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His world was made of water, trees and rocks. The high forest that he called home had plush underbrush with plenty of streams and bedrocks like dragon spines crossing the green and watery growth. Ponds and streams were filled with fish to feed him and the bears. And the trees – beech, oak, birch, chestnut, alder – and the lower bushes – gorse, broom and heather – wrapped him in a green embrace. Springs of bubbly or sulfur-smelling water made him avoid certain places and look for freshwater coming down from the mountains, icy both in summer and winter. Moss covered stones to sit on, and berries were everywhere.

His kingdom was huge for his needs, inhabited by owls and falcons, riverbed-nesting birds, mountain birds, and a large variety of skunks and geckos. Bears, deer, wolves and hares. Foxes, squirrels and weasels. Most of them he didn't eat and he'd seen generations of wolves grow old and die in a pack that lived close to his dwelling.

He knew the smell of spring, summer and fall. The icy air of winter and when winds brought thunderstorms. He walked and climbed and dived and watched the animals live and die. His skin wasn't sunburned since he lived mostly under the cover of the foliage and he cut his hair at shoulder-length with his knife to avoid it getting tangled in bushes and branches.

He didn't have a name, but didn't really need one. Well, he probably did have a name, but it didn't occur to him until another being like him entered his life again after unnumbered seasons of isolation. He'd been living in the forest forever, in a small cabin deep in the grove that kept him warm in winter and dry when it rained.

His only friends were animals – who scattered as soon as the human form stumbled out of the bushes to crumble on the shore of the stream where he was seated, catching fish for dinner with his hands.

He gaped at the being so similar to him. He had forgotten there were others and had no idea of where they lived. He'd never moved very far from home and the sudden intrusion startled him.

He saw two arrows protruding from the man's back and blood flowing in the water of the stream. Snapping into action, he jumped to his feet and went to crouch next to the man lying face down half in the water. He poked at the limp body, saw the uneven breathing and decided whoever it was, he was alive, but hurt, and having half his face in the water wouldn't do him much good.

He flexed his muscles and dragged the man's body to dry ground. Studying the placement of the arrows, he swiftly took them out. The man groaned once before passing out. He ripped off the man's long sleeves and used them to cover the bleeding wounds before he went off to search for herbs to heal him.

The man's tunic felt strange to his touch – it wasn't animal pelts, but something soft and warm that didn't smell and of a bright blue color. It reminded him of something... maybe called fabric? He covered his body in winter for protection against the cold, but animal furs and pelts weren't as comfortable as those clothes seemed to be.

The makeshift bandages held as he carried the man back to his cabin. There he tended the wounds as best he could. He observed the man's medallion resting on the bandaged chest. It reminded him of something. Someone. A lifetime ago – a man whose face he didn't remember had worn something similar. It was some kind of emblem and...

Heavens, it had been so long since he'd seen another Human! He knew he was supposed to communicate, but didn't remember how. Besides, the man was asleep, or unconscious. He touched the tunic and belt of his wounded guest, frowning in concentration. Dyed wool and leather, that was what the other was wearing. He vaguely remembered having clothes like that when he was a little boy.

He shrugged off the faded memories and decided it was time to cook something – maybe a stew or some broth so his guest could eat too... He normally cooked fish, but he thought he could catch a hare tomorrow, and share it with his guest.

The man was feverish by evening, and kept moaning and saying things that must be words of the Human language, but he had trouble understanding them. He could make out the sounds, "no, Bran, no, oh, gods, no", but wasn't sure of the meaning. The wounded man seemed to be in great pain.

He sighed as he lay down next to his guest to sleep. He'd managed to make him drink some broth and a calming tisane, and soon the other man's breathing slowed down. When he felt the wounded one was resting, he closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep to the lullaby of his friendly neighbor the night owl.
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Rowan burned with fever, reliving the hunt and its unexpected ending. What was meant to be a normal day in the forest had turned into a nightmare.

He had grown up with Brandegor. They'd been knighted together, and then had sworn to protect each other by a bubbly, sparkling spring in that very forest. When Rowan had inherited his father's castle and married Alienor de la Mountaine, he'd kept Brandegor by his side, since his best friend was a cadet with no rights.

Rowan never expected Bran to break their pact and turn against him, barely a year after his marriage. Alienor had hinted that his friend seemed a little too interested in her, but he had shrugged it off as wanting more attention on her part. The knightly oath had tied them as brothers-in-arms and Rowan thought their friendship would last forever.

And then Brandegor had suggested they go hunting together like in the good old times. Rowan thought maybe he wanted to renew their pact, but as they rode for miles next to each other, looking for prey, Brandegor had barely replied to his prodding, until they'd seen a stag and started the pursuit.

And then an arrow had hit him in the back, making him drop his bow. A second arrow had made him drop the reins, and the animal had slowed down. He'd fallen off the saddle and met his best friend's icy stare. Brandegor had cocked another arrow, and Rowan had fled on all fours, moaning in pain.

In his daze caused by the wounds he saw a young man leaning over him, ministering to his wounds, helping him to eat some food, before he passed out again.

When he came to his senses, he was lying in a timber cabin – one room with a fireplace and small windows – with an animal pelt covering him like a blanket. The mysterious young man, half-naked and gleaming with sweat, was cooking something.

The air was warm and smelled of sweat and broth. The timber cabin seemed old but solid, and there was another pelt under him, isolating him from the unpaved floor. Used to a stone castle and a real bed, Rowan felt stiff and uncomfortable lying on the ground. But when he tried to move, he winced in pain as his wounds reminded him of their presence.

Rowan was parched, so he gulped before speaking.

"Hello?" he called tentatively.

Grey eyes stared at him and the young man brightened, coming to crouch next to him.

"Water, please?" Rowan asked, licking his chapped lips.

The other looked puzzled, as if he couldn't understand the words.

"Water," Rowan repeated. "Thirsty." He weakly moved his hand in a drinking gesture.

The young man smiled and nodded. He went to a flask hung on the wall and came back, helping Rowan to drink. The water was cool down his throat.

"Thank you," he said, lying down again.

The other nodded and went back to the cooking. Rowan observed him – a Human who dressed in animal hides and who either was mute or had forgotten how to speak. 

Rowan sighed, wondering where he was. The Forest of Blanchefleur wasn't huge, but in his panic he had probably run the wrong way, leaving his earldom behind. Luckily this wild young man had found him.

His host came back with a wooden bowl filled with stew, and again helped him to eat.

"Do you have a name?" Rowan asked. "I'm Rowan." He pointed at himself. "You?" He pointed at the other.

The young man opened his mouth and pondered. "Fire bird?" he said tentatively.

"Your name," Rowan insisted. "What do they call you?"

The other shrugged with a disappointed expression. Nobody ever called him anything, obviously. Which made sense if he was the only Human around.

"Thank you, whatever your name is," Rowan said with a sigh.

The other grinned. He seemed very friendly and willing to communicate, but couldn't wrap his tongue around words. Maybe he spoke another language, since the forest was on the border with other kingdoms.

Rowan felt too weak to talk more and the wounds in his back made for uncomfortable rest, thus he slept on his side. The nameless young man observed him closely, trying to imitate him.

When he felt better, he tried to learn more about his host, but again was met with puzzled stares and shrugs and apologetic smiles. The young man seemed to understand most of what he said, but wasn't able to respond. If the question required more than yes or no answers, there was just silence, or stuttering and snorts. Not a mute, possibly someone who hadn't spoken in years – if he ever learned.

"How many turns of seasons have you seen?"

The young man started counting on his fingers, but soon gave up and shook his head with a shrug. Rowan had never heard of lost or stolen children in the earldom, so he couldn't figure it out either.

A pang in Rowan's heart reminded him of Alienor – he missed her, and wondered if she was looking for him and what Brandegor had told her when he'd gone back alone. Maybe she'd been right, and Brandegor had betrayed him to get her and his castle...

When he asked his savior how many days had passed, the other pondered, then raised four fingers. Four days already. Rowan must get back on his feet and find his way to the castle as soon as possible.
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Alienor stared at the forest where Rowan had vanished. Five days since Brandegor had come back alone from the hunt, reporting they'd been attacked by a wild boar that had killed Rowan. But Brandegor hadn't bothered bringing back Rowan's body, and looked strangely satisfied and determined.

Alienor had never liked her husband's best friend. Rowan called him brother-in-arms, said they had a pact of mutual help, but she wasn't blind. Brandegor lusted after her and hated to be in Rowan's shadow.

Alienor's marriage had been arranged by her father, and Brandegor had come to pick her up on behalf of the groom. He was blond and handsome and obviously knew it – like other young noblemen Alienor had dealt with.

She was happily surprised to discover dark-haired Rowan was nothing like his brother-in-arms. He was good-looking and chivalrous – and very tender when they were alone. She'd been happy to marry him and had slowly but steadily fallen in love with him who adored her. But so did Brandegor.

No, Brandegor's was lust, Rowan's was love. She could tell the difference. And now Rowan had vanished and Brandegor behaved as if he owned the place.

Since everybody knew Brandegor was Lord Rowan's best friend, nobody called him a liar and even the captain of the guard had told her, "If Sir Brandegor says Lord Rowan is dead, it must be the unfortunate truth."

Alienor had gone to the forest, alone, looking for Rowan. She'd found traces of blood, but she lost his trail by a stream. Who knew which wild beast had finished him off, maybe dragging him off to its lair...

"Lady Alienor?" Daphne always knocked before entering and she put in her head, waiting for permission to come in.

"Yes?" Alienor sighed and pulled herself away from the window. Her room felt cold and empty now that Rowan was gone, and her embroidery work wasn't going anywhere. She should busy herself with other tasks in the castle, since she still had duties towards Rowan's people.

Daphne came forward hesitantly. Alienor knew the maid had a crush on Brandegor but he was too haughty to even look at a non-noble maiden. He had used her and dumped her, like he'd done with all his lovers – one more reason for Alienor to despise the young man. She'd taken Daphne as a maid almost as soon as she'd entered Rowan's household also to spare her the verbal abuse of Brandegor.

Now Daphne looked tortured and hurt, as if she were a widow.

"What is it, Daphne?" Alienor tried to keep her voice calm. She wasn't going to let the maids and servants see how empty she felt herself. She still hoped Rowan would come back. She couldn't be a twenty-year-old widow!

"I think Sir Brandegor has gone mad."

Alienor smiled ruefully. "Of course he has. If he was ever sane in the first place. You've known him for longer than me... Was he always so ambitious? Why did he stay by Rowan's side if he wanted to marry a noble maiden? I'm sure there's plenty of heiresses around he could have wooed with his courage and good looks..."

"You are very hard on him my lady," Daphne chided. "He was never so lucky. He is more handsome than Lord Rowan, but he's less noble and wealthy. They have a pact, knightly honor, and all those men's things... but now that his best friend is dead..."

Alienor had cringed at the word "dead" – she thought more about "vanished" – but she nodded with a sigh. "He has grown ambitious and wants to run the castle – and have me."

"Maybe it's not ambition, it's... I don't know what it is, but he... he assaulted me and another servant who was trying to help him with his grief, calling us names..."

Startled, Alienor looked at Daphne. She didn't think Brandegor was grieving. He hadn't even bothered bringing back his best friend's corpse, nor organized any vigil... but he was forcing himself on maids?

"You mean he raped you and who else?" she asked, frowning.

"Lunette... not at the same time, but I found her sobbing and she told me what had happened, and since it has happened to me too, I thought I'd come and tell you." Daphne blushed and lowered her eyes. "If there's someone who can control him, it's you," she finished in a whisper.

"I'm not so sure about that," she muttered, frowning with worry. If even Daphne, who loved Brandegor and forgave him everything, said he'd done such a thing, maybe Brandegor was beyond control. Unless she found a magic user to help her. "Where do you think we can find a wizard? Maybe there's someone at the king's court."

"You will tell the king?" Daphne's eyes widened in fear.

"I believe my husband was killed, Daphne," she answered bluntly. "By his best friend. Yes, I will ask the king to send a magic user to uncover the truth."
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He was starting to remember. Those sounds were words, and they were coming back to him. The first time the wounded man had spoken, he couldn't figure out what he wanted. But now he understood almost everything, and was hesitantly trying to answer back. Rowan was very encouraging and patient, although he could tell his guest was frustrated and looked forward to going back to wherever he came from.

Eventually Rowan was strong enough to walk out of the cabin. He followed his guest outside, a little worried. He didn't want to be alone again, not after having another Human's company for a few days. He was sure of one thing now – he used to live with Humans. But why he had left and moved to the forest still escaped him.

Rowan looked around at the tall trees and sighed.

"I don't recognize anything... can you take me back to where you found me?"

He frowned, but nodded. He grabbed his few belongings – his knife, spare hides and pots – threw them in a wolf pelt he'd sewn so it could carry things, filled his flask and led Rowan to the stream where he'd first seen him.

Rowan looked up and down the stream, found the traces of his fall and retraced his steps in the forest, frowning in concentration.

He followed the other man in silence, hoping he'd be allowed to stay with him. His animal friends peeked out at his passage, but didn't show themselves to the stranger, and he ignored them.

Rowan picked up a strange weapon that looked like an oversized knife and put it around his waist with a belt.

"I found my sword," he muttered. "So this is where it all started."

He nodded, puzzled. He had no idea of what Rowan was talking about, but kept following him.

Finally Rowan found an unpaved road and stood on the side looking both ways.

"I know where we are," he said, sighing in relief. "Do you want to come with me?"

He nodded eagerly.

"All right. This way." Rowan led the way on the strange road. 

He vaguely remembered such a thing, with two strange furrows that were always parallel. He pointed at them, frowning, as strange sounds came back to his ears. But he couldn't see what made them.

"That's the wheels of carts and wagons," Rowan explained. "And you can see the sign of horseshoes or oxen's hooves. Here it's a donkey, and its owner walking next to him, see?"

He curiously observed all the traces left after the latest rain, caked in the road's dust. Rowan's words made sense. A vague image fluttered in his mind – a wagon led by a couple of oxen. There were traces of people out there, even if they didn't meet any. A flash of a busy, noisy place quickly passed through his mind. He wished he could hold on to those memories.

At sunset they reached a small house made of timber on the side of the road.

"We will stop here," Rowan said. He was very pale and exhausted from all the walking. "Tomorrow we'll reach Kelvin Castle. It's not much farther, but I don't want to reach it at night."

He nodded and waited while Rowan knocked on the door. "Castle" was a familiar word. He rolled it on his tongue, without saying it out loud. His childhood in a castle. Why couldn't he remember more?

A man with graying hair and a protruding belly opened the door and gaped at Rowan.

"My lord, you're alive!"

"Yes, Peter, I'm alive and famished. Can you provide me with food and shelter for the night? You will be rewarded as soon as I reach Kelvin Castle..."
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Rowan was relieved to reach the woodcutter's house before it was too dark. He didn't have a torch, and there were clouds in the sky – without moonlight it was dangerous to follow the road in the forest at night.

Peter let them in and his wife Margerie was as surprised as the woodcutter to see him. A pot was already on the fire, sending a smell of onions and beans through the main room that made Rowan's stomach rumble.

"And who is your friend, my lord?" the woman asked, looking at the wild young man who looked around with curiosity.

"He doesn't seem to have a name, but he has saved me," Rowan replied. "Can you keep him for a few days until I figure out what's going on? I'm afraid my best friend has gone insane."

"We were told you died in a hunting accident," Peter said gravely.

"Actually, Brandegor tried to kill me." Rowan sat with them at their humble table and Margerie added two bowls and two goblets for the unexpected guests. "And I wandered through the forest, getting lost. Luckily this young man found me and took care of my wounds. I need to go back to Kelvin Castle as soon as possible."

"I can take you there with the cart first thing in the morning," Peter suggested.

Rowan nodded, then noticed how Margerie stared at the young man. After serving the men, she sat in front of the quiet guest and watched him eat with a tender expression. Rowan knew the couple had lost a son who was probably the same age as the stranger, and could understand why she looked at the nameless young man that way.

"We should teach you some manners," he told his savior who was eating his soup with excessive noise. "You've been alone for too long."

"You show me!" the young man said, frowning in worry.

Margerie chuckled. "It's easy. Look..."

***
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"Hoswyn! Come here my little fire bird!"

The long forgotten female voice visited him in his dreams, probably evoked by the gentle caress the middle-aged female had given him after covering him with a warm blanket for the night. He woke up remembering the dream and his mother's tenderness – and the name. He had a name.

A pearly light came in through the small window and Rowan was already up.

He rose and joined the woodcutter, his wife and Rowan in the main room.

"Good morning!" the woman greeted cheerfully. "Did you sleep well?"

"Yes!" He came forward, excited. "My name is Hoswyn! I dreamed it!"

"Hoswyn?" Rowan repeated. He was drinking a warm tisane and the woman offered one to Hoswyn as well. "It's unusual... Do you remember any other name? Your mother's? Father's?"

Hoswyn shook his head, frowning with worry. His mother's features had been blurred in the dream. "Lord..." The word sounded familiar. "Father, Lord..." He couldn't remember.

Margerie put a hand on his shoulder. "Sit down, Hoswyn. You're such a big boy!"

He obediently sat next to Rowan again and sipped his tisane.

"You will stay with Margerie and Peter," Rowan told him. "They will take care of you."

"But I want to come with you!" he protested.

"I will send for you as soon as I'm certain it's safe. In the meantime I want you to stay here and get used to people. You're quickly learning to speak again, but the castle might be too much for you. You've been alone for so long... Peter and Margerie will bring you to me when I'm ready."

"But if they manage to kill you?"

"You can't protect me, Hoswyn. You cured my wounds, but this doesn't mean you can fight for me, not until you have some training."

"I'm strong!"

"But you're going weaponless against fully-trained men-at-arms. I don't want you to get killed for nothing. I am grateful you saved my life and I don't want you to end up in trouble because of me. Please, just wait here, it won't be long, I promise."

"Oh." He hung his head, disappointed, surrendering more to Rowan's concerned tone than anything else. It was true he needed to get used to people, but he was afraid to see the only person he knew go. But then Peter and Margerie had given him food and shelter – Margerie's gentle hands had even brought back the memory of his mother and his name – he could obey Rowan's orders and wait.

Margerie took his hands resting on the table. "We will take care of you as if you were our son," she promised. "And as soon as Lord Rowan sends for you, we'll take you to the castle."

He nodded with a sigh.
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The woodcutter's house was close to the castle. Rowan emerged from the forest and was walking towards the drawbridge when Brandegor came out on horseback with a lance in his hand, alone. The watchman must have told him Rowan was back – unless he had been on the lookout himself.

Rowan stopped, hesitating. Again he saw that murderous expression on his best friend's face. There were no guards in sight, no peasants... no witnesses, much like during the hunt. Would screaming bring anyone?

And then Brandegor lowered the lance and charged him with a determined look on his face. Rowan gasped and ran back towards the trees, where the horse couldn't trample him. He dived in the undergrowth as the galloping horse came closer, panicking.

Brandegor didn't seem to want to spare him. Why had his best friend turned into his worst enemy? Rowan couldn't believe Bran really wanted him dead.

He jumped up on a log to gain height and pulled out his sword. He swung it at charging Brandegor, but didn't manage to strike his brother-in-arms. He lost his balance and fell, losing his sword.

He grabbed it and ran again, looking for a place to ambush his mounted foe. The broken pact made him bleed more than the arrows Brandegor had planted in his back.

Panic mixed with anger as he ran in the forest he knew so well. There were rocks, but Brandegor was always too close and the tip of his lance barely missed Rowan at each pass. 

He finally stopped to catch his breath behind an old oak, hoping Brandegor wouldn't see him. The wounds on his back hurt, and he hadn't regained his full strength, or he'd have stood his ground. His temples pulsed as he squeezed his sword-hilt and gritted his teeth.

Then Brandegor came around the oak, his horse now walking. He got off the saddle and marched on Rowan, who raised his blade, ready to defend himself.

Brandegor's lance was longer than his sword, and Brandegor pinned him to the tree, then took his dagger out and slashed at Rowan's belly, slicing it open.

Rowan screamed as his legs started shaking and he lost the grip on his sword, unable to control his limbs. His head hit the trunk and he could see his intestines coming out. Too breathless to scream again, he waited for his death, shivering with pain.
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Belfi was almost at Kelvin Castle, walking the unpaved road through the forest on behalf of the king with his walking stick ready at hand. He didn't have weapons, but didn't really need them. Besides, he looked like a poor young wanderer, no bandit would attack him in plain daylight.

The lady of Kelvin Castle had written to the king to inform him that her husband, Earl Rowan, had vanished, and she requested a magic user to uncover what had happened during a hunt when supposedly the lord had met his death. Her letter wasn't very specific, and Belfi imagined she felt threatened by someone at the castle itself.

Hopefully his arrival wouldn't alert anyone, since he looked like a beardless young man when he hid his pointed ears under his long wavy dark-blond hair. Not many were aware he was a half-blood, a healer, a magic user. An ageless, androgynous being who often had to hide his main in-Human feature – those pointed ears typical of the Genn and faeries most Humans never met.

He heard grunts and metal on metal to his left, as if someone was battling through the forest. He left the road and entered the undergrowth, following the sounds.

Someone on foot, someone on horseback. And then a scream of pain and a horse trotting away.

Belfi walked faster, and emerged in a clearing. A dark-haired young man with the emblems of Kelvin Castle embroidered on his tunic was pinned to the tree with a lance, disemboweled, his eyes unfocused and his body shaking uncontrollably.

Cursing in the Old Tongue, Belfi rushed to the dying man. He grabbed the shaft and extracted the lance, which made the man collapse, shivering and coughing blood. He knelt next to the dying man and put his hands on the loose intestines, closing his eyes. His golden healing powder froze the wound and then slowly pushed back in what was supposed to stay in. The man lost consciousness from the pain, and Belfi kept sending his magic through the man's body.

Belfi heard the horse come back, so before working on the stab wound, he wrapped himself and the wounded man in an instant transfer spell. He had seen a crumbled chapel on the way to Kelvin Castle, and he wished them both there.

"Rowan!" someone screamed from the direction where he'd found the dark-haired man. "Hope the demons took you!"

Belfi looked at the unconscious man next to him. He'd found Earl Rowan all right – and he was still alive. But since the other man seemed so determined to kill him, they might as well stay in the forest until Belfi understood a little better what was going on.
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Hoswyn was restless. Rowan had been gone for two days and already he wanted to explore more, meet other people, make friends. His speech had improved enormously from talking with Peter and Margerie, and he looked forward to re-entering the Human kingdom.

Even his body seemed eager to get more intimate with others of his kind. He'd watched animals mate for many many moons and seasons, and he knew he was supposed to do the same at some point.

He'd used his hand so far, but a long lost memory of friends talking about those things floated in his mind now. His body seemed to be fully awake. He'd considered trying with Rowan, until he'd realized they were both males, and he needed a female for what he had in mind.

"You want a woman," Peter told him knowingly, pointing at the hardness barely contained in the clothes the woodcutter had given him. "I guess I could take you to the village, if not the castle itself, and we can ask what news of our lord they have."

"Thank you!" he said, hoping they'd go immediately.

Peter decided to give him a lesson on women first, which he listened to carefully. He didn't want to hurt anyone, and needed to know the rules before throwing himself into this new world. Slowly memories of life in a castle resurfaced as Peter talked. He had no idea of how long it had been since he became a forest dweller. He'd never kept track of the turns of seasons. He lived in the present and now, but he was beginning to understand Humans had a different concept of time.

He had questions, and Peter patiently answered them all. By then it was dinnertime, and Margerie set up the table.

"Tomorrow you'll go," she told him, serving him a vegetable soup that smelled very good. "I'm sure we can find you a nice girl to marry and have children with."

He wasn't too sure of what that meant, but he was willing to try. He gobbled down the soup, daydreaming of tomorrow.

"Thank you, it was delicious," he said then, grateful. "Do all females cook so well?"

"Women, Hoswyn, women," she corrected. "And yes, most are trained to cook for the whole family."

"Good." Hoswyn beamed. He looked forward to having someone who would cook for him and keep him warm in bed. As he lay on his pallet, he used his hand, hopefully for the last time.

***
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"Can I have a word with you, Sir Brandegor?" Alienor frowned as she addressed Brandegor in the courtyard.

"Sure." He dismissed the guards he was talking to with a gesture and turned to look at her with his new determination.

They retreated to a corner by the well. Brandegor's eyes surveyed everything and everyone.

"Brandegor!" She grabbed his chin and forced him to look at her. "Tell me again what happened in the forest!"

"I already told you, my lady Alienor. Your husband, my brother-in-arms, found death when his horse fell and a wild boar charged him. I have killed the beast and brought it back to your kitchen. When I went back to look for my dear friend Rowan's body, I couldn't find it, but saw traces of a pack of wolves all around the spot where he had fallen. In spite of my sorrow for the loss, I'm doing my best to continue his work here. I haven't mentioned anything to you yet, because I'm sure we're both mourning the passing of my courageous and extraordinary friend. I will help you to take care of the castle..."

"Rape servants in the corridors, abuse maids and command guards as if you owned the place,"  she interrupted him, sarcastic. All those pretty words sounded fake. Brandegor wasn't mourning Rowan's death and he was smart enough to wait to suggest she marry him. He was pretending to be useful and caring, but she could see right through him.

"I am Rowan's brother-in-arms, we had a pact of mutual help and protection," Brandegor said. "I knew I'd be a bachelor for the rest of my life unless something really awful happened to him."

"I wonder if you caused that hunting accident to get rid of your friend and marry his widow," she retorted.

"My lady!" he protested. "I grew up with Rowan! He was more than a brother to me! We pledged fealty to each other in front of the sacred spring as soon as we were knighted!"

"I've heard you boast of being his better half. I know everybody here knows and respects you. But I don't think you kept your part of the oath."

"My lady, you know nothing of knightly honor."

"No, I don't. What if I decide to go back to my father's castle and ask him to find me another husband?"

"You wouldn't abandon Rowan's legacy!"

"Why not? I don't like you, Brandegor. I didn't make any pact with you! If Rowan is dead, I'm going home to mourn – or maybe visit my sister-in-law and ask her what she thinks of you at the helm of her brother's castle!"

She knew Katelyn, Rowan's sister, didn't like Brandegor any more than she did. They had exchanged letters and her sister-in-law had warned her about Brandegor. Katelyn had hinted at Brandegor's ways with women and how he'd always felt the most handsome of the two – but somehow Rowan landed more lovers because he was nicer to them. Alienor thought that maybe once upon a time Katelyn had been in love with Brandegor herself, until – like Daphne – she had opened her eyes.

Brandegor glared at her and stormed off. Alienor huffed. It wasn't easy to be so blunt with a knight that had been so tied to her husband. She looked forward to the visit of the king's magic user. If Brandegor had murdered Rowan, she'd see to it that justice was served.

***
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Hoswyn was impressed by the sheer size of the castle walls, the square towers and the drawbridge that towered over the huts and little houses of the village. But at the same time he had a sense of déjà vu, sort of a forgotten dream coming back to him. He'd been born in a place like that, so long ago he had no idea where it might be now.

Peter introduced him to the village people, but he kept staring at the bigger building, wondering if he could explore it without getting lost.

"That's where Lord Rowan lives," Peter told him. "Would you like to go in? We can go as far as the courtyard and the kitchen door to deliver logs."

Hoswyn nodded eagerly. "Do you think Rowan is there?" he asked.

"He should be... although he hasn't sent anyone for you yet... let's go and ask."

"Lord Rowan is dead, but since they never found his body, he never had a proper funeral," a fat woman said.

"No, he was alive three days ago, didn't he come back?" Peter replied, puzzled.

"Not as far as we know." The woman shook her head.

Peter exchanged a glance with Hoswyn and they headed for the drawbridge.

"Hey, Peter, who's your friend?" One of the guards cheerfully addressed the woodcutter.

"He's my new apprentice," Peter answered.

The guards turned serious again.

"Ah, yes... of course... after Junior's death... Go ahead, Peter." The guard waved them in through the gatehouse, unable to look at them anymore.

"They knew my son," Peter explained as they entered the courtyard.

"How did he die?" Hoswyn asked.

"He fell in the forest while he was picking mushrooms – he slid into a hidden ravine and broke his neck." Peter sighed. "Marge doesn't like to talk about it, so thank you for not asking in front of her."

Hoswyn nodded, thoughtful. He'd picked mushrooms himself and he knew that some parts of the forest were dangerous, especially after heavy rains. He'd broken his leg once by stumbling in a hidden hole, and it had taken months to heal.

He looked around in the courtyard, as Peter pointed at the ramparts, the stables, the barracks, and the main building with the keep. Lots of people milled around, busy with various tasks – drying clothes, bringing food to and from the kitchen, cleaning the stables, exercising with swords. Children and livestock mixed with servants and guards, and the courtyard was a mix of noises, most of which were like a forgotten dream for Hoswyn.

"You certainly leave an impression on women," Peter whispered with a chuckle. "I guess you only have to take your pick."

Hoswyn realized that – like in the village – women of all ages smiled at him whenever they met his eyes. He glanced at Peter, a little puzzled, and the woodcutter gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder.

"You're young and handsome, Hoswyn, why are you surprised? When I was your age I also made all women's heads turn. And then I fell in love with Margerie..."

That was a concept that wasn't very clear for Hoswyn, but there were so many things to discover, he decided to wait. He wanted to experience the Human mating first, so he looked around for a female that attracted him.

And then his eyes fell on a tall woman with a brown braid and a blue gown who was talking to a blond man with a tunic and a sword very similar to Rowan's. Hoswyn's heart started beating faster as he stared, hoping she'd see him and smile at him like the others had done.

"Uh... Hoswyn?" Peter elbowed him.

"I like her!" he said, unable to keep his eyes off of her.

"Hoswyn, that's Lord Rowan's wife. You don't sleep with other men's wives."

Puzzled, Hoswyn stared at Peter.

"Remember what I told you yesterday?" Peter insisted. "We're not like animals. Women must be wooed. You cannot force yourself on a woman. And you shouldn't even look at somebody else's woman. She's Lord Rowan's woman."

"Oh." He lowered his eyes, disappointed. "But they say Rowan is dead."

"Well, we saw him alive three days ago, but I don't see him here. And Lady Alienor is arguing with Sir Brandegor, who is Lord Rowan's childhood friend. He has some kind of pact with our lord – noblemen's things – and he's in charge of the castle when the lord and lady travel. We should beware of him."

Hoswyn nodded, thoughtful. He was staring at Lady Alienor again. Sir Brandegor had turned his back on her, and she was following him with her eyes, frowning. Then her blue eyes fell on Hoswyn and he immediately smiled. But she didn't smile back.

She sauntered towards them and Hoswyn held his breath. She was so beautiful! The way her gown swayed around her... She seemed to float! And her eyes were pieces of blue sky... He wanted to touch her and feel her skin and her braid and taste her and...

Peter bowed when she reached them, and Hoswyn stiffly imitated him.

"Good morning, Peter," she said. "What brings you to the castle today?"

Peter looked around to check the whereabouts of Sir Brandegor, then leaned forward.

"I was hoping to have good news of Lord Rowan's return," he whispered.

"He hasn't returned, and Sir Brandegor insists that he's dead. Nobody found his corpse, though, and I don't trust Brandegor anymore."

"And you shouldn't, since your husband was alive three days ago. This young man saved him, and Lord Rowan reached my humble house with him. He stayed the night, and was supposed to be back here by then, and send for Hoswyn." Again he pointed at Hoswyn who straightened and smiled again, hoping to get the response the other women had given him. But there was no way Lady Alienor was going to smile at him.

She glanced at him and nodded, concentrating on Peter again. "Thank you, Peter. I hope the king's magic user will arrive soon, so we can make Sir Brandegor tell the truth of what actually happened."

Peter bowed again as the lady walked away, calling, "Daphne!"

"I want to stay here and be with her!" Hoswyn said as soon as she was gone.

"You can't be with her," Peter chided. "I told you, she's Lord Rowan's wife."

"But he hasn't returned, therefore he's dead!"

"Maybe not. Let's go back, Hoswyn, it's getting late."

Hoswyn's smile vanished. "I don't want to go back to that little house," he protested. "I want to stay here!"

"You can't Hoswyn."

"Yes, I can! I was born in a place like this! My father is Lord Philip!"

Peter gaped. "I have never heard of a Lord Philip," he muttered, averting his eyes. "You shouldn't stay in the castle, it's not for you."

"I'm staying."

Peter looked at him as if he wanted to say something. He was shorter and weaker and knew better than to try to force a young man to follow him. He sighed.

"Marge will miss you tonight," he said. "Don't put yourself in trouble. Lord Rowan is not here to protect you."

Hoswyn nodded, still frowning. "I can take care of myself."

He wasn't stupid, he could manage. He watched Peter leave, then looked around. Maybe some other woman would help him to join the castle life.

Someone put a hand on his shoulder, startling him.

"And you are?" Sir Brandegor looked him in the eyes.

"Hoswyn. I want to stay here," he answered.

"And what can you do, Hoswyn, besides displaying your muscles?" Sir Brandegor asked, amused. He was quite handsome himself – blond, tall and well-built – and wore his sword with the same pride Rowan had.

Hoswyn looked forward to learning how to handle weapons. He had only a knife to his name and had used traps to catch small animals in the forest.

"I'm strong. I can learn any job."

"Good. Well, start with the stables. We're short of stable-boys."

Hoswyn looked in the direction of the stables, a little puzzled, but nodded and obeyed. At least he'd deal with animals first. He hadn't seen a horse from up close in so many turns of seasons... Wasn't his father a rider? No, not his father, Lord Philip, whose name had just come back to him. The man he'd thought was his father. When he lived in a castle.

At sunset the servants went to the kitchen to have something to eat, then spread out on the floor to get some sleep. Hoswyn found a kitchen maid who came to lie next to him and as the light went down, she kept him awake most of the night.
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Alienor came back from Peter and Margerie's house frowning. She'd talked to the woodcutter and his wife and now wanted to hear Hoswyn's version before confronting Brandegor. Daphne rushed to meet her as soon as she entered the courtyard.

"My lady, James was on watch duty a few days ago, he said he thought he saw Lord Rowan coming back, but when he pointed him to Brandegor, Brandegor stormed away and went to meet that person  and drove him away," Daphne said quickly, keeping her voice low, eyes wide in fear.

"Come to my rooms with Hoswyn, he should still be at the castle, according to Peter."

"You mean the new guy?" Daphne scoffed. "You must be the only woman who hasn't noticed him! Brandegor sent him to the stables yesterday, but today he hasn't left the kitchen."

Alienor raised her eyebrows. "He's entertaining the women of the kitchen all by himself?" she asked, skeptical.

Daphne chuckled nervously. "Not all and not at the same time, but he's been quite busy, yes. He's gorgeous, but still a little rough, from what I've heard."

"Well, go get him. I need to talk to him," Alienor replied, taking off her hooded cloak before entering the castle. She went upstairs to her room and looked outside of the window to check Brandegor's whereabouts – he was on the battlements, talking to the guards on duty, probably telling them to keep an eye on whoever approached the castle. If she weren't a lady, she'd call him a son of a bitch. She'd tear off the mask from that treacherous face. The king's man must be almost to Kelvin Castle by now.

Daphne knocked and introduced Hoswyn. Alienor signaled her to come in too as the young man came boldly forward with a big grin on his face. He was handsome, she had to admit.

"Hello, Hoswyn," she greeted. "Peter and Margerie told me you found Rowan wounded in the forest and you helped him. Where exactly do you live?"

"In the forest," Hoswyn answered. "Far from here. I had never met another Human before him."

"Must be really deep in the woods, since they never met you," Alienor said, thoughtful. 

"I come from Lord Philip's castle," he said.

"Do you remember the name of the castle?" she inquired.

"Don't you know Lord Philip?"

"No. So, where did you find Rowan?"

"He passed out by my stream. He had two arrows in his back. He had lost blood, but I managed to tend his wounds. I was afraid he wouldn't make it at first, but he is strong."

"Well, thank you for saving him. Did he tell you what happened?"

"Uh... no. I don't know. I couldn't understand him at first."

"I see. What happened next?"

"When he felt better, he asked me to take him back where I found him and from there he retraced his steps, I think, until he found Peter and Margerie's house. And then he left me there to come back here."

"He didn't make it because he was ambushed again," Alienor muttered, exchanging a glance with Daphne, who nodded, thoughtful.

"But even if Brandegor tried to kill him again, we should have found his corpse," the maid said. "And we didn't. Many of us go to the forest, especially this close to the castle, we should have found him."

"Lunette was looking for herbs yesterday and she noticed a great oak was splattered with blood, but there was no trace of whoever had crashed against it. Might be an animal..."

"Or a man!" Daphne gasped and covered her mouth. "What do we do, my lady?"

Alienor bit her lower lip, looking out of the window. Brandegor wasn't in the courtyard anymore.

"We can't do much until the king's man gets here. Go make sure any visitor is immediately brought to the great hall."

Daphne nodded and left.

As Alienor frowned, trying to come up with a plan, she forgot Hoswyn was still there. His hands on her arms startled her. He had come close and stared at her with open lust.

"Don't you have enough for today?" she scolded. "I heard you're having a lot of fun with the kitchen maids!"

"But I want you," he replied.

"I'm Rowan's wife, in case you haven't heard."

"I know. But he's dead."

"Not until I find his corpse, no. Take your hands off of me."

He kissed her instead. Awkward, hungry, rough – like Daphne had said. She pushed him away, determined.

"You don't force yourself on a woman," she said. "I said no, and I mean no. Now go back to play with the servants, if you feel so inclined."

He frowned and was about to object when Brandegor entered the room without knocking.

"I'm sorry, did I interrupt something?" he asked mockingly. "So stern with me and so sweet with a stable-boy, my lady?"

"I'm going to ask the king to settle this matter," she replied impatiently, pushing away Hoswyn. "He'll find me a new husband and it won't be either of you, so leave me alone!"

"Why call upon the king when you have two strong men ready to die for you?" Brandegor scoffed. "Although Hoswyn isn't noble, therefore he should go back to the stables."

"I want her," Hoswyn said bluntly.

"She's a lady, Hoswyn, you can't touch her without her permission, if you want to keep your head on your shoulders," Brandegor warned.

Hoswyn gritted his teeth and stormed out.

"Try to remember that yourself," Alienor said, staring at Brandegor with contempt.

He took her hand and kissed it. "I haven't done anything as bold as Hoswyn," he said innocently. "I don't know why you hate me so much..."

She freed her fingers and slapped him. "Get out of my room," she said through clenched teeth.

He touched his stinging cheek. "I think you badly need a man."

"As much as you need a woman, Brandegor!"

"You shall pay for this slap," he whispered threateningly.

"Out!" Alienor pushed him out of the room and down the stairs. Brandegor had tried to kill Rowan. Twice. And maybe succeeded the second time. Why? She'd find out the truth. Time to go to the great hall and find out.
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"Thank you for saving me," Rowan said, staring at Belfi who was seated in the grass. "I wish I knew why Brandegor tried to kill me."

"That's why the king is sending me to your castle," the young man replied.

Rowan couldn't believe Belfi was a real magic user until he'd seen his pointed ears, now hidden again under his dark-blond mane.

"Will you be able to protect me if he tries to kill me again?" he asked, worried. Belfi might have saved his life and healed an impossible wound, taking away even the scar, but he wasn't invulnerable.

Belfi flashed an impish smile at him. "I have battled demons," he said. "Yes, I believe I can protect you. Let's go to Kelvin Castle. The king invested me with the powers of his justice."

Rowan nodded. They both rose and left the ruins of the chapel where Belfi had taken him to heal him.

They took the road through the forest and reached the castle. People gaped at the sight of him and his strange companion, but nobody stopped him at the gate. He headed directly for the great hall where he found Alienor and Brandegor glaring at each other.

Alienor gasped at the sight of him, but didn't look too surprised, as if she felt he might be alive. Brandegor clenched his teeth and unsheathed his sword – but then dropped it with a scream of pain.

Puzzled, Rowan glanced at Belfi's impish smile.

"Not a good start, Sir Brandegor," the half-blood chided.

Alienor rushed to hug Rowan.

"I knew you'd be alive," she whispered in his ear, holding him tight. He squeezed her, inhaling her scent and thanking the gods for being alive. He couldn't speak as he watched Brandegor walk to them, his face finally showing pure hatred.

"Not even demons wanted you or did you bring back one from the underworld?" Brandegor growled.

"Demons don't like the company of Humans," Belfi replied, stepping between the two former friends, showing off his pointed ears.

Rowan was about to unsheathe his sword, but waited, feeling Alienor trembling slightly against him.

"Why are you so determined to get rid of your brother-in-arms?" Belfi stood in front of Brandegor who seemed unable to move. His hate turned to fear as he stared at the half-blood's pointed ears.

"He always had it too easy!" Brandegor blurted out. "I didn't want to be a bachelor!"

"You always had plenty of lovers," Rowan replied, puzzled. "I thought you didn't care about marriage!"

"He's been lusting after me since you married me," Alienor said ruefully. "You trusted him and didn't believe me when I told you, but that's why he broke your pact."

"I should have forced myself on you, my precious, haughty lady," Brandegor muttered.

Rowan's fist hit him before Rowan himself realized what he was doing. Brandegor collapsed, his jaw displaced by the blow. Belfi knelt next to him, and his golden healing powder settled the broken bones.

Rowan's fury faded as he watched his former friend shiver in pain and shock on the stone floor of the great hall. Belfi's healing power made Brandegor lose consciousness.

"He'll be all right." Belfi rose. "Ready to be hanged, or put to the sword..."

Rowan turned around to see the captain of his guards and his men gathered in the entrance of the great hall.

"Take Sir Brandegor to the dungeon," he ordered. He felt Alienor exhale in relief and squeezed her shoulder. "Thank you, beloved. If you hadn't written to the king, I'd be dead by now."

She nodded gravely

"You have other concerns, Rowan. Your savior. He's at the castle. And apparently wants to think you're dead so he can have me."

Rowan groaned. "I left him with Peter! What is he doing at Kelvin Castle? He's been living alone for too long! He couldn't even speak when I met him!"

"Well, he can speak now. And women love him. But he seems to be quite stubborn. Maybe you should take him back to the forest."

"I doubt he'd obey... unless Belfi can help us?" He looked at the half-blood.

"Help you with what?" Belfi asked.

"Help me figure out who this young man is, maybe he does have a family somewhere..."
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Hoswyn saw Lady Alienor come out of the main building of the castle with a young man with pointed ears and Rowan who was very much alive.

As the servants in the courtyard cheered, Hoswyn felt anger. If Rowan was back, he couldn't have his woman. Although he didn't understand that law and didn't want to follow it. He was stronger than Rowan – unless Rowan used his long knife, but maybe if he attacked him by surprise...

Rowan and Alienor walked towards him, holding hands and followed by the young man who made him uneasy. He wasn't like the other Humans, although Hoswyn couldn't tell how. Couldn't be just the pointed ears. He looked ageless, but his eyes were very wise.

"How interesting," the young man said, stopping in front of him. "Another half-blood."

"A what?" Rowan asked, puzzled.

"He's a half-blood. Half-Fajrulo and half-Human. Which of your parents do you remember, Hoswyn?"

"My mother," he said, frowning at the young man who wasn't deterred. "She called me her little fire bird."

"You said your name was Firebird the first time I asked," Rowan said.

"That's his Fajrulo name," the blond being said. "Do you remember if your mother died or if she abandoned you?"

"I left. She loved me, but she feared me. And Lord Philip hated me. He said I wasn't his son, not even illegitimate."

"And he was right. Were you looking for your real father?"

"Maybe. I don't remember."

"Who is Lord Philip?" Rowan asked.

"He said he grew up in his castle, but he can't remember the name of the castle," Lady Alienor told him.

"Derwin Castle," Hoswyn said, glaring at both. He hated that his memories came back in bits and pieces.

"Derwin Castle? It's in the earldom of Derwintwater," Rowan said, puzzled. "But the lord is called Henry."

Hoswyn shrugged. He didn't care. He wasn't going back to Derwin Castle.

"He's half-blood, he's older than what you think," the blond told Rowan and Lady Alienor. Then he turned to look at him again. "Do you want to come with me? We can go looking for your Fajrulo father."

"No." He didn't want to leave the castle, not now that he had found someone he wanted to be with. He didn't care about parents or family or whatever he was supposed to have – he'd grown up on his own and now only wanted to stay where he was to explore his new life.

As a Human, you've lived enough to be considered an adult, but as a Fajrulo you're still a child. The voice was inside his head and he understood it came from the strange young man. I know it's exciting for you to get back in touch with your mother's people, but your father is from a race of loners. You'll soon get bored with the company and after you appease your lust, you'll lose interest. You can't fall in love, Hoswyn, not right now.

"Stop talking in my head!" he protested covering his ears as if it could help.

"You have powers you don't understand and you're unfit for living with Humans at this time," the other said out loud. "Come with me. You can come back when you can handle yourself."

"What if I don't want to come with you? Can you force me?" he challenged.

The pointed-eared youth smiled sweetly, a boyish smile that made Hoswyn wonder if he could beat him. "I can't. But I'll call your father and he'll whip you into obedience."

"You don't know who he is!"

"I'll find out. I'm a half-blood and a magic user. I can weave a spell."

Hoswyn was burning. Anger, helplessness, fear, pain. He felt abandoned again. And then a pulsing red light enveloped him, soothing him.

Don't worry, my son, you'll be all right.

Father? he asked hesitantly.

Your father doesn't care. Firestarter has long forgotten the castle maid who lay with him and had you nine months later. I'm Fire, the Immortal who takes care of Fajrulo. Since you found your way back to the Humans' world, Earth and I will help you to understand and fit in. But when we release you, things will have changed out there... time has no meaning here.

So I will never have Alienor? He whined in the nothingness that enveloped him. The limbo was so empty to be almost scary. Not the forest, not the crowded castle, just that pulsing red
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