Tess said, shoving a small pouch into her hand. “We’ll need spices for tonight’s dinner—get the list from the cook—and stop by the general store to have them deliver feed to the stables.”
Arianwyn took the money pouch and picked up a basket. She listened to cook’s list, repeating back the ingredients to ensure she could remember them all before heading out the door, taking a deep breath. “Arianwyn!”
She turned and smiled. A young girl was running after her, a basket on her arm and braids bouncing off her shoulders. “Can I come with you?”
“Of course, Willow. I would be glad for the help carrying everything back,” she teased. Willow made a face at her followed by a grin. Arianwyn waited for Willow to catch up and they walked in step through the gate. Willow kept up a steady stream of chatter about the difficulties the ladies were causing the maids the entire way.
They stopped by the general store first, paying for the delivery of the feed before heading to the grocer’s stalls. Arianwyn was inspecting a bunch of chives when she heard a familiar voice. “Jinny!”
She froze, staring at the chives. “This will do,” she said breathlessly to the vendor, shoving the greens in her basket, paying and turning away from the voice. She grabbed Willow’s hand and dodged through the crowd. Her heart raced a painful staccato in her chest.
“Arianwyn, I think that man is talking to you. He’s following us, anyway. Why is he calling you Jinny?” Willow asked, craning her neck to see the man following them.
Arianwyn risked a backward glance. Her stomach knotted into a ball and dropped. Bernie was rushing after them, waving and shouting her fake name. Arianwyn dodged down a side alley, lifting her skirts and hurrying. “We must move quickly,” she muttered to Willow.
“Why? What’s wrong?”
Arianwyn bit her lip, half running down the alley and turning sharply into a busy street. “He’s just…someone I knew once.” At Willow’s worried glance, Arianwyn quickly added, “He’s not dangerous. He’s actually very kind. It’s just that things are complicated now. I’m safer here,” she finished to herself.
Willow nodded wisely, as if she understood, and followed Arianwyn though several more twists. When Arianwyn felt they had lost Bernie, she returned to their shopping, always keeping an eye over her shoulder for his tall, thin form.
Arianwyn and Willow took a roundabout way home, returning a few hours after lunch. “It’s about time,” Tess grumbled. Arianwyn handed over the spare money, apologizing quietly. “Nothing but work to be done now,” Tess sighed. “Here. Take this tray to the king. He was unable to lunch today and has requested his meal now.”
Arianwyn stared at her. “Isn’t there someone else?” She licked her lips nervously. The last thing she wanted was to be seen again.
“Don’t be ridiculous girl! You’re wasting time. Quickly, now.” Tess hesitated, noticing the lack of color in Arianwyn's face. “Don't worry, your accent isn't as thick as it used to be. Now go.” She made a shooing gesture at Arianwyn.
Arianwyn moved woodenly, her stomach tying in worse knots than when she heard Bernie. Would he know she had entered the Dragon’s Cave? Would he be cruel? Had the king heard the rumors from Bernie yet? She closed her eyes and forced herself to keep moving. The rattling of the dishes on the tray made her open her eyes again. She concentrated on keeping her hands still. She could not loosen her white knuckled grip.
She could always leave before anyone knew. She could set the tray down and just walk out. No one would ever know. Bernie was here. She could find him. He would watch out for her. She bit her lip. She didn't want to be trapped with Bernie again. :You’re being ridiculous,: Dragon stated.
:And what if the king’s dragon got a good look at me?: Arianwyn kept watching for an inconspicuous place to set the tray. She had not decided to get Bernie yet. He was inconsistent, possibly a liability.
:Then he did.: Arianwyn felt Dragon yawn and chuckle. :He's a dragon, he most likely got a very good look at you...assuming he was paying attention. You’re safer here than you have been in any other place. I wouldn’t ruin a good thing if you didn’t have to. Besides, Bernie’s not the type of mate you need.:
Arianwyn sighed. Dragon was right. This was the best place she had ever lived and worked. She was good at hiding or she would have been found by now. She tightened her grip on the tray and hurried to the king’s study. The guard merely glanced at her and opened the door when she arrived. Apparently, he did not think she was much of a threat.
She walked inside, keeping her head down and was surprised to hear voices. “Your Majesty,” a woman said in a wheedling tone, “King Rael, it’s so silly to keep delaying things when your choice should be clear.” Arianwyn couldn’t resist glancing up. King Rael was writing on a document while Lady Ethelinda, dressed in ruby and gold today, leaned overtly over his desk. She was clearly frustrated that the king was not paying attention to her, much less succumbing to her charms.
“Lady Ethelinda, your willingness to take on the responsibilities of queen is most becoming. Very few women would so willingly trade their comfort in the place of difficult responsibilities. However, many of my Thanes have traveled far to be here and it would be impolite to send them packing so soon after their arrival.”
“Then you choose me?” she purred, stroking his arm.
“I didn’t say that, either.” King Rael looked up and saw Arianwyn. Relief flashed across his face. “Excellent! You may return to your quarters, lady. Thank you for your visit.” He gestured for Arianwyn to place the tray on his desk, clearly dismissing Lady Ethelinda.
The other woman glared viciously at Arianwyn as they passed. Arianwyn blinked. That was not the reaction she expected for bringing the king his lunch. She set the tray down with a small sigh, curtsied, and moved to leave. “Is carrying the tray such a burden?”
Arianwyn turned back to see the king regarding her with amusement. “No, Your Majesty. Of course not.” She looked down at her hands, clasping them in front of her and noticing that she still had a white knuckled grip. She needed to get out of here.
“You’ll have to convey my thanks to Tess for her timely assistance. The Lady Ethelinda is not easily dissuaded once she has made a decision and your arrival gave me the perfect reason to dismiss her.” He put his documents aside and began to eat.
“I will be sure to, Your Majesty,” Arianwyn murmured, curtsying again and moving toward the door. She lifted her hand to the handle, relief blossoming in her chest. She was free. He didn't recognize her.
“What happened to your hands?” he asked casually.
Arianwyn felt her heart jump into her mouth. Her hand fell from the door as she turned, this time clasping her hands behind her. “A…an accident when I was younger. They were badly burned. I keep them wrapped to hide the scars.” She swallowed, hoping to work some moisture into her mouth.
“Is that so? Do you have a sister, perhaps?” She shook her head mutely, stomach churning. He sat back and stared at her while he ate. “Perhaps another maid in the Castle shares your appearance, then. Is there another redhead working here, I wonder.” Arianwyn stood rooted to the spot. She flushed under his study and looked down at her feet, hoping to be dismissed soon. “Where are you from?”
“The high mountains, Sire.”
“Your family brought you here?”
“No. I am here alone.”
“That’s a long way for a woman to travel alone.” Arianwyn shrugged. He leaned forward abruptly, staring at her. “You are certain you traveled here, completely alone? Look at me and answer.”
Arianwyn’s eyes snapped up to meet his and she felt panic replacing reason. She tried to think of an answer for him but her mind remained blank. He knew. He had to know or he wouldn't be asking all these questions. She bolted. :Dragon!:
She should have known she would have no chance of getting away. She was in the process of opening the door when her arm was abruptly jerked to a halt. He gripped her arm tightly with one hand and slammed the door shut again with the other. He jerked her around to face him, fingers digging into her upper arms. “What were you doing snooping in my room? You were the one who entered the Dragon’s Cave. Do not lie to me, for I will know if you do,” he hissed, shaking her slightly. The guards pounded on the door, calling to Rael. “Be silent!” he snapped at them, still glaring down at Arianwyn.
Arianwyn looked up at him, frightened. “I wasn’t…I didn’t mean to…I just noticed that the brass fixture was worn and checked to see if it needed more cleaning. I didn’t mean to open the door…”she stuttered to a stop under his glare, a scar puckering and turning white across his forehead. She swallowed. “I swear, I haven’t told anyone what happened or how to open the door.”
King Rael glared at her a moment longer, then leaned in close. “If you decide to disappear, there will be no hole deep enough nor sea wide enough in the entire earth for you to hide from me. I will brand you traitor, find you, and kill you. I will not give you a chance to threaten my dragon as you have others,” he growled in a low voice.
Arianwyn swallowed and nodded. She would have to plan running away very carefully. Maybe if she waited a few days he would forget. King Rael let go of her arms and she fell back against the door. Arianwyn rubbed her arms, knowing she would be bruised. “You may go,” he said, returning to his seat and his food. Arianwyn curtsied again and left, keeping her gaze locked on the floor. One guard glared at her while the other poked his head into the study. She heard the king order them to leave her alone.
:I should have left when I thought about it. Now I’m trapped!: she thought angrily at Dragon. She walked swiftly back to the kitchens, anxious to be as far from the king as possible.
:We’ll figure out something. Maybe he will forget, as you’ve already thought. What did he mean by ‘others?’:
:I don’t know. Perhaps he was crazed by rage.:
:Perhaps. Either way, we will wait a few days for him to forget about a servant. Then, maybe, I can pick you up in the night.:
Arianwyn shook her head. :That’s too risky. What if the king’s dragon notices you landing and blocks our flight? Then we’d both be trapped.:
:Tess had you go to market for her. Perhaps you could receive such orders again.:
:Most likely Tess will know I’m not to leave,: Arianwyn thought bitterly.
:There are others who could give you the order…and perhaps you could interrupt her rise to power at the same time.: Dragon flashed an image of Ethelinda into Arianwyn’s mind.
Arianwyn chewed on the inside of her cheek, avoiding the other servants in the kitchen by heading to the scullery. Ethelinda was known to be demanding. If Arianwyn could ensure she was available to serve Ethelinda, orders were guaranteed. She hoped it would be that easy. With everything going on, she hoped her little visit with the king would soon be forgotten. He would be kept busy with the Lady Ethelinda, after all. And Ethelinda was sure to need items picked up from market. Despite her misgivings of the woman, she might be her best chance to get out of here.



Bernie
Bernie searched in vain for Jenny, certain the woman he had seen was her. He ground his teeth together, frustrated at the size of the city and the number of people pressing in around him. The streets were a confusing maze of twists and turns. At least finding the king would be easy.
He made his way to the Keep, keeping a close hand on his purse and the other on his cudgel. It took longer than he thought to finally find the right street up to the Keep. He paused, head tilted back to look up at the massive walls and gate facing him. Bernie took a deep breath. He would be rewarded for his information. He approached the gate.
A guard stepped in front of him, frowning. “Where do you think you're going?” he asked.
“I haf news fer the king,” Bernie said.
The guard laughed. “You'll have to clean up your accent, lad. No one here knows what you're saying.”
Bernie clenched his teeth as the other guard joined in his laughter. “A dragon!” he snapped. “It flew over me.” The laughter stopped abruptly and the two guards shared a look. Try though he might, he could not interpret the silent message they shared. “An' slavers.”
The guard swore. He turned toward the far end of the gate tunnel and whistled. A lad appeared at a full run. “Take this lad to see the king. Tell Sigurd he's seen a dragon and knows about slavers.” The boy nodded and waited for Bernie to catch up.
If Bernie thought the city was bad, the Keep was even worse. The lad led him up stairs and down hallways and up more steps before they stopped outside a large door with four heavily armed guards standing by it. “Sigurd, he says he's got news of import for the king,” the boy piped to one of them.
Sigurd turned steely blue eyes on him. They surveyed every inch of Bernie. Bernie struggled to stand straight. He would not cower before a mere guard. “Leave that,” Sigurd said, indicating the cudgel. Bernie pulled the weapon from his belt and looked around, frowning. “Rynert will take it.” Another guard held out his hand. Bernie gave it up. Sigurd opened the door and spoke to someone on the other side. “You're in luck. The king will speak with you.”
Bernie swallowed and nodded. He tugged his tunic straight and entered the room, bowing. The man at the other end of the room beckoned him forward.
Bernie stood before the king, swallowing nervously. “Yer Majes'y,” he stuttered, sketching a bow again. “I come from a village up north, a loggin' town. We ha' some strange happenin's, Sire.” He swallowed, trying to sound more like the guards outside the door.
“What are they?” the king had yet to look up at him. He was currently sitting down and leaning over his desk, quill in hand. When Bernie did not answer immediately, he looked up, a scowl on his face. “Well? Speak up!”
Bernie cleared his throat. The look in the king's eye was fearsome, dark, and deadly. This was not a man he wanted to cross, ever. “We've tracked a slaver, sellin' children.”
“This should be reported to my steward, not to me.”
“Yes, Sire, but there's somethin' more,” Bernie rushed before the man could dismiss him.
“Do I have to drag every word from you?” the king growled.
Bernie shook his head. “No, Sire, no. There was a gurl. A dragon carried her away.”
The air hissed from between the king's teeth as he stood. Bernie swallowed convulsively and took a step back. The man dwarfed him in size and strength. He hadn't expected that from how he looked sitting behind the desk. “You are certain?”
“Yes, Yer Majes'y. A s-s-silver dragon,” he stuttered. Bernie took a deep breath, trying to get his nerves under control. He was not being threatened by this man, he reminded himself.
“Sigurd, fetch me a map of the northern country!” the king bellowed. “Describe the girl to me. How long ago did this happen? You say the dragon carried her off? You're certain she did not go willingly?”
“Nay, Sire. The girl's name wa' Jinny. She wouldn' go near a creature so fearsome, being a mite timid herself, and—“
“Describe her physical appearance. I do not care to know what she's like,” he snapped. “It's not like I'm going to marry her,” he added, under his breath.
Bernie nodded. “She wa' a tiny little thing, Sire, with hair like fire and eyes like the summer grass.”
The king frowned at him. “A redhead?” Bernie nodded. “What are the odds?” he muttered to himself. Bernie didn't answer. He didn't know what the king meant. The king looked up again, pinning Bernie in place. “You were in love with her, then? And she with you?”
Bernie flushed. “I asked her to marry me, bu' she didn' give me an answer afore the dragon took her.”
The door opened. One of the bodyguards entered with a roll of parchment in his hands. The king moved his documents to the side and the two rolled the map out on his table. “Where is your village?”
Bernie looked at the confusion of pictures spread out before him. He found the Keep on the map, but only because it was drawn on. The rest did not make much sense to him. “This way is north,” the bodyguard murmured.
“Thanks,” Bernie said. He tracked along the map. “I believe the village would be about here, Yer Majesty.” He indicated an area in the northern mountain range with trees painted over them.
The king nodded, eyes scanning the map. “It would be a fool's errand, this late,” the bodyguard remarked.
“The dragon has certainly left the area...but perhaps Charon—“
The bodyguard shook his head. “The thanes and their daughters are waiting for you to make a decision.”
The king slammed his fist on the table. “The Fires burn you,” he snapped to the bodyguard. Bernie swallowed, looking between the two. The bodyguard did not look very concerned. The king twitched and sighed. His shoulders slumped and his anger vanished. “You're right. Thank you for your counsel.”
The bodyguard nodded and took the map with him. Bernie waited, uncertain what else to do. “Have you found employment in the city yet?”
“No, Sire.”
“Speak with Captain Alberich. Tell him to arrange something for you until you are prepared to leave.”
“Thank you, Yer Majes'y,” Bernie said. The king waved him away. Bernie bobbed a few more awkward bows and left, relieved to be leaving alive. He grinned to himself after putting distance between him and the guards. Alive and unsuspected.



8-Orders
Arianwyn did not mention the encounter to Tess. She did not tell anyone. It would be embarrassing and she didn't want the other servants to see her or view her with suspicion. Besides, she doubted the king really wanted everyone to know how to reach his dragon. There were so few dragons that secrecy was the best protection.
She still did not know how she was going to enlist the help of Lady Ethelinda. Her time to think of a plan was severely shortened when Tess called to her. “Arianwyn, take this dress to Lady Ethelinda’s quarters. You must hurry. She ordered it several days ago from the seamstress and it’s only just arrived. She’s getting very impatient,” Tess ordered. It was a beautiful ivory dress with a sky blue lace overlay. Arianwyn took the dress in her arms, taking care to hold it flat so it would not wrinkle and high so it would not get dirty, and headed to the lady’s room.
The entire way she plotted with Dragon on how best to approach Lady Ethelinda with her problem. No matter what they thought up, nothing seemed plausible. She arrived at the door and knocked. “Enter.” Arianwyn stepped in, careful to keep the full skirt out of the door and off the floor. “Finally! I’ve been waiting days for this dress to show up. Hang it up quickly and then help me change. I must ensure the seamstress’s incompetency didn’t completely ruin the dress.”
Arianwyn followed directions, careful to hang the dress so that it would not wrinkle. Lady Ethelinda had already removed her robe. Her hands were fisted on her hips and she tapped her toe impatiently. Arianwyn removed the dress and carried it over. She slid the ivory dress over Lady Ethelinda’s head, and then tightened the ribbons that criss-crossed up the back.
:Try flattery,: Dragon said.
Arianwyn swallowed back her nervousness as she stepped back. “You’re a very beautiful lady. The king will be most impressed.”
“Of course I’m beautiful. Stupid peasant. Now be quiet and don’t interrupt me.” Lady Ethelinda walked over to a full length mirror to observe herself from every angle. She frowned, tugging at the dress. “Fetch me a stool.” Arianwyn placed the stool in front of the mirror. Ethelinda stood on the stool, sucking in her stomach and observing the fall of the dress.
“Perhaps I could fetch some ribbons for your hair. I know a place in the market where they are of the highest quality,” Arianwyn murmured. She just needed to get out of the castle. Then she could disappear into the crowds and get out of the city. She did not need Ethelinda to know all the details of her plan.
“Hmmm…” Lady Ethelinda played with her hair, pulling it all back, piling it on top of her head, loosely braiding it. “Yes…light blue, to match the lace. And fetch me some of those tiny flowers that grow on the mountain side. The little blue ones.”
“The Forget-me-nots? They’re not sold in the market, they only grow in the wild. It could take all day to find them.”
“I don’t care what they’re called or where they’re at. Just get them for me.”
Arianwyn curtsied and hid her smile. Forget-me-nots weren’t even blooming right now.  “As you command, lady.” :Dragon, prepare to pick me up!:
:Clever. Let’s hope your cleverness doesn’t get us both in trouble.:
Arianwyn hurried out the door and headed to find Tess. She could let Tess know, no one would expect her to be back for hours. By then, they would have forgotten she even existed! She could barely contain her excitement.
Tess was busy preparing everyone for lunch, tweaking the seating arrangements and instructing the servants in the business of serving. After lunch, the servants would prepare dinner, and then set up for yet another grand ball. The king was expected to make his announcement of bride in the next few days and the thanes were working nearly as hard as the servants to persuade the king to choose his daughter.
“Excuse me, Tess?”
Tess issued a few more orders and then turned to Arianwyn. “What is it?”
“Lady Ethelinda wants me to fetch a ribbon for her at market and then find some wildflowers for her hair.”
“What? Wildflowers? That woman is daft. Either way, you’ll need to send another to fetch them, you’re to stay in the Keep. Send them quickly and then return. I’m going to need all the help I have to get ready for tonight and start preparations for the king’s announcement.”
Arianwyn felt a twinge of guilt, then. Tess had been nothing but kind to her. And she had no intention of following Tess’s direction. She felt like she was abandoning her. But if she did not leave, there was no telling what the king might do in the future. His anger spurred her to set aside her guilt. She sighed. “Yes, Tess.”
She hurried out and headed for the Keep gates. As she walked out the gates and headed into the city, one of the guards stopped her. “Halt! Where do you think you’re going?”
Arianwyn turned in surprise. She had not expected anyone to challenge her leaving. “Lady Ethelinda has sent me on an errand.”
“She’ll have to ask someone else, then. His Majesty has commanded that you stay in the Keep.” Over his shoulder, she saw another soldier hurrying into the Keep. Her mouth went dry.
“Me? Why would the king order you to keep me inside?” she hedged, hoping the guard would rethink his challenge.
He shrugged. “I only know that our orders are to keep the ‘red-headed serving girl’ inside the Keep walls. You’re the only red-headed serving girl I’ve seen trying to leave.”
Arianwyn bit her lip. She had not even considered that her hair would be an easy marker for those watching her. “Please, the Lady Ethelinda will be most upset if I fail in my mission. She hasn’t been known to be lenient with those servants who have failed her. And Tess needs me to return quickly to set up dinner.”
“Come with me,” the guard said. Arianwyn considered running. A quick glance showed two more guards on the other side of the gate tunnel. She would never make it past them. She swallowed and followed him. He led her into the guardhouse. “What errands?”
Arianwyn winced again. This was becoming dangerous. Maybe she should try leaving at night with the servants who lived in the city. “Some blue ribbon and wildflowers for her hair.”
The guard snapped his fingers at one of the young boys who always seemed to hang around the soldiers. “Lad, do you think you can fetch those? Two coppers for you if you can do it before dinner.” The boy took off running full tilt.
“I guess I’ll go let Tess know that I can help with lunch and dinner now.” Arianwyn edged towards the door, intending to slip out.
“I’m afraid not. We’re supposed to hold you in custody if you try leaving. You may as well sit down.” Arianwyn sat stiffly, hands in fists on her knees. She did not have long to sit in discomfort. The king entered and gestured for the guards in the room to leave. His face looked like a thundercloud. Arianwyn popped up to her feet and dropped into a deep curtsy.
“You thought to leave so easily? That I wouldn’t plan on you trying to betray the entrance of the Dragon Cave to someone in the Manticore Totem?”
Arianwyn gaped, looking up at the king in shock. “Your Majesty, I would never…”
“Enough! I warned you that any attempt to leave would be viewed as treason.” He jerked the door back open. “Captain, escort her to a cell. I think her attempt to escape speaks for itself.” King Rael stalked off across the grounds towards an enclosure where the guards practiced.
Arianwyn was left with her mouth hanging open. Prison? She was being thrown in prison? She had not done anything! Had she? The look on the captain’s face showed he was just as surprised as she was. “Come along, girl. I don’t know what you did to anger His Majesty, but it must be fairly serious.” She was escorted to a cell and led inside. They locked the door and left.
:Now what?: Dragon asked. Arianwyn rubbed her arms, looking around. She had no idea what now. She looked at the small space. At least they had given her a cell with a window. Otherwise, it would be completely dark in here. Dirty straw sparsely decorated the floor, a bucket in one corner. Arianwyn had no desire to discover what contents in the bucket were emitting the foul odor. Light filtered through the window, dust motes dancing in its beams. She could hear creatures that she hoped were no bigger than mice wandering around the walls, skittering just out of sight.
Arianwyn turned in a slow circle, shivering. “I have nothing to lose,” she muttered. She placed her hand on the wall and took a deep breath. “Earth, move,” she whispered, focusing. Her vision changed, turning to browns and grays. There were no greens in this dead place. She shuddered at the sudden, enormous weight pushing on her, crushing her.
:Let go!: Dragon ordered, frantic.
“Stop!” She shook, sliding slowly down the wall, sweat beading on her forehead. :What happened?: Her head began a slow pound. Her hands were shaking weakly and she felt like she was going to vomit. Something warm trickled over her lips. When she wiped it away, she discovered she had a nosebleed. Darkness prickled the edge of her vision.
:Are  you trying to move the entire mountain?:
Arianwyn blinked. How quickly she forgot. She needed to be specific when she did this. She would rest and try again. “Arianwyn?”
She jumped and looked up, feeling the guilt twinge again. The world spun around her. She stood and walked gingerly to the door, where Tess was peering in. “Oh, Tess! I’m so sorry!” Arianwyn gripped the bars on her small window to keep from falling over.
“What did you do? What are you doing in here?”
Arianwyn chewed on her lip, debating. “I accidentally discovered how to enter the Dragon’s Cave,” she whispered so only Tess would hear.
“What?” She could see Tess’s eyes widen.
“His Majesty said he would kill me if I tried leaving. He thinks I’m going to betray the dragon. But I’m not. I promise, I would never do that!”
Tess stepped back from the door, her features twisting with barely concealed contempt. “I want to believe you. Except for disobeying me today, you’ve never given me cause to doubt you. But this is serious. And King Rael would never lie about something like that nor would you be able to lie to him. You’d best be thinking of better evidence than your word when it comes to trial.” Tess turned and started walking away.
“Tess, wait! Please don’t leave me! Please help me!”
“I’ve done all I can, already. You have to do the rest yourself.”
“Wait! There’s a man named Bernie in town. Willow knows what he looks like. Please, will you send someone to have him stand at the trial with me?”
Tess paused, head down. Finally, she gave one short nod. “I will see what can be done.” She left Arianwyn alone in the semi-dark. Arianwyn sat down on the ground and leaned against the door.
:Oh, Dragon. Even if I did get out of here, where would I go? According to the king, I would be forever on the run. And I can’t let them discover you. Secrecy is your best defense,: she thought morosely. She rubbed her temples and tried to relax her shoulders.
:You may not have a choice. Besides, I make one convincing piece of evidence that would prove to his royal pain in the arse that you’re not a threat,: Dragon commented.
:No! I’ve already said we can’t reveal you.:
:Don’t be so quick to decide,: Dragon murmured. :Think about it first. Besides, if Bernie testifies, he will reveal my existence. Remember something important, Arianwyn. Our fates are tied. If you die, I die, too.:
Arianwyn felt Dragon pull back, leaving her alone to her thoughts. She was backed into a corner. There was no leap that she could see to take. Except, maybe, a leap of faith. Arianwyn dropped her head onto her knees and her world spun into darkness.



9-The Trial
The door to her cell opened early the next morning. Arianwyn looked up, squinting from the torchlight. “His Majesty is ready to pronounce sentence,” the guard said. She struggled to her feet and staggered out of the cell, silently calling to Dragon one last time. The guard who had spoken led the way, while other guards flanked her on each side. One guard moved to bind her arms, but the lead guard shook his head. He glanced at Arianwyn with a look of sympathy before moving off. Arianwyn wrapped her arms around her middle, watching the ground just in front of her feet.
They made their way upward, arriving finally at the Judgment Hall. The double doors were made of bronze. The guards standing outside of them hardly looked at her as they opened the doors to admit the four of them. Arianwyn’s heart thudded painfully in her chest. She had hoped His Majesty would have heard her out before pronouncing his sentence. He had already told her what the sentence would be if she tried escaping. She swallowed and followed the lead guard inside.
King Rael was sitting on the black marble Judgment Seat, raised two steps above everyone else. He was wearing a simple, gold circlet around his head, proclaiming his authority. Even though the hour was early, there were already Thanes vying for his attention, struggling to show off their daughters at the last possible moment.
Silence fell over the hall as they entered. Arianwyn was uncomfortably aware of her dirty dress and hands, the dark circles under her eyes. The short walk to the base of the throne stretched even longer as every eye fell on them. She did not see Bernie among the throng of people. She risked a glance at the king and could see the rage burning in his eyes as he watched her approach, the scar standing out stark on his forehead again. She dropped her gaze back to the ground. They arrived at the base of the throne. The guards stopped in unison, Arianwyn a step behind them. She dropped into a curtsy as they saluted him.
“Treason,” he said shortly. A gasp went up from the crowd. “You came in as a spy to discover our most guarded secret and—“
“No, that’s not true!” Arianwyn jumped to her feet. He was going to order her death anyway; she may as well speak up. Her hands flew to the bandages, pulling them off as quickly as she could. “I would never—“
“How dare you interrupt His Majesty!” one of the thanes gasped.
The wrappings fell from her hands and she pushed her sleeves up to her elbows. At the same time, Dragon trumpeted outside the Keep. Dragon was furious, her rage burning red in the back of Arianwyn’s mind. Another startled gasp filled the Hall at the sight of her arms, silver dragon head on the back of her left hand, circling up her arm, then back down her right arm, tip of the tail on the back of her right hand. King Rael’s dragon joined the roaring outside and pandemonium erupted.
“Enough!” the king was on his feet. Everyone, even the dragons, fell silent. He walked down the stairs, shock joining the fury still echoed in his eyes. He approached her, grabbed her left hand and stared at the dragon. “What is the meaning of this?” His eyes burned into hers, his grip bruising her wrist.
“I told you, I would never betray the secret,” she whispered.
The king looked her in the eyes a moment longer, and then strode from the room. As he had not released Arianwyn, she was dragged behind him. His personal guard fell into step around them and King Rael adjusted his pace slightly so his guard could keep up. Arianwyn had to keep running. He dragged her through the halls and back to his study. Behind the guards, the thanes followed quickly. “No one is to enter,” he said to his guard.
“Your Majesty! Wait, allow me to offer my—“ one of the thanes said. King Rael shut the door in the thane’s face. He finally released her arm and kept walking. He stopped in front of the fire, clasping his hands behind his back. His knuckles were white. Arianwyn stood nervously by the door, waiting.
“A dragon. Another dragon. How long have you been here? Why haven’t you come forward before?” He swore, pounding a fist on the mantle. The mantle shivered under the blow, candles wobbling.
Arianwyn stood trembling. She was uncertain if the dragon markings had changed anything. She only hoped they proved she would not betray the king or his dragon. “Please, Sire, I’m not certain why you’re angry or what you want me to say.”
He let his breath out explosively and turned to look at her again. “Do you know what preparations I have been making the last several weeks?”
“Your marriage?”
“Yes, my marriage. A pact with one of my thanes that would mark a beginning of a new era. A time where the king did not marry because a woman happened to be dragon Bonded, but because of political reasons. Now, you show up. Dragon Bonded. And a peasant. Do I marry you because of your Bond to the dragon? Or do I marry Lady Ethelinda because it makes sense politically?”
Arianwyn stared at him blankly, the blood draining from her face. “I think I would be a poor choice as queen, Your Majesty.”
“Absolutely. There’s no question about that. I doubt you’re educated; you’ve never spent time in court. And yet, there’s the dragon to consider.”
“Begging your pardon, Majesty, I think Dragon would be just as happy to disappear into the mountains.”
King Rael laughed at her, the sound harsh. “Oh no. Now that you have revealed yourself, you will stay close to the Castle, regardless of what your dragon desires. We cannot risk you getting killed—on purpose or on accident. Besides, my dragon will certainly be interested in your dragon at the proper time.”
“What?”
“Mating. Our dragons must mate. I know of no other female.”
“What?” Arianwyn's cheeks turned red. “Your Majesty, again I think I’m missing the importance or the necessity. Please forgive my ignorance…”
She trailed off under his look of amazement. “You really don’t understand, do you?” She swallowed and looked to the floor. “I suppose I shouldn’t be too surprised. The legends are old and the tales are infrequently told. Not to mention that many in our kingdom do not realize our Totem is more than just a figurehead.” He walked over to a side table and poured himself something to drink, looking into the fire. “Once, there were many dragons wandering these mountains. It was their land. We were originally visitors. Fearful visitors.
“Dragons and man clashed. Especially when man brought their herds into the mountains. It made easy hunting for the dragons. So man became savvy of the ways to fight the dragons. There was war between them.
“A few brave young men discovered a devastatingly effective way of dealing with the dangers dragons naturally impose. They discovered the dragon nests and destroy the eggs before the dragons could hatch.
“The dragons, of course, noticed this. Frightened for their children, they met in a council to discuss what should be done. Unbeknownst to the council, their problem had already been solved.
“Two young dragons ventured out to hunt. One of them became entangled in the thick woods of the eastern mountains. Two human youths were in the forest at the same time. Perhaps it was coincidence, a male and a female dragon and a male and a female human. Perhaps it was the gods, directing affairs to preserve our people. I honestly don’t know. I’m not a religious man. I believe in preserving my people though.
“In a series of events, the humans ended up freeing the dragon. In order to do so, however, they had to Bond with the dragons. They were the first king and queen our tribes knew and the solution to the dragons’ problem.
“A peace treaty was created between the dragons. In time, the dragons were called our Totems, or protectors, of our people. Certain skills were awakened in the humans Bonded to them and the dragons, in return, gained safety from the more numerous humans.” He took a drink from his glass, looking sternly at Arianwyn. “Are you following all of this?”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” she lied. Her mind was reeling. She was unnerved at how nearly it matched her own story with Dragon. :Did you know any of this?: she asked Dragon.
:Of course, although it has been a long time since I’ve thought of it. I was more interested in being free from humans than Bonded to them.:
King Rael continued, “In the last hundred or so years, the dragons have been disappearing. Until this morning, I believed that my dragon was the last of his kind.”
“So, why is Bonding to the dragons important?” she dared to ask.
He drained his glass and set it on the mantle. “Every king and every queen from every kingdom Bonds to their Totem. In return, they are granted special skills or talents. In some way, these skills have assisted the monarchs in protecting their people from their enemies. In other cases, wisdom in governance was granted.
“Our enemy is the Manticore Clan, to the south. I believe that he is preparing to attack, which is why I have been concerned about marrying a woman who was unBonded. She would have no skills granted her by association with dragons, which would make it more difficult to protect my people. So my question is the same. Which woman do I marry now?”
Arianwyn bit her lips. “I cannot give you good counsel, Your Majesty. I don’t know what the best choice would be.”
He looked at her in surprise. “You have the chance to be queen, to raise yourself from your position, and you do not seize it with both hands?”
“A queen should be the greatest servant to her people, Your Majesty. I do not believe that I could serve them best.”
“Then make your bid to the Lady Ethelinda. Her family is powerful and she knows how to rule. She is quite skilled in the art of negotiation and persuasion.”
Arianwyn remembered how she had felt while using Spirit and looked down at her feet again. “I could not in good conscious recommend someone I believe to have other motives for being queen.”
He raised his eyebrows. “What other reason, than power, would a woman have to become queen?”
Arianwyn shrugged helplessly. She did not have an answer. King Rael sighed and rang a small bell on his desk. One of his bodyguards opened the door. “Assign four of my best bodyguards to this girl, two during the day, two for the night. Escort her to the East Wing of the Keep and see that she stays there.”
The man saluted and disappeared briefly. He reentered a moment later, followed by three more men. King Rael looked over the selection and nodded, apparently satisfied by the choices. “Girl, this is Halvard, Sigurd, Edmund, and Wymond.” They each nodded as their names were given. “You go nowhere unless accompanied by at least two of them. Understand?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” She turned to follow the guards. She hesitated and turned back. “Does this mean you're not going to have me killed?” she whispered.
“Of course not!” he snapped. The king waved them away and she followed her assigned body guards from the room.
They walked down the hall. The noblemen were still crowding the hall, forcing the body guards to push them roughly out of the way. Splutters and demands to be treated with more respect followed. Her bodyguards did not seem to care much. Arianwyn noticed that, despite the press of people, no one came within arms’ length of her.
When they had left the crowd behind, Arianwyn worked up her courage and said, “I’m Arianwyn.” They kept walking, causing her to wonder if they had heard her.
“I suppose we’ll pass that on to the king,” Edmund remarked. Arianwyn was embarrassed and fell silent. She recognized this section of the Keep. She had cleaned every room in this Keep at one point or another. But it felt strange, knowing that she was walking here not as a servant, but as a guest.
“Do you think I could speak with Tess?” she ventured.
They arrived at the door to the East Wing. “It must first be approved by the king,” Edmund replied. He opened the door and stopped her. Sigurd and Wymond entered ahead of them, moving rapidly from room to room, opening closet doors and checking under beds. Arianwyn was astonished. All of this fuss for a peasant girl?
:No. All of this fuss for a woman Bonded to a dragon,: Dragon responded. She then added smugly, :I told you I was important.:
When they finished the inspection of her room, they ushered her inside and closed the door, leaving her alone. Arianwyn looked around the room. She reassessed her opinion of her status. She had not entered these rooms as a guest. She was still a prisoner in a different cage.



Rael
Rael braced his hands on the desk, staring at its surface but seeing nothing. :That was the female,: Charon said, a cheerful yellow color in his tone.
“Thanks,” Rael said. His sarcasm was not missed by Charon.
Rynert opened the door. “The thanes wish to speak with you.”
Rael closed his eyes. “Of course they do. Burning parasites.” Rynert grinned at him. Rael took a deep breath and sat down. “Send them in.”
Rynert had no sooner moved from the front of the door than the thanes burst in, each talking over the other. They marched into his study, arranging themselves in a semi-circle around his desk.
“You must put the woman to death,” Thane Malcom demanded. “She is a danger to the kingdom!”
“That's a bit harsh, don't you think?” Thane Cael responded. “She is a girl, nothing more. Give her a chance to prove herself.”
Thane Julius laughed. “Prove herself? She's a peasant! What will she prove? Her stupidity? Her ignorance? Maybe she can teach us all to scrub the floor.”
Thane Merari snorted. “You're all being ridiculous. How long have you been planning this, Sire? Did you drag us all here to see your cleverness at hiding a dragon-bonded wench?”
Thane Malcom glared. “As if we needed a reminder of your power, Your Majesty. Do you believe us ungrateful for your protection?”
Thane Cael threw his hands in the air. He sat down without being invited, scowling around the room. Rael raised an eyebrow at the man. Cael waved away the silent reprimand. “You three are being ridiculous. The girl is not a plant by the king. She is a mere peasant girl who showed up at the wrong time and place. You're just upset because she may unbalance your schemes.”
“Just because Lady Blythe has no chance at wedding the king is no reason to imply that—“ Thane Merari began.
“Ah, yes, Lady Alyssa has such good odds at marrying the—“ Thane Cael responded, voice dripping acid.
“Don't you dare speak—“
“Be silent,” Rael ordered. He did not raise his voice. He did not hide his growing anger, either. The thanes cut off, glaring at each other. “The rest of you, sit down.” Rael waited until they were all sitting down. “The girl has appeared at an inconvenient time. But even she must be considered.”
“But—“ Thane Merari began.
“But nothing,” Rael cut him off. “You should each be aware of the situation with the dragons. Even more than your political maneuverings, the Totem must be maintained! Or would you rather bow down to the Manticore in a few years?”
No one spoke into the silence. Thane Cael looked around the room and pushed himself to his feet. “Your Majesty, I hope that you will give the girl the same consideration that you have given the rest of us. Know that whoever you choose, you have the support of the northern thaneship.” Cael bowed to Rael and left the room. Again without awaiting permission, Rael noted.
The other three stood up, mumbling something in a similar vein as Cael. Rael shook his head when they left. He did not believe a one of them for a minute. Maybe Thane Cael. The man was too good for his own good.
Rael pushed out of his seat and threw open the door. “The training arena?” Rynert asked. Rael nodded shortly, stalking down to the barracks. Rynert sighed while the rest groaned. “I wish you'd find some other way to relieve your stress than beating the rest of us senseless.”
Rael grinned. It was a tight grin that did not light his eyes. “Be sure to tell Sigurd to report everything the girls says or does to me. I want to know her habits, her friends, what she likes to eat, everything.”
“I'm certain Sigurd already knows to do that,” Rynert replied. Rael nodded. He knew that. Just as he knew Rynert would still tell Sigurd his orders. He wished he could trust his thanes as thoroughly.



10-Changes
The East Wing was buried most of the way into the mountain. There were no windows to these rooms, although narrow shafts had been drilled to the mountain surface at one point to allow fresh air to enter. Perhaps because of the lack of windows, entire walls were dedicated to murals depicting scenes of mountains and meadows. One wall even contained a picture of the ocean, although Arianwyn doubted so much water could really exist in one place.
She sat on one of the chairs, too nervous to touch anything else. She wished she knew what she was to do with herself now. Time passed slowly as she sat and waited for something to happen.
Eventually, a knock sounded at the door. Arianwyn started to her feet and stared at the door, waiting. After a short time, another knock sounded. Arianwyn blushed as she realized they were waiting for her to respond. “Come in.”
Edmund poked his head in. “Tess is here.”
Arianwyn sighed in relief. “Thank you.” He waited, watching her. “Um, can she come in?”
“Yes, she can.” He continued to watch her.
“Will you send her in, then?” He shrugged and stepped out of the room. Tess took his place, walking inside and shaking her head.
“If you’re going to be a lady, you had better start acting like one. Ladies do not ask permission, they command. What did you wish to see me for, Lady Arianwyn?”
Arianwyn blushed again. “Oh, Tess, I’m not a lady! I’m not even sure what’s happening. I…I really didn’t have anyone else to ask and was hoping you could help me,” she finished lamely.
Tess regarded her, as if measuring her up. “You have worked well for me in the past. And you were apparently truthful in the dungeon, which I appreciate. It helps me feel less betrayed. I have no reason to doubt your sincerity. Very well, what do you need help with?”
“Do you know what’s happening?”
“Oh yes. The entire keep is talking about how you escaped from your dungeon to swoop in on a dragon, demanding the king forgo his right to choose a bride and marry you instead.” Arianwyn blinked in surprise. Tess chuckled at the look on her face. “Child, you know how gossip travels in this Keep! You’ve upset His Majesty, that’s certain. He now has an even more difficult decision ahead of him.”
“I can’t marry the king!”
Tess raised her eyebrows. “You may not have a choice. You’re dragon Bonded. That means you have duties and obligations that normal folk are not required to meet.”
Arianwyn stood wringing her hands. “I don’t know the first thing about being a lady. Maybe I could be some sort of advisor instead? One who is never asked questions?”
Tess snorted. “And now you’re dreaming foolishness. If you are chosen to be queen, you must be educated. Can you read?” Arianwyn shook her head. “Sew?” She nodded. “Sing?”
“What?” Arianwyn scowled at Tess, certain she was being teased.
“Sing. On occasion, the queen is required to be the entertainment. She must be trained in all things genteel. Art, history, music, dancing, politics, horseback riding, leadership, reading, writing, mathematics. All things the king is able to do, the queen must also be able to do and more. You never know when you will be called upon to take command.”
“You must be touched in the head if you think I can learn all of that,” Arianwyn commented.
Tess just smiled at her. “If you thought you worked hard as one of my girls, you can think again. By your leave, I will send the appropriate tutors in to begin your royal education.” Arianwyn felt sick. “Do I have your permission or not?”
“If I say no, will it matter?”
“Of course not! It’s a formality. If you say no, I’ll just convince the king to order it done.”
Arianwyn sighed, defeated. “I may as well give you ‘permission,’ then. At least if I’m willing for it to happen, it will be slightly more palatable.” Tess chuckled, curtsied, and left.
:Dragon, there’s no way I can learn and remember all of that!:
:You worry too much. It’s not like you won’t have help, after all.:
Arianwyn blinked in surprise. :You’ll help?:
:Of course. I will listen to the lessons along with you and assist you in remembering what you need when you need it. That is part of our Bonding. We are a partnership and help each other in more ways than mere physical safety.:
:Thank you.: Arianwyn felt slightly better after that conversation.
She did not have long to feel good, however. A knock sounded at the door. Remembering her lesson from earlier, she straightened her back and took a deep breath. “Who is it?”
“The palace tailor and seamstresses have arrived.”
“Send them in.” It was awkward giving the order. But she did not want Tess to get after her again. Neither did she want to be trapped. She had escaped from too many situations to allow this one to stop her.
Edmund opened the door and five women entered, followed by a man. He was clearly in charge. He pulled out a roll of parchment and took a charcoal stick from the small pouch at his side. “Good, good. Let’s get her measurements, choose some colors, and find out for what occasions she will most immediately need a dress. Lady? What is the next occasion when you will speak with His Majesty?”
“I don’t know,” Arianwyn answered honestly. “Perhaps when he chooses his bride?”
“Hmmmm…” He jotted a short note on the parchment and looked up, frowning. “What are you waiting for? You need to strip so that appropriate measurements can be taken. Quickly, lady!”
“But…but…” Arianwyn felt her cheeks begin to burn. She would not strip in front of him.
He sighed. “Really? You’re going to be this way?” He shook his head and turned his back, arms crossed and toes tapping. “I’m waiting!”
Arianwyn stared and realized this was the best she was going to get. She swallowed, glanced at the other women, and began to undress. As soon as she was finished, the women started measuring everything. Arms, legs, waist, neck, chest…there was no part left unmeasured. She gritted her teeth and stared straight ahead.
The man walked over to the bolts of cloth they had brought along. “Let’s see…green, yes…pink, no…blue, black, white…hmmm…” He held up one bolt after another, sorting them into a keep pile and a discard pile. “It’s really too bad about your hair,” he muttered.
Arianwyn blinked. “What’s wrong with my hair?”
“That ghastly color! You may as well hang a sign around your neck, advertising yourself,” he answered in a conversational tone.
Arianwyn blushed again, her hands unconsciously going to her hair. The women grabbed her arms back down and pulled them straight to continue measuring. “What do you mean? It’s just a hair color.”
“Maybe we could have it dyed,” he said thoughtfully.
Arianwyn felt Dragon rumble in the back of her head. :I like the color of your hair. It reminds me of fire,: Dragon said. “What’s wrong with my hair?” Arianwyn repeated.
“My dear, it’s the color of harlots! Women with that hair color are notorious for being promiscuous. It will certainly cause a problem if the king decides to choose you.”
Arianwyn straightened her back slightly. “I assure you, sir, that is not my personality.” She felt sick, thinking of the places she had to run from and wondering if it was her hair that had caused it. Her flaming cheeks drained of color. She closed her eyes, trembling at the memories. Was it that simple of an explanation? Would she still be living in her mountain village if she had had a different hair color?
“Of course, I’m certain you’re a paean of virtuosity,” he chuckled. He was about to continue extolling Arianwyn’s lifestyle when one of the women cut in.
“That’s enough, Jed! Young lady, you may change back into your clothes. Jed, it is clear she is not that kind of woman, now leave her alone!” Arianwyn scrambled back into her clothes, shame coiling around in her stomach.
Jed turned and saw the look on Arianwyn’s face. He cleared his throat uncomfortably and brought several bolts of silk over. “Yes, well, obviously. Let’s just see how these colors look, shall we?” They finished their work in relative silence, bowed, and left Arianwyn alone.
All those years, all that fear, because of her hair? She could hardly believe it, that such a silly belief had ruined most of her life. The shame left almost as quickly as it came, leaving her feeling angry now. Her hands shook. It was so unfair! She took a deep breath. :It is the past,: Dragon murmured. :I would not let it bother you anymore. You never thought of your hair as a defining characteristic, why will you start now?:
:If I’d thought of it sooner, I’d have colored my hair!:
Dragon snorted. :Your hair color did not force the men from your village into action. They acted alone.:
Arianwyn blinked. Dragon was right. She could not allow this revelation to change anything. The knowledge might help in the future; but for now, all she could do was continue to live as she believed right. She took another deep breath and straightened up, squaring her shoulders for whatever else lay ahead.



11-Rags
Arianwyn did not have much time to breathe that day. After the tailor there were the tutors, a seemingly endless line of tutors. Tess sent tutors for reading and writing, history, dancing, court etiquette, mathematics, art…by the end of the day, Arianwyn was convinced there was too much knowledge in the world. A ridiculous amount. Her final visitor banished most of her exhaustion however.
The last tutor had just left and Arianwyn collapsed into the chair, elbows on knees, head in hands. She had an awful headache. There was a knock on the door. “Come in,” she groaned.
The door opened and Arianwyn looked up to see what new torturer Tess had sent. It was the king. She popped to her feet, eyes wide and dropped into a curtsy. “You may rise,” he muttered. She stood up and watched him from the corners of her eyes. She was painfully aware that she was still dressed in the rags and filth from the dungeon. He walked into the room and stood in front of one of the murals, studying it silently for a moment. “Have the tailors returned?”
“No, Your Majesty. They were just here this morning.”
He glanced at her. “So?”
“I imagine it will be some time before they can make anything.” She felt embarrassed pointing that out. Surely his Majesty knew how long clothes took to make?
He chuckled softly and turned back to the mural. “They were told to have some nightclothes and at least one dress appropriate for a lady done by this evening. They have worked on nothing else today.”
“Oh.” It felt so inadequate to say. She continued to watch him study the mural. He seemed content to ignore her. Time stretched out uncomfortably for her. She glanced around the room, her gaze drawn again to the king. With his back turned, she was able to examine him without interruption or embarrassment.
His tunic stretched tightly across his shoulders, unnecessarily overemphasizing their breadth. He was much taller than she was, the top of her head just coming to his chest. He stood with hands clasped behind his back, relaxed. She noticed that his hands, instead of being soft like most noblemen, were callused. A sword hung at his side, one that appeared heavy and for actual use, not just decorative. A second knock made her jump, although she was relieved at the interruption. “Come in,” she said, hoping it was an emergency that would draw the king away.
The tailor entered, a servant behind him holding several garments. He bowed deeply to the king. “Your Majesty.” King Rael turned finally. “The clothing you ordered. We should be able to finish a few more dresses tomorrow.” The servant held up the clothing one at a time for the king’s inspection. Arianwyn blushed as they showed him her nightclothes. She gasped at the sight of the gown they had made for tomorrow.
It was made of a dark green silk. The bodice would hug her body tightly once the ties were done up in the back. The sleeves were long and fitted, flaring slightly at the wrists. Tiny blue and white flowers were embroidered around the scooped neckline and at the wrists of the sleeves. The skirt was long and full with more flowers around the hemline and crawling up the skirt. Matching green slippers were presented with the dress.
King Rael nodded. “Well done, Master Jed. You have once again lived up to your reputation.”
The tailor bowed again, smiling. “And would you have me make a wedding gown as well, Sire?”
The king laughed as Arianwyn blushed. “I will let you know what size to make it when I have decided what bride to marry.” He waved Jed away and the tailor bowed and backed out. The servant placed the clothing in a dresser, curtsied and left.
King Rael turned to face her then. “You have a lot to learn.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
He walked towards her, circling her and sizing her up. Arianwyn clasped her hands together and stared at them. “You met with your tutors today?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“And?”
“Sire?”
“Well, what did you learn?” he asked impatiently.
Arianwyn blinked. She waited until he was facing her again before deciding if he was serious or not, then gave him a recitation of what she had learned. She sent a mental thank you to Dragon for nudging her memory at different points of the recitation. He grunted when she finished, arms folded as he scowled at her. “You will lunch with me tomorrow. Sigurd and Wymond will escort you there. Be certain you are ready and on time.” He turned and walked out, not bothering to wait for her to curtsy.
Arianwyn walked over to the dresser, running her hands over the soft material and chewed on her lip. If there was a way out of here, she would take it now. Dragon muttered softly in the back of her mind. Something about her being ungrateful for the opportunities Dragon had afforded her.
She jumped slightly at a knock on the door again. “Enter,” she sighed, shoulders slumping. She was really starting to get tired of all these people coming and going. Would they ever leave her alone? Lady Ethelinda walked in. Arianwyn stared in surprise, her breath catching in her throat, and quickly curtsied. “Lady Ethelinda! How may I help you?”
Just as King Rael, Lady Ethelinda walked in and slowly surveyed her, eyes narrowed. She walked a circle around her, her lip pulling up slightly. “You don’t look dragon Bonded to me,” she sneered.
Arianwyn flushed and showed the markings on her hands. “Well, I am. It was an accident, really, lady.”
Lady Ethelinda sniffed and stopped walking, looking Arianwyn over again. “Of course it was. A dragon would never choose to Bond someone so…common.” Arianwyn gritted her teeth as Dragon snarled silently in the back of her head. “Well, here you are. But, apparently the king is still debating who to marry.” Lady Ethelinda leaned in close to her. “Stay away from him,” she hissed. “I will be the next queen. And if you do as I have ordered, I might allow you to continue to live…in the palace.” She left the room without another word.
Arianwyn stood, shocked. What mad world had she entered? She chewed on her lip again, walking back toward the wardrobe. She sighed, wondering if Dragon was right about her being ungrateful, wondering about the strange visit from the king, and worrying about Lady Ethelinda. How could she stay away from the king when he had ordered her to dine with him tomorrow? She stared at the clean clothing and looked down at herself. She shook her head. She would not sully these clothes tonight. She stared at the bed, again noting the clean sheets. With a sigh, she pulled off a blanket. She chose a rug to curl up on and tossed and turned until she fell into a fitful sleep.



12-The Nobility
Arianwyn was up early. As a servant, she was accustomed to arising early and beginning the day before any of the nobility had even begun to stir. She stoked the fire in her fireplace and then she washed her face in a small basin. She warily examined the dress that had been brought to her last night. It was beautiful and she was afraid to touch it, much less wear it. She noticed the dirt under her fingernails and wrinkled her nose. She was still filthy from her time in the dungeons. She returned to the basin and gave herself a quick sponge bath, scrubbing furiously at the dirt. She returned to the dress, eyeing it warily.
Dragon informed her that she was being ridiculous, so she finally pulled the dress carefully over her head. She reached behind her back, intending to tie the ribbons that would lace her into the dress. She struggled for several minutes before stamping her foot in defeat. It would be impossible to tie the dress without someone to help her. She stood awkwardly in the middle of the room, hoping someone would show up soon to help. She did not have to wait long.
The door opened quietly and a young serving girl walked in. She stopped, wide-eyed at the sight of Arianwyn already out of bed. “Willow, will you help me?” Arianwyn turned to show the ties.
“I can’t believe it’s true,” Willow whispered. “You really are a princess!”
“No, I’m not a princess.” Willow expertly cinched the dress snug and stepped back. Willow gestured towards the mirror, her eyes shining in amazement. Arianwyn turned reluctantly to look in the mirror. The dress fit perfectly. She felt like a pig dressed for a ball.
“I’ll go get Marie to do your hair,” Willow said, eyes wide. She half ran out of the room, grinning in excitement.
“No, wait…” Willow had already slipped out, closing the door behind her. Arianwyn chewed her bottom lip. She was not ready for this. She looked around the room, hoping to see some way to escape. There was only the door, currently guarded by Edmund and Halvard.
Arianwyn approached the door, determined, and pulled it open. Sigurd and Wymond had just arrived. All four looked at her, surprised. She felt her resolve vanish like smoke. “Um, good morning…” They continued to stare, waiting. She slammed the door shut again. Her hands were shaking. She paced the room. How could she escape? She ran through her options, considering her escapes from previous captors. A glance around the room showed nowhere to run or jump.
A quick knock on the door sounded. Before Arianwyn could say anything, Marie was allowed into the room. She set a burning candle on one of the tables and rushed over to Arianwyn. “Oh, Arianwyn, this is so exciting! Just like a story,” she gushed. “Now, sit down and let me do your hair. I know just how to do it!”
Arianwyn sat obediently on a stool, determinedly not looking in the mirror. She was afraid she wouldn’t recognize the person looking back. She closed her eyes tight and tried to focus on Marie’s babbling. Marie brushed her hair, put it up, took it down, braided it, unbraided it, and twisted it, searching for the perfect hair-do. Arianwyn wished she could just put it in a single braid down her back and ignore it. “I thought you already knew ‘just how to do it,’” Arianwyn growled. Marie laughed and hushed her.
Marie finally decided to twist her hair away from her face, joining in the back in a thick pony tail. She then chose several pieces to braid into an intricate flower at the top of the pony tail, letting the rest fall down Arianwyn’s back. “There! Have a look and tell me what you think. And then we’ll get started with some make-up!”
“Oh no!” cried Arianwyn. She jumped to her feet. “I appreciate what you’ve done, Marie, but I don’t think I can handle that just yet. I’m not nearly as excited about this as everyone else seems to be.” Marie looked taken aback, but curtsied and backed off obediently. Arianwyn flushed, recognizing her behavior in Marie’s reaction. “I’m so sorry, Marie…” she trailed off as Marie shook her head.
“Lady Arianwyn, you have every right to speak to me that way. Honestly, you could do with some practice in chastisement,” Marie giggled. She paused and then added in a whisper, “And you should remember that you have every right to speak that way to the other nobility now as well.” She curtsied to her again and gestured to the candle. “The hash marks on the candle mark the hour. His Majesty is expecting you at the sixth mark.”
A new knock sounded at the door. Arianwyn sighed when one of her tutors entered. Marie curtsied again, leaving Arianwyn to learn the different curtsies expected for each rank and when she could approach other nobility.
A few hours later, a new tutor arrived. He instructed her on dining with the king, focusing in particular on lunch. Arianwyn had another headache, but paid close attention, not wanting to stand out. A soft knock on the door interrupted the lesson. Sigurd poked his head in and glanced meaningfully at the candle.
Arianwyn turned to look, gasped, and jumped to her feet. The sixth mark was near. She straightened her skirts, glanced in the mirror to check her hair, wincing at the stranger who winced back, and turned to follow Sigurd and Wymond.
They led her through the different levels of the Keep, Wymond in front and Sigurd following. They eventually arrived in one of the outer wall dining rooms. “This is the room where His Majesty usually lunches,” Wymond murmured. Arianwyn looked at him in surprise.
“How do you know?”
Arianwyn thought she saw the faintest smile cross his face, but it was gone before she could be certain. “We were his body guards before he assigned us to you, lady.” Arianwyn nodded gratefully. She made a mental note to ask her body guards for information more often. She entered the room, her stomach twisting in knots.
Sunlight streamed through the floor to ceiling windows, both lighting and warming the room. Brightly colored tapestries depicting hunting scenes decorated the wall opposite. A long table was placed down the center of the hall, a lace tablecloth spread over it with delicate porcelain plates, crystal glasses, and silver eating utensils at every seat. The king’s chair was clearly at the head of the table, although he had not arrived yet. The other nobility were standing patiently behind their chairs, chatting amiably with those around them.
Arianwyn hurried to the only empty seat, set farthest from the king, avoiding the gaze of the other nobility. A slight lull in conversation indicated they had noticed her presence. She stared at her plate, struggling to control her nerves.
Everyone fell silent at once. When they bowed and curtsied, Arianwyn was quick to follow suit. The herald announced the king’s arrival at the same time as everyone bowed. Arianwyn risked a glance towards the head of the table. King Rael arrived at his seat, flanked by two of his guards and sat. “Please, be seated.”
Servants stepped forward, pulling the chairs out and seating the nobility. The moment everyone was seated, more servants appeared seemingly from nowhere, platters of roast duck and roasted vegetables and pitchers of wine in their hands. They served the plates, the king first, and backed away, only appearing before a need could be made known. Arianwyn caught the eye of one of the servants, intending to thank them. A quick shake of the head stopped the words before they could leave her mouth. She took a deep breath and glanced at the other nobility.
Most of the nobles were chatting with each other, completely ignoring the servants hovering just behind them. Arianwyn closely watched them, realizing how little servants were really noticed. She had nearly made a mistake in conversing with them. She did not want to make a mistake with her eating habits. “You must be the dragon Bonded servant. My name is Alyssa. Father says that I am the ideal wife for the king,” the person next to her said suddenly.
Arianwyn looked to her left and blinked in surprise. The tiny girl appeared to be no more than seven or eight years old. She had mousy brown hair and large brown eyes. She was very pale, with dark smudges under her eyes, and seemed on the verge of collapsing at any moment. “My name is Arianwyn. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She wondered if she should offer her hand. When the girl continued to eat, Arianwyn followed suit.
“I have been preparing to be queen since the day I was born. What were you preparing to be?”
Arianwyn blinked, a bit taken aback by the question. “I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “There isn’t much that a peasant girl can aspire to be.”
“Well, I’ve been learning all the latest dances and I speak three different languages. Father says when I’m a year older, he’ll have my tutors begin teaching me the different trade agreements and alliances of the kingdom. What can you do?”
Arianwyn smiled wryly. “I can clean a room the size of the Western Suites in less than an hour and scrub pots until they gleam. His Majesty says that I’ll be learning the latest dances this afternoon along with reading, writing, and arithmetic. I think I’ll be learning court functions tomorrow.”
Alyssa giggled. “You’re funny! But you know, you shouldn’t answer the question that way,” she said seriously. “If I tried something like that, Father would be furious with me.”
“What would he do?”
Alyssa glanced down the table at her father, and then looked quickly away. Arianwyn guessed that her father was the man sitting to the left of the king, since Lady Ethelinda’s father was sitting to the right. “He wouldn’t be happy,” Alyssa muttered, looking at her plate and pushing vegetables around.
“What if the king doesn’t pick you?”
Alyssa stiffened. “He has to!” she burst out, a slightly panicked look in her eyes.
“It’s all right, I said if! I’m sure he’ll pick you. He’d be mad not to,” Arianwyn said quickly, trying to quiet the girl.
Alyssa relaxed a little and smiled. “Yes, he would be! Father’s going to try to convince him to pick me by showing him how malleable I’ll be. After all, I’m the youngest one there is! The king could practically train me to do what he wants.” She smiled happily at the thought and resumed eating.
Arianwyn picked at her food, her stomach upset by more than the richness of the meats and vegetables. She took a small sip of wine, and then another, amazed. Any wine she had tried before had been borderline vinegar. This was smooth and delicious. She quickly put the wine down before she drank the entire glass.
“You know what you should say when people ask what you can do?” Alyssa asked abruptly, eyes sparkling mischievously. “You should say that you can ride a dragon! That’s something none of the other nobility can do,” she giggled.
Arianwyn smiled back. “You’re right. That is a much better answer than what I gave you.”
King Rael stood up when it appeared that everyone had finished eating. “As you know, I was going to choose my wife yesterday. Certain events have forced me to change the time schedule, which I apologize for.” Arianwyn stared at her plate, a blush spreading up her face as some nobles scowled at her and others studiously ignored her. “So I will be making my choice tomorrow night. Each girl will have one dance with me. In the intervening time, the girl or her father may visit me once to offer suit. Use the opportunity well.” The king nodded curtly to everyone and walked away from the table, leaving the nobles scrambling to get to their feet to bow and curtsy as he left.
The nobles congregated into small groups after the king left. Arianwyn watched them, feeling awkward. She looked around for Sigurd or Wymond, intending to leave. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to the other nobles,” Alyssa said brightly, catching her by the hand and leading her to one of the groups.
Arianwyn was about to protest when Dragon stopped her. :You’re going to be living here regardless of whether the king marries you or not. You should probably get to know the nobles.: Arianwyn sighed in defeat. “Thank you, Lady Alyssa.”
They approached another blond lady with watery blue eyes. She was talking to a tall, thin man with the same appearance. She turned and looked down her nose at Arianwyn and Alyssa. “Good day, Thane Merari, Lady Vespa” Alyssa curtsied perfectly to her, smiling. “This is Lady Arianwyn. She’s the one who Bonded a dragon! Lady Arianwyn, Thane Merari and his daughter Lady Vespa.”
Arianwyn curtsied politely to her, copying Alyssa. Vespa inclined her head slightly. “Yes, I heard they’re letting just about anyone enter the Keep these days.” Thane Merari smirked at his daughter’s comment.
Arianwyn’s back stiffened. “Yes, Lady Vespa, I had noticed that myself.” She did her best to look down her nose at the taller woman and walked away, shaking from anger and surprise. Dragon laughed silently in the back of her head.
“That was brilliant!” Alyssa whispered happily, catching up.
“Maybe you’re making me bolder than I should be,” Arianwyn whispered back. Alyssa smiled and tugged Arianwyn towards Ethelinda. Arianwyn stopped her. “We’ve met. I’d rather not visit with her again.”
Alyssa giggled softly. “I understand. She can be a bit abrasive. Don’t worry. We’ll go visit Lady Blythe. You’ll like her. She’s nice to everyone.” Alyssa led her to the last small group. A short, plump woman with chocolate colored eyes and hair was chatting to a large, barrel-chested man with a booming laugh. They seemed unconcerned with the politicking of the other small groups.
Alyssa almost bounced over to the two. “Thane Cael, Lady Blythe” she said, smiling and curtsying. They smiled and curtsied or bowed back to her. “This is Lady Arianwyn. She’s the one who Bonded the dragon. Lady Arianwyn, this is Thane Cael and Lady Blythe.”
Arianwyn curtsied to both of them. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said.
“Likewise,” Blythe smiled, curtsying back. “So tell me, what was it like Bonding a dragon?”
Arianwyn blinked in surprise. Thane Cael laughed. “Don’t mind her. She generally asks what everyone else is thinking but too afraid to ask.” He chuckled again.
“It was terrifying, to be honest,” Arianwyn replied. “She was trapped under a magical net and the men who had captured her were coming back.” Alyssa gasped audibly and Blythe’s mouth formed a small ‘oh.’ “That’s really the only reason she Bonded me, so that I would be able to remove the net.”
Thane Cael chuckled again. “I appreciate your honesty. It’s refreshing in this nest of vipers. I should warn you that not everyone will take so kindly to it. May I offer a bit of advice?” Arianwyn nodded. “Be more discerning of who you confide in, child. Certain nobles will use every advantage they can.” He glanced quickly around the room at the other nobles. Alyssa nodded in agreement.
“Thank you, Thane Cael. As I’m sure you’ve heard, I’m new to all of this.”
Blythe took her hand, smiling. “You can count on my help. If you ever have any questions, let me know.”
Thane Cael laughed again. “After I just told her to be careful of whom to trust.”
“Father!” He chuckled again and wrapped Blythe in a side hug.
Arianwyn smiled back in spite of herself. “Thank you, again. I’m sure I will need a lot of help.” She curtsied again, withdrawing. Alyssa followed her, smiling happily.
“I told you that you would like her.”
“You were right. What about your father?”
Alyssa turned serious. “Thane Julius. I wouldn’t count on him for help if you have any questions.”
“Where did he go?”
“He followed the king to press my suite.”
“Oh.” Arianwyn glanced sideways at Alyssa. “You don’t seem very happy about that.”
Alyssa visibly struggled to perk up. “Oh, I am! I can’t wait to be queen!”
Arianwyn lightly touched her arm. “Everything will work out for the best,” she said. Alyssa smiled weakly at her. “I have to go. I have lessons to attend to,” she said, groaning dramatically in resignation. She curtsied to Alyssa, who was still giggling over her comment, and went to where Sigurd and Wymond were waiting. They escorted her out of the room. When Arianwyn began heading back toward her room, Sigurd respectfully took her arm, turning her in a different direction. “Where are we going? Don’t I have lessons?”
“Yes, lady. You are to practice your reading and writing in the library, though.”
“Oh.” It was clearly going to be another long afternoon.



13-Power
Arianwyn was exhausted by midafternoon. She doubted her head would ever stop aching. She didn’t know what knowing her letters and numbers would do for her. But Master Aldous insisted that she practice. He gave her a piece of vellum and a charcoal stick to practice writing letters and numbers. He also gave her a book, instructing her to sound out what she could. He would quiz her tomorrow. Arianwyn left the library, juggling the material and looking forward to some time to sit in her room.
Unfortunately, Sigurd and Wymond led her to a large antechamber-looking room instead of back to her room. Her etiquette tutor was waiting. Arianwyn closed her eyes, resigned. “Hold this,” she muttered, dumping her book and writing utensils into Wymond’s arms. He gave her a startled look, but caught everything. Arianwyn marched up to the instructor and curtsied. “Master Lysander, a pleasure to see you again.”
“Decent. Barely acceptable for tomorrow night’s ball. This is the room where you will await your introduction to the king. Normally, they would announce by rank, but since you are dragon Bonded, you will be announced first, followed by Lady Ethelinda, Lady Blythe, Lady Vespa, and then Lady Alyssa. And ladies do not march. They glide.”
Arianwyn immediately began fidgeting. “First? Couldn’t I let someone else go first?”
He reached out to still her hands. “Of course not! It would be highly inappropriate. Now, you will be announced and enter through these doors.” The tutor walked her through the doors. She was at the top of a small staircase, three steps to the main floor. Like the dining room, the ballroom was lined with windows on one side, French doors set in the center of the wall on the opposite. This room had mirrors along the entire wall, except where the French doors were located. Arianwyn stared in shock, trying to comprehend how expensive those mirrors must be.
Her eyes followed the polished black and white marble floor to the far end, where a dais was situated. The dais was five steps high. Black, heavy draping hung behind the throne on the dais, silver stitching lining the edges in elegant starbursts and dragons of varying sizes. The throne was a rich, dark mahogany with matching black cushions on the seat. The back was heavily carved with more dragons, rising up the back to form a dragon head, the arms carved to mimic dragon arms. Arianwyn shuddered involuntarily.
Servants in uniforms of a higher rank than she ever wore were scurrying about the room, preparing expensive oil lanterns strategically placed near mirrors, polishing the floor, setting up side tables to hold refreshments, shining mirrors and windows. Arianwyn tried imagining that the servants were actually nobility, filling the room and dancing in brightly colored, fancy clothes. She took a deep breath and shook her head to clear away the panic.
“…and curtsy.” Arianwyn stared at her tutor. “Did you hear what I said?” She shook her head mutely. He sighed. “I can’t believe I’m supposed to be teaching a peasant to act like nobility…” He shook his head. “Impossible.” Arianwyn stared, semi-horrified as he walked away.
“Wait! What am I supposed to do?”
He did not even look backwards as he strode toward the French doors. “Obviously, you already know, otherwise you would have paid better attention,” he sneered.
Arianwyn watched him leaving helplessly, unsure what to do. :You should stop him, somehow. If you’re really worried about your entrance, that is,: Dragon said.
:How?:
:How should I know?:
“You are nobility, now,” Sigurd murmured on the heels of Dragon's remark.
“You shouldn’t let him treat you like that,” Wymond agreed.
Arianwyn looked at each of them. They were leaning against the wall, watching her tutor disapprovingly. An idea formed in her mind. She focused on air, imagining a barrier. “Air. Solidify at the French doors,” she murmured softly. Her vision turned golden and she watched a section of the light yellow air in front of the tutor turn into a dark gold.
Lysander bounced backward, as if he had just run into a wall. He staggered, then straightened up, looking confused. He tried stepping forward again and was again stopped. Cautiously, he reached his hands out, tracing the invisible barrier. Arianwyn took a deep breath. “We are not finished with my lesson,” she said firmly, voice breaking on the last word. The tutor turned to look at her, his eyes a little wild.
“What have you done? You imbecile!” He turned, storming back toward her. “Remove that wall at once! I have far more important matters to attend to,” he snarled.
“Silence,” Arianwyn whispered again. A trail of gold encircled Lysander’s throat, and then filled his mouth, stopping the words. He stopped midstride, clutching at his throat. “When you are ready to finish the lesson, I will be glad to let you speak again. Until then, I believe you’ll find your job difficult to perform.”
Arianwyn had lived her entire life in a world of people stronger than she. She knew how to mimic the force necessary to get her way, even though it sickened her. She kept her hands gripped together in front of her so Lysander would not notice her shaking.
Trembling, he nodded his head in frantic agreement. Arianwyn nodded back. “Stop,” she murmured. Her vision returned to normal and she waited.
Lysander cleared his throat experimentally and then straightened up. “Yes, of course, Lady Arianwyn. As I was saying, you will half curtsy at the top of the dais you are standing on, cross the floor to the King’s Dais, and full curtsy until he bids you rise. Keep your chin level with the steps; you should not look down when walking. Let’s practice.” His voice shook and his face was pale, but he continued the lesson.
An hour later, Arianwyn’s dance tutor arrived and they practiced in the ballroom. Arianwyn tried convincing him to practice elsewhere, glancing repeatedly at the servants. “You must become accustomed to others watching you,” he refused. So they practiced in the ballroom. “Lady Arianwyn, may I suggest practicing?”
“With whom, Master Fred?” she muttered.
“Anyone who will accept a turn. I would highly recommend dancing with at least two others before dancing with the king. You will be under the most scrutiny with him.”
Arianwyn winced and stepped on Fred’s foot. “That did not help me feel better.”
“It wasn’t supposed to. I hope it motivates you to practice your dancing.” Arianwyn sighed again. Her dance lesson ended in the early evening.
Arianwyn walked over to where Sigurd and Wymond were still waiting, back and feet aching. “Thank you for earlier,” she said quietly. They nodded slightly and led her back to her rooms. “Do either of you dance?” she grumbled before going through the door.
Sigurd laughed. “Lady Arianwyn, the dancing of the low born is hardly appropriate for a ball.” Arianwyn scowled at him. She walked into her room, determined to shut out the rest of the world and allow no one in. The thought relieved her until she opened the door to her bedroom and saw the number of new dresses that had been delivered to her room.
She groaned and left the bedroom. She walked over to the table in the sitting room, trying to ignore the finery in her bedroom, and collapsed into the chair. She began working her way through the homework her reading tutor had given her while Sigurd and Wymond finished their inspection of her chambers.
She was sounding out a particularly difficult word when a knock sounded at her door. “Come in,” she called absently. The door opened and closed behind her newest visitor. Arianwyn adjusted the book towards the candlelight, struggling to decipher the symbols she had learned earlier, brows creased in concentration.
“Next time, send Sigurd or Wymond to stop him.” Arianwyn jumped to her feet, spinning to face the king. The chair tipped over and the book fell noisily to the floor. She dropped into a full curtsy, heart pounding. “The dragon bestowed powers are not tools to get your own way,” he continued, voice tight with rage.
Arianwyn trembled. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I didn’t know,” she mumbled weakly, still in a curtsy.
He paced furiously back and forth in front of her. Arianwyn watched his feet, counting the steps unconsciously and flinching back whenever they came closer to her. “Our powers are a gift given to us to defend our people, not to get what we want. We are not Manticores, for the Fire’s sake!” He stopped in front of her. “Do you understand?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“Stand up. You are not a servant anymore.” She straightened up, still staring at the ground, wringing her hands together. “Do I have your word that you will not use your powers maliciously again?”
“You have, Sire.”
“Look at me.” Arianwyn forced her eyes up, dreading what she would see. His eyes were burning with fury, two pieces of coal searing her with their intensity. “Do you promise?” he asked again, voice growling.
“Yes, Your Majesty,” she whispered. He glared at her a moment longer before turning on his heel and leaving the room. Arianwyn picked up her chair, hands shaking. She collapsed back into it, gasping for breath. She picked up her book, smoothing the pages. She stared at her book, and then shoved it away. She was going to bed.



14-Petitions
Arianwyn stretched awake in bed, yawning. She did not know how she was sleeping so well at night. The physical demands as a lady were far lighter than those as a servant. She rolled out of bed and stoked the fire. Although it was still late summer outside, this deep in the mountain it never really warmed up. She contemplated getting dressed and then changed her mind. It was impossible without someone to tie the back. So she pulled out one of her new dressing robes and slipped on the slippers to keep her feet warm.
Arianwyn went back to the table in her sitting room with her discarded lessons, wrinkling her nose as she remembered last night. She certainly had not meant to press her advantage against Lysander. She would have to make it right. She resolved to apologize when she saw him next. Feeling better, she set to studying her lessons until someone arrived to help her dress.
It was nearly an hour later when Marie finally showed up, breakfast tray in hand. She smiled and curtsied. “I thought you would already be up, so I took the liberty of bringing you breakfast now.”
“Thank you, Marie. I am rather hungry.” Marie set the tray down and walked into her room. Arianwyn ate quickly. She finished eating and turned to see Marie coming back out of her room, carrying a new dress and shoes. “Oh no! I was just going to wear the green one again. Then you won’t have as much laundry to do.”
Marie snorted. “Begging your pardon, Lady Arianwyn, but how many ladies do you know that wear the same dress in the same week?” Arianwyn bit her lip. “Exactly. And you’re wearing make-up today. Tess said to tell you that.” Arianwyn sighed in defeat and returned to her bedroom, stepping behind the changing screen arranged in the corner of her bedroom. She took off her nightclothes and accepted the dress Marie handed her, sliding it over her head before stepping out for Marie’s help.
This dress was less fitted than yesterday, tying in the back at an umpire waist level. The top was sky blue with small white birds embroidered into it. It had a square neckline. The sleeves were fitted to the wrist again. The skirt was a shade or two darker than the top, falling freely to the floor without any other embellishments. The tie was a single white ribbon, long enough that the ties hung to behind her knees after being tied. She slipped her feet into a pair of white slippers, nearly laughing at the absurdity of the color. Marie sat her in a chair and got to work on her hair.
Marie twisted segments of Arianwyn’s hair back away from the face before pulling it into a thick, waterfall braid. She finished braiding out her hair before twisting it into a large bun at the nape of her neck. She trapped the bun into a fine, silver net, tacking it into place with tiny silver bobby pins. Each bobby pin had a small, blue enameled bird decorating the ends. Arianwyn sighed again at the finery. This was not what she had ever planned, or even hoped, to wear.
“And now for the fun part!” Marie came to the front, brandishing several brushes, powders, and pastes.
“Minimal, please!”
Marie laughed at her. “Of course, minimal! It’s daytime. We’ll really get you done up for the ball!” She laughed again at the horrified look Arianwyn gave her and set to putting her make-up on. She powdered all over Arianwyn’s face, neck, and chest. Then she applied a small amount of rose blush, a bit of lip pigment and traced her eyes with a thick, brown powder. “There, all done!”
Arianwyn turned and looked at herself in the mirror, sighing again dramatically. Marie shook her head and left, chuckling at Arianwyn. After Marie left, Arianwyn risked another look in the mirror, amazed, before turning quickly away. :You look nice,: Dragon commented. Arianwyn blushed. Dragon laughed. :You know you look nice!:
Arianwyn focused on something other than Dragon, staring at her lessons. She thought more about yesterday, skimming over the brief conversation with the king and thinking about the lunch. Alyssa’s exhausted face and frightened looks kept crowding to the forefront of her thoughts. She stood up and opened the door. “Do you think I could petition the king now?” she asked Halvard.
He glanced at Edmund, who shrugged. “Probably. He’s usually up by now.”
“Will you please take me to see him? Or do I need an invitation or something?”
“We will take you.” Arianwyn left her room and followed Halvard down the hall, Edmund following in the rear. They wound through a few corridors before arriving at a set of spiral stairs. They headed up three flights, and then walked back down another corridor. Arianwyn recognized the hallway as the one the king had dragged her down after her hearing. They arrived at the door to his study. The guards flanking the door indicated that the king was inside.
Halvard spoke quietly with one of the king’s bodyguards outside the door. He poked his head in, announced her presence, and then stepped back, waving at her to enter. Arianwyn took a deep breath, suddenly wishing she had stayed in her room to study. She took another deep breath and entered. The body guard closed the door behind her.
Arianwyn curtsied, waiting. “Come in and sit down.”
She straightened up, glancing around. She had been a bit distracted the last time she had been in here. The fireplace was directly behind the king’s large desk. The desk was covered in neat piles of paper and a candelabrum on either side, candles burning steadily. Side tables were against the wall on either side of the desk. Bookshelves lined the walls in front of the desk, oil lanterns hanging from hooks in between each bookshelf with a mirror placed behind to reflect the light. There were no windows. A thick carpet lay on the floor. A bench was halfway between the desk and the door, two large chairs directly in front of the desk across from the king. A quick glance up confirmed that air holes had been drilled to the surface in this room as well.
Arianwyn approached one of the chairs and sat on the edge, back stiff and straight, and stared at the desktop. “You came to petition me for marriage?” King Rael continued working, not even glancing up at her.
Arianwyn blushed. “Yes, Your Majesty. I came to petition you to consider Lady Alyssa as your bride,” she rushed out.
The scratching of the king’s quill stopped and he looked up, surprised. “Lady Alyssa?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“No. Are you mad? You’re supposed to be bringing me your own petition,” he frowned at her.
Arianwyn licked her lips. “I think she would be a great asset to you, she’s so young…” she trailed off under his incredulous look.
“She is a terrible choice. Her father has minimal power at best and she is far too young. Were I to choose her, she would return with her father until she turned sixteen, an age more appropriate for marriage than twelve. I would have no influence over her education or her protection. Meanwhile, my people would be waiting for an heir to be born. Why have you really petitioned for her?”
Arianwyn looked down at her hands, clenching them together until her knuckles turned white. “It will keep her safe,” she whispered. She could hardly believe that tiny child was twelve already. Or that the king had refused her petition.
“From what?”
She glanced at him and swallowed. “I believe she will be severely punished if she does not gain your favor.”
King Rael’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Punished? That’s ridiculous. Her father would not dare go against the law like that. What reason do you have to suspect him of such abuse?”
She shifted nervously in her chair, wondering what law the king was speaking of. “Lady Alyssa is afraid.”
King Rael continued to watch her for a moment. He sighed and leaned back. “Perhaps what you say is true. But I cannot protect her in the way you ask. However, there are two other people I can think of that can protect her.”
Hope came back to life inside her and she straightened in her chair, eyes focused on the king. “May I ask who they are, Sire?”
“The future queen may request her as a lady-in-waiting. She would stay in the Keep, then, and her education would be seen to by the queen. Or you can request her as an assistant or something of the sort.”
Arianwyn blinked in surprise. “I can?”
“Of course. Actually, that would be an excellent idea. Lady Alyssa knows most of the nobles and how to behave in court. You could use an advisor of sorts in that area,” he finished.
Arianwyn blushed at his dry tone. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I will be sure to petition her father immediately.” She stood up and curtsied, prepared to leave.
“You aren’t going to petition for yourself?”
“Oh no, Your Majesty. Now that I’ve met the other women, I would recommend Lady Blythe, though. She’s very cheerful and seems honest.”
King Rael sighed and shook his head, waving his hand. “You may go.” She curtsied again and left the room.
Halvard and Edmund were nowhere to be seen, but Sigurd and Wymond were waiting patiently. “How did it go?”
She smiled at them. “Very well.” She turned to one of the pages waiting outside the King’s Study. “Could you find Master Aldous and have him meet me in my rooms, please?” The boy jumped to his feet and took off. Arianwyn and her guards returned to her rooms. She thanked them for taking her back and entered, pulling out a fresh piece of vellum and checking her charcoal stick. She fidgeted nervously until Master Aldous arrived.
She stood up, curtsying slightly. He sighed, bowing to her. “Lady Arianwyn, you do not need to curtsy to me.”
“Oh. Sorry.” He shook his head again. “Will you help me write a petition?”
He looked at her, surprised. “To whom?”
“Thane Julius. I am going to petition that Lady Alyssa be released to my care as an advisor.”
His curious gaze turned grim. “He will not be happy to receive such a proposal.”
“I know. I have discussed this with the king already and he approves it.” Aldous shrugged and sat at the table, pulling out his own writing utensils.
“Forgive me if I draft with my own tools. A petition to a thane should be written on something of higher quality than vellum.” He grinned at her to take the sting out of his remark and set several fresh sheets of parchment down before sharpening his quill.
They pounded out a brief petition, informing him of the need Arianwyn had for counsel and that his daughter had been selected. They then made the formal request and signed it. Aldous had Arianwyn practice her signature several times on the vellum with charcoal before allowing her to sign the parchment. She held her breath until she was done and then sat back.
“What if he says no?”
Aldous snorted. “He can’t. It may be a request, but a request from someone of higher rank may as well be an order. And as the king has already given his approval and backing...” Aldous shrugged, the matter already taken care of in his mind.
They sealed the petition and delivered it to a page to deliver it to Thane Julius. When he had left, Aldous sat Arianwyn down and ran over her letters and numbers, quizzing her to see if she had been practicing. Nearly an hour later, he was interrupted again by Lysander. “Oh, yes. Send him in. I need to apologize to him,” she said to Wymond.
Aldous shook his head at her. “Don’t apologize, Lady Arianwyn.”
“But I used my dragongift against him.”
He snorted. “He probably deserved it. You are of higher rank than him. You have no need to recognize a mistake to someone lower.” Arianwyn frowned, feeling uneasy about it. Aldous sighed. “Lady, it is kind of you to wish to apologize. But, if nothing else, allow your common sense to rule you. If you apologize to him, you will lose whatever modicum of respect you have earned.”
Arianwyn sighed. “Yes, Master Aldous. I shall be guided by you in this.” He rolled his eyes and gathered up his supplies, passing Lysander on the way out. The rest of her afternoon was spent reviewing court manners and dancing when Master Fred arrived.
“Did you practice like I told you to?”
Arianwyn groaned. “No. I forgot.”
He frowned at her. “This is important, Lady Arianwyn.” He turned towards the door. “Master Lysander, a moment of your time?” Arianwyn shook her head at him. He ignored her. “Lady Arianwyn must practice dancing with someone other than me. Would you, please?”
“Of course. But remember that you owe me.”
Fred snorted. “What need have I of remembering with you around?”
The lesson went horribly. Worse than the day before. Lysander made certain to point out each mistake she made. Fred made her repeat the steps, only to throw his hands up when she forgot them while paired with Lysander. It was a relief when Marie interrupted the dancing.
“It’s time for Lady Arianwyn to get ready for the ball,” Marie said, waving the tutors away. There were nearly three hours left until the ball.
Arianwyn looked at her skeptically; certain she was going to be ready hours before the ball. Marie did not seem concerned. She had brought a very light snack for Arianwyn to eat before she began getting ready. While Arianwyn ate, several servants entered, staggering under a large copper tub, which they filled with warm water. Marie added various scents and perfumes until she was happy with the smell, and then helped Arianwyn bathe and dry off.
“I’ve already spoken with Lady Ethelinda’s servants to make sure that you aren’t in the same color dress as her. You’ll be wearing a chocolate colored satin gown. You’ll look beautiful!” She helped Arianwyn dress.
Arianwyn looked in the mirror, feeling undressed. The back of the dress came up to just below her shoulder blades, leaving her upper back bare. There were no sleeves on this dress. The front, at least, was high, dividing into two sections that fastened at the back of her neck. The dragon twining around her arms and across her back was completely visible. The dress fit snugly down over the top of her hips before flaring out into an impossibly full skirt. Arianwyn kept twirling slightly, watching and listening to the fabric swish. Marie giggled at her. “It’s a lovely dress, isn’t it?”
“Inappropriate, though,” Arianwyn murmured, rubbing her shoulders. Marie fetched a pair of high-heeled shoes so the dress did not drag on the ground. The skirt had been carefully patterned to look like lace on the bottom foot of the dress.
Arianwyn sat in a chair so Marie could style her hair. “Okay, we need to keep this up,” Marie muttered. She twisted and brushed and retwisted, playing with several ideas. She smiled abruptly and worked it into a sleek, clean twist at the base of her neck. Then she pulled out a soft, velvet case. Inside were more bobby pins with white enamel flowers on the end. She artfully placed these throughout Arianwyn’s hair, her smile growing.
A knock on the door had them both turning. A young page boy entered, holding another velvet case and bowing. “His Majesty sent you a gift, asking that you wear it at the ball.” Arianwyn and Marie exchanged a curious glance before Marie fetched the box, thanking the young boy. He bowed and left.
Inside was a necklace of opals with matching bracelet, rings, and earrings. Arianwyn oh’d softly over the finery. Marie sighed, disappointed. “How can you be disappointed by such a beautiful gift?” Arianwyn asked, shocked.
“It means he won’t choose you. I heard he sent a gift to each woman, the best being a set of fire diamonds. He’ll give those to his intended.”Arianwyn laughed, relieved. “You’re daft, if you don’t mind my saying, milady. Every girl dreams of being a princess.” Arianwyn smiled and shrugged. Marie helped her put the jewelry on before setting to work on her make-up.
Marie did her make-up much the same, adding bolder colors to her lips and eyes than before. She used a shadow on her eyes and added something that made her lashes appear darker and longer. “Marie, you’re amazing!” Arianwyn said softly, looking at herself in the mirror.
Marie just smiled and stepped back. “Stand up and let me look at you.” Arianwyn obeyed, twirling a circle. Marie nodded slightly, stepping forward to tuck a hair here and there and wipe a smudge of lipstick from the edge of her lips. “Perfect. And just in time!” Arianwyn blinked.
Sigurd knocked and poked his head in. “Are you ready yet?”
“Has it really taken three hours?” she asked, stunned.
“Yes. Are you ready?” She nodded and thanked Marie. She turned and followed Sigurd out the door. They escorted her to the antechamber where she began fidgeting nervously with her hands. She had seen her image. She looked the part of a lady. She felt like a child playing dress up. She was not ready.
The other ladies slowly filed into the room. A quick glance confirmed Arianwyn’s dread: Ethelinda wore the fire diamonds. Blythe wore rubies. Each stared curiously at the Dragon Mark. Lady Blythe actually gave her a small smile. Arianwyn noticed that each of them were able to wear sleeves. Ethelinda’s sleeves were fitted to the wrist. Once the women had given each other a cursory inspection, they turned to study the walls of the antechamber. Not a word was spoken. Only Alyssa had not arrived yet. Arianwyn could hear chattering on the other side of the doors.
“Presenting the Lady Arianwyn, dragon Bonded!” The shouted introduction could clearly be heard through the door. She took a deep breath as the guards on either side of the doors opened them, framing her in the center as she had been taught. She stepped forward to the top of the dais and half-curtsied. She could feel the eyes of everyone staring at her, curious.
“One, two, three,” she counted under her breath as she descended the small dais. Her heel caught on the last step and she stumbled slightly. She flushed and straightened. She kept her gaze straight ahead, shoulders back and hands folded in front of her. She heard a soft snicker and had no desire to see the amusement echoed on the faces. The people rippled in a short wave as she passed them, curtsying and bowing. She felt her cheeks heat more and quickened her step slightly until she reached the foot of the King’s Dais. She full curtsied to him. He walked down the steps and took her hand, bowing over it and kissing her hand while raising her up at the same time.
“Lady Arianwyn,” he murmured.
“Thank you for your gift,” she responded, breathless.
He nodded in acknowledgement. “Don’t run next time,” he said under his breath as he escorted her to the side. She blushed and he resumed his place at the top of the Dais, awaiting the next lady. Arianwyn watched the king perform the same niceties with each lady. After Lady Vespa came out, he mounted the Dais again and addressed the crowd.
“Welcome to my ball.” Arianwyn blinked and looked around. Lady Alyssa still was not present. “Tonight, we will feast and dance. And I will choose my bride.” He sighed dramatically, causing the men to chuckle and the women to titter. “So let’s get this over with.” He descended the dais and headed toward the double doors in the mirrors, now open. The thanes stepped forward to escort their daughters into the Grand Dining Hall. Ethelinda nudged Arianwyn.
“Move!” she hissed. Arianwyn flushed and followed quickly in the king’s path. She had been so busy looking for Lady Alyssa that she forgot she was to lead the procession of thanes and their daughters into the Dining Hall behind the king. She continued in, searching the crowd. The king and all of the ladies would sit on one side of the table, facing more rows of tables set up for the lesser nobility and wealthy merchants. A sharp hiss caught Arianwyn’s attention.
She glanced at the servant who had hissed at her. He looked meaningfully at the table. She stopped and looked over, then flushed again as she realized she had almost passed her seat. She shot him a grateful look and turned to stand beside her chair. Lady Ethelinda and Lady Blythe were flanking the king. Arianwyn was next to Blythe and Vespa was next to Ethelinda. The thanes were sitting at a table set just below the king’s table, facing them.
The King stood by his seat, waiting until everyone was standing by their chairs. When everyone was in place, he sat down. Servants stepped forward to assist ladies into their chairs and everyone else sat. The first course was brought out. A low murmur erupted in the room and the clatter of dishware broke the silence.
“What are you doing?” Blythe asked as Arianwyn continued scanning the crowd.
“I can’t find Lady Alyssa,” Arianwyn said.
“Oh. She’s not feeling well. Her father has already asked the king to forgive their absence.”
Arianwyn felt ice form in her stomach. The food she had managed to eat turned to ash in her mouth. She stared hard at the table, thinking. “What direction are the suites Lady Alyssa is in? Do you know?” Blythe looked at her oddly, but indicated the direction. Arianwyn took a deep breath and focused on earth. “Earth. Allow me to see through stone,” she muttered, fingers crossed.
Her vision changed to the browns and greens of earth. She looked in the direction Blythe had indicated and the rock seemed to shimmer into a perfect window. She nearly jumped out of her seat when she saw Alyssa. The girl was huddled and crying, her father standing over her, enraged. In his fist, she could see a piece of paper. He raised his hand to Alyssa.
“What are you doing?” Blythe hissed, catching her attention. Arianwyn realized she was half out of her seat and people were staring. There was a break in conversation and several raised eyebrows. She sat back down, staring at the Earth-grayed table, thinking.
“Stop,” she muttered. “I have to get out of here,” she whispered to Blythe.
“Are you deliberately trying to insult the king?” Blythe whispered back.
“No, I have to save Alyssa.”
Blythe looked at her like she was crazy, glancing to the side to where the king kept glancing in their direction. The frown was growing more fierce on his face, the scar whitening across his forehead. “You could pretend to faint,” she said, finally.
“Great,” Arianwyn answered. “How do I do that?”
“Are you serious? Haven’t you ever fainted?”
“Maybe once. I was falling from a cliff, though,” Arianwyn replied, distracted.
She was so focused on trying to figure out how to get to Alyssa that she missed Blythe’s startled look. “You were falling...” her voice trailed off. She darted a glance up the table again. “Just sort of…slump forward or to the side or something. Try not to mess up your hair or make-up.” Arianwyn looked at her, amazed. Hair and make-up? Is that really all ladies cared about?
She sighed and followed Blythe’s directions, slumping over onto Blythe’s shoulder, closing her eyes. She felt ridiculous. “Now stay still,” Blythe muttered. She heard Blythe catch the king’s attention, voice sounding worried. Ethelinda made some comment that Arianwyn missed. She didn’t doubt it was insulting, but she did not care. She felt the urge to fidget. What was taking so long?
She finally felt arms picking her up carefully and someone was moving out of the dining hall. “That has to be one of the worst faints I’ve ever seen,” she heard Edmund remark.
Her eyes slit open carefully. They were out of the dining hall. “You can put me down now, thank you.”
“Any particular reason you needed to leave? Disappointed, perhaps that you weren’t chosen to sit by the king?” he teased. Arianwyn ignored his teasing. She kicked off her shoes and picked up her skirts, dashing down the hall. She heard Edmund call for her to wait, startled, and ignored him again. He caught up to her easily, grabbing her arm. “What’s going on?”
“We have to hurry. Trust me.” She shrugged off his hand and hurried through the halls, skirts billowing out behind her, and up the stairs until she came to Thane Julius’s suites. The guards standing outside stared at them with jaws agape. “Open the door,” she ordered.
The guards looked at each other. “Thane Julius has commanded us—“
“Open the door, now!” she said, straightening her back.
“Begging your pardon, lady, but we can’t—“
Arianwyn focused on air. “Air. Open the door,” she said clearly. The stream of air from her mouth formed a ball and burst easily through the door, sending splinters flying into the room. The guards ducked out of her way, shocked.
Arianwyn marched into the room and headed straight toward one of the bedrooms, throwing the door open. She was vaguely aware of Edmund and Halvard following on either side of her shoulders, menacing glowers on their faces. She entered the room. “Stop!” she commanded again, both the Air and to the man standing in the center of the room.
Thane Julius looked up, jaw dropping. Alyssa was still huddled on the floor, sobbing, arms covering her head. Julius’s eyes narrowed to slits and his mouth snapped shut. “How dare you enter here, peasant!” he spat. Arianwyn walked up to him, furious.
“How dare you beat your own daughter!” She knelt down next to Alyssa, gently moving her arms to see the damage. Her eyes were swelling shut. Her face was bruising. Arianwyn couldn’t see any other damage because of the clothes. She gently helped Alyssa up, carefully cradling her in a protective embrace. Alyssa wrapped her arms around Arianwyn’s neck, burying her face in Arianwyn’s shoulder.
“Put her down,” Julius lunged forward furiously. Arianwyn flinched back, turning so her shoulder would absorb the attack. Edmund was between them in a flash, throwing Julius to the floor contemptuously.
“You can be certain His Majesty will hear of this,” Halvard said angrily. “You had best think quickly of your defense. His Majesty will not be happy of your treatment of the child, let alone attacking a dragon-Bonded noble.” His icy comment seemed to pierce Julius’s rage. His eyes widened slowly and his jaw dropped. Arianwyn turned and walked out, one arm around the limping child.
“Wait, wait!” Julius plead. “It was an accident! Alyssa, tell them it was an accident! I would never hurt her, she’s my daughter! Come back and let me explain.” Edmund closed the bedroom door, shutting off his pleas. Arianwyn was surprised to exit the suite and see more Keep guards standing there. She paused uncertainly.
“You don’t run through the Keep without catching the attention of the guard,” Halvard remarked, wry amusement in his tone. A quick glance showed the amusement in his voice alone. His eyes were chips of ice. He pushed her gently forward, hand in the small of her back. She walked gingerly, careful of the splinters of wood littering the floor.
Arianwyn blushed under the stares of the guards and held Alyssa closer, heading toward her suite. Edmund stopped her. “You should return to the ball. I will take her back to your quarters and have some of the Keep guards stand watch,” he murmured. “Tess will see that the king’s physician sees to her.”
Reluctantly, Arianwyn turned Alyssa over to Edmund, and then followed Halvard back to the Dining Hall. A servant stepped forward as they approached the doors, holding her shoes out to her. “You left these,” he said quietly.
“Thank you,” Arianwyn said, slipping her feet back into the shoes. A maid standing next to the servant stepped forward, quickly repinning Arianwyn’s hair and cleaning up her smudged make-up.
“Dinner is over and everyone has retired to the Ball Room,” she said quietly. “You should be able to enter unnoticed through the double doors, though.” Arianwyn nodded her thanks again and walked into the Dining Hall. Through the doors, she could see everyone dancing and laughing, unconcerned.
She took a deep breath and turned to Halvard. “How do I look?”
“Fine, go in and watch your back. I will report to the king and return.”
Arianwyn nodded and entered. She was immediately swallowed up in the crowd. She moved carefully through the the press of bodies, trying not to be seen. With the dragon across her arms, it was not very practical. A small bubble formed around her wherever she went, people staring openly at her.
“Lady Arianwyn.” She turned. A servant was standing, waiting. “His Majesty requests your presence.” Arianwyn followed the servant through the crowd until they arrived where the king was waiting. He was surrounded by the thanes, each still encouraging the king to choose their daughter. When he saw her, he stepped forward and out of the circle.
“Lady Arianwyn, I am glad to see you feeling better. Shall we dance?” She curtsied and accepted his hand. They walked out onto the dance floor and he began a slow dance with her.
“I would be very appreciative if you would keep the steps simple, Sire,” she commented, flushing and avoiding his gaze.
“Of course.” He continued leading her, apparently not paying attention. “How is Lady Alyssa?” he asked in a low voice. The sudden question caught Arianwyn off guard and she missed a step. Only the king's solid hold kept her moving in time with the music.
“She’ll live,” Arianwyn replied quietly. “I will not let her alone with that man again,” she said, eyes flashing. She stiffened and tripped slightly on the hem of her dress.
“I would be disappointed if you did,” he replied evenly. Rael tightened his grip, compensating for Arianwyn’s stumble. He smoothed the move into a spin, still seeming to pay little attention to her. “Relax. It makes leading easier.”
“I must ask your forgiveness,” she said, flushing. “I’ve never pretended to faint before.”
He shrugged. “At least I will always know when you’re lying to me. And you shouldn’t tell me you were pretending; it’s insulting.”
Arianwyn glanced up at him, not sure how to take his cavalier attitude. There was a slight twinkle in his eyes. “Forgive me, Sire, but aren’t you going to lecture me?”
“What would I lecture you about?”
“My duty as a lady to the nobles in the court, that I have a place to be and it isn’t running though the Keep, misuse of my dragon gift…I’m sure there are a number of rules that I broke. Again,” she finished with a sigh.
He finally looked down at her, spinning her in the dance. The dance ended and they stepped apart from each other. “You did. However, you kept the most important rule.” He turned and walked away, the thanes immediately surrounding him again. Arianwyn moved to the side of the dance hall, confused by his cryptic comment and relieved that most of the men she saw looked disinterested in her.
She found a side table where servants were waiting to serve drinks to the dancers. She moved closer, indicated her drink, and turned to watch while sipping. Halvard appeared nearby. Her mind kept reviewing the king’s final comment. She was confused and apprehensive. Her grip tightened on the cup as she fought again with her nerves.
At the far end of the hall, Arianwyn saw King Rael ascending the King’s Dais. The rest of the attendees quieted down, turning to face the king. She set her drink down and moved toward the front, taking her place beside Ethelinda. Although she knew she was not the king’s choice, she could feel her heartbeat increasing. Briefly, she caught Blythe’s gaze. Blythe gave her a questioning look before facing forward.
The king observed each of them closely, clearly considering his choices. “Tonight I will choose my bride.” He paused, walking down the steps to look over each girl up close. Arianwyn stared at her hands, hoping he wouldn’t say Ethelinda’s name, even though she was wearing the fire diamonds. “A queen has many duties to fulfill. Her most important duties include caring for her people. She must be willing to sacrifice her comforts to ensure the safety and survival of her people. I am certain many of you will hear of the events that transpired this evening at breakfast tomorrow. Those events have heavily influenced my decision.” He paused in his speech at a sharp intake of breath. Arianwyn’s eyes flicked to the side. Ethelinda’s eyes were wide, her mouth opening in protest. “For this reason, I will uphold tradition. I will marry a dragon Bonded woman.” He stopped in front of Arianwyn. She looked up at him, wide-eyed, shaking her head silently, begging him not to say her name. “Lady Arianwyn, you have until the spring to prepare yourself for marriage.”



Rael
Rael was not allowed to go straight to bed. The thanes crowded around him, protesting and arguing. Only Cael seemed content with the decision. Rael noted the man's behavior and reminded himself to express appropriate gratitude for his support.
“Push them back,” he ordered Rynert and James. The group of four men circled the king, interposing themselves between the thanes and him. The thanes did not dare push in on the bodyguards, knowing they would push back with whatever force they deemed necessary. Rael left the Ballroom, making his way upward to his chambers. Edmund met them partway up.
“She's in a panic,” he said.
“Is she going to run?” Rael asked.
Edmund rubbed his jaw. “I don't know. Halvord is watching the door now, but he's heard nothing on the inside.” Rael nodded. Edmund hesitated before continuing, “Lady Alyssa is in bad shape.”
Rael clenched his hands together behind his back. He would lash out if he didn't keep a grip on himself. “On the bright side, the girl is a terrible actress,” James inserted. Rael nodded again.
“I've never seen such a terrible faint,” Rynert snickered.
Rael took a deep breath, struggling to get his temper under control. If his bodyguards were teasing him about the girl, then his temper was worse than he thought. “It will be some time before she learns to lie to me.”
“I don't think she'll run,” Rynert said. Rael frowned at him. “She was willing to run into danger for the girl. I doubt she'll leave her here alone.” Rael nodded slowly.
“Did I make the right decision?” he asked no one in particular.
James laughed. “Probably not. The court is going to be a mess while the thanes try to figure out the balance of power again.”
Rael winced. “I should have chosen Ethelinda like I intended.”
“She's pretty,” Edmund agreed.
“She looks like Mother. Besides, Charon doesn't like her,” Rael said.
:No, I don't,:Charon agreed. :I do like the new female.:
:That's only because she's bonded to a dragon,: Rael responded.
Charon turned the idea over in his mind, allowing Rael to feel his ruminations. :No, I like the female herself. She is brave. She will make a good queen.:
Rael raised his eyebrows. “What's Charon saying?” Rynert asked.
“He thinks the girl will make a good queen.”
“Her name is Arianwyn,” Edmund said.
Rael frowned at him. “I know what her name is.”
“She's small, but she's a full grown woman,” Edmund continued, his tone conversational.
Rael stopped, scowling at the man. “Are you championing her?”
Edmund grinned. “Perhaps. I haven't decided yet.”
Rael shook his head. “Get back to her door. Don't let her leave.” Edmund saluted and left. Rael made his way back to his chambers, closing and locking the door behind him. He grabbed a blanket and made his way up the tunnel to the Dragon Cave.
Charon opened one eye as Rael approached. The silver dragon lifted her head, studying him. Rael stopped in his tracks and frowned at her. She continued where she was, watching him watch her. :I invited her to stay. She thinks it a fine cave.:
“Shouldn't you have consulted me first?” Rael asked, continuing on his walk to Charon.
:No. She will be my mate, not yours.:
“That's not what I meant. How do you know you can trust her?” The silver dragon growled low at him, upper lip curling back to reveal her teeth. Charon whuffed back to her.
:It is how he is. He is suspicious of everything,: Charon said. Rael heard the comment, but knew it was directed to the female dragon. She rumbled a bit more and lowered her head. Rael shook his head. He reached Charon and lay down, the dragon helping form a small bed for him. The silver dragon turned her head away, facing the opening. :She says the girl will stay.:
Rael twisted to make sure he was facing the silver dragon. “Thank you,” Rael said to both Charon and the silver dragon. She flicked her tail in response.



15-Fight or Flight
Arianwyn returned to her suite at the end of the ball, head still spinning. :I can’t…he can’t…this is ridiculous!:
:Calm down,: Dragon replied.
:Me? Queen? He’s mad!: She entered the suite and closed the door, storming into her bedroom next. Immediately, she headed towards her dresser and started packing. :I don’t know how, but I’m getting out of here.: She was considering how to sneak out, hiding her clothes under one of these ridiculous dresses. She could meet Dragon in the courtyard…
“Lady Arianwyn?” Arianwyn stopped packing, a nightdress balled in her fist, and turned to see Alyssa sitting up in bed. “Am I in trouble?”
Arianwyn dropped the nightdress and rushed over to the side of the bed, hugging Alyssa to her. “No, no, you’re not.”
“What about Father? Is he still angry with me?”
“You don’t have to worry about him anymore.”
Alyssa tilted her head back, peering through the narrow slit of her swollen eyes. “What are you doing? Are you going somewhere? Did the king choose a queen?”
Arianwyn bit her lip, glancing at the clothes. “The king picked me,” she whispered. Saying the words made it even more terrifying.
Alyssa’s eyes widened and then she smiled. “That’s great! You’ll be a good queen.” She patted Arianwyn’s arm happily.
“No! I won’t be a good queen. That’s why I have to leave. I can’t let the king make this mistake.” Arianwyn closed her eyes, focusing on her breathing. She was getting light headed.
“You’re leaving?” Arianwyn nodded. “What…what about me?” Alyssa asked in a small voice.
Arianwyn looked helplessly at Alyssa. :She’s right. You can’t just abandon her now that you’ve taken responsibility for her,: Dragon said.
Arianwyn took a deep breath and hugged Alyssa again, closing her eyes. “Oh, Alyssa. It will be all right. I won’t leave you alone,” she whispered. Alyssa hugged her back. “Go to sleep, now. I’ll probably need your expert advice in the morning.”
Alyssa lay back in bed and Arianwyn tucked the blankets up under her chin, stepping into the sitting room and closing the bedroom door quietly behind her. She wandered aimlessly in the sitting room, pacing in front of the fire. :I could take Alyssa with me,: she thought at Dragon.
Dragon snorted. :The girl wouldn’t stand a chance without her title to protect her. And how would you keep her safe?:
Arianwyn chewed on her lip. That was true. There were plenty of people willing to prey on a young girl if they could get their hands on her. And if a slaver caught her… The price for a noble born girl would attract every one of them, even though slavery was illegal. She doubted Alyssa had ever had to take care of herself, either. :Maybe I could leave a note and instructions that she’s to be watched?:
:Ah yes. Put your trust in the nobility…because they’ve shown you time and again that honor matters.: Arianwyn winced at Dragon’s caustic words. That was true. She couldn’t trust anyone to take care of Alyssa if she left. :Besides, the black dragon tells me that your human was going to choose the other female.: A brief image of Ethelinda flashed into Arianwyn’s mind. She frowned, disturbed.
“Well, we can’t let that happen,” she muttered. Dragon silently assented and stopped talking, mentally settling down to sleep. Arianwyn sighed into the silence again. She finally flopped tiredly onto one of the chairs, too exhausted to go to bed. She dropped her pounding head into her hand, trying to find a loophole in the situation that would keep everyone safe.
A quiet knock on the door woke her up. She sat up, blinking, her eyes feeling grainy. “Come in,” she said hoarsely. The fire had died down and she was cold. She rubbed the back of her neck, aching from sleeping in such an awkward position.
Marie came into the room with her breakfast tray and stopped in her tracks. “Lady Arianwyn! Did you sleep in that dress all night? Why didn’t you send for me if you needed help undressing?”
Arianwyn flinched. “It wasn’t that, Marie. I just…fell asleep. I was a little anxious last night and didn’t think I would sleep.”
“You’re telling me you slept in the chair?”
Arianwyn shrugged. “Just set the tray down so I can eat, please. Do you know what’s on the agenda? I’m not getting married until spring, is that correct?” Her head was still pounding. The only constant in her life anymore, it seemed.
Marie set the tray down. “That’s right, m’lady. Before you eat, we need to get you out of that gown.” She walked into the bedroom opposite from where Alyssa was sleeping. Arianwyn had never used that room before, she realized. She had always used the room Alyssa was in. She stood up and undid the fastening at the back of her neck, stepping out of the dress as Marie came back with a dressing robe and slippers. She walked over to a basin of water set in the corner and washed the make-up off her face before sitting down to eat. “We’ll have the rest of your clothes transferred today. I haven’t heard what you have going on, yet. Has His Majesty assigned you a steward?”
Arianwyn shrugged again. “I don’t know.” She sat down and ate. Marie stepped over and pulled the pins from her hair, letting Arianwyn’s hair down. “I think Lady Alyssa will need an attendant or personal maid, though. Do you think Tess would mind if Willow took the job?”
Marie beamed happily. “I think Willow will be thrilled to hear you asked, even if Tess says no.” Arianwyn looked at her curiously. “Willow is my younger sister.”
“You don’t look like sisters!” Arianwyn exclaimed.
Marie chuckled and set to lighting a fire again. “No. Our mother was…indiscriminate. We have different fathers. When I discovered Willow, I knew I had to take care of her. From there, Tess found us. I think you may have noticed that she has a habit of rescuing strays.” Arianwyn shared a smile with Marie, thinking of her own rescue at Tess’s hands.
“As far as I know, I’m going to be here the rest of the morning at least. Why don’t you check with Tess about Willow? I think I have some studying to do.” Marie curtsied, smiling again, and left the room. Arianwyn tucked her feet underneath her and worked on her studies again, occasionally taking a bite to eat.
Time slipped slowly by, unnoticed by Arianwyn. She yawned, struggling to keep her focus after a poor night’s sleep. Another knock on the door brought her out of a semi-doze, causing her to jump. “Come in.”
A man entered, carrying a bag and smelling of bitter herbs. His hands were meticulously clean and slender and his head was shaven. He was a short, compact-looking man, with barely tilted eyes. He gave a sinewy bow and an ingratiating smile. “Lady Arianwyn, I am Healer Hammurabi. I am here to check on Lady Alyssa.” He spoke with a slight accent.
Arianwyn stood up, blushing and clutching her dressing robe closed at the neck. “I think she’s still asleep. Let me wake her, please.” She stepped into the room and walked over to Alyssa. Gently, she shook her shoulder. “Lady Alyssa, the healer is here to see how you’re doing.”
Alyssa groaned softly. “Tell him I’m going to die and to leave me alone.”
Arianwyn laughed. “I’ll send him in, then.” She picked up several of the room’s candles before exiting. “You can go in,” she smiled. She lit the candles and carried them carefully into the room. Hammurabi followed, gliding soundlessly across the floor. Before Arianwyn could leave, he handed her a small cup with instructions to drink. She backed quietly out of the room after checking that he had plenty of light and returned to her studies, carrying the cup. She sniffed the contents of the cup and wrinkled her nose. Plugging her nose with thumb and forefinger, she tossed the contents of the cup back, shuddering and gagging.
Marie returned shortly after, Willow in tow behind her. “Tess said yes,” she whispered.
Arianwyn smiled at Willow, who bobbed a curtsy to her, practically bouncing in excitement. “Willow, Lady Alyssa is going to need a friend very badly, I think. Please be patient with her and help her however you can. Healer Hammurabi is with her now.” As she spoke, she noticed that the dull throbbing in her head was gone. She was not sure which she preferred—the headache or the aftertaste.
“Yes, Lady Arianwyn.” Willow curtsied again and then bounced across the room. She stopped at the door, taking a few deep breaths and straightening her skirt, before slipping into the bedroom to assist in any way possible.
“I think we better get dressed. Can I wear something practical today?”
Marie smiled. “I have discovered that you will be taking riding lessons today. Practical is a good idea, although you’ll need to bathe and change for dinner tonight. It will be the last dinner before the thanes depart. And the king is sentencing Thane Julius this afternoon,” she said softly.
Arianwyn winced as she walked into her new room. “Does Lady Alyssa have to go?”
Marie nodded. “His Majesty needs to hear her testimony and yours.” She helped Arianwyn dress in a full, brown skirt and white shirt. Marie held out a short brown vest to cover the top of the white shirt. She then helped Arianwyn put on a pair of short heeled riding boots. Marie pulled her hair back into a tight French braid. “Master Eachann is waiting at the stables,” she said, handing her a pair of riding gloves.
Arianwyn walked out and cut through the kitchens, heading for the stables, followed by Wymund and Sigurd. She snagged a bit of mint from where it was hung to dry. She walked into the sunshine for what seemed like the first time in weeks and took a deep breath of the fresh air. She chewed on the mint, wandering across the open space between the stables and kitchen and reveling in the feeling of being outside. Almost regretfully, she entered the dim stables, dust motes floating in the sunbeams.
The smell of hay and horses filled her nostrils. “Master Eachann?” she called softly. She heard a few horses nicker in response. Some poked their heads over the stall doors, ears forward and watching her. A tall, slender man exited a room at the far end.
“Lady Arianwyn,” he said in a quiet voice, bowing. “Please follow me.” He led her deeper into the stables, past several stalls of horses, before stopping in front of a dark chestnut brown horse. “This is Star. Get to know her.” He walked off, not saying anything else. Arianwyn blinked at the abruptness. She glanced at Eachan’s departing back uncertainly and approached the horse, eyeballing her warily.
Star was a mare with a long black mane and tail to complement the chestnut color. She pranced slightly while Arianwyn inspected her. She had no other marks on her, leaving Arianwyn wondering at the name ‘Star.’ She seemed tall to Arianwyn.
Hesitantly, she held out her hand. Star whuffed into her hand and tossed her head. Arianwyn jerked her hand back, nervous. Star whinnied loudly. “Look, I’m not sure what we’re doing together, but let’s agree that you won’t eat me.” Star perked her ears forward and whinnied again. One of her guards chuckled. Arianwyn thought it was Sigurd. She scowled at him over her shoulder. :Really? That tiny morsel of food frightens you?: Dragon chuckled.
:I don’t quite have your size, thank you very much!:
:Why do you need that nag when you’ve got me?: Arianwyn mentally shrugged, continuing to stare at the horse.
Master Eachann appeared at her side again. “Here.” He handed her a white square of sugar. Arianwyn held the sugar cube out, holding her hand as open as possible. Star expertly plucked the sugar cube from her hand and whinnied again, searching for more.
Master Eachann watched them, shaking his head. “Have you never been around horses before?”
“No, sir.”
Master Eachann sighed and handed her a jumble of ropes and leather. “If you’re going to ride, you need to know how to properly care for her. This is a bridle and lead rope.” He showed her how to slip the bridle onto Star’s head, and then removed it. He handed it to Arianwyn and watched her put it on the horse. He made her practice until she got it right. “Good. Now lead her out into the riding ring. We won’t put you on her back yet, just get you used to being around her.”
Arianwyn gingerly held the rope, eyeing the horse uncertainly. “What if she decides to run away?”
Master Eachann adjusted her grip on the rope, putting one hand closer to the bridle and making a loop out of the other end that he had her hold. “Don’t ever wrap the rope around your hands. Always hold by her head. She won’t run if you don’t make her run. She’s not much more dangerous than a puppy. Just lead her around and give her some love.” He opened the door so Star could leave her stall and led them both out of the stable into a large ring. “Walk her around. Get to know her.”
Arianwyn took a deep, nervous breath and started walking in a large circle. Star’s head bobbed slightly next to her shoulder as they walked. “Don’t bite me,” she muttered to the horse.
She had just reached the far end of the corral when she heard a hollow thumping sound coming closer. She stopped and turned to look. Lady Ethelinda was riding this morning. Arianwyn felt a surge of envy as she watched.
Ethelinda sat tall and straight on the horse, moving easily. As usual, she looked beautiful on her golden mount. Her hair was in a tight bun and her riding outfit hugged her body, skirts flowing behind the horse. She made it look so easy.
She slowed to a walk beside Arianwyn. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be preparing to become…queen?” she sneered.
“Master Eachann told me to get to know Star,” Arianwyn replied, flushing under Ethelinda’s remark.
Ethelinda smiled, eyes glittering maliciously. “Why don’t you ride her? A true queen never walks her horse.”
“I don’t know how, yet.”
“What a pity,” she murmured. She leaned down toward Arianwyn, eyes narrowing. “You know, you would have done better staying away from the king as I commanded.”
“Lady Ethelinda, I did not seek out the king. As I recall, you were the only one attempting to influence his choice in less than savory ways,” she snapped back, glaring up at the woman.
“How dare you! You will regret usurping my position,” Ethelinda hissed. “I doubt you will be queen long…and then His Majesty will turn to the only option there ever was. If I were you, I’d leave while you still had a chance.”
“I am not running away, not again. And while I did not seek to be queen, I have accepted the responsibility. As you feel so free to share advice, here’s some for you. Learn how to bow…and learn how to like it!” Arianwyn spat.
Ethelinda’s face turned red, her eyes flashing. “You…I…” she sputtered. She stopped speaking, nostrils flaring. “Hee-yah!” she said loudly and suddenly. Her horse lurched forward and Ethelinda used her riding crop to hit Star’s nose as she thundered past. Dust flew up, choking Arianwyn.
Star jumped, flinching away from the crop and whinnying again. Arianwyn jerked reflexively on the rope. “Whoa!” Star jerked her head away from Arianwyn, front feet leaving the ground. Arianwyn’s feet came up off the ground with Star. “Whoa!” she said louder. Star pulled her head back, the rope hissed through Arianwyn’s hands. Star took off running after Ethelinda’s horse. Arianwyn clutched the rope, trying to stop her and was jerked off her feet. She was dragged a short way before she let go, groaning.
She rolled on her back, staring at the sky and seething. When she sat up, she saw Sigurd and Wymond running toward her. She scrambled to her feet and waved at them. “I’m fine!” she called. They slowed down slightly, but still continued toward her. Arianwyn walked to them, brushing the dirt from her skirts. “I’m fine,” she repeated when they caught up to her.
“What happened?”
“Star spooked, that’s all.” They started back toward the stable. Lady Ethelinda was nowhere in sight. Star was standing over by the stables, quivering. Master Eachann had a hold of her rope and was attempting to calm the animal.
“Lady Arianwyn, what happened?”
“She spooked, sir. I didn’t know how to stop her.” He frowned at her, glancing once at her hands. Arianwyn clasped them together. Her gloves were still tucked into the band of her skirt. She had been holding the rope bare-handed.
“You should have Healer Hammurabi look at your hands.”
“Thank you. They’ll be fine.”
Eachann shook his head at her and glanced at Sigurd. “The healer should see them, just in case.” Sigurd nodded acknowledgment. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning, then, Lady Arianwyn.”
Arianwyn could not quite hide her dismayed look. “Yes, sir.”
She returned to her rooms to bathe and change, Sigurd and Wymond following. When she arrived back at her rooms, Alyssa was up and dressed. Willow was carefully brushing out her hair, chatting quietly.
“Is Healer Hammurabi still here?” Wymond asked from behind her.
She winced. “I’m really fine. We don’t need to bother him.”
Hammurabi came from Alyssa’s room, medical bag in hand. “I was just packing the rest of my things. How can I help?”
“We don’t need your help, thank you,” Arianwyn replied.
“She was holding a horse rope with her bare hands. The horse bolted,” Wymond explained. Hammurabi came forward and Sigurd grabbed her wrist, holding her hand palm up.
“It’s not that bad,” she protested, attempting to twist her hand away from Sigurd. Sigurd tightened his grip, forcing her hand up. She balled her hand in a fist and winced, her fingers opening reflexively.
“Hmmm…” Hammurabi lightly touched the wound, watching carefully as she winced and tried pulling her hand away again. “The other one, too?” Wymond nodded. Hammurabi took her other wrist. Arianwyn tried pulling away again, but Hammurabi held her wrists firmly while he examined her palms. Arianwyn frowned at him. He had a strong grip in spite of his thin frame.
He finally released her hands and opened his bag. He opened a jar and slathered a white paste on her palm, then deftly wrapped it in linen strips. Sigurd held her other hand still for him while he did the same with that hand. “Leave these on for the next day or two. When I come check Lady Alyssa, I will check your hands, also.”
Arianwyn sighed, defeated. “Yes, Healer Hammurabi.” He smiled at her, bowed, and left. Wymond and Sigurd followed him out. Arianwyn scowled at Sigurd's back. She was not sure how, but she would not allow Ethelinda to have the last say in this.
“What happened?” Alyssa jumped to her feet and came over. “Here, sit down.”
Arianwyn shook her head. “It’s really nothing. And I need to bathe and change.”
“I’ll get Marie,” Willow volunteered. Arianwyn nodded to her and Willow left. Arianwyn sat down, staring at the pile of books that only seemed to get bigger with each day.
“Lady Arianwyn?”
“I really don’t want to be queen. If I trusted Lady Ethelinda, I’d give it to her in a heartbeat!” she exploded, frustrated.
“Lady Ethelinda did this?”
Arianwyn shook her head. “She spooked the horse I was walking. I was the fool who didn’t let go of the rope.” Alyssa winced in sympathy. “I don’t suppose you know of anything we can do?”
Alyssa shook her head. “You could tell the king, but…”
“But I’d rather not get him involved.”
“And her family has enough power that your word alone would be insufficient to convict her,” Alyssa said. “She isn’t one that you want to cross. Even father worried about what would happen if I was chosen queen instead of her.”
Arianwyn winced. “Your father! He stands trial this afternoon and we’re both supposed to be there,” she said. “Are you able to go?”
Alyssa looked at her helplessly, tears welling in her eyes. “He’s not a bad man! He just…I mean when he received your petition, he just got angry. He doesn’t usually react like that,” she said desperately.
Arianwyn put a hand on her shoulder. “You mean he’s never beat you before?”
Alyssa bit her lip, and then shook her head. “No, this wasn’t the first time,” she whispered. “But it only happens when I deserve it.”
Arianwyn patted her shoulder. “But it will be the last time. And in my opinion, no child deserves a beating.”
Alyssa shrugged, closing her eyes. “I just don’t understand what’s wrong. He’s my father. I am to submit to his will. Doesn’t he have a right to discipline me how he sees fit?”
“By killing you?” Arianwyn tilted Alyssa’s face up to her. “No one has the right to take your life because they deem you unfit of it. And I’m not positive on the actual law, but I know His Majesty is very particular about defending those weaker than you,” she said drily. “Tell the truth and let the king judge what should happen.” Alyssa nodded, wiping her eyes. Marie entered the door then and Arianwyn was busy getting ready for court.



16-Protection
Lady Alyssa and Lady Arianwyn stood together in the hallway outside the Judgment Hall. Arianwyn envied Alyssa. She looked cool and calm in spite of her condition. She stood quietly, hands folded in front of her, eyes looking demurely down. Arianwyn kept fidgeting with her fingers and looking every which way, eyes flickering to open windows and doors.
The door opened and a guard poked his head out. Arianwyn jumped. “Lady Arianwyn, Lady Alyssa, His Majesty will hear from you now.”
Arianwyn nodded to him and took Alyssa’s hand as they walked in, heart pounding. Wymond and Sigurd flanked them. The nobles and thanes were once again gathered, talking quietly while they waited for them to enter. Thane Julius was standing at the front of the hall, looking wild-eyed. Two guards flanked him. King Rael was seated on the Judgment Throne, leaning to the side and listening to an advisor whispering in his ear. Alyssa and Arianwyn approached the front. They arrived at the foot of the dais and curtsied in unison.
Rael motioned for them to rise. “Lady Arianwyn, tell me what you saw first.”
Arianwyn licked her lips. “We had just sat down to dinner and I was concerned that Lady Alyssa and her father had not come to the ball. So I…cleared…the walls out of my line of sight.”
Rael frowned. “What do you mean by ‘cleared?’”
“I used my dragon-gift to see through stone.” An uneasy muttering rippled through the crowd. Rael nodded, glaring the crowd into silence, and indicated she should continue. “I saw Lady Alyssa cowering on the floor with her father over her, fist raised. I moved as quickly as I could to arrive at her suite. When I opened the door, Thane Julius was in the act of beating her.”
King Rael nodded, and then turned to Alyssa. “Lady Alyssa?”
Alyssa glanced at Arianwyn, who nodded for her to speak. “My father was upset by the petition he received from Lady Arianwyn. He wished me to be chosen as queen, but if he granted the petition, that would not be possible. So he punished me because I had befriended Lady Arianwyn, drawing her attention.”
King Rael sat back, thinking. “Thane Julius, have you anything to add?”
“Your Majesty, I would never hurt my child. I do not know why the Lady Arianwyn has conspired against me. I have always been a loving, doting father. Clearly, Lady Arianwyn has turned my daughter against me.”
King Rael’s eyes narrowed. “Lady Arianwyn is conspiring against you?”
“I have no other explanation for these vicious accusations, Sire.”
“Do you know her background?”
“She is a peasant,” he sneered.
“A peasant that you claim is already embroiled in court politics,” King Rael amended, voice dripping disbelief.
“Well, um, Your Majesty…”
King Rael shook his head. “No. The girl has not yet proven any ability in court politics, but she has yet to attempt lying to me. Explain to me the condition of Lady Alyssa. How did she come by these bruises?”
“It is as I told you before the ball, Sire, she fell down the stairs. Sadly, she is a clumsy child.”
“You told me she was ill.”
“Ill because she was injured, I’m certain.”
“According to Healer Hammurabi, the bruises are consistent with beatings. He has seen plenty of warriors after a beating. I trust his judgment. Also according to my healer, your daughter and my bride have not spent much time in each other’s company.” He sat back. Arianwyn saw the dark flicker of anger kindle in his eyes. She was glad it was not directed her way this time. “Finally, you forget that I also have gifts from my Bonding. You are lying to me. I hereby judge you in violation of our laws. I will not tolerate abuse in any form. You will maintain your position for now, Thane Julius. If I find your oldest son worthy, he will assume the thaneship after my wedding. Before leaving, you will receive ten lashes as punishment. Since you are leaving tonight, make it prompt.”
Rael stood up and descended the steps, signaling the end of court. Thane Julius stood rooted to the ground, mouth flopping open and closed in shock. The other thanes circled King Rael, attempting to catch his attention. His bodyguards closed in and shoved aside any they deemed as too close to the king. Rael walked through the knot of people, stopping in front of Arianwyn and Alyssa. The king's bodyguards joined Arianwyn's, creating a circle around the three. “Ladies, accompany me, please.” Arianwyn and Alyssa curtsied and followed Rael from the room. He led them back into his study. “Please sit.” They sat down, arranging their skirts and waited, watching him. “Lady Alyssa, how do you feel about being Lady Arianwyn’s lady-in-waiting?”
Alyssa’s eyes widened and she smiled. “Yes, thank you! I mean, it would be a great honor, Your Majesty.”
He nodded to her, and then turned to Arianwyn. “Lady, you will care for her as if she were your own sister. Do you understand?” Arianwyn nodded. “Good. Lady Alyssa, would you excuse us, please?” Alyssa popped to her feet and curtsied before leaving the room. Arianwyn's stomach sank to her feet as she wondered what she would be lectured for this time. “What exactly is your dragon gift?” he asked after Alyssa left.
Relief filled Arianwyn. She frowned, thinking. “I’m not sure how to explain it…It’s almost like magic, I suppose. I can manipulate the elements. Dragon calls it ‘Speaking’ or ‘using my Voice.’ She says I can use Earth, Fire, Water, Air, and Spirit. But I don’t know what everything does yet or if it has a limit.”
He nodded, leaning on the desk as he stared down at her. “What have you done so far?”
“Well, I’ve used Air to listen in on a conversation in another room and to stop Master Lysander, and Earth to see what was happening to Lady Alyssa. And Spirit…” she trailed off, blushing.
“What did you use Spirit to do?”
“I’m not really sure…I activated Spirit the day Thane Malcom and Lady Ethelinda arrived, but didn’t think it was working. With the other elements, the way I see changes.”
“But Spirit was working?”
“I suppose it was. All I know is that I was…repulsed when they greeted you.”
He rubbed his chin. “That is why you were adamant that I not choose Lady Ethelinda?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
King Rael paced the area in front of the fireplace. “You should practice your gift every day. You should know what you can and cannot do in case we are attacked.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“Good. Report to me on occasion of your progress. You may go.” Arianwyn stood and curtsied, leaving the room. Alyssa was standing out in the hall with Wymond and Sigurd and the other guards, waiting.
“May I make a suggestion, Lady Arianwyn?” Sigurd asked.
“Of course. You probably know better than me what is happening,” she sighed.
“Lady Alyssa will become a desirable target. You have already shown affection to the child. You should ask Captain Alberich if he has any men he can spare to be her personal guard when she is not attending you.”
Arianwyn nodded agreement. “Will you take me to him?”
Sigurd nodded. Arianwyn left Alyssa in her room. She was still recovering from her beating and was already tired. Hammurabi was in the room when they entered. Willow was also waiting and she and Alyssa eagerly began chatting together while Hammurabi checked her condition. Sigurd pulled Hammurabi aside and spoke to him in hushed tones. Hammurabi nodded. Arianwyn smiled at Alyssa and left the room with Sigurd and Wymond. “What was that about?”
“The healer has agreed to remain with Lady Alyssa until we return,” Sigurd said.
“Weren't you just saying that she is now a desirable target? Shouldn't one of you stay with her?” Arianwyn asked, frowning up at them.
Wymond laughed. Sigurd grinned over at him before answering Arianwyn. “She'll be fine with him.” Arianwyn arched an eyebrow. When Sigurd said nothing more she shrugged and continued following Wymond. They twisted through the halls until they entered the courtyard of the Keep. They walked over to the guardhouse.
“You should probably wait here,” Wymond murmured. Sigurd waited with her outside and Wymond ducked inside the dimly lit room. Arianwyn bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing when she heard the cursing coming from inside.
“Are you protecting my sensibilities?”
“My Lady?” Sigurd asked.
“I’ve heard swearing before,” she said drily.
Sigurd grinned. “I’m certain you have. We’re protecting the ‘sensibilities’ of the guards.”
Arianwyn laughed, imagining a lady entering the Inn. Sigurd was probably right. Wymond emerged a moment later with Captain Alberich.
“How can I help, m’lady?” he asked, bowing.
“Do you have any trustworthy men who could guard Lady Alyssa when she’s not with me?”
He blinked and glanced at Wymond, the corners of his mouth quirking upward in a suppressed smile. “She doesn’t mince words, does she?”
Wymond shrugged, ignoring Arianwyn’s blush. “She’s not courtbred. She’s bound to be more honest than most of the snakes that come out of that pit.”
Alberich chucked. “My lady, I think I could find a man or two. Would it work best for you if I had all of my men line up so you could choose?”
“Um, I suppose that would be acceptable.” She glanced uncertainly at Sigurd and Wymond, who each shook their heads ‘no.’ “Or not,” she sighed. “Would you please present them in whatever way will allow me to observe their skills?” Sigurd and Wymond both nodded approval.
Captain Alberich nodded. “Why don’t you take her around to the training yard? The lads I’m thinking of should be back there training. And if they’re not training, they’re not the lads I want guarding a lady.” He smiled at Arianwyn and bowed again, ducking back into the guardhouse.
Sigurd and Wymond led her around the building. A section of the courtyard was walled off, the wall attaching to the back of the guardhouse. Arianwyn had never noticed it before.
They stepped through a short, heavy door in the side of the wall. Inside was an arena looking area. Sand had been imported and filled the bottom. Weapon racks and armor lined the walls. In the center, men were sparring in small groups with one another. Arianwyn blinked in surprise, recognizing several of the king’s bodyguards. “The king is without protection?”
Sigurd chuckled and pointed towards the center. One man was sparring against three of the king’s bodyguard. He held a shield and blunted sword and a helmet covered his head. “That’s the king there,” he replied. “He frequently spars after Judgment…it helps him calm down.”
Arianwyn watched as the king took the blow of one sword on his shield, blocking another blow with the sword. He spun, slapping the wrist of the third guard and knocking the guard’s sword to the ground. Continuing his spin, he slammed the shield into the side of the second guard, knocking that guard to the ground. The second guard’s body crumpled to the ground. Movement showed him to be alive.
The first guard circled warily, shield raised. King Rael came at him boldly, swinging the sword overhand. The guard raised his shield to absorb the blow, but was forced to give ground. Arianwyn gasped as the third soldier, without sword, attacked from behind, locking his arm around the king’s neck. Rael grabbed the guard’s arm with his shield hand and flipped the guard forward, over the top of his head. He tapped the guard with the sword after slamming him into the ground and then turned his attention back to the first guard.
Rael chased him in a circle. The first guard tripped over the sword of the second, falling to the ground. King Rael stomped on his wrist, forcing him to let go of his sword and then held him at swordpoint. “It’s never fun being the last,” Sigurd remarked dryly. Wymond agreed, chuckling. “Lady Arianwyn, I believe you’re supposed to be watching that group there,” he said. He directed her attention to another group of soldiers and Arianwyn blushed again at having been caught staring at the king.
She turned her attention back to the regular guards, sparring near the end of the arena. They seemed competent, but she did not really know what she was looking for. “What about that one?” she whispered to Sigurd, pointing towards a young man who had just finished sparring with a battle axe.
Sigurd shook his head. “He doesn’t pay close enough attention to what he’s doing.”
Arianwyn blinked. “He doesn’t?”
“Did you see how he turned his back to his opponent after dropping his axe? Never turn your back on an opponent.”
“Or drop your weapon,” Wymond added.
She sighed. “Okay, how about him?”
Wymond snorted. “He cares too much about himself.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“Look at him,” Wymond replied, gesturing towards the man. She looked, studying his sky blue eyes and golden hair. He was tall and broad shouldered, lean and muscular. She shrugged and looked at them, helplessly. Wymond shook his head. “He’s too pretty. He’s here to practice his sparring and there’s not a hair out of place on that lovely little head of his.”
“Dressed as well as some court dandy,” Sigurd added.
Arianwyn bit her lip to keep from laughing as she listened to the two continue to mock the ignorant man. “Enough! Please,” she said, stifling her laughter. “So, who would you pick, then?”
Wymond’s eyes twinkled. “Thought you’d never ask, lady.” As one, they pointed towards a grizzled looking man. He had an evil looking scar running from his chin to his hairline, disappearing briefly beneath an eyepatch. He was slightly shorter than Wymond and carried his weight in a paunch. His arms were exposed beneath a sleeveless jerkin. They were corded with muscle, a crude tattoo of a dragon and lady covering one.
“You can’t be serious about him. He would terrify Lady Alyssa!”
“Perfect. She’ll listen to him and no one else will want to cross him. He avoids half his fights by looking too evil to consider battling,” Wymond said.
Sigurd nodded in agreement. “He has the added bonus of actual experience. He has attempted to join the King’s Guard several times. Unfortunately, he never does well on the long distance knife throwing challenge.”
Arianwyn stared at him. “Long distance...”
“Knife throwing. You have to hit a moving target from about thirty paces. You don’t have to kill him, just maim him enough to find later.”
“In all other areas, he has tested perfectly to be a King’s Guard,” Wymond said.
“Why didn’t you tell me about him first off, then?”
They shrugged in unison. “You seemed to be having more fun looking at the pretty boys,” Sigurd said with a straight face.
“Oh!” she blushed and scowled at them.
Wymond took pity on her, chuckling slightly. “Actually, we didn’t know if Captain Alberich had him in mind…or would even let us use him. Shall we go ask if he would do us the honor?” Sigurd and Wymond strode across the sand, forcing Arianwyn to lift her skirts to keep up.
“Kerr,” Wymond said, approaching him.
The man sized them each up, eye finally coming to rest on Arianwyn. He spat a long stream of spittle to the side. “’Oo wants to know?”
Arianwyn began fidgeting. “Excuse me, sir.”
Kerr barked a hard laugh, cutting her off. “Sir, she says. Do I look like a sir, pritty li’l lady? Some court dandy sniffin’ at the king’s boots, hopin’ ‘ee’ll like the looks o’ me arse an’ find me a comfy chair to squat on?”
Arianwyn’s jaw drop. “N…no, I wasn’t…”
“An’ now she’s all astutter. Out with what you want, tart.”
Arianwyn scowled at Sigurd and Wymond. “You must both be mad. I’m looking for a guard for Lady Alyssa, not some court jester.”
“Ha! Do ya have some fire after all, wench?”
Arianwyn looked at him. “I’m sorry to have wasted your time. I was looking for a guard for Lady Alyssa.” She turned to leave.
“Now, wait just a minute, lass.” She turned back to look at him. “I didn’ say I wasn’ interested in what you had to say, did I?”
Arianwyn raised an eyebrow. “Lady Alyssa is in need of a guard. If you’re interested, these two highly recommended you. I would appreciate if you’d find a second man that you trust to assist you.”
Kerr straightened slowly, gazing at her thoughtfully. “If Cap’n Alberich’ll release me from my duties as a Keep Guard, I’d be honored to protect the li’l lass. I’m sure I could muster up another lad to help.” He looked at Sigurd and Wymond. “The same as had the father in need a stripin’, I assume.” They nodded. “Well then, wait here an’ I’ll check with the cap.” He spit again and strode away, whistling some tune that Arianwyn recognized from her days as an inn maid.
She shook her head, looking at Sigurd and Wymond. “You could have warned me,” she snapped.
Although their faces did not change, she thought she saw them smile. “He would never have taken you seriously, lady. He’s the kind you have to prove your mettle to if you want his help.” Arianwyn sighed and waited, stepping to the side when Sigurd touched her arm, drawing attention to the young men waiting to practice sparring.
“What are you doing here?”
Sigurd and Wymond straightened as one. Arianwyn glanced up at Rael and curtsied. He was holding the helmet under his arm. His hair was plastered to his head. Sweat ran down the side of his face and stained the practice jerkin he was wearing. “We’re seeking guards for Lady Alyssa, Your Majesty.”
He grunted, eyes flicking at Sigurd and Wymond. “When your duties are ended today, you will practice with James and Rynert.” They did not reply, although Arianwyn thought they stiffened more.
Arianwyn frowned. “Do you disapprove, Your Majesty?”
“Of the guards? No. They should have been assigned sooner,” he sighed. He nodded to them and strode across the grounds, tossing his helmet, shield, and sword toward the racks for someone else to care for. Arianwyn frowned, watching him go.
A few moments later, Captain Alberich returned with Kerr and a second man. “You didn’t tell me she’d be taking two of my best men!” he complained. Kerr grinned, exposing a few missing and rotting teeth. The second man shifted, glancing between them.
Arianwyn winced. “I’m sorry, Captain. They wouldn’t let me choose anyone else,” she said, gesturing toward Wymond and Sigurd. They snorted in response. “They were worried they’d get distracted if I chose a better looking guard.”
Kerr threw his head back and guffawed loudly. He clapped Captain Alberich on the shoulder, causing the captain to stagger slightly. “I suppose he is an ugly devil. Of course you have my consent to take him and Erich, too…I just wanted you to know that they’re the best I’ve got and you’re depriving me of their service.”
Arianwyn smiled at him. “Thank you, Captain. We’ll be sure to take care of them.” Kerr shook his head at her. “Let’s introduce them to Lady Alyssa, shall we?” As they exited the yard, Arianwyn thought she saw a tall, thin figure at the other end. She frowned and continued onward, certain she was imagining things.



Rael
Rael kept his gaze focused on James until the other man surrendered. He moved his foot from James's wrist and removed the sword from James's throat. Then he turned his attention across the arena, scowling. “What's she doing in here?”
Rynert sat with elbows on knees and looked across the way at the peasant girl. “I don't know. Didn't Sigurd give you an outline of her day?”
Rael scowled, yanking his helmet from his head. “This was not part of the schedule,” he snapped. He stalked across the yard, the other guards scrambling to keep up. Rael glared at the girl. He reviewed the lecture in his mind. The arena was for fighting and training not socializing. Women had no business here. They could be hurt. They definitely shouldn't be looking over his men as if they were appetizers.
:You're over-reacting,: Charon remarked.
:I am not,: Rael growled. :You know what happened between my parents.:
:Yes, I do. But neither she nor you are your parents. You should find out why she's here before lecturing her.:
Rael tried to crush the helmet in his arm in response. She was smiling at the other men. He felt the metal buckle in his grip and grunted, loosening his grip. “Sigurd will let you know what she's doing here tonight,” Rynert said.
“I will find out now,” Rael snapped. He approached the woman. His scowl darkened when neither Sigurd nor Wymond reacted to his approach. That was never a good sign. “What are you doing here?” he asked. It was only because of Charon's warning growl in the back of his head that he kept his temper in check. Barely.
Sigurd and Wymond both jumped, eyes swiveling to his. Rael let them see his displeasure before turning his gaze to the girl. Instead of looking guilty or frightened, she smiled and curtsied. “We're seeking guards for Lady Alyssa, Your Majesty” she replied.
Rael grunted, glancing again at Sigurd and Wymond. His temper fizzled. It no longer had a target and he was at a loss for what to do next. “When your duties are ended today, you will practice with James and Rynert,” he said. They did not reply. They knew they were in trouble for not reacting at his approach.
The girl surprised him again, stiffening and frowning up at him. “Do you disapprove, Your Majesty?” she asked.
There was no way around it. He was going to have to acknowledge she was here in innocence and not seeking a bedmate. “Of the guards? No. They should have been assigned sooner,” he sighed. He nodded to them and strode across the grounds, tossing his helmet, shield, and sword towards the racks for someone else to care for. He didn't dare glance back at the girl again. In the short time she had been elevated to nobility, she had figured out how to turn his mind into knots.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Bernie exiting the Barracks. “James, make sure that boy is kept on the walls, out of the Keep.” James nodded and split from the group to give the message to Captain Alberich. Rael continued into the Keep to wash and change before meeting with the thanes again. He sighed. At least they would be leaving soon.



17-Politics
Dinner that night was uneventful. Arianwyn couldn’t have been happier with that. The seating arrangement had changed to reflect the king’s choice of bride. She was seated next to him with Ethelinda on the other side of the king. Ethelinda made a point of pretending Arianwyn did not exist during dinner. That suited Arianwyn just fine, except the flirting was slowly grating on her nerves.
Thane Julius was present for the dinner, although it appeared he would rather be elsewhere. He was sitting gingerly in the seat, back held straight. He was very careful not to touch anything behind him. Thane Malcom was seated next to Ethelinda. He spent most of the night trying to convince the king that he had made the wrong choice, going on and on about trade agreements and leadership capabilities. When he was not speaking to the king, he was speaking to Ethelinda, just loud enough that anyone nearby could hear the gist of their conversation. Most of the trade talk went right over Arianywn’s head. The allusions to filth and ignorance did not.
When her father spoke to Rael, Lady Ethelinda sat back so that her father could more easily speak around her. She had smiled slightly, a bare uplift of the corners of her mouth, when she saw Arianwyn at the beginning of dinner. She glanced at Arianwyn’s hands and her eyes sparkled maliciously. She held herself carefully aloof from everyone at the dinner, except for the king and her father.
“Lady Arianwyn, you haven’t told me what happened to your hands,” King Rael said, turning away from Malcom as soon as a pause presented itself.
Arianwyn flushed and tucked her hands under the table. “It’s nothing, Your Majesty. Simply an accident during riding lessons.” He raised his eyebrows. Arianwyn sighed. “Master Eachann wanted me to get to know the horse better. I was walking her around the paddock when something spooked her.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ethelinda scowling at her. She wrinkled her nose slightly. “I didn’t let go of the rope fast enough,” she admitted.
Rael nodded slightly. “At least you didn’t lose your hand, then.” Arianwyn looked at him in surprise. Before he could respond, Thane Malcom interrupted.
“Your Majesty, there are certain concerns with our borders to consider, as well.” King Rael sighed and looked back to Malcom. They continued their conversation about border incursions and the possibility of war coming. It made Arianwyn nervous, so she turned to Alyssa.
“How are you feeling?” she asked quietly, continuing to eat her dinner.
Alyssa smiled quickly at her. “I’m fine, Lady Arianwyn, thank you. You should talk to Lady Blythe and Thane Cael, though.”
“Isn’t it rude to talk around someone?” Thane Cael was sitting on the other side of Lady Alyssa.
She smiled. “Only if you’re trying to ignore me. But I know you’re not ignoring me, so it isn’t rude this time.”
Arianwyn peered nervously over Alyssa at Thane Cael and Lady Blythe. “How is your food, Thane Cael?”
He glanced over at her and chuckled. “The food is excellent, as usual. Come now, child, isn’t there something more political you can ask me about?”
Alyssa piped in. “How are the marble exports going?”
Arianwyn paled. She set her hands on the table to still their shaking. “You’re thaneship exports marble?”
He nodded, continuing to eat. He did not seem to notice Arianwyn’s reaction. “My thaneship actually contains the majority of the mining industry. Marble, gold, silver, gems. The mountains my daughter and I live in are rich with minerals and precious ores in the North. Thane Julius’s thaneship includes a small portion of sea, the only harbor in King Rael’s kingdom, which makes him central to trade. He will travel West tomorrow morning. Thane Malcom is located to the South, perhaps the richest thaneship of the kingdom. He has timber and arable farmland in abundance. Thane Merari’s thaneship would include the capital if his Majesty didn’t reside here,” he chuckled. “Otherwise, his land is mostly desert. He gains income through taxes.”
“He also has access to sand and some of the best glassmakers in the kingdom,” Blythe added, sipping her wine.
Arianwyn sat thinking, mentally drawing a map of the land surrounding her. She had never known who the thane over her was. Being a peasant, it had not really mattered before. One master was as evil as another. Now she had an entire political structure to understand. “What will happen now? I mean, the king has chosen a bride, what will happen to the other daughters?”
Lady Blythe chimed in again. “Oh, we’ll be bartered and traded like so much cattle.” Thane Cael rolled his eyes. Lady Blythe’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “The highest bidder, isn’t that right, father?”
“I never said the highest bidder! Just the first.” Lady Blythe laughed softly. “In a way, she is right. We will form alliances that will benefit us and the kingdom. Unfortunately, Lady Blythe has had too much common influence in her life. She mistakenly believes that there should be other options in life.”
Arianwyn glanced at the plate, filled with food and looked up and down the table. “There are other options. They don’t feed you nearly so well, though.”
Lady Blythe frowned, glancing at her from the corner of her eye as she finished a bite of food. “What do you mean?”
“Even among the poor, the fathers attempt to arrange marriages to the best advantage of their families. Only the poorest of the poor contemplate marrying for love. And that’s only because they haven’t anything else to offer.” Arianwyn’s reply momentarily robbed Blythe of her usual banter. Everyone ate in silence, occupied with their own thoughts. Arianwyn felt awkward, knowing she had caused this silence. “So, um, are you both returning for the wedding?”
Blythe snatched the comment, sighing in relief at the lifting of the heavy silence. “Of course. That is why His Majesty declared the wedding would take place in the spring.”
Cael continued explaining, “Each thane will be able to return home in time to finalize the year’s business. Only a fool would attempt travel in the winter. That will allow us to organize our affairs with our stewards so that the beginning of the year will run smoothly. We will travel here for the wedding and return home after a month or two.”
Arianwyn shook her head. “So much traveling! Is it always this way?”
Cael shrugged. “About every other year, usually. We travel to counsel with His Majesty one year, the next year he travels to each thane for an eye view of how we conduct business.”
“What about me?”
Blythe chuckled. “You’re a lady! Your job is to provide a lovely backdrop for conversation.”
Cael rolled his eyes. “His Majesty will primarily be reviewing defenses and our accounting books. You will be expected to assess the general welfare of the people. It has been a long time since there has been a queen to decide if the thanes are actually caring for their people or not.”
Arianwyn leaned back, staring across the dining hall. “And how am I supposed to do that? Most of the commoners do not even know who their thane is. They curse him for the extra burden given in caring for him and his family.”
Cael blinked in surprise. “Surely it is common knowledge. The peasants have grown up with the same family of thanes for…” He trailed off as Arianywn shook her head.
“Thane Cael, I just learned tonight that you were my thane. I cannot even tell you the name of the village I grew up in, only that it was in the mountains. I could not read or write until King Rael assigned me tutors. I was focused more on my next meal and avoiding the next beating than I was on who was in charge.”
Cael looked down at his food, frowning. “I can’t…” he shook his head and set his fork down. “I can’t believe it.” He was silent a moment, looking troubled. “And did you often curse your thane?”
Arianwyn winced, mentally berating herself for not guarding her tongue. “No, Thane Cael. I had other masters who were of more pressing concern. I didn’t need to go higher up the chain to find trouble.” She sighed dramatically, lifting her hands. “Trouble usually finds me.” He smiled briefly at the remark, though his eyes remained doubtful. The end of the meal and the beginning of the dancing finished the conversation for them. Arianwyn was relieved to be done.
Thane Cael escorted Blythe to the floor, a slight frown still on his face. Alyssa sighed. “You probably shouldn’t have sprung that on them so quickly.”
“What do you mean?”
“Thane Cael is a good man who works hard for his people. Knowing how it truly is for them frustrates him, especially when he doesn’t know what can be done.”
Arianwyn winced, guilt welling up inside. “Lady Arianwyn,” Rael interrupted, “let us dance.”
“Of course, Your Majesty.” He led her to the floor where the other dancers swirled in time with the music. “You look disturbed. What were you speaking so intently with Thane Cael about?”
Arianwyn flushed and attempted avoiding the conversation. “Oh, it was nothing. We started off speaking about the wonderful meal.” Rael turned his full attention to her, then, frowning. She groaned inwardly. It was pleasant having him not angry at her, something she wanted to continue. So she recapped her conversation, ending with Lady Alyssa’s comment. “What should I have said?”
King Rael was silent, finishing the dance with her and leading her to the side. “Until you learn more of politics, you only have two weapons. Your honesty and your silence. Perhaps the difficult task is learning when to use them.” He smiled wryly, kissed her hand, and left to dance with another lady.



18-Riding Lessons
The departure of the thanes was a relief to Arianwyn. It allowed her to focus on her studies and on becoming queen. The weeks slipped by, the monotony broken only by the slowly changing season. The weather had transitioned from late summer to early fall, bringing freezing temperatures during the night and sweltering heat during the day.
It was early in the morning when a polite knock sounded on the door. Arianwyn looked up in surprise. She was sitting at her desk, reading. She had been unable to shake the habit of waking up early and quickly found that it would be better to keep it. The pile of work she was assigned to learn required all of her waking hours and often robbed her of sleep. The mornings were the best time, when she was usually guaranteed no interruptions. She hurried back to her room, slipping on a dressing gown over her nightclothes before returning to the room. A second, less patient knock rapped on her door. “Come in.”
King Rael stepped inside followed by Marie. He carried what looked like a pair of heavy coats in his arms. Arianwyn curtsied. Despite the time she had spent in the Keep, she had seen very little of the king. He intimidated her and she could not quite shake the memory of his fury. Rael tossed one of the coats at her. “Change into riding clothes and put the coat on. Meet me in the courtyard.” He turned on his heel and left.
Arianwyn lifted up the coat, inspecting it. It was plain, but heavy, reminding her of the coats some of the mountain men would wear in deep winter. She shrugged and went to her room, changing into riding skirts and slipping on the coat. Marie frowned. The coat was too big. The sleeves hung well past her hands and the coat nearly reached her knees. Arianwyn held her arms out, biting her lip to keep from laughing.
Marie wasn't so kind, holding her middle as she laughed at the look. “Mayhap the king plans on a scarecrow for the gardens,” she teased. Arianwyn stuck her tongue out at Marie.
Looking around the room, Marie found a belt to tighten the coat around Arianwyn’s waist and rolled the sleeves up. Arianwyn quickly became too warm for the room. She sighed and headed out the door toward the courtyard. Kerr was already standing outside with Sigurd and Wymond, although he was rubbing his eyes and stifling a yawn. Sigurd and Wymond fell into step behind her.
Arianwyn glanced out the window. The sun had not yet risen. The moons and stars were still the more prominent lights in the sky. She frowned, wondering what the king was up to. “Do either of you know what His Majesty has in mind?”
“You’re wearing one of his old riding jackets, lady,” Sigurd responded.
“If this is a riding jacket, why haven’t I worn one before?”
Wymond chuckled and Sigurd answered, “Not for riding horses, m’lady.”
Arianwyn frowned, still not understanding. She entered the courtyard, the slight nip of coolness in the air relieving some of the heat from wearing the jacket inside. She glanced around the courtyard, unable to see far in the flickering torchlight. A slight shifting of blackness caught her attention. Sigurd and Wymond both moved into defensive stances, Wymond drawing Arianwyn back slightly.
“At ease,” King Rael’s voice drifted over to them. They both relaxed, breathing easier. “Call your dragon down,” he ordered.
:Dragon?:
:What do you want?: She could feel the yawn and stretch in dragon’s voice.
:The king has summoned us.:
Dragon laughed softly. Arianwyn sensed her rolling carefully onto her back to scratch it on the floor. :He isn’t my king.:
:Will you come?:
:I still want to know why.:
Arianwyn sighed and turned to the king. “Begging your pardon, Your Majesty, but she wishes to know why.” Arianwyn felt a blast of hot air on the side of her face. She turned to see the source. One giant eye reflected the reddish yellow glow of the torch.
The king slapped his dragon lightly on the muzzle. “I know. I think it’s part of the gender.” His dragon rumbled slightly. “Tell her we’re going flying…unless you’d rather stay here with Lysander…”
“I’ll inform her immediately, Your Majesty,” Arianwyn said hastily. :Well? Will you go flying with me? Or should I ask the king if we can ride double?:
Dragon growled, irritated. :You do not need another dragon to carry you about. I’m coming.:
Arianwyn smiled and was surprised when the king grinned back. “Good. I thought she might like to get out.”
“May I ask where we’re going, Your Majesty?”
He shrugged. “Flying. It isn’t often that I can avoid Tad and his infernal schedule.”
Dragon arrived, her hide gleaming silver in the dim light, the backdraft from her wings kicking up dust. “Finally,” King Rael said to her. She snorted in his direction, blasting him with hot air. He grinned at her and turned back to Arianwyn. “Quickly now, before we’re caught!” He pulled her hood up. “Almost forgot this!” He pulled out a scarf and wrapped it around her head, covering the lower half of her face. She moved to pull it down, but he stopped her with a sharp slap on her hand. He wrapped his face in the same way, hiding his almost boyish grin of excitement, and then turned to his dragon. He vaulted easily up between the shoulders.
Arianwyn scrambled onto Dragon’s back, the king’s excitement becoming infectious. She had barely settled herself when Dragon crouched down and leapt into the air, followed shortly by the king and his dragon. They gained height rapidly, the air cooling the higher they climbed. Arianwyn huddled down close to Dragon’s neck, shivering as the air continued to cool. Dragon had never flown this high with her before and she soon saw the wisdom in wearing the heavy coat and scarf. She pulled the sleeves down over her hands and hugged closer to Dragon.
The dragons veered east, adjusting their wings to keep them aloft and take advantage of the wind coming from behind. Arianwyn glanced behind them. The castle lights had already vanished. The first moon had set and the second was hovering just over the mountains. She turned east and watched as the sun seemed to rise up to meet them. Dragon stretched out her neck and roared happily and Arianwyn grinned in response. They had rarely had the luxury to fly for pleasure. They had always been fleeing from someone or something.
:He has fine form, does he not?: Dragon asked, sneaking a glance under her wing at the king’s dragon.
Arianwyn laughed, shaking her head. She sensed Dragon admiring the king’s dragon and turned to observe the large black creature. :If you insist.:
:I do. His muscles are well formed and he flies well. He will make a fine mate,: she half purred.
:Do we really have to discuss this?: Arianwyn asked, blushing.
:We should,: Dragon said firmly. :After all, we are both going to be mating soon and should be prepared for what is to come. Have you not considered how our bond will affect us?:
:Oh, dear.:
:Yes. It should be interesting. I have never mated before. Have you?:
:Dragon, I don’t know what to expect any more than you do.:
:Perhaps your male will have more information. Be sure to ask him when we land,: Dragon decided. Arianwyn shook her head. She had no intentions of having that particular conversation with the king. :Your male is trying to get your attention.:
Arianwyn twisted around. She could barely make him out in the dim morning light. He seemed to be pointing towards the south. Arianwyn looked and noticed black clouds gathering. :Does this mean we have to go back?:
:No.: Dragon responded. :That is not a storm.:
Arianwyn frowned. :What is it?: Dragon’s shoulders rippled in a shrug and they continued eastward. Near sunrise, a shadow passed over Arianwyn and Dragon as Rael and his dragon surged ahead of them. They adjusted course slightly, veering toward the north.
The sun was full in the sky before Rael and his dragon began to descend. Arianwyn and Dragon followed. They flew lower, wingtips grazing the pine trees beneath them. A large mountain lake appeared in front of them. The king’s dragon dropped down when the pine trees cleared, feet extended into the clear, calm lake. Water flew in all directions beneath his feet. Dragon followed suit, landing in the icy mountain lake behind him. She tucked her wings back and paddled over to shore, helping Arianwyn dismount on shore before splashing back out into the water.
Rael lowered a knapsack from his back, pulling out a small blanket. He pulled his scarf down and tossed the blanket to Arianwyn. “Spread that out and then gather firewood.” Arianwyn followed directions, returning shortly and preparing a small fire. Rael had pulled out a bottle of something liquid, some cheese, a dark loaf of bread, and several apples. He stretched out on the blanket, crunching into an apple. “Now we can talk,” he said.
Arianwyn rolled up her sleeves and set to work creating a bow and drill. “What did you wish to discuss, Your Majesty?” As she worked on the fire, her mind wandered back to her conversation with Dragon. She fought down the rising blush, focusing on the fire. She hoped that he and his dragon weren’t having the same conversation.
“What are you doing?” he asked, watching her curiously.
“Lighting the fire.”
“By making a hole in a board with a stick?” He chuckled. “Here, use the flint and steel I brought.” He tossed the knapsack over to her. Arianwyn dug to the bottom and pulled out the flint and steel. She fanned the flames to life, carefully feeding the fire. “Sit and eat,” he ordered, “and tell me about yourself.”
Arianwyn tucked her skirts underneath her, breaking off a hunk of bread and cheese. “There isn’t much to tell, Sire.”
He snorted. “We’re not at court. When we are in private, you may call me Rael.”
Arianwyn bowed her head. “As you wish. There still isn’t much to tell.” He sat up and pulled out two glasses. He filled them both with a pale, yellow drink. Arianwyn took a sip and frowned, inspecting the liquid. “What is it?”
“Grape juice.” She raised an eyebrow and he laughed. “It’s made from crushed white grapes. Do you like it?”
She swirled it in her glass before trying another swallow and then shrugged. “It’s different, but not bad.”
He raised his glass in salute to her. “I was born and raised in the palace that we both currently occupy. Charon hatched about an hour after I was born and we’ve been Bonded ever since.”
Arianwyn blinked. “Who?”
“Charon…my dragon.”
“Did you name him?”
“Of course not! You should know as well as I that a dragon is not a pet.”
Arianwyn blushed. “No, of course they’re not. It’s just…I didn’t realize that dragons had names.”
Rael laughed. “What do you call your dragon then?”
Arianwyn shrugged. “Dragon, of course.” Rael laughed again, shaking his head. Arianwyn looked across the lake. Dragon and Charon were floating on their backs, stomachs exposed to the morning light. :Do you have a name?:
:Of course I do.:
:Why haven’t you ever told me?:
She felt Dragon shrug. :You’ve never asked. Do you want to know?:
:Of course I do!:
:It’s Parvati.:
Arianwyn tried the name out in her mind. “Her name is Parvati,” she told Rael. The word felt foreign to her tongue.
:Par-VAH-tee,: Parvati corrected.
Arianwyn tried the name again. “Parvati.”
:Closer,: Parvati said.
Rael nodded and continued his narrative. “I spent my childhood in the castle. At the age of fourteen, I was apprenticed for one year to each of the thanes that I might learn their respective territories and needs. At eighteen I traveled as ambassador to the Territories of the Makara, where I met Hammurabi.”
“He’s from the Makara?” Rael nodded. “I thought everyone from there were assassins and murderers! I left him alone with Lady Alyssa!” Arianwyn moved to stand, alarmed.
Rael waved her back down, chuckling. “While it is a common occupation there, we have nothing to fear from Hammurabi. There are no other people more knowledgeable about the use of plants than the Makara.” Arianwyn settled back onto the blanket and continued eating and listening. She glanced across the lake, where Parvati and Charon had left the water and were now sunning in the grass. “I returned to take my place as king when I was twenty-two.”
“How long have you been king?”
Rael blinked, surprised. “You don’t know? There were celebrations for over a week!”
Arianwyn shrugged. “Maybe for the well-to-do or here in the capital. Besides, it was not important to me who the king was so long as he left me alone.”
Rael chuckled. “And now you’re engaged to the monster.” Arianwyn blushed and began to stutter an apology. Rael waved it away. “I’ve been king for four years now. And the thanes have been clamoring since I returned from the Makara for me to choose a bride.”
“So you’re…”Arianwyn screwed her eyebrows together, thinking and ticking numbers on her fingers, “twenty-six, correct?”
Rael nodded. “It’s your turn to tell me your story. Then we had best return to the Keep.”
Arianwyn sighed, putting her glass down and thinking. “I don’t know where I was born or how old I am,” she admitted. “My mother died when I was very young and father not much longer after that. I grew up in one of the northern quarry towns. I was just becoming a young woman when I ran away, I do know that. It must have been spring when I left because I stayed in the forests for a long time.”
“Which is why you were attempting to start the fire so crudely?” Rael interrupted.
Arianwyn nodded, shrugging slightly. “There are several things I learned living in the forest, others working as a servant or a maid. I knew that I wouldn’t be able to winter well on my own. I had just decided to find a village to winter in when I found Dragon…Parvati.” Arianwyn smiled across the lake at Parvati. “She’s saved me more times than I can count.”
Rael sat up, resting his elbows on his knees and looked at Arianwyn intently. “Did you Bond with her as a hatchling?”
“No, she was full grown.”
Rael stood up, clasping his hands behind his back and looking intently into the trees. “A wild Bonding…incredible…” He turned back to Arianwyn. “How did you get so close to her? And were there others around?”
Arianwyn shifted uncomfortably under his scrutiny. “She was the only dragon there. She had been captured in a magical net and only Bonded me out of desperation,” Arianwyn admitted.
Rael stiffened. “Captured? Did you get a look at the attackers?”
Arianwyn shook her head. “We were both pretty desperate to get out of there and it was getting dark. I’m sorry.”
Rael sighed. “No matter, now. We will need to discuss this further at a later date, though. Continue your story.”
“I worked in another village at an inn for a few years before leaving there when I discovered the innkeeper was planning to sell me,” she shivered at the memory. Rael’s eyes narrowed and he frowned, opening his mouth to question her further. Arianwyn rushed on before he asked uncomfortable questions. “Drag…Parvati and I agreed after several weeks to come to the capital and look for work. Tess found me and hired me the first day here.” Arianwyn shrugged. “Except for being a servant in the Keep for a year, there isn’t anything else to tell.”
Rael continued to stand, staring across at the dragons. “How did you discover the entrance to the Dragon’s Cave?”
Arianwyn winced. “That was an accident.” Rael looked at her, eyebrow raised. “Tess asked me to clean your rooms. I had just finished when I noticed that one of the brass fixtures surrounding the fireplace needed polishing. I touched it to check it and noticed it was loose. So I wiggled it a bit and accidentally opened the door.”
Rael stared at her incredulously. “It truly was an accident?” She nodded. “Why did you try running?”
Arianwyn flushed again. “I thought you were going to beat me or kill me.”
Rael rubbed his forehead. “I was only going to kill you if you tried leaving. I thought that would be proof of your duplicity.”
The corners of Arianwyn’s mouth quirked up. “And in my experience, as soon as you come to the attention of your superior, it is only a matter of time before they attempt taking advantage of their authority.”
Rael grunted and extended his hand to help her stand. “And here we are now…” he sighed.
Arianwyn glanced sideways at him, brushing her skirts loose and beginning to pack up their breakfast. “Do you regret it, Your Majesty?”
He shrugged, putting out the fire. “Do not take this personally when I inform you that one woman is as good as another when it comes to a wife.”
“I was told you were going to choose Lady Ethelinda.” Arianwyn folded the blanket and put it back in the knapsack.
“I was. Politically, she was the best choice. She’s beautiful, intelligent and her father is well-connected and powerful.” Rael sighed. “Now he is a dangerous enemy.” He shook out the glasses and handed them to Arianwyn to stow in the knapsack.
“What were those clouds?”
He smiled grimly. “You saw them, did you?”
“I don’t know how anyone could miss them.”
He chuckled. “Only those who are Bonded can see those particular clouds. Dramatically? They are the Clouds of War. When a clash of the Totems is imminent, the Clouds appear as a warning.”
“There is war? Shouldn’t we warn the southern thane?”
Rael shook his head. “It is imminent, a strong possibility. We would be wise to be prepared for it,” he finished, almost as if to himself. They wandered around the lake, walking side by side toward the dragons, each lost in his and her own thoughts. Rael’s dragon-enhanced reactions were all that saved them.
Water exploded upwards, tentacles racing over the sand and reaching to twine around their legs. Rael grabbed Arianwyn’s shoulders, pulling her back and away from the tentacles with him. Arianwyn lost her balance when Rael abruptly let go. He spun and drew his sword in one smooth motion. His movements were a blur to Arianwyn’s eyes. She scrambled backward, searching for any sign of the monster.
“Calm down, keep your head,” she muttered, standing up and taking a deep breath. She backed up so that her back was to a large boulder. With a massive overhand swing, Rael lopped off the end of one of the tentacles. Arianwyn closed her eyes, concentrating. “Water,” she whispered.
The beast came roaring furiously out of the water, intent on killing Rael. It raised its body out of the water. Arianwyn gaped. The creature had a bird-like beak in the center of its head, more tentacles thrashing the water into foam. Its body was oily black in appearance. A giant, single eye dominated its head, over the beak.
The dragons had taken to the sky and were taking turns diving at the creature, fireballs exploding and hissing around the creature. Each explosion caused the creature to flinch and shriek in fury. Rael backed up, sword weaving defensively in front of him. “Get out of here!” he yelled at her. Arianwyn ignored him and focused on the water.
The light blue haze darkened around the lake in her vision. She envisioned tentacles of water coming out of the lake, wrapping around the beast and dragging it back down into the lake. She took a deep breath and opened her eyes. “Enclose the monster,” she said clearly. Pillars of water shot upward into the sky before bending toward the creature. The pillars split into smaller streams, like a web, and wrapped around the juncture of the monster’s body and legs. As the water touched the body, it flattened and spread out, covering more of the creature. “Pull it back to the deep,” she commanded the water, sweat beading on her forehead.
The water surged back, pulling the creature under. It struggled to capture Rael, screeching furiously and lunging against the water. Arianwyn clenched her teeth, a knot of pain developing in the center of her head and spreading outwards. “Return it to the deep!” she growled under her breath, forcing the water to bend to her will.
The water encased the head of the creature and silence fell over the meadow. Slowly, it sank deeper into the lake. Arianwyn focused intently on the water, still feeling the creature struggling against the bonds she had imposed on it. Rael sheathed his sword and ran towards Arianwyn. “Charon!” he called.
The giant black dragon hit the ground, feet from where Rael and Arianwyn were standing. Rael picked Arianwyn up and carried her towards Charon. He gained the dragon’s back in one leap. Using only his legs to keep his balance, he wrapped the heavy coat around Arianwyn’s shoulders. The dragon launched skyward, wings pushing down against the air and forcing them upwards. Parvati followed closely behind Charon, her nose almost touching the tip of his tail.
Arianwyn released the water when the dragons had cleared the tops of the trees. The rushing wind blocked out the sound of the monster returning to the surface and shrieking angrily at the loss of its meal. The pain located in the middle of Arianwyn’s head exploded through the rest of her body, muscles spasming. Rael tightened his grip and gave her a tight smile. “First time drawing that heavily?” he shouted against the wind.
Arianwyn nodded, regretting it almost immediately. She closed her eyes against the sun. “Thank you,” she called to him, her voice echoing painfully in her skull.
Rael lowered his head so that his lips touched Arianwyn’s ear. “I believe I’ve already told you that you need to spend time each day practicing. It will help you build up a tolerance for the power and allow you to wield more,” he said in a more normal voice. Arianwyn nodded again. Rael pulled her head against his chest. “Rest easy for now,” he said. Arianwyn was not sure if she fell asleep or passed out.



19-Meetings
Charon and Parvati landed in the same courtyard they had left earlier that morning. Rael dismounted and then caught Arianwyn as she slid down after him. Tess, a tall man Arianwyn assumed was Tad and Alyssa immediately converged on them. “Your Majesty where have you...” “Your dress!” “…been waiting for hours, now…”
“Enough,” Rael said quietly. Silence immediately descended on the group. Arianwyn sagged against Rael. If not for his arms, she would have slid into a puddle on the ground. Parvati nosed Arianwyn, checking her for additional injury, before she and Charon lifted back into the air and flew to the Dragon’s Cave. “Tad, my war counselors are waiting?” The tall, thin man nodded, lips slightly pinched. “Let’s not keep them waiting any longer, then.” Rael turned and lifted Arianwyn’s hand to his lips, giving her a warning squeeze before he let go. She forced her knees to stiffen. “Lady Arianwyn, it was a pleasure I hope to repeat again.”
Arianwyn curtsied and wobbled, inclining her head and blushing. “Hopefully without the attack,” she replied, smiling as she straightened and relocked her knees. Rael chuckled and nodded, his smile vanishing as he left the courtyard followed by Tad. Alyssa snagged her arm as Rael walked away.
“What happened, Lady Arianwyn? Your clothes are dirty! Did I hear you say that you were attacked?”
“And your clothes are torn, which makes me wonder who was attacked and who attacked,” Tess sniffed, eyeing Arianwyn with a faintly disapproving look.
Arianwyn blushed again and headed toward her rooms, leaning heavily on Alyssa. The girl did not comment, but supported Arianwyn as if nothing were abnormal. “We were attacked. His Majesty saved me, but I fell when he turned to face our attacker.”
Alyssa gasped. “Who attacked you?”
Arianwyn shook her head. “Not who…what. I’m not sure what the creature was,” she said. She described it to them, telling the entire story of their attack and ending with the flying leap Charon took to take them to safety.
Tess was nodding. “A kalapa.” When Alyssa and Arianwyn stared at her blankly, she continued. “They’re creatures that live in most of the mountain lakes. They usually start out small, swimming upstream to populate a new lake when a giant has taken over its former home.”
Arianwyn shuddered. “I’ve no interest in seeing one again. What do they usually eat?”
“The same things the dragons eat. They wait until something wanders by the water for a drink and then pull it in. It would have avoided the dragons, but you and the king would have made a perfect meal for it.”
They entered Arianwyn’s quarters. Tess followed her into the room and assisted her in changing. “You have several correspondences, Lady Arianwyn.”
Arianwyn sighed as she was tied into her dress. “Is Master Aldous available in the library?”
“He is. I’ll have your correspondences taken there.”
“Thank you, Tess. Will you also have a light snack brought to me?” Tess nodded, curtsied and left. Arianwyn walked out of her room into the reception room. Alyssa stood to the side, fidgeting. “What is it, Lady Alyssa?”
Alyssa looked down, shifting her weight from foot to foot. “Do you need me for anything, lady?”
“No, not that I can think of. You may have the rest of the morning off. Will you join me for lunch?” Alyssa nodded, smiling. “Good. I’ll see you at lunch, then.” Alyssa curtsied and darted from the room, Kerr straightening up to hurry after her in the hall.
Arianwyn walked out, Sigurd and Wymond flanking her to the library. She was once again urged to retell the attack, except these two seemed more upset that they had been at the Keep and unable to fight the beast. Arianwyn ignored their dark looks and continued to the library.
The library was located just below the dance hall. The giant windows from the room above extended down the wall, illuminating the room. Books lined the walls in floor to ceiling shelves with more shelves creating narrow aisles in between. A row of tables lined the windows. Arianwyn chose one of the benches next to Aldous who had various books scattered about him.
“Good morning, Lady Arianwyn,” he said absently without getting up or looking at her.
Arianwyn smiled. “Good morning, Master Aldous. How is your studying going?”
He frowned and hummed slightly, flipping through a few pages. Arianwyn bit back a chuckle at the absent-minded man and turned to her own pile of parchment. From the moment the king had declared her his bride, she had begun receiving all sorts of letters seeking to curry her favor. Merchants wanting trade taxes lifted or added to competitors, minor lords seeking more land or a settlement of disputes between neighbors, small holders seeking a title…most of it gave her a headache. She had come to dread the letters more than her lessons with Lysander.
“Master Aldous, am I reading this correctly? What invitation are these people accepting?” Arianwyn showed him the heavy parchment from Queen Ylva of the Inugami Totem.
Master Aldous squinted, peering at the cramped writing in the message. “Ah, yes. It is customary for the bride of the king to meet with the queens of the other Totems before the wedding. I imagine His Majesty had the invitation sent out on your behalf shortly after your engagement.”
Arianwyn sighed, looking over the letter again. “At least there will be time for me to prepare for this.” Aldous smiled at her again and turned back to his studies. Arianwyn went back to her reading. The work was slow, but she was beginning to understand more of what she read. Aldous assured her that she would also gain speed the more she practiced. With the amount of reading Arianwyn did, she assumed she would be able to breeze through books in a day or less.
“Lady Arianwyn!” Alyssa came bursting into the library, a bright smile on her face and a carefully wrapped package in her hands. Kerr trailed along behind her, looking exasperated. Alyssa came to a stop and dropped a hasty curtsy before putting the package down. “You were sent a gift! It was accidentally left in your room,” Alyssa explained.
Arianwyn smiled. “Thank you, Lady Alyssa.” She opened the package. “To Her Esteemed Majesty,” she read aloud. “In the hopes that you enjoy the fruits of our labor and that we may grow closer as a country. Sent on behalf of His Imperial Eminence, Emperor Delano.” Arianwyn lifted her eyebrows at Alyssa, who beckoned for her to open it. She carefully lifted the lid and frowned.
“Ooooh!” Alyssa clearly knew what they were looking at. All Arianwyn saw was a jumble of shriveled, golden something. Arianwyn lifted one of the golden pieces out of the box. A light dusting of sugar was on the outside. “Candied pineapple! Oh, can I have one?”
“Alyssa!” Arianwyn frowned at her.
Alyssa blushed crimson and dropped her eyes. Arianwyn sighed. “It’s just strange to see you so different from when you first came here,” she relented. “You mustn’t forget to act as a lady at all times.”
“Yes, Lady Arianwyn. I’m sorry. Candied pineapples are my favorite,” she said quietly, casting hopeful eyes in the box's direction.
Arianwyn smiled. “You’re welcome to them, of course. Just remember to save some for me, please. I’m curious about this candy you’re so fond of.” Alyssa smiled and took the box, racing back out of the library. Kerr heaved another sigh and followed. One of the Keep pages passed them on the way in, walking up to Arianwyn and waiting respectfully for her to acknowledge him.
“Excuse me, Lady Arianwyn. His Majesty would like to see you.” The young page stood stiffly, waiting for Arianwyn.
“Me? What could he possibly need me for?” she frowned, glancing at Master Aldous. He shrugged and continued reading.
“He is in meeting with his war counselors, lady.”
“Thank you. I’m coming.” She gathered up her materials and followed the page. He led her back into the castle. On their way, she handed her materials to another page. She instructed him to fetch Alyssa for her at the same time. If she was going to enter a meeting with the king and his counselors, she would prefer not to do it alone.
Alyssa caught up with them shortly before they arrived at a room set deep within the mountain. There were no windows to the room, candelabrum and torches giving the only light to the room. A large table was set in the middle surrounded by chairs. A map was spread across the table and more maps hung on the walls. Men stood around the table, pointing out different spots on the map and discussing food transportation. Rael glanced up when Arianwyn and Alyssa entered. She curtsied. “You sent for me, Your Majesty?” One of the men straightened, meeting her eyes. Arianwyn’s breath caught as she met Bernie’s eyes. Her stomach knotted and she wished herself away from the room. She nearly missed Rael’s response.
“Yes. You’ve seen the Clouds of War and you will be queen. You should be included in these discussions.” One of the men snorted to himself. Either Rael did not notice or he chose to ignore it. He gestured for her to take a seat near him. Alyssa stood just to the side and behind Arianwyn. Arianwyn struggled to keep her focus on the discussion, though her gaze kept wandering to Bernie.
“Your Majesty, we should have troops placed along our southern borders. We should have the forts manned at full power.” The man speaking was heavy set and balding. Despite his mass, there was an undertone of brute strength in his shoulders and hands. His face had a tendency toward redness, centered on his nose. His eyes were close set and a watery blue.
Rael shook his head. “We haven’t the resources for that and no plausible cause still, Cyril.” Arianwyn studied the map curiously. She had never seen one before. A detailed drawing of the castle marked their current location. In the center of the castle was a four pointed star indicating the directions of north, south, east, and west. A snaking dragon locked claw to claw with a Manticore marked the southern border of the kingdom.
“Send out the conscription, Your Majesty!” Cyril urged.
Rael sighed. “And the money, general?”
Cyril shrugged. “Increase the taxes or the output from the gold mines.”
“Tha’s madness,” Bernie responded. His face turned red as all eyes turned to him, but he stubbornly met Cyril’s gaze.
“Madness, is it? If there isn’t enough money then we must simply mine more.”
“He’s right,” Arianwyn said. She glanced at Rael. He watched her, showing no indication to help her out of this.
“Lady Arianwyn grew up in the mining areas. Isn’t that right, lady?” Alyssa piped up.
Arianwyn flashed a smile at Alyssa. “Yes, that is correct. Bernie lived where logging was more prevalent, but would have come in frequent contact with miners. I say it’s madness because the majority of the gold mines are too isolated to be reached easily. The winters make the passes impossible to cross. Even if you increased output, you wouldn’t be able to get it in time. And where will you get the bodies to man the mines to increase output, especially if you send out conscriptions? Mining is dangerous, difficult work.”
Cyril spluttered in response, searching for a reply. “In short,” Rael said, “we have the same problem manning the mines as we do manning the forts.” He looked at Arianwyn, brows creased and a slight frown on his face.
Arianwyn didn't see his frown. She stared at the map, frowning. “Must the forts be manned?” Bernie asked hesitantly. Arianwyn followed Bernie’s gaze to the map, noticing the lay of the land he was looking at.
The same man who had snorted earlier snorted again, louder this time. Arianwyn turned her attention to him. He was in his prime, although wings of gray shone in his dark hair. He had hard brown eyes and a permanent sneer to his lips. “Your Majesty, it is folly to allow a woman and a commoner here. They clearly have no concept of war.”
Tess’s advice rang in the back of Arianwyn’s mind, nudged forward by Parvati. She forced back the natural response to cringe and straightened her back instead. She heard Parvati growl in approval in the back of her head. “Excuse me…” She raised an eyebrow and waited for him to supply a name.
The man’s face turned red and his eyes radiated anger. “I am General Albius,” he answered in a tight voice.
“Ah yes, General Albius. Never heard of you.” She smiled sweetly into his growing fury. Bernie’s jaw dropped as he watched her. “To my knowledge, we are not at war yet. The Clouds have merely presented themselves indicating the possibility of war. So I ask again, must the forts be manned at this time?”
She couldn’t read Rael’s reaction to her reply. Albius was easy to read, however, as his lips thinned and his eyes burned. Rael finally responded. “We are not at war and they do not need to be manned.”
“It would be wise to man them,” Cyril interjected.
“Lady Alyssa, didn’t Thane Cael mention that the southern thaneship was rich in timber and farmlands?”
Cyril narrowed his eyes, watching her curiously. “What do you have in mind, Lady Arianwyn?”
She took a deep breath before plunging onward. “Likely the same thing Bernie has in mind.” She gestured for Bernie to continue. If anyone noticed that she knew Bernie’s name, but not General Albius’s name, no one commented.
He cleared his throat. “As Ji…Lady Ariawnyn mentioned already, mining is difficult, dangerous work. An’ you say you can’ afford the people yeh need.” Rael nodded in response, “But tha border needs people there. If tha land is good, open it to tha peasants. Offer them land ta farm and raise their families on. Many will be grateful fer tha chance at an easier life than mining.” Albius sputtered this time.
“In return,” Arianwyn picked up, ignoring Albius, “they must send every man of appropriate age in their family one day in five to be trained by a small contingent of the King’s Army. Again, many will jump at the chance to receive military training because it will again open up opportunities to make money that are easier than mining.”
Bernie nodded in agreement. “Wha' she says is true, Yer Majesty. I worked as a city guard afore coming here wi' my…news.” His eyes flashed to Arianwyn. “There’re many poor folk in my town, desperate far a way to provide.” He spoke slowly, taking care to enunciate his words and clearly struggling to mask his mountain accent.
Cyril leaned back, chewing on his thumb. “An army in the area ready to be called up and more willing to defend the land,” he mused. “It just might work, Your Majesty, although it would have been better to announce in the spring.”
“And what of their families, Sire? If war happens, we’ll have hundreds, perhaps thousands of people displaced!” Albius objected.
Rael shook his head. “No, now is better. The announcement can be spread through the land, giving all people a chance to hear of it and plan on it.” He nodded to Arianwyn before glancing at Albius. “It is true their families will be endangered. But if we cannot protect our southern border, they will be endangered anyway. See that the announcement is carried out.” Albius stood, back straight and shoulders stiff. He saluted Rael and left the room. “Cyril, select men who would make good trainers to man the forts. Ensure that there are sufficient men sent to assist them.”
“Your Majesty, what if we sent out only a small force to a few forts to begin with? The peasants could take the place of the soldiers after they are trained. The soldiers could then travel to a new fort and begin the process again. It would minimize the number of men we would have to send out and supply,” Cyril interjected.
Rael nodded. “Excellent. Please take care of it, General Cyril.” The man stood and saluted before leaving the room. Rael turned to Arianwyn. “Lady Arianwyn, thank you for your suggestions. They have proved most helpful. In the future, try not to antagonize my generals.” Arianwyn flushed and started to stutter an apology. Rael cracked a small grin. “Don’t think I didn’t enjoy seeing him put in his place…just try not to antagonize him in the future.”
Arianwyn stood and curtsied to him, Alyssa following suit. “Is that all, King Rael?” He nodded, standing and leaning over the map.
“Yer Majesty,” Bernie said, taking a deep breath. “It seems you’ve already found the girl I spoke of.” Rael looked up sharply. Bernie bowed slightly to Arianwyn. “Lady…Arianwyn…” He bowed to Rael and walked out stiffly. She met Rael’s eyes briefly before hurrying out the door after Bernie, Alyssa trailing behind her.
Bernie was taking long strides down the hall. Arianwyn hesitated, torn between her desire to be rid of Bernie and her need to return the care he had given her. She took a deep breath. “Bernie! Wait a moment, please.” He stopped and turned stiffly, bowing low when she arrived. “Please, we were friends long before all of this.”
“Friends? Is that all we were to you?” He straightened up and scowled. Arianwyn pushed down the urge to take a step back, her eyes glancing to the side to ensure Sigurd and Wymond were nearby. “Were we really even friends, Jinny?”
Arianwyn winced. “I gave a false name because I was afraid. Everything else I said or did was from me.”
He stepped closer to her and she instinctively took a half step back. Immediately, Wymond inserted himself between them, placing one warning hand on Bernie’s chest. Sigurd's hand rested on his sword hilt. “As you wish it, lady. Have you any further commands for me?” Arianwyn shook her head. Bernie bowed again and walked away. Arianwyn took a deep breath, focusing on stilling her pounding heart, and hurried to the library. Anything to distract herself from the past.



Bernie and Rael
Rael stalked across the courtyard to the Arena. It was several hours after dinner and his temper was still hot. He tossed the door open to the Barracks, searching out the man who had sparked his ire. The men who had been sleeping sat up, rubbing their eyes. Those who were preparing for a new watch stood still, wary. It was never good when the king showed up here.
Rael found the man he was searching for. He marched into the room and took hold of him by the shoulder. “Get up and get in the Arena,” he growled, shoving Bernie toward the door.
Bernie staggered, grabbing a belt to keep his pants up. He snatched a shirt and pulled it over his head. He followed the king and his bodyguards outside. A quick look at the bodyguards told him this was not going to be a pleasant experience.
Rael stopped halfway across the Arena and spun to face the man, arms folded across his chest. Bernie stopped with a good five feet between them and saluted. “Sigurd told me what happened,” Rael growled.
Bernie frowned. “I'm sorry, Sire, I don't know what you're talking about.”
The distance between them vanished. Rael lifted Bernie into the air, fists gripping Bernie's shirt. “I said, Sigurd told me what happened. After the meeting, you attacked Arianwyn.”
Bernie's jaw dropped. “I-I didn't,” he stuttered. “I didn't lay a finger on her.”
Rael threw him. Bernie crashed to the ground a good ten feet from where Rael stood. He didn't have time to gain his feet again before Rael snatched him up again. “You didn't have to,” he growled. “A verbal assault is an attack as surely as fists are.”
Bernie struggled to free himself, then. Fear curled in his belly at the sight of the rage in the other man's eyes. When he struggled to free himself, however, the rage was replaced with satisfaction. Rael shoved him away again and smiled. “Defend yourself. You are more than welcome to strike should the opportunity present itself.”
Bernie raised his fists defensively, eyes wide. The king struck like lightning. Spots danced in front of his eyes from the blow. Bernie raised his arms to cover his face, only to have his torso attacked. He backed away, struggling to keep his feet. At one point, he swung out. He hoped to land a blow and stop the fight. The king laughed. He caught Bernie's hand in his wrist and jerked him forward, slamming their heads together. Bernie crumpled to the ground, gasping.
Rael stood over him. Two of the bodyguards had inserted themselves between them. “That's enough,” one of them said. “I'm certain he's learned his lesson.”
Rael took deep breaths, hands still in fists. Bernie didn't move. He didn't dare. The king glared at him. “Stay away from her,” he said. Rael left through the side door, most of his guards hurrying to keep up with him.
One stayed behind, offering him a hand up. “You're lucky,” he said.
Bernie stared at him, automatically accepting the hand. “In what way?”
“He wasn't angry with you, only irritated. If he had been angry, you'd be dead.” The guard clapped him on the shoulder and jogged after the others. Bernie stared numbly before making his way back to the Barracks. A quick check in the only mirror of the room surprised him. He wasn't as injured as he thought he'd be. The guard was right. It was just a warning.
Bernie took a deep breath and returned to his bed. The other men in the Barracks made a point of avoiding eye contact. That was fine with Bernie. He would just as soon they didn't see his thoughts.
The king wanted him to stay away from Arianwyn, but he couldn't. He still had a job to do. He pulled out the simple ring his new employer had given him, twirling it between his fingers. He thought his plot to marry Arianwyn, sell her for gold and then inform on the slaver to the king for more gold was clever. His employer was teaching him to swim in waters he had never even imagined.



20-The Book of Dragons
It was a few weeks after the council that winter arrived with a vengeance. The day began warm and promising, with the sun shining brightly and a gentle breeze blowing. By early afternoon, the gentle breeze had picked up, forcing people to bundle up and lean into the wind in order to travel. Clouds gathered rapidly at that point, filling the sky and blotting out the sun. As night fell, the temperature plummeted to below freezing. Bolts of lightning flashed across the sky, occasionally streaking toward the ground. Thunder rumbled as a deep counterpoint to the shrieking wind. Great drops of icy rain fell, freezing solid the moment they touched the ground.
Amidst the storm, two giant shapes rose up into the sky. Lightning reflected off of the smaller, silver form, revealing a dragon. The light absorbed into the larger, black form of another dragon. The silver dragon shrieked into the wind, wings beating against it and forcing her into the sky. She twisted her head around to look under her wing at the black dragon following her. She snarled and magic surrounded her, streaking ahead of her and making it easier for her to fly up above the clouds.
The black dragon roared acceptance of her challenge, using his strength to rise into the wind and above the clouds. The thunder drowned out the sound of their roars. The clouds hid their flight from sight.
Arianwyn held a scroll from the library in her hands while curled up in bed. She yawned, bored. “Who in their right mind writes a treaty about how much grain is equal to money and what acceptable trade items would be?” she groaned to herself. She threw the scroll on the bed and lay back down, burrowing under her blankets. The fire flickered in the fireplace as a gust of wind blew down the chimney. For once she was grateful to have a room on the inside of the Keep, where the cold couldn’t seep through the windows. She sighed and sat back up, guiltily pulling the scroll back over to read it. Occasionally, she wrote down an unfamiliar word on a second piece of parchment.
Time slipped by slowly. Arianwyn stretched and climbed out of bed. The candle had burned to a stub and needed replacing. Although she could call a servant to come do it, she did not. She remembered too well being a servant called to do tasks that were ridiculously simple. She had no intention of becoming that lazy. She pulled on a heavy fur cape over her nightgown and entered the reception chamber. Her sputtering candle provided the only light for the room. She walked over to a small table next to the wall and opened the drawer, looking for a replacement candle. She sighed. There was none.
“That’s how it always goes,” she muttered. She walked out into the hall. Edmund and Halvard looked surprised to see her there. “Just a quick trip,” she told them. Already her feet were getting cold. She should have worn slippers. She picked up the pace, Edmund and Halvard following behind her.
“Where are we going?” Halvard ventured to ask.
She held up the now expired candle. “I need another reading light,” she explained.
“You could have a servant fetch one, you know,” Edmund remarked.
“Yes, I know. And I’ll bet you enjoy getting up in the middle of the night also.”
He chuckled. “We’re already up in the middle of the night. It would reflect poorly on us if we were woken up.”
She shook her head, laughing with him. “I can get one on my own.” :Are you awake, Parvati?: she asked. Silence answered her. :Parvati?: She stopped in her tracks, looking out the window at the storm. The glass shook in the panes. :Parvati, where are you?: She stretched her mind as far as she could sense, throwing her thoughts to the wind and hoping for a response. Her breath caught in her throat at the empty silence.
“Lady Arianwyn, are you well?” Halvard asked. Arianwyn looked up at him, heart pounding loudly. She swayed where she stood, taking short, gasping breaths.
“I can’t hear Parvati,” she whispered. She spun and retraced her steps, passing her room and heading higher up in the Keep. “I’ve been able to hear her since we were Bonded,” she babbled. She picked up the pace until she was racing down the hall. Edmund and Halvard kept pace easily, waving back the other guards when they arrived at the king’s door.
Arianwyn did not wait for them to announce her presence; she pounded on the door herself, panic crawling its way through her body. The king did not answer quickly enough for her and she pounded on the door again. “Your Majesty!” she called through the door, jiggling the handle. It was locked. The guards looked uncomfortably at each other.
“Lady Arianwyn,” Halvard touched her shoulder, “what are you doing?”
Arianwyn looked wildly at Halvard, hardly able to explain herself why she was so worried when the door opened. Rael stood in the door, hair disheveled and eyes barely open. “What is going on here?” he snapped.
Arianwyn spun back to Rael and lurched towards him. She gripped his nightshirt, desperate for something solid to keep her steady. For once, she was heedless of his anger. “I can’t feel Parvati. I’ve called for her and she hasn’t answered.”
Rael took a deep breath, closing his eyes. He lowered his head for a moment, gripping the door jamb. He swore softly and opened the door wider. “Come in.” He loosened her grip on his shirt and guided her by the elbow. Arianwyn entered the room and he closed the door, moving immediately to the grate and opening the passageway. A powerful gust of icy wind whipped through the opening. He lit a torch in the fireplace and climbed the stairs. Arianwyn followed close enough on his heels that he stumbled slightly. “Ease off a little!” he snapped at her.
They burst out the top of the stairs and looked around the cave. It was empty. Arianwyn pulled the cape closer about her, shivering. The wind gusted into the cavern, stray drops of rain blasting into their faces. The flame of the torch whipped and snapped, barely remaining lit. “Where would they go in this weather?” she called into the wind. She hurried to the edge, slipping on the iced over ground, as if gazing at the sky from the opening would grant her a vision of the dragons.
Rael frowned and looked around the cave again. “I’m not certain. I cannot reach Charon. We should check The Book of Dragons,” he shouted above the wind. Arianwyn frowned and glanced back at him. He started back down the stairs. “It contains the known lore of the dragons. Perhaps it has an explanation for us.”
Arianwyn hurried back to his side as he made his way back down the winding staircase. She stubbed her toe at the bottom of the steps and hissed sharply, pain radiating in her numb feet. Her toes had turned blue. Rael placed the torch in a wall bracket and closed the door. He then picked her up, ignoring her protest and scowling as they left his room. “Edmund, fetch slippers for the lady’s feet before she catches cold and kills herself.” Edmund saluted and jogged back down the hallway to her rooms.
They arrived at the doors of the library and two of the king’s guards entered before them. By the time Arianwyn and Rael entered the room, the guards had searched the area and lit the braziers. Rael deposited Arianwyn in one of the chairs next to a brazier and wordlessly headed deeper into the library shelves.
“Lady Arianwyn,” Edmund said, touching her arm to gain her attention. She forced a weak smile and gratefully took the slippers. Her feet were cold and being carried was embarrassing. Rael returned to her table with a large tome. He carefully set it down and unlocked the cover. Gingerly, he turned the pages, eyes scanning each one. Arianwyn moved closer, curious.
The book was bound in dark leather with a golden clasp that held the book closed. On the cover, a dragon had been imprinted and leafed over in gold. The Book was nearly the size of Rael’s torso. Arianwyn knew she would need help putting it away if she ever pulled it out herself. The pages were worn and stiff, yellowed on the edges and forcing the book open when it was not locked. The letters on each page had been carefully inked on, each letter a work of art. Dragons were illustrated on a few of the pages, the vibrant colors appearing to have flecks of precious metals and stones ground into the ink. “This is beautiful,” Arianwyn said quietly.
Rael hmm'ed quietly, still looking through the book. Arianwyn unconsciously leaned in closer to Rael's heat, their arms soon pressed together. He finally stopped turning pages. The illustration showed storm clouds with two green dragons in flight. His fingers skimmed quickly down the other page, eyes flitting from side to side as he scanned through the words. “Here we are,” he murmured. Arianwyn followed the direction of his finger, lips moving silently as she read the words. She gasped, covering her mouth and blushing. Rael glanced sideways at her, grinning. “Something wrong? This is what we had hoped would happen.”
“Well, yes, but…I didn’t think it would happen so quickly. I thought they’d at least wait until we were married…” she trailed off as Rael chuckled and her blush intensified. She took a half step away from Rael.
“Their mating has nothing to do with our mating.” His eyes glittered in the torchlight, a mischievous half grin on his lips.
“Oh dear.” She pressed her hands to her cheeks, feeling quite warm in spite of the cold.
Rael chuckled again but relented. “We will check on them in the morning to ensure they return safely. Until then, go back to bed.”
Arianwyn curtsied. “I’m sorry for waking you, Your Majesty.” He waved the apology away and carried the book back to the shelf. Arianwyn returned to her room, remembering at the last minute to fetch a candle before climbing into bed. She huddled under the covers, changing her mind about reading and tried sleeping instead.
The night seemed to last forever. Arianwyn tossed and turned, occasionally reaching out her mind for Parvati and finding emptiness. She fretted with worry about the dragon. Then she wondered about her own situation. People were expecting her to lead and to rule. She was expected to marry the king, to have his children. Bernie was here. She had been intending to marry him. Now she was engaged to the king. Bernie knew she had lied to him. She buried her head under a pillow, willing the thoughts away. They continued swirling about her head.
She eventually gave up trying to sleep and moved her reading materials into the reception room. She stoked the fire, adding more wood to chase away the chill and curled up in a large chair, lighting another candle to cast more light. She started reading the treatise on grains again, but tossed the scroll to the table and changed her mind. She needed something lighter.
She pulled out an adventure story she had found buried in the library. Since she had found that section, she had been sneaking a copy at a time to her room to read when she felt overwhelmed. She shoved the parchment of unfamiliar words away, guessing at the meanings of words she did not know and reading on until she drifted into an uncomfortable sleep.
Marie stoking the fire woke Arianwyn. She blinked, surprised, and stretched. Marie jumped. “M’lady! I didn’t see you sleeping there! Would you like me to fetch breakfast now?” Willow glanced over in surprise before slipping quietly into Alyssa’s room to prepare the fire in there.
Arianwyn grimaced. “No, thank you. Would you help me dress?”
“Of course, Lady Arianwyn. What would you like to wear today?”
Arianwyn followed Marie back into her bedroom. “Something warm.” Marie chuckled and stepped into the closet, surveying the different dresses available. She pulled out a thick wool dress, dyed a dark chocolate brown color. Fur was attached around the neck and wrists. Arianwyn slipped out of her robe and pajamas, shivering, and quickly stepped into the dress.
Marie pulled it up over her shoulders and used a button hook to quickly pull closed the tiny opal buttons. The back of the dress came right up to her neck, before opening up in the front and scooping below the collar bones. The sleeves were loose, giving the benefit of using them as a muff. Arianwyn took immediate advantage of this, sliding her hands into the opposite sleeves. Marie returned to the closet and came back with a pair of dark leather boots, fur trimming the tops.
Arianwyn sighed happily now that she was warm and sat down to allow Marie to fix her hair. Marie brushed out her hair. She pulled the front back and pinned it, allowing a few tendrils to curl down around her face. She added more opal studded pins to Arianwyn’s hair before stepping back. “Thank you for keeping it simple, Marie,” Arianwyn said, smiling at the servant in the mirror.
Marie chuckled. “I just hope someday you’ll manage to lose your practical bent so I can dress you up as a lady ought to be dressed.” Arianwyn chuckled with her and returned to the reception room. “Would you like your breakfast now?”
Arianwyn shook her head, opening her mouth to reply when a knock sounded on the door. She glanced at Marie, frowning. Marie hurried over and opened the door. She spoke quietly a moment with the page and then twisted around to speak with Arianwyn. “The king wishes to know if you will join him for breakfast.” Arianwyn stood up, nodding. She hoped he had news of the dragons.
Marie trailed behind Arianwyn, struggling to add a few last minute changes and muttering about her going to see the king. Arianwyn strode down the hall, waving Marie away and trailing her bodyguards. The page who had carried the message barely managed to keep ahead of her, knocking politely at the king’s door when they arrived. Tad answered the door for Arianwyn.
She slipped past him, curtsying to Rael, who waved her into a seat on the other side of a small table. Tad positioned himself next to the table and unrolled a long piece of parchment. Arianwyn winced when she realized he was outlining the king’s schedule. Rael saw her expression and grinned at her, rolling his eyes expressively. Arianwyn hid her smile behind a glass of warm milk.
She took the opportunity to study the steward. He was tall and reed thin. His skin was stretched tightly over his body and his lips were pressed into a perpetually thin line. He had a few wisps of hair still clinging stubbornly to his head that were combed severely back. His clothes looked like they had been washed, dried, and starched carefully on his body so that there was not a wrinkle on them. He carried a slightly musty smell about him, as if he had not been outdoors in a long time.
Tad finished reading the day’s agenda and Rael shook his head. “That won’t do. Switch this morning and the afternoon around. Let the petitions come early and I can spend the afternoon answering letters. The storms show no sign of abating today.” Tad made a careful note on the scroll. “Invite the Merchant Guildmasters to lunch as well as the Mining Guildmasters. They need to come to an agreement on weights and prices. And add a round with my guards for this evening.” Tad nodded, meticulously making the changes where Rael noted.
“Will that be all, Your Majesty?” Rael nodded. “I will have the criers announce petitions for this morning and send messengers to the Guildmasters, then.” He bowed stiffly and left the room.
“Any word?” Arianwyn asked anxiously the moment the door closed. Rael shook his head no. Arianwyn sighed. “I’ve been worrying about her all night.”
Rael shrugged. “They’re two dragons. You shouldn’t worry so much.”
Arianwyn nibbled on a piece of toast, glancing occasionally at the king. There was a stack of parchment at his elbow he was reading in between bites. “Does Tad come in every morning?” He nodded and continued eating. Arianwyn waited. “Was there any particular reason you wished to dine with me, Sire?”
Rael glanced up at her, and then looked around the room. “I have told you that you needn’t address me formally when we are in private.”
“Considering you’ve barely said two words to me without prodding, I wondered if this wasn’t a formal breakfast.”
Rael scowled slightly. “I’m beginning to regret inviting you.” Arianwyn stiffened, glaring back. “When we finish eating, I planned to check the Dragon’s Cave. It is possible that they are so deeply asleep that they cannot hear us. Eat something.”
“I’m sorry,” Arianwyn said, letting go of her anger. Rael grunted and finished eating, picking up a quill to make a few notes and setting aside the top piece of parchment. Arianwyn fidgeted and waited, only picking at the food halfheartedly.
“How did you know the common man’s name?” Rael asked suddenly.
Thoughts of the dragons fled Arianwyn’s mind. “He’s…he’s an old friend from the village I worked in before coming here.”
“Sigurd did not give the same report.”
Arianwyn blushed but sat up straight. “Are you spying on me, Your Majesty?”
“Of course I am,” he scowled at her. “How am I to protect you if I don’t know what you’re doing?”
“Why bother asking if you already know the answer?” She crossed her arms, keeping her back straight. She was determined not to back down on this.
Rael slapped the table with his hand. “Do not play games with me. You are already engaged?”
“No, Your Majesty, I am not!” she hissed back. “He proposed. I did not give him an answer before leaving.”
“He followed you here.”
“He didn’t know I came here. He is a good man doing what he thought best.”
Rael studied her a moment. “I could release you from your duty of marriage.”
Ice formed in her stomach. She wanted to scream at him. She closed her eyes, trying for logic instead. “Are you mad? After dealing with the thanes?”
“It would be better to end the marriage before it starts than deal with scandal should you and your ‘friend’ have ideas beyond friendship,” Rael snapped back.
Arianwyn took a deep breath, opening her eyes and forcing her fists to unclench. She glared at Rael glaring at her. The anger was flickering dangerously in his eyes again, she noted absently. “Rael, I did not answer Bernie because I did not want to marry him.” Her throat ached with the effort of keeping her voice down.
Rael frowned. “That makes no sense. Why would he propose if you weren’t interested in him?”
Arianwyn winced. “Because…” She looked away, taking another deep breath and organizing her thoughts. She glanced at Rael and rushed into her explanation. “I had no one except Parvati. While she is formidable, she cannot be with me all the time. Bernie treated me well and would provide stability and security.”
The tension left Rael’s shoulders abruptly, understanding replacing his anger. “He was safe.” Arianwyn looked at Rael in surprise. He reached across the table and took her hand. “From what you have told me, safety was in short supply during your life.” Arianwyn shrugged uncomfortably, looking away from him. Rael sighed and dropped her hand. “We should check on the dragons.” Arianwyn stood quickly with Rael. She followed him back up the winding passageway, keeping right behind his back and occasionally bouncing to try to see over his shoulder.
They came out at the top. Frost glittered in the few rays of light that entered the cave. Their breath rose mistily into the air. Arianwyn buried her hands in the sleeves of her dress, looking hopelessly around the cavern. “They’re not here,” she said. She wandered to the edge again, glancing into the gusting wind. The icy rain had temporarily abated, though the clouds continued to threaten the city.
Rael walked deeper into the cavern, looking at the ground. “They haven’t returned yet…” His voice trailed off and he stared blankly out of the cave entrance. He exhaled heavily and moved to Arianwyn’s side. “They’re coming.”
Arianwyn stretched her mind out. :Parvati?:
:I’m coming,: she yawned. :Be patient.: Arianwyn remained by the entrance, waiting anxiously with Rael. A few minutes passed and the light was blotted out by the dragons’ bodies. Arianwyn and Rael stepped to the side for the dragons. They walked in, heads and wings hanging low in exhaustion. Charon gave one mighty whuff in their direction before curling up against the wall, tucking his head under his wing.
Parvati took the effort to walk nearer, briefly pushing her nose against Arianwyn before curling up next to Charon. She was clearly pleased with herself. :Stop worrying yourself and go do something worthwhile,: Parvati said, nudging Charon’s wing out of the way and stretching her neck over his.
Arianwyn glanced up at Rael. He shrugged and led her back down the stairs. “Thank you, Rael, for taking the time to help me find them.”
“Do not forget that I have a vested interest in their well-being also.” He smiled over his shoulder at her. “A dragon’s well-being isn’t the only thing reflected in their bonded partners. The way they feel toward another bonded dragon reflects in the way their partner feels toward another. It will be advantageous for us to be on the same side after we are married.”
She fought down the frown at his words. “I still appreciate it. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to do something ‘worthwhile,’ as Parvati put it.” Rael chuckled and waved her away. Arianwyn paused, hand on the door. “Do any of the guards know of the passageway?”
Rael shook his head. “As I said earlier, I was the only one living who knew of it. Now you do as well.”
Arianwyn paused a moment longer. “Thank you for understanding about Bernie,” she whispered.
Rael nodded, gathering his parchment from the breakfast table. He paused and glanced up at her. “You should answer him,” he said.
Arianwyn blushed, glancing at the door. She curtsied and pushed the door open the rest of the way. She walked down the torchlit hallway, lost in thought. Her feet carried her down to the kitchens, where startled servants ducked curtsies and bows her way before hurrying on various errands. She stopped and looked around, frowning slightly. She started forward again when she spotted Tess.
“You shouldn’t be coming down here anymore. It’s not appropriate for a lady to visit the areas of the servants.”
“Please. You and I both know that you’re far too busy to be running all over the Keep because someone wants to chat.”
Tess smiled at her. “What do you need?”
“To chat. I was wondering…have there been many kings and queens who were…fond of each other?”
Tess sighed. “You shouldn’t be worrying about romance, Lady Arianwyn. You are no longer a peasant.” Arianwyn winced, looking away. It seemed her fears regarding Rael were confirmed. “Nevertheless, there have been some. Thane Cael was very fond of his wife before she died. A few of the kings and queens were also fond of each other. More important than fondness, however, is the ability to work together. Respect King Rael and everything will be fine.”
“Were King Rael's parents fond of each other?” Arianwyn asked hesitantly.
Tess looked past Arianwyn, a look of sorrow flashing in her eyes. “His parents...” she trailed off and shook her head. “It's complicated. His mother and father loved him very much.”
“But not each other?”
Tess flashed a quick, forced smile at Arianwyn. “You don't need to worry about it. Your story has already begun differently from theirs.”
“Thank you, Tess.” Tess curtsied and Arianwyn made a face at her.
“Another piece of advice? Stop making late night visits to His Majesty. Gossip will ruin a lady.” Arianwyn nodded and returned to her room to gather her things. She made her way to the library, the treatise and parchment of words in hand. She intended to get through her lesson with Aldous as quickly as possible. Then she needed information from The Book of Dragons.



21-A Messenger
It was late in the evening a week after the mating of the dragons before Arianwyn found time to slip into the library to study The Book of Dragons. She spent some time browsing the stacks, not remembering exactly where Rael had pulled the book from, before she found it. She had to call Edmund over to get the book down for her. He carried it carefully to a table near the window and stepped back.
Arianwyn sat down, staring at the oversized book before opening it to the first page. “Contained herein is information specific to those bonded to dragons. Under no circumstances should one unbonded approach a dragon. Dragons are extremely dangerous, independent creatures. They are fickle in nature. They have an innate affinity for magik. One should exercise caution when dealing with them.
“A dragon’s first instinct is to attack when it feels threatened. They can defend themselves with teeth, claws, and tail. Or they can call upon the Elements to hurl powerful magiks at the attackers.
“One should never approach an ensnared dragon. Doing so is certain death.”
Arianwyn sat back, shaking her head slightly. :Fickle? Who wrote that book, anyway?: Arianwyn smiled at Parvati’s irritated tone of voice. She searched the title page to the book, but found only Book of Dragons inscribed on the front page. Parvati snorted in the back of her mind. :Cowards.:
Arianwyn flipped several pages further in, scanning the first paragraph of each chapter. There were chapters on the preferred hunting methods of dragons, how to affect a deep bond with dragons, the dangers of dragon overpopulation, controlling your dragon gifts, and teaching your dragon to fly. She frowned, scanning farther to the back of the book. “Average size of dragons, mating rituals of dragons, gestation cycle of dragons, and hygiene of dragons,” she muttered.
Arianwyn pulled out a scrap of vellum, unstoppered an inkbottle and sharpened her quill. She took a few careful notes on controlling her dragon gifts. She leaned back, frowning. Carefully, she scribed Personality changes? and Emotional attachments?
She set the vellum aside and tried closing the book. Even with all of her weight pressing down, she could not get the latch to flip back up. She stoppered the inkbottle and looked up to see Halvard and Edmund grinning at her. “Now that you've had a chance to laugh at me, will one of you two close this, please?” She cleaned her quill and blew lightly on the parchment. Halvard leaned on the book, closing the latch with one hand. She stared at her notes, frowning. “Halvard, will you put the book back, please? Edmund and I will start up to the king’s quarters.”
“He’s likely in his study, this hour,” Halvard remarked.
“Very well. We’ll head to his study, then.” Halvard nodded, taking the book, while Arianwyn held the vellum flat so the ink could finish drying. She and Edmund walked to the staircase leading up to the King’s Study.
“How well do you know the king?” she asked Edmund.
He shrugged. “I was only his bodyguard for two years before being reassigned to you. Before that, I was one of the regular Keep guards. As a guard, I only saw him occasionally. And then it was from a distance. Sigurd and Rynert know him best.”
Arianwyn continued walking, brow furrowed in thought. She was amongst the king’s bodyguards before she knew it. She pulled up abruptly as one of them coughed politely, catching her attention before she could plow into him. She took a step back, looking up at him. “Do you need something?”
“Is His Majesty here? I would like to speak with him if he isn’t too busy.”
The guard knocked once on the door before sticking his head in. The conversation was somewhat muffled, but brief. “You may enter.”
Arianwyn stepped in, curtsying as the door closed behind her. “We’re alone. What do you need?”
Arianwyn stood up, frowning at his abruptness. “Have you had a difficult day?”
Rael looked up from the scroll he was reading, scowling. “Did you just come here for idle chit chat? If so, I haven’t the time. The protests for our marriage and the land allotment on the border have finally arrived from a few of the thanes, as have the reports on the status of the military. I have responses to draft, orders to send, and egos to soothe. So no, I haven’t had a good day.”
Arianwyn winced. She walked over to him and perched on the edge of a chair in front of his desk. “Do you know who wrote The Book of Dragons?”
He frowned, returning his attention to the scroll he had been reading. “No. Why?”
“The information seems…inaccurate. And incomplete.”
“The book has been the standard in dragon dealing for centuries,” he said, arching an eyebrow as he looked up at her from the scroll.
Arianwyn flushed. “That may be. But when I was reading through it, Parvati found some of the information inaccurate as well. And it’s curiously blank in regards to personality changes as a result to Bonding.”
Rael frowned. “Why would your personality be affected?”
“I know I’ve changed. While still wary, I have noticed that the longer I am Bonded, the more bold I have become. Perhaps it is merely a result of knowing that Parvati will help, but I doubt it.”
Rael studied her, leaning back in his chair and rubbing his chin. “Bold in what way?”
“Well, I give orders more easily and I no longer fear—” she cut off, glancing up at him and blushing. He sat back, waiting. “I no longer fear your wrath like I once did,” she whispered.
He glared at her. “You were afraid of me?”
“Of course I was! You are the king and I am—was a peasant.”
He continued frowning but went back to the subject of the Book. “Perhaps the information in the Book came after Bonding with the monarchs was common. If so, changes in the human or dragon after bonding would be impossible to detect. Or maybe your 'boldness' is a result of your rise in station.”
Arianwyn sighed, watching her hands. She looked up to find Rael still studying her. There were little lines between his eyes from the scowl he was trying to hide. She decided to change the topic. “Would it be possible to schedule time in the soldiers’ training arena? In private?”
He frowned again. “Why?”
“I would like to practice my Dragon Gift, but I worry that I might accidentally kill someone,” she murmured.
Rael opened his mouth to respond when the door swung open. He scowled at the door, looking irritated. “Your Majesty, a messenger has arrived. He says it’s urgent.”
Rael’s scowl vanished and he sat up straight, nodding to the guard. A man half staggered into the room, clothes travel-stained and torn in places. Patches of his clothing were soaked with a dark liquid. His face was weary and lined with worry. Dark circles ringed his bloodshot eyes. His lips were blue from the cold and his skin was sickly white.
Arianwyn frowned and whispered “Spirit” as the man bowed to Rael. “Show me his vitality,” she murmured. She drew her breath in sharply, jumping to her feet and rushing to the door, pulling it open. “You, fetch a blanket and food for him. And you, a healer. Wake one up if you must.” The guards glanced at her in surprise and Arianwyn scowled back. “Now!” she shooed. They jumped slightly and hurried off down the hall. Arianwyn came back in, pulling a chair over toward the messenger who was speaking in a weak voice. “Sit down,” she interrupted.
Rael and the messenger stared at her in amazement. “This isn’t the time for niceties,” Rael growled.
“It’s not a nicety. It’s a necessity before he collapses from loss of blood. Now sit.” The man gave an uncertain look at the king, who nodded, and collapsed into the chair.
The messenger cleared his throat, glancing nervously between the two before continuing his story. “We were patrolling in the southern thaneship, near the border with the Manticore when we were attacked. Most of the squad died before they knew what was happening,” he said grimly, eyes still haunted. The door opened and one of the guards returned with a bowl of stew and a heavy blanket. A healer entered behind, blinking and rubbing his eyes.
Arianwyn snatched the bowl and shoved several of Rael's papers aside. She placed the bowl on the desk in front of the man. “Eat and talk.” She draped the blanket around his shoulders as the healer approached, frowning at the signs of blood.
“I need to remove his shirt,” the healer said.
“What are you waiting for?” The healer looked uncertainly at Arianwyn. The messenger still had not resumed speaking and was watching her with mouth agape. Rael’s eyes were crinkled above the fist in front of his mouth. Arianwyn shook her head in exasperation. “Do you honestly believe I’ve never seen a man bare-chested before? Get to work! And you,” she jabbed her finger at the messenger, “start eating.”
The healer and messenger both murmured “Yes, m’lady” and followed orders. The healer cut off the coat and shirt of the man while the messenger continued. “I…I know that I should have stayed, Sire, but I couldn’t…my wife is expecting soon…” he glanced down guiltily.
“You have brought us news of the attack,” Rael said firmly. “The information is more valuable than dying in battle. Without this news, your squad would have simply disappeared and it could have been months before we even knew there was a problem.” Rael stood up, pacing. He rang the bell on his desk and a page immediately poked his head in. “Fetch a map of the southern thaneship.” The boy left at a sprint. Rael turned back to the man. “Did you notice anything about the attackers?”
The man shook his head. “They looked like regular vagabonds, Sire. Except they were too organized, too well equipped. But I saw no identifying markers on them.”
The boy returned and carefully unrolled the map on Rael’s desk. Rael weighted the corners down. “About where was the attack?”
“There,” the man jabbed a finger at a particularly dense patch of forest near the border.
Rael glanced at Arianwyn. “Are you up for a ride?” Arianwyn straightened her back, nodding. “Good. Be prepared to leave before dawn.” Arianwyn curtsied. Rael dismissed her and the messenger. The healer led the man to the servants’ quarters and Arianwyn returned to her rooms to prepare.



22-The Soulless
Arianwyn was waiting for Rael in the courtyards. She was already dressed for flight. After their last flight, Arianwyn had commissioned a flight jacket that fit and a thick, woolen scarf. She had also dismissed skirts as impractical for flying. Much to Jed’s dismay, she had him tailor a pair of thick pants she could wear when taking to the skies. A pair of gloves and heavy boots completed her ensemble. She braided her hair tightly down her back, allowing Marie to continue sleeping.
Rael crossed the courtyard in the predawn light, carrying two packs. As usual, he was flanked by his bodyguards. One of them was whispering urgently to Rael as they approached, a scowl on his face. “…idea. How are we to protect your back if you fly off with naught but a slip of a girl with you?”
“It will be fine. Between our Gifts, we will be able to handle whatever attacks come our way. Besides, I am not anticipating a fight.”
The guard snorted, not bothering to hide his irritation. “It isn’t the anticipated fights that are the problem, Your Majesty. I am still unhappy about the attack by the kalapa.”
Rael just grinned, clearly eager to be in the air. Charon and Parvati back-winged into the courtyard, snow flying in every direction. Rael tossed one of the packs to Arianwyn before turning to secure the one he kept to Charon. Watching through Parvati’s eyes, Arianwyn copied how Rael secured the pack before mounting up. :Nice clothes. Far more practical,: Parvati noted.
:Thanks. I thought they would be a good idea…especially if His Majesty is going to insist on these little flights.:
:Not to mention it’s nearing mid-winter.:
Arianwyn agreed. She was not cold. Neither was she sweating, though. And it would only become colder the higher up they went. She scrambled onto Parvati, checking her gear and ensuring her clothes were well wrapped about her. Charon turned and whuffed at Parvati. Parvati nodded and the two leapt lightly into the air, wings straining to gain altitude.
Arianwyn hugged close to Parvati, laying flat along her neck and tucking her face down. The wind whistled as the dragons reached their desired altitude and began gliding. A heavy whuff in Parvati’s neck caught Arianwyn’s attention. She looked up at the back of Parvati’s head. :Are you all right?:
:Of course I am. Just a little winded.:
:Since when did you become winded at take off?: Parvati growled and ignored the question. She tucked down behind Charon, allowing him to cut the wind for her. Arianwyn did not miss the move. :Aren’t you usually trying to get in the front?: Parvati ignored her again.
The dragons labored all morning to fly. With the onset of winter, there were fewer updrafts to make gliding easy. Parvati especially seemed to be suffering from the long flight. Rael glanced more frequently over his shoulder during the trip as Arianwyn and Parvati slowed down. Frowning, he signaled for them to land about noon.
Arianwyn slid from Parvati’s back, legs shaking from gripping Parvati for so long. Rael approached, still frowning. “What’s wrong?”
“Excuse me?”
“Why is Parvati slowing down? Is she unwell?”
Arianwyn frowned at Parvati. Parvati turned her head away, gulping down mouthfuls of snow and simultaneously belching fire into her mouth. “She won’t tell me.”
Rael sighed. “I did not plan on making camp for the night.”
Arianwyn glanced up, a small smile tugging at her lips. “Your Majesty, are you afraid of sleeping outdoors?” she teased.
He scowled at her, turning back toward Charon and stripping his gloves off to dig in his pack. Arianwyn’s laughter followed him. She shook her head and approached Parvati, opening her own rucksack to see what Rael had packed for them.
There was enough bread and cheese to see them through lunch and dinner, some dried fruit and a waterskin. Arianwyn, still smiling, approached Rael. “I’m assuming you have the same contents in your bag?” He grunted. “Well, if you’re concerned about staying the night, then we can share one of the meals.” Rael stared at her, lips compressing. The smile left Arianwyn’s face and she touched his arm. “It is better to have some than none, Your Majesty.”
He sighed. “I thought I told you to call me Rael when we are in private.” She chuckled, reaching into his sack and withdrawing some of the bread, cheese and fruit. Charon was curled protectively around Parvati. Parvati had her head tucked under a wing and appeared to be sleeping. Arianwyn and Rael nestled into the curve of the dragons, out of the wind, to eat. “If it is only overnight, we would only need enough for breakfast,” Rael commented when they had both eaten half the food in his knapsack. He was watching Arianwyn retie the sack to Charon.
Arianwyn shook her head. “You may be king, but you’ve never been in the mountains in the wintertime, have you?” she asked wryly. “The weather is unpredictable at best. We don’t know if it will be overnight or if a blizzard will come up, forcing the dragons to seek shelter.”
Rael leaned back against Parvati’s foreleg. “And where would you propose we camp if a storm comes up?”
Arianwyn shrugged. “Wherever we can find. Probably in one of the forests and the dragons can make a tent for us out of their wings.”
Rael was quiet, finishing the rest of his waterskin before packing snow inside of it. “You’ve done that before, it sounds.”
“I’ve done a lot of things out of necessity,” she remarked. She slapped Parvati's neck, missing Rael's scowl. “Thankfully, Parvati has been with me for the majority of it recently.”
Rael was quiet the rest of lunch. Arianwyn's skin prickled, like she was being watched. But whenever she glanced at him, his attention was elsewhere. They finished their lunch and mounted the dragons, taking to the sky again. :Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?: Arianwyn silently asked Parvati.
Parvati sighed, straining her wings to keep them aloft. :Nothing is wrong. Everything is how it should be.:
:Then why are you so tired? You should be flying circles around Charon!:
Parvati snorted, amusement and pleasure at the compliment coloring her tone. :Not this time. Besides, it costs me nothing to allow him to lead…for now.: Arianwyn smiled and gave up. Whatever secrets Parvati was keeping, she was not sharing.
They arrived at the sight of the attack in the early evening. A thick blanket of snow covered everything. “Are you sure the messenger gave us the correct site?” Arianwyn looked around. “Even if he did, how do we know this is it?”
Rael walked around the small clearing, occasionally kicking at a clump of snow and frowning, staring at the trees surrounding them. “This is it,” he muttered, almost to himself. “Did they leave anything behind is the question.” Rael leapt up a small embankment, disappearing silently into the trees. Arianwyn sighed and leaned against Parvati for warmth. “They should have been approaching from the west.” Arianwyn jumped at Rael’s sudden reappearance. He crouched on the top of the embankment, still watching the clearing through narrowed eyes. “Charon, do you mind?”
Charon stretched his legs and flexed his wings, standing up. He lowered his nose to the ground, sniffing some of the lumps Rael had kicked earlier. A tiny lick of flame erupted, melting the snow. Arianwyn gasped. A face appeared, contorted in pain. Charon moved to another lump, melting more snow. Slowly, the grisly scene came to life.
Swallowing her revulsion, Arianwyn walked among the remains of the patrol. Rael came down the embankment, roughly pulling men from their final rest and searching them. “They all bear your insignia,” Arianwyn said softly. “The messenger said they had no insignia.” Rael grunted, continuing to search.
Arianwyn knelt next to an older soldier, reaching to close his eyes. His eyes shifted. She jerked her hand back, gasping. “Rael, I don’t think they’re dead! Spirit! Show me the soldiers still alive in this clearing.” Grayish flames erupted around her, pulsing slowly where the soldiers were located. The older soldier smiled, sitting up.
“Arianwyn, get out of here!” Rael’s sword hissed from its sheath. Arianwyn stumbled backwards. She cried out when a pair of arms, still flickering a sickly gray, encircled her from behind.
:Duck your head!: Parvati snarled. Arianwyn tucked her chin to her chest and felt the snarl of Parvati pass behind her. A sickening crunch followed. The grayish glow disappeared from the arms and Arianwyn spun. She stepped over the headless body and leapt onto Parvati’s outstretched leg. She was about to haul herself onto Parvati’s back when she saw Rael. As fast as his sword flicked, there were too many soldiers. Charon swung his tail, knocking some of the soldiers to the ground. He was unable to get closer to help Rael.
An icy hand encircled her ankle. Arianwyn looked down and saw the old soldier, still leering at her. “Fire! Fireball!” She flung her hand in his direction. Fire erupted around her shoulder, traveled down her arm, and flew from the palm of her hand, hitting the man square in the chest. The flames caught in his uniform, then extinguished. The grayish glow of his life force gathered strength.
The soldier jerked her from Parvati’s leg. Parvati snarled and snapped, trying to catch hold of the soldier. An arm wrapped around Arianwyn kept her between him and the dragon. He was not even breathing hard. His hand found Arianwyn’s chin. He  pulled her head to the side. Arianwyn saw Rael drive a sword through the chest of one of the soldiers. He glanced in her direction before diving to the side to avoid a downward slice of another soldier. The soldier Rael stabbed stood up.
:Their heads! The only one who hasn’t risen more powerfully is the one whose head I removed,: Parvati said.
The pain was becoming too much for Arianwyn. Her neck would snap from the constant pressure soon. “Fire, stop. Earth,” she choked out. “Become soldiers…” she panted.
The ground rumbled and groaned under her feet. Black pillars oozed up from the forest floor. Sections of the pillars divided, forming rough arms and legs. The figures stood still. Arianwyn’s vision speckled black. She hoped she passed out before her neck snapped. :Command! They are soldiers!: Parvati roared in her mind.
“Kill…soldiers…” Arianwyn struggled to hold the image of the mud soldiers fighting the others. Her vision blacked out. :You must stay awake! The soldiers do not exist without you!: Parvati said urgently, pushing Arianwyn back to consciousness. Arianwyn opened her eyes and saw half of her mud soldiers had disintegrated. She forced her mind to concentrate on the remaining soldiers.
The mud soldiers oozed across the ground, encasing the other soldiers in their embrace. The patrol soldiers disappeared, covered by the mud. Within the mud, Arianwyn could see the grayish glow continue. “Heads…” Iciness suddenly enfolded her from behind. She could see nothing and she could not breathe. Abruptly, she felt the grip of the older soldier release her and she was shoved forward. She fell to her hands and knees, coughing. She rolled over. A mud soldier had engulfed her. She turned her head, rubbing her neck. The patrol solders were still alive, but unable to move.
Arianwyn met Rael’s eyes. He had backed up warily in her direction, watching for a renewed attack. When none of the soldiers moved, he looked to her. Arianwyn managed a smile. “Off with their heads.” Several sickening popping sounds filled the clearing. Arianwyn’s eyes rolled into the back of her head.
“Wake up!” A sharp sting in her cheek brought her back into awareness. Arianwyn forced her eyes open. They were still in the clearing. Rael looked relieved when she opened her eyes. “We’re leaving.” He picked her up, striding toward Charon who obligingly helped Rael mount onto his back. Rael held her tightly in front of him, still breathing hard from the fight.
Arianwyn reached up to rub her eyes and felt something wet on her face. Lightly, she touched her upper lip and checked her fingers. The last rays of the sun revealed blood. She closed her eyes, head pounding. :Your head will feel better if you let Earth and Spirit go.:
“Stop Earth. Stop Spirit,” Arianwyn muttered. “Thank you, Parvati…” Her head lolled backward, darkness taking her over again.
Stars glistened overhead when she opened her eyes again. Rael had shaken her awake. They were on the ground again. “Eat,” he ordered, handing her bread and cheese. He helped her drink from the waterskin. Arianwyn’s hands were shaking too much to hold the skin steady. “The weather is clear. We will fly through the night to arrive home,” Rael said, taking the skin and holding it so she could drink. Arianwnyn closed her eyes. She was too tired to care right now.
“Wake up,” she heard again. This time it was a voice in her ear. She opened her eyes, feeling the rush of wind over her face. The eastern horizon was rose and gold. She blinked, staring at the distant ground. “You should at least be awake when we land,” Rael said in her ear. She nodded, looking down and noticing the Keep approaching.
“Parvati?”
“She’s right behind us.”
Charon back-winged into the courtyard. Servants and bodyguards were approaching. Alarm quickly spread at the sight of Rael and Arianwyn. Sigurd climbed up Charon’s leg to take Arianwyn from Rael. Her grip tightened on Rael, everything spinning. “You have to let go of me,” Rael told her patiently. Her hands clenched again before she could force them to let go and Rael passed her to Sigurd. Sigurd handed her down to Wymond. Rael dismounted after Sigurd jumped down.
Arianwyn stared, frowning. His hair was completely disheveled and his clothes were rumpled. His face was a grayish color, his eyes lined. Closer inspection showed a dark stain along the side of his riding coat. “You’re hurt!” she gasped. She twisted out of Wymond’s arms and staggered to Rael’s side, fingers working to open the coat.
Rael caught her hands. “Hammurabi will take care of it. Wash and rest. We must discuss what happened this afternoon.” Arianwyn looked up at him, frowning. “You look like someone punched you in the nose,” he grinned at her. Arianwyn opened her mouth to retort. Rael took her by the elbow and moved toward the Keep, cutting her off. “Be ready to report what you saw and felt at the meeting this afternoon.” He released her elbow and used his longer stride to get out of reach.
Arianwyn scowled in his direction and turned towards a servant. “Make sure Hammurabi does see him. And if His Majesty tries to send him away, send for me,” she growled, legs trembling. She motioned Sigurd closer. When he was within reach, she gripped his arm. “Whatever you do, do not carry me inside.”
“Should I drag you, then?” he asked. The amusement was forced. She glared at him, keeping her feet only because of the grip she had on Sigurd. Her eyes followed the retreating form of the king until the Keep hid him from her sight.



Rael
Rael sat stiff on the edge of the bed, arm raised. Hammurabi dabbed at the wound, muttering. “It's going to need stitches.”
“No, it will not!” Rael snapped. He put his arm down and reached for his shirt.
“Of course, not, Sire. I shall be sure to inform Lady Arianwyn of—“
“You will do no such thing,” Rael growled. His cheek twitched as he glared at Hammurabi. He took a deep breath and raised his arm back up. “Get it over with.”
“Of course, Your Majesty,” Hammurabi said. His lips twitched.
“If you laugh, I will hit you,” Rael threatened. Hammurabi turned his back, digging through his bag. He pulled up a needle and thread. Rael sighed. “Curse that girl,” he grumbled.
“Perhaps you should thank her.” Rael arched an eyebrow. Hammurabi stabbed him with the needle. Rael grit his teeth, biting back the groan. “From what you've said, it sounds like she may have saved your life.”
Rael stared straight ahead. That girl. An involuntary shiver ran down his spine. “Hold still,” Hammurabi muttered. Rael ignored him. She had nearly died. It was his duty to protect her and he had led her straight into danger. His hands clenched. Hammurabi glanced up at him. “It's not your fault,” he remarked.
“I'm supposed to protect her,” Rael snapped.
Hammurabi laughed. “I doubt she sees it that way. She isn't from the nobility, in spite of her progress. She's a peasant. And even among peasants, I doubt she was well-respected.”
Rael glared at him. “Have a care how you speak of her.”
Hammurabi grinned. “You don't understand. Ask her, I am certain she would agree with me. She is more accustomed to caring for herself, Rael.”
“I do not like it.”
“I doubt she cares.” Rael kicked him for that. Hammurabi arched a brow and stuck him with the needle forcefully. Rael flinched. “Oops, wrong spot.” He withdrew the needle and continued his sewing. Rael shook his head.
“Rynert!” he bellowed. The door opened. “Get one of those boys to assemble everyone for a meeting this afternoon. Tell them to invite the girl, but not before she's had a chance to rest.” Rynert saluted and closed the door.
“You should tell her, Rael,” Hammurabi said, wrapping a bandage around the wound.
“Tell her what?”
“That you worry for her. That you care for her.” Hammurabi secured the bandage, careful to avoid eye contact.
Rael snatched his shirt and jerked it over his head. “No such thing is happening,” he growled. He stood up and belted on his sword.
“Whatever you say, Your Majesty,” Hammurabi said. He packed his bag and bowed as he left.



23-Tales
Alyssa worked carefully, cleaning Arianwyn’s face while Marie combed out her hair. “I am capable of doing this on my own,” Arianwyn grumbled.
Alyssa smiled. “This way you can focus on telling us what happened!” She wrung the rag into a small bowl, the water stained a murky red-brown from blood and mud. “I don’t see any injuries, except for bruises. Why is there blood on your face?”
“And you’re covered in mud,” Marie complained. “We may as well give you a full bath.” Marie tossed the comb to the side and went to the hall to order the bath. Alyssa shrugged in response to Marie and helped Arianwyn change out of her clothes and into a bathrobe.
The bath came in and Marie helped Arianwyn step into the tub. Arianwyn relaxed into the warm water, letting Marie wash her hair, and told them what had happened. “I’ve never heard of anything like it. It was…it was like they were dead once and then filled with the spirits of something else. Or perhaps their spirits were torn asunder. I’m still not certain.” Arianwyn shuddered.
“I’ve heard stories…” Alyssa trailed off, looking uncertainly at Arianwyn. “But I’d always believed they were stories that Father told to frighten me.”
Arianwyn straightened up. “Did he actually tell you about them?”
“Well, no. Not directly to me. He was usually talking to other adults and I happened to be around,” Alyssa shrugged. “Sailors tend to gossip. Father listened to every story, no matter how improbable.”
Arianwyn stepped out of the tub and into the towel Marie held open. “I think you should come with me when I report to King Rael.” Alyssa looked nervous. “Maybe it was just stories that you were hearing, but I believe it would be worth investigating. It might lead us to whoever’s doing this.” Alyssa sighed and reluctantly agreed. Arianwyn put her bathrobe back on. “Now, if you two will excuse me, I’m taking a nap. Marie, wake me whenever you think I need to start getting ready for the meeting.” She returned to her room and collapsed into bed, sleep overtaking her.
“Lady Arianwyn, it’s time to get ready,” Marie murmured. Arianwyn groaned, certain that Marie was early. She sighed and sat up, stretching and yawning. “I brought you something to eat before getting dressed.”
“Thank you! I feel starved.” Arianwyn sat at the small side table and ate. She finished eating the food on the small tray in a matter of seconds. “I may need to send you for more food,” Arianwyn sighed, standing up and allowing Marie to dress her. Her stomach growled the entire time, making Arianwyn blush and Marie laugh.
A knock on the door signaled the arrival of a page, ready to escort Arianwyn to the meeting with Rael. Arianwyn beckoned for Alyssa and the two followed the page, surrounded by their bodyguards. They were led to the same council chamber where Arianwyn first met Cyril and Albius. Arianwyn inwardly groaned when she saw both were present again. The only consolation was that Bernie had not been included in this meeting.
Rael glanced up when they entered, frowning at the appearance of Alyssa. “I invited her,” Arianwyn said. “She says that she’s heard stories of similar happenings.” Rael shrugged. Arianwyn noticed that he moved carefully and her eyes narrowed. “How are you feeling, Your Majesty?”
“I would have been better if you had not set Hammurabi on me,” he growled. “I didn’t need stitches.”
Arianwyn smiled. “I’m so glad you allowed him to help you, Sire.”
“Allowed? As I recall, he said if I did not let him check on me, you would be sent for.” Arianwyn chuckled and Cyril grinned. “Find something amusing, Cyril?” Rael growled.
Cyril covered his mouth, coughing into his hand. “No, Your Majesty, of course not.” When Rael looked away, Cyril winked at Arianwyn. “May we hear your account, Lady Arianwyn?”
Arianwyn recounted what she had seen happen. Rael added his perspective from the time Arianwyn told him they were still alive. “Alyssa, how similar does this sound to what you’ve heard?” Arianwyn asked.
Alyssa straightened up, her voice going monotone as she recited what she had heard. “Father claimed it was mostly rumors spread by the common soldiers. They called them the Soulless, bodies of soldiers condemned to wander the earth for failing to fulfill their final command. Sailors say they mostly reside where a great battle has occurred and been forgotten. The soldiers would rise up, filled only with the desire to kill. Each failed attempt to kill them would give them strength. I have never heard stories of them being defeated. The sailors would flee when they came across the Soulless.”
Rael sat back, rubbing his chin. “Lady Alyssa, is Kerr with the guards?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“Please send him in.” Alyssa curtsied, hurrying to the door and poking her head out. Kerr entered and stood stiffly near the door, back stiff and eye straight ahead. “Kerr, have you heard of the Soulless?”
Kerr blinked, looking startled. “The Soulless, Sire? Most soldiers dismiss them as stories meant to scare the new recruits.”
“But you don’t?”
Kerr hesitated. He took a breath and straightened up again. “I don’, Sire. I think it was a Soulless what took my eye.” Alyssa and Arianwyn shared a startled look. “I was a new recruit in one of the southern villages. We were sent to investigate the disappearance of one of our patrols. We found them…” He closed his eye, shuddered slightly and looked sick. “I escaped and reported what happened. To my knowledge, no others in my group returned. I don’ know what happened, but other soldiers claim that if you are killed by a Soulless, you join their ranks.”
Silence lay thick in the room. Finally, General Albius snorted. “And we’re supposed to believe this story? Your Majesty, I can only assume exhaustion caused the mad belief of dead soldiers coming to life again.”
“And what of my experience, General?”
Albius looked nervous, eyes darting around the room. “Perhaps they were pretending to be dead…”
“They were covered and frozen, General Albius,” Arianwyn said coldly. “Charon had to melt the snow in order for us to even see them.” Silence descended again.
Rael sighed, rubbing his temple. “This is getting us nowhere. General Albius, find what stories you can from the soldiers. Cyril, research the matter in the library. If it even hints at the Soulless, I want to hear about it. You may recruit whatever scholars you need to speed the work. Lady Arianwyn, ask Parvati what she thinks. Perhaps the dragons have encountered this before. We will reconvene in one week to discuss what we have learned.” Everyone acknowledged their assignments and stood to leave. “Lady Arianwyn, join me for dinner,” Rael ordered.
Arianwyn accepted his arm and followed him to one of the smaller dining halls. A few merchants and guild masters joined them. Arianwyn sighed internally and plastered a smile on her face. Since becoming the king’s fiancé, she had discovered a lack of enthusiasm for being in the public eye. She knew she would have to learn to cope.
Arianwyn’s insides churned as she waited for the food to be served. When there was finally something to eat on her plate, she dug in eagerly, manners bordering on the impolite. She could not seem to help herself. She finished her first plate and refilled before Rael was half finished with his food. She tried listening to the talk about trade agreements, but was more focused on the food. After four plates of food, dinner was finally finished.
Rael stood and assisted Arianwyn to stand. He thanked the guild masters for coming and escorted her from the hall. They stared at her with expressions bordering on awe.
Arianwyn curtsied once they were in the hall and turned to go back to her rooms. Instead of releasing her hand, he tugged her back in the direction of his study. Arianwyn glanced up at him, curious. “Hungry?” he asked, grinning.
Arianwyn blushed. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty, I’m not certain what happened. I couldn’t seem to stop eating.”
Rael laughed. “Using your Dragon Gifts can have consequences. I’ve heard of an increased appetite, but I’ve never seen it happen before.”
Arianwyn sighed, still embarrassed. “Is this the only reason you’re dragging me back to your study? To find out just how increased my appetite is?”
“No.” Arianwyn waited, but Rael was not forthcoming. He changed the subject, discussing what she thought about the trades the guild masters had mentioned. Arianwyn wrinkled her nose, but complied.
They arrived at his study and entered. Rael held her chair while she sat and then pulled another up instead of sitting behind his desk. He was sitting close enough that their knees were touching. Arianwyn shifted away, nervously adjusting her skirts.
Rael leaned forward, elbows on knees. “Are you feeling well?”
Arianwyn blinked. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”
“You passed out.”
“I’m fine.”
“You had a nose bleed.”
Arianwyn laughed. “A nose bleed? Your Majesty, I’ve had worse.”
Rael reached out and stroked her cheek. “I’ve told you to call me Rael when in private,” he murmured, leaning closer to her.
Arianwyn’s heartbeat increased. She watched Rael leaning in closer. Her mind raced in alarm. Images of dirty faces and rough hands flashed through her mind. Her stomach knotted painfully. She wondered if she could make it to the door in time. She wished she had a knife. :What should I do?: she desperately asked Parvati.
:What?:
She quickly showed Parvati what was happening, feeling Rael’s breath on her face. :I don’t have a knife. What should I do?:
:I think you should kiss him. Isn’t that what humans do?:
Parvati’s amusement broke through Arianwyn’s panic. The knot vanished, her shoulders relaxed. She actually looked at Rael, seeing him instead of the men from her past. :Yes, it is. I’m not used to having a choice.: Arianwyn leaned forward, brushing her lips to Rael’s. He jumped slightly, pulling away. Arianwyn blushed again and leapt to her feet. She curtsied and left, missing Rael’s bemused look.



Rael
Rael tossed open the door, leaving his study after the girl. He frowned at her disappearing figure down the hall. She must understand, he decided. He hadn't wanted to follow Hammurabi's advice. But after seeing her in the meeting, he had changed his mind. The girl needed to understand. He took a breath and went to his chambers. The girl should understand how he felt now.
Sigurd was waiting outside of his room. He nodded the other man inside. “How is she?” he asked when the door was safely closed.
“She's fine,” he replied. “She's stronger than she looks, Rael. What have you got to drink?” Rael waved Sigurd to a small side cupboard in the sitting room. He snagged a second cup, holding it up for Rael. Rael nodded. Sigurd took a long drink and belched. “She's smart, too.”
Rael shook his head. “Oaf,” he muttered. Sigurd grinned at him. “Not smart enough to stay out of trouble.”
Sigurd laughed. “There's that. If there's a mistake to be made¸ chances are good she'll make it.”
Rael grunted. “Has the boy come near her?”
“He's tried. It won't be long until he makes contact with her.” Rael glared at him. “It's inevitable, Rael. The two were on the verge of being engaged. Would you stay away from the woman you loved?”
“He doesn't love her,” Rael snapped. “He never did. Keep him away from her.” Sigurd raised an eyebrow. “I've spoken with him. He refused to answer yes or no to the direct question. Keep him away from her,” he repeated.
“And what if she seeks him out? Does she love him?” Rael froze. It wasn't until the liquid sloshed over his hand that he realized he had crushed his cup. “Do you know how she feels about you?”
“If she's truly smart, she's setting me up,” Rael remarked, tossing the useless glass to the side of the room.
“I don't think that's her angle,” Sigurd said.
Rael sighed. “I'd like to believe the same. But with Manticore preparing their next move, I cannot. It's likely Manticore prepared and sent her to me. And I took the bait.” Rael rubbed his temples, the tension in the back of his neck turning into a dull throb in his temples. “I'm going to bed,” he said.
Sigurd frowned up at him. “Did you use your gift today?”
“Of course I did! I was in a fight.” Sigurd nodded, standing and turning to the door. “Sigurd.” The bodyguard stopped, looking back at his king. “Keep her safe for me.” Sigurd nodded and left. Rael went to bed.



24-Searching
Arianwyn hurried back to her room. She could still feel herself blushing. Halvard and Edmund gave her curious looks, but thankfully did not ask. She hoped they didn’t mention it to Sigurd. She closed the door to her suite and went to her bedroom. She kicked off her shoes and sat cross legged on the bed. “I need to put thoughts of him out of my mind,” she muttered to herself. She immediately contacted Parvati about the Soulless. :Did you notice anything unfamiliar about them?:
:Besides the fact that they were walking dead?: Parvati asked dryly. :I have never heard of such a thing. Nor do I remember my elders teaching me this magic. They taught me about the Time of War, the History of Bonding, and the Voices.:
Arianwyn frowned. This was not helpful. :What of Charon?:
:He has heard nothing of this, as he informed your male. Perhaps your musty books will have more information. They were so helpful with dragons, after all.:
Arianwyn ignored Parvati’s remark. Asking the dragons had been a long shot at best. She was not going to sit idle and allow innocents to be threatened. Helping Cyril would be more productive. There was a soft knock on her bedroom door. “Come in.”
“You shouldn’t sit on your dress like that,” Marie commented. “It will wrinkle.”
Arianwyn rolled her eyes, standing up. “I won’t wear it again for weeks. By then, I’m sure you’ll have it laundered and hanging in a closet.” Marie chuckled, assisting Arianwyn into her nightclothes. “Marie, will you ask Tess to find someone like Tad for me? I have a feeling life is going to become disorganized soon if I don’t have someone to help me keep track of it all.”
“I will ask in the morning.”
“Thank you. I will be in the library if you find out anything.” Arianwyn dismissed Marie, climbing into bed. She started out thinking of the soulless, but her traitorous mind soon traveled to other events in her life. She rolled over, pulling a pillow over her head. :This is all your fault, you know.:
:My fault? I fail to see the connection between your thoughts of your male and me.:
:If you weren’t ‘fond’ of his dragon, I wouldn’t be thinking of him like this.:
Parvati chuckled, but mentally informed her that the bond worked both ways. And Parvati had not forced her to hold him after the battle or to kiss him. Arianwyn fell asleep still battling with her thoughts.
Morning came sooner than she was prepared for. She sighed, allowing Marie to dress her, and headed straight to the library after breakfast. Aldous was already sitting at one of the desks, scowling at a scroll.
“Master Aldous, have you heard anything of the Soulless?”
“It’s all I hear about anymore, Lady Arianwyn,” he snapped. “Lord Cyril has had my scholars scouring the library since late yesterday for any indication of them. I’ve had to set aside all of my studies for this.”
Arianwyn sighed, sitting. “I don’t suppose you could use my help.”
“Help yourself.” He waved at the rows of book stacks. Arianwyn made a face and wandered in, picking one at random. She opened the front cover and read the title. The Song of Lord Damian. She made a face, putting it back. She doubted she would find references of the Soulless in poetry. Farther down the stacks, she saw a scholar climbing down from a ladder. “Excuse me, is there some method marking which books have already been checked for the Soulless?”
The scholar frowned at her. “I am assigned these stacks, my lady,” he responded. “I have been looking through the history books. You may check others, though I doubt you’ll find anything useful.” He sniffed and wandered back to the windows, carrying his book.
Arianwyn made a face at his back. She picked up several more books and put them back after reading the title. “Lady Arianwyn?” a woman asked.
She turned, grateful for the distraction. “Yes?”
“I am Nami. Headmistress Tess said you were looking for a steward and sent me.”
Arianwyn frowned. “I thought she would send a man. Can you read and write?”
“Considering your gender, Tess thought a man…inappropriate,” Nami responded, smiling. “I am educated. My father is one of the Merchant Masters. As I have not married, he thought my presence among the king’s favored would assist in my eligibility.”
Arianwyn nodded. “Excellent. Could you help me figure out my daily schedule?”
“Of course. I have written up an outline based on what Tess and Marie have told me you are already doing.”
Arianwyn led Nami back to the window, glancing over the schedule. “Will you add an hour of research in the mornings?” Nami made the notation and then waited, quill poised to add others. “Is there anything else I should be doing?”
Nami glanced at her, frowning. “Don’t you know?”
Arianwyn shrugged. “I haven’t spent enough time among ruling nobility to know.”
Nami pursed her lips thoughtfully. “The king and the thanes hold audience each day. Even my father arranges meetings with his various factions. Perhaps not daily, but often.”
Arianwyn nodded. “Let me ask first. But if I should be holding audiences, will you block out a time in the afternoon?” Nami nodded, following directions. “Also, I need time scheduled in the training arena in the early morning. Please arrange something with Captain Alberich.”
“Yes, m’lady. Will that be all?”
“For now. How do I find you if I need you?”
Nami shrugged. “Send a page to find me. For now, I will visit your various instructors to determine when and for how long they plan on instruction.” Arianwyn nodded, waving her away. She suddenly felt exhausted. So much to do. And no clues. Nothing to indicate a direction forward.
She wandered back among the stacks of books, frustrated. She ignored the history books. And the books on trade. And the ones on law. In her current state of mind, she doubted she would give them the proper focus. She picked up a thin book, hidden deep in the stacks. She flipped open the cover. The Tales of Nando.
On her way out of the stacks, she guiltily picked up a book of law. Aldous would want to know she was continuing her studies. She made a face to herself. So would Rael. She considered asking Nami to write a report at the end of each day to deliver to Rael. The idea was dismissed. Rael would want to see that she was progressing in her legibility. She left the library, heading to a lesson with Lysander in the informal dining room.
It only took a few days for Arianwyn to be grateful for Nami. She had reported Nami to Rael, giving him a copy of her schedule. He responded the next day, writing approval of her stewardess and reinforcing that she should be holding audiences. Lysander seemed disgruntled. He did not believe she was ready to hold court.
A minor reception hall on the ground floor was appointed for Arianwyn to hold court. The first day, no one came. She spent the time drumming her fingers and ignoring Lysander’s pointed stares at her hand. The second day, three people came. All of them were women, seeking advice on approaching the king. When the last woman left, Arianwyn stood up and marched out of the hall. “Lady Arianwyn,” Nami called, “you still have your lesson with Master Fred!”
“Please send my apologies. I’m feeling indisposed,” she snapped. :Parvati? Would you come take me to the Dragon Cave?:
:Just a moment,: Parvati responded. Arianwyn sighed, pausing by the door. :Your male says you may use the stairs.: Arianwyn frowned, but headed up. Parvati must have a good reason for making her walk. She detoured to her bedroom, picking up her book, before heading the rest of the way up. Sigurd and Wymond looked surprised as she approached Rael’s door. So did the guard assigned to Rael's door.
“I'm going to be awhile,” she muttered to her guards. She went the rest of the way to the Cave, smiling when she saw Parvati. She sat in the curve of Parvati’s neck, cracking the book open. “The Tales of Nando. I wonder who he was.”
She settled down, beginning her book. It was nice being alone. :We have not been alone for some time,: Parvati remarked. Arianwyn hmmed at her, continuing her story. :Maybe you should have Nami schedule time like this for us.:
“That’s a good idea. Will you remind me later? I’d like to spend some time not thinking about schedules now.” Parvati rumbled and closed her eyes while Arianwyn continued reading.



Bernie
Bernie dressed carefully, making sure his uniform was unwrinkled and his hair combed. The Soulless couldn't have arrived at a better time for him.
He was getting nowhere contacting Ji—Arianwyn. Her bodyguards were too quick; they had her walking away from him before she even knew he was there. But with the Soulless...the king was desperate for information. Bernie could give them that.
He marched into the Keep, making his way up to the War Chambers. Bernie kept an ear to the ground for scuttlebutt, a habit he had brought with him from the village. An enterprising man could make a decent amount of money by knowing what was going on. He reached the hall to the War Chamber. The bodyguards spotted him immediately, both straightening and glaring his way.
Bernie took a deep breath and approached the woman reading. He struggled not to shake his head. A woman. Reading. It was such a useless ability. The bodyguards continued to glare at him, one leaning down to speak with Arianwyn. Her gaze came up and met his. She whispered something back at them, eyes fixed on him.
Bernie stopped just short of the group and bowed. “Lady Arianwyn, if I migh’ haf a momen'? I’ve information to report.”
“Of course,” she responded. She closed her book and marked her place with a finger. She stood and stepped closer to Bernie and farther from the body guards. For a moment, Bernie was tempted to grab her and run. It was a brief moment. Her bodyguards moved to flank her. Bernie scowled at them. Arianwyn sighed. “Could we at least be civil with one another? Bernie isn’t going to hurt me.”
Bernie nodded curtly. Neither man moved. “I haf information abou’ the Soulless,” he muttered, shooting dark looks at the bodyguards. They still didn't back off. They would be troublesome. “The men…they wan’ it reported discreet, don’ wan’ the General gettin’ wind o’ what’s been said.” He let his mountain accent slip in, thick and heavy. Most of the city folk he had met had a hard time understanding him when he spoke with his accent.
“I won’t tell him where my sources are from. And neither will Sigurd or Wymond.”
Bernie took a deep breath, hunching slightly closer to her and lowering his voice anyway. He considered pulling her closer to him. A shift of the two men so that their hands rested on the hilts of their swords changed his mind again. “They say there’re haunted locations, places where grea' battles haf taken place an' the dead walk free. Mos'ly along borders, they say. Those who’ve patrolled 'long the Dragon-Manticore border say the hauntin's are real bad. Some refuse to return.”
Arianwyn frowned. “Thank you, Bernie. I will be sure to inform His Majesty of what you’ve said.”
Bernie saluted her. This meeting did not go how he anticipated. He turned to go, and then hesitated, an idea catching hold. “Migh' I talk with ya later? I’d like ta catch up.” He held his breath, waiting. His employer had been pushing hard for him to make contact with her.
“I will have Nami contact you,” she said. Bernie nodded and walked away. He fought the urge to look over his shoulder at her, to see if she was still watching. He needed her to still be watching. If his plan was going to work, he needed her to trust him completely.



25-Clues
It was the morning of the meeting on the Soulless. Despite her best efforts, Arianwyn had discovered nothing to help them. She had learned more about library research. She sighed, leaning against the wall outside of the King’s War Chambers. Sigurd and Wymond stood nearby, speaking quietly with the king’s body guards.
She slid into a chair, opening her book while she waited. She had read the first three stories in The Tales of Nando. She found that she had less time to read for pleasure since Nami began scheduling her day. She also discovered that there were a lot of duties she had been neglecting.
“The night was dark and stormy. Perfect for an ambush. The King’s Third Division rode slowly forward, horse hooves wrapped to muffle the sound. A shudder ran through the line on the right side. I, Captain Nando, looked to the right, holding up a fist to signal a stop. ‘Undead soldiers, Captain!’ my first lieutenant gasped.
“’Form up! Tighten ranks! Half right turn!’ I bellowed. I had encountered these monsters before, in the Forests of Dere. ’Strike for the heads!’ I shouted. ‘If you cannot remove the head, do not strike or they will grow stronger!’”
Arianwyn gasped, looking up. “Are you okay?” Sigurd asked.
“I think I just found a reference to the Soulless!” she said, excited. Sigurd stepped closer, glancing at the book with interest. Wymond watched curiously. “Do you know where the ‘Forests of Dere’ are?”
Sigurd frowned. “I have never heard of them.”
“What about a Captain Nando?”
Wymond groaned softly, looking down the hall. “You cannot believe what you hear of ‘Captain Nando,” he muttered. “There are a hundred variations of his tales, all of them told to make him the hero.”
Arianwyn frowned at him. “That doesn’t mean there isn’t a kernel of truth to the stories.”
“As you wish, m’lady.” Arianwyn rolled her eyes at him. Wymond glanced up the hall and straightened slightly, eyes narrowing. “Is that one going to attempt speaking with you again?”
Arianwyn looked up the hall. Her heartbeat increased. “He’s a good man,” she whispered, watching Bernie walk down the hall toward them. She half-wished Rael were with them.
Bernie stopped just short of the group and bowed. “Lady Arianwyn, if I migh’ haf a momen'? I’ve information to report.”
“Of course.” She closed her book, marking her place with a finger, and stepped closer to Bernie and farther from the body guards. Sigurd and Wymond moved to flank her. Bernie scowled at them. Arianwyn sighed. “Could we at least be civil with one another? Bernie isn’t going to hurt me.”
Bernie nodded curtly. Neither Sigurd nor Wymond moved. “I haf information abou’ the Soulless,” he muttered, shooting dark looks at Sigurd and Wymond. “The men…they wan’ it reported discreet, don’ wan’ the General gettin’ wind o’ what’s been said.”
“I won’t tell him where my sources are from. And neither will Sigurd or Wymond.”
Bernie took a deep breath, hunching slightly closer to her and lowering his voice. “They say there’re haunted locations, places where great battles have taken place and the dead walk free. Mostly along borders, they say. Those who’ve patrolled along the Dragon-Manticore border say the hauntings are real bad. Some refuse to return.”
Arianwyn frowned. There was hardly anything new they were unaware of. “Thank you, Bernie. I will be sure to inform His Majesty of what you’ve said.”
Bernie saluted to her. He turned to go and then hesitated. “Migh' I talk with ya later? I’d like ta catch up.”
“I will have Nami contact you,” she said, ignoring the stiffening from Sigurd and Wymond. Bernie nodded, walking away. “He’s an old friend,” she muttered to them.
“The king won’t like it,” Sigurd responded.
The door opened. One of the king’s guards gestured for Arianwyn to enter. She stepped inside, catching the last bit of a heated debate. “Your Majesty, I must protest! The inclusion of that…that girl is not right! She will bring about the downfall of the kingdom,” General Albius snarled.
“General Albius, be careful how you speak of my bride,” Rael growled back. “I have invited her to attend this meeting. She was one of two eyewitnesses of events at the border. And I will not have you insult her again.”
General Albius pinched his lips together, glaring. “Your Majesty,” Arianwyn inserted. She curtsied, ignoring the icy look Albius sent her way. Rael gestured toward a seat near him and she took it.
“Might I be excused, Sire? I have nothing to report at this meeting,” Albius said from between clenched teeth.
Rael frowned. “Were your soldiers asked about the Soulless?”
“They were, Sire. They said the Soulless were tales of green soldiers.”
“You may go.” Albius bowed stiffly and then turned and left the room. Rael watched him go, frustration clear in his eyes. When the door closed, he directed his scowl on Arianwyn and Cyril. “And what of you two? Come up empty as well?”
Arianwyn frowned at him, but bit her tongue. Now was not the time to reprimand him for his manners. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” Cyril said. “The scholars have been searching night and day, aided by Lady Arianwyn. They have found nothing.”
“Instruct them to continue searching.”
“I will, Sire.”
“The dragons knew nothing. However, I have found two areas. Do you know where the Forests of Dere are?” Arianwyn asked.
Rael frowned, glancing at Cyril. Cyril shrugged and shook his head. “It sounds familiar, why do you ask?” Arianwyn placed the book on the table, pointing out the paragraphs she had read. Rael read the paragraphs, and then flipped to the front of the book. “The Tales of Nando are not the most reliable of sources,” he said dryly.
“But it’s the only reference found. Most stories exist because something similar happened,” she said. Rael frowned, tapping the book with his finger. “Perhaps if we can discover anything about the Forests of Dere, we will be able to discover more of the Soulless.”
“It’s a direction to search in, Your Majesty,” Cyril added.
Rael sighed. “Fine. You said you found two areas?”
“Yes, Your Majesty. As a commoner, I believe the soldiers may have been more comfortable confiding in me than in General Albius.”
“You’re not a commoner,” Rael muttered.
“Former commoner, then, Sire.” She smiled at Rael. “They claim that there are several locations that are haunted. Most seem to be centered near great battles or borders. Some of the veterans refuse to patrol the Dragon-Manticore border.”
“Excellent,” Rael said, nodding to her. He pulled the map closer. “That would explain our encounter. Did they mention the frequency of the stories? If they seemed to appear every ten years or just recently?”
“I’m afraid not, Your Majesty. I shall be sure to ask.”
Rael nodded again and dismissed Cyril and Arianwyn. “You realize that if this gets back to General Albius, he will be most displeased,” Cyril murmured as they left the room.
Arianwyn shrugged. “He already dislikes me.”
“You’re a woman in a war council,” Cyril chuckled. “Of course he dislikes you.” Arianwyn smiled at him. Cyril bowed and left, still chuckling to himself. Arianwyn shook her head and returned to the library, determined to study more about the Forests of Dere.
She did not get much studying done. Sigurd insisted in following her around and muttering about Bernie. “You should not meet with him. He could be assigned elsewhere.”
“He's not even a member of the Keep Guard,” Arianwyn responded. “And I told you, he's just a friend.”
Sigurd snorted, leaning on one of the stacks and watching for anyone approaching. “Perhaps you believe that. But he does not. And the king will not feel inclined to see private meetings with him as mere friendly encounters, either.”
“He is a part of the Wall Guard,” Wymond inserted from her other side. She frowned at him. “His Majesty felt obligated to take him in, since he brought news of you and lost his post back in his village.”
She shook her head. “Nothing will happen between us, regardless of how Bernie may or may not feel,” she insisted. “Besides, I doubt His Majesty much cares what I do with my time,” she muttered.
Sigurd laughed. “If he did not care, I wouldn't keep getting so many questions from him.”
Arianwyn glared at him. “The marriage is convenient for him because of Parvati and Charon, nothing more.”
Sigurd frowned at her. “You don't know that.”
“He's said it himself on more than one occasion!” she spat. “I do not wish to speak more of this.” She snatched a random book and stomped to the tables, throwing the book down. Aldous glared at her. She sat down and opened the book. She stared for an hour at the page without seeing anything.



Rael
Rael paced in his study. It was late in the night but he could not sleep. “Barit, get me Sigurd!” he shouted at the door.
:Will you stop shouting?: Charon grumbled. :I'm trying to sleep.:
Rael rolled his eyes and continued his pacing. It took nearly half a candle-mark for Sigurd to arrive. He stumbled in the door, still rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Rael glared at him. “Why haven't you been reporting on Arianwyn?”
“Fire-blazing...you woke me up for this?” Sigurd snapped. He stalked into the study and threw himself into a chair, scrubbing his face with his hands. “I've been busy following your orders—to keep her safe!”
“What about keeping her away from the boy?”
Sigurd shook his head. “She is not one of your soldiers, Rael. She has done nothing to warrant your concern.”
Rael shook his head. “She is meeting with him in private. The servants are gossiping about her being pregnant,” Rael said. “And you say I have nothing to worry about?”
“You shouldn't listen to servants' talk,” Sigurd replied. Rael shook his head again, resting his arm on the mantle and staring into the fire. “Rael, she isn't your mother.” Rael straightened from the mantle, his black fury settling over his face. Immediately, Sigurd knew he had gone too far.
“Isn't she?” he hissed. Sigurd stood and chose not to answer. He stared straight ahead instead. Rael stalked over to him, standing in his line of sight. “She is bonded to a dragon. She is intelligent. She was engaged to another man and now seeks that man's attentions! How is she unlike my mother? How long will she wait after becoming queen to betray me?”
“She was not raised like your mother,” Sigurd answered. “She will do what she believes to be right. And she will be loyal to whomever she gives her heart to.”
Rael clenched his hands behind his back. “Do I have it? Or does this village guard Bernie have it?”
Sigurd hesitated. He met Rael's eyes and considered lying. But he knew better. One of Rael's gifts was to detect a spoken lie. “I do not know.” Rael turned and paced again. Sigurd hurried on before Rael could speak again. “I do not know that she has given any man her heart. I doubt she loves Bernie. She has never said so. Even more, I doubt she trusts him. She will never love someone she does not trust.”
Rael stopped his pacing. He did not turn to look at Sigurd this time. “Does she trust me?”
Sigurd took a deep breath before answering. “Not completely.”
Rael struggled to keep his shoulders from slumping. He closed his eyes and focused on his breathing. “What will it take?”
Sigurd frowned at him. “Why does it matter? You've said more than once that who you marry is less important than what she brings to the kingdom.” Rael did not answer. Sigurd swallowed, wondering if he had crossed a line.
“It matters,” Rael whispered. “I need her to love me. And I need her to trust me.”
Sigurd stepped up next to Rael, staring at the same far wall. “She is not your mother, Rael. She will not abandon you.” Rael said nothing more. After standing for a time in silence, Sigurd returned to bed.



26-Fire, Spirit, Air
The winter storms became worse as spring grew nearer. Winter was determined to maintain its icy grip while Spring resolutely warmed the slowly lengthening days. Winter fought the change in weather fiercely, clinging to the mountains. The snow became heavy and wet, the air moist, and the winds violent. Servants bundled heavily in furs before heading outdoors. The guards set aside their plate armor in favor of chain mail and heavy leather, all covered over with fur. It was not uncommon to see a person enter from outside with nothing but their eyes showing, outer clothing blanketed with snow.
For once, Arianwyn was grateful to be a noble. She was no longer required to exit the marginally warmer Keep unless she wanted to. This morning, however, was not one of the mornings where she was to be allowed the comfort of her sitting room, wrapped in a blanket.
Arianwyn waded through the hip deep snow toward the stables, water soaking her skirts. Master Eachann insisted that she have some experience riding in deep snow. Arianwyn grumbled privately to herself about this. She had yet to read of a queen required to wade through the snow for any reason. And Master Aldous had her reading quite a few histories that included the queens.
As her thoughts turned to previous queens, she felt her nervousness return to the surface. She still was not positive that she should be queen. And reading how some failed and were assassinated or overthrown made her ill. It was too easy to see her in the slippers of those queens. Rael assured her she would be fine, the few times she had seen him. His fierce scowl at the mere mention of her fears made her wonder if he secretly thought otherwise.
She frowned, her nervousness disappearing. The dragons had mated some time ago. According to the book, there should be some measure of emotional attachment between Rael and her beginning to grow. But they hardly saw each other. How were they to ‘grow fond’ of one another if the only time she spoke with him was at a formal dinner or a council of war? They had shared the one kiss. Would the next one be on their wedding day? She sighed again, looking for something ordinary to draw her attention away from Rael.
There was only snow. Arianwyn stopped abruptly, studying the white landscape. Sigurd and Wymond came to a halt as well, shivers running through both of them. “Lady Arianwyn, is everything all right?”
“Yes, I just realized that I want to try something.” Sigurd sighed audibly. Arianwyn glanced at him, frowning. Both men, of necessity, were slightly underdressed for the weather. As her personal guard, they could not afford to have their movements inhibited. Arianwyn had argued that numb fingers inhibited just as much as clothes, but they would hear nothing on the subject. “Fire. Circle of heat,” she murmured, focusing on her Fire Voice.
Her vision shimmered, dark blue around the snow and near blazing white where the bodies of her guards were. A clear, shimmering circle surrounded her, heat radiating from the circle. She sighed in relief as feeling rushed back into her toes. She grinned when she noticed an unexpected side effect; the snow melted around her, making her path easier to navigate. Arianwyn turned her attention to Sigurd and Wymond, extending the heat to include both of them. They jumped, glanced at each other, back at her, and shifted nervously.
Arianwyn shrugged at their reaction and continued to the stables, the circle of warmth following them. They reached the main doors. “Stop,” she murmured. After the warmth of the circle, the cold felt colder. “Why don't you two meet me in the paddock?” Sigurd and Wymond scowled down at her. She rolled her eyes. “I'll only be a moment,” she grumbled.
“Lady Arianwyn, the only person I would trust you with is the king. And he isn't in the stables.”
“Why don't you open the windows so you can see me and then go into the paddock?” she asked. “Please? I won't be long.” Sigurd and Wymond shared a scowl. “We're spending more time arguing about this than you actually doing it,” she pointed out.
“Fine!” Sigurd snapped. He stalked into the stable and opened all of the shutters. Sigurd and Wymond then moved around to the paddock.
The warmth of the stables enfolded her and she breathed a sigh of relief, lowering the heavy scarf from the lower half of her face. Arianwyn smiled. It was nice to be alone, however brief. That was something she missed from being a servant.  “Master Eachann?” she called. She walked deeper into the gloom, breath misting white in front of her face. She stopped in front of the stable containing Star. “Hello, Star.” Arianwyn smiled at the chestnut horse. Star nickered softly and perked her ears forward as Arianwyn approached.
Arianwyn fished into her pocket, pulling out a withered apple she had taken from the kitchen. She held it out to Star, smiling as the horse eagerly buried her nose into Arianwyn’s hand. While Star was eating, Arianwyn entered the stall and saddled the mare. She led the horse toward the outer doors, frowning. “Master Eachann?” she called a bit louder. Star pulled back slightly, shying away from something in the gloom. Behind her, she heard Sigurd give a shout.
The doors and windows slammed shut, encasing the stables in blackness. Star whinnied nervously, jerking back harder away from Arianwyn’s hands. Arianwyn backed quickly away from the nervous horse. She released the rope and backed up until she hit the wall. She shrank down against the wall, trying to still her breath. She could see nothing. She could hear nothing except what sounded like fighting outside.
Arianwyn lowered herself further, careful not to bump anything. “Lady Arianwyn,” she heard. “How good of you to join us here so willingly.” Arianwyn turned her face toward the voice. She did not recognize it as any of the servants.
“Spirit,” she whispered, “show me life.” She willed the spirit to cling to the living beings surrounding her. She waited, watching the direction of the person. A large, white blur appeared, not far in front of her. The sound of shifting hooves told her it was Star. :Parvati, I need help!: There were several other forms moving stealthily toward her, one from the door near the Keep, one from the door leading into the paddock, and two from the direction of the windows. Arianwyn lifted her skirts, moving her feet lightly toward Star.
:What is happening?: She felt Parvati’s instant concern. Arianwyn relayed what she was hearing to Parvati, continuing to move as quickly and quietly as she could.
“You may as well come quietly. We won’t hurt you…much.” Arianwyn reached Star and placed her hand on the horse’s side, whispering “calm” with her Spirit voice. Keeping a light touch on the horse, she ducked underneath to the other side. The white forms continued closing in on her position. Arianwyn silently cursed not paying closer attention to her surroundings.
Thinking rapidly, she found Star’s reigns and turned the horse around. “Let’s grab her and go,” a new voice commented from the two forms.
“Silence!” hissed the first voice. Arianwyn swung up into the saddle, doing her best not to make noise. The saddle still creaked under her, causing the first voice to chuckle. “How amusing. What are you going to do, ride away?”
“Air,” she whispered, ignoring the man. A dull ache formed in the middle of her forehead from using two Voices at once. She ignored it, focusing on escape.
She dug her heels into Star’s side. Star lurched forward, whinnying in protest and lurching into a run. The first form cursed and threw himself to the side as Star charged his position. “Open!” she cried in the general direction of the doors. The doors and part of the wall blew outward into the courtyard. Arianwyn clung to Star’s neck, watching ahead of her. Star galloped toward the opening. Pain blossomed in Arianwyn’s back. She sat upright, arching and crying out.
Desperately, she clung to Star, willing the horse to continue forward. Star lurched through the deep snow, nearly throwing Arianwyn from the saddle. Snow fell gently from the sky, touching her face like small kisses. The cold blew slight relief against her aching head. Her back burned.
A dark form blurred white in the middle descended in the midst of the snow, causing Star to panic. Arianwyn hung on to the bucking mare. The increasing pain in her back and head made her hands shake and she was thrown from the saddle. She tried twisting in the air, instinctively seeking to protect her injured back. She hit the snow, breath whooshing out of her. Whatever had hit her in the back twisted painfully.
A roaring filled Arianwyn’s ears. She blinked her eyes, struggling to remain conscious. Charon dropped the rest of the way from the sky, roaring furiously towards the stables. He landed over Arianwyn, head snaking low towards the ground. Taking a deep breath, Charon blasted a fireball toward the stables. The intense heat melted a pathway in the snow, before exploding against the stable, wood flying in all directions.
Vaguely, Arianwyn heard alarmed shouts. Horses squealed and panicked. Charon continued roaring. Arianwyn’s vision blurred. Her head lolled toward the Keep where people were racing across the snow toward Charon. She blinked, trying to clear her vision. It appeared that ghosts were rushing her. “Stop,” she muttered. The white shapes blurred into blackness.



Rael
Charon would let no one near her. He hovered over her body, snarling and spitting fire at whoever was fool enough to come near him and the girl. Rael was not far behind. He ignored the dragon's fury, stepping under the head and crouching next to Arianwyn.
His insides twisted. Her face was gray, her eyes closed. Red stained the ground under her. He pulled her close to him, cradling her with one arm. His hand moved to the broken arrow jutting out of her. His hand shook and he clenched his fist, leaving the arrow in place. He picked her up and returned to the Keep. Once again, he cursed her size. If she were more robust, he would not worry so much about her.
“Get me Hammurabi!” he snapped to Tess. She nodded and ran down the hall herself. “James, find out where Sigurd and Wymond are.” James turned away from the group, running back into the courtyard. :Charon, stay with Parvati. Let me know if her condition changes.: He felt the dragon leave the ground.
Rynert threw the doors open to Arianwyn's suite. Rael hesitated, gripping the woman tighter. He wanted her in the King's Chamber, where she would be closer to him. He grit his teeth together and took her into the room. The gossip about her and Bernie was bad enough without adding himself to the mix.
Hammurabi entered on his heels. He arched an eyebrow. “If you need me to explain that she was attacked...” Rael let the threat hang unspoken in the air, glaring at the man.
“Clearly, Your Majesty. Hold her up while I remove the arrow.” Rael held Arianwyn still. He did not watch the arrow come out, but a low groan from Arianwyn let him know it had happened. He tensed even more. “Lay her on her stomach.”
Rael lay her down and stepped out of Hammurabi's way. Hammurabi cut the back of her dress away, revealing the wound. “Is she going to live?”
“Most likely. The arrow didn't hit anything vital.” Hammurabi cleaned the wound, a frown creasing his brow.
“Then why are you scowling?” Rael asked, a scowl on his own face.
“Because she should have responded with more than a groan when I removed the arrow.” Hammurabi finished cleaning the wound and pulled out a jar with a fine, white powder in it. He sprinkled the powder over the wound. Immediately, the powder fizzed and changed to a yellow-green color. Hammurabi nodded. “Poison.”
Rael hissed. “What can be done?”
“It depends on the poison. Unfortunately, I won't know for certain unless she wakes up.”
:Charon?:he asked.
:Parvati has been trying to awaken her,: Charon replied.
:Why isn't she awake?:
:She cannot reach her.:
Rael clenched his fist. “Parvati cannot reach her,” he told Hammurabi. Hammurabi nodded. He put together a foul smelling poultice and applied it to her back. “Will that hurt her?” Hammurabi shook his head. “Well, what are you doing?”
Hammurabi turned to him, his normally calm features showing his exasperation. The door opened, interrupting him. “Here they are,” James said.
Rael spun. “What happened?” he spat at the two bodyguards.
“It was an ambush,” Sigurd said. His face was still bloodied, one arm hanging at an awkward angle. Wymond was in no better shape, one eye swelling shut, his lip split. “Eachann summoned her to practice riding this morning. She sent us around back to wait in the paddock. We were set upon, then.”
“I told you to keep her safe!” Rael spat. “Does she look safe to you?” Sigurd held his tongue. Rael paced the room, casting frequent glances at Arianwyn's still form. “You will both be demoted, assuming she wakes up.”
Sigurd stiffened. “Rael—“
“Do not think that this is some accident that will be brushed off, Sigurd! If she does not live...” Rael trailed off. He stopped pacing to glare at the girl's still form, hands clenching and unclenching at his side. “Hammurabi?”
“I will stay with her,” he sighed. “I need to monitor her closely anyway.”
Rael nodded, leaving the room. “Rynert, you and James stay outside the door until I return. Barit, gather the rest of my guards. Cycle three every half hour.” He left the room for the Arena.



27-Poisons
Voices sounded in her ears. She thought someone was yelling. Someone else was speaking soothingly. She felt a hand smooth her hair back. Another hand held one of hers carefully. She was not sure if she could move just yet. :Parvati?:
:I am here.:
:What’s happening? Why didn’t you come?:
Arianwyn felt a low, angry, frustrated growl. :I am unable to fly easily at this time. I sent Charon. How are you feeling?:
:I can’t open my eyes.: Arianwyn became aware that the voices had stilled. Whoever had been stroking her hair stopped. She felt someone gently shake her and heard someone speak her name. :I want to go back to sleep. Will you tell them to stop?:
:No. I told Charon you were conscious enough to contact me and he informed his human. You need to finish waking up. The healer wishes to discuss how you are feeling.:
:Tired…: Arianwyn groaned. Parvati snarled. A lance of white hot pain slid into the middle of her skull. The flash of blinding pain made Arianwyn gasp, eyes flying open. :Parvati! That hurt!:
:You’re awake,: Parvati smirked.
Arianwyn blinked in the bright light. Hammurabi was there by the bed. Rael lay her back and let go of her shoulders. Alyssa was sitting beside her bed, eyes red and puffy. She was still holding Arianwyn’s hand. Against the wall were Sigurd and Wymond. Both were bruised and cut. Sigurd’s arm was in a sling. “Wha…” She started coughing, searching for water. Alyssa quickly held a glass to her lips, supporting her shoulders so she could drink.
“How does your mouth feel?” Hammurabi asked, leaning down and smelling her breath.
Arianwyn blinked again. “Dry,” she said hoarsely. “What happened?”
“How long did it take for you to pass out?”
“I don’t know…shortly after Charon arrived.” She looked at Hammurabi, confused. He was holding her wrist now. “What is going on?”
“Describe, as best you can, what you felt when your back was injured.”
Arianwyn groaned, head pounding. “I was…it was…” she paused, trying to gather her thoughts. “Something hit me in the back. It felt like fire and spread quickly. My vision became blurry shortly after I fell.”
Hammurabi nodded slightly. “By your leave, Your Majesty, I need my other bag.” Rael nodded, his eyes flicking to Alyssa. “Lady Alyssa, if you will accompany me? I may need assistance carrying some of my supplies.” The young girl jumped to her feet and hurried after Hammurabi.
Arianwyn closed her eyes, leaning back into the pillows. “Is someone going to tell me what’s happening?”
“You were attacked,” Rael said shortly.
“Yes, I gathered that much,” Arianwyn growled. She winced, opening her eyes. “Forgive me, Your Majesty.”
Rael waved her apology away, sitting on the stool Alyssa had vacated. “Did you see your attackers?” he asked in a low voice.
Arianwyn shook her head and immediately wished she had not. “It was too dark.”
“What were you doing at the stables? Why did you send Sigurd and Wymond away?”
“I needed some time alone, to just think without someone looking over my shoulder. I thought a short bit in the stable, when Master Eachann wanted me to practice riding in deep snow...” she trailed off at the look on his face. “I received a message this morning telling me that.”
Rael shook his head. “Not this morning,” he growled. “You’ve been unconscious for nearly two days now.”
She stared at him, stunned. “How? I’m certain I’ve been injured worse before.”
Rael’s lips thinned and he glanced around the room. He leaned in closer, lowering his voice. “Hammurabi expects poison.”
Arianwyn lay awkwardly on the bed, looking around. Now that she was fully conscious, she was aware of how her back was aching, how her head was pounding, and of her sore backside. “What happened to Sigurd and Wymond?”
Rael glanced at them briefly, turning away in disgust. “They were surprised in the paddock.”
Arianwyn touched his arm. “It’s not their fault. It was an ambush.”
He shook his head. “It is their duty to be prepared for anything. They have become complacent and will be demoted.”
Arianwyn tried sitting up. “No! It wasn’t their fault; I am the one who sent them away.”
Rael carefully pushed her back against the bed. He only needed the one hand to do so. With the other, he readjusted her blankets. Arianwyn blushed, realizing she was naked. She clutched the blankets close again, still scowling at Rael. “Now that you are awake, There will be a hearing for their actions. They will have a chance to defend themselves.”
“When?”
“You won’t be there.”
“I should be there,” she frowned at him. “Do you want them demoted?”
“They have been faithful in the past. But I cannot excuse current sloth for previous behavior, not when it nearly killed you.”
Arianwyn shook her head. “Your Majesty, it was an ambush. And I was the one who sent them around back to wait for me. Are you suggesting that they should also disobey orders?”
Rael scowled at her. “Of course not. Only when your safety is in question.”
“And where was the question? We were heading into the stables. Perhaps you should be investigating how the attackers entered, rather than your faithful guards.”
Rael stood up, pacing. He glanced between Arianwyn and the guards, a dark scowl on his face. “We will discuss this later. Until then, James and Rynert will continue to guard you in their stead.” Arianwyn frowned, glancing at the guards also. She took a few deep breaths and tried to relax. Hammurabi slipped quietly back into the room, followed by Alyssa who was carrying carefully folded, white bandages. When they entered, Rael dismissed Sigurd and Wymond.
Hammurabi laid his bag on a table in the room. He picked up one of the small braziers and quickly fanned the coals into life. A rough tin cup found its way onto the brazier, filled with a small amount of water. He held a small bowl and a long rock. He removed a twisted root and ground it into a fine pulp. He tossed the pulp into the tin cup before pulling out a tiny blue flower and grinding it to a pulp as well. He spread out a long, white linen cloth and smeared it with the blue flower. He turned to the pulp in the tin cup and gave it a quick stir. A bitter smell filled the room. As soon as the mixture was fragrant, he added the pulp to the linen cloth.
“Lady Arianwyn, if you will roll to your stomach?” Arianwyn obediently rolled over. She blushed as Hammurabi pulled the blanket down to her waist. He muttered under his breath, ignoring her embarrassment, and carefully wrapped the cloth around her wound, poultice side down. Almost immediately, Arianwyn felt the muscles in her back release. “How do you feel?”
“Relaxed,” Arianwyn said, surprised.
Hammurabi shared a glance with Rael. Rael nodded and moved toward the door, Hammurabi in tow. “Wait,” Arianwyn called. They paused and looked at her. “What is it?”
Hammurabi glanced at Rael again, questioning. When Rael nodded, he responded, “We were correct in assuming poison. I believe it originated from near the ocean. Sometimes, a kind of seaweed washes onto the shore. Some fishermen make their living searching for it. It can be beneficial when taken orally and sparingly to induce sleep. Used on a weapon in a concentrated amount, however, produces a coma in the victim. Usually, victims do not awake from the coma.”
Arianwyn stared at Hammurabi, an unspoken nervousness reflected in her eyes. Rael shook his head. “I doubt it was the Makara.”
Arianwyn bit her lip, glancing at Hammurabi again. “But aren’t you known for your poisons?”
Hammurabi smiled briefly. “Yes, Lady Arianwyn, we are. And had the poison originated from the swamps, you would have died instead of lying unconscious.”
“Then where did the poison come from?”
“Although I do not believe my people poisoned you, it is entirely possible that they sold the poison to your would-be assassins. With his Majesty’s permission, I will be following possible routes of entry, hopefully leading us to the perpetrators.”
“And I will immediately inform His Imperial Emperor of what has happened,” Rael said. “I need you to remember every detail possible. When you have more strength, we will discuss what we have each learned. For now, rest. Alyssa will see to your needs.”



28-Unanswered Questions
It was nearly two weeks after the attack and her back still pained her. The wound from the attack had been stubborn about healing. For the first week, Arianwyn lay on her stomach while Hammurabi changed the dressing every few hours. He said it was to draw out the poison. Despite his care, infection set in the week after. Hammurabi had been forced to open the wound and bleed it. She was only just beginning to heal, but was stiff. Alyssa had to help her change or she would reopen the wound, something Hammurabi was adamant she not do.
In spite of her back, Arainwyn arranged to meet with Bernie. She was not certain how she would deal with him. She hoped something would present itself during their conversation. She fidgeted while she waited for him to arrive. She had asked Alyssa to stay with her to meet Bernie in her reception chambers. Edmund, Halvard, and Kerr shadowed them. Edmund continued muttering Sigurd’s dire warnings about the meeting.
“Edmund, I need to speak with him. I promised the king I would ask about the frequency of the rumors of Soulless,” she said when his mutterings became to much.
“Oh, it’s only him who can answer?” he asked, sarcasm dripping thick from his voice.
“Nothing is going to happen!” she snapped.
“Does he know that?”
Arianwyn scowled at him. “I’m engaged, aren’t I?”
“Some men see that as a challenge.”
“Not Bernie. He knows better.” Edmund snorted. “Hush, here he comes.” Edmund’s shoulders tightened and his scowl darkened as Bernie approached. Bernie bowed low when he reached her. “Bernie, you don’t need to bow to me.”
Alyssa coughed quietly in the background. “Yes, he does,” she murmured so only Arianwyn could hear.
“At least, not when we’re in private,” Arianwyn amended.
“I was hopin’ to speak to yeh in private,” he muttered, mountain accent thick now that they were speaking to each other. His eyes darted to her bodyguards and Alyssa.
“I’m sorry, this is as private as can be managed. Perhaps we could walk along the walls or something.”
“No,” Halvard said shortly. Arianwyn raised an eyebrow at him. “It is too exposed and you are not completely whole yet.” She sighed, knowing he was correct. Sigurd and Wymond were still healing from the attack. Until they were whole, Halvard and Edmund would protect her days and Rynert and James her nights.
“Well, what are you doing here in the capital?” She gestured for him to sit.
Bernie sighed, sitting down and resting his elbows on his knees. “I came to tell the king about you. I thought…well, I thought he could help me know how to keep you safe, maybe capture the dragon.”
Arianwyn blinked. “You thought Parvati was going to hurt me?”
“Dragon’s’re fearsome creatures,” he muttered, avoiding her eyes. “Anyway, I never thought I’d find yeh here and engaged to the king…” His voice trailed off and he glanced at her.
“Don’t you have something to ask him so we can be done with this meeting?” Edmund asked. Ice was softer than his voice.
Arianwyn covered her irritation with another sigh. “Yes, I do. Bernie, how frequent are these rumors about the Soulless? Did they just appear or have they been around for awhile?”
Bernie scratched his head, scowling again at Edmund and Halvard. “They’re old rumors tha’ have new life ever couple years. I tol’ yeh tha’ some soldiers refuse the border patrol. Either they saw what happened o’ know someone who saw.”
“Good, let’s go to your next appointment, Lady Arianwyn,” Edmund inserted.
“Not yet. Will you please give us a moment? There are things we need to discuss.” Edmund and Halvard glared. She scowled back. “Now. You’ve seen to my rooms, no one will hurt me and Lady Alyssa will be nearby. Please don’t make me order you.” The guards glared fiercely at Bernie, but left the room...and the door ajar. “Lady Alyssa, would you please give us a moment. There are some very delicate matters that I need to speak to Bernie about.”
Alyssa frowned. “Lady Arianwyn, it would not be appropriate.”
Arianwyn rolled her eyes. “Nothing is going to happen between us. You can even leave your door open. But I need this opportunity to speak privately with him.” Alyssa stood, still frowning, and curtsied. She entered her room, leaving the door open as wide as possible. She dragged a chair to the opening and sat down primly, watching. Arianwyn sighed. “I suppose that’s as private as we’ll get.”
“Arianwyn,” Bernie murmured. He shook his head. “It still seems strange, after knowin’ yeh as Jinny for so long.” He stared directly at her, reaching out for one of her hands.
Arianwyn snatched her hand back, focusing her gaze on his ear. “Bernie, I’m sorry I lied to you. At the time, I didn’t feel I had a choice. I had to protect Parvati and me.”
“Yeh woulda told me the truth eventually,” he said quietly, still staring at her. He reached again for her hand. She folded her arms to keep her hands safe from him.
Arianwyn risked a glance at his eyes. She averted her eyes again, blushing at the intensity in his eyes. “Bernie, I'm not certain I would have then. I’m not the same person—“
“I asked yeh a question once,” he interrupted. “Yeh’ve still to answer me.” He glanced in Alyssa’s direction, one hand going to his pocket. “I’m still waiting for an answer. I hope yeh’ll schedule another chat together.” Bernie stood up. Arianwyn stood with him, arms coming to her side. He caught Arianwyn’s hand and brought it to his lips. Arianwyn felt something hard and warm pressed into her palm. “I await, m’lady.” He gave her a lopsided smile and left the room.
Slowly, stomach sinking, Arianwyn turned her hand over and looked. “That was short,” Alyssa said, coming back into the room.
Arianwyn made a quick fist again, smiling at Alyssa. “I didn’t think it needed to be drawn out. Will you have Willow fetch Nami? I need to review my schedule again.” When Alyssa left, Arianwyn opened her hand again. The simple golden ring gleamed in the firelight, mocking her and her choices.



Bernie
Bernie smiled to himself. The two weeks of waiting had been worth it for that moment. The look on her face when she felt the ring in her hand...He chuckled to himself. There were a few set backs, but things were developing nicely. This was even better than his original plan. And with the funding from his new patron, things were certain to be easier.
He turned a corner for the Arena, considering his next move. Movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention. Bernie stopped, looking toward the corner of the courtyard. His contact waved him over.
“What do you want?” he asked. “Now is hardly a good time to be meeting.”
“Our patron wants to know what is happening. That poison was expensive, after all.”
Bernie shook his head. “You know, and he knows, that it did not work. She woke up two weeks ago.”
“Your lack of results is disturbing,” the man remarked.
Bernie laughed. “Have patience. This is working even better for us than if she had remained asleep.” The man arched an eyebrow and Bernie grinned at him. “I just proposed marriage. She did not say no.”
The man smiled back. “That is good news. Do you wish the rumors to worsen?”
“Not yet. Give it a little time, maybe after our next meeting.” The man nodded and left. Bernie returned to the Arena, whistling through a gap in his teeth. Yes, things were going quite well.



29-Secrets Revealed
Shortly after her meeting with Bernie, Rael began interrogating her about every possible detail of the attack, even things that seemed inconsequential to Arianwyn. He had been kind enough to wait for her to be able to sit up unassisted. It was the most she had seen him since her stay at the Keep started.
Master Eachann was called in and questioned as well. He reported receiving a message for him to report to Captain Alberich. Captain Alberich denied sending any such message. Nothing could be pinned anywhere. The only fact they could determine was that the two messages had been penned by the same person. And that only after they laid the notes side by side and Master Aldous combed them over for similarities in syntax and writing style.
Arianwyn continued to stall Bernie. She was not certain how to tell him no nicely. He continued to hound her at every meeting, pressing for her to make a decision. Sigurd and Wymond had returned to daytime guard duty. Sigurd became more close mouthed each time she met with Bernie, a sure sign of the talkative guard’s disapproval. She closed her eyes against the candlelight, wishing she had someone she could confide in.
:You could talk to me,: Parvati commented.
:Except you’ve never liked Bernie.:
:So? Neither have you. Get rid of him. You’ve found a stronger male who will make a better mate and produce stronger children.:
Arianwyn hesitated. :Except Bernie loves me.:
:You don't love him.:
:And Rael doesn't love me,: she thought in a whisper. A wave of sadness rushed through her at the thought.
:I thought you told her,: an image of Blythe flashed to her mind, :that love matters less than safety and a full belly.: Arianwyn rolled her eyes, shoving the hurt back down. Trust Parvati to remember inconvenient memories. She took a deep breath and ignored Parvati.
“It’s all very convenient, isn’t it?” Lady Alyssa sighed, breaking into her thoughts. Arianwyn refocused on her letter, grateful for the interruption. “The messages, the poisoning…I wonder who would want to kill you? What would be gained by your death?”
Arianwyn frowned and looked up from her letter to the girl. “Well, any of the thanes could have done it, couldn’t they?”
“Yes, but they have sworn fealty to the king,” Alyssa said. She looked shocked at the very notion that one of the thanes being behind the plot.
“What about someone from the Makara? Why is Hammurabi here?”
Alyssa glanced up in surprise. “Hammurabi is Makara?” Arianwyn nodded. “I didn’t know that! I’ll have to see what I can find out.”
Arianwyn shook her head. She shouldn't have mentioned Hammurabi to Alyssa. “We’ve been over every angle, Lady Alyssa. And King Rael trusts Hammurabi implicitly, though I’m not sure why.”
“But maybe—“
“Enough. I'm tired of circles. Has Master Jed arrived yet?”
Alyssa stood up and crossed the room, peeking out. “He’s just coming down the hall.”
“Help me undress so we can finish the fitting as soon as possible.” Arianwyn stood, stressing her back as little as possible.
Arianwyn and Alyssa had just finished removing her clothes when Jed knocked on the door. Alyssa let him and his assistants into the room. Arianwyn stepped into the black gown and it was pulled up. The back laced similar to a corset, holding the dress in place on her torso. Silken straps tied at the back of her neck. Her arms and upper back were bare, revealing the silver dragon twisting across. Small fire diamonds studded the skirt, more heavily near the bottom and scattered as they rose up the skirt. The diamonds had been carefully placed to form a dragon flying in a star-studded sky.
An assistant helped Arianwyn into the shoes she would wear. Alyssa tied her hair up into a knot so that the view of the dress would be unimpeded. Jed turned her this way and that, pulling at some areas and pinning occasionally. Overall, he seemed satisfied with the dress. “This should do nicely for the wedding. All we need prepare now is your veil.”
Arianwyn stared at herself in the mirror. “No, no veil.”
Jed blinked. “My lady, you must wear a veil. It is traditional!”
She shook her head. “I have spent my entire life hiding. I will not hide on my wedding day. No longer,” she finished in a fierce whisper. She straightened her shoulders. “You may select a tiara, but I will not hide any longer.” Jed opened his mouth to protest again, but a sharp scowl from Arianwyn caused his jaw to snap shut.
:Good choice,: Parvati remarked.
Jed pursed his lips, clearly dissatisfied. “As you command, my lady.” Arianwyn changed into her other clothes and Jed took her wedding dress away to finish the final alterations.
“Lady Alyssa, will you summon a page?”
“Of course.” Alyssa hurried to the door and poked her head into the hallway. One of the ever-present pages entered, bowed, and waited for the message.
“Please inform His Majesty that I would like to visit Parvati. It has been a long time. If he has time, I would appreciate his assistance in arriving at the Dragon Cave.” The page bowed again and scampered away. Arianwyn followed in his wake, determined to argue with Rael in person so he could not deny her the visit. The page met them in the corridor just outside of Rael’s study. He blinked in surprise, but turned and knocked on the door to announce Arianwyn’s presence.
Rael glanced up when she entered. He frowned slightly at seeing her. “How are you feeling?”
“Much improved, Your Majesty, thank you for asking.”
He grunted. “Give me a moment to finish this and we will meet Charon in the courtyard. Take a seat.”
“You're not going to tell me no?” Arianwyn sat and waited, unconsciously flexing her back to the point of pain before relaxing again.
“Why would I deny you a visit with Parvati?” He looked up in surprise and frowned when he saw her flexing her back. “Leave it alone,” Rael growled.
“I need to know what my range of movement is,” she replied.
Rael shook his head. “You won’t need to worry about pain again. Just relax and let it heal.” Arianwyn folded her hands in her lap and pursed her lips, waiting. Rael signed a document, set it to the side and stretched. “Are you ready?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” Arianwyn stood quickly, waiting for Rael to come around. He paused long enough to offer her his arm and they headed to the courtyard. Most of the snow had melted away, though the days continued confused between raging blizzards and warm sunshine. Charon was waiting for them, the sunlight seeming to absorb and disappear into his scaly hide. “Good morning, Charon,” Arianwyn smiled, curtsying slightly.
Charon snorted in her direction, rolling his eyes. He dropped into a low crouch, lifting his forearm. Rael carefully lifted Arianwyn onto the forearm. Charon slowly raised his forearm so that Arianwyn could easily transition to his back and slide into place between the wings. Rael followed nimbly, settling behind Arianwyn. Charon walked over to the Keep wall, rearing up and climbing up the outside of it. “What are you doing?” Arianwyn asked, confused.
“He doesn’t want to aggravate your back,” Rael responded for the dragon. He reached his arms around to the spike in front of her and braced her body with his.
“I’m fine!” Charon and Rael both ignored her. Charon reached the top of the wall and fell forward, gliding in a large circle over the city to gain height. Arianwyn could see the faces of the townspeople turned up in wonder, mouths agape. Charon continued circling higher and higher. “Where are we going?” Arianwyn asked over her shoulder.
“I’m not certain.” Rael was silent for a moment. “Charon says Parvati is not in the Dragon Cave.” The surprise was evident in his voice.
Arianwyn frowned, the beginnings of worry causing her to tense. Rael muttered for her to relax in her ear. :Parvati?:
:You worry too much. I’m fine.:
:Where are you?:
:Somewhere safe. Charon knows where it is and he will bring you here.:
:The Dragon Cave wasn’t safe enough?:
:You found it.: Arianwyn rolled her eyes, leaning back against Rael. They were high up without flying jackets. Rael slid one arm around her waist, pulling her more snugly against his chest. “Charon says we won’t have far to go,” he said in her ear. Arianwyn nodded, shivering.
Charon headed north, deeper into the mountains. The craggy peaks clawed defiantly at the sky. The winds whipped and buffeted around them, whistling in the crags. Rael let go of Arianwyn to grip Charon’s spikes with both hands as they were tossed to and fro. Arianwyn held tight to Rael’s arms, gritting her teeth against the twinges in her back.
Rael threw his legs forward suddenly, pinning her skirts and legs against Charon's body. Arianwyn frowned, and turned to ask when Charon abruptly folded his wings back, falling into a steep dive. Arianwyn caught her breath, leaning back with Rael as the wind roared past them. Charon opened his wings a bare hands-span, speeding along at a slightly milder descent. He dropped into the peaks, cliffs rearing suddenly out of the pine. He opened his wings completely and Arianwyn felt her stomach drop at the change in direction. He banked sharply left.
Instinctively, Arianwyn flinched back from the cliff, throwing her arms up to stop the crash. She heard Rael chuckle behind her. Charon’s claws scrabbled briefly on the cliff face. He tucked his wings and climbed up the cliff, snaking forward and into a small cave. “Whatever happened to concern for my back?” she muttered. Rael gave her waist a slight squeeze.
“We had better climb down,” Rael said. His voice seemed unnaturally quiet after the roaring of the wind. They slipped off Charon’s back. Charon remained crouched low, inching carefully forward.
Arianwyn held out a hand. “Fire,” she muttered. Charon’s body was outlined in blue, rapidly changing to red and then a brilliant white in the center. Rael was the same. “Light.” She held her hand out and a tiny pinprick of light appeared over her palm. Arianwyn held the light to the side, the whiteness glaring into her eyes. She heard Rael mutter thanks as they wound deeper into the mountain.
“What do you mean I won't have to worry about pain again?” she asked over her shoulder. She struggled to keep the irritation and worry out of her voice.
“Just what I said. You do not need to fear pain anymore.”
Arianwyn stopped, turning to face Rael. “Why? Were you the one behind the attack?”
Rael glared down at her. “That is ridiculous.”
Arianwyn took a step back from him, her stomach knotting in pain. “Oh, is it? Parvati and Charon are mated. What do you need me for? No one would complain about my disappearance.”
:You're being silly,: Parvati remarked.
“You're being silly,” Rael echoed.
“Oh, that's right. Her fate and mine are the same. You can't get rid of me until after she gives birth.” Arianwyn spun around, marching back after Charon. Her eyes burned and she felt sick.
Rael caught her shoulders and turned her to face him. She stiffened, preparing to face his anger. “I am not going to hurt you,” he said, drawing her into his arms. Arianwyn stared up at him, confused at the missing anger. “You have my word that I will protect you, with my life if necessary.”
Arianwyn stared up at him, swallowing the knot that had moved to her throat. Rael let her go when she did not say anything further. She turned and moved deeper into the cave, the silence hanging painful between them. Arianwyn wished she could believe him.
The blackness in front eventually gave way to a dark blue color. “Stop,” Arianwyn muttered, as the blue became brighter, fading into orange. She caught her breath, stopping abruptly as they turned a corner. Parvati lay on her side in a small bowl that had been twisted and formed from a great heat. She was panting softly, eyes half closed. Arianwyn ran forward, patting her neck. “What are you doing here? What happened?” she whispered, concerned. Rael and Charon kept their distance, watching in silence.
:It should be obvious.:
:Pretend it’s not.:
:I’m egg heavy, of course. I won’t be able to fly again until I lay my eggs.:
Arianwyn stroked her head, amazed. :When will that be?:
:Probably within the week.:
:Will you let me know? Or will it be another surprise that you’ll expect me to find out on my own?:
:I will send Charon for you, if you’d like. It will likely be boring, though, and will last many days.:
Arianwyn smiled and looked across at Rael. “She’s going to be a mother!” Her smile faltered until Rael grinned back, slapping Charon on the neck. Charon rumbled happily with himself, chest puffing out.



30-Confessions
“You have a meeting with Bernie this morning,” Nami said. She frowned, glancing up at Arianwyn from the schedule. “May I suggest canceling?”
“I can’t cancel, Nami.” Arianwyn had several books scattered across her table, each with vague references to the Forests of Dere. She jotted down another reference on a piece of parchment, hoping the clues would lead her to a location.
“You should.” Nami folded her arms. “Sigurd has told me about your meetings. And the servants are gossiping.”
Arianwyn looked up, frowning. “Haven’t they anything better to do?”
Nami laughed. “I thought you were a servant once. Have you so quickly forgotten?”
Arianwyn winced. “You’re right, their hands may be busy but their minds, and tongues, are idle.” She sighed, setting her quill down and stoppering the ink bottle. “What are they saying?”
“I’m not certain you want to know. I would simply quit the meetings.”
“You better tell me. I should probably know what King Rael is hearing,” Arianwyn muttered.
Nami raised an eyebrow. “I suppose it’s true that he’s heard.” Her lips thinned slightly. “Mind you, this is palace gossip. But the worst of it is that you are carrying his child.”
“What?”
“Mmm. With how often you meet, and your ‘private’ meetings with him, it does not leave a good impression. The least offensive gossip is that you are setting him up for later.”
“Setting him up for what, exactly?”
“As your lover, of course. It is not unheard of for the rich to be married and have lovers on the side. The least believable is that you’re going to leave the king and marry Bernie instead,” Nami chuckled.
Arianwyn snapped her jaw shut. “Who is starting these rumors?” She stood up, pacing. Who else knew about the ring? Did Rael know?
Nami laughed outright. “Forgive me for speaking frankly, Lady Arianwyn, but you are. The rumors are a result of your actions.”
Arianwyn stopped pacing. She took a deep, steadying breath. “I need your advice, then.” Nami glanced at her curiously. Arianwyn went to her room. She pushed her mattress aside and moved a loose board. She picked up the ring and returned to the room. She tossed the ring onto the table. “How do I tell him no without hurting him?”
Nami’s jaw dropped. “The least believable is the most true,” she whispered. She shook herself, becoming businesslike. “How long have you been trying to decide?”
“I was never going to marry him! I wouldn’t leave His Majesty for Bernie. But Bernie is a good man. He doesn’t deserve to be hurt,” she whispered, sinking down into a chair and dropping her head into her hands.
“Lady Arianwyn!” Arianwyn glanced at Nami. The short woman had her fists on her wide hips and was glaring at her. “That young man believes you are willing to marry him. And each meeting only gives him further cause for hope. You tell him no today and have nothing more to do with him!”
Arianwyn blushed, but nodded. “Yes, Nami,” she said meekly.
“Then you need to talk to the king and set his worries at rest,” Nami continued.
“They’re just rumors!”
“He’s still a man, just like any other. They need reassurances as much as women do.”
Arianwyn winced, but nodded. “Very well. Let’s get this over with, then. I’m going to speak with King Rael first.”
“He’s hearing petitions now. But I could likely manage to find Bernie.” Arianwyn nodded to Nami again. She left, looking pleased. Arianwyn wished she could feel so cheerful about the coming confrontation.
:It is good that you are making a decision,: Parvati said.
:Is it the right one?: Arianwyn asked.
:Rael is fond of you,: Parvati said.
:How can you be certain? You cannot read his mind and intentions as you can mine.: Arianwyn slumped again. It was impossible. She did not think she would ever have to choose between love and safety. She took a deep breath. Safety had always been her priority. She held on to that now.
Arianwyn grimaced and stood, glancing nervously at the ring. She resumed her pacing, trying out each scenario of the coming conversation in her head. None of her options left a good taste in her mouth. She jumped when someone knocked on her door. “Enter.” She took a deep breath, facing the door.
Sigurd poked his head in. “He’s here again.”
“Send him in.” Briefly, Arianwyn considered asking Sigurd to stand inside the door with her. She rejected the idea as cowardly. Besides, he would hear her scream. Bernie stepped into the room, smiling when he saw her. “I need to speak with you. And it’s serious.”
Bernie straightened, his eyes glimmering with hope. How had she missed that look before? :If it helps, you've never felt safe with him,: Parvati remarked. Araiwnyn caught her breath. It was true. How had she missed that? She shook her head, forcing herself to focus.
“Yeh kin tell me anythin’,” Bernie said, stepping closer.
Arianwyn picked up the ring. “I have something that belongs to you,” she whispered.
Bernie stopped mid-step, staring at her. “Yer choosin’ him?”
Arianwyn stepped up to him, forcing the ring into his hand. “The choice was made before you gave me this ring,” she said, closing his fingers around the ring. “I’m sorry.”
“Yer sorry? Tha’s it? All this time, talkin’ an’ meetin’…” Bernie’s face turned red and he clenched his hands into fists. Arianwyn took a step back, gathering her breath in case she needed to scream. He spun around, stalking towards the door. “I never figured yeh as one tha’ played games. ‘Course, I shoulda figured, tellin’ me yer name was Jinny and all.”
He jerked the door open. “Bernie—“ He slammed the door. Arianwyn sat down heavily. Her hands were shaking. The door opened again. Arianwyn looked up in surprise. “Yes?”
“Are you all right?” Sigurd asked. Arianwyn nodded. “Are you finished with him?” Arianwyn nodded again, standing up. “Good.”
“Sigurd, do you think the king is finished with petitions? If I’m going to take Nami’s advice, I may as well take all of it.”
Sigurd grinned. “If he isn’t finished yet, he should be soon. Nami’s a smart one, isn’t she?”
“Yes, she is. And I’d appreciate it if you two didn’t gossip about me.” Sigurd laughed, holding the door open for her. She walked down the hall and up the stairs to the King’s Study. There were no guards outside the door. “Would it be rude of me to wait inside? I need a moment to think.” Sigurd shrugged and stepped in first, scanning the room. He stepped out and nodded her in.
Arianwyn walked in, closing the heavy door behind her. She sighed, rubbing her temples. This was not what she wanted to be doing. She wandered over to the mantle, staring at the crackling flames. “Maybe I can leave him a note,” she muttered, turning and looking at the parchment on his desk. She sat down in his chair, pulling some parchment over and sharpening a quill.
“What are you doing sitting in my chair?” Rael asked as he tossed the door shut, scowling.
Arianwyn jumped up, flushing. “I was going to leave you a note,” she admitted. When Rael’s eyebrows dropped, she grimaced. “I probably shouldn’t have said that. I do need to talk to you about…rumors that have been circulating. About Bernie and me. They’re not true.”
Rael stalked around the side of his desk, heading for his chair. Arianwyn backed up before he walked into her. He still had not quit scowling. He removed his crown and tossed it onto a stack of books. “Fascinating. If none of them are true, would you mind explaining why you spent so much flaming time with him?”
Arianwyn’s mouth went dry. It had been some time since he had looked at her with such fury. She reminded herself that he had promised he would not hurt her and forced her eyes to meet his. “He did ask me at one time, I believe I told you that already. He attempted to renew his proposal…” she trailed off at his thunderous look.
“He…you…” Rael leaned on his fists, jaw clenched.
“I didn’t know how to tell him no,” Arianwyn rushed on, before Rael could gain enough composure to keep speaking. “I did today. It’s done.”
“Is it? Or is this some flight-damned ploy to gain my trust?”
“You would know if I was lying to you! You said so yourself.” Arianwyn clutched her hands together. They were shaking like they had not done since she was a mere servant.
“Yes, that was when you were guileless. You’ve gained enough composure now that I cannot trust a word out of your mouth,” he hissed.
Arianwyn straightened, feeling her own anger rise. “Then use your own flaming Dragon Gift!”
“I cannot!” he snapped. “You are also Gifted. Our Gifts are useless against other Gifted!”
“Then you’ll just have to trust me.” Rael took a deep breath, shaking his head. “I am not lying.” Her eyes burned with unshed tears of frustration.
“Just go,” Rael growled, shoulders tense. Arianwyn opened her mouth to argue. “GO!” he shouted. Arianwyn turned on her heel and marched from the room. Rael was barely a half-step behind her. She had to dodge to the side to avoid being trampled. “James, fetch the rest of my guards. Meet us in the arena.” Rael stalked away. James and Rynert scrambled to follow orders.
“That didn’t go so well, did it?” Sigurd asked. Arianwyn scowled at him and marched to the library. “Give him time,” Sigurd said, catching up to her. “He does not deal well with surprises.” She shook her head, refusing to look at Sigurd. She clung desperately to her anger. If she let it go, she worried the tears welling in her eyes would fall.



Bernie and Rael
Rael changed his mind halfway across the courtyard and went to the Barracks again instead. “Is he going to beat the boy again?” Rynert asked James.
“He's looking like he wants to beat someone,” James replied. His guards were tense, eyes shifting restlessly as they moved. They did not know what to expect from Rael. Rael wasn't sure he knew what to expect, either.
“Who did the girl choose?” Barit asked.
“She chose me,” he snapped over his shoulder.
“Then why are you hunting the boy?” Rynert asked.
Rael stopped in mid-stride, glaring at the door to the Guard Barracks. “Because the boy put her in this position in the first place.” He signaled Barit who threw open the door. At his signal, Rael and the others entered. Rael scanned the room and found him.
Bernie jumped to his feet, glaring at Rael. “Your Majesty,” he said, bowing. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Sit down. Rynert, James, clear the room.” Bernie sat back on his bed. Rael took the bed next to him, glaring. When the room was empty, he asked, “What do you want?”
Bernie blinked. “Sire?”
“Boy, I have been playing political games my entire life. You do not put a girl like Lady Arianwyn in that type of position without ulterior motives. You do not approach the king with unsolicited information without wanting something in return. Now, what do you want?”
Bernie sat back, letting his jaw drop. “Your Majesty, I simply wanted to marry the woman of my dreams. Is that a crime?”
Rael glared at him. His nostrils flared and he clenched his hands together. He stood and left the room before he attacked. “Well?” Rynert asked.
“He's lying.”
“We'll have him watched.”
Rael nodded acknowledgment of the statement. “Find out from Sigurd if she trusts me yet. See if he can learn why she thinks I might have been behind the ambush at the stables. I have one last meeting with the Miner's Guild. Then we will meet at the Arena.” The guards acknowledged his orders, Barit leaving the group to see them done. Rael stalked back to his study.
Bernie sat on the bunk and laughed. He left the room through the Arena door, struggling to contain his amusement. The king was surprisingly easy to manipulate, especially for someone who claimed to have worked the political angle his entire life. Bernie chose a sparring dummy and set to work, unable to contain his smirk.
A few more stirs would set this pot to boiling, he thought.



31-Confrontations
Arianwyn awoke early and dressed in a work dress. The early morning was the only opportunity she had found to practice her Dragon Gift in private. After starting one of her nicer dresses on fire, she took care to dress in her former servant garb. Tess and Marie ensured that she had a fresh garment on hand each day.
Halvard and Edmund were waiting for her. They had adjusted to the new routine easily. Sigurd and Wymond would meet them at the soldiers’ training arena and take over. Arianwyn took deep, calming breaths on the way over. She still seethed whenever she thought of her argument with Rael. Unfortunately, she could not seem to banish the fight from her mind. And no matter how ridiculous she told herself she was being, she still hurt from his treatment.
As they approached the arena, Halvard increased his pace, entering the compound ahead of them to ensure her privacy and safety. Her body guards had refused to leave her alone until they had surveyed the area after the attack in the stables. Rael almost replaced them, but Arianwyn would not allow him to assign any others, insisting it was an accident. At Halvard’s signal, Arianwyn entered the compound. Edmund and Halvard remained outside to avoid injury.
Arianwyn walked to the far end of the sand, away from the barracks. She hoped the extra distance would give anyone foolish enough to enter from the barracks door a fighting chance. She did not trust that Captain Alberich’s orders to stay out of the arena in the morning would hold forever.
Captain Alberich had set up several training dummies the night before for her. She turned away from the dummies, running through a few warm-ups before attempting tightly controlled mayhem.
“Fire. Fireball.” She held her hand stretched out in front of her. A ball of flame hovered over her hand, pulsing. The strength of each Voice, she had discovered, varied with the amount of concentration she gave the Element. The more she practiced, the fewer words she needed to control what each element produced. She practiced allowing her concentration to wander while trying to keep the fireball alive in her palm. She carefully kept her arm extended. This was where she had caught flame before. “Stop. Earth. Soldiers.”
Five soldiers oozed up from the sand. To this point, Arianwyn had found her mudmen to be the most useful in Earth. She could use them to practice on and, so long as she was conscious, they were practically unbeatable. She gave several orders to the soldiers, again practicing giving an order and allowing her concentration to wander. Three soldiers collapsed while her attention was elsewhere. Arianwyn frowned. One less than yesterday, three more than she liked. “Stop. Water.”
She paused. Except for the kalapa, she was uncertain what else could be done. She glanced around the arena. Not a hint of water. She sighed, frustrated. :If you can call up fire, why not water?: Parvati asked.
Arianwyn shook her head. “Waterball?” She held her hand out, eyebrow arched skeptically. Nothing happened.
:Do you mean it or not?:
“Waterball!” In horror, she watched as her hand shriveled, a thin line of water flowing up over her hand. “Return! Stop!” Her hand reformed. She flexed it uneasily. :There’s water in my body?:
:You do have blood. And sweat.:
Arianwyn shuddered, rubbing her hand. Water would take some getting used to. :Remind me to have Captain Alberich leave a bowl of water here,: she thought at Parvati. She took a breath and bent to pick up a small amount of sand. “Wind. Funnel.” She held her hand out again and watched as the sand swirled into a miniature tornado on her hand. Master Aldous had instructed her to read about the plains. According to the book, these funnels were common and highly destructive. Arianwyn could not imagine one stretching from the ground to the sky. She let it go, turning to the dummies.
“Wind. Fire. Water.” She faced the first dummy. The combined Elements colored her vision, blending and separating. “Burn,” she ordered the dummy. It was encased in flames, the heat causing her to step back. “Freeze.” She had discovered that you could not freeze something without wind and water. Dragon had pointed out the freezing rains. You could make something really cold, but if you wanted ice you needed water, fire and wind. She released the Elements and stared at the pile of ash.
“Arianwyn?”
Arianwyn spun, muttering rapidly. “Fire, Wind. Fireball.” The elements hovered over her hands, ready to be hurled. Bernie stood halfway across the arena, staring wide eyed at her hand. “Stop.” She watched him for a moment, uncertain, before crossing the arena to him. She put on what Alyssa called her commanding face and spoke in a firm voice. “It’s dangerous to enter the arena when I’m practicing.”
“I’m sorry. I been wantin’ to talk to yeh, but haven’ found the place.” Arianwyn stopped short, looking up at him. Bernie stepped forward abruptly and hugged her. “Yeh should marry me!”
Arianwyn pushed him away. Parvati growled angrily in the back of her mind. “Bernie, I’m engaged.”
“It should be ta me.”
“It would have been…but I’m not the same anymore. I’m not free to make those choices. We discussed this.”
Bernie held her shoulders, watching her. “Arianwyn.” He said her name slowly, as if tasting it for the first time. “I love you.”
Arianwyn flinched and stepped back, away from his hands. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
He grabbed her hand. “Do yeh wish ta marry the king? Do yeh love him?”
Arianwyn met his eyes. She thought of Alyssa. She thought of Parvati and Charon. Ethelinda blazed across her mind. “I have to.”
“Yeh didn’ answer my question. If yeh say yes, I’ll never bother yeh again.” Arianwyn pulled her hand free and turned away. She knew he would never understand. A year ago, she wouldn’t have understood herself. “Aria, please.”
She bit her lip and reached the door. “Bernie, I’ve given you my answer already.”
His face turned red with fury again. “You're not the only one playing games, Jinny. You ruined everything when you ran away.”
She stopped and stared. “What are you talking about?”
Bernie came closer to her, his voice low and tight. His hands were fists again. “I've been trackin' the slave trade,” he snarled. His mountain accent was thick. “You showed up, the perfect bait.” Her jaw dropped as she stared at him. “Oh yes, I used you first.” His lips pulled back in a feral grin. “Doesn't feel so good ta be the one used, does it?”
Arianwyn jerked the door open. She walked out without looking back. Mentally, she cursed Nami for making her be so blunt with Bernie. A second voice whispered that it wouldn’t have been so bad if she had been honest with him to begin with. She scrubbed her eyes angrily and decided to curse Bernie, too.
Her vision swam as she marched across the courtyard. “Lady Arianwyn, are you well?” Sigurd asked, surprised. She shook her head, not saying a word. Almost she allowed her feet to carry her to the King’s Study. She changed her mind, heading toward her chambers. She had no desire to see him either, not when he didn't want anything to do with her.
She walked into her room, ignoring Willow and Alyssa in the antechamber, and threw herself on her bed. Her emotions poured from her eyes and she sobbed into her pillow. Her mind kept reviewing her treatment of the two people she cared for most—and kept reminding her that neither returned the feeling. She wished she could change the way events had transpired. Now both were angry. Both likely hated her, she decided. If they had ever cared for her to begin with.
She curled up, biting her lip hard. Her shoulders shook as she struggled to regain control. She was not certain how long the tears fell. She didn't care. Someone knocked on her door. She rolled over and pulled her pillow over her head, ignoring the knocking. She was not ready to face anyone yet. The door opened and closed. “Go away,” she mumbled, sniffling.
“Are you injured?”
Arianwyn jumped to her feet, curtsying and rubbing at her eyes. “Forgive me, Sire, I wasn’t expecting you.”
Rael pulled her up, lifting her chin and inspecting her face. Arianwyn pulled her chin free and avoided his gaze. “Are you injured? And if so, where and who did it?”
She took a deep breath and met his eyes. “Do you want to marry me?” she blurted out.
He let her go, a frown pulling his eyebrows together. “What are you talking about? We’re engaged, aren’t we?”
“Well, yes. But that’s because of the dragons. You said earlier that one woman was as good as another. Do you want to marry me?” She felt her hands trembling. Her insides twisted the longer she waited.
Rael stared at her. “This was not the conversation I was expecting,” he muttered. Arianwyn wiped her eyes and took a step away from Rael. Rael’s hands twitched, coming up as if to hug her then falling back to his side. He took a deep breath and stepped forward, wrapping his arms around her. “You must understand something about my parents. It will help.”
Arianwyn stood stiffly a moment, and then wrapped her arms around his waist, leaning into him. She gripped him tightly, as she had not done with Bernie. Feeling Rael brush a strand of hair back, she knew her answer to Bernie would be yes if he asked a third time. She wanted to marry Rael. “What is it?” she whispered.
“My father married my mother because of the dragons. But they did not ever come to love each other. My mother loved another man.” Rael's body was tense, his voice tight with emotion.
“Who?” she whispered.
“Thane Malcom.” Arianwyn pulled back, staring up at Rael. He smiled tightly down at her. “Oh, yes. Ethelinda is my half-sister. Father and mother were married for four years before she quit the marriage and left to be with the thane.”
“Where is she now?”
“She's dead.” His voice was flat, unemotional.
Arianwyn swallowed. When Rael pulled her back in, she did not resist. “That's why you were so angry with me and Bernie,” she said.
“Yes. I remember my father suffering. The kingdom also suffered. It is as I told you earlier. It would be better to end our marriage now than to begin it.”
Arianwyn nodded. “I understand, Your Majesty. But that doesn't answer my original question, Sire. Do you want to marry me?” She held her breath, waiting, hoping she wasn't the only one who wanted to be wed.
Rael sighed. “Yes,” he muttered. He brushed his lips on the top of her head. They stood silent for a moment longer, and then Rael took her shoulders and moved her back to look at her. The flinty look of anger was back. “Now, I have answered your question, you must answer mine.”
A blush climbed up her neck. “It’s nothing,” she muttered, avoiding his gaze again.
“Of course it is. Sigurd said you were nearly in tears the entire way here. Alyssa said you didn’t speak a word to her and have been crying in here since you arrived.”
Arianwyn stepped away from him, turning to the wash basin. She washed the tears from her face. In the mirror, she saw Rael fold his arms, scowling at her back. “There’s someone here I was going to marry once,” she finally muttered. His shoulders stiffened, the black fury she was coming to know so well crossing his face. She spun, stepping back towards him. “I was crying because…well, it’s not fair to him. I no longer wish to marry him, but he is a good man. If I hadn't hurt him, he wouldn't have said what he did today.”
Rael’s shoulders relaxed slightly. “You are not interested in him?”
“Not anymore. I believe I told you that yesterday,” she snapped, emotions swinging from sorrow to frustration at answering the same questions over and over again.
“Why did he pursue you further today? What did he say? Did he hurt you when you answered him today?” Rael's voice was little more than a growl. His hands dropped to his side and curled into fists.
Arianwyn's energy fled and she slumped. She rubbed her brow, Bernie's last words echoing in her mind. “No, he didn't hurt me,” she said. “No more than I deserved, anyway, and what he said doesn't matter anymore.”
“Good. Now I don’t have to kill him,” he replied, striding toward the door.
“What? You cannot be serious!” she gasped and lunged forward, grabbing his arm.
“Maybe I’ll send him to the southern border. If he survives that, perhaps he can deliver more useful information about the Soulless. And he'll be far enough away that he won't make you cry anymore,” he continued. He didn't stop walking and ended up dragging Arianwyn a few steps.
Arianwyn’s eyes narrowed and she stepped away from him. “You will not send him away! He is a good man who kept me safe when I needed help. And you are not helping matters by treating me like I’ve committed a crime!”
Rael paused, turning to look at her. “You never loved him.”
Her mouth flapped open and closed a few times before she could blurt out, “I must have! I was planning on marrying him!” Rael grinned. In one step, he reached her. He wrapped his arms around her, picking her up and spinning her. “What are you—“ Rael stopped spinning and cut her off with a kiss.
He set her down abruptly, stepping away from her. He rubbed the back of his neck, a sheepish grin still lurking. He looked as embarrassed as she felt. “You do love me. And I will keep you safe now,” he said. “Bernie will be sent somewhere he can find another woman. Not the southern border,” he said hastily at the look she gave him. “And I do believe you.” He hesitated and then stepped to her again. Arianwyn's heart thumped a painful beat in her chest. With one hand, he pulled her close to him, the other stroking her cheek and then cradling the back of her head. Their lips met in a gentle, brief kiss. He released her and left the room.
“Wind,” she whispered. “Breeze.” She needed something to cool her cheeks.



32-Thanes
The nobles began arriving nearly two weeks before the wedding. Arianwyn stood on the top step into the castle, hand tucked into Rael’s arm. The first to arrive was Thane Julius. A young man, near the same image as he, hovered behind the man. Thane Julius and the man bowed to them. Julius darted a furtive, angry glance at Arianwyn, before hurrying away to ensure his servants unpacked correctly.
Thane Cael and Lady Blythe arrived the next day. Arianwyn was pleased to see them, descending the steps to hug Lady Blythe and kiss her on each cheek. “You’re looking well. Have you been sold off yet?”
Blythe laughed. “Not for lack of trying, Lady Arianwyn,” Cael muttered, sighing. “Perhaps your upcoming marriage will provide more opportunity to put her through her paces,” he added slyly.
Blythe laughed again. “Careful, Father, I tend to chomp at the bit.”
Thane Malcom and Lady Ethelinda arrived towards the end of the week. Ethelinda descended from the carriage, hair swept up immaculately and dressed in a low cut, midnight blue dress. The sleeves hugged her arms and covered her hands, a small loop hooking around her middle finger. She approached Rael and Arianwyn, pausing to curtsy as her father bowed. “Your Majesty, it has been too long.”
“Thane Malcom, Lady Ethelinda. How was the journey?” Rael asked. Arianwyn's hand tightened on his arm. She forced the smile to remain on her face while her stomach churned with revulsion.
“Tolerable, Sire. Perhaps we will be able to visit more often to discuss matters of state,” Ethelinda answered, eyes lowered demurely. She took a deep breath and glanced up at Rael through her lashes. “I would be willing to meet this evening, if you need to,” she purred.
Arianwyn glared, smile forgotten, and answered before Rael could open his mouth. “Lady Ethelinda, you are too kind. I’m so thrilled that you are willing to spend your precious time advising His Majesty and me. However, we will not require your assistance planning our wedding, which is currently our main concern.”
Ethelinda’s eyes flashed in anger before she smiled up at Rael. “Perhaps another time,” she said to him, ignoring Arianwyn.
As the two walked off, Rael patted her hand and chuckled. “Jealous? I didn’t think you were the jealous type,” he whispered.
Arianwyn tossed her head. “Your Majesty, I am hardly jealous. I am territorial. It’s completely different. Just ask Parvati.” Rael laughed outright, a sound mimicked in the back of Arianwyn’s mind by Parvati.
Thane Merari and Lady Vespa were the last to arrive, though they had the shortest distance to travel. “How was your journey?” Rael asked.
“Enjoyable, Your Majesty. The fields have been turned and the roads are being maintained in the cities. I can only hope Thane Malcolm has had as much success in the south if you expect any guests to arrive.” When Merari's back was turned, Rael rolled his eyes at Arianwyn. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing.
After the arrival of the thanes, a part of each day was spent in the company of their daughters. Arianwyn relied heavily on Alyssa’s help. She had never been in charge of entertaining anyone before. In the weeks before the thanes’ arrival, Alyssa insisted on preparing all kinds of entertainment. Arianwyn was grateful for that insistence now.
“I’m surprised to see you feeling so well. I heard you were attacked during the winter,” Blythe said, sipping a cup of mid-morning tea in one of the gardens. “Have you found your attackers?”
Arianwyn shook her head, setting her cup carefully on the table. “We have no leads,” she said, watching each of the women.
“I’ve noticed you seem to lack leadership in general,” Ethelinda smirked. Arianwyn stilled her shaking hands, folding them in her lap. “It does not surprise me that you cannot find leads now.”
Blythe glared at Ethelinda. Vespa glared back at Blythe, clearly following Ethelinda’s lead. “Lady Alyssa, will you take Lady Vespa and Lady Blythe to the solarium? The musicians should be ready for us soon.”
Alyssa stood, curtsying. She gestured to the other two and they left, each darting surreptitious glances over their shoulders. “Lady Ethelinda, we are now in private. Say what you will.”
Ethelinda blinked, staring at Arianwyn. Her cheeks flooded red. “You stupid peasant,” she hissed. “You should not be here, but you seem insistent on ruining everything. Well, enjoy your time as a queen. It won’t last long,” she smirked, standing. Arianwyn watched her leave, stomach tight.
She stood slowly, following in Ethelinda's wake. She snagged a page on her way into the Keep. “I need you to tell Hammurabi that I have suspicions on who poisoned me, though I doubt we will find proof. Also, I need you and your friends to keep an eye on Lady Ethelinda. If she goes anywhere near the king, I want to know about it. Do you understand?” The boy nodded, swallowing. He darted off with her first message, eyes wide.
“Who do you think?” Sigurd asked.
Arianwyn pursed her lips, continuing up to the solarium. “Ethelinda. Or her father,” she amended. She ignored the quick intake of air from behind her. “But it cannot be proven. I would stake my life on it, though.”
“Considering your life has almost been taken once, I'd prefer you didn't,” Sigurd replied.
Hammurabi appeared in her doorway less than an hour later. Arianwyn looked up in surprise and dismissed herself from the group of ladies. They found an empty room and slipped inside. “Lady Arianwyn, you may not be able to come up with evidence, but I have other ways of discovering the information I need. Who do you suspect?”
She gestured towards a chair. Sigurd closed the door behind Hammurabi. “Lady Ethelinda threatened me today,” she said. Hammurabi sat still, staring into the empty space just over her shoulder. Arianwyn frowned and looked to see what he was looking at. “She said I would not be queen long.”
“Interesting,” he murmured. Arianwyn waited. Hammurabi stood up.
“Where are you going?”
“To discuss your theory with the king.”
Arianwyn jumped to her feet. “I'm coming with you!”
“Dont' you have other tasks to see to?” he asked.
Arianwyn took his arm, guiding him out the door. “They can wait. I want to be a part of this discussion,” she replied.
They made their way to the Council Chamber. Arianwyn studied the hallway curiously, tapestries depicting each thane's castle hanging on the wall. “Wait here,” Hammurabi murmured. He pulled a tapestry back and pushed her into a small room concealed behind. Sigurd and Wymond squished in with her. She muttered and poked them until she was back to the front and could look out. She peeked around the tapestry.
Hammurabi went back down the hall and fetched five pages. He whispered something to the group. The boys grinned and nodded. One of the boys darted off down the hall. The others spaced themselves apart. The first boy approached the chamber and entered. He left a moment later, leading Thane Merari. The next boy went to the room and left with Thane Julius. Thane Malcom was summoned and finally Thane Cael.
When the thanes were gone, Hammurabi pulled her out from behind the tapestry and entered the room. Rael looked up with a frown. “This had better be important, Hammurabi.”
“We have a lead, Sire,” he replied. Rael stood up, his eyes finding Arianwyn. “She insisted on being present.”
Arianwyn smiled at him. He sighed and held a hand out to her. “These are hardly discussions for a lady,” he told her, helping her sit.
“Perhaps, Your Majesty. I suppose it must be a lapse back into my peasant background,” she said. She patted his hand as she explained about her conversation with Ethelinda.
Hammurabi proceeded with the explanation. “Unfortunately, it makes sense for Thane Malcom to be involved.”
Rael shook his head. “If we're going to suspect thanes, it also makes sense for Julius to be the culprit. He has reason to want her dead and access to the sea.”
“True, though this particular type of seaweed is not common to the north coasts. Thane Malcom also has reason to wish her dead and easier access to the poisons the Makara can provide.”
“And the money,” Arianwyn added. Rael leaned back in his seat. “Couldn't you just put the question to them?” Arianwyn asked. Rael stared at her in disbelief. “Didn't you say you know when someone lies to you?”
“Yes, but this is different. I cannot accuse them of an act amounting to treason without evidence. How will those thanes I don't suspect take it?” He stood up and paced, hands clasped behind his back.
“I don't understand,” she sighed.
Rael stopped and turned to face her. “It is a part of the dragon gift we both bear. Using it to get information we want, no matter how important to us, without cause is the same as abusing the gift. The thanes have to know that their independence is respected. They have to know that they can make the choices they feel they need to without interference,” he lectured.
The door opened. “We just got word that the thanes are returning,” Sigurd said.
Rael cursed. “We will have to think more on this. Hammurabi, what are the odds that you can dig up evidence?”
“Unfavorable, Sire. The attack happened long ago.”
Rael nodded and gestured for them to leave. Hammurabi bowed and left the room. Arianwyn hesitated. She hurried over to Rael. He frowned down at her. “Thank you,” she said. She leaned up on tip toe and kissed his cheek. She rushed out the door, fighting down her blush.
Sigurd grinned when he saw her face. “Stealing kisses, Lady Arianwyn?”
“Oh, hush!” she snapped, cheeks still warm. She turned down the hall and headed in the opposite direction from the approaching thanes. Sigurd chuckled and speculated with Wymond on ways to give her and the king more alone time. Arianwyn was glad to reach the other women, firmly closing the door on Sigurd.
It did not take long for Arianwyn to be grateful to the young pages. Ethelinda seemed to be everywhere Rael was, always in close proximity. For the first time, she fully appreciated how Rael must have felt watching her and Bernie. Arianwyn ground her teeth together the third time she discovered Ethelinda watching Rael as he practiced with his guards. She approached, back straight and forced a smile. “Lady Ethelinda! I’ve been searching everywhere for you.”
Ethelinda jumped, turning and scowling. Her scowl melted into a smile. “Lady Arianwyn! I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”
“I’m aware of that. Lady Vespa wondered where you were and I decided to find you.”
“That’s hardly the sign of a good hostess, leaving your guests.”
“The same could be said of you as a guest,” Arianwyn replied coolly.
Ethelinda blinked, taken aback. “How dare you address me like that, peasant!”
“Cease stalking my fiancé and we won’t have to worry. Continue, and you’ll discover how peasant women react when harlots abound,” Arianwyn growled. Behind her, she felt Sigurd and Wymond shifting nervously.
Ethelinda’s eyes narrowed, air hissing between her teeth. “Are you threatening me?”
“I do not threaten, Lady Ethelinda. I make promises…and I keep them,” Arianwyn replied, taking a step closer to the taller woman.
Whatever Ethelinda intended to say was cut off as Rael approached. “Ladies, may I inquire what brings you both here?”
Both women scowled darkly and stepped back from each other before turning brilliant smiles on Rael. “Nothing, Your Majesty. I was just coming to escort Lady Ethelinda to the riding paddock before we go hawking.”
“Thank you for coming to find me, Lady Arianwyn. I always forget which door to go through,” Ethelinda giggled.
Rael’s eyes narrowed. Sigurd made a choking sound behind Arianwyn. “Shall we, Lady Ethelinda?”
“Let’s!” The two walked away, eyes focused in front of them. Sigurd sighed. “I can’t wait until this wedding is over,” he muttered to Wymond.



Rael
Rael finished his training. He would not have time to exercise when the other Totems arrived. He turned toward the exit and frowned. Ethelinda and Arianwyn were engaged in an intense discussion. Arianwyn glared up at the other woman, hands clenched into fists. He hurried over before she upset the frail alliance of power set up. “Ladies, may I inquire what brings you both here?”
Both women scowled darkly and stepped back from each other. Rael tensed, waiting for the storm to hit. He was surprised when they both turned brilliant smiles on him. “Nothing, Your Majesty. I was just coming to escort Lady Ethelinda to the riding paddock before we go hawking.” His eyebrows rose up his forehead.
“Thank you for coming to find me, Lady Arianwyn. I always forget which door to go through,” Ethelinda giggled.
Rael’s eyes narrowed. Sigurd made a choking sound behind Arianwyn. Rael risked a glance at him. Sigurd looked like he was about to lose his composure. “Shall we, Lady Ethelinda?” Rael turned his attention back to the women.
“Let’s!” The two walked away, eyes focused in front of them. He saw Sigurd mutter something to Wymond. Both men shook their heads and continued after the women.
Rael frowned after the entire group. “I wish I could ask Sigurd what's going on,” he muttered.
“They're women. What's there to understand?” Rynert asked, rotating his shoulder.
“Everything!” James answered, laughing. “Do you know anyone who understands a woman?”
“Enough,” Rael said, tossing his gear to the side. He didn't have time for their joking. He needed to get back to work. They left the Arena for the Keep. “The other Totems should be arriving soon. Where's Tad?”
“I'll send a boy to have him meet you in your study,” James said.
“I'm surprised you let him live,” Rynert muttered, interrupting Rael's mental preparation for the coming schedule. Rael glanced back to where Rynert looked. Bernie ducked into the Barracks behind them.
“I had to,” Rael growled. “It would upset Arianwyn if something happened to him.” Rynert snickered. Rael swung out a leg to trip the man. It didn't stop the snickering.



33-Totems
The week before the wedding, things became even busier as the Totem rulers arrived. Arianwyn was grateful for the distractions. As future queen, she assigned each of the daughters of the thanes a queen to attend. It kept them busy. And it made it difficult for Ethelinda to corner Rael.
The Makara Totem was the first to appear. Their approach to the city was announced by an advance rider days before they actually arrived. When the main party was sighted, Arianwyn went to the wall to watch, joined by Rael. Although his face remained impassive, his eyes twinkled and his fingers drummed a quick staccato on the wall.
“Did you leave the Makara Empire on good terms?” she asked him.
He nodded. “Emperor Delano and I remain close friends to this day,” he replied. “It has been too long since we have seen each other.”
Arianwyn smiled up at him and turned to watch the continuing approach. Her jaw dropped as she saw the procession entering the city. Fifty maidens dressed in gowns of gold covered by what appeared to be golden armor. They were escorted by fifty men in golden chainmail. Servants carried the trains of the maidens. The trains were laden with precious gems and works of art. Rael gestured toward the group. “That will be the gift from him. He always was a generous man.”
Behind the group of maidens and warriors was what looked like a hive of black cockroaches, encircling two giant creatures that swayed back and forth as they approached the castle. Green scales, similar to dragon hide, covered the two creatures, which walked on four legs. They had four webbed fingers, tipped with a claw. Their heads were flat with elongated snouts, razor sharp teeth lining the mouth. A long, powerful tail waved behind them. Arianwyn shivered. “I didn’t realize the Makara were such fearsome creatures,” she whispered. Strapped to the back of each Makara was what appeared to be a pavilion, silken drapes of green and gold hiding the people within.
“We should greet them at the front,” Rael remarked, taking her elbow and guiding her back to the Keep. It was only a few moments before the crowd arrived, the group spilling into the courtyard and filling it. Now that they were closer, Arianwyn could see that the giant cockroaches were actually men in ebony armor, helmets encasing their heads. Each was riding what appeared to be a smaller, black version of the Totem Makara.
The drapes of the pavilion parted and two people descended gracefully. Emperor Delano reminded Arianwyn strongly of Hammurabi: bald, wiry, and subtle. Queen Isidora was a tiny, frail looking woman. She was also bald, her eyes wide and large. She moved as gracefully as her husband.
Rael greeted them formally, before walking down quickly to clasp the forearm of the Emperor. “It is good to see you healthy and whole again.”
“May you always remain so,” Emperor Delano replied, smiling at Rael.
Arianwyn gave a brief hug to the queen, smiling shyly at her. “Thank you for your gift. I have never had pineapple before. It was delicious!”
“You are most welcome. And congratulations on your upcoming marriage. May you find health and happiness in wedlock.”
“And may you continue to be prosperous and plentiful in yours,” Arianwyn responded. Lysander had warned her over and over that the niceties must be observed with the Makara. He had drilled the informal response into Arianwyn’s head, telling her it would be likely with the friendship of Rael and Delano. Arianwyn and Rael escorted the monarchs to their quarters to refresh and prepare for dinner. As they were turning to enter the Keep, a shout went up from the walls.
Everyone turned to look at the guard, who was pointing skyward. Arianwyn frowned at the familiar looking guard before her gaze was drawn upward. Two blazing birds were flying toward the castle, surrounded by what looked like white horses with wings. Arianwyn gasped. “They brought the Pegasus Guard,” Delano said, seeming surprised. Rael was also frowning.
“Do you think they expect trouble?” Queen Isidora asked, her voice soft.
Delano snorted, looking mildly irritated. “I think they are showing off. They know we would not insult King Rael by causing trouble.” He glanced at Rael. “They, however, would not be above such trickery.”
Rael nodded, watching the group backwinging into the courtyard. The Makara Guard had scattered to provide room for the group. A man in red leather leapt lightly from his Phoenix, removing a plumed helmet from his head.
The man’s eyes found Arianwyn almost immediately. He smiled broadly at her, winking so fast that Arianwyn wondered if she had actually seen it. The way his eyes studied her made her stop wondering. Her eyes widened and she blushed, inching closer to Rael.
He was good-looking, blond haired and blue eyed without a flaw to his bronzed skin. He was nearly as tall as Rael with broad shoulders. His frank assessment of her had her inching even closer to Rael, in spite of his good looks, until she was pressed against his side. He swept his hand through his hair, surveying the area. Arianwyn frowned, reassessing her opinion of him. “He knows he’s an attractive man, doesn’t he?” she muttered irritably.
Queen Isidora hid her mouth behind her hand, although her eyes crinkled into a smile. Rael frowned at Arianwyn. “You think him attractive?” he asked.
Arianwyn blushed. “Well, not if he knows it.” The woman alit from her phoenix. She was also dressed in red leather. She was tall and powerfully built, her hair white blond. Her eyes were green. “Are they brother and sister?” Arianwyn asked.
“No,” Emperor Delano replied. “I believe the admiral and his wife are first cousins. The Phoenix Totem believes in keeping their line as near to pure as possible.” The sneer in his voice left no question in Arianwyn’s mind what he thought of the practice.
“King Rael! Lady Arianwyn! What a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Admiral Kai said, a false heartiness in his voice. He held Arianwyn’s hand and kissed it, gazing up into her eyes and smiling slightly. He lightly rubbed her palm with his thumb. Arianwyn blushed again and tried to remove her hand as quickly as was polite. Kai resisted her pull a moment, smile widening, before releasing her hand.
“We would have arrived sooner, but the Winds and Tides were uncooperative,” Queen Asherah remarked. Her eyes swept over Delano and Isidora. Her smile was more of a grimace.
“You are perfectly on time,” Rael responded, “as the Tides and Winds intended you to be.” Queen Asherah inclined her head. “We were about to conduct Emperor Delano and Queen Isidora to their rooms. Might we also show you to your rooms so that you may refresh yourselves?”
“That would be most delightful,” Admiral Kai responded. He held his arm out to Arianwyn, eyes twinkling. Rael firmly grasped Arianwyn by the waist and led her inside, ignoring the extended hand of Kai. The monarchs jostled slightly behind them, each vying to be next after Rael and Arianwyn.
“Why don’t you escort Emporer Delano and Empress Isadora to their rooms? I will take Admiral Kai and Queen Asherah,” Rael said. His eyes had hardened and his grip on her waist was tight. Arianwyn could see his fury building. She assented, grateful for the chance to escape Kai.
Dinner that night was a formal affair. They dined in the Great Dining Hall, accompanied by as much finery as the night Rael had chosen his queen. The servants were in full dress uniform, Rael and Arianwyn were dressed in their formality, and the guards lining the hall had been inspected from head to toe before being allowed to stand watch.
“I see you chose a freshwater fish as the main course. That will do, although we could have brought salt water fish that would make your mouth water for days!’ Admiral Kai commented, surveying the dinner.
“Or at least made your mouth water,” Queen Asherah remarked, her lip curling in a grimace again.
“I actually prefer fresh water,” Emperor Delano remarked, taking a hearty bite of the food. His eyes challenged the Admiral to respond.
Whatever Admiral Kai was going to say was lost to the night. Great howls set up outside. Queen Isidora smiled slightly. “It sounds like King Boris and Queen Ylva have arrived.”
“If you’ll excuse us,” Rael said rising, “We must greet them. Lady Arianwyn?” Arianwyn accepted his hand, following him back to the front steps.
“Is it going to be this way the entire time?” she asked.
“Unfortunately. I was hoping the Phoenix would arrive after the Inugami. It would at least ease tensions between them and the Makara.”
“Why do they hate each other?”
“Mostly because of land and water rights. Although there are a few personal issues between Emperor Delano and Admiral Kai. Kai attempted to sneak into Isidora’s chambers the night before her wedding.”
Arianwyn’s gasp was interrupted by a pack of giant wolves running into the courtyard. Her breath hissed between her teeth and she took an involuntary step back. The wolves were as tall as a man at the shoulder, their teeth easily as long as her hand. Two silver wolves stepped forward from the group, eyes dark as midnight. Their noses quivered slightly as they took in the scents around them. “Your Majesties, welcome to our home. May I present my bride, Lady Arianwyn?” Rael took Arianwyn’s elbow, pulling her forward. She gave a nervous curtsy to the giant beasts, wondering if Rael had gone mad.
The air around the two wolves shimmered. They reared onto their back legs, arms and heads shrinking and fur disappearing. “King Rael, it is an honor to be invited to such an auspicious occasion.” King Boris gave a bare tilt of his head. His hair was as silver as his fur had been. He was wearing a heavy, floor length fur coat, as was his wife. Both had eyes as dark as the wolves' eyes had been.
“Lady Arianwyn, your story has been most intriguing to learn,” Queen Ylva said.
“It is a pleasure to meet you, Queen Ylva,” Arianwyn said, inclining her head and curtsying slightly. They would not be the same rank until after the wedding. “Should you have any questions, I would be delighted to answer them.”
“Have you seen the Clouds?” King Boris asked.
“We have,” Rael responded. “Hopefully this will be a time for us to avert destruction. The Time of Peace has been profitable for us all. Won’t you join us for dinner?”
“We have already eaten,” Queen Ylva remarked. “And I’m afraid that we won’t find your food very…palatable.”
“Of course, forgive my manners. I had forgotten. You and your children are welcome to hunt our lands. I only ask that you gain permission from the herdsmen before killing a herd animal. Do not fear for payment, I will gladly recompense the herdsman.”
“You are most kind. I assume our rooms are the same as before?” Rael nodded. “We will retire then. We have no need of a guide.” The small group left, six of the wolves transforming into young men similar in appearance to the king and queen, although their fur and hair were a sandy blond color. Arianwyn and Rael returned to the feast.
“They decided not to eat with us?”
“Yes, I forgot their diet is somewhat specialized.” Rael beckoned a servant forward. “Please remind Tad and Tess about the Inugami’s specific dietary needs.” The servant bowed and left quickly.
“I’m afraid I don’t understand why they couldn’t eat with us,” Arianwyn said, feeling embarrassed at her ignorance. She and Rael returned to the table and took their seats again.
“They are Inugami,” Queen Asherah said, nose in the air.
“It means,” Queen Isidora elaborated, shooting a dark look at Queen Asherah, “that they can only eat raw meat. It is one of the side effects of their Totem. They usually hunt in Totem form.” Arianwyn struggled to hide her shocked and repulsed expression. She knew from the sneer on Asherah’s face that she failed miserably.
The remainder of the night was uneventful except for one thing. Rael escorted her to her chambers, leaving a third guard with Edmund and Halvard for the night. Rael stood frowning at her door after that. “Your Majesty?” she asked.
He started and glanced down at her. “I should have moved you to the Queen's Chambers,” he finally answered. He spun on his heel and marched off. Arianwyn frowned after him.
James grinned. “He's worried about the Admiral.”
“Oh, dear,” Arianwyn sighed. “Is he likely to cause trouble?”
Edmund snorted. “The King is the not the Emperor. The Admiral will not dare his wrath.” Arianwyn nodded and entered her rooms. It was with relief that Arianwyn went to bed, only to awake regretfully the next morning. Arianwyn was entertaining the queens and the daughters of the thanes during the midmorning brunch when the sound of thunder shook the mountain. Arianwyn frowned, peering out her open door to a window. There was not a cloud in the sky. She had just turned back to the women when a knock sounded at the door frame.
“Yes?”
“Lady Arianwyn, King Rael sent me to fetch you in order to greet the Minotaur Totem,” a young page said.
“Thank you. Please excuse me,” she said to the women, standing up and walking out. She heaved a sigh of relief when she was out of earshot of the other queens. “Do they ever stop arguing?” she asked no one in particular.
Sigurd chuckled. “That is the whole point of being royal, argue until everyone agrees with you. Trouble usually doesn’t arrive until you’re in the midst of more royalty.” Arianwyn rolled her eyes.
Rael was at the customary place at the top of the stairs, awaiting Arianwyn. He held his arm out when she arrived and they again mounted the wall. “I thought you would appreciate seeing this entourage approaching the city.”
“I do find it fascinating,” she said, smiling. “I’ve never seen such pageantry before!”
Rael chuckled. “You’ve been spending too much time with the queens. You don’t normally speak like that.”
Arianwyn grimaced. “That is true, Your Majesty.” She looked out over the wall, wondering what the Minotaur Totem would have in store as they approached. Rael rested an arm around her shoulders, holding her close to his side.
The sound of thunder continued, soon becoming one long roll of thunder. In the distance, Arianwyn saw great trees beginning to shiver. The shuddering grew more pronounced as the thunder increased in volume. A bellow sounded and hundreds of giant forms burst from the trees. Two of the creatures walked on two legs like a human and had shoulders, arms and hands like a human, but the similarity ended there. The rest of the group appeared to be humans mounted on bulls.
“Like the Inugami, the Minotaur royalty also assume the shape of their Totem. If I remember correctly, they cannot change between human and Minotaur.” Rael turned to a page hovering in the background. “Please remind Master Eachann that the Minotaurs will want access to the pastures and stables and ensure he has cleaned the stalls.” The page bowed and hurried off.
“They’ll be sleeping in the stalls? Like an animal?”
Rael gave her a sharp look. “Do not let them hear you speak of them like that. They are not animals. They merely prefer the option of the open sky and fresh grass if they desire it.” Arianwyn blushed and nodded.
Arianwyn and Rael descended to the front steps when the Minotaurs entered the city. Arianwyn studied them closely as they entered the gates, three bulls preceding them. They had the body of a cow or bull from the waist down, complete with tail and hooves. From the waist up, they appeared to be human. At the neck, the human and bovine species seemed to merge. The mouths were a similar shape to a human, the nose was short and square like a cow. The eyes were human, the ears long and rounded like a cow. The king bore enormous horns on his head, while the queen was unhorned. The king wore a loincloth around his waist and the queen wore a rough leather dress that ended at the knees and left her shoulders and arms bare.
“Patriarch Fintan, I am pleased you were able to arrive safely.” Rael descended a few steps to shake hands, smiling. The Patriarch dwarfed Rael in height and breadth.
“King Rael, a pleasure as always!” Patriarch Fintan bellowed. He peered closely at Arianwyn. “My, she’s a little thing, isn’t she? Couldn’t you have found a girl with more meat on her bones?”
“Fintan!” the queen exclaimed.
Fintan flinched, glancing quickly at his queen. “Well, she is small. A week on the plains would probably fatten her up nicely.”
The queen rolled her eyes. “My name is Matriarch Eniko. Don’t mind the Patriarch, he means no harm.”
“I am not offended,” Arianwyn said, smiling. “But I must say that if I lived on the plains my dragon would likely become fatter than me.”
Patriarch Fintan bellowed laughter. “True, true. Don’t think the Herdmasters would appreciate a long term visit to fatten you up. Well then, let’s go inside. I imagine everyone else has arrived?”
“Except for the Manticore Totem, of course,” Rael remarked.
Patriarch Fintan snorted. “Yes, well, he’s as stubborn as you are. We’ll discover if he even decides to show up. As for now, is there anything to eat or drink? We’ve been running for days and are starving!”
“Matriarch Eniko, would you like to join the other queens and me in my quarters? We have refreshments there.”
“I would love to, if you’ll have a servant fetch some fresh greens,” she chuckled. “I do not eat meat.” Arianwyn gave instructions to a page and returned with the Matriarch, both chatting quietly. Arianwyn was amazed at how easy it was to speak with the Matriarch.
“I hope it isn’t rude to ask, but…were you always a Minotaur? Or were you human once?”
“Not at all. Just as each story of dragon bonding is unique, so is the story for every person who becomes tied to their Totem. I was born a Minotaur. I was the only child of the previous Patriarch and Matriarch, actually. My husband was once human, but when he was Chosen by the Spirit Totem, he became as you see him. Our history is full of transformations, though only humans or bovine are transformed into a Minotaur.”
“Does this mean that cattle can think as we do?”
“Of course not! The Minotaur Totem sometimes does not find a suitable human. On these occasions, It chooses to elevate the mind and body of a cow or bull. It will also choose to transform an animal if It feels that the blood of the Minotaur is becoming too thin through an excess of humans,” she smiled.
Arianwyn frowned. “You speak as if your Totem is separate from yourself.”
“It is. Isn’t yours?”
“Well, our dragons are the Totems.”
“Exactly, separate from yourself. Some Totems take permanent form, as your dragons did. Others preferred the freedom of a spirit, as ours did.”
Arianwyn stepped back to allow Eniko to precede her into the room, mouth open to comment, when a page came running down the hall, skidding to a stop. “Lady Arianwyn!” he gasped. “The king calls you to come, quickly!”
“Excuse me,” Arianwyn hurried after the page.
“It’s urgent,” the page whispered. Arianwyn glanced over her shoulder and when she was out of sight of her room, she lifted her skirts to run.
“Let me know when we’re close,” she ordered the page. The page signaled her after a short run and Arianwyn stopped running, catching her breath. She straightened her skirts and fluffed her hair. “How do I look?”
Sigurd rolled his eyes. Arianwyn rolled her eyes right back and proceeded at a stately pace to where Rael waited. “Good,” he said, looking up at her from the bottom of the stairs. “The Manticore just arrived. We must receive them as properly as possible.”
Arianwyn scowled, descending the stairs and resting her hand on his arm. “I thought it was an emergency!”
“Had you been late it would have been. Relations have always been strained with the Manticore Totem. It would not do to aggravate them.” He led her out of the main hall and onto the front steps.
They both stood, once again, at the top stairs, guards surrounding them. Through her hand on Rael’s arm, Arianwyn could feel the tenseness in his body. When Arianwyn saw Rael searching the skies, she also turned her gaze upwards. She shuddered involuntarily at the sight.
Giant bats, nearly the size of Parvati, were flying down to the courtyard. In the center of the bats were two strange beasts. Their body reminded Arianwyn of a giant cat with a fur mane surrounding the face. The tails, however, were segmented pieces of chitin, curling upwards and ending in a sharp barb. Dragon wings extended out the side of the creatures. On the back of each was a human.
“That’s a Manticore?” she whispered, repulsed.
“Yes. Be wary of the tail; it’s poisonous.”
“I think I’ll simply be wary of the entire beast,” she muttered. Rael harrumphed in agreement and continued to watch the descent. A second shadow fell over the courtyard, surprising Arianwyn. She glanced over and saw Charon, plummeting from the sky to land not far to their side. “It is good that Parvati decided not to nest in the Dragon Cave,” Rael murmured. “The Dragons will have to offer the hospitality of their cave to the Bats and Manticore.”
“Parvati isn’t going to like that,” Arianwyn replied.
“Charon doesn’t either. Unfortunately, it would be rude to ask them to seek out their own cave.”
Arianwyn frowned. “Won't that let them know where the tunnel is?”
Rael shook his head. “They know there's an entrance, but they do not know where it opens up in the Keep. Charon will stay in front of the tunnel whenever the Manticore are there to keep them from getting curious. Smile,” he ordered, a scowl on his face.
The Manticore landed and Arianwyn forced a welcoming expression on her face. At Rael’s urging, she followed him down the steps, meeting the Manticore halfway.
“King Micah, Queen Lioki. We are honored by your presence,” Rael said, stopping short and inclining his head slightly.
King Micah looked Rael over, his face blank of emotion. Like Rael, he was a giant of a man, nearly able to look Rael in the eyes with shoulders slightly broader than Rael’s. His face was hidden in a scruffy beard that lay on his chest. His eyes were small and beady. “King Micah, Queen Lioki, welcome,” Arianwyn said, curtsying. King Micah ignored her.
“When’s the wedding?” King Micah finally said.
“Next week,” Rael answered just as shortly.
“Hopefully, you find joy in your union,” Queen Lioki said, words empty of feeling. She had not looked at either of them, but gazed just over their shoulders at the Keep.
“You’re too kind. Will you join the other queens and me in my quarters?” Arianwyn stepped back slightly, indicating the doors. The queen strolled past without actually acknowledging her. As they ascended the steps, Arianwyn heard Rael offer the hospitality of the Dragon Cave. She grit her teeth at the tone of the unintelligible reply. This was going to be less pleasant than she had anticipated.



Bernie
It took some doing, but Bernie finally received permission to attend the marriage of Arianwyn and the king. He drummed his fingers, trying to figure out a way to stop the wedding. A boy appeared and handed him a folded piece of parchment.
“Thanks,” he muttered, opening the parchment. He scanned the letter, lips forming the words, before standing. “You can leave,” he said, shooing the boy away. He hurried to the door and to the Keep, heart pounding. He climbed the stairs and down several hallways until he arrived at one of the lesser suites. He straightened his uniform and took a deep breath. He was about to meet his employer. He rapped on the door and waited.
A guard opened the door. “What do you want?”
“They sent for me. I'm Bernie.” The guard turned back into the room. There were a few mumbled comments and then the door was open wider. “Thank you,” Bernie replied.
He walked into the room and stopped in the center. “Ah, Bernie, glad to see you showed up so promptly,” Thane Malcom said. “Unfortunately, it's the only thing you've done promptly. Why haven't you delivered on the girl?”
“She's been unpredictable. But I have managed to be assigned to the wedding—“
“Let them get married. I have other plans in motion,” the thane cut him off, turning to the small tray of food at his elbow. A woman entered the room. She was tall, well formed. Her blond hair and blue eyes pierced right through to him. “This is my daughter, Lady Ethelinda.”
“Lady,” Bernie replied, bowing to her. The introduction was unnecessary. All of the guards knew who this lady was. He straightened to find the woman ignoring him. Bernie took the opportunity to study both thane and daughter.
Lady Ethelinda sat gracefully and accepted a cup of tea from her father. “What is he doing here?” she asked. Her tone indicated her boredom. She lifted the cup to her lips. The sleeve of her dress fell down. Bernie gasped. She arched an eyebrow at him. “Is he not privy to everything?” she asked, pushing the sleeves of her dress back down over her hands.
“Not yet, but he will be. He did arrange to have her poisoned. I think we can trust him for now.” She nodded and went back to her tea.
“When...how...” Bernie stared at her hands, the green dragon head now covered.
She smiled coyly up at him. “I do love a man who can't find his tongue,” she purred.
“As I was saying, Bernie, this is my daughter. You have a new job. First off, protect her. Second, you will do whatever she asks of you. You will keep her updated on whatever information you hear. You will carry out her orders. She is going to take over your part.”
“And probably succeed,” she remarked, sipping her tea.
Bernie bowed to them both again. “As you command.”



34-Pledges
The day of the wedding approached faster than Arianwyn was prepared for. Parvati was not around much, caring for the eggs. Arianwyn was not allowed to visit the eggs, as the amount of heat required to keep them alive would burn her to a crisp. Rael and Arianwyn hardly saw each other, each busy entertaining the various visiting nobility. It was almost a relief when the wedding day arrived. Almost.
“Are you ready?” Alyssa asked, eyes bright.
“I don't think I am,” Arianwyn whispered in answer. Her dress was laid out for Jed to strap her into. Her hair was still wrapped in a towel from her bath. Marie sat in front, applying her make-up.
“You'll be fine,” Marie smiled at her. “We'll just add a bit more rouge to your cheeks so you don't look so pale.”
“I think I'm going to be sick,” Arianwyn responded. Marie rolled her eyes. It wasn't the first time Arianwyn had made that announcement.
Someone knocked on the door. Willow bounded over, giggling. She and Alyssa were very much enjoying the festivities. More than once, Kerr and Erich had hauled them both back from the city after Willow had snuck them out. Willow's giggle cut off when she answered the door. She curtsied, backing away from the entrance.
Arianwyn stood. Marie jerked back and frowned at her. “Next time warn me. I almost smudged your make-up!” Arianwyn jerked her head to the door and Marie “oh'd” in understanding. She stood up, curtsying and shooing the younger girls out the door ahead of her.
Arianwyn pulled the neck of her robe a bit closer, staring up at Rael. She frowned. “You're wearing armor on our wedding day?”
He grunted in response, turning away from studying her dress. He circled her once, frowning as he studied her. “Are you ready?” he asked her, pacing back and forth in front of her. She felt like a lamb before a wolf the way he watched her.
Arianwyn reached out to stop him in his pacing. “I think so. Are you?”
Rael frowned down at her. “You think so? What kind of answer is that? Of course I'm ready.”
“It's the best answer I can give right now,” she snapped back, snatching her hand back from his arm.
“Has Lysander been over the marriage vows with you?” He crossed his arms, feet braced apart.
“Yes, I know what to do.” She folded her own arms and matched his scowl.
“This is your wedding day. You should be happy,” he muttered.
“The same could be said to you, Your Majesty.” He blinked and looked down at himself. To her surprise, he grinned at her, relaxing his arms back to his side. “Is there some reason you stopped by? Or were you hoping to make me late to our wedding?”
Rael chuckled. He took her by the shoulders and pulled her in close to him. His armor dug into her skin, but she didn't push away. She hugged him back, clutching at him to keep her hands from shaking. Rael tilted her chin up so that their eyes could meet. “No matter what happens, no matter who is present, focus on me. I will protect you.” He leaned down and kissed her before leaving. Arianwyn clutched her hands together to keep them from shaking for a different reason as the servants returned to the room.
Arianwyn was half tied, half sewn into her dress. The tiara she would wear was carried in on a velvet pillow. “This is merely your wedding tiara. You will be crowned queen following the ceremony, where your tiara will be replaced with a crown by His Majesty.” The tiara was intricately wrought in silver and studded with more fire diamonds. It was fastened into place after Arianwyn’s hair was braided, curled, and tied up onto her head, leaving her back and shoulders bare to reveal the dragon marking. A silver silk ribbon was braided around her right forearm, the ends trailing to the floor.
Arianwyn was rushed through the halls to a waiting room off the Great Hall. She could hear music playing and people talking beyond the door. She clasped and unclasped her hands, pacing behind the door. “Don’t trip this time,” Lysander reminded her for the umpteenth time. He was standing just as nervously to the side of the waiting room. A light fanfare of trumpets quieted the throng. Arianwyn moved to her place in the center of the doors, ribbons fluttering behind her. The doors were thrown open, framing Arianwyn. She took a deep breath, looking across the vast hall to Rael waiting at the far end.
The room was filled to capacity. The various monarchs were standing closest to Rael, their honor guards surrounding them. Then the thanes lined the walkway. Nearest Arianwyn was a jumble of minor nobles, guild masters and merchants. To the side, the windows had been flung open wide, allowing the dragons to perch on the side and watch. Just beyond them, Arianwyn could see the other Totems peering in. Arianwyn took a deep breath and walked down the aisle, staring straight at Rael.
Like Arianwyn, Rael was dressed entirely in black and silver. His clothing, however, was his hardened leather armor. Silver dragons were painted onto the front, eyes flashing red in the light. He was wearing boots and his sword was strapped to his side. His shield hung from his back. A gold crown circled his head, diamonds and rubies glinting in the metal. His left arm had black silk ribbons braided around it, trailing to the floor from his wrist.
Arianwyn reached him, feeling her breath constricting in her throat. There was a blur of faces around them. What faces she could make out were masks, though the eyes looked disapproving. And she could not blame them. She was just a peasant girl. :I thought we were over this,: Parvati muttered.
:It wasn’t real before this!:
:Oh, get over it! If you will continue to be honest with him, things will be fine. You seem to like each other, so stop complicating the whole marriage thing.:
Arianwyn took a deep, steadying breath and looked up at Rael. He held out his hand to her and she accepted it. Her fingers clutched his. She had to remind herself to breath in and out. It was while breathing that she felt Rael's hands. They were the fire to her icy hands. He was gripping her just as tight as she him, his palms sweaty. Some of her fear leeched away when she realized she was not alone in nerves. They faced each other in front of the crowd, right and left hands clasped together. Arianwyn focused on Rael’s face, ignoring the blurred faces below them.
“I hereby declare before the Totems and those gathered that I have chosen this woman to be my queen and mate. I have made this choice of my own free will,” Rael said loudly, looking down at Arianwyn. His hand gave hers a small squeeze as he wrapped one of the ribbons around their joined hands.
Arianwyn met his eyes. “I hereby declare that I have chosen to marry this man and accept him as my king and mate. I have made this choice of my own free will,” she stated. “I pledge my life to yours,” Arianwyn continued, wrapping one of her ribbons around their joined hands.
“I pledge my soul to yours,” Rael responded, wrapping one of his ribbons around their hands. They continued speaking, pledging and wrapping until their hands had been joined. Once the pledges were finished, Arianwyn relaxed a bit. It was done. She smiled up at him.
Rael guided her to his side, beckoning to Tad, who had been standing discreetly to the side. Tad immediately came forward, carrying a black velvet cushion with another golden crown on top. Lady Alyssa stepped to Arianwyn’s other side, holding an empty velvet cushion.
Rael removed the tiara with Alyssa’s assistance. He placed it on the cushion Lady Alyssa carried. He picked up the crown, holding it over Arianwyn’s head. “Gathered Totems, I give you my queen. May you receive her as your equal. May you ever be wary of the protection provided by our Totem as we are wary of Yours. Nobles and people of the Dragon Totem, I give you your queen.” Rael placed the heavy gold crown on Arianwyn’s head. The crowd burst into applause and the dragons roared.
Distantly, Arianwyn could hear the people of the city cheering. She looked over those present, her lack of fear rushing back. One other, she noticed, had not joined in. He stood near the back, shoulders stiff and eyes boring into hers. She looked away first and stepped nearer Rael. She did not see the other woman glaring at her.
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Sneak Peek of Totems: The Sword and the Shield
Chapter 1
The month following the wedding was even worse for Arianywn than the month following her rise to nobility. Her lessons in deportment, history, mathematics, reading, dance, and riding continued. Now she had the duties of a monarch piled on top of her studies. And Parvati was becoming restless for the eggs to hatch, even though there were still years before they would be ready.
Arianwyn was tired all the time, running from one responsibility to another. Being tired made her irritable. So did Rael. She paced her room, kicking a pillow out of her way. A large bed dominated the room, tapestries of dragons hanging from the wall. A privacy screen hid away one corner of the room. Lace and frills and all things soft decorated the room. Arianwyn took a deep breath. She refused to sleep in the Queen’s Chambers. It simply was not right in her mind.
She stalked out of the room, glancing to her right. The King’s Chambers were three doors down from her own. The lack of guards told her he was not in residence. She went to his study, trailed by Sigurd and Wymond. “Looks like she’s going to try again,” Sigurd murmured behind her.
“How long do you think it will take?” Wymond asked.
“For the king to cave?”
“No, for her to give up.”
Sigurd snorted. “The King will fold before she does.”
“Would you like to make a small wager on that?”
Arianwyn ignored them both. She was focused on her coming battle with the king. “It’s ridiculous!” she said, throwing open the door. She stopped with fists on hips in front of his desk. “I should be sleeping with my husband.”
Rael threw down his quill and leaned back in his chair, folding his arms and scowling. “For peasants, that may be acceptable. It is not for the nobility.”
“I am a peasant, Rael. It’s how I grew up doing things and I see no good reason not to continue it. Besides, why should you be the only one with access to the dragons?”
:An excellent point,: Parvati agreed. :I’ll have Charon second that one.:
:Besides, you two get to sleep together. Why can’t Rael and me?: Arianwyn argued. Parvati chuckled and relayed that message as well. “A husband and wife belong together,” she said out loud to Rael.
Arianwyn knew when Rael received the message from Parvati. He threw his hands up in the air. “Fine! Sleep wherever you want. The stables, for all I care, so long as I no longer need hear of this subject.”
Arianwyn smiled, her mood changing with his concession. She walked around the desk and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.” She left the room, smiling.
“I take it he finally gave in,” Sigurd commented. She grinned at him. He laughed, holding out his hand. Wymond sighed, dropping a silver coin in Sigurd’s hand. Arianwyn laughed at them, sending a page to fetch Tess.
She stood in the hallways, watching the servants move her things to Rael’s room. Tess stood to the side, giving her an update on happenings within the Keep. “Lady Ethelinda continues in the western suites.”
Arianwyn scowled. “That woman…” She crossed her arms, turning to glare out the window. “If it weren’t for her father, I’d throw her out!”
“Lady Arianwyn, that is hardly a statement befitting your station.”
“I know it’s not, Tess. It’s a statement befitting my heart, though.” She turned back as a servant staggered under a load. Automatically, Arianwyn stepped forward to steady the woman.
“Move!” Wymond snapped. He wrapped one arm around her waist, pulling her back from the woman. A flash of light glinted and a knife skittered across the top of Wymond’s arm guard. Sigurd leapt to the front of them, sword out to defend. The woman screeched in anger, diving again for Arianwyn. Her foot caught on the hem of her dress, the force of her dive sending her through the window behind Arianwyn.
Wymond grabbed Arianwyn’s arm, dragging her down the hall at a run. “Slow down!” she gasped. Wymond ignored her. They arrived at the King’s Study. At the sight of Sigurd’s blade, the king’s bodyguards drew their swords. One opened the door and thrust Arianwyn into the room.
“What is it now?”Rael snapped. He glared up at Arianwyn. His eyes fell on Wymond.
“Attack on the queen. We go to secure the castle.” They closed the door without waiting for Rael’s response.
Rael cursed, coming to his feet. He lifted his sword belt from the chair it was hanging on, belting it on as he headed to the door. “If you’re going, I’m coming with you!” Arianwyn said.
Rael tugged on the door. It did not move. “They’ve locked us in. I thought they might, but hoped they would forget,” he grumbled.
Arianwyn took a deep breath and sat down. “We could break the door down.”
Rael grunted, returning to his desk. “We could. But Rynert is little better than an old lady. He would scowl and complain the rest of our days if we did so.”
Arianwyn chuckled. “So who’s really in command here?”
Rael grinned back at her. “Don’t let anyone else know.” He leaned forward, grin fading. “What happened?”
Arianwyn sighed. She should have known he was not going to let her just wait things out. “We were standing in the hallway, moving my things to your room. A serving woman jumped out at me from the line. On her second lunge, she fell through the window.”
Rael winced. “Windows are expensive.”
“Windows are…what about me?”
Rael looked down, hiding his grin from her. “Wives can be replaced. Windows…well, they’re more difficult to care for.”
“Why you—“ The door opened, cutting her off. She glared at him to let him know what she thought, then turned to face the interruption.
“The body is gone,” Rynert reported. Sigurd stood to his side, scowling.
Rael leaned back. “So there were at least two involved in the attack. How did the other remove her body so quickly?”
“Most likely they went straight to the body while we brought Lady Arianwyn here.”
Arianwyn frowned. “How did they know so quickly that she had failed? What did Tess say about the woman?”
“We have not completed the investigation,” Sigurd said.
“But the Castle is again secure,” Rynert added.
Rael grunted. “Report to me when you discover more.” Sigurd and Wymond saluted, stepping from the Study. Rael stood and held his hand out to Arianwyn. At her startled look, he said, “It is time for lunch.” Arianwyn accepted his hand and fell in step with him to the Dining Hall. Two of Rael’s guards and Sigurd and Wymond surrounded them. Rynert and James were nowhere to be seen.
Arianwyn sighed to herself when they entered the Dining Hall. Ethelinda was there, along with the heads of the Merchant’s Guild and the Farmer’s Guild. Rael gave her hand a soft squeeze. He pulled out her chair and settled her before sitting himself. Once he sat, the rest of the group followed.
“Your Majesty, might I have a moment of your time after lunch?” Ethelinda asked from his other side, one hand resting lightly on his wrist.
Arianwyn glared at the hand. :Tell Charon to tell him no.:
“Of course,” Rael responded. Arianwyn tried strangling her fork. “We need to discuss your return home.”
Ethelinda let out a strangled gasp and Arianwyn smiled, letting her fork live. “It has been so nice having you visit, but I’m sure your father wants to oversee your marital arrangements,” she added. Rael kicked her under the table. Arianwyn added more sweetness to her smile, and then turned to the Farmer’s Guildmaster. “How is your food, Master Abel?”
He beamed at the attention from the queen, proceeding to point out which products came from which regions and how they had improved them over the years. Arianwyn nodded absently. Rael cleared his throat into his napkin. She glanced at him, to see if he was going to announce something.
Rael’s eyes were redrimmed, his skin turning blotchy just above the collar of his shirt and rising. She dropped her fork, jumping out of her seat and stepping towards him. Rael’s silverware fell from his hands and he clutched at his throat. “Fetch Hammurabi!” she snapped at a servant. “Everyone else, out. Lunch is over.”
The bodyguards escorted the guildmasters from the room. “Sigurd, fetch Rynert and James immediately,” Baldur, one of Rael’s guards, snapped. He helped Arianwyn get Rael from his seat. Rael’s breath wheezed in and out, his face now bright red. Tears streamed down his cheeks and his tongue was protruding.
Hammurabi came into the room at a run. Arianwyn met his gaze. “He isn’t breathing.”
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