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        The bond of a family is sacred. Unbreakable. And they're predictable. No matter what you do, no matter what you say, they'll always stand by your side. However, that is nothing compared to sisterhood. The bond of two sisters--or three sisters, is indescribable. There is nothing else quite like it in this life. The connection, and the love--it is strong. And I feel sorry for anyone who gets in the way of a sisterhood bond.

        King Rowan the Observant, First King of Telluris, 232 A.V.

        

      

      Svana crouched on the ground of the small hill, wind blowing across her silken red hair, creating tangles she couldn't handle. She reached up to brush her hair from her face as she watched the ground below. Her two sisters were standing by the large oak tree, its leaves gliding to the ground all around them. Svana grinned as she twirled the dagger in palm. She aimed her dagger, and threw it with all her strength.

      The dagger flashed between Svana's two sisters, Astrid and Hekla, cutting their conversation short. They recoiled, following the blade as it thudded home in the oak tree next to them. Astrid's face scrunched with mock disdain, and she crossed her arms over her chest.

      Svana burst out laughing.

      "Oh, is that so?" Hekla spoke up, running her hand through her long blue hair. She turned to the tree, reached high, and pulled the dagger free. "How about a friendly little game of fruit or foe?" She smiled at the two, her sapphire eyes blazing with mischief.

      "Hmmm... depends on what the stakes are, and I'm definitely not setting them up." Astrid tapped her foot, head up, arms still crossed. Her long green hair fell halfway into her face.

      "Oh, dear Astrid... surely you didn't take what I said earlier seriously. I was only jesting." Svana approached her sister, her head slightly down.

      "Oh no, dear Svana... I know you were jesting. Nevertheless, it's going to make it all the more sweet when I beat you!" Suddenly Astrid came alive with joy, running past her sister and leaping up the apple tree, she managed to gather an armful of the ripened fruit, before jumping from a branch to ground. "Look alive girls, whoever loses today must ..."

      "Make dinner!" Hekla suggested, before she took off running toward their practice arena.

      Their practice arena was nothing more than a clearing they'd made, with various stumps in place where they could arrange the apples and dash through, throwing their daggers at the fruit as quickly as possible. Whoever split the most won, extra points for aerial moves and how the dagger landed.

      "Fine, but extra points for ground moves today!" Svana yelled as she chased after her youngest sister.

      "I'm not giving you extra points for being able to run fast," Hekla called over her shoulder, her brilliant sky blue hair flying behind her.

      "Don't insult me sister... I can do cartwheels around you," Svana retorted.

      Hekla zipped past them both and came to a stop just a few feet from the first tree trunk.

      "No extra points for ground moves, you know that's not Hekla's strong point. She hasn't had enough time to practice." Astrid's motherly demeanor came naturally, no matter how hard she tried not to be so. The sisters had been on their own for a long time, but within the confines of their home, with others like them, situated between the three kingdoms of man.

      "Fine, Astrid. Your call. I'll set up the apples..." Svana dared not say another word, she knew her emerald haired sister meant well.

      "It's all right, now is as good a time as any to practice ground moves. I was just teasing before about not giving extra points." Hekla seemed to sense the change in the interaction between her two older sisters, and always the peace maker, she attempted to rein it in before it got out of hand.

      Astrid glanced at her younger sister, and her face remained stoic.

      "Everything all right?" Hekla's hands dropped to her side, as she watched the emotions fighting for dominance on Astrid's face. Svana too, found herself stopped short, wondering what her oldest sister was going to do next.

      "Yes, of course, everything is fine. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to turn so somber. The weight of war is heavy on my shoulders, do not take my seriousness as something directed at you. My heart is heavy with worry. Never mind that though. Dear Hekla, if you are ready for a ground attack, then I will allow it. That ought to up the stakes a bit." Astrid smiled big.

      Hekla's lips pressed tightly together. "We are all worried, beloved sister."

      Svana placed her hand on Astrid's shoulder with a wink and a grin. "But which one of us can gain another day by worrying?"

      "Aha, touché, sister. You are right as always. I will gather the practice blades and ready them. As for the two of you, I suggest you prepare yourselves!" Astrid winked back before running to gather the throwing knives.

      "The way she runs to gather those blades, you'd think it were a man she were after," Svana said.

      Svana and Hekla laughed uproariously at their inside joke.

      "With as bad as I'm going to beat you, you're going to wish I were chasing something other than you two," Astrid teased back. Then she was out of sight.

      The Volcano of Shadows was home to a massive caldera. Having lay dormant for many centuries, it was within the cone that lakes and islands had formed. It was there, upon one such island the three sisters resided. Lush with green overgrowth, and fertile land, their childhood had been a happy one.

      Beyond the Volcano of Shadows, within the three nations their existence was now threatened. Indeed, it was these three nations and the Volcano of Shadows that made up the entirety of Verdil. The threat of war that loomed over them was what drove the women to prepare for the battle they had no idea how to fight.

      Astrid brought the throwing weapons to their arena. The playful banter of earlier replaced by the task at hand. It may have been a game to them, but they all knew it for what it was: training.

      To each sister, four knives were placed in their hands, blades that had long since dulled from unending practice.

      "You still haven't sharpened them?" Svana said, her eyes raised as she ran her fingers along the edges. "These things couldn't cut through water."

      Hekla giggled. "That makes no sense, sister!"

      "Their dull blade makes for better practice. It means you must rely on the strength of the throw, and speed, in order to slice through the fruit, or to land a hit. It will make us all better in the long run," Astrid explained.

      "Interesting perspective, sister." Svana pulled her hair from her face while still holding the knives in the other hand. "Very well then, let us begin!"

      From the distance, a dark haired woman approached, her hair and clothing in stark contrast to the sisters. She wore a long robe, instead of the leather cuirass of the younger women, designed to protect their bodies, but leaving their limbs free for action.

      The woman's raven hair fell in waves over her shoulders and down her back. Though dark in contrast, her eyes held the sadness and wisdom of a thousand lives. She began her walk toward the sisters, studying their moves as they threw their daggers. Watching their form as they catapulted into the air, somersaulting off the tree stumps. The sight made her smile, though she would never tell them so. After some time, she clapped her hands to get their attention.

      "Time to train, although I'm pleased to see you are already practicing."

      They immediately stopped, Hekla alone seemed to be the only one surprised by the woman's sudden appearance.

      "Melifera, it's an honor. It's been a long time since you've come to see us," Svana said.

      "Yes, my dear, because the worlds of men are on fire, but don't stop on my account. Hekla, on your toes more, it will help with speed and when you land. Svana, keep your wrists loose. That's why you're not meeting the center. Astrid, great form, but your heart must be in it or you will miss when it is most important."

      The sisters continued practicing, incorporating their master's insight into their actions.

      "That's enough," Melifera said after a time, clapping for attention. "Come to me, we've much to discuss."

      Astrid, Svana, and Hekla snatched up their knives, jaws tight as their eyes met. Terse nods came from each of them, a silent congratulations at a job well done.

      "I couldn't be more proud, and I'm afraid the time has come for you to do more. You must put your skills to practical use. You must journey to the kingdoms and end the war before it starts."

      A collective gasp rose from the three.

      "Why on Verdil would we want to do that?" Astrid asked.

      "What would be the point? Are we to become vagrants... wandering this way and that?" Svana joined in.

      Melifera inhaled deeply, blew it out, and then inhaled again before answering. "No. The kingdoms of Sky, Land, and Sea are troubled. They have fractured and they fight. Verdil is under siege from within. The kingdoms of man have trampled the fields on their way to fight their brothers."

      "Why did we not know this?" Hekla wondered.

      "My dear Hekla, I see in your hearts the fear you have kept. I know the heaviness that weighs on you all. Do you not see you have already known what is to come? Has your sister Astrid not shared with you her worries of the impending war?" Melifera's face was grim, but curious.

      "Indeed, Melifera. I suppose I assumed that's all they were. Unfounded worries."

      "The truth, dear sisters, is it wasn't your time to know what you have no influence over. Do you know what worrying about that would do? Nothing. By not knowing, you did something. And now that you know, you will do something else. Each of you will go to a kingdom of man, and your goal is to stop the war."

      "Surely you mean together we will go from one kingdom to another," Svana said slowly, not believing her own words, but hoping she was right.

      "Had I meant that, I would have said it. If you go together, you may stop one side from fighting which would give the other two an advantage. We cannot allow any of that to happen. No, you must go alone, and you must all be successful. If one of you fails, you all fail."

      The sisters looked to each other for support, but they had their doubts. They were not used to fear. Melifera saw it on their faces, smiling close-lipped. "You will have help."

      The women perked up.

      "We'll have man servants?" Astrid asked, eyes gleaming with hope.

      "Exactly like that, except completely different." Melifera let that sink in for a moment before smiling. "You'll have Dragons."
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        The wisdom of a dragon is unmatched by any man or woman. They can see beyond the reality of any other race. And while many believe the Caelestans rule the skies, they could not be more wrong. It is the dragons who rule the skies, and the heavens above.

        King Nicklaus the Brave, First King of Caelestis, 245 A.V.

      

        

      

      Astrid's eyes grew large with curiosity at the mention of dragons, and the collective clatter of their throwing knives could be heard as Svana and Hekla dropped theirs to the ground.

      "Dragons?" It was Hekla's turn to be curious. They had heard stories of dragons, even seen them darting across the sky a time or two.

      "Actual dragon servants?" Astrid echoed Hekla's curiosity. "Surely, you jest?"

      "Oh my dears, if only it were so. The tasks that lay before you are so much more than you could have ever imagined. Not only will it require everything you have, and everything you are, but the Unseen Ones have determined it cannot be completed without help. Without your help."

      Svana plopped on the ground, her legs crisscrossed, as she tried to internalize the news.

      "Dragons? I mean... I just... how is that possible?" Hekla's face had paled at the news.

      "Fear, Svana? Is that what I sense from you? Surely, of all of your sisters, you are not afraid of a little dragon?"

      "Dragon, little, and servant. None of these words fit together. Never in all of our lives have we heard tales of dragons serving humans. Aren't we more like a... a meal? You can't expect us to have an aide that will eat us. How in all the scrolls of the Unseen Ones, does that make sense? We'll die before we begin our journey," Hekla said, giving justification to her sister's fear.

      At Hekla's outburst, Melifera laughed and laughed.

      "Oh dear, dear, dear, Svana, no wonder the fear. Trust me, beloved Sister of the Faith, you've nothing to fear from these dragons. They'd no more snack on a human, than you would on slugs, or bees."

      Astrid shuddered. "Though we may be no more than insects to the dragons, if they can abide our presence without swatting us, then we may be able to make it work."

      "Astrid, calm yourself. I didn't say they would eat insects, or that they don't eat humans. I'm just saying, it's most definitely not their meal of choice. That may not be true of all dragons, but it's certainly true of these."

      "With all due respect, Melifera, why dragons, why now? And why can't you come with us?"

      "One question at a time, dear one. First of all, these guides, these servants, are so much more than that. You will do well to be appreciative of the Unseen Ones wish to share them with you. Second, I am not as young as I once was. My time on Verdil will soon come to an end. You three alone must bear this burden."

      At the news, Hekla's eyes burned with tears, and she jumped to her feet.

      "No, Melifera, how can you say such a thing? Are you ill? Why would you want to leave us?" In uncharacteristic fashion, Hekla ran to Melifera, wrapping her arms around the woman tightly. "What ever will we do without you? How can you think of leaving? Where could you possibly go?"

      Melifera sighed heavily, patting the young woman on the back, before pushing her back and looking her directly in her eyes.

      "I didn't say I was leaving yet, I said my time here draws to a close. No one can stay forever, and someday, you three will also leave Verdil and join me in the realm of the Unseen Ones. It is where we are all destined to go, and it is a beautiful destiny. Do you understand?"

      "But I'm not ready for you to leave." Svana's normally boisterous voice came out whisper quiet.

      Melifera faced her. "Leave that!" Melifera commanded. "Keep your focus on what matters, what affects you. There is much you three need to learn, and no one can teach you but I. Oh come now, wipe that gloomy look off of your faces. We're not done here, and I only shared with you in hopes you would begin to prepare yourselves for the tasks that lay ahead. Does that make sense to you?"

      The three sisters nodded in unison, but a blanket of heaviness hung over them.

      "None of that, we've still much work to do!" She shooed them away. "Back to work, Astrid... you first. Work on your aerial moves. Remember, put your heart into it. If you don't, you will not anticipate your enemies' moves."

      "Melifera, I thought you didn't want us to fight unless necessary?” Svana spoke up again.

      "Indeed, Svana. I've taught you well... you must first keep what?"

      "Our minds sharp," the women responded.

      "Yes! Always, always use your wit and wisdom to disarm your opponent. Not your weapons. Why?" Melifera asked.

      "Life is precious, and to be valued above all." Astrid said.

      "Yes, dear Astrid. Life is precious. Is it permissible to take a life?"

      "When one is in danger, and the opponent cannot be stopped by pure wit or will, and their only intention is to hurt or murder, it is permissible to defend one's self." Svana responded.

      "If even to the death," Hekla joined in.

      "Only as a last resort," was Astrid's final comment.

      "Indeed sisters. You have learned well. With the looming battles, it is important to know there will come a time when you will take more life than you are comfortable with. More than you have ever thought possible. There will come a time when the dragons who assist you will take more life than you had imagined. This is when it will become most important for you to hang onto the truths I have taught you. This is when it will matter and why you must keep your heart in it. No matter who you fight, no matter what lies ahead. Do not lose your heart. This is what sets you apart from the kingdoms of men, and the corrupt rulers of Telluris, Caelestis, and Aequoris.”

      "It is this corruption that has brought us to where we are today. Never had I thought I would be discussing this with you. Come, sisters, let us sit."

      Astrid and Hekla quickly joined Melifera on the grass.

      "Mind if I grab those apples?" Svana asked, licking her lips.

      "Oh, curse your appetite, Svana!" Hekla teased.

      "What?" she shrugged her shoulders, "at least they're already cut up!" She laughed, despite the dark mood.

      Melifera nodded her assent, and Svana gathered the fruit before plopping down amongst them and spreading the cut up pieces on the ground.

      Astrid took one and nibbled quietly, while Melifera, content they were ready to listen, continued speaking.

      "As I was saying." Melifera cast a stern look to Astrid. "The rulers of the three nations that surround the Volcano of Shadows have gone corrupt. Never in all of time, has Verdil seen such a thing. We have had many a leader fall from malicious actions, often due to the desire for power and money. However, to see such evil all at once? It was simply unheard of. Truly the world of man grows darker by the hour, and it is our responsibility, our obligation to save it.”

      "I had hoped to spare you for a time longer, but Verdil cannot wait. If we cannot stop this right now, before it gets out of hand, everything we love will be wiped away." A single tear trickled down Melifera's cheek. "I love Verdil, I had hoped to pass to the realm of the Unseen Ones, knowing it would last for centuries to come. Now, I can only wonder if it will last as long as I will."

      "Why, Melifera? Why not appoint new leaders?" Hekla asked.

      "Your heart is so pure, Hekla, and if only it were that easy." Melifera paused. "Sisters, there is none left. Not a single heart free from corruption. Not a single being in the kingdom of man who could take the thrones of each nation without wanting to fulfill their own selfish purpose. Do you understand, Hekla?"

      "Then why? Why bother at all? Why not let them destroy each other? We have the Shadowlands. Do we need the rest of Verdil to live in peace, for us to exist?" Svana asked.

      "Svana! You know our purpose was always this, to bring peace when it was needed. It is why we were raised the way we were. Why Melifera taught us what she did. Verdil, all of Verdil is our home. It is our job to protect it, always has been," Astrid chided her sister.

      "Astrid is right," Melifera said. "This was always your purpose, I had never thought it would be needed. Now I see I may have waited too long. This is why the Unseen Ones summoned me, it is why you will be given dragon servants. It is why you must take the journey that lies before you."

      "You want us to go to the leaders of these nations and fight them? Are we to do the very thing you've taught us not to?" Hekla stood, storm clouds in her eyes. "I will not do it. I do not care who is in danger."

      It was Melifera's turn to stand.

      "You misunderstand me, child. Yes, you must journey through the world of men to the three nations. Not to kill, but to stop the killing." She sucked in a deep breath before she spoke again. "And to take the throne."

      Svana jumped up, her face paling and her scarlet hair whipping about her face. "I'm sorry?"

      Not bothering to stand like her sisters, Astrid had begun crawling away.  "No, I don't think so. Who am I to rule? I'm not fit to be on a throne... well, anything really."

      Melifera rushed toward her, reaching down to grab her arm and yanking her to her feet.

      "Astrid, I've had quite enough of your insolence! This is exactly what you have been training to do. It is why I was always on you to sharpen your minds and not your weapons. It is why I have taught you that knowledge, wit, courage, these are who you strive to be. This, over killing, always. I have ingrained it into your head and heart from the very beginning. It is the very reason that you--all three of you are ready to do this..." She tilted her head back as she appraised the young women. "You are ready."

      "Melifera," Astrid protested, "how can you know that any of us are ready to rule a nation? We've barely left our island, and even then we stay in the Shadowland, never venturing into the world of man. This volcano--this place is our home." She knew her voice came across as desperate and whiny, but at that moment in time, she didn't care.

      "My dear, Astrid, you can never be fully ready to rule a kingdom. Your fear is justified. The moment you believe you are the right person to rule, then you will have lost touch with why it must be you. All of you can do this, but most importantly, you must do this. You must. Verdil will not last much longer without intervention. You may feel fear, but your fear is nothing compared to the destruction that will happen if we don't act.”

      "Telluris, our beloved land nation which was once a main resource and food supply for all, now fights for complete power. King Armand has stopped all equal trade with the other nations. It is because of his greed that our nation of sky, the great Caelestis and our kingdom of water Aequoris now go without. Their people are nearly starving from lack of meat."

      "That's terrible!" Astrid called out. "How can man do that to one another, surely they see the suffering?"

      "Indeed, Astrid. Though it is not just King Armand to blame. King Renault of Aequoris once traded fish and vegetables with the Tellurians, but because of King Armand, they have withheld their share, and now they too suffer."

      "And what of our sky kingdom, what of King Bertram?" Svana chimed in.

      "Perhaps our most beautiful kingdom of all." Melifera's eyes grew wistful, as she thought of days gone by. "It was such a wonder to behold. As brilliant and bright as the realm of the Unseen Ones. Its beauty was unmatched. King Bertram, is now called 'the heartless.' The king has built several ballista throughout Caelestis, and launches boulders from them to the land kingdom, Telluris, at whim. At the entrance to Caelestis, stand his best soldiers, men ordered to kill if anyone threatens to enter the sky kingdom."

      "Melifera, surely this can't be true?" Hekla's eyes widened, wrinkles appearing on her forehead.

      A sense of foreboding descended upon them in unison as Melifera continued to paint a picture of darkness.

      "All of this is true. Do you understand why I have asked more of you now? Why I ask you to cast aside what was safe? I need you to accept that the way ahead of you will not be safe. You may never 'feel' right again. No matter, it is necessary. Do you understand?"

      The sisters huddled closer to each other, wrapping their arms around each other. A foreboding feeling passed over them as they realized they may lose each other in the days to come.

      "No matter what it may cost, I accept whatever you have for me, Melifera. I am pledged to the good of Verdil." Knowing she must set the example for her two younger sisters, Astrid held her head high and her voice steady, even though deeper in her emerald eyes, her heart mimicked breaking.

      Svana pushed Astrid away from her, walking off to stand by herself as she studied the green foliage that decorated the side of the Volcano of Shadows.

      "Svana!" Melifera called after her, her voice stern.

      "With all respect, she just needs a moment. I know she'll come around." Astrid promised.

      Hekla ran after her sister, leaving the two women to stare after them as if watching children at play.

      "I don't understand why it is even a question." Melifera said with a hint of scorn in her voice.

      "Melifera, this... right here, is our home." Astrid did a slight jump on the ground to illustrate her point. "These walls, vast, and beautiful. These waters, and islands. This is what we know. Though you have taught us of the kingdom of men and that it's not just our home that makes up Verdil. We've never seen, nor experienced the world outside this." She stretched her hand out to gesture to the volcano. "Please forgive our hesitation. This morning, we awoke as free women. You've told us to be warriors on our way to be kings. We will work until we've become slaves to the people of the three kingdoms."

      Melifera's face looked at the ground, kicking a small stone with her toe. When she looked up, her eyes glistened.

      "Then you understand perfectly the burden you have been given. As you work to avert war, the more important you become, the less free will you will have because the more the citizens will count on you. I have tasked you with nothing less than becoming slaves to people you don't know. You should feel disdain for this task, but then you must do it.”

      "Melifera, you have been like a mother to me. I understand, my heart understands. There is life outside of here and it deserves saving, but my sisters are younger than I. Not by much, but their perspective is different. I know them, and they will do what is right because that is who they are, but please give them time. That's all. Just a little time."

      "I have been impatient," Melifera replied softly. "Events in the three kingdoms have accelerated in ways I never anticipated. There is new urgency. Because of my failure to foresee the timeline, I've created this crisis for you. I cannot expect any of you to understand the importance of what lies ahead until you see it for yourselves."

      Astrid reached down to grab Melifera's aging hand.

      "I promise you when you return, they will be ready. Just give me tonight with my sisters, let the sun set on our worries and let tomorrow rise with our willingness to serve you and the Unseen Ones, as you have requested." Astrid smiled reassuringly. "You have given us a lot to consider today, you have mentioned your departure and our duties. You have spoken of what is to come, but we are still human and our grief is great. To lose you, even just hearing you speak of leaving--it is no small thing." Astrid looked to the ground, suddenly uncomfortable with the turn of the conversation.

      "Oh, dear ones. Soon you will see and understand. That there is so much beyond these walls, so much you cannot comprehend. Forget that I mentioned my departure as it will seem small in contrast. Nevertheless, I understand what you are saying, and I leave you tonight. Tomorrow you will start anew, and the arrival of your dragons will no doubt be a turning point for each of you." Melifera smiled impishly, the corners of her mouth slightly wrinkled.

      "Tomorrow?" Astrid could feel her emotions spiraling, it was a marvelous and terrifying thing to imagine.

      "Yes, now shhhhh... tend to your sisters, and I will be back in the morn’." Melifera leaned forward and gave Astrid a gentle hug before turning on her heel and hurrying away.

      Astrid watched her, but not for long. She had to be the strong one; she had to give the others courage to do the right thing.

      "My sisters, rest your hearts and minds for a while. Let us eat and speak of this no longer. I promise tomorrow will be better."

      Not exactly what she had promised Melifera, but for the time her sisters needed to rest. The day had held many surprises, and Astrid had no doubt the next day would be no less trying.

      Astrid wrapped her arms around their shoulders, and leaving their throwing blades behind, they began their walk home. The sisters remained silent by their own worries of what was to come. The stories they had been told since childhood, now the reality of their new life.

      Night descended like a cloak, tucking them into its protective embrace. Something in the air had changed, whether it was the expectation of tomorrow, or the sadness of what was to be lost. The idea of home was growing more foreign by the moment.

      "Do you think we'll ever get to come back here?" Hekla asked, her innocence leading her to say aloud the question Astrid and Svana couldn't bring themselves to utter.

      Svana sighed with desperation, her eyes looking skyward.

      "Of course we'll come home. What we must do is not forever," Astrid reassured her.

      "How can you be sure?" Hekla prodded.

      "I can't, dear sister."

      "Then how can you say that?"

      "Hekla, I can only say what I hope for. Hope is valiant, and as long as we are willing to fight, it is alive and well. So I know we will return home because I have hope." At the last moment, she turned her head so Hekla would not see her cry.

      "Besides, Melifera would not ask us to do something so terrible that we would never return home. She has always looked out for us," Svana spoke softly.

      Astrid raised an eyebrow as she looked at her sister, shock clear on her face to hear such a thing from her sister, who had seemed to be opposed to the entire idea, even if she had understood.

      "That is a valid and true point, Svana." Astrid wiped her tears away and turned to smile her thanks at her sister for pairing with her to reassure Hekla. If they were to make it home, they all needed to be in one accord. None doubting the other, or their mission.

      Tonight's troubled sleep would be a sweet relief indeed.
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        The most important journey you will ever make is always the hardest, and it never comes when you expect it. It is more than a journey to an end, but it is a journey that continues on. On that day, you will have to leave behind everything you know, your home, your friends, and your family. And most importantly, you must learn of yourself. Because it is not the journey that is the most important; it is the knowledge and insight you gain about your own self. And for that reason alone, is why the journey must be made.

        King Ansel the Humble, First King of Aequoris, 255 A.V.

      

        

      

      Melifera did not fault the sisters for not wanting to leave their home. The situation was dire. War approached. And the young women's reward for success would be a life of servant leadership. Melifera had also planted the seed of the evil that men could do. Not all men, but too many.

      "Perhaps, had I spoken of the good that men could do, today's conversation would have gone differently. My own future was a distraction for them. I needn't have mentioned that either. But roses don't grow along the path they must walk. They will either accept their fate, or run from it." She spoke only to herself as she continued her trek to the Summoning Chamber across the waters. She had to acknowledge she loved the Shadowlands as much as the sisters did, and her impending departure from it burdened her with grief as well. Though I'd never tell that to anyone. Departing from Verdil is a part of life's circle, as much as it pains us to leave.

      She chided herself for choking up. After all, 217 years was a well-lived life. She mattered because she made other people important. She had raised many leaders and seen many fall. Now, with the Sisters of Faith so close to their journey, she'd no doubt she would see them rise as well, before being laid to rest.

      The Summoning Chamber was in sight, its steep staircase climbing along the walls of the volcano's cone. As Melifera lifted her robes, she could feel her age with each step. The cavernous entrance at the top was a welcome sight, and as she walked through, relief welcomed her into its warm embrace.

      "My time is near, but I have come this far. I will finish my journey so the sisters can take theirs," she vowed to herself. As she walked farther in, the luminescent cobalt from the scrying orb illuminated her pathway, growing brighter as she got closer to the cavern where it was held. Even after the day's events, its light was like balm for her tired soul, and she wrapped her hands around it, allowing its energy to speak to her.

      "Oh, orb of lights. Please alert the Unseen Ones. Ask them to summon the white dragon for me. I need him." Fluttering softly after she spoke, it was as if the orb had heard her request and acknowledged that it would do as requested. Removing it from its golden perch, Melifera sat on the ground, eyes closed, body at peace as she awaited word or vision from the Unseen Ones. Hours turned into days before the white dragon finally appeared. By then Melifera was near her end, dehydrated and hungry.

      "Melifera, I have heard your request, what is it you seek?" the creature asked, filling the cavern, but not. It's misty form both great and small. The dragon's head moved slowly back and forth, like its serpent cousins. Similar, but different. The white dragon didn't occupy the same plane of existence as the sons and daughters of Verdil.

      She opened her mouth to speak, but was too parched to do so. She could feel her body giving up even as her redemption was near. If this is how I must depart then so be it.

      "Nonsense, Melifera, you must know by now we would not let you die in such a way." The white dragon read her thoughts, then, with a four-taloned claw took the scrying orb from her hands and placed it back upon its golden perch.

      "No..." she managed to croak out.

      The white dragon raised a single claw to his mouth in a shushing motion. Then he disappeared from sight. When he reappeared he had a flask of water and a shank of meat with bread, and he held them out to her so she may drink and eat.

      Even as she fought it, a tear came to her eye. I cannot partake, it is I who should serve you. She argued in her head.

      "I agree with your reasoning. However, only looking to serve others and not accepting the service when it is desperately needed, is exactly what has put Verdil in such a terrible place."

      Melifera's thoughts silenced, and she humbly accepted the water, drinking until it was gone.

      "Melifera, I know you are tired, and feel as if you cannot go on, but your journey is not yet over. When you feel well enough, bring the sisters to me. Tell them Palladin 'The Great' requests an audience with them."

      She felt stunned by his request.

      "Are you sure that is wise, Great Palladin? They are still so young in mind, and fearful. I'm afraid they weren't keen on the news of having dragon guides." She still felt tired, but was grateful for the ability to speak clearly once more.

      "You've already spoken to them about their dragon guides?"

      Melifera nodded, feeling strong enough to stand to her feet. "Ambiguously so, great one, as I myself do not know what the guides are or how they will help. Was I not to discuss such a thing?"

      Palladin shook his head, his mouth turning down in a frown. "I had wished to discuss it with them myself. No matter, what is done is done. Bring them to me."

      Melifera nodded her head, and turned to leave, feeling her strength returning.

      "One more thing, Melifera. Tell them I am hungry, and I prefer mountain goat." His white lips curled, and though she knew he was smiling, his gleaming fangs were terrifying.

      "Mountain goat?" She searched her memory for a time she had seen mountain goat inside the volcano. Some could be found in various areas plying the walls of the crater, but even so, the sisters had barely left their island.

      As she walked away, she heard the sound of shuffling, and glanced back to see the great scaled beast curling up on the ground near the scrying orb. How he manages to fit himself in that cavern, I'll never know.

      She emerged blinking away the daylight as her eyes adjusted. Judging from the position of the sun, she imagined it to be early afternoon and was grateful for such a thing.

      "I wonder how long I've been gone." She made her way to the boat, this time paddling much faster than before. So much so, it surprised her. "Either I was ill before, or that dragon water rejuvenated me." She guessed it was the latter and was grateful for his interest in her health. As she reached the island where the girls lived, a bobbing head of sapphire blue could be seen a short distance away.

      "What is Hekla doing over here, and where are Svana and Astrid?" she murmured to herself.

      "Melifera!" A shout came from her left, and she turned to see Svana's fiery red hair atop the woman running full speed toward her. Her shout of glee was echoed by a second shout.

      "Melifera! You're alive! I was sure you'd left us!" Astrid came barreling from her right. The old woman braced herself for impact from the three.

      "Oof," she grunted, as Svana impacted her left side and Astrid bumped into her right. Finally Hekla attacked from the front, nearly knocking all three over backwards. The three of them embraced her tightly, crying tears of joy as they did so.

      "I can't believe you're still alive," Hekla whimpered.

      "I was sure we'd seen the last of you," Svana's voice lingered once again a whisper as she affectionately wrapped her arms around the woman.

      "You broke our hearts, ya' know," Astrid confessed. "We'd no idea where you'd gone. Or what to do. We've been practicing for days, but it has been so hollow."

      "My dears, you know that on my long leaves... I like to go to the Summoning Chamber," Melifera said.

      All three women let her go simultaneously.

      "The Summoning Chamber?" Astrid looked to Svana, who had a sudden look of realization.

      Hekla started to giggle, as she often did when nervous.

      Astrid shook her head in disbelief. "Oh my stars, it's no wonder we couldn't find you."

      "I can't believe we didn't think to check there." Svana chuckled and shook her head.

      "You didn't think to check the Summoning Chamber? Well of course you didn't. You've never been there."

      "Yes, we have! Astrid made us follow you once!" Hekla burst out, and Astrid playfully tackled her.

      "Shhhhh you! You'll get me in trouble."

      "Astrid is this true?" Melifera asked.

      Like a child caught stealing candy, the woman stopped playing around and stood upright, her head tilted forward and eyes on the ground.

      "Yes, it's true," she mumbled.

      "I told you never to follow me to the Chamber. There are so many things you've yet to understand. Do you know the Unseen Ones could kill you if they so desired? There are things in that place you are not to see, or be a part of until it's time."

      "I understand, Melifera. It won't happen again, you have my word."

      "Very good," Melifera grabbed Astrid's chin, tilting her head upward. "Now, how long have I been gone? I've missed the three of you terribly."

      "A fortnight, Melifera." Hekla answered.

      "No! You can't be serious? Are you sure?"

      The sisters nodded in unison.

      "Melifera, you said we can't go to the Summoning Chambers until it's time. That we've much to learn, but I have to ask, when will it be time? Isn't the time now? Shouldn't you be teaching us all you can so we can do what is expected of us, defeat the corrupt kings, and restore order to Verdil?"

      Melifera's pale face and dark eyes embraced the sisters' hope.

      "Yes, but what brought about the change of heart?" Melifera asked quietly.

      "It's amazing what we realize is important when we suspect someone we love has died," Astrid responded.

      "Ah..." Astrid's statement humbled the aging woman a bit, and she kept silent for a time before she responded. "Well then, I have some news for you."

      They looked upon her eagerly.

      "Our dragon guides are here?" Hekla asked.

      "No, but you're not far off. Palladin 'The Great' requests an audience with you." She smiled at them. "He says you shouldn't be afraid."

      "Palladin? As in, the great white dragon? The dragon of the Unseen Ones who has the power to jump realms, that Palladin?" Astrid was gushing like a waterfall, her excitement could not be contained. It was as if she were a child again.

      "One and the same," Melifera nodded, hardly able to hold in the smile that threatened to burst forth.

      Svana clapped her sister on the shoulder.

      "He wants to meet us? Why us?" Hekla was practically jumping up and down.

      "Now, sisters. Calm yourselves. First of all, why not you? You are the future leaders of Verdil, am I right?"

      That quieted them, and they looked everywhere but her face. Astrid rubbed her forehead anxiously; Svana kicked at the ground with her feet; and Hekla took small steps back as if preparing to run away.

      "Still don't believe you can do it?"

      "Not really," Astrid answered.

      "Well then, all the more reason for you to go meet him. It will help you, I am sure of it." Melifera folded her hands in front of her, quite properly, her eyes watching them to see what they would do. "Don't you dare run, Hekla. You need to meet him, just as much as your sisters do. Astrid, stop your nervous rubbing. Good grief, Svana! You're digging a hole with your foot. Get a grip!"

      "Now, the only thing I need from you is a goat," Melifera continued.

      "A goat? Why do you need a goat?" Svana scrunched up her face.

      "Does it matter why the task or only that it be given?" Melifera challenged.

      "It does not matter, only that you trust us to bring you a goat. We shall do as you wish," Astrid replied with a bow.

      "It is not I who requests the goat, but Palladin 'The Great,' he said he was hungry. Gather your weapons and bring a goat. Since you know where the Summoning Chamber is, then I suppose I shall meet you there after you've found what he seeks." Melifera winked at them and then ventured back into the boat. "Better not keep him waiting, sisters." She smiled, before she turned away and began paddling to the shore at the far end of the volcano where the entrance to the chamber towered.

      "Where do we find a goat?" Svana asked her sisters.
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        A man's hunger knows no bounds. It cannot be satisfied. There is no boar large enough, and no mead tall enough to satisfy a man's hunger. But a man's hunger is nothing when compared to a dragon. For a dragon can eat three boars, and four barrels of mead. However, there is a hunger stronger than a man's and even a dragon's. It is the hunger of a woman. She will eat her fill, and if you turn your back, she will hunger for more. But not all hunger is for food, no, not for a woman. A woman has hunger beyond substance, beyond understanding, and with her hunger, she can accomplish anything...

        King Arnott the Wise, Second King of Telluris, 319 A.V.

      

        

      

      The three sister's still stood in the same spot, silent for several minutes. None of them had come across a goat, but even more pressing than that, they were in shock and awe of their task. Each sister beamed, eyes glimmering with excitement. They each lived a fulfilling life, but now--things were different. Their lives had much more meaning than ever before.

      "Imagine that, the great white dragon seeks an audience with us," Svana gushed excitedly.

      "Indeed. I'm still trying to wrap my mind around the idea that he exists. In all of our lives, did you ever believe such a thing?" Hekla asked, her face echoing her wonderment.

      "There are a great many things I could not believe are real, but that doesn't negate the fact that they are. I do not think Melifera ever told us a lie. Which makes facing him both incredible and terrifying." Astrid brushed her wild emerald hair from her face, her excitement dissipating as she tried to clarify what the dragon could want with the three of them.

      "Indeed. Though I don't think he's calling us to be judged. I think his intentions are to prepare us as Melifera hinted," Svana said.

      "Yes, well no matter. If we go to meet him and die by his hand, you have to admit... it's an epic way to die! To be killed by a dragon!" Svana danced around them, eyes bright, a mischievous smile lighting up her whole face.

      "Look at you, all excited about the prospects of meeting a dragon, and yet a dragon guide scares you," Hekla teased her.

      "That was before, a dragon guide is not Palladin. Palladin is the greatest beast to ever live. If he were to kill me, my name would join the list of others. How was she killed? Oh, poor dear was ripped limb from limb by Palladin, The Great." Svana laughed. "It's a lovely way to die, if you think about it."

      "Svana, someday, after we have fulfilled our duties, you must commit that imagination to a story. I am sure my grandchildren will take great joy in your ability to weave tales," Astrid remarked.

      "If you don't get too old first!" Svana teased her.

      "Oh you're going to pay for that!" Astrid came after her, tackling her to the ground where they rolled around a bit, laughter filling the air. Astrid pinned her younger sister. "You better watch what you say to me, or I'll feed you to the dragon!"

      "Can't do that, she wants to be fed to a dragon remember?" Hekla teased before turning serious. "Stop goofing around. Are we going after this goat or not?"

      "Yes, yes. Indeed we are. Though I confess, I've never seen any on our island." Astrid helped Svana to her feet and surveyed their surroundings.

      "To tell the truth, I've never seen a goat anywhere," Svana remarked.

      "That's not true," Astrid interrupted. "Remember when we followed Melifera to the summoning chamber, and we kept seeing white animals bouncing along the juts of the side of the volcano?"

      Svana's eyes lit up. "Mountain goat! Well, this calls for the largest mountain goat we can find!" She thrust her fist into the air, for emphasis.

      "Yes, Svana, it does. You ready our boat, and I will go home and retrieve our weapons," Astrid said.

      "Thank you, sister. Maybe leave the dull throwing blades at home this time?" Hekla teased her older sister.

      "Would you like to go home and retrieve them?" Astrid retorted.

      "I want to help prepare the boat," Hekla replied softly.

      Astrid looked annoyed and ready to counter Hekla's statement, but there was no time. Astrid started to run, picking her steps carefully as she headed home as fast as she was able.

      She gathered their weapons, hoisting a bow over her shoulder and sticking the hunting blades in a thick leather pouch she wore around her slender waist. With the spears held out horizontally in front of her so they wouldn't drag on the ground, she loped on her return trip, taking care with the weapons.

      When she finally reached Svana and Hekla, they had already pushed the boat into the water. Hekla was the first aboard. When Svana spotted Astrid, she too climbed in, and waved for Astrid to join them.

      "Take these," she said, tossing the spears to the middle sister who caught them and pulled them into the boat. Astrid waded into the water and carefully climbed in, keeping her bow away from her body to avoid damaging it. She moved slowly to avoid unbalancing the boat and slid into her seat.

      Svana tied off the spears using a leather strap. Should the boat capsize, the weapons wouldn't be lost.

      Astrid unshipped the oars and started to row. She paddled steadily toward the other side of the lake. There, hillocks had formed from fallen rock. Along the inside walls of the volcano, jagged edges of stone jutted out. Astrid was the first on land, and she surveyed the wall for mountain goats while her sisters secured the boat.

      "I think I found some. Look there's a ledge ..." Astrid drew their attention by pointing with her arm. A cluster of white creatures frolicked on high.

      "Here, Hekla, take the hunting knives. You're the fastest thrower out of all of us."

      "Careful, Astrid, that almost sounded like a compliment," Hekla teased as she took the pouch containing the blades. Once it was secured around her waist, she was off and running toward the wall. "Come on, you two," she urged them.

      "Hey, wait! Don't scare them off," Astrid yelled after her, covering her mouth after hearing how loud her own voice sounded. She climbed ashore, offering a hand to Svana once she was balanced.

      "We need to figure out a ...."

      "Shhhhh... Svana," Astrid whispered, as they both began climbing the wall. "Check out the size of that one, over there." She clung to the wall, pointing with her free arm. She nodded toward Hekla who was making progress toward the mountain goats.

      Toward their prey.

      "That one is huge!" Svana whispered excitedly. Hekla was darting from rock to rock, climbing as fast as she could go. They watched in dismay as their prize goat vaulted upward and disappeared toward the peak.

      Hekla stopped and slumped against the stone face.

      Astrid waved her down.

      "I can, I can do it!" Hekla shouted through a cupped hand.

      "We'll never be able to run them down. We need to converge from different sides so no matter which way it runs, one of us will get a chance to make the kill. Come on down." Astrid waved more vigorously.

      Hekla started to climb down, but started to slide. Rocks crumbled and tumbled away from her. She scrambled frantically looking for anything to grab.

      "Hekla!" As the youngest sister lost her footing and began sliding down, Astrid rushed toward the wall, positioning herself to cushion the fall, but the falling rocks chased her back. Svana raced passed and flew up the wall as if running. Astrid couldn't believe her eyes.

      Hekla lost her battle and started to fall, she hit a ledge and tumbled over. One hand caught the edge, and she clung there as the rest of the rubble continued toward the bottom.

      "Just hang in there, Hekla. Don't let go!" Svana raced upward, putting a mountain goat to shame.

      Hekla was paralyzed with fear, too terrified to answer. Svana could hear her sister's labored breathing, as she clung for her life. Svana reached the ledge, pulling herself up before easing close to the edge where she could see her sister's small fingers, white from the effort of holding her body weight.

      Svana laid flat and pushed toward the edge using her toes. When she was certain of her hold, she threw her arm over the side, blindly grabbing until she seized a handful of her sister's leather. She tried to roll backwards, dragging the younger woman upward, but she was too heavy.

      "You have to help me," Svana grunted. "Hekla?"

      "I...I... Can't..." Hekla stuttered. "I... it... broke away..." More rocks thudded against the mountainside as they fell. Hekla's foot searched for an outcropping from which she could push upward.

      "You can!" Svana yelled through gritted teeth. Her arm ached with the efforts. She buried her face in the rock and called for strength. She could feel Hekla coming upward. More rocks fell as Hekla tried to push off. A second set of fingers appeared on the ledge and suddenly, Hekla felt lighter. Svana rolled and pulled Hekla up and onto the ledge. Once her chest was balanced, Hekla swung her legs up and crawled to the wall, leaning against it as if she were trying to push her way into the mountain.

      Svana panted and rubbed her arm where it was red from scratching across the ledge. "Don't do that again," she cautioned.

      "I don't think I will," Hekla said, eyes unfocused in a forever stare.

      "When we head to the kingdoms of men, no one will be there to help you. Do you understand that? There's no place for showing off. There's no time to waste by getting hurt. We risk when there's a reward. Do you understand?"

      "I do," Hekla answered softly.

      "To get started, we have to bag a goat. We can't do that while we're sitting here watching the day go by. Are you ready to continue the hunt?"

      "No," Hekla replied honestly. "But I will, because we must. I already miss the days where we had fun. It was only this morning, but seems like a lifetime ago."

      "It was a lifetime ago. When we were called to the Summoning Chamber by Palladin, our lives were changed. But who is to say they weren't changed for the better?"

      "Are you two all right?" a voice cried from below.

      "Be right down," Svana replied. "Are you up for it? You know, climbing down?" Svana chuckled.

      Hekla turned her head, eyes focused on Svana's flaming red hair. "Is that how we have fun now? Right after we've almost died? And look, blisters." Hekla held out her hand where the flesh was already starting to bubble.

      Svana rolled her eyes. "You blister when you sneeze."

      Hekla gritted her teeth. "I can't help it."

      "I could use something to eat. I'm famished." Svana dug into a pocket, pulled out something that looked like a furry peach pit, and ate it.

      "How much food do you have stashed in your pockets, Svana?" Hekla rolled her eyes. "Nevermind... I don't want to know."

      "Come on. Time to regroup and come up with a plan. I don't want to be the one who has kept the White Dragon waiting." Svana headed to the side that she'd climbed, faced the wall and looked down toward her feet, and started climbing. She hadn't thought it had been a long ways, but it took some time to reach the bottom. When she looked up, she was happy to see her younger sister slowly making her way toward them.

      "She all right?" Astrid asked.

      Svana nodded. "I'd like to think she's stronger than she was an hour ago. That which doesn't kill us. You know how it goes."

      "She's climbing down at least. I wouldn't have carried her."

      "Me neither. Maybe she knew that. When we get outside, no one will be there to help if something like that happens."

      "Isn't that what we're going to see Palladin about?" Astrid wondered.

      Hekla reached them, sighing when she stepped onto level ground. Svana and Astrid ignored her and continued their conversation. Hekla dug her fists into her hips and glared.

      "The White Dragon. Maybe he's going to introduce us to our dragon guides. Or maybe he's going to take us himself. Can you imagine? Riding a dragon!"

      "That would be magnificent, if we could only bring him a goat, maybe he won't eat us instead," Svana suggested.

      Astrid turned to Hekla. "You had the right idea. We do need to chase them, but in a direction of our choosing. Svana can run up the slope as fast as any mountain goat. And you can pinpoint a rock throw at a hundred paces. Between the two of you, flush the prize goat toward me. I have my bow and will finish him. We will then use the spears to make a carry-slide that we can use to drag the goat to the Summoning Chamber.”

      "I need to climb back up there?" Hekla shook her head as she spoke.

      "Yes, but climb over there, where it isn't as steep. Svana will climb opposite. Keep going until you get into position halfway to the top and then wait. When you see the goats, throw stones beyond them to chase them down the hill. Svana will do the same from her side, and when the prize is close enough, I will drop him." The look on Astrid's face suggested she wouldn't miss.

      Svana nudged Hekla and pointed. With her head bent and shoulders bowed, she did as her sisters had asked, and started to climb. She found it was easier to climb and soon she was heading upward at an easy pace. She watched for movement above her, something to tell her that the goats had returned, but they denied her a quick victory. She found her spot, loaded a nook with rocks to be thrown and leaned back to wait.

      Across the way, Svana had reached the same height. She waved and settled in. Above the crater's rim, the sun headed toward its evening rest. Soon it would be dark. And yet they'd wait.

      Astrid remained at the bottom, still, with her bow, arrow ready to be pulled. Her sisters remained in position along the crater wall. The only thing missing were the goats. They could only hope they'd return and would wait as long as it took.

      Dusk arrived and the evening haze drifted lazily down the steep slope. Svana started to fade, eyes unable to focus. She blinked and shifted, trying to force the blood to flow. Shapes silhouetted above her, in and out of the haze.

      Were they real? She squinted.

      The goats were grazing their way toward her. She looked to her sisters, but couldn't see either. Svana hefted a rock, bouncing it in her hand. Now or never, she thought. She rifled her projectile into the rocks before the goats, stopping their advance. But they only twisted their heads at the familiar sound of stone on stone.

      She took a second rock. Let's see what you think about this.

      Her aim was true, and the stone slapped into the prized goat's side. He jumped straight in the air and when he came down, he bolted toward her. She threw a third stone that glanced off the side of his face. The mountain goat turned sharply and ran the other way across the nearly sheer face.

      Hekla's shout penetrated the fog.

      The sound of a mini-stampede preceded a landslide of stones. Svana started to climb down after the sound of the goats as they disappeared into the distance. "Hello?" she called.

      "Game on!" Astrid answered from somewhere below.

      Game on. The prey has been speared.

      "Hekla?" Svana shouted into the dusk. Darkness was descending. Before too long, the climb would become too perilous. They weren't versed in night climbing.

      Not that they ever wanted to be skilled in something so terrifying. Svana's heart stopped pounding in her chest when she touched level ground. Astrid kneeled over a form on the ground. Hekla stood behind her.

      "Thank the gods," Svana prayed.

      "He fell right in my lap, almost as if it were meant to be." Astrid smiled. She had already prepped the goat so he wouldn't spoil en route, but left the entrails, supposing that dragons might consider the softest bits to be a delicacy.

      With a length of rope wrapped to form a lattice across the two spears, the sisters horsed the carcass onto the sling. Two of them bowed under the front, one to a spear. Hekla brought up the rear, following as the older sisters dragged the goat along the shore to the steps that led upward to the chamber.

      Once at the bottom, they stopped to catch their breath and drink.

      "I'm beginning to question why we wanted the largest of the goats," Astrid muttered.

      "To appease the greatest of the dragons," Hekla replied without hesitation.

      "Push from behind." Astrid pointed at the youngest. "He's not going to carry himself up these steps."

      Astrid and Svana attacked the stairs with renewed vigor. Their goal in sight, they climbed, one step at a time while Hekla pushed, grunting and slipping with her efforts.

      But she didn't give up.

      None of them did.

      Eventually, they reached their goal, dragging the goat into the tunnel and to the chamber where they stopped to appreciate the White Dragon, slumbering in all his glory.

      "Astrid, that is the most terrifying thing I have ever seen," Hekla whispered.

      "Shhhhhhh, don't wake him!" Svana retorted.

      Palladin's large eyes opened and the irises spun as he focused on the newcomers. He yawned wide, revealing teeth so large, it was all Hekla could do not to scream.

      "Don't you dare," Astrid warned her sternly, placing a hand gently over her mouth.

      "Is that tasty morsel for me?" Palladin asked, looking directly at Hekla.

      Hekla jumped out of the way to hide behind Astrid.

      "We bring the goat at your majesty's request." Astrid bowed, though she wasn't sure why.

      "You are in the presence of a friend. Bring him to me, and please, just call me Palladin."

      Trembling in awe, Astrid and Svana dragged the goat to Palladin. His great head hovered over them, and they hurried clear as he dipped and picked up the goat in his massive maw. The sisters fell to their faces.

      "You don't want to be down there for this. Get up, please."

      When they stood, he bit down, spraying chunks of goat and gore across the chamber floor.

      He chomped hungrily, but chewed slowly.

      "On the Astral Plane where I live, we absorb energy through our bodies. It is only here that I get to eat. It is a decadent pleasure, but we all have our vices, do we not?"

      None of the sisters answered. They found it hard to watch the dragon eat. Blood dripped from his jaw as he happily chewed. Pieces of goat splattered on the chamber floor. When the White Dragon finished chewing, he licked the floor clean, not unlike an average dog.

      In that, he became more real to the sisters. Unnoticed in a corner, Melifera revealed herself.

      "You have done well. I am pleased." She took the hands of the sisters where they reveled in the moment.

      "Nothing quite as delicious as wild meat to cure what ails you." The White Dragon laughed, "Welcome, Sisters of the Faith. I am Palladin, The Great. End this ill-advised war. Stop these kingdoms from fighting within as well as without. That is your task, and I will help you."

      "Yes, Palladin. We cannot thank your magnificence enough for sacrificing your time to spend with us on our journey to save Verdil," Astrid proclaimed, speaking for all in her position as the eldest.

      Svana and Hekla stood nearby, still in awe of the great creature squeezed into the chamber with them.

      "You misunderstand. Dragons cannot get directly involved in the affairs of humans. I am offering you advisors who will be with you. They will help you to help yourselves, but they won't interact with other humans, only you."

      Astrid opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. She was confused and secretly disappointed. She had her hopes set on riding a dragon. Once she'd let that fantasy go, reality left a void. She heard the words, but didn't understand what they meant.

      What did Palladin have for the sisters?
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        There comes a time in everyone's life when they must make a choice. It isn't always as simple as what is right and what is wrong. Even a choice so black and white can be a hard one, but the choice between right and wrong seems so simple when you are faced with another choice, a harder choice. What if there are three rights, but you can only choose one? Does that make the two other choices wrong? And do you have the courage to make that choice, and the faith that if you do, to not look back years later to ask yourself if the correct choice was made...

        King Everett the Honest, Second King of Caelestis, 325 A.V.

      

        

      

      "When Melifera spoke of the dragon guides, it seemed they would be a servant to us. Does that not mean we will command them even if it is to fight? How can we hope to defeat the kings who would corrupt our lands if the dragons will not help us do so?" Astrid inquired.

      Palladin tilted his head, his curiosity piqued.

      "You are the one called Astrid. Servant to one, does not mean slave, Astrid of the Bow. Remember your place and remember the importance of life. All life has value." His great voice gently reverberating the cavern around them.

      Astrid of the Bow? she thought. What does that mean?

      "Simple child, you have not yet received your guide. When you do, all will make sense, but for now I will impart to you the knowledge you seek. I have called you Astrid of the Bow, because once you and your patron dragon have soul-merged, you will be the wielder of the bow, something that no one else will be able to use." The corner of his lips curved slightly upward in an all-knowing smile.

      Astrid was struck speechless, but her thoughts were not.

      And he can read my thoughts? The idea was unsettling. Astrid's thoughts raced through her head even though she knew he could see them as clearly as words on a slate.

      "Never stop thinking, think faster, more, and mostly... about what matters." The last of his words resonated throughout the chamber until silence returned.

      Seeing an opportunity, Hekla stepped forth. "Great Palladin, may I too know what is to be my fate?" Though her voice faltered, she bravely approached the White Dragon, close enough to feel the heat from his breath. In the presence of Palladin, her cuirass did not feel strong enough to protect her.

      "All in due time, Hekla of the Scepter." He proffered a wink. "Now, you must ready yourselves."

      Astrid stood taller, shoulders back, eyes watching Palladin's every move. Although she worried about what was to come, she was ready. She could only hope her sisters felt the same.

      "And what of our dragon guides, oh magnificent one?" Svana asked, her voice rising with worry.

      Melifera and Palladin exchanged knowing glances, then he nodded his permission to her at something unsaid. It was her turn to speak then.

      "When you are given your dragon guides, it will be time for you to leave. The journeys are yours to undertake alone," Melifera said.

      "We just proved we work better together!" Svana blurted, pointing at the blood stain on the floor underneath the dragon's head, all that was left of their recent kill for the great beast.

      "How can you expect that of us?" Hekla burst out.

      "Shhhhh, Svana. We have known of this day for a long time. Melifera has not been quiet in that respect. This is what we must do." Astrid's face remained emotionless, her voice strict. Even though she felt like protesting the very words that fell from her lips. She did not want to see her sisters in harm's way, it being her nature to feel protective of the younger two. "On this, we must be sure," she finished, shoulders back, stance at the ready.

      "But, I..." Svana began to argue again.

      "It does not matter what you say. I hear your words, but they fall on deaf ears. You must go on your own. You will not be the first to depart from here, and must take the rough-hewn steps to the east out of the Volcano of Shadows. From there, you will do as you must, to reach the kingdom that you alone will be challenged to save," Melifera said.

      "Can we not recruit people to help us?" Hekla asked in desperation.

      "Of course. Any citizen of the whole of Verdil who would serve you, would be welcome to help. But timing is critical. You must repair the pain in the heart of each kingdom at the same time. That is what you seem to miss, Svana. You will fight for your own lives and the lives of all those who live in our world. All three kingdoms must be challenged and corrected singularly and simultaneously."

      "We have accepted this, Great Palladin, but I still sense a hesitancy with my sisters. Would you please spare me a moment to speak with them?" Astrid asked.

      Palladin lifted his great white head and gave her a single, solemn nod.

      "Do as you must," Palladin replied.

      Astrid linked her hands through theirs as she did when they were children, and together they exited the Summoning Chamber. Once outside the cave, Svana was the first to speak.

      "Forgive my hesitancy, Astrid. In my mind, it makes no sense to save nations that are bent on destroying themselves. It is what our father died protecting, and now, must we die too? I will go forth and fight. I just ...."

      "I know, Svana, but if our father died protecting it, and the great Palladin himself has requested this of us, do you not think it of some importance?" Astrid's head cocked to one side, her large green eyes wide, and brows furrowed.

      "I am afraid," Hekla said quietly, before beginning to cry silent tears.

      "Hekla, Svana... the two of you behave as if you are still children. We knew this day was approaching, we cannot pretend now like it is such a surprise. We certainly cannot act like ungrateful children, when everything we could have wanted has been given to us."

      "What if something happens to you? Or you?" Svana asked of them.

      "That is enough, Svana. No more of this. We will do what is required because it is what the Unseen Ones have prepared us for. It is what our father would have wanted us to do." Astrid pulled them both in tightly for a hug. "No matter what I say, the choice is out of our hands. It is not a matter of conscience, it is a matter of what is right." Astrid's voice resonated in low, comforting tones.

      "It does not make the situation any easier, sister," Hekla said.

      "Why us? Why must we risk our lives for nations and people so callous, so selfish?" Svana sobbed. "Are our lives not valuable? Are we not worth saving? Is there no one else?"

      "Listen to yourself, Svana. It is you who act selfish! It is you who have deemed man not worth saving because you seem to think your life is more valuable, when it is the opposite. Our fight will save many lives. If we lose our own, are not the many lives more important than ours?" Astrid's irritation at her youngest sister could not be contained.

      Unheard, Melifera had joined them. "Quiet yourselves and allow me to speak. It is not that your lives are not valuable," she said softly, "they are the most prized possessions Verdil has ever boasted. Not just because of what you mean to this land." Melifera pointed indiscriminately at the entirety of the Shadowlands. "When your father died, in the battle of Telluris many years ago, and I was tasked with your training, I grew to love you like my very own. My days of teaching are now over. This is where I must trust the Unseen Ones. Had they not foreseen what was to come, and appointed you for such a time as this, I would have no hope. The very reason you are here, is they believe you to be the chosen ones. Chosen ones do not fail, and so I believe all of you will succeed."

      "We are flesh. If we are stabbed, will we not bleed?" Svana countered. "Why? Why put us through this?"

      Astrid opened her mouth again to scold her sister, but Melifera shook her head. Her dark eyes flashed a warning which silenced them both.

      "A long time ago, dear ones, the kingdom of sky, Caelestis was the most ethereal and awe-inspiring of kingdoms. To see it was to know the depth of true beauty for its colors and majesty were unrivaled. At one time, I would journey there just to experience the beauty it beheld. Its avian creatures were some of the most striking of any animal I've ever seen.

      "Its people so thin and lightweight that to be touched by them was to experience the ethereal. To this day, they maintain this quality. It is to feel as if you are dreaming. For they glide from place to place using wings of silk that refract the sun so brilliantly, you'd feel lost within a rainbow."

      "And now, Melifera? What has become of the enchanting Caelestis?" Astrid asked.

      "Oh, Astrid. It destroys me, what has become of it. Long gone are the birds of beauty. Whether they died, or departed on their own, I do not know. The ones that remain have lost nearly all of their color. The beauty of Caelestis has been dampened by its leader, King Bertram who kills for killings sake.”

      "His three story castle, has been made the object of allure. The Caelestans his performers, and entertainers. He treats them as toys, puppeting them for his own entertainment. Their once elegantly built homes made from the lightest wood, now stand in disrepair. The people perish for lack of meat, and their resources and crops grow dangerously low."

      "What of the people?" Astrid asked, a feeling of urgency growing in her heart for them. "Surely something can be done?"

      "Aside from what I told you, they have lost the light that once made them what they were, so radiantly beautiful. As if all hope has been driven from their very souls. The King allows for no merriment, except for what is to please him. They no longer procreate, and those who are strong enough are forced to launch boulders on Telluris, or be trained as soldiers to stand guard at the entrance of Caelestis."

      "I remember you speaking about such matters. It is no small thing what has happened to them," Astrid said, the words Melifera had spoken hung heavy over her. This is why we must put a stop to this. It is not just Verdil that suffers, it is its people, its animals, the very life that flows through all the kingdoms.

      "I cannot stand idly by. I am ready to serve, Melifera." She glanced to Svana, and then Hekla. "No matter what happens to me." If I can bring peace to the sky kingdom, and make a truce with Telluris, perhaps I can stop anything worse from happening. So many lives depend on it.

      "Melifera, can you tell me about the water kingdom, what it was like before, I mean?" A somber faced Hekla had wiped the tears from her alabaster skin, and now eagerly listened.

      "Indeed, Hekla... Aequoris too, was beautiful. I can say in all honesty it retains that. Though tarnished by man's corruption and King Renault's guilt, it is the people and its creatures that make Aequoris a place that I deeply love. The Aequorans are some of the most resourceful people I have ever met. Though their cities float on the ocean, they've built many underwater farms where they grow kelp and various forms of algae. They gather seaweed which they use for food, rope, and medicine."

      Melifera smiled wistfully.

      "They're truly unique and wonderful. Before this time of war, the Caelestans and Aequorans were friends. Friends who traded and helped one another. Friends who built a pulley system from one kingdom to another so they could trade resources. Now that pulley remains unused as both kingdoms no longer trust one another. We have King Renault and King Bertram to thank for that," she noted bitterly, her arms crossed over her chest, face clouded with anger at the war the kings had proclaimed.

      "A pulley system? Reaching from Caelestis? Wouldn't that be a lot of work? Wouldn't it take a long time to...?" Astrid put her finger over Hekla's mouth, and shook her head

      "You focus on the wrong thing, dear sister. We must think how to right the wrongs that have been done. We must bring peace to the nations."

      "It's all right, Astrid. I understand why she asks. Why do all that work for nothing? Yes it was a lot of work, for it stretches for miles and takes hours at a time for it to make a full circuit. Now it withers and rusts, and no one benefits from it. What was once done is easily undone, but it can be made whole again."

      Hekla thought the pulley system was a stroke of brilliance. It reminded her of things that Astrid had done to help make their lives easier.

      "It was an act of love, was it not?" Hekla asked, her eyes starstruck with glimmering moisture.

      "Hekla... how did you figure that out?" Astrid asked.

      Hekla looked to Astrid, eyes barely containing her tears. "Because I know the boundaries love will push, thanks to you, who sacrificed everything for us. You taught us to hunt and took care of us. I know Melifera was there to teach us to fight, but Astrid was the one who made us blankets and told us stories long after Melifera had gone. She gave up what was left of her childhood so that she could care for us, and I never even thanked you for it." Hekla grabbed Astrid's hand tight in her own. "I am sorry for my selfishness. If only for my sister's sake, I am willing to do what needs to be done to restore the peace that existed between Aequoris and Caelestis."

      Melifera smiled and it reached all the way to the wrinkles of her eyes as she gave Hekla a slight nod.

      "It is indeed love that made the pulley system. Many years ago, by chance, a young Aequoran maiden, met a Caelestan gentleman. In spite of her webbed fingers and feet, and his tall lithe form and feather like weight, they fell deeply in love. It was a love so pure that their people worked together to build the pulley system. Just for the fact that it would allow the young lovers to send each other gifts."

      "Were they ever wed?" Astrid spoke up, her soul coming alive with the thought of a love so powerful it could unite nations.

      "No, I'm afraid not. However, it was their love that fanned a flame of kinship between the two nations for centuries to come. That is, until recently."

      "Melifera, that is both the saddest and most beautiful thing I have ever heard," Svana said.

      "It is indeed, if there is one thing that can be said of the kingdom of man, it is that love is worth fighting for. No matter how big, or how small, love has the power to change the darkest heart. The love you have for one another, should not make you recoil in fear that your lives may be lost, but it should spur you on to fight harder. Fight to save it."

      The three sisters looked to each other, agreeing with Melifera's words.

      "So, I must ask... is there anything more that you can teach us about the land of Telluris? I know you took great care to share its problems before, but did you know the Tellurians before King Armand?" Svana's curiosity had gotten the best of her.

      "Ah yes, Telluris. As I told you before it is the most prosperous of all the nations. Even more so now that the King Armand takes what he wants from the rest of Verdil. It once boasted of the richest soil, and most incredible creatures to be seen in all of creation. It is without reason that King Armand has withheld resources from Caelestis and Aequoris. For before he took the throne, Telluris supplied the other two kingdoms and their people. No one went without. Everyone prospered.

      However, because of King Armand's greed, the Unseen Ones have withheld the healing rains that would water the plants and foliage, and give water to the many animals that have overrun parts of it. All things die without water, much quicker than they would without food. Soon, the King will be in great need, but because of his dealings with the other nations, his people will suffer and die. Their blood will be upon his head."

      Svana gasped. "Please tell me they are not condemned to that fate?"

      "No, not condemned to it. The Unseen Ones have been preparing the three of you since childhood, well before this crisis has come. However, if you and your sisters were to choose not to fight." Melifera gave a meaningful look to Hekla. "The Unseen Ones will have no other choice but to scourge the three kingdoms. We will watch from here as all life is made to suffer and die."

      Melifera looked out across the Shadowlands, her eyes misting over as she thought about the lives that would be lost if such a series of events materialized.

      "What happened to the concept that life has value?" Hekla asked, unable to process why it would be better for all men to die.

      "It does, but the Unseen Ones would rather that those not guilty of such evil, perish and join them in the ethereal plain, than to continue to live in the shadow of Kings who have turned into monsters."

      "Which kingdom will we be sent to?" Astrid summoned up the courage to ask.

      Melifera's smile disappeared, and her dark eyes now turned to face the young women.

      "As if your mind is already in sync with your heart, you will journey to the kingdom of Caelestis. The very nation you inquired about. Svana and Hekla, you two as well have asked about the very place you are to protect and save. That shows me you are not only ready for this journey, but you are called to it. It is destiny," Melifera finished and retreated to the Summoning Chamber, where she took her place next to Palladin, awaiting the sisters' return.

      As Astrid studied Hekla's and Svana's faces, she knew in the silence that they had reached the conclusion that Verdil was waiting for them. No words would be necessary as she turned her back and followed after Melifera. Her sisters joined her.

      "It is settled, and I'm ready," Astrid declared. "It is a week's travel to Caelestis, so I must take my leave now." She looked to Svana and Hekla, but there was no comfort to be found, only a deep rooted heaviness that none of them could shake.

      "Telluris, the Kingdom of Land is only two days away. I will accompany Hekla until I turn toward the great castle. After that, she will continue on her own," Svana replied. Both looked to the youngest.

      "Five days to Aequoris, the Kingdom of the Sea. I am ready, too, for whatever waits for me," Hekla said.
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        The binding of a soul is unique, and one of a kind. Even two starstruck lovers cannot fully achieve it, if it's not the will of the dragons. But to have your soul merged with another, to have absolute knowledge of that person; it's indescribable. To know when they're hurting, when they're happy, when they're sad, and when they're in love--even when they're hundreds of miles apart. Tread carefully if a dragon should give you such a monumental gift. It is a gift, but it is also a burden. And it should not be taken lightly.

        King Thomasett the Kind, Second King of Aequoris, 327 A.V.

      

        

      

      The White Dragon puffed a heavy breath into the air. He bobbed his head up and down. The brilliance of his white scales glittered in the dim light of the cave. He knew they were ready, and his neck outstretched to study each one of them in turn.

      "It is time. As promised, you will have help. Meet your companions, Aronus, Lingaria, and Speltus.

      "Sent by the Unseen Ones and the Dragon's council, Aronus is your guide, Astrid. Call him and allow him to soul-merge with you. This will give him the ability to read your thoughts and anticipate your moves.

      "Will it hurt?" she asked.

      "Not in the slightest, but once he soul-merges with you, he is yours alone. His mission is not complete until you die. So try to live a long happy life."

      "What do I do?" She gazed at the dragon, his small size confused her as she had always assumed dragons were big and powerful.

      "I know the thoughts in your head, but do not think because he is small, that will have any effect on what he is capable of doing. He will be a great companion and help to you on your journey to Caelestis. Now, hold out your arm, and simply call his name," Palladin instructed her.

      Astrid stuck out her arm, straight as an arrow, and called his name, "Aronus, come to me."

      Aronus's small white body shuttled across the floor, taking a flying leap onto the protective leather gauntlet wrapped around her arm. Her arm collapsed under his weight. He clung to her as she recovered with a brief apology. In the next moment, she watched in awe as his coloring changed to match hers. The brilliant white seeping away to be replaced by an emerald body. The coloring reached to the tip of his tail, and when he shook his wings, his transition became complete.

      "Aronus, you are stunning," she told him.

      "Yes, I know," he responded. "Now, hold still human, and don't blink."

      Astrid was taken aback by his burst of attitude but did as he asked. Their eyes locked. She felt her spirit being lifted from her body and rising in the air. Aronus was there too, and then she heard the sound of a thunder crack, and instantly, she was back inside her body.

      "What in the name of the Unseen Ones just happened?" Astrid blinked the sparks from before her eyes.

      "That, Astrid, was what happens when your dragon patronus soul-merges with you," Palladin said.

      "I didn't like it."

      "Did it hurt?" the great dragon asked.

      "No," she answered honestly.

      "Good, now quiet yourself. One more thing. You will need that." Palladin lifted one great taloned claw off the ground and motioned to her right. A great bow nearly the length of her body levitated in the air before her.

      "What... what is that?" Her face paled with the sudden emergence of such an elaborate weapon floating next to her. "Where did this come from?"

      "Astrid, I told you before you would know things when it was time. It is now time. I call you now and forever, Astrid of the Bow. Consider this weapon a gift of the Unseen Ones. You are to carry it always, and your skill will be known throughout the three kingdoms."

      Tentatively, Astrid plucked the magnificent item from the air.

      "It's beautiful," she whispered breathlessly.

      "Indeed, now... step back my dear."

      Astrid nodded, doing as she was told.

      "Who's next?" Palladin asked.

      During Astrid's bonding ordeal, the other two had backed up against the wall of the chamber, eyes wide in wonder.

      "Svana, you'll be next."

      Svana stepped nervously forward.

      "Your dragon's name is Lingaria, now do as your sister did and this will all be over quickly."

      Svana nodded her head ever so slightly and stuck out her arm.

      "Come to me, Lingaria." Also white, he jumped on her arm and locked eyes with her. His body changing to match the fire red of her brilliant hair. It was now Astrid's turn to be shocked as she watched her sister's soul flutter into the air briefly, followed by the sound of another thunder crack. The next moment, Svana was shaking her head, reeling from merging.

      "Why does it have to happen that way?" Svana asked.

      Palladin shook his great white head from side to side, letting out a sigh of exasperation as he did so.

      "You must pay attention; I do not have the patience to explain everything more than once. That must occur so your souls will become connected. Your dragon guide must know you like no other being has ever known you. This includes your sisters. They have never had to anticipate your every move, but he must. Now accept it and claim your weapon."

      To the right of her, a glorious sword now floated, just as Astrid's bow had done.

      "Svana, you will now and forever be called Svana of the Sword. Take care with it, for it is crafted for you."

      Svana stepped forward, wrapping her hand around its magnificent grip. It curved to her palm like a glove to fingertips, and she nearly cried at its beauty. The metal of the sword itself so elegantly crafted, with words engraved running the center of it. At the base of the blade, a guard made of carved dragon wings jutted from the sides just where a handguard would have been. The pommel itself was a ruby of unnatural size, and as she held up the blade to her eye, she could read that it said, 'Svana of the Blade.' She felt her eyes grow damp.

      "It is the most beautiful weapon I've ever seen."

      Palladin smiled a toothy dragon grin at her.

      "That is well. Step aside, please."

      Svana nodded her head, put off by his abrupt response, and even more put off by the red beast that now rested upon her arm. His head tilted inquisitively at her, she had so many unanswered questions. How would the beast help me? Why must we soul-merge? What if something happens to me?

      "Silence your thoughts, Svana. They are distracting me." Palladin looked to her. Being reprimanded by the great dragon was shattering, her gaze fell to the ground.

      "Yes, your magnificence. I await your next instruction."

      Satisfied she would be silent, Palladin drew his attention to the remaining sister.

      "Hekla, your fear is unfounded, now step forward. It is your turn."

      Hekla glanced to her sisters as if waiting for their approval, but they remained stone silent, although their faces beamed at their new weapons. She timidly ventured forth, taking care not to meet his eyes.

      "Your dragon’s name is Speltus; he is yours and yours alone. Now call him to you."

      With her voice shaking, she lifted her arm and quietly spoke, "Speltus, come to me."

      Speltus did a little circle turn on the ground, almost as if excited to be chosen, before he ran and took a flying leap onto her leather banded arm. Immediately, his tiny body was covered by the sapphire blues of her hair and armor, and a split second later the soul-merge occurred. Unlike her sisters, she seemed unfazed by it and stood her ground once it was complete.

      "Are you ready for your weapon?" Palladin asked.

      Hekla nodded her head in response, and just as she did so, appearing front and center before her was a vibrant scepter, as sapphire as her hair and dragon guide. The orb at the top, quite grandiose and glowing the most stunning colors. Its stem was unrivaled in excellence and one of the most lavish she had ever seen. The metal of it from top-to-bottom felt like silk beneath her fingers, and she wondered how that could be.

      "Hekla, you are now and forever, Hekla of the Scepter... do not worry about such trivial things. Just know great care was given to each weapon. Not just for its craftsmanship, but for its longevity, beauty, and comfort. These items will become as much a part of you as your dragon guides. Care for them like an attached limb, and above all, guard them with your life."

      The sisters nodded in unison, each still in awe of the weapons they now possessed. Satisfied they had completed the process, the great Palladin looked over them approvingly.

      "You have done well, do not take my demeanor as anything less than having high expectations for you. The Unseen Ones have long since told me of your bravery, and their plans for you. You will go forth and be women of power and dignity. Women who will rule with wisdom and honor. It is your duty. It is your call." His words were the key to calming their fearful hearts.

      "Aronus, Speltus, Lingaria... return to me for a moment." The now colorful trio jumped from the arms of their chosen sister and flew to him. Palladin lowered his head to the ground and spoke to them in a low, but serious tone. "Though you are the chosen of the dragon council, these women are the chosen of the world of man. It is important you listen to one another always. Put aside your distaste for human things and serve the sisters well."

      Their little dragon heads nodded solemnly before they turned back to the sisters. It was time.

      "Shall we, Aronus?" Astrid asked. The small green dragon moved like smoke, rematerializing on her shoulder. "Oof! You're heavy!"

      "So?" Aronus wondered. "Onward, human. We have miles to go and worlds to pacify. We won't get any closer standing here."

      "But I need arrows and provisions," she countered.

      "You will never need arrows as long as I am with you. Provisions? Bring those, with extra meat for me, please."

      "As you wish," Astrid replied as she began to wonder about the pedestal upon which the dragons had been put. They seemed grounded for god-like beings.

      Hekla whispered to Svana. "He's kind of a jerk. I hope mine's not like that."

      "I hope mine isn't either," Speltus told her. Hekla looked taken aback by his response. "Well, it's true," her dragon continued, looking at her meaningfully.

      Hekla exchanged looks with Svana. Astrid however, seemed unfazed by the interaction.

      "Looks like we've all got our work cut out for us," Astrid said.

      "You're telling me," Aronus responded.

      "We'd do best to get on the road. Those kings aren't going to conquer themselves." Astrid offered with a smile, trying to bring humor to the tense situation.

      Hekla nodded and then called her dragon, "Speltus, return to me, we've much to do."

      He ran to her, crawling up her back, until he too sat on her shoulder, his tail flicking around the back of her neck, and down the opposite shoulder.

      Lingaria returned to Svana without provocation, preferring to jump back onto her arm. He looked up at her expectantly, and Svana couldn't help but wonder what snide comments he would offer her in the future. Perhaps they aren't all like that? She wondered.

      "Oh I guarantee you, they are," Palladin chuckled. "Now, no more malingering, you have much to do in the days ahead."

      The three sisters nodded, each dragon they carried looking on, unamused.

      "Farewell, your magnificence," Astrid offered.

      "Yes, farewell and thank you," Svana said.

      "Farewell indeed," Hekla finished.

      "Be well, sisters, and safe journey," Palladin spoke, offering them a gentle nod of his head as a sign of approval. He started to drift out of focus as if disappearing into a fog.

      Melifera, who had remained silent, stepped forward. Her long red velvet robe flowing with her movements like water in a brook.

      "My dears, you have learned much, and you have learned well. Although I wish I could say it would be enough, and the days ahead would be easy, I know that is a lie. I can only hope you will take what you have learned and build upon it. Allow everything that happens along the way be an experience that teaches you.

      Do not allow the bad to overcome you, or the evil to change you. Rise above it and be the women I have taught you to be. The women I know you to be, who will invoke change by their very personae." She gathered them in her arms, like a mother hen her chicks, kissing the tops of their heads affectionately. "Now, go... and be well."

      The sisters stepped away from her, no longer afraid but reserved to their destiny. The little dragons they carried, an extension of themselves, and no matter what lay ahead they knew they would overcome it.

      In unison they turned to leave the Summoning Chamber, exiting into the day where the sun had begun to set. Silently, they descended the staircase to the ground and headed to their boat to take them home, the Island called Volican, where they would gather their supplies for their long journey ahead, the weight of the kingdoms of man on their shoulders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Departure

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Leaving your home is no easy task. A part of yourself remains there as you begin your journey. It creates a void as you travel farther and farther away from what you found comfortable. And it is a part of yourself that you never get back. Instead, you must fill the emptiness, the void, with something in its place. And what fills that void depends on how easy or how hard your journey becomes. What fills your void? Is it fear? Is it courage? Or is it determination? And, if you ever shall return home, will there be room for what you left behind?

        King Cedric the Just, Third King of Telluris, 471 A.V.

      

        

      

      Astrid awoke with a start. Her green hair fell into her eyes and she brushed it around with great concentration. She rubbed her eyes, the salt crusted at the corners, and red veins appearing in every crevice around her emerald iris'. A yawn wasn't enough to orchestrate her tiredness, yet she yawned anyway.

      "You hardly slept, human. That will not bode well for our journey." Aronus sat at the foot of her floor mat, watching her with head tilted.

      "How can I sleep, Aronus, when you are constantly complaining?" Astrid made no effort to hide her irritation at her guide.

      "I cannot help it if I am not accustomed to the human world. I am hungry, and everything smells terrible. Is that my fault?" His tail flicked up and down behind him, an extension of his ill-tempered attitude.

      "If this is what you are like on a good day, remind me not to cross you. Besides, I offered to hunt mountain goat for you, and you turned it down. Do you not recall our conversation from last night?" she retorted.

      "I do recall that. The problem, Astrid, is that would have put us farther behind. We must get underway as soon as possible." His irritated tone had softened to urgency.

      "If we are to do this, and do it well, you are going to have to allow me to care for you when it is needed," she replied.

      "Well and good," he paused, "and likewise, maiden."

      "Something else, Aronus, and please don't take this as a sign of disrespect, but to me, you are the one who stinks."

      Aronus tilted his head inquisitively, and Astrid was sure if the creature had eyebrows, they would be raised.

      "And what exactly do you suggest?" Aronus asked.

      "That we should probably both take a bath before we reach Caelestis."

      Aronus snorted, and a small green flame exited one of the creature's nostrils.

      "Ya' know?" Astrid said. "You remind me of my father a little. His name was Calderon, his namesake the great king of Caelestis of his time. Although you and I have not found our neutral ground yet, I recognize the same fire in you. It reminds me much of him. My father was a great warrior."

      That rendered the little beast speechless for a moment.

      "I will consider that an hour, but be warned, you haven't had a chance to know me fully yet."

      "I understand," she said.

      "Now, do you have all you need?" While they had spoken, Astrid had been hurrying about, grabbing things for her rucksack.

      "Indeed, I do. Let me secure my blanket, and then we can be on our way."

      Interesting, she thought to herself. It's almost as if we could be friends. I swear his attitude toward me has shifted.

      Astrid tied the blanket in a tight roll at the top of her pack.

      "One moment," she said to him as she left the room, and then returned minutes later with a metal cup. "Shall we hunt a mountain goat this morning before we depart? And also, do you eat fruit? Volican, though small, is abundant in various berries and tree-hanging fruits. I'm sure I could find something to your liking."

      Astrid knew she had to earn the dragon's trust. She preferred to do that through actions and not words. And even though they were newly bonded, she felt an attachment toward him that she'd never experienced before.

      "Yes, once we leave this place, let us gather some things for you, in case we meet with trouble on the road."

      "Very well, and what about you?" Astrid wondered.

      The little beast had her full attention now that she was packed.

      "Though I protested last night, I admit hunger has affected my mood currently."

      "Then, a small mountain goat for you as well," Astrid laughed. "Perhaps that is why there is tension between us?"

      "Hmmm... tempting to blame it on hunger, but I think we have a great many things to learn about one another." Aronus tilted his head as he spoke, his tail having ceased its flicking.

      Astrid found his presence comforting. She hoped he felt the same way. Astrid needed her and the little beast to get along.

      "Although, I do wish you would quit calling me 'little beast' in your thoughts..."

      "Please explain why you can read my thoughts? If that is a typical thing you do, our relationship will hit many jagged points," she said, placing her hand on hip for emphasis.

      "My apologies, Astrid of the Bow, I can 'turn it off' for now, if you wish? Though, on the road, I will not be able to do so. That is for our protection. It is a side-effect of the soul merge, but as my essence is to be your arrows, I have to anticipate your moves. Even while using your bow. I am sorry."

      "Well, though it seems a bit intrusive, I understand why. Will it always be so, Aronus?" Astrid asked.

      "For the time being, as necessary,” he said.

      "Dear sister, are you ready?" Svana peeked her head into the stone-walled room, studying the barren surroundings. "Oh, it looks as if you are."

      "Indeed, I am sister. I was discussing certain matters with Aronus here." Astrid's lips upturned slightly.

      "Is everything all right?"

      "Everything is fine." Astrid smiled. "How goes Hekla this morning?"

      "She is readying some things we will need for our journey. Here, I brought you these. She left early this morning to gather more so that we would have enough to take with us. It should save us time." Svana handed Astrid a small leather satchel with a long strap she could slip over her head and wear to the side of her hip.

      "Thank you for this." She took the satchel and peering inside, saw it contained a small assortment of various fruits. "This is a great help, Svana."

      Svana nodded.

      "Astrid, Svana! I've just completed getting what I needed. Shall we depart this land?" Hekla looked from sister to sister.

      "Yes, let us say our farewells and be on our way," Svana spoke.

      "Farewell, but not goodbye. When we are seated on the thrones of Man and have restored peace to Verdil, we will visit here again and discuss all that has occurred. On that day we will rejoice," Astrid mused.

      Astrid hefted the rucksack over one shoulder and called to Aronus, "come, Aronus, let us be on our way."

      Aronus nodded, and more comfortable exercising his power, disappeared and in the thinnest wisp of smoke, rematerialized on her shoulder.

      Astrid was prepared for his weight, steadying herself once he sat in place. Taking one last look around the room, she felt an overwhelming sense of loss at what she was leaving behind. "Sisters, where are Speltus and Lingaria?"

      "We will call them, and meet you at the boat," Svana said before leaving the room with Hekla. The impending reality of leaving their home descended like a fog.

      But destiny waited, most impatiently, it waited.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Goats

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        A meal among friends holds no secrets. A meal among family holds no tongues. A meal among strangers holds much suspicion. However, a meal among enemies is silent and full.

        King Michiel the Trusted, Third King of Caelestis, 482 A.V.

      

        

      

      Their journey across the waters of the Shadowlands felt like days rather than hours, and all the while Svana and Hekla rowed, they kept looking over their shoulders. Hekla sat on the seat, Speltus in her lap, and she stroked him gently. The look on his face one of pure annoyance, but he kept his silence.

      Dragon or cat? Astrid thought.

      Maybe cats are the result of dragon dalliances in the material world. Long ago, we may have gone astray. Or not, Aronus replied cryptically only to his human.

      Astrid furled her brow in thought at the dragon'sdeny suggestion, before shaking her head and looking askance at the creature. He replied with a humanlike shrug.

      When they reached the opposite side of the caldera, Hekla secured the boat by dragging it onto shore. She tied it off to secure it in case the lake rose.

      They were near the summoning chamber. The memories were good, but daunting.

      "Forgive me, Aronus, Lingaria, and Speltus. This mountainside is the only place I know there are goats," Astrid said.

      In Astrid's mind, the scene of the day before played out. How far away yesterday seemed. How much easier it had been with the sisters working together. Astrid already missed that, even though they had not yet parted.

      "Now you must forgive me, Astrid. I do not mean to intrude into your thoughts; I imagine it will be a great while before you can picture doing anything without them. I understand that, but please... I must ask you to allow me to show you what I can do. Palladin the great was not untruthful when he said we would serve you. Your bow was given to you for a reason, and your name, Astrid of the Bow was given for a reason.”

      "Now, allow me to show you such things as you have never seen," Aronus spoke with such grandiose tones.

      Astrid couldn't help but feel as if she may have been missing out on something quite amazing.

      "Very well, Aronus. Tell me what I must do?"

      "Well, I cannot do all the work. You must at least position yourself."

      At his comment, Speltus and Lingaria snickered.

      "What about us, Aronus? May we assist?" Svana asked, glaring at Lingaria. "You will do well, to mind yourself, Lingaria," she snipped at him.

      "Miss, you must understand, the human way is quite foreign to us. What you deem as improper is in a day's work for us. I don't see how our tones and words can be misconstrued, but clearly they are. You lot think so much before you say things. It will take time," Lingaria finished.

      "Ahem, as I was saying," Aronus spoke again, "enough chitter chatter, I must teach Astrid this, and the lot of you are distracting right now." He seemed to be looking down his long, for his size, dragon nose at them.

      I will never get used to his condescending tone. All he must do is tell me what to do, and I will do it. Does he not see my eagerness to learn? Astrid fought back an angry reply, knowing anything she said would not be beneficial to either of them.

      "Yes, well, you forget I can hear your thoughts. I do not mean to be condescending. I am just not accustomed to having to explain everything. In the Dragon Realm, as Lingaria said, we interact differently. Nonetheless, I will make a note to watch my tone. How about you climb there... I see a steady ledge that will do well for what I will show you."

      The ledge was not far off from where she and her sisters had been yesterday, and she wondered how different it would be with Aronus leading the way. Dropping her rucksack, and removing the leather satchel with fruit, she tightened the leather straps of her boots and made sure her leather cuirass was secure.

      "Are you ready, Aronus?"

      "Indeed, I am."

      With his weight upon her right shoulder, she took off running toward the rock-walled side of the volcano's cone. Her sisters watched in astonishment as she clambered up, her fingers instinctively finding ledges and gripping tightly. She quickly reached the ledge he had requested. Hoisting herself upon it, she immediately dropped, her right knee against the ground for balance, her left propped up to allow her to steady the bow.

      "Now, are you ready, Astrid?"

      "Indeed, I am." She echoed his response earlier, withdrawing the bow from its strap across her back.

      "Do you see that one, up there to the right of the roots?" Aronus asked.

      Astrid nodded her response.

      "Good, position yourself and aim."

      "I have no arrow," she protested.

      "Astrid, I told you yesterday you would not need them as long as you have me. Now, please do as I say."

      Astrid nodded again. Grabbing the front of the bow with her left hand and putting her right fingers into position as if she were to pull back the bowstring, Aronus embraced the entirety of her weapon, becoming one with it. His tail flicked into position to act as the arrow. She pulled back on it and released, afraid she would hurt Aronus, but a wisp of smoke told her it was not his tail she had released.

      The arrow whistled through the air, hitting its target squarely in the chest. The goat let out a long bleat, and out of fear, it jumped off the ledge.

      "Now, release another!" Aronus yelled at her, and within a split second, another arrow hurtled through the air catching the goat in the side. Aronus lifted into the sky from his position on her bow and accelerated toward the falling animal, his emerald green wings spreading like an eagle.

      All three sisters waited with bated breath, sure the goat was about to smash on the rocks below. Aronus flashed to the falling goat as a streak of lightning. His talons met the back of the goat and sunk tightly into its skin.

      "Surely, that is too heavy for him to carry?" Hekla asked, her hand over her brow as she blocked the sun.

      "Just watch," Speltus said with a flick of his tail.

      "Really? Do tell?" Svana, curiosity getting the better of her, dared to ask.

      "If you have to ask, then you already know," Lingaria said with a grin.

      Hekla let out an exasperated sigh.

      Aronus gently dropped near Hekla and Svana, goat held securely in his talons, releasing it when close enough to do so.

      "Come, Lingaria... Speltus, let us eat before we begin our journey with the sisters."

      A smile parted Astrid's lips as she understood the power she had been granted by the White Dragon, the power that Aronus gave her. She carefully made her way down the rocky mountainside.

      "My sisters... did you see that?" Astrid asked them.

      Behind her, the sound of chomping and gnawing had grown louder.

      "Yuck, do they have to eat like..."

      "Like dragons?" Speltus interrupted Hekla, a bloody grin on his face.

      Disgusted by the gory carnage that took place between the three small dragons, the sisters turned away. Astrid grabbed their hands and led them closer to the water's edge to talk.

      "As I was saying, did you see that?" Astrid asked again.

      "See what?" Svana said.

      "Aronus, I don't know how he did it, but he became one with my bow. It was the most amazing and confusing thing I have ever seen. Though I had no arrow, as I pulled back... his tail became my arrow or gave the illusion that it was. When I released it, I saw only a puff of smoke, yet an arrow sailed through the air. It was, well... there are no words for it! It was magnificent!"

      "I wonder what our dragons can do?" Svana's eyes lit up with the prospects. "I'm eager to find out, but maybe we take a hint from our guides and take time to eat. I'm famished."

      "Oh, Svana, how can you think of food at a time like this?"

      "How can you not think of food at a time like this?" she replied, before reaching into her satchel and taking out a pear. She devoured almost half of it in a single bite, its juices running down the corners of her mouth.

      "And you say we're savages." Lingaria appeared on her shoulder, a look of disgust on his face, and no sign of blood.

      "You must have been starved!" Astrid cried out.

      "I was," Svana said.

      "Not you." Astrid rolled her eyes.

      The sisters turned their heads to the goat meal, but there was nothing left of it, save for a trace of blood on the ground.

      "Oh my!" Astrid said, turning back to them. "Where did you put it all?"

      "Well, we've not eaten for days, so can you blame us?" It was Speltus' turn to respond as he alighted on Hekla's shoulder.

      "Days?" Svana gasped. "How can you survive so long?"

      "Not all of us need nourishment every ten minutes, Svana," her dragon, Lingaria, said, a hint of exasperation in his voice.

      Astrid chuckled, covering her mouth with her hand.

      "No, I don't suppose I can blame you," Astrid said. "After all, my sister eats even more ravanous than you."

      Svana gave Astrid a playful push. "Oh, shut it, Astrid."

      "Does this mean what I think it means?" Astrid asked.

      Aronus didn't land on her shoulder, but instead chose to hover in the air next to her, wings effortlessly beating in a hypnotic rhythm.

      "I would say we are well past the time," he spoke, while still licking the blood off of his claws.

      "Gather your things, sisters. Our journey is long and our time short. That cavern top looks long, and I know we've still time before we reach the steps to the East of the Summoning Chamber. They nodded, grabbing their rucksacks and following as Astrid blazed ahead.
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        A sister's bond cannot be broken. It is quite unlike a bond of brothers, which can crumble with one misspoken word. A bond of sisters will last forever. And no matter what words were said, their bond will survive the weather.

        King Martin the Truthful, Third King of Aequoris, 490 A.V.

      

        

      

      After an hour of walking, the steps leading out of the caldera were within a stone's throw. Silent until that point, Astrid took it upon herself to be the first to speak.

      "I know once we reach the top and head down the other side, I will leave you and continue my journey onto Caelestis. Continue together Svana and Hekla. Practice with your weapons, make peace with your dragon guides. And Do not forget all we have learned, no matter if we're apart, we are still one in spirit. Do not forget though, Svana, your journey is only two days, and then you and Hekla must take different roads."

      "I know, Astrid, do not fret my sister. We will make you proud. We will make father proud," Svana said, placing her hand over her heart.

      "We will make Melifera proud," Hekla chimed in, hand over the center of her chest as well.

      "For Verdil." Astrid nodded.

      Pleased with their answers, and at the base of the rock steps, they began their journey upward. At least a mile long, Astrid was grateful the incline was gradual as the steps took a meandering route halfway round the inside of the caldera as it snaked its way toward the top. Despite being in shape, they carried a great deal of weight, including the dragon guides who were more than happy to ride while the sisters did the hard work. After two hours of climbing, they stopped, breathless and needing a moment to rest.

      Hekla looked down into the Volcano of Shadows, pointing out the various islands and places they'd yet to visit.

      "Look, there's Volican over there!" The brilliant green of their home could be seen far off, with the tips of the trees sprinkling its entirety.

      "Why, it looks like a child's plaything," Svana remarked, grinning from ear to ear.

      "It's beautiful though, is it not?" Astrid remarked.

      "Dozens of islands we never got to visit, hundreds of things we never got to do." Hekla's shoulders slumped.

      "So many things ahead that you have yet to experience. These islands will be something for later," Aronus chimed in, an impish grin on his dragon face.

      "Hush you!" Astrid shushed him. "Come, sisters, we've rested long enough, let us begin our descent."

      The steps leading down were carved into the outside of the volcano's crater, but they had not been used for many years. Shrubbery and weeds covered them all the way down. Svana used that moment as an opportunity to swing the stunning blade Palladin gifted her.

      The blade was light in her grasp, and the hilt--perfectly fitted to her, as was the rest of the weapon. She slashed the sword through the air, time after time, step after step, and it was like watching a dance. Svana was gloriously gifted at her swordsmanship.

      Astrid thought it was the first time she had ever seen her middle sister so comfortable and dare she say, happy.

      "That sword becomes you, sister," Astrid said out loud, watching Svana's strong arms flow from side to side with the swinging of the blade.

      "It's so light; it's like I'm holding nothing at all." Svana turned to smile at her. Joy beaming from her.

      "It is not just that, Svana. Just like your sister and Aronus, you and I connect through your soul and your blade. When you move, I move. In this case... I become one with your blade."

      No one had noticed, that the moment Svana drew her sword, Lingaria had disappeared. When she stopped for the moment at his voice, he materialized on her shoulder.

      "Lingaria, do you mean to say, it is not I who wield the sword?" Her eyebrows scrunched in confusion.

      "It is you, no doubt you have the skill, but you and I are one with the blade. Out there, in the world of men when you strike, it will be I, striking with you," Lingaria explained.

      "What if... well, what if I have to kill someone?" Svana's eyes grew large.

      "In that unfortunate instance, it will be me that will be the blade and who will do the deed."

      "Why though? Why not just let me use the sword alone? Why must you step in?" Svana didn't understand.

      "Svana of the Sword, the blade was forged in the realm of the Unseen Ones, but its very power lies in the fact that it and I are connected. It is why our souls merged, and it is how I will help you. The only way I can help you. To make sure your aim strikes true, every single time. There will be instances you will be too tired to fight, but then, I will be your strength. This is the only way the Unseen Ones saw fit to help you without stepping into the fate of mankind." Lingaria appeared tired from explaining himself.

      Hekla, however, wasn't as convinced. "Wait a minute, both Palladin and Melifera said we were created for such a time as this."

      "Indeed, Hekla... you were. Do not question that. Just as your father before you, and his father before him. You see there has never been so great a need as there is now to make sure the right kings are on the correct thrones. Well, queens, in your case.”

      "Though your father fought, many, many years ago. Never before had every kingdom been at odds. Never before had every king been so malicious and cruel with thoughts and actions only to their own well-being. The entirety of Verdil works when each kingdom contributes equally to the others, they take care of each other. But with all of them at war..."

      "Everyone is in danger," Astrid finished.

      "Yes, Astrid. I'm afraid you're right. Now, we've reached the bottom, and it is time to say your farewells," Aronus said.

      Aronus was much like Astrid in being the caretaker of the group, and that worried Astrid like she had never thought possible. Who would care of her sisters if Lingaria and Speltus would not step up?

      Astrid shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. She knew she was going to hear about it from Aronus when they were alone.

      "My sisters, I have so much love for you. So much pride. I know you will complete your quests with dignity and grace." Astrid pulled them close. Tightly squeezing them and then released. "Until we meet again. Go in safety." She valiantly held back tears as it would do no good to show weakness. The time was at hand, whatever lay ahead, Svana and Hekla would be on their own.

      "Be safe, dear sister." Svana kissed her cheek.

      "Yes, be safe," Hekla echoed, squeezing Astrid's hand before letting go.

      Astrid smiled at them and then turned. Willing herself to remain strong and keep walking forward without looking back. If I falter, then they will falter too. I must trust the Unseen Ones have sent us the help we will need and that we are capable enough to carry out their will. There was a gnawing pit in her stomach that told her she could not have prepared herself for what was to come.
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        A stranger to trust is a hard thing. Do you know what their desires are? Do you know what they would do to achieve them? Will you get in their way? Or, will you help them achieve them? Trust travels a dirt road in two ways, and you must be certain the trust is reciprocated. If not, you'd better dig a hole. But you must decide who is to jump inside--you, or the stranger?

        King Rowan the Observant, First King of Telluris, 234 A.V.

      

        

      

      Having left her sisters, she would begin the hardest part of her journey. Astrid started her climb to the top of the first hill. From there she could overlook the road ahead, and as far as the eye could see were nothing but mountains. Have I misjudged the time it will take me to reach the kingdom of Caelestis?

      "Not at all, Astrid. Just down there, once you reach the base of the hillside, there is a pathway that will lead you around all of these mountains. It will take you directly to the road that leads to the sky kingdom. Though I cannot promise it will be without its problems, the worst will be reaching the Great Mountain, and journeying to the top where the Caelestan soldiers will be waiting to kill you."

      "What? Is there no way around them? Am I to journey for four more days only to be met with death?" she said in panicked tones, losing her desire to save anyone but herself.

      "I won't let any harm come to you. I have hope your gentle spirit and cunning wit will disarm them, and you will safely pass."

      "Aronus, now is not the time for jokes," Astrid retorted.

      "I wasn't joking."

      Astrid threw her hands up, flabbergasted by their exchange. "Dragon aid? More like a demon!"

      She ran down the hillside, as quick as she dared without tripping. Her emerald hair whipped with the breeze, and so concentrated was Astrid on not tripping down the hillside, she nearly ran right over a fire pit that had embers still blazing.

      "Ahh!" She yelped in fear and jumped back. "Why is there a fire pit here?" Her head flipped from side to side, and she had to brush wild strands of hair out of her face.

      "I was just packing up camp," a calm, deep voice with crisp undertones said to her side.

      Astrid turned to her right where saw a tall, handsome man. She would have passed him completely, had she not nearly trampled through his fire's remains. He leaned carelessly against a tree. She could tell even from a distance that he towered over her by a good foot.

      "Excuse me, I didn't mean to interrupt." She hastily stepped around the fire and headed away from him.

      "So help me, if he joins us, I'm disappearing," Aronus hissed into her ear.

      "He isn't joining us," Astrid whispered through clenched teeth.

      Aronus had already disappeared to who knows where, so as not be seen. No matter to me, I've things to do. She dared not stop, for lack of time.

      "Hey, wait. Where are you headed?" he called after her.

      "I'm sorry, I don't mean to be rude, but I don't have much time." Part of her wanted to stop and chat, to get to know the man who had hidden in the shadows of the lumbering tree. The other part of her felt slightly fearful for her safety.

      "Well, let me join you. I've dried fish to eat and dried fruit. Where are you coming from?"

      Astrid wrinkled her nose at the mention of fish. She almost gagged and kept walking. Besides, surely he knew there wasn't much beyond the hillside she had come from besides the Volcano of Shadows? And if he did know that, he would begin asking questions.

      "If you have to ask, I don't know if I can trust you," Astrid called over her shoulder.

      "The Volcano of Shadows?" he asked, a deep sense of awe in his voice.

      His tone stopped Astrid in her tracks.

      She turned to face him. "So, you do know?"

      He nodded.

      "And, Do you have a name?"

      "So forward, madam. Yes, I do. My name is Cayden Renaldo. Though, I beg of you not to tell anyone where I am."

      That caused her to raise an eyebrow, even as he stepped from the shadows of the tree to get closer to her. His chestnut hair was the deepest shade of brown she'd ever seen. Like the trunk of a sycamore. And his face, while shaven, had a shadow of stubble to it that gave his jaw a firm balance.

      "Well, Cayden. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, though, I won't be staying. I've somewhere to be."

      "Are you headed to Telluris?" he asked.

      "Not in the slightest, my journey will lead me to the sky kingdom. I'm sure you've heard the Caelestan's guard their home quite religiously. You'll probably die if you come with me," she said matter-of-factly, sure she would scare him off.

      Except he didn't look fearful at all, he looked relieved. She raised an eyebrow at that. Why would he be relieved to go somewhere besides his home? And now that Astrid thought about it, why was he so far from his home? And alone?

      "Well, that sounds like exactly what I am looking for. Do you mind if I accompany you?" he asked.

      Oh my stars, you've done it this time, Astrid, she told herself, and where is that cursed dragon guide when I need him? Way to protect me.

      "I'm just going to put this out, and we can be on our way. Want to tell me what you were doing in the volcano though?"

      Astrid noted the browns of his eyes had a tinge of green around the pupil when he got closer. His chin was square, strong.

      "Would you like to tell me why I'm not allowed to tell anyone where you are? I mean, that's a heavy statement. Especially to someone you've just met. So, you have my attention." Astrid folded her gauntlet covered arms across her chest. Her stance was indignant and unmoving.

      "All right, I can see you're going to be difficult. Yes, I did say that to get your attention. I figured a woman as beautiful as you wasn't going to be swayed by much else. The real truth is, I used to be a Captain in the Telluris army. I couldn't continue. I know there are certain expectations of me, but I could not keep doing his bidding. King Armand, he's relentless."

      Astrid maintained her composure, but felt the hair rise on the back of her neck at the mention of the king her sister would soon face.

      "What's he done?" Her face stoic, she refused to allow her emotions to control her. Not this time; not with a stranger.

      "So much death, so much destruction. Innocent people." Cayden’s eyes clouded over, and he was no longer looking at her, but off into the distance. "A great wizard lives in the highest tower of the kingdom, a wizard capable of such dark magic... I cannot understand why the Unseen Ones have allowed it to continue. I had always thought only dragons were allowed to do magic, and yet... he continues, at the order of the king."

      "A wizard?" Astrid asked, her curiosity peaked, and fear as well.

      Svana was a strong woman, of that, Astrid had no doubt. But she was supposed to be facing a king, not a wizard. Astrid wondered if the sisters splitting up was such a good idea after all. And most importantly, if there indeed was a wizard, why hadn't Palladin or Melifera told them?

      "Forgive me," Cayden said. "I've said too much. Don't mind me, I tend to ramble when I'm exhausted."

      Astrid felt empathy for the man, though a stranger. Against her better judgment, she said, "I suppose it would do well for me to have a companion for a time."

      Besides, he wasn't terrible to look at, and it sounded like he had some insight King Armand and Telluris. Insight that may be helpful to Svana ... if Astrid could find a way to send a message to her sister.

      "Thank you...." His answer lingered in the air, and she realized with it was an unspoken question.

      "Fine, you may call me Astrid. Though I do not wish to discuss anything more about myself."

      "Fair enough," he said. "Would you like some fish?"

      Her face twisted, forehead crinkling, and lips curling together.

      He huffed. "Not a fan?"

      "I prefer my food not to swim," she said. "Or taste bad."

      He chuckled and Astrid swore she saw his eyes sparkle with the hint of a smile.

      He is going to be trouble, she thought.
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        Goodbye is always a hard thing. Even if it's only temporary. Sometimes, you just have to hold your chin up, take a deep breath, and realize that if it's meant to happen, you'll see each other again.

        King Nicklaus the Brave, First King of Caelestis, 247 A.V.

      

        

      

      Svana watched Astrid as she walked away. At least she still had Hekla for a time, but soon it would only be her. Svana was strong, but she had grown accustomed to having her sisters around. Things would be different now, but she knew she had to be strong.

      "Do not worry, Hekla. Astrid has always been the one to care for us. She will do fine on her own," Svana said, more to convince herself rather than her sister.

      Svana could see a hint of worry in her younger sister's eyes, as Astrid disappeared from sight, and she knew she wasn't alone in her worries.

      "Come on, we have much ahead of us."

      Svana tugged Hekla's arm and they headed off Northeast away from the volcano.

      Hekla released a deep sigh.

      Svana could sense that her sister had many things to say, but for the moment, they both walked in silence. Neither of them noticed the brilliance of the sky or the clouds that speckled the horizon.

      "Do you worry about what is to come?" Hekla asked after a short time. She used her scepter as a walking stick. Speltus didn't seem to mind. He was happy to have a ride, well as happy as the sullen creature could be.

      "Only that I don't know what to expect. We've not done much killing, and I fear we'll have more experience with death than we ever desired. I wonder about that..."

      Svana's tight lipped expression was enough to fill in the blanks for where her thoughts were headed. They had hunted but never taken a human life. Again, the dragons seemed indifferent.

      "I, too, don't want to kill. Melifera taught us that if we must, then we need to do it well and quickly. An enemy will surrender to a deadly warrior," Hekla said knowingly.

      "I would prefer not to kill, but if it comes down to their life or mine, I still wonder if I can do it."

      "You will do what you must," Speltus commanded.

      "And if that means that we take a life?" A cloud hung over Hekla as she spoke, her dark azure eyes wide. "I know. I will do it."

      "Don't be so shocked, little one," Lingaria said, irritation coloring his voice.

      "Do not treat me like a child, Lingaria. Death does not shock me, but killing does." Hekla poked her nose in the air slightly, and hurried ahead of Svana.

      Speltus' tail flicked back and forth against Hekla's back as she picked up speed.

      "Killing should never be easy," Svana advised. "You know they are not familiar with our ways. I don't think he meant anything by it, Hekla."

      "That may be so, but he doesn't need to treat me like a child," Hekla retorted, hand firmly on her scepter as she turned to face Svana and her dragon-aide.

      "Sister... do not be so quick to anger. It was simply a miscommunication, and honestly... there are times that you are childish. We're tasked with saving a nation, and you have been fighting it the whole way." Svana put her hand on her hip, feet slightly apart.

      "Who are you? Astrid? You don't get to mother me. In case you haven't noticed, all three of us have been given this task whether we chose it or not." Hekla flipped her wild blue hair out of her face.

      "See, that is what I mean, defensive at every turn. Now is the time to plan your next step, to be prepared for what comes." Not wanting to argue with her sister anymore, Svana began moving forward. She swung her blade from side to side practicing with each step. Every so often she would roll forward, blade in hand, then jump to her feet and lunge valiantly.

      "I understand that," Hekla finally said, angry tears falling over her pale face. "I am still human. I am allowed to be upset that everything we know and loved has been ripped from us!"

      That stopped Svana in her tracks, and when she spoke again her tone had softened. "No one is telling you not to be human, but there comes a time when we must accept what is to come. Do you think I don't care? Do you think I graciously accept that I must fight to the death, if so required? Inside, my heart is hurting as much as yours. Yet I know we must do this. You heard the stories Melifera told us. My hope to see the kingdoms united again, is greater than my desire to stay where I am safe with people I love."

      Svana picked up speed again, and the gentle whirring of her blade slicing swiftly through the air encompassed Hekla.

      "Well, I am not made of stone. I can care about the future of Verdil, and still mourn what I have lost," Hekla replied sternly.

      "Yes, my sister, you can, and in your mourning, I join you. Just remember that sorrows only last for a night." Svana glanced over her shoulder, flashing a gentle smile.

      Hekla answered with a smirk. "That is true."

      With peace restored between them, their conversation quieted. Svana focused on using the time on the road to practice running and driving her blade down hard into the ground.

      "I sense much aggression in you," Lingaria said, as he watched her quick, jolting movements.

      "No, I just enjoy the ease of the blade and how it feels when I swing. I've never experienced anything like it.”

      Lingaria's mouth opened in a wide toothy grin.

      "Like it was made just for you?”

      "Don't be a smart-aleck. I know that it was, but compared to the dulled blades of home, the balance of this is like a dream." Svana did a full circle, swinging the blade around with her as she went, just to illustrate how easy it was. From her full turn, she dropped to the ground on one knee and jabbed the blade forward at an unseen foe.

      "I only tease because that is what I do. I must admit, that you swing it well. When and if we must battle, having me combine with it will make you even better. You will never miss," he said smugly, crossing his red scaled arms over one another as he curled up in a tight ball on her shoulder.

      "How does that work?" Svana stopped, sliding the blade into its scabbard at her left side, while continuing to walk.

      "Do you humans forget everything that is told to you? I will become one with it, it will be as if I am the blade itself. Does that make sense?"

      She shook her head. "No, but I suppose when the time is right, I will learn."

      As if to silence her, his mouth opened wide in a noisy yawn.

      "Keep practicing human, I must rest."

      Touchy little beasts, the lot of them. She thought, and then waited for his retort, but he was snoring softly, his dragon nostrils flaring with each breath.
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        A bond between man and dragon is an interesting thing. On one level, they are completely different beings, but on a more relatable level, they are more alike than most realize, and both strive for companionship above all else. Deep down, that is what all men and dragons want--a companion--a friend. Sometimes, it may not seem that way, but if you bond with a dragon, despite the tension between the two of you, you'll see that the bond is unbroken, and a friendship arises.

        King Ansel the Humble, First King of Aequoris, 257 A.V.

      

        

      

      Hekla watched her sister; envy pursing through her veins at Svana's elegant sword dance. Her sword seemed to be everywhere, and nowhere, all at the same time. She studied her sister's form and wondered if she could do the same. Hekla stood farther back, and to the left of the path they traveled, where she tried to echo Svana's movements with her sword. Only her scepter was longer, more awkward. She found it harder to swing the staff as skilled as her sister managed to swing her blade.

      "Do not worry about being like Svana," Speltus said kindly.

      "Comfort? That is unlike your character," Hekla retorted, still agitated by the conversation with her sister.

      "Do not spit fire at me. I am here to aid you, remember? You and I are not at war. I trust you to remember that."

      Hekla whipped her scepter around her head in a circular motion.

      "Why was I given this as a weapon? This is not a weapon for battle, it is for magic."

      "Indeed, it is for magic," Speltus said.

      Glaring at the glorious orb that adorned the top of her staff, she stopped to watch the pools of color that glowed from within in. Speltus wasn't telling her something.

      "My sister's each have weapons that work without their dragon guide, but Aronus and Lingaria both complete them in some way. How do you complete me and my weapon?"

      "Now we're getting somewhere." Speltus flittered off her shoulder, and flapped lazily in front of her. "Do you know the truth about magic?"

      "Of course. True magic exists, but no human has ever been allowed to touch it. Not for many ages. Humans are far too corrupt to use it without trying to fulfill their own selfish desires," she parroted what she'd been told.

      "So Melifera has taught you a thing or two?" Speltus said with satisfaction. "Perhaps you can learn then." He snorted and a tendril of smoke escaped. "True magic does indeed exist, but only in the realm of dragons. You must remember that above all else when I show you what I am about to do."

      Her stomach churned with anticipation and wonder. A tiny spark of excitement began to grow.

      "Will I be capable of magic?" she burst out, nearly jumping up and down. Speltus' taloned claw covered his face.

      "You have completely missed the point of what I just said. I told you that only dragons are capable of magic. Now take that information, and what you know of your sisters' dragon companions and tell me what you come up with?"

      They had continued walking during their conversation, the only noise to accompany them was the occasional swish of Svana's sword which had grown quieter as she was farther ahead of them on the dirt road. Speltus jumped from her shoulder and hovered effortlessly nearby.

      "Well, I'm assuming magic..." she began to speculate out loud when the air around her became heavy with the presence of something unseen. Svana had continued, unaware that anything had changed, but the tiny blue hairs on the back of Hekla's neck stood up straight. Her ears perked abruptly, listening for unwelcome sounds.

      "Speltus, do you feel that?"

      Speltus landed and rested on her right shoulder.

      "Easy, Hekla..." he whispered, "ready your staff in case of attack."

      Hekla nodded her head, her stomach somersaulting. Maybe it's just an animal? Half of the day had come and gone with their travel to Telluris, but it was still bright enough to see clearly. Standing tall, hand firmly on her scepter, she held the staff straight up, like a torch.

      Curse the overgrowth and trees, anything could be out there.

      Her eyes were swift, looking from side to side for anything that moved. Any branch that shifted unnaturally, and a chill began up her back. She heard the softest crinkle of leaves, which she would have missed had she not been so attune to it. Seizing the moment, she turned halfway around, swinging her staff at whatever may attack, but there was nothing there.

      "Speltus, help me please..." she said quietly, not wanting to alert whatever may be out there. Surprise would be essential if it tried to attack her.

      "Easy, Hekla. I will when it is time. Keep your ears open," Speltus said.

      Hekla nodded in response, and then heard another crackle to her left. She swiftly turned, swinging her staff with all her might. Immediately behind her, heavy footsteps could be heard and she felt herself being catapulted to the ground. She tried to duck and roll, but it wasn't a move she had perfected and she ended up landing hard on the rocky surface. Hekla lay crooked and uncomfortable on her back, her rucksack having broken her fall, face toward the sky.

      A large man appeared over her, his bearded face furrowed in an angry scowl as he grabbed her arms and yanked her upright. In the scuffle, she had lost her scepter, and without it, she felt completely powerless. Another brigand stood holding it, a menacing grin on his grime stained face.

      "Well, well, well. What have we here?” the bearded man spoke in a gravelly voice, peppered with low and sinister tones. He looked her up and down.

      "Please, sir," Hekla said as innocent as she dared, hoping to appeal to his compassion. Not that he looks as if he is capable of anything of the sort. "I'm simply lost, I didn't mean to..."

      "Shut yer' mouth. I've no interest in anything you've got to say."

      The way his eyes crawled down her skin sent a shiver through her body. He yanked her arms forward, and pulling a rope from the side of his belt, began tying them tightly, the bristles cutting into her skin. She fought a battle between terror and fury. She needed to fight.

      Svana! Where was she? And where was Speltus? Had they all abandoned her?

      Looking longingly toward her staff, she wished she could yank it from the brute's dirty hands and bash his greasy head. All life is valuable, her conscience reminded her.

      "I don't care!" She yelled loudly, drawing the attention of her attacker who had begun to pull her along. "I don't care!"

      The unnamed man turned to face her, and without warning, his hand raised up and landed hard on her face.

      "Make any more noise, and you'll be dead when I do what I'm going to do," he said with a malevolent grin.

      "Oof!" Hekla's attention was drawn to the filthy man's side kick who had held her scepter. Only he wasn't standing anymore. Svana had pinned him to the ground with her foot, and her sword pressed firm against his Adam's apple.

      "Where's my..." Hekla had meant to say scepter, but saw that it levitated above the earth, the orb it contained glowed brilliantly from the top.

      "Let my sister go, or the only thing you'll be doing is burying your friend." Svana stood unmoving on the rotund man, who whimpered when she pushed the blade further into his throat.

      "Eh, go ahead. Stupid mongrel is no use to me anyway," the dirty man challenged.

      Hekla knew her sister wouldn't take the surrendered man's life. Unless absolutely necessary, she remembered.

      "Sister, call Speltus!"

      Oh, Svana was merely distracting the evil brute from the scepter!

      "Speltus, come to me!"

      The Staff immediately came to her, and the orb atop began glowing brighter and brighter nearly blinding them all. With its brilliant light, the ropes around her wrists burst and fell to the ground. With her hands free, she grabbed her scepter.

      Afraid, the dirty man tumbled backward, landing roughly, and holding his arm over his face as Hekla pointed the scepter at him.

      "Now, my sister... what should I do with this monster?" Hekla grinned at Svana, knowing that she was incapable of actually doing anything.

      Speltus, please help me here, she pleaded inwardly.

      "Turn him into a newt, so that his slimy belly can slither upon the ground for the rest of his life and turn his friend into a fly so that he'll eat him," Speltus said.

      Both men whined and begged for their lives. Svana threw her head back and laughed.

      "Very well, newt and fly it is. Good riddance!" Hekla yelled, pointing her scepter forward, wondering what, if anything her dragon would do.

      She saw the dagger tipped end of his tail, and a flash of smoke and within a split second later, the tiny unseen guide had tied both men to a nearby tree.

      Not what I would have chosen, but perhaps they'll learn their lesson.

      The women took off running, trying to put as much distance between them and the men as they could. Darkness had set by the time they felt safe enough to slow their pace, and with it, they fell to the ground, laughing and shaking their heads.

      "Can you believe what just happened?" Hekla's voice raised several notches.

      "I cannot. I thought I would lose my courage, or accidentally slit that man's throat," Svana confessed.

      Speltus and Lingaria appeared then, Speltus emerged from the orb and sat on Hekla's lap. Lingaria made his presence known from Svana's shoulder.

      "You both did well. Your ability to keep your footing under pressure is a good start, Svana." Lingaria said, his voice genuine.

      "Yes, and Hekla... quick thinking pointing the scepter at him. It is my fault that I did not show you how to use it sooner, but I will rectify that immediately. I can only be angry at myself in the moment, for I nearly cost us dearly," Speltus said.

      "I want to disagree, but can't," Hekla said, her hand gently scratching the top of his head. "We are better without secrets between us. Teach me and pray that such a thing doesn't happen again, Speltus."

      "What is with the petting? I do not give my permission for you to pet me. I am not some house pet," he said, his nose slightly raised in the air.

      "Don't be so smug, Speltus. You love it." Hekla's fingers found their way under his scaly chin and scratched lightly.

      "Fine, but I am a revered dragon. I am not your pet."

      "Fair enough, Speltus. It'll be our secret." She winked at him.

      "Fancy that, petting and a chin scratch. If that doesn't make you a pet, I don't know what does," Lingaria teased him.

      "Lingaria, don't instigate. You're one head scratch away from being one yourself," Svana prodded.

      "This is fun and all, but you humans need to rest. Especially you, Hekla. I've much to teach you tomorrow," Speltus' voice was stern.

      "Resting sounds superb." Svana rubbed her eyes. "I'm exhausted."

      "What if those men come after us?" Hekla asked. "I don't know if I can sleep."

      "You needn't worry about those men, it'll be days before anyone discovers them," Speltus chuckled. "Hekla, you need to sleep. You've much work to do tomorrow."

      Hekla nodded, the soft blues of her eyes clouded by heavy lids. "I'm tired, but so much has happened today, it feels almost surreal."

      "None the less, we must try," Svana urged.

      "Yes, Hekla has much to learn, and tomorrow night we reach Telluris. That is when you will part ways. You must make sure you are ready," Lingaria reminded them. "We will keep watch and keep you safe while you sleep."

      Svana and Hekla exchanged despondent glances as they stood and began their preparations to make camp, lighting a fire and rolling out their blankets for the night.

      "Do you think we've journeyed far enough away, sister?" Hekla asked.

      "Yes, I think here should be good. I'll clear a place for us to sleep. We are lucky that autumn has descended on us so quietly," Svana noted, using her foot to brush aside dried leaves that had fallen.

      Hekla set about making a circular pit for the fire then surrounded it with rocks. "That should be good enough, I'm going off to gather wood."

      "Just make sure to take Speltus with you," the concern in Svana's voice was obvious.

      "Of course, Speltus... Come along." Speltus ran along the ground, keeping near her heel. "What are you doing? Why aren't you on my shoulder as usual?"

      Glancing back at the makeshift camp, Speltus looked up at her, shrugging his scaly shoulders before flitting from the ground to his usual resting place by her neck.

      "What was that all about?" Hekla asked, while kicking her way through underbrush and dead leaves.

      "Lingaria makes an awful fuss when he thinks that you are treating me like a common house pet."

      "Why do you care what that irritating little beast thinks?" She nearly laughed that he would be concerned with such a thing.

      "Why do you care what your sisters think? You want their approval, do you not?"

      That gave her pause to think, and she agreed with her guide.

      "Yes, well I suppose so," she ducked to avoid hitting a low hanging branch.

      "It is nearly the same, only in the realm of dragons, each of us are at different levels. We all have a particular purpose."

      Hekla couldn't help herself, and a short burst of laughter emerged.

      "Why would you consider that funny?"

      "I don't know, the idea of dragons having an order... ranking each other. It's a bit funny, don't you think? I mean, Melifera taught us so many things, but the one thing she stressed aside from all life being valuable, was that dragons were to be respected. All of them."

      "Hekla, Melifera has been around over two centuries. Many of the dragons of old have passed on, and our purpose, our ranking is what keeps the realm of dragons running smoothly. It ensures that no one rises to leadership without first having proven their worth. Palladin the great, he is the last of the ancient ones. He is the one who made this new order, and although the younger ones hate it, I must agree it is better than all dragons having the same purpose."

      "I'm afraid I don't understand how beasts capable of doing magic, and all kinds of wonderful things would need such a system." Hekla had finally found branches worth tossing on the fire, and she began to gather them while they talked.

      "There is much I don't understand either, Hekla. I just do what the Unseen Ones have bidden me to do, and I give respect to the great Palladin. I consider it an honor to be chosen to serve you. There is much to observe in the kingdom of man, and it is an honor to teach one who would be queen." The normal irritation she heard in his tone was gone.

      "Friends with a human?" Hekla teased. "What will the other dragons say?"

      Hekla turned around to head back toward camp and her leather boot promptly caught the edge of a rock causing her to trip. She fell to her knees, her armful of wood for the fire, tumbling to the ground.

      "That's what you get for making fun of me." Speltus made an audible harrumph. Irritated, she jumped up, quickly retrieving her load of firewood.

      "I sure hope you didn't trip me on purpose for some strange dragon revenge." She stood up stiffly, brushing off her leather armor and turning her head to give him an angry scowl.

      "Why would I do such a thing? Just when we were starting to get along?" he said with an air of indifference.

      "I'll never know." Hekla began to tread more carefully as she hurried back to camp, quickly tossing her wood pieces in the fire pit.

      Svana had laid out their mats to sleep on, and was happily chomping away on a bit of fruit. Hekla wondered where her sister hid so much food, and she also wondered where it went. Svana never gained a pound.

      "Let me get that for you," Lingaria said.

      Lingaria sat next to Svana, his face emotionless, but as he lifted into the evening air, he opened his mouth wide and Hekla was surprised to see how sharp and vicious his teeth looked. He seemed to be coming straight at her, but stopped suddenly to swoop low and burst forth a ball of fire from his mouth, before he circled back around to join Svana again.

      Pleased with himself, as the flames filled the pit, he curled up and promptly closed his eyes to sleep. Not wishing to talk about what the next day would bring, or to have any further discussion with her dragon, Hekla laid down on her mat and quickly found herself in the world of dreams.
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        Irritation can be a unique feeling. You can be irritated at someone you barely know. You can be irritated at someone you've known all your life. Irritation leads down two different paths. One of hate and one of love. The question is, who is irritating you, and what path are they leading you down?

        King Arnott the Wise, Second King of Telluris, 321 A.V.

      

        

      

      Astrid traveled for the day with Cayden, finally coming to the path that Aronus had told her of.

      "Look, Cayden." She motioned for him to follow her, as she hurried down the path. From her line of sight, she could see that it was leading directly around the base of the mountain.

      "I wouldn't go that way if I were you," he cautioned her, the hickory color of his eyes stopping her in her tracks.

      "And just why is that?" Astrid put an indignant hand on her hip, resisting the urge to pull out her bow and let an arrow loose at his foot.

      "This path will take you directly around the base of the mountain, though it is not widely traveled, the overgrowth is strong and it makes it hard to travel."

      "I'm fine with that," she snapped.

      Cayden gave her an appreciative look up and down, and she found her cheeks heating with his gaze.

      "Is there a problem?" Astrid quipped.

      "Not at all," he said with the flourish of a smile on his chiseled face. "I just didn't think you'd want to fight through a bunch of thick bramble and broken trees."

      "Considering your background, do you really think it would be safer to stay on the main road? I don't want to be seen, and I know you don't want to either. So yes, I'm fine with taking this path as long as it takes us around the base of the mountain, even if it is more difficult." She furrowed her brows at him, slightly squinting her eyes.

      Cayden put his hands up, palms out in mock surrender.

      "All right, all right... I get it. You win. We'll go whichever way you like."

      Astrid tried to avoid how much his boyish grin tugged at something inside her. When she spoke again, she didn't even look him in the eyes.

      "You are the one who wanted to pair up, if you've had a change of heart, that's fine by me. We can go our separate ways."

      "No, Astrid. What's the problem? That isn't what I was saying. You've surprised me is all." He stepped closer to her, grabbing her shoulder and spinning her to face him. "Ease up, milady. I mean you no ill will, I assure you. And I would very much like to journey together... no matter where that journey may take us."

      "Fine, but I'm tired. I want to rest." It wasn't entirely true, but she would have done anything to cut through the intense moment that had born of her irritation, and his hand on her shoulder.

      Stopping for the night had been a good idea, as she realized just how hungry and tired she really was.  She watched Cayden nervously, still not sure about how much she trusted the man who she felt to be a stranger. All of it was too much, and not wanting to risk unnecessary closeness, Astrid climbed up a tree and found a large branch upon which to lie.

      I've slept on worse. At least the branch provided a gentle sloping which was quite comfortable.

      "What are you doing up there?" Cayden asked. "Why not sit here with me and keep warm around the fire?"

      "I'm quite all right. I've never slept outside, and I don't want to encounter any insects." She shuddered visibly.

      "Not a fan, eh?"

      "Not in the slightest. My sisters used to catch them and drop them in my bed to scare me. I hated it." She replied, looking down at him and appreciating the gentle glow of moonlight across his unshaven face. He's quite handsome. In another life, I could imagine keeping him for myself.

      "You have sisters?" he asked.

      Oh, stars and moonbeams. I've said too much.

      "Yes, though we've long since separated. I suppose that's what happens in life, you grow older... you go your own way." She feigned wistful sadness, wanting to give the impression they had been long gone, Astrid didn't want him knowing details.

      "How long have you been apart? And are they as lovely as you?" he asked.

      "Are you asking me such things just to be difficult?"

      "No, not in the slightest. I was just curious, and the latter about them being as lovely as you... I was teasing. Obviously, no one can be as lovely as you."

      She huffed loudly, then turned her attention skyward. Irritated by Cayden’s very presence in that moment. And his sarcasm.

      "So what of a husband? Do you have a beloved?" Cayden’s voice turned kind, softening with sincere curiosity.

      "No, and I never will, nor is that any of your business," she said snidely, wondering what gave him the right to invade on her privacy. She was perfectly comfortable being alone, and this man, this stranger, didn't have a right to know, or ask otherwise. She hated that his questions felt intrusive, uncomfortable.

      "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to invade on your privacy. I'm just curious, is all."

      Astrid could sense a tone of defeat in his voice, but she felt no pity. Already the tawny-haired man had put her more on edge than she would have thought possible in such a short amount of time. She wished to put their conversation to bed, but he just kept talking.

      "Honestly, I don't feel the need for companionship. I'm quite content the way things are," she said meaningfully, before flicking her forest green hair from her face. One thing was for sure, as soon as Cayden fell asleep, she would steal off into the night. She could not trust her heart, or her mind, with the presence of someone who forced his way into her life, wanting to know things she did not wish to share.

      "Well, that's a pity. I've been alone a while now, Lady Astrid, and I can assure you... it is not for the faint of heart. Perhaps one day you will feel differently." He tipped his head up at her, smiling so angelically, she wondered if he was the one using magic.

      "I'm not sure where you get off telling me how I will feel, or what I should feel. I can guarantee you that I am quite happy with things as they are. You would do well to remember that, and keep your opinions and your questions to yourself from here on out." Her voice was dripping agitation, and as handsome as she thought him to be, there was no way she was telling this nosy man anything else about herself.

      "That wall you keep around you is going to have come down some time. I understand you not wanting to let a perfect stranger in, but you can't go through life like that." He maintained his sincere tone, and as hard as she fought it, she could feel herself warming to him.

      Invasive, annoying, and a stranger... just what exactly are you warming to? Aronus interrupted her thoughts.

      Sod off, she told him, closing her eyes and feigning sleep. She laid as still as she could until she could hear Cayden snoring softly. Then she climbed down the tree in the dark of night, pausing momentarily to consider her options. The events of the day had made her tired, more tired than she thought possible, but that would have to wait. Giving his strong form one more appreciative glance, she took off running through the woods toward the Great Mountain.

      I will rest when I am far away from him, she thought to herself.

      "That is if I let you!" Aronus said with agitation, as he unpeeled himself from her bow and flew swiftly beside her as she ran. "You are not to team up with strangers! Honestly, it's as if you don't have an ounce of common sense in you. Now, he knows you have sisters! What if he was there to kill you, and everything he said was a lie? What if at this very moment, he awakes and finds you gone and is coming after you?"

      "Really, Aronus? You can read minds. Is that what he planned? Give it a rest." Tears stung her eyes as she thought about the life of solitude that lay ahead for her. She didn't have her sisters; she couldn't allow herself to fall in love, and for now, she couldn't even get along with her dragon guide. What kind of queen could she possibly be?

      "One who doesn't get herself killed. Let's start there," he growled at her.

      Astrid ignored him, running faster.
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        Magic is an ability held by the dragons. Once or twice, it has been passed to men. But more often than not, it corrupts them. It isn't the magic itself, but either the craving of power, or the inability to comprehend how to use it.

        King Everett the Honest, Second King of Caelestis, 327 A.V.

      

        

      

      Svana watched Hekla sleep. Soon, they would part, and Svana was already missing her sister. Their journeys would be long and hard, and Svana wasn't looking forward to traveling it alone.

      "You won't be alone," Lingaria said.

      Svana smiled. "I know."

      Cool water dripping on Hekla's face startled her awake, and as she tried to wake, Svana's beautiful hazel eyes met hers, twinkling mischievously.

      "I've found a small brook thanks to Lingaria. We can fill our water pouches," Svana said.

      Using her hand to wipe the water off, Hekla sat up, eyebrows scrunched, frowning. She felt like her eyeballs were spinning in her head.

      "Why so grim little sister?" Svana inquired, jumping back, in case Hekla decided to come after her.

      Hekla ignored her question, rubbing her face. The day was overcast, but still welcoming. The skies were a faded shade of blue. She used her fingers to brush through her wild blue locks, managing to tame it enough into a braid that hung over her right shoulder.

      "Not fond of mornings, I take it," Speltus chimed in. In his talons he held something small and furry and was chomping away at it, blood dripping from his mouth onto the ground. Hekla's stomach did an uncomfortable flip. She turned her head away, retching as she did so.

      "Really, Speltus? Do you have to do that right here?" She grimaced and crawled to her feet.

      "Umm, I made you eggs," Svana tried to distract her.

      "I don't want any eggs," Hekla started to say but the smell of them reached her nose, and she realized how ravenous she was. The small bit of fruit they had consumed before bed had done nothing to stave off her hunger. "Actually, eggs sound amazing." On a larger rock near the fire, a metal plate held the remnants of the food and Hekla hurriedly ran to it, scraping it into her mouth. "Do I dare ask where you obtained such a thing?"

      Svana looked troubled and shook her head.

      "Well, we need to eat just as much as creatures need to live. We need our strength." Having a warm meal in her stomach improved her mood, and she hurried about rolling up her mat. Grabbing her scepter, she looked from the fire pit to Svana.

      "Should we cover that?"

      "Ah, a learning moment. I imagine this will come in quite handy for you," Speltus hovered in the air in front of her. "Stay very still, Hekla." His body matched her hair, but in that moment, flames rose above him into the sky directly where they both were. "Those will not burn you, just remain still." Hekla dared not even flinch. The flame turned to a thick fog, and it poured over Hekla's head like a bucket of water being spilled out.

      Afraid of what was happening, but too terrified to move, she watched the thick fog turn from fire red, to snow white as it encased her entire body. There were no sensations, except for the feel of a cool wind washing over her and she didn't dare breathe. After a moment, the fog and fire and colors disappeared, but there was something warm and buzzing in the back of her mind. It was a feeling that coursed through her blood all the way to her toes.

      "You may move," Speltus said softly.

      Hekla noted that his eyes were drooping slightly. "What just happened to me?" She did a complete turn, but there was no harm to her or the ground around her.

      "Hekla, I have given you a part of me. A part that no human has ever been given from a dragon. The ability to do magic. You may notice a warm humming in your brain and body. That is your senses coming alive. From this day forward, as long as you wear my aura, you will be able to siphon my magic. So let's start with a simple spell shall we?"

      Hekla could not bring herself to move, or breathe. Her brain not processing the words he said.

      "It'll make more sense if you just try it, all right?" Speltus said.

      Hekla nodded.

      "Now, hold your scepter in front of you directly at the fire."

      She did as he told her, holding her scepter as steady as possible.

      "Now repeat after me, 'Restoratum Unum'" he spoke distinctly, tail flicking from side to side.

      "Very well, 'Restoratum Unum,'" she said, and at that very moment, a small ray of light shot forth from her staff toward the small fire pit. Dirt and leaves swirled up in a circular motion, and then settled comfortably on the ground. The fire pit disappeared. "Hey, what happened?"

      "That little spell will come in handy for covering your tracks or repairing damage to something as long as magic is not involved." Speltus flew over the area, giving it a quick glance, and after he was satisfied, he returned to her.

      "What if I say the wrong spell?" Hekla withdrew the staff, suddenly afraid of what it could do.

      "You needn't be afraid of the staff, it doesn't do the magic. It's merely a way for you to channel it from me to the task at hand. If I disappear, your ability to do magic disappears. However in such a case, you simply say 'Rescindum Enchantum'."

      "Then why the colored orb at the top?" She suddenly wondered, now thinking that it was for show.

      "That is where I will rest when we reach the kingdoms of man. I cannot disappear like Aronus, or become one with the sword like Lingaria. Last night, when you thought I was gone, I had simply returned to the orb for safety."

      "But you've hidden yourself on my shoulder," Hekla said.

      "Camouflaged my dear, nothing more. Even so, I can only do that for a short time. Now, are you ready to learn another spell?"

      She nodded her head vigorously.

      "All right, so last night Lingaria lit the fire for you with a fireball. Should you ever need such a thing when battling an enemy, you only need to say 'Pyrem Orbium.'"

      Hekla nodded her head. "Pyrem Orbium," she repeated. "Like that?"

      In that second, as her staff rested half tilted, the tip of it lit with the spark of magic and to her horror, a large flaming fireball began moving directly toward Svana.

      "No! I didn't mean for you to say that now! I was simply teaching you."

      Svana's eyes grew wide, the shape of the flaming ball reflected in their deep hazel hue as it flew toward her.
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        There comes a time in everyone's life where they must no longer look behind, but instead, look forward. Focusing on the past will do nothing but cause worry. Sometimes, you have to realize there is nothing you can do to change the past, and instead, look forward to the future. The past is good to remember your mistakes, and learn from them, but you need to realize those mistakes made you who you are; they define you. And because of those mistakes and hardships, you've become a stronger person; a person more adept to making future choices.

        King Thomasett the Kind, Second King of Aequoris, 329 A.V.

      

        

      

      Hekla watched with a horror-stricken face as the fireball she created flew toward her sister. It had been an accident. She had no idea repeating the words would create a fireball.

      Svana threw herself to the side as soon as the fireball materialized. Still it wasn't quick enough. The searing heat scorched her pack before she hit the ground, rolling to come back to her feet, instantly in a combat crouch. She glared at her sister, only for a moment as the poor girl stood still as a statue, eyes wide in surprise and shock. The fireball erupted against the ground, bursting the parched grasses, sending a cloud of smoke and flame into the air.

      "Do something, Hekla, don't just stand there!" Svana yelled at her while backing away from the growing wildfire, but Hekla was petrified.

      Letting out a long, exasperated sigh, Speltus casually flew over the flames, opening his maw and exhaling. Both of the sisters watched as hues of purple spread forth, encasing the flames. The fire extinguished and was gone, the ground below appeared unscathed.

      "Well, a fine warrior you'll make," Lingaria said snidely.

      "Lingaria! She's never done anything like this before," Speltus snapped.

      He seemed to have more patience with his human master than Lingaria did.

      "Lingaria!?" Svana chided him. "I can't say that I would know what to do the first time I threw a fireball." Her voice was soft, and she hurried toward her sister.

      Finally realizing that Svana was safe, Hekla blinked and sucked in a deep breath, as if emerging after being underwater too long. She panted with the effort and doubled over, hand on her knees.

      "Svana, I'm so sorry... I don't how that happened. I would never have forgiven myself had I hurt you!" she managed to say, not looking at her sister out of embarrassment.

      "Shhhhh... Hekla, it's all right. Calm yourself. As Speltus said, you're new at this. You need time to train and focus on this incredible gift. It is nothing to be ashamed of. I forgive you." Svana placed a caring hand on her sister's shoulder. "You need to learn, it is the best way to defend yourself, and you can't learn if you don't practice. It was most impressive! You will be formidable when you use that on your enemies."

      Hekla nodded her head, but felt ashamed regardless. How could I have been so careless?

      Speltus shook his head. "Do not fret, Hekla. I will make sure you are well practiced before you have to battle." His little body flew up onto her shoulder, and he laid his head against her neck.

      Hekla scratched his head, her breathing slowing as the fireball incident receded within her mind. "I'm sorry," she stammered one last time. She wasn't sure what the dragon was doing but liked having him nuzzle her.

      "I'm comforting you, is this not what humans do when they are sad? They comfort each other?"

      Hekla couldn't help but feel slightly taken aback with how much his attitude had changed in such a short time."Thank you, Speltus. I would never have expected such a thing from you."

      His attempt to pacify her, was comforting. He must believe I can do this, or he wouldn't bother.

      "We all started out not knowing, and we all had to learn," he responded, casting a dirty look to Lingaria. "Even if some of us have forgotten."

      Unmoved, Lingaria yawned. "I'm hungry," he told Svana.

      "Thank you," Hekla responded, grateful that someone understood, even if she did nearly singe her sister's entire body. Speltus laughed at her thoughts, and she smiled at him. Not wishing to repeat herself out loud.

      "What's so funny?" Svana asked.

      "Nothing, my sister, let's leave this place. We have a long way to go."

      "I've something untoward to tell you both, and I know you're not going to like it," Speltus' tone caught both of their attention.

      "What, what is it?" Hekla asked, her eyes wide with worry.

      Leaving her shoulder, Speltus waited a moment before he spoke.

      "The Unseen Ones have requested that you part ways here. Hekla has much to learn, and we can shave a day off our journey if we head northeast now. If you continue along this path, you'll be at Telluris by nightfall."

      Hekla could feel a lump in the back of her throat. This was the moment she had dreaded when she would go forward alone. What if I let everyone down? What if my sisters succeed, and I don't?

      Speltus hovered to the side of her, and shook his head from side to side, though he said nothing out loud.

      "Svana, you must make your way to the main castle. I do not envy the journey you will have getting there, or who may try to stop you. Use your wits and keep Lingaria close and you will do well," Speltus finally said.

      Svana nodded her head in agreement. "Of course."

      She grabbed Hekla's arm and pulled her in for a hug. "Be safe my sister. Listen to everything Speltus says and always make sure to watch over your shoulder. We do not know the dangers that await us, but we will survive. We will win, because we must. And then, we will reunite."

      After releasing her younger sister,  Svana took a step back. Both sisters fought against the intense loneliness that threatened to consume them. They hadn't stepped away, yet the pain had already found purchase within.

      There was no more pretending.

      Speltus had already began flying away from the two, without as much as a nod to Lingaria. Hekla wondered if he would later regret that. She waved to Svana, gritted her teeth under glistening eyes, and hurried to catch up with her dragon guide.

      "Speltus!" he turned to face her and smiled his toothy dragon grin, using his short front legs to wave her along.

      Hekla trundled after her dragon, settling into an easy gait, her scepter tapping the hard earth at a regular pace. She glanced back, seeing Svana's hard, emotionless face. Hekla wanted to be brave like her sister, but she already missed her. Her path was ahead, and her feelings needed to be behind her, where they needed to remain until the war was won.

      "Don't worry, Hekla," Speltus said. "Lingaria will not let any harm come to your sister. And I will not let anything happen to you. It is time you all grow up and become the women you're meant to be."

      "I know, Speltus. It's just difficult. There will always be a what-if nagging in the back of my mind," she admitted, her hand at her side clutching her scepter.

      "You'd hardly be a sister if there wasn't. You've much ahead of you. Are your boots secure, and your staff?"

      Hekla nodded her head assuredly. "Yes, I am ready."
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        The first step of a journey is hard. Your heart is heavy, your legs grow tired, and your eyes grow dreary. But if you stop, you'll never get anywhere.

        King Cedric the Just, Third King of Telluris, 473 A.V.

      

        

      

      Astrid ran until her legs ached and muscles throbbed from having been pushed to the brink. As day broke over the mountain range, she finally stopped to catch her breath. She leaned back against the scratchy bark of a large tree trunk, her chest heaving as she sucked in large breaths of air.

      "Well, if you don't get yourself killed one way, it seems you plan on doing it another," Aronus had flown side by side with her the entire night.

      "I got away from him, didn't I?" Astrid retorted.

      "You may have, but you've had no time to rest or eat. You need to gather your strength for the days to come."

      "I'm well aware of that. Do you ever stop telling me what to do? Why did you disappear? You could have roared, or blasted fire at him. That would have scared him off." Astrid's voice escalated as she spoke.

      "Or he could have tried to capture me, and then what do you think would happen to you?"

      "Really? You expect me to believe that you would have let him catch you?" Astrid made no attempt to hide the disbelief in her face. "Anyway, it's no matter. He's far behind us. I've got fruit and bread in my pack here, that's more than enough to keep me going until we set up camp tonight."

      Astrid removed an apple from the leather satchel at her side and took a large bite for emphasis.

      "Fine, don't listen to me, but if we're attacked, I'm not saving you." Aronus acted quite miffed at her response.

      "What is the issue anyway?" Astrid crinkled her forehead. "You're more snippy than usual."

      "Easy. You're human. You need things that I don't. Proper rest for one, a proper meal for two. Yet, you have no regard for your own well-being."

      "Aronus, I appreciate your concern and all. I assure you that if I get so tired and hungry I cannot continue, I'll make sure to stop. For now, let's keep going, shall we?" Astrid's tone had softened when she realized he was only looking out for her.

      "Fine," he answered, "I suppose I can accept that."

      As Aronus nodded his head at her, the light reflected off his iridescent scales in such a way, that Astrid let out a soft gasp.

      "What now?" He asked, turning his back to her and flying ahead as if he didn't really want an answer.

      "Nothing, Aronus." She laughed softly to herself, noting that he would be probably be offended if she told him that he was the most beautiful creature she had ever seen.

      "Then you haven't lived much," he called over his shoulder.

      "What? How?" She paused, her forehead crinkling. "Oh." Astrid had forgot about the annoying little oaf being capable of reading her thoughts. "Perhaps you would like it better if I thought you were ugly?"

      Aronus didn't answer her, and not wanting him to get too far ahead, she bent to readjust her leather boots then jogged to catch up to him.

      Walking in silence, many things went through Astrid's head. She wondered how her sisters were getting on in their journeys, and if they were having as much luck with their dragon guides as she was having with hers. She recalled visions of home, and the crystal waters they had traveled across.

      "What is the Dragon Realm like?" Astrid suddenly wondered.

      "I don't know that there's much to tell you. There are lots of dragons, all sizes. Many different types as well. I know you've only seen the great Palladin, myself and my companions, but there are many more. Some, much larger than Palladin himself, and some with horns so long and sharp, they'd slice through a human in moments flat."

      Astrid gasped.

      "Would they do such a thing?"

      "No, not really. Legend has painted us as beasts with a hunger for human flesh. I detest such things, but there are a few, who if given the chance, would. The majority of us tend to err on the side of goat or fish when it is allowed. Not that we need to eat there, our food is the surrounding energy. Only in your world do we get to eat as you do."

      "That makes no sense," she said. "You don't eat like we do?"

      "Of course not, because you are human. You live and think with your urges: hunger, sleep, emotions. We do not have such things to deal with."

      "That must make life very simple, though I confess that I do not understand how you cannot need to sleep or eat." It was unnatural. "So then tell me this, Aronus. Is Palladin in charge of all of you? What is to stop your dragon friends from coming here and killing all of us?"

      "That is forbidden, human." Aronus had stopped flying next to her, and calmly sat on her shoulder, enjoying being carried. "We have to eat and sleep here, but not there. It's completely different in the Dragon Realm."

      "Forbidden? Who is to enforce it?"

      "A long time ago, the dragons of old, we call them the Wise Ones, guarded humanity. Their watchful eye, ever protective. A few of them left the dragon realm and went rogue. They took human lives for sport and pleasure. Eventually they were all killed. Over time, the rest of the Wise Ones died out, their energy released into the Dragon Realm for the rest of us to absorb, and so it goes." Aronus' voice was like a melody in her ear, and she began to feel sleepy. I'll have to stop soon.

      "All right, but who enforces that no one else strays?"

      "There is a cave a little way ahead, on that mountain. It's a short climb, we can rest there."

      "How do you know that?" Astrid looked ahead, hoping to see it from where they stood.

      "I know a great many things, which you will come to find out. In the Realm of Dragons, we all are at different ranks. Much like your kings and princes here."

      "That seems odd to me," she pondered aloud. "Why?"

      "It's simple really, it allows us to serve and be served according to our purpose or potential."

      "So that must make you pretty low if you have to serve a dirty human," she joked.

      "Not at all, Astrid. It is not just you I serve, but the whole of humanity. As your purpose is to take down the king and become queen of the land chosen for you... I shall serve you and your people for the rest of my days. It is not one life that is my duty, it is all lives that you would govern."

      "You'll have to forgive me. Melifera taught us a great many things, but this was not one of them."

      "I understand, Astrid," Aronus paused, growing still. "Stop!" he suddenly yelled in her ear, and she felt his weight shift. Had he disappeared again?

      "Aronus? Aronus? Where did you go?" she spun around looking to see if he had flown away from her, but there was no sign of him anywhere, but from a heavy wood near the road, horses emerged.

      "Well, well, well... what gives fair maiden?" A deep voice grabbed for her attention, and she realized why Aronus had suddenly disappeared. A small cavalry of soldiers rode out and blocked the path, the man in front of her heavily armored, his face twisted in a sinister grin.

      "I am only a stranger traveling through," she answered quietly, not breaking eyesight with the man.

      "What gives fair maiden stranger?" the captain said, happy to accommodate her request.

      "I am just a stranger, not anyone's maiden. Tell me, good sir, what does that title mean to you?"

      "A damsel in distress.... These roads are perilous and for one as lovely as you to travel alone? Well, it is dangerous."

      "Maybe for those who would cross me." She smiled. "Otherwise, it has been a pleasant journey through Telluris. I am from Volican and on a private journey."

      "There is nowhere to pass through to, stranger." Some of the troop began to dismount, their hands on the hilts of their swords.

      "If we stand still, the world will pass us by. I prefer to be the one who does the passing and not put my fate in a dragon's claw, so to speak." Her arm reached behind her back, ready to draw her bow if need be.

      The captain paused. "Where are you going, stranger?"

      "Caelestis, the Sky Kingdom."

      "No one is permitted to travel there."

      "Our destinies have brought us here for a reason. Yours is to keep the peace. I hope you've seen that I am no threat to those who don't threaten me. My destiny is there." Astrid pointed to the permanent cloud that was Caelestis.

      "I cannot let you travel to the airies. We are at war with them, haven't you heard?" The troop continued their efforts to surround her. She backed slowly away, keeping them from getting behind her.

      "Your war is not my war. I am not picking a side in this ill-conceived conflict."

      "That isn't very neighborly." The captain signaled to his people to attack her.

      At the speed of thought, four arrows raced from her bow. The captain was the first target. The arrow thudded home, propelled faster than a lightning bolt, throwing the captain backward into the soldiers standing behind him. The three closest died just as quickly.

      "I've left eight of you alive to carry your four fellows. If I have to kill you all, I will, and then you'll be carried away in the bellies of crows. You brought this on yourselves!" she cried.

      The men slowly backed away, stopping when they reached a safe distance. As one, they turned and ran.

      "What about your fellow soldiers?" she called after them. She made to do the distasteful task of recovering her arrows, but Aronus appeared on her shoulder.

      "There is no need."

      She watched the arrows turn into a wispy smoke, carried away by a light breeze.

      "You shall not want for arrows when I am with you, remember?" he told her. "Good aiming. How long do you intend to stand around here, among the dead bodies?"

      "I think now is a good time to leave," she replied.

      "That's my good, little human." The dragon snuggled against her head as she started to run, embracing the dragon's suggestion to put as much distance between her and the dead. "Now, try to keep yourself out of trouble so I may rest. Also, I think it best you journey near the road and not on it. There are more soldiers ahead."

      Not making a sound, or even acknowledging him, she veered to the west of the road, a journey which took her through heavy woods, over autumn's fall of dried leaves, and barren, low-hanging branches. She ran as quick as she dared, making sure to watch her step so as not to trip, or run head first into a tree.

      After almost an hour, Aronus awoke, and Astrid could hear him sniffing the air.

      "Slow your pace, Astrid, and tread softly. Just to the right of us, ahead sixty paces is another soldier outpost. Lest we have a repeat of the last meeting with them, make no sound."

      Astrid nodded her assent, using the trees as her shield. She saw the soldiers he spoke of and hid herself behind a tall acacia tree that had begun to turn from red to brown with the changing seasons.

      Leaves crackled under her feet as she stepped into position, peeking carefully around the trunk to watch the men. They talked around a fire, their bellies shaking their heavy armor whenever they laughed. Their boisterous voices reached her ears, and as she slid to another tree taking care not to get caught, she listened in.

      "Did you see the look on that man's face...?"

      "Shhhh... Did you hear that?" One of the knights had stood up to peer toward where she hid. She pulled her head back, hoping he had not seen her.

      "No, I didn't hear anything."

      Astrid's heart was pounding so furiously, she was sure they could hear it.

      "I swear I heard a noise, crackling or something," the man continued.

      Astrid didn't dare breathe, in case the man decided to come searching for her.

      "Probably an animal or something," someone else chimed in.

      "Yeah, right. An animal? Anything out here has probably already been killed and brought to the king."

      "You ever notice how he gets fatter and fatter while the rest of us fight each other for scraps of food?" the first man with the rotund belly spoke again,

      "Yeah, everyone except you, Giovan," someone chortled.

      A chorus of raucous laughter rose up.

      "Hey, I don't see you going without, Venmir!" the one called Giovan retorted.

      "Well, let's face it... we do have it better than the rest," Venmir said. "First pick of the best meat this side of Telluris. It's as if we've chased them all from our land, and they've come to hide in the woods."

      "Right, which means that noise I heard could have been another animal. I say we go after it." It was the unfamiliar voice again, the man without a name.

      "All right, all right." Giovan relented. "Let's go after it, shall we?"

      "Aye!" another loud chorus of agreement echoed.

      Oh no! Astrid immediately left her hiding place and ran deeper into the woods. The sudden yells of the knights told her that she'd been seen.

      "Hey, it's not an animal. It's a woman!" one of them yelled.

      "Still meat to me!" Another round of laughter, and then the sound of heavy footsteps coming after her.

      "Run, Astrid... run like you've never run before," Aronus said.
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        Kindness goes a long way, especially coming from a stranger. However, if you're not used to kindness--you're weary of it. Why are they being kind? Do they have a hidden agenda? Or, are they an honest, kind person? If they are truly kind, it is something that will imprint in your memory forever.

        King Michiel the Trusted, Third King of Caelestis, 484 A.V.

      

        

      

      As the sun rose and fell, Svana became aware of the increasing frequency of homes along the roadway. It only confirmed that they were getting closer to the main entrance of Telluris.

      "I can see the castle off in the distance."

      "We're almost there. Just a little further."

      Svana nodded her head. "Good, I don't want to be out here when night falls." Her eyes lifted toward the sky.

      "Here will do, just across this field and you'll be where you need to be," Lingaria urged her.

      "Doesn't this field belong to someone?" she asked.

      "It does ... the king. So that means it belongs to you, or will soon enough." His mouth turned up in a sarcastic grin.

      "You're going to get me into trouble ... I can tell." Svana focused her attention on getting through the field as quickly as possible, hoping that she wouldn't come across the owner of the land. If it was indeed the king's field, then she had no doubt there would be guards of some type standing watch.

      "Not tonight. Tonight everyone has left to watch the fights," Lingaria said, the tone of his voice almost urging her to ask him what he meant.

      From the distance, Svana heard yells--a disorderly crowd shouting unintelligently. Svana noted that men and women alike were cheering.

      Making her way over to them, she wasn't sure what to expect.

      "What is this uproar?" She turned her attention to Lingaria who was almost snakelike in his response.

      "People fight each other and the winner gets a bag of coins. You'll need that if you wish to buy anything here."

      "Ah, coin. The root of intense evil, and no doubt part, if not all the reason the kingdoms of Verdil are at war."

      "So, Melifera has taught you a thing or two about currency," Lingaria prodded her.

      "Indeed she has, and that look on your face tells me that you think it would be a good idea to partake in this caveman event, am I right?"

      "Well, it would be good practice for hand to hand combat.  And seeing as how you have no coin at all..." The dragon left the rest unsaid.

      "Fine, Lingaria. I'll do this, but not because you want me to. I'm fairly curious as to how well I'll manage, since I've only ever had combat with my sisters."

      Svana grabbed her hair and smoothed it, braiding it tightly before she approached the large crowd. As she neared, she could tell the shouts were the names of whom the crowd wanted to succeed.

      "It seems like everyone, peasant and noble alike is here," she said, as she looked over the patrons and fans.

      "Yes, so take care, and pay attention," Lingaria warned her.

      "Of course," Svana felt annoyed with his instruction.

      Making her way to the end of the rope that separated the crowd of peasants and nobles from the square, muddy area where the men were fighting. She noticed their dirty, loose tunics over thick cloth and their loose pants.

      Svana looked down at her own form fitting armor. "Oh well, doesn't matter."

      She marched up to the platform to a man she had observed was calling out orders to the men fighting.

      "I'd like to fight," she yelled to him. The bearded man smelled of mead and sweat, the odor overpowering.

      He leaned off the platform, looking her up and down as an appraiser looking over a piece of meat. With his upper lip turned into a snarl he said, "Fine, lass. Get over there, and wait your turn."

      The snarling man motioned toward the small line to the left of the platform. Svana noted with dismay two other men much larger than her waiting to fight as well.

      Lingaria had disappeared, no doubt aligning himself with the sword so as not to be seen. When it was her turn, she removed the sword from her waist and set it aside, getting into a crouching stance.

      "Ah, a pretty girl, eh, are you sure you aren't lost, miss?" The man she faced had won the last three matches, at that moment his mouth turned into a snarl of a smile.

      "No, I'm right where I need to be," she said without an ounce of fear.

      Without hesitation, he charged, launching a haymaker to fell her with one blow. On the balls of her feet, she dodged easily, rabbit punching him in the temple as he passed. His body went limp before he plowed into a face-first furrow in the ground. He remained where he fell.

      "My little sister fights better than you," Svana taunted into the crowd's stunned silence.

      "Wait!" the fight master called, alarmed by his quick loss based on his poor judgment of her skill and the odds he delivered because of it. "Double or nothing."

      Svana had no idea what her winnings amounted to, but double had to be better, twice as good, she reasoned. She nodded to the gruff man. He chuckled low in his throat.

      "Hammer Toe! You're in the pit tonight," the fight master declared.

      The person controlling the crowd, pulled his shirt free with a well-practiced move, and lumbered heavily past the barrier and into the arena. He balanced on the balls of his feet, as Svana did. His slow movements and large size belied a fighter's grace. She saw through his act.

      Standing straight, she started to circle her opponent. Hammer Toe held his position in the middle of the area, shifting to keep her in front of him, sliding his feet to keep from crossing them.

      She darted ahead, trying to get behind him, but he matched her speed. She gained no advantage. She stopped and crouched, crooking a finger at him. He shook his head and motioned for her to come to him.

      "Well now, I would have never thought a big man like you would be afraid of a little girl like me."

      He scoffed. "Afraid? No. Cautious? Always. You felled my trainee with a single move. I can't fall prey to such a callous overreach. Do you know what that is? Come here and let me show you."

      They circled each other for a time, until Svana could stand it no more. While defense was the smart way to fight, if they both did nothing but defense, they would circle each other all night. She pounced forward, searching for an opening. Her fist met his open palm, where he clasped his fingers around her fist and twisted. Svana grunted as she felt her wrist twist. She spun around, forcing her leg into the air, and her heel connected with his jaw. He let go of her wrist as he stumbled backwards.

      Svana grinned at him.

      This time he rushed forward. His fist flew through the air faster than Svana would have imagined had she not seen it with her own eyes. She dipped her head to the left, and felt as air passed by her right ear. Svana raised both of her hands up, where she secured them around his elbow. She pulled him forcefully toward her at the same time his momentum was carrying his punch forward, causing him to stumble on his feet and fall toward her.

      She slid forward and snap-kicked him between the legs. As he started to fall, she delivered a right hook to the side of his head. Her fist screamed in protest as if she'd slammed it into a rock wall. Hammer Toe wasn't out, but he was down.

      When the crowd realized the fight had finished with the red-haired beauty standing tall over their champion, they laughed and cheered.

      Svana gathered her bag of coin with a triumphant grin on her face. The yell of cheers from the crowd were enough to make her feel as if she could take on anyone. When her back had been turned, a scraggly haired man had ducked under the rope and grabbed her belt with the sword and scabbard. When she saw him making his way from the pit, she yelled after him. The crowd had gone silent as they watched what she would do. Noticing their eyes on her, she jogged easily after him.

      He didn't get far before a red flash crackled about his body. He flipped into the air with the shock, landing on the ground with a sandbag's thud. Svana retrieved her sword, scowling at the would-be thief.

      "That'll teach you to touch other people's things," she scolded.

      The thief jumped to his feet, giving her a fearful glance before he sprinted away. When Svana turned around, she noticed whispers all around her from the people of the village.

      "What was that?" someone whispered.

      "Who is she?" a female voice asked.

      "Don't rightly know," someone answered.

      "Will you come back and fight again tomorrow, miss?" a peasant woman with a thick Tellurian accent called to her.

      Svana stopped and turned to the woman. "Indeed."

      She then smiled to the crowd. "I quite enjoyed myself. Just make sure that when I come back tomorrow, a worthy opponent awaits me."

      The woman, and the crowd cheered in response. The fight was good practice for her, and would prepare her for the day she would meet the king.

      "Quite proud of yourself, aren't you?" Lingaria asked when they had gotten clear of the crowd.

      "Perhaps a little," she said smugly.

      "Well, if I were you I wouldn't be so sure about yourself. You're going to need allies in the upcoming future. Don't destroy your chances of that by getting smug. Tonight was a victory. Tomorrow may not be, so take care with your words and make friends if you can."

      "Do you not think that I made friends tonight?" she said with a raised eyebrow.

      "Oh, I do. As long as you win. Then you ask them to bring you a worthy opponent? What if you fight him and lose? How does that win you allies?"

      "Then I'd better not lose. I guess." Svana shrugged.

      "No, you'd better not. Since you've had a chance to play, it is now time for rest. We have much ahead of us tomorrow. I need you at your best," Lingaria said.

      "Why does it seem as if you are always scolding me?" she asked him.

      "Perhaps because I am always scolding you."

      "I'm tired and I've no time for your moods," she retorted.

      Lingaria growled at her before stopping himself.

      "There's a tavern just ahead, get a room there for the night so that you can be rested in the morning." Lingaria flicked his tail.

      Svana watched as his blue light became one with the sword.

      "As you wish, master," she said sarcastically, making her way up the road until the smell of fresh mead filled her nostrils. The tavern was well lit and as she entered, a few of the patrons saluted her with full cups.

      "There's the lass that defeated Stovan 'The Hammer Toe,'" a man yelled out.

      "Here, here!" another proclaimed.

      "Here Miss, a glass on the house," an aging man with kind eyes slid her a large glass, the golden colored liquid inside filled it to the brim. Not wanting to be rude, and having never tasted such a thing, she picked it up, warily tasting the contents.

      "Yuck!" she spat it out. The men, including the bartender laughed at her.

      "What's the matter, lass, never had a good mead before?"

      "Indeed, this tavern's got the best stuff in all of Telluris. Ask anyone!" someone else yelled out.

      "Yes, so you'd better drink it down," the bartender's voice was wavering on the edge of being insulted, and thinking back on her conversation with Lingaria about the need for allies, she laughed nervously.

      "My apologies, I joke like that quite often. I meant no offense," she picked up the glass, and chugged it down as if she'd never tasted anything like it in her whole life, which was completely true. She wiped froth off of her mouth and then raised the empty glass in the air. "Best mead in all the land!" she yelled jubilantly.

      "AYE!" several men and women yelled back.

      "Thank you, sir. I've never tasted anything like it," she reiterated sincerely, trying hard not to think about the bitter taste that lingered on her tongue.

      "Please call me, Percival. This here bar wench is Eloise."

      "I'm not a wench, I'm your wife!" she yelled at him, dark curls trailing down to her waist. Svana thought she was angry, but Eloise immediately winked at him and smiled, her eyes sparkling. Svana watched the woman take several cups of mead, and deliver them as smooth as you please, to demanding patrons.

      "So tell me, what brings you to Ye Olde Wayward Lady?"

      "I'm sorry?"

      "That's the name of my tavern, named after my wife there."

      "Don't lie to the poor girl. It was his father's tavern, named after the many women that saw his bed." Eloise smiled at her, and Svana felt that the two of them could be great friends. Allies.

      "My name is Svana of the Sword, I've come to this tavern to seek rest. Do you have a room I could stay for the night? I've come quite a long way, and I'm afraid I'm quite tired."

      "Oh, you've come a long way, huh?"

      Svana nodded, her eyes getting heavier by the moment. A funny sensation happened in her stomach, and she felt comfortably warm all the way down to her toes.

      "Eh, wench... do we have a room for this woman to stay?"

      "Well, you're a right hero. Suppose I can fix you up with something." Eloise winked again. "Follow me, my dear." She motioned for Svana toward the end of the tavern where a narrow stairway led them up.

      "Here," Svana attempted to hand the woman her bag of coin, but Eloise shook her head.

      "Nope, I won't be having it. You deserve it for beating Stovan. He wins night after night and still comes back for more. It isn't right, I tell you. Until tonight though, no one has been able to beat him. I reckon he learned a hard lesson in humility getting beaten by a woman."

      The idea seemed to tickle her down to her feet, for Eloise never stopped smiling. "Here you are, lass, go ahead and strip off your clothes and I'll draw you a hot bath."

      "No, no... I couldn't possibly," Svana tried to protest.

      "Never you mind, it's no bother. Have you eaten? I bet you haven't. I make a mean Barinella stew. In fact, I have some already made. When you've bathed, I'll bring you up a big bowl of it."

      Svana couldn't help but feel overwhelmed by the woman's kindness. As she peeled off her leather armor, starting with her boots, she noted the dirt that had gotten into everything. Back home at Volican, she and her sisters regularly bathed in the crystal clear waters. She hadn't had a chance to do that since hitting the road, and it was well past due.

      After she had stripped off every layer, she grabbed a folded sheet that was set neatly over a rack, and sat on the bed behind her. Unlike her bed at home, this was raised off the ground and sitting in a metal frame.

      "How odd!" Svana wished her sisters were there to share the moment with her, but Eloise came traipsing through.

      "Sorry dear, it takes a bit to heat the water for the bath. It's just here. Well, aren't you a modest thing?" Svana clenched tightly to the sheet, as Eloise led her to the washroom where a steaming bath had been prepared for her. "There you are, dear, and I've set out a clean tunic for you to sleep in. I figured it would be better than that thick leather armor you wear. I'll leave the soup in your room for when you get out."

      "Thank you Eloise, your kindness is more than I could ask for and far more than I deserve." Svana smiled genuinely at the woman, and she nodded politely before leaving the room. Hot water was not a luxury she had ever experienced and as she stepped into the steaming tub, every muscle felt as if it had turned soft as a baby's. She scrubbed herself, and used the sheet to dry before pulling on the tunic, and tying it around her waist.

      When she came back to her room, Lingaria was sitting on the bed, his arms folded across his chest like an impertinent child.

      "Really, after having your sword almost stolen today, you just leave it and go to take a bath?"  His eyes flashed with fury.

      "Well, I wasn't about to let you see me unclothed," she replied, eyebrows raised.

      "Like I haven't seen a naked female before. It's repulsive really, all slick and shiny. No scales at all." He stuck out his tongue in disgust.

      Svana rolled her eyes and was about to retort when she saw a bowl of soup on the desk in the corner of the room. Her stomach rumbled as chicken and dumplings lingered in the air.  She rushed over to the desk where she sat and began devouring the soup. Svana was starved. She made quick work of the soup, eating every bite and licking the bowl. Svana waited almost a minute after finishing her soup before opening her pack and grabbing an apple.

      "All you do is eat," Lingaria complained.

      "And all you do is complain."

      Svana finished her apple, contemplated grabbing the peach from her pack, then decided against it. "I'm going to sleep," she said simply, and laid down on the cot, shutting her eyes. Lingaria could continue complaining for all she cared.

      He muttered something under his breath, but Svana was so tired, she didn't catch it. The faint smell of mead lingered in her nose as she drifted off to sleep.
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        Every long journey deserves a rest. Sometimes, the journey itself can be overwhelming, but often times, it's the anticipation of what needs to be done at the end of that journey. Sometimes, a small rest before you arrive can be the best thing for your mind, body, and soul, but remember, you will have to finish your journey, and a rest too long can be damaging to your goal. So, rest, take a deep breath, then put your chin up, one foot in front of the other, and continue down your path.

        King Martin the Truthful, Third King of Aequoris, 492 A.V.

      

        

      

      Hekla chased her dragon through the woods, taking care not to trip over broken branches or stones. Speltus took them through a ravenous overgrowth, looking as if no one had ever passed through it. The sight put Hekla on edge. Pine, maple, and oak trees were everywhere she looked.

      "Speltus, why the hurry?" Hekla asked.

      Speltus ignored her.

      "Do you know where we're going? Why can we not stay on the main road?"

      Speltus didn't answer any of her questions, only flew faster on a route only he knew. Hekla could see Telluris to the left of them, and to the right she could see her home, the walls of the Volcano of Shadows rising out of the mists.

      Her dragon guide had selected a route on the border of Telluris, well away from the volcano, across a broken and rough land. Rocks jutted up and out of the ground at odd angles, and the trees had already been stripped of leaves as if the seasons had changed faster for them.

      After a long while, Speltus looked back at her to answer her questions.

      "I wanted to put some distance between us and the road before nightfall. Of course I know where we're going, who do you think showed me this path?"

      It took her a moment before realizing what he was saying.

      "The Unseen Ones showed you?"

      It didn't make any sense that they would ask her to travel where no one seemed to have traveled before.

      "I know it doesn't make sense, but it is for your own safety," Speltus answered, reading her thoughts, before he answered her final question. "And the reason why we needed off the main road was what I told you. The king's soldiers will be out soon, and in full force. I need you to understand your magic before you deal with them."

      Hekla nodded her head, saddened that it was always she who was the last to understand. It was always she who needed so much help. Why can't I just get it? Why do I have to make everyone's life more difficult?

      "It's not that, Hekla, you have not been taught, and that is why I am here. Try to keep up and when we get to a safe place, we will stop. Though I'd much prefer we travel by night than day, that way I can work with you out of sight. Darkness is useful to hide that which shouldn't be seen until the time is right."

      Hekla nodded her head. "I don't mind resting. I know we've only gone a short way, but it's still day."

      Speltus turned to face her, his attention on their surroundings. Hekla glanced back from where they had come, astonished that the road was no longer in sight, nor was her sister.

      "Let's travel farther, I need to hide you in a place where you can practice all the things you need to learn."

      "All right, Speltus."

      He continued flying, guiding them diagonally as they went around hills and through scrub-heavy ravines. Hekla wondered how long it would be before she would see the kingdom of water.

      Her mind constantly reminded her of everything she had left behind, and every possibility of failure that loomed ahead. Her stomach ached with the gravity of all that had happened, and yet every time she faltered, or couldn't seem to keep going, Speltus appeared and encouraged her.

      Evening approached, the light in the sky growing dim before he finally stopped.

      "This will have to do. We've put enough space behind us that you should be able to sleep comfortably. You'll be safe from people and wild animals.

      Nodding her head, she followed his line of sight and tiny dragon claw that pointed to a large, hollowed out tree that had fallen years before. Moss, and other growth had made it their home, but the inside was dry and would protect her from the elements. Sliding her pack off, she unrolled her bed and laid down. I'll never be able to sleep.

      "I know, but you must try. Also, I need you to eat. I know things are difficult, but you still have to take care of yourself. You understand that?"

      "I know, Speltus, but I'm not hungry. Why not conserve the little food I have for when I am hungry?"

      "Fine, but you need to rest. Try to calm your mind and prepare yourself for the days ahead. You will need to be rested and at peace if you are ever to face the trials that lie before you."

      Hekla didn't answer, but pulled her pack in, hugging it close. The faint smell of her sisters still lingering on her things was a great comfort. She closed her eyes, picturing Svana's form, swinging her blade with expert grace, and Astrid wielding her bow like she'd been born with it in her hands.

      Outside of the fallen log, she could hear every noise with irritating precision. An animal walking nearby, its footsteps sounding with every step it took. Too disinterested to peak out to see what it was, she curled into a tight ball. The cold of night and fear of the unknown causing her to shudder. Across the top of the log, something small scurried along, and she squeezed her eyes tight, hoping it would not come inside to steal what little provisions she had.

      She could only hope that she would eventually drift off, and with sleep her fears would dissipate. Yet sleep did not come. Every time she felt a hint of tiredness, another noise or another crackle would wake her. She spent the evening and well into the night, jumping at every sound.

      "Hekla, I think it best if we get back to our travels. Your mind is too active to sleep. I assure you that peace will come, but I don't think it will come until you are ready for it." Speltus' eyes flashed in the night, alerting her to his presence near her feet.

      "I think that is best, I can't sleep like this."

      Hekla rolled up her bed with haste, and waited for Speltus to leave their log hideout before she crawled out, dragging her rucksack behind her. After she rolled up her bed, and reattached it, Speltus landed on her shoulder.

      "Head east until mid-morning. If we keep up the pace we did yesterday, we should be at a good place to stop and practice your magic."

      "All right," she grabbed her water pouch, taking a long swig from it, before she began walking. It had been difficult during the day not to trip over the brush and branches, but the darkness of night made it nearly impossible.

      "Need me to shed a little light?" Speltus asked mischievously.

      "Could you, please?" Her voice trembled slightly from the cold. "My staff is not bright enough." She held it upright in front of her.

      "Oh, but it can be. This is a simple spell, and should be easy for you to master."

      "Not another spell," she said, her head drooping.

      "No, no, no... keep your head up and lift your staff straight. Stick it just little ways in the air. Then just say 'Lumen,' easy enough right?" Speltus said.

      She would have given him an irritated look, if she thought it would do any good, instead she did as he said.

      "Lumen," she said loud and clear.

      Instantly, the orb atop her staff changed from soft iridescent colors to a brighter yellow that illuminated the surrounding area. "Wow, that is bright!"

      "Indeed," Speltus said. "now point it to the ground so that you don't draw the attention of everything for miles around. The light will draw beasts and humans like moths to a flame."

      "What about moths?" she asked.

      The dragon's face twisted, his lips screwing sideways. "Excuse me?"

      "Will it attract moths?"

      "Of course. Moths love light. Why are we having this conversation?" Speltus asked.

      Hekla chuckled. "That's why I was given the scepter and not Astrid. She hates moths."

      Speltus joined her in a chuckle.

      Hekla tipped her staff upside down, holding it so the brilliant orb hovered slightly off the ground. Every step felt mechanical, she was doing what she needed to do because it was expected of her. She felt no fear as she walked alone, she was too tired. It took an effort to look anywhere but the ground in front of her. When next she laid down, sleep would easily come.

      Dark circles gathered around her eyes. Her heart thrummed a steady, but slow beat. Her arms and legs grew heavy.

      Speltus followed the words of the Unseen Ones in his head, a clear vision of the layout of the land showing him exactly where they needed to go to be safe.  He followed their instructions and though they had already traveled well into the day, he finally saw the charred clearing the Unseen Ones had mapped out.

      "Here, say 'Lumen Ceasum' to turn off the orb." Speltus smiled to her.

      She repeated the words, her eyes drooping. "Lumen Ceasum," she said weakly. Hekla hadn't even noticed that it was nearly midday and that they hadn't needed light for many hours.

      "You need to rest, dear one."

      "I need provisions as well," she agreed.

      Speltus led her a little farther in to a dugout near the edge of the charred clearing where trees and brush had started to grow again.

      "Here, this will be a safe place for you, go in and set up your bedding. We will rest here and you can practice your magic when you are ready." Speltus' voice was low and kind, he knew the importance of her being prepared for the days ahead.

      "What are you going to do?"

      "I'm going to use magic to cover this oasis from prying eyes."

      Hekla didn't say a word. The dug out, was much more than that. It continued farther into the Earth, its cave like opening leading to a dirt tunnel.

      "Lumen," she said more confidently, her fatigue had waned slightly at discovering the magical place she journeyed into. The air cooled as she continued downward, and the smell of wet dirt became so strong she could almost taste it. After a while, she could hear the sound of water trickling, and as she came around a turn in the tunnel, a large cavern opened before her. It was the size of a small house, and to the right she saw what had been making the sound that had drawn her.

      A little pond had been dug into the ground, and from the wall, water trickled into it. The rest of the dirt room had been patted and packed tightly with large rocks against the wall that had been carved into chairs.

      Hekla let out a whoop, and danced around the dirt floor, spinning her magic staff in hand.

      "Well, someone is looking infinitely better," Speltus exclaimed happily.

      "It's lovely down here. What was it used for? Is the water safe to drink? Where does it come from?"

      "Calm yourself, child. One question at a time. This used to be a meeting place for lovers from the two kingdoms to meet. I believe there is something similar to this, on the other side of Telluris leading to Caelestis. The water is safe to drink. A long time ago, the Aequorans made this place, not just as a refuge, but as a place that would exist between kingdoms. Neither the Tellurians, nor the water people believed that love was something to be ashamed of.”

      "This place has long since been forgotten about as the ones who made it are long dead. The water is clean and fresh, and it comes from one of the many veins that flow underneath Telluris."

      Hearing that it was safe to drink, Hekla immediately ran to the pond's edge, laying her staff next to her and drank heavily from the crystal pond. When she had quenched her thirst, she sat up and leaned back on her knees.

      "How long can we stay here?"

      "Oh, Hekla. I know what you truly ask. You cannot live here, we can rest for a few days and then we must continue. You need to find peace within yourself for this journey, and the only way to do that is for you to see what you are capable of, on your own. Do you understand?"

      She nodded. "Will anyone be able to find us?"

      "No." Speltus shook his head. "Only if you venture out. I have spelled the entrance so that no one can enter. You will be safe. Please rest so that we may begin training."

      Hekla agreed. Laying out her mat, she quickly fell into a deep sleep. Her snoring was a great comfort to Speltus, who curled up on the ground, eagerly awaiting when she would wake so they could get to work. The next few days were going to take every bit of mind power and every ounce of strength she had.

      She can and will do it, she is chosen, Speltus. Never doubt that. The strong, but comforting voice of the Unseen Ones echoed quietly into the underground cave.

      "I know ... I have never doubted." Speltus sat up in surprise, knowing that they didn't often speak out loud with humans present unless it was necessary.

      Hekla sighed softly in her sleep and turned on her side. Her eyelashes flickering, indicating she was in the middle of a dream. Speltus laid his head back down, snuggling against her.
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        Pride can be a good thing, if it represents your dignity and self-respect. However, often times, pride is very dangerous and full of conceit and arrogance. Sometimes, all you need to do is put your pride aside, and humble yourself. Do not allow your pride to take over your sense.

        King Rowan the Observant, First King of Telluris, 236 A.V.

      

        

      

      Astrid sneered at Aronus as she ran as fast as her legs could carry her. "What do you think I'm doing, Aronus? Going on a jaunt through the woods for fun?"

      With relief, she noted that their voices were getting more and more distant as she blazed through the broken underbrush. She could feel her feet getting heavy.

      "I don't know how much longer I can keep this up..." she said aloud, hopping over a broken tree that had fallen.

      "Veer right, you're getting away from the cave I told you about. You need to rest, I told you that."

      "I don't see why I should even be running from them anyway! I could just as easily climb a tree and kill them all."

      "Yes, except?"

      "All life has value. What about the lives we took already?"

      "You know that was different. That was necessary. They weren't going to stop, their thoughts were to kill you and do horrible things to your body. That is why that was necessary," Aronus stated matter-of-factly.

      "You don't think the men chasing me now don't have horrible things in mind?"

      "Oh they do, but if you keep running, they will not catch you."

      "You make no sense, you infuriating little beast!" she yelled at him and promptly ran smack into a tree, knocking herself back. She fell, landing heavily on her seat.

      "UGH!" she grunted, something warm trickled down to her lip. Using her hand to wipe it away, she was dismayed to find that she had bloodied her nose. "That's great, just lovely." She stood abruptly, fists clenched tightly at her side, and heard a man yell.

      "Where's she gone?" his voice was loud and permeated the air but she couldn't tell if it was Giovan or Venmir.

      "I don't know! Awfully fast for a woman."

      "So what? We'll catch her, I'm sure."

      "Why are they so loud?" Astrid whispered to Aronus. "Do they not know that I can hear them?"

      "They're doing that to lure you into a false sense of security," he replied. "Don't fall for it, keep going."

      She began running again, but this time her vision was slightly blurring. Her feet had begun to ache with each step.

      "Aronus, I'm so tired," she confessed, irritated at herself for being so human. "I can't. I need to face them. I can't run anymore." Astrid sat on the ground and pulled out her bow. If only I could sleep for just a little while.

      "You cannot sleep! They draw near, now stand up and ready yourself!" Aronus yelled at her, his talons digging into her shoulder.

      She could hear their approach. From the sounds, there were four of them, one on each side of her and two to the front. At least her backside was free, she began walking backwards carefully to make sure that no one could surprise her from behind.

      "Take one more step and I'll shoot you," she yelled into the woods, still unable to make out their form.

      "Is that so, lass?" A voice from the right said, but she didn't dare turn her head to see who had spoken.

      "You won't distract me, cowards. Did you really think I would be so daft as to think that you would leave me out here all alone?"

      "Well, a man could hope." Ah, Venmir was speaking, and he was right in front of her.

      Astrid lifted her bow to eye-level and aimed it where the voice had come from.

      "Did you really think that you would escape us, woman?" Venmir asked.

      "Well, a woman can hope," she replied, parroting his words while drawing back her arm.

      "What a lovely bow," a man suddenly jumped out at her from the left side, and she turned and released the nonexistent bowstring. The dragon arrow thudded deeply into his chest, and he dropped, shuddering before falling still.

      "Woah! Where'd you learn to shoot like that?" It was Venmir again, and this time, she could see him and the remaining two men.

      "I am called Astrid of the Bow. You don't think I was given that name for no reason do you?"

      "What kind of woman shoots like that?" Giovan said, giving her a look up and down.

      "Or dresses like that," Venmir said appreciatively, eyeing her from head to toe.

      "Quiet, swine, or you'll be next," she said.

      Astrid aimed her bow, drawing a figure eight across the three to encourage them to leave or she would loose her bow if they moved. She heard leaves crackle to her right side and turned her head in that direction.

      "I don't know who you are, but if you value your life, you'll leave. Now," she said authoritatively.

      The man who stepped into her line of vision, was not a man at all. In fact, she noted with sadness, he was younger than she was. Still merely a teenager.

      "Go after her Roman! She's yours!" Roman's eyes were wide, and either he was transfixed by her, or completely terrified.

      "But father, sh... she's a woman," he stammered back.

      "I don't care what she is! Kill her!" Giovan yelled at him. Roman looked her in the eyes apologetically as he drew his sword.

      "I don't want to fight you," he said with quiet reserve.

      "Nor I you," she said, "I assure you that you will not win this fight." She turned her head to Giovan. "You would see your son die?"

      "I'd see you die," he responded.

      "Yes, but that is not how this works. He will be the one to fall and his blood will be on your hands. Is that how you want this day to end?" Astrid held her aim.

      "My son is a trained soldier, he will not fall by a woman's hand!" Giovan's voice had gone up several octaves.

      Astrid knew what she must do. Even though she hated it. She pulled her arm back again, and Aronus made sure that the arrow flew straight and true, right into her intended target.

      The soldier groaned after the impact, his eyes rolling back in his head as he fell over, blood pooling around his dead body.

      "Now, will you take my offer?" she retorted to Giovan. Giovan looked from her to the body of his companion, Venmir, and back to her again. His face had paled, and then he looked to his son who had been unable to take another step toward Astrid.

      "What is your offer?" his voice trembled.

      "Take your son, and leave me be, or I will make sure that none of you lives to see another day." She readied her bow again, heart breaking at the thought of killing the young man, but knowing that she couldn't let them stop her. The entirety of the kingdom was at stake.

      "Father, please..." Roman called out. "I don't want to harm her, let us just leave her in peace and return to camp."

      "Fine," Giovan answered, beckoning for the lad to come to him. "We leave you in peace this time, Astrid of the Bow, but guarantee, if we meet again, you will not be so lucky." With his arm around his son, he left his dead comrades and the two of them shuffled away.

      Astrid collapsed on the ground and laid flat on her back for a moment.

      "Human, must you lay in the dirt and leaves like a dog or pig?"

      "Aronus, must you treat me like I am a dog or a pig?"

      He didn't answer but looked up the mountain range, his eyes scanning for something. "There, there's another cave not far from here. Let's get there quickly, rain is coming."

      Rain? Rain? It hadn't rained in as long as she could remember.

      "Doesn't the sky kingdom control that?" She asked, sitting upright.

      "To an extent, yes. However, it is the Unseen Ones who have the ultimate control. They are pleased with you and wish to give water back to the kingdoms. A sign of hope for the people so that they know your help is coming," Aronus finished with a grin.

      "Oh!" It pleased her to know that she had done well in the eyes of the Unseen Ones, the thought gave her the energy she needed to press forward the short distance to the hidden cave.

      Astrid tucked her bow back into its leather strap. "Lead on, Aronus."

      "Very well," Aronus flew ahead of her, leisurely drifting from side to side, as they reached the base of the mountain range.

      "There, up there." He pointed one long taloned claw to about midway up the first hillside.

      The climb looked relatively easy, as it was mostly rock, and bramble.

      "Stay quiet though," Aronus continued, "although the soldiers are far off and most of the danger has passed, the Toverak love to roam the mountains. They are your one foe in this area.”

      "I thought we were beyond the mythical beasts section of my training. Isn't the Toverak just a story to scare human children into not leaving their home at night?"

      Aronus chuckled. "Oh my dear, there are a great many beasts you know nothing about. Wait until we reach the sky kingdom. I know what you have been taught, but you've yet to see what awaits us. Hurry, let's reach the cave before nightfall and then I can tell you more."

      "And now that I think about it, what about the Unseen Ones? How are you able to communicate with them?" Astrid began to wonder how such a thing was possible.

      "Again, a conversation to be had when we are out of ears' reach. Well, claw reach of the Toverak."

      She squinted her eyes at him in irritation.

      "You only tell me things when it's convenient for you," she growled.

      "Astrid, you exasperating female. If I told you everything I know, and everything I am capable of, your human brain would erupt out the top of your head like a volcano. Do you not understand that? Have patience. I will teach you what you need to know, when you need to know it."

      "A likely story," she replied, accepting his answer as the truth.

      Astrid quickly made her way up the mountain, her ears keen to unfamiliar noises. The vision of the Toverak now in her head, she wondered how strong the beast could be.

      "Trust me, they're quite tough. Their strength is that of five men combined, and they're quick. Lightning quick. If you encounter one, you can kill it, but you'd better be ready."

      "Hmmm," she mused, as she got a secure footing and rose higher, the small cave nearly within reach. "Are you afraid of it?" she asked him as he hovered next to her.

      "Not in the slightest, but compared to dragons, they are almost as quick if not quicker. That is where my fear comes in, if you encounter it, will you be able to kill it in time?"

      "Before it kills me? I need your help, Aronus, to give me time to draw my bow."

      "It is my duty, but since they are mythical creatures, I cannot see them as I can see humans."

      "You didn't see that troop we ran into," she answered as she continued to pick her way upward.

      "Are you sure?" the dragon replied cryptically.

      A test? she wondered. I passed that and a second test and the Unseen Ones have delivered rain to the land.

      She finally reached the ledge to the small cave and was pleased with its size. There was a small pit with rocks around it, and at the back of the cave, dried twigs and leaves had been made into a mat.

      "Aronus, I think someone has been here."

      Aronus sniffed the air, his little nostrils flaring dramatically as he inhaled and exhaled.

      "I assure you, Astrid, it has been some time. You'll be safe." He spoke knowingly and sat next to the fire pit staring up at her expectantly.

      Astrid didn't want to admit that knowing the Toverak still existed and that her dragon couldn't see them frightened her. She gathered up the dried leaves and twigs that had been made into a bed and put them in the ring of rocks.

      "Could you light those please?"

      "Yes, of course," He opened his mouth wide, and launched a fireball that ignited the branches.

      Sliding her pack onto the ground, Astrid laid out her bed and sat. In her satchel, she found that her fruit supply had gotten low. She pulled out a half-eaten apple, frowning.

      "I need to get more provisions tomorrow, except I've yet to see a single fruit tree."

      "You've enough supplies to last you. When we get within a day's journey to Caelestis, there will be more fruit. Your only problem will be taking it without the people around you watching. There are soldiers of Telluris guarding the trees."

      "That's great. A rogue Toverak and more soldiers. Just what I need. Now, tell me of the Unseen Ones, and the land animals that burrow."

      "I will, once you've rested," he said indignantly.

      Astrid felt like a child being told to go to bed. She swallowed the last bite of apple, and glanced to Aronus.

      "Fine, I'll rest, but tomorrow you will teach me."

      "Agreed." He winked at her, curling up on the dirt and folding his wings over his body.

      Pulling her rucksack under her head to use as a pillow, she laid down and closed her eyes, and began to have visions of the angry Toverak charging after her, its horns aimed toward her belly, Aronus in the background yelling at her to run as fast as she could, but Astrid was so tired. So very tired, even in her dreams.
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        Being selfish only helps one person: yourself. However, if you can step outside of your own shoes, and instead, be selfless--that is something that will help and inspire countless people, for endless generations.

        King Nicklaus the Brave, First King of Caelestis, 249 A.V.

      

        

      

      Svana awoke to a pain traveling up her foot, and into her leg. She abruptly sat up, grabbing her foot to see what had happened, and noted a look on Lingaria's face.

      Her toe still throbbing and turning a bright shade of red it dawned on her what happened.

      "Did you bite me to wake me up?" Svana brushed a stray hair out of her face, and rubbed her eyes sleepily.

      "Did you sleep all night? You have things to do, oh chosen one. You can't do them while you're sleeping."

      "Ugh! You're impossible." She jumped from the bed, undoing the tie around her waist and slipping her tunic to the ground.

      She noticed with appreciation that her armor had been cleaned and smelled infinitely better than the day before. It no longer had the scent of the sweaty men she'd just fought in the area. Eloise must have cleaned it somehow.

      "Yuck!" Lingaria retorted while she dressed, turning his scaly, spiked back to her, as if repulsed by her very appearance. She shrugged it off, and after she had secured the leather snaps and ties of her cuirass, skirt and gauntlets, she slid on her boots.

      Rest and a steam bath had done her wonders, and she felt ready to take on whatever the day had for her, even if it meant dealing with her uppity dragon guide.

      "I'm not uppity! Today you must make friends with the Tellurians, it is a necessity. If you are to take over the kingdom, you will need all the help you can get."

      "So, I'm just walking to Telluris today?"

      "Yes, and making Allies. Which means you need to stay out of trouble, and more than that, you need to win your match tonight."

      "Stay out of trouble and get into a fight. Right, I got it." Svana winked at him, knowing that it would exasperate him more. "You really need to loosen up Lingaria, you know... we humans are not that bad." She grabbed up her sword and fastened its holder around her waist.

      "I know you're not that bad, but the majority of you... a disaster. Had you not been chosen, and prepared for this your whole life, I don't think I would have accepted the task."

      "Well, I'm sorry I'm so much work." She rolled her eyes at him.

      "No, it's not so much that." Lingaria went quiet for a moment, "I suppose I just miss home. I miss flying at will, not having to be accountable for anyone or having to worry about someone else's safety every second of the day."

      "Sounds a bit selfish, especially for a being who is revered as royalty down here," Svana said with surprise.

      "That's the truth. It is selfish. I'm a selfish beast." His voice had softened, his ruby eyes misting over. Was he getting emotional?

      "It's normal to be homesick," she comforted him. "I've been homesick every day since I left Volican, and I know it will never go away. I have accepted it, and I hope to do you and the Unseen Ones proud." Svana raised her head in the air, and withdrew her sword, pointing it toward the ceiling.

      "Stop that, put your sword away. You will do fine, as will I. Come now, enough fretting over me. I've said enough." Turning into a glimmer of red smoke, she watched his essence wrap around the sword, and with a grin, she tucked it back into its scabbard.

      "I've finally made some progress with you, it seems." Svana smiled.

      Lingaria didn't respond, but Svana couldn't help grinning from ear to ear as she fixed her bed, and folded the blanket. Then she finally made her way down the stairs.

      "Ah, she rises!" Percival called out a friendly greeting to her as he wiped down a table.

      "Good morning, Percival. Thank you for the night of rest and please tell Eloise she has my humblest gratitude. My armor looks lovely, and I feel better than I have in days."

      "Oh it's no trouble," Eloise called from the bar.

      Svana nodded her head graciously. "If there is ever anything I can do for you, please don't hesitate to ask."

      "Don't you worry your pretty head, dear. Take care and be safe," Percival called after her.

      She grinned at him, waving to both he and Eloise as she left the tavern. The village came alive during the day, peasants pushing carts to and fro peddling their wares. Svana bought fresh bread from a young woman, whose toddler had a dirt stained face and clung to the blonde woman's leg like her life depended upon it.

      Heading down the road a bit, she turned west, away from the tavern. Her attention turned toward the castle that loomed from the distance.

      Not yet, allies first, Lingaria spoke into Svana's mind, startling her.

      "All right, didn't know you could do that. Do you mind giving me some direction here? Can you tell me where to go?"

      To Svana's dismay, Lingaria remained silent. She found herself wandering aimlessly, greeting people as they passed her, nodding her head and smiling despite the odd stares she received. After leaving the main road and traveling for a short distance through unmarked territory, she noted the increase in cattle.

      "Hey, you miss... what are you doin' on me land?" an older man had appeared, wrinkles around his eyes, his mouth grim as he watched her warily.

      She offered a smile and a wave. "How do you do? I'm new here, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to trespass. I'm just trying to get acquainted with the lay of the land."

      "I can tell yer new. No one in these parts has hair like that! Where'd you hail from? Are you even from Verdil?" He shoveled manure into a pile as he talked, never taking his eyes off of her.

      "Indeed, my home is Volican, in the Volcano of Shadows,"

      He stopped shoveling manure, the shaft of his shovel rested on his shoulder. "Is that what turned yer hair that odd color?"

      "To be honest, I don't rightly know." Until that moment, she hadn't thought about how different she looked from them. And how different her sisters must look from the people of Verdil.

      "Sounds like yer just lookin' fer trouble," he responded.

      "Not at all, I'm actually asking around to see if I can be of help."

      "Well, I've no money to pay ya so be off with ye." He dabbed his shovel at her, as if to shoo her away, but she shook her head 'no.'

      "I'm not asking for money, I'm here to help. What can I do?"

      Sticking the shovel in the dirt, and staring hard at her, he finally shrugged his shoulders.

      "All right, I have something for ya," he motioned for her to follow him. Together they walked the length of his property, and the farmer began pointing out the piles of manure.

      "I need you to put those piles in that wheelbarrow over there. I'm getting old, and I don't have the strength in my back to shovel them all myself."

      She nodded her head, happy that he had taken a chance on her, then hurriedly ran back to where the wheel barrow stood. She threw the shovel inside and within a few hours had managed to clean up the piles.

      "Excuse me, sir, where do you want this?" she asked.

      He seemed surprised that she had managed to finish so quickly.

      "Just wheel it up to my house, I need it for the garden. Can I offer you lunch?" His face beamed with relief, and he stood a little taller, his eyes less crinkly than when she had first arrived.

      Her stomach rumbled. "No, no. I've food on my person, thank you for letting me help you."

      "Well, miss, you've gained yourself a friend. Just call me Tomas." He tipped the wide brimmed straw hat that adorned his head at her. "Are you sure you don't want any payment at all?"

      She shook her head. "My name is Svana of the Sword, if you hear my name again, just know that I am here to help." With a smile and a bow, she made her way back to the road, and headed into town.

      It was late afternoon when she found herself passing the tavern again, turning north she took quick strides forward, her eyes taking in her surroundings. It would be evening soon, and she would have to make her way back to the fighting pit. She chuckled at the previous night's victory. It had been so easy.

      She passed a few merchants, but it was the soft clanging of metal against metal that caught her attention. Following the sound, she soon found herself outside of a blacksmith.

      'Hand and Hammer' a busted sign hanging above the door, read. As the entryway was open, she walked in and her nose was assaulted by something she had never smelled before. Over a hearth, a tall, well-built man, with soot on his face and hair as black as crows feathers, looked up at her.

      "Can I help you, miss?" In spite of the sweat dripping down his brow, and his formidable build, his voice was kind. Svana racked her brain for any reason she could come up with as to why she had stepped into the place.

      "I was given a sword from a very dear friend. I don't recognize the symbols and I was wondering if you might know what it meant?" Not entirely a lie.

      The man set aside the metal piece he was working on, something large and circular, and picking up a dirty rag, he wiped his hands and face the best he could. He came out from behind his hearth, making his way over to her. Up close his cerulean eyes seemed to see right through her.

      "Sure, I could try to be of some assistance." His voice remained ever gentle. As she withdrew the blade from its scabbard, she watched joyfully as his eyes lit up. She handed it to him, and he further wiped his hands on his soot covered apron, and then looked down at the sword disdainfully.

      "I'm afraid to dirty such a stunning blade. Why don't you just hold up the hilt for me to see?" Svana held it out flat in front of her, watching his largely muscled forearms as he reached out. His fingers traced over the blade from top to bottom without ever touching it. She couldn't even breathe as he examined it, and then their eyes met and she felt her heart pounding out of her chest.

      "Well, miss..." he beckoned her.

      "Oh..." she exclaimed, surprised. "Svana. You can call me Svana."

      "Svana." Her name rolled off of his tongue like wine, and she felt her cheeks blushing. Though she wasn't sure if it was from heat, or the way he was staring at her. "Svana, it is the most remarkable blade I've ever seen. Though this symbol here at the bottom, I've never seen one like it." He reached up, his thumb and pointer finger stroking his chin thoughtfully. "I would guard it with your life."

      "Oh, I do," she said simply, sliding it back into the scabbard. "Well, thank you for taking a look," she smiled up at him, inadvertently batting her eyes. Get ahold of yourself! You're going to be a queen, not some commoner!

      "You can call me Jakobe." His lips upturned slightly, and he turned his back to her to return to the piece he had been working on.

      "Jakobe," she repeated. "Mind if I watch for a bit? I've never seen such a thing."

      He nodded to her, and grabbing hold of the metal once more, he pumped the bellows, fanning the flames until the metal was red hot. He dropped it on the anvil and began hammering it. The noise was loud, and the smell burned her nostrils, but she thought it to be one of the most beautiful things she had ever seen.

      When he finished, he held it up for her approval. A shield, with a dragon emblem? It was almost as if they were fated to meet, but she knew that if that was the case, Lingaria would have gladly told her so.

      "Jakobe, it's lovely. What are you to do with it?"

      He pointed behind him, to a wall she hadn't noticed. On it, several shields with various emblems hung, and next to that, another wall with daggers of all lengths and sizes. Svana gasped in awe.

      "How much is it? I want it." Suddenly she felt as if she had to have it. She had not been gifted a shield from the dragon realm, and she had no doubt it would come in handy later when she came against the king.

      Jakobe laughed. "You'll walk out as soon as I tell you," he said assuredly.

      She shook her head. "No, I won't. I don't have a shield. I need one, and I want that one. So how much?"

      Jakobe looked her up and down and looked back to the shield.

      "Fifty Verdilliums," he said, his eyebrows raised as he gauged her reaction.

      Svana took out the pouch with the coins and counted them.

      "I have twenty here, but I am to battle again tonight. When I win, I will come back to you and pay you the rest. Please, I need it."

      "Twenty? Battle? You wish to take my shield into battle and pay me after?"

      "No, please... you misunderstand. Tonight, I battle again at the town square. I won last night. If I win again tonight, it is double the prize. I will give it all to you."

      His eyes were nearly impossible to tear her gaze away from, even if she wanted to. Aside from his appearance and strong presence, she sincerely wanted the shield.

      "You! You are the woman who battled and won against Stovan?"

      Svana nodded her head.

      "Take it! My compliments! Anyone who can put that clumsy oaf in his place deserves the best trophy."

      "No, Jakobe. I cannot ask for this, here..." she dropped her bag of coin on the counter. "Take this at least, I know it is far less than what you are asking, but you have my gratitude and I will be in your debt forever."

      Not that I mind that at all, she thought mischievously.

      "As you wish, madam. Do you plan on staying around long?" he asked, sticking the bag of coins in his apron pocket.

      "I plan on sticking around for a long time."

      Jakobe handed her the shield. "Take care, the metal is still warm. I eagerly await your fight this evening." He winked at her.

      Blushing furiously, Svana stepped backwards from the shop, grinning from ear to ear, and then she turned and made her way toward the pit as quick as her legs would carry her. Her brilliant new shield at her side.

      When she arrived, the crowd was already formidable, their yells nearly deafening. She ducked under the rope, setting aside her sword and newly forged shield. The crowd erupted in cheers.

      "I am ready!" Svana yelled loudly. "Send forth my opponent."

      After a moment of silence, a man who towered over every man and woman present, stepped into the arena, his dark eyes dripping with malice.

      What are they feeding these people? she wondered as she watched him step into the ring. He smiled down at her.

      "Play time is over," he said in an unnaturally deep voice.

      "I couldn't agree more," she said, not to be intimidated. She crouched and prepared for his attack.
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        Some things cannot be rushed. They take time and consideration. Patience is not an easy ability to obtain, but one realizes that without it, stress and worry follow, and whatever you weren't patient with, takes longer to accomplish.

        King Ansel the Humble, First King of Aequoris, 259 A.V.

      

        

      

      When Hekla awoke, she explored the cavern. Speltus was still fast asleep, and Hekla wanted to keep it that way. The little dragon was growing on her, but more than anything, Hekla wanted a little alone time. She edged closer to the pond, smiled, and took off her armor. Her bare foot dipped into the surface, and it sent shivers up her spine.The water wasn't freezing, but it was by no means warm. Still, it was clean, and Hekla began to wonder when the next chance she would have to bathe. Grinning, she stepped in the water, but only made it three steps before slipping and falling onto her bottom.

      The sound of water splashing woke Speltus from his nap. "Hekla, you're awake?"

      She laughed softly, blushing. "Yes, thought I would rinse my body while you rested. Please avert your eyes."

      "Humans have an odd sense of modesty. I don't understand. Dragons are not that way," he said indignantly, as she continued rinsing herself.

      "Well, dragons don't wear clothes for a reason," she said.

      "Don't get the ground all muddy with your 'bath.' Anyway, we have nothing to be ashamed of," he replied, his tail sticking straight up as he circled around, showcasing his small body.

      "Nor do we, but it's different. I don't know how to explain it."

      Hekla shook off the best she could before attempting to put her clothes back on. "I won't get the ground muddy. I didn't want to bathe completely in pond itself because I didn't want to dirty my drinking water."

      "There are roots underneath where the water filters itself. How do you think it stays so clear?"

      "How did the Aequorans know to do such a thing?" she said, a look of surprise on her face.

      "Why do you constantly doubt the power and involvement of the Unseen Ones? Do you not realize that they wish to protect all the races?"

      Hekla shrugged. "It's easy to forget about someone or something you can't see. It's not like they walk around introducing themselves and shaking hands with us."

      Speltus let out an exasperated sigh. "You have so much to learn."

      "Then let's get started," she retorted, fastening her gauntlets onto her wrists.

      "The first thing we are going to start with is anticipating attack moves and how to deflect using your body, as well as your staff."

      Hekla nodded.

      "Back away from the pond's edge, and steady your footing. I'm going to do something quite grandiose, but I think it will help you practice better."

      Speltus took in a very large breath, almost as if overcompensating.

      "Personae imaginarium," Speltus finally said as he exhaled.

      Before Hekla's very eyes, a translucent man appeared, his hair hung in golden waves. He wore a cream tunic, with a dark green vest and pants, and leather boots that reached mid shin.

      "Holy crow!" Hekla jumped several feet in the air and dropped her staff. "Who is that?"

      The man spoke with the voice of Speltus, "I am a make believe male embodiment of Speltus. My time is limited in this form, but I did it to train you. Listen closely to what I say and follow my lead. Understand?"

      Hekla, mouth still agape, nodded again.

      "When I punch my fist forward to hit your face, you need to either roll your shoulders back, or drop to the ground. Do you understand?"

      "Yes," she answered.

      He slowly threw a punch at her, and she rolled her head back, avoiding contact.

      "Good, now I'm going to go a little quicker. Make sure to watch my body movements and keep eye contact. I know you've practiced this with your sisters, but they had your best interests at heart. You need to learn to read people who want to harm you. All right?"

      "All right."

      He threw another punch with the opposite fist and she rolled her head to the left, again avoiding contact. Keeping her eyes focused on his, his translucence became more solidified as they sparred.

      "Focus on both my upper and lower body, see if you can anticipate where I'm going to strike from."

      Hekla held his stare, but also looked from the corner of her eye to see if his legs or arms twitched. She could feel his left leg swinging before he moved it, and she turned her body to the right to block it with her left forearm, before she threw her right fist that landed solidly on his cheek.

      "Well done! Keep practicing rolling your body from side to side, as you get quicker you can avoid attacks and stay out of the way of unwanted kicks to the stomach, side, and chest."

      They practiced for hours until she was dripping sweat and breathing heavily from the exertion.

      "Much better. You're getting the hang of it. We need to work on your use of the staff when your body is too tired to cooperate. Like now, but I am losing my stamina to maintain this form so I am turning back into a dragon."

      "Please do, a human with dragon eyes is a really creepy sight," she laughed wearily and crawled to the pond to drink.

      "Well, a human with human eyes isn't much better," he teased.

      After Hekla had enough to drink, and rinsed the sweat from her face with the cold water, Speltus called her back.

      "All right, stand where you were before and grab your staff. These are going to be all upper body and will rely on your ability to wield your weapon swiftly, and with the right spell. So you're going to need to repeat these to yourself as often as it takes for you to memorize them. Also, since all life matters, you are to not kill with magic, that is against the rules."

      "So, am I allowed to harm someone with magic?"

      "It is preferred that you don't, the Unseen Ones created magic to bring peace. However, if it is necessary, as I suspect it will be in the days to come, you are allowed to use it for self-preservation. As such, I am going to teach you a few spells that will help you to protect yourself, but not harm another.”

      "Hold your staff flat on your palms and grip it tightly. Then I want you to say, 'Tranquis Impartum.'"

      Hekla did so, and saw the flash of magic emit from her orb, but nothing else happened.

      "Speltus, nothing happened."

      Her dragon was frozen, mid-air, and unable to move anything but his mouth.

      "Very good, now say 'Tranquis Ceasum.'"

      She complied, and he was released from the spell, flapping his wings again.

      "For most spells, you can repeat the main word and say 'ceasum,' after and it will stop the spell from working. That is most, not all, like if you say 'Occulari Objectum,' you can temporarily render a person blind, but repeating it and saying 'ceasum' will do nothing, because it is a temporary spell and its effects dissipate within a few minutes. Does that make sense?"

      She nodded. "Yes, should I repeat that one right now?"

      "No! Just store it away and try to keep it at the forefront of your memory so if you are being attacked, you can say it, and the person attacking you will be rendered blind, allowing you to escape."

      "Very good! Can I try the fire spell again, I'm actually quite cold and it would help."

      "Yes, but you must make it small so that it doesn't fill the cavern with smoke and you end up suffocating. Also, place it nearer to the entrance, the air flow should suck the smoke out that way."

      She nodded and made her way to the tunnel leading out.

      "All right, this might be strange but do I need twigs and branches?"

      "A human does, but no, dragon magic does not require such a thing. Just focus your orb toward where you want the fire, and say the spell," he instructed her.

      "Pyrem Brillium," she said, pointing her weapon toward the ground. Immediately a large gush of flames shot up from the dirt nearly singeing them both.

      "Yikes, you need to limit the flame! 'Pyrem brillium limitum,' he said immediately, and the flames shrunk to a more manageable size.

      "My apologies," she said to him.

      "No, don't worry about that. An oversight on my part, any time you need to limit the impact of a spell, or even make it more impactful, you must say either 'Limitum' or 'Expandum.' As you saw, 'Limitum' will decrease the impact of the spell, and 'expandum' will increase the impact of the spell."

      "Makes sense," she said.

      Already, Hekla's soul felt lighter. Her battle skills still needed sharpening, and she knew that she had many spells to learn, but he had taught her much in a short time. The dragon's magic was powerful. With the scepter and his help, she would be the most powerful of the three sisters.

      "You've done well today, Hekla. Let's rest, and we will start fresh in the morning."

      "Thank you, Speltus... for your patience, I mean. I'm glad you are my guide and not Lingaria, I think he would have choked the life out of me before we even got started," she joked.

      "Lingaria is much older than I, and in that way, he has less patience. I myself as a young dragon didn't know much and had to be taught. Trust me, my training was not easy. I was stubborn and wanted to use magic on everything. I turned people into beasts, I turned beasts into people. It was not a good time for those around me."

      Hekla laughed loudly, imagining such a thing.

      "Well, at least I'm not that bad," she almost felt like she could pat herself on the back. "Wait, does that mean I can turn people into things?"

      "Oh no, we aren't having that discussion tonight. You aren't ready yet." He smiled at her and waddled over to her mat. "Come lay down, human, let us rest."

      "You're no fun," she said, but she was at peace, at least for the time being, but she also started learning to live in the moment.
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        Choices are hard to make, especially when neither choice is ideal. How do you make your choice? Do you pick the lesser of the two evils? Do you choose blindly? The best option, when having to make a choice between two paths, is to weigh the pros and cons of each, and at the end of the day, decide which choice you will be able to live with when you look back.

        King Arnott the Wise, Second King of Telluris, 323 A.V.

      

        

      

      "Astrid, stop!" the wild Toverak yelled.

      The creature leaned his head down, horns aimed directly for her stomach, ready to gut her like a fish. She reached for her bow, but it was nowhere to be found. She searched the ground frantically, but there was nothing but dirt and brush.

      "I said stop! Wake up!" Why was the Toverak telling her to wake up?

      No matter, she would kill it and be done and no one would be the wiser. If she could only find her bow.

      The evil beast's nostrils flared at her, and then he was charging. I guess this is it, she thought. Astrid shifted her balance to jump from the creature's path.

      "Astrid, you foolish woman!" Aronus stopped kicking her when her eyes fluttered open.

      It took Astrid a moment to realize where she was, and as she looked around the barren cave, the only thing that caught her attention was the spattering of gravel throughout the damp cave bottom.

      Her back was achy and stiff from the rock hard ground and as she sat up and became more aware, it finally dawned on her that the screaming Toverak in her dream, had only been a nightmare.

      "Ugh, Aronus! That was terrible!" she yelled at him out of frustration.  Her heart still racing as she calmed her nerves.

      "I know. Take a deep breathe. It wasn't real. Anyway, I can guarantee that the beast you dreamed of, is nowhere near as terrifying as seeing it in real life," Aronus confirmed. "Be thankful that was just a dream."

      "No empathy from you, huh?" Astrid asked, her eyes still heavy from lack of sleep, her throat scratchy from yelling in her nightmare.

      "No, I suppose empathy is not my strong suit. Not to mention, I've met a wild Toverak. Your dream made it look like an angry child's play thing."

      Astrid laughed. "Oh Aronus, I'm afraid I've much to learn from you."

      "What does that mean?" He waddled over to her, the different shades of green on his body, complimenting her armor completely. She reached out and patted his little scaly head.

      "I just mean I don't know you at all."

      "Nothing could be truer, anyway. It's time for you to get up and about. We're a half day's journey before we come to the main path that will take you up The Great Mountain."

      "Excellent!" Astrid said roughly, "I must have yelled quite a bit." She reached for her water pouch to hydrate for a moment before she continued her conversation with Aronus. "I can't believe we're so close. Have you figured out how we will stop the Caelestian soldiers?"

      "On the main path, just before you reach the base of The Great Mountain that leads to Caelestis, there will be an army of Tellurian soldiers. They will try to stop you, because they see everything as belonging to them, even though Caelestis still belongs to its king and people. You will either need to fight them, or find your way around. Either path will have its problems."

      Surveying the cave to make sure she had not left anything of value behind, she turned to him. "Do you mean that you will not tell me what to do?"

      "I can only aide you, I cannot guide your steps. The final decision is always yours. Everything you do is a part of the journey."

      "Any chance I could find provisions, maybe where the soldiers are camped?"

      "Yes, the same place." Aronus nodded his head, his tail flicking back and forth.

      Great, she thought, surveying the cave again in hopes that somehow provisions had magically appeared on the rough gravelly surface of the bottom of the cave.

      "You won't find what you're looking for here." There was a hint of humor in Aronus's voice.

      "I know, I just know that it's not going to go over well with the soldiers considering that I already killed some of their men."

      Aronus flicked his tale inquisitively, as he thought about what she said. Finally he spoke, "maybe the word hasn't gotten out yet?"

      "Really, Aronus? Do you think I'm that naïve?"

      Aronus raised his scaly shoulders slightly, giving her a hopeful glance. "I just don't want you to worry. That's all."

      "Too late," she answered honestly. "Let me just roll up my mat, and we'll be on our way." She worked quickly, then hefted her rucksack on her back, and offered him a friendly smile. "Come along then."

      Astrid motioned for him to join her.

      Aronus nodded his head at her, his large dragon eyes double-blinking as he leapt into the air. He flew to her side, the soft flapping of his wings noticeable only in the stark contrast of silence that echoed around them in the tiny cave, which somehow allowed her to stand without bumping her head against the rock ceiling.

      He dropped and made himself comfortable on her shoulder, curling into a little dragon ball and snuggling into her hair. She strolled from the cave, giving the rocky entrance one more careful glance before she began her steady descent down the mountain side.

      "Your best bet is to stick to the main path, until you see the Tellurian Army. The Toverak is more likely to stay away from them and nearer to the mountainside." Aronus warned her, concern evident in his voice, although Astrid would never say anything. Her only worry was to stay on her dragon guide's good side. "Stop fretting so, Astrid. Of course I am concerned for you, you are the human that I am responsible for. If anything were to happen to you, it would fall on me, and honestly I would rather not carry the burden of that around."

      "Oh, I really wish you couldn't read my every thought."

      "So you've mentioned a time or two." His tail flicked gently against her back, but he maintained his comfortable curled position on her shoulder. "Anyway, as I said, stick to the main path. Keep your eyes and ears out for anything unnatural. When you get near the Tellurian army, and the soldiers start to come into view, stick to the trees and brush the best you can, and watch your step. Any noise could alert the Toverak to your presence."

      She nodded her head, thinking that she'd rather face a hundred soldiers than the Toverak beast of her dreams. "My choice is the Toverak or the Tellurian Army? There has to be another choice, doesn't there, Aronus?" Her eyebrows raised, and she could feel the blood slowly draining from expression in the face of his complete and utter silence.

      Astrid didn't know what to make of that, and the increase of adrenaline rushing through her didn't know what to make of that either. Just exactly what will I do if I face a Toverak? Her breathing grew heavy, and as she continued her climb down, she tried to distract herself with thoughts of reaching Caelestis.
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        Bets are never fair among strangers, or among friends. Somehow, when coin is involved, it changes people. They forget their morals, obligations, and decency, and betray their word. More friendships are broken and more enemies are created over coin than anything else.

        King Everett the Honest, Second King of Caelestis, 329 A.V.

      

        

      

      Svana propped her sword and shield in the corner of the pit. She made eye contact with a man leaning over a rail. "Keep your eye on that for me, will you? If it walks away, you'll be first to suffer. If it doesn't, first coin from my victory is yours."

      "I'll watch your trash, but need no coin. I'll put it on your stretcher when they carry your body from the pit."

      She blinked at him. "I accept your offer to watch my sword at no price but the value of watching the fight ahead." Svana nodded to him as her way of sealing their deal. She turned to the pit, studying it for anything that might trip her, for somewhere to avoid getting stuck.

      The crowd cleared, the movement drawing her eye. She shook her head at the newcomer. Even larger than the previous day's opponent, his face bore the scars of previous battles lost. Or maybe they were battles won where he had faced an army by himself.

      "What are you feeding your people?" she reiterated.

      Murdoc 'The Dragon' entered the pit, cracked his knuckles and motioned for Svana to come to him.

      "Fine. Have it your way." She dashed forward, jumping and running up his chest to kick him in the face, back-flipping away before he could grab her.

      "Don't kick him in the face. It just makes him mad," someone taunted from the crowd.

      He gave the fan a gap-toothed grin. Murdoc held his hands before him and started to stalk his prey. He wasn't as fast as Hammer Toe, but he was stronger and stout as a stone wall.

      Svana dove to the side, rolled, and side-kicked his leg. He swept an arm toward her, but she was already gone. Her foot hurt where she had kicked him. She looked for a weak spot, noting that he wore a metal cup over his privates. There would be no replay of yesterday's victory kick.

      She landed a dozen more blows, but none had any effect. He continued his slow approach. Svana found herself getting cornered. She feinted one way, dodged the other. His massive hand closed around her arm as she tried to scoot past. The Dragon yanked her from her feet before she could twist free.

      He tried to head butt her face, but she dipped aside. His forehead caught her ear and a spark of pain shot through her head. He tried to get a grip with his second hand, but she flailed wildly. Murdoc struck again. Svana dodged, but he caught her forehead at an angle. Sparks shot before her eyes. She lashed out with a knife hand, realizing that she was fighting for her life.

      Her fingertips sunk deeply into his windpipe, and he dropped her to hold his damaged throat. Svana rushed aside, clearing the corner to give her room to maneuver. Murdoc started making growling noises and coughed as he tried to clear his throat.

      Svana took two steps and leaped, landing astraddle his broad back, as wide as any horse she'd ever ridden. She wrapped an arm under his chin, tucked her face behind his head, caught her hand and pulled for all she was worth.

      He ripped at her arms, unkempt fingernails digging into her flesh. He seized her forearm and tried to pull it away, but she held on. He was losing strength. Svana pulled harder. Murdoc started to punch the air behind his head, but she was tucked too tightly. He missed again and again.

      All of a sudden, his muscles went slack. He staggered a step and started to fall. She rode him to the ground, grunting when he slammed into it. She released him, pushing herself free with the greatest of efforts.

      As sweat dripped down her brow, the crowd behind her grew more raucous. Some chanted her praises while others condemned her. Before her, Murdoc 'The Dragon,' as he was called, lay unmoving in the dirt, blood ran down her arm, and her chest rose and fell heavily with each breath. Confident that the man would rise no more, she turned her head toward the winner's platform and the fight master. The look on his face was one of concern and surprise.

      No one expected me to win. Not a single soul here.

      She scanned over the crowd, studying their faces, some taut with tension, some excited. All were focused on her. Sucking in a deep breath, she wanted to lift her arm in a half-hearted fist pump of victory, but at that moment everything began to fade in and out. Svana had grown vaguely aware of the blood pumping in her ears, her vision growing more blurry by the second.

      She took a step forward, every muscle in her body screaming from the pain of the fight.

      I feel so dizzy.

      Svana saw nothing but bursts of light before her eyes as everything went black. She hit the ground hard, causing the crowd to gasp, while others muttered about whether she was dead or alive.

      The fight master watched with quiet contemplation, and when she didn't stand, he pounded his fist on the podium. "Looks like there aren't any winners tonight!"

      That meant he would get all the prize money. The crowd grew louder, their voices becoming more enraged by the moment.

      "She won fair and square!" a man yelled.

      "Can't win if you're dead!" another shouted back.

      "Oh yeah? Wanna bet?" the first man threatened.

      "Yeah, I want to bet!"

      In the next instant, there was the sound of a fist hitting jaw, sending the enraged throng into a frenzy. Villagers joined in the fight as if they had been waiting for an excuse. Those who didn't fight ran to Svana's aid, while a few others ran to check on the giant.

      "You lot! Stop your bloody brawl! I say we tie her body with rocks and throw 'er in the pond." The fight master, realizing that no one was going to allow him the prize money decided that taking a side would be better than remaining neutral.

      "Arr!" those on the side of Murdoc grunted in agreement.

      More fighting commenced, and extra people surrounded Svana in an effort to protect her from the unsavory hands of those who wished to do her harm.

      "Yer gonna take a life for a bit of coin?" a woman yelled.

      "I sure am!" a man answered back.

      "He's not the only one who lost coin!" someone from the back of the unholy rabble yelled over her.

      "Here! Here!" more yelling.

      "No! We are Tellurians! This is not how we handle things! She won fair and square, we must help her. She is injured," the woman continued.

      Though afraid, a few brave villagers joined her side. No one had noticed that the sword Svana had carried had begun to glow brilliantly.

      Lingaria was at one with the blade, as was his duty, but he fought against the Unseen Ones orders not to help protect the woman. What if they try to hurt her! He argued with them. The Unseen Ones warned him to silence and patience.

      "Yes, we are Tellurians!" the fight master yelled back. "And therefore, it is our duty to do away with those who would cause dissension among us!" Clearly taking the side of the giant, he yelled louder and louder rallying the crowd into a frenzy where they would forget the winner, forget the winnings.

      "It is you who causes dissent!" the unnamed woman yelled back, and the small group of people who had joined her, shouted their agreement.

      The fight master descended the podium, and picking up the scabbard that held her sword, his fingers began to curl around the grip. A moment later, he was flying through the air, the sword having sent a lightning bolt's worth of electricity into his body. Those who had been bent on Svana's demise stopped their jeering.

      "What just happened?" someone asked.

      "I don't know," a woman whispered.

      "Disperse!" a stern voice interrupted the angry mob. As a dark-haired man shouldered his way through, the crowd cleared and calmed. Fists stopped flying. Villagers let go of each other. As if Jakobe knew exactly where her blade lay, he walked directly to it. Lingaria knew the man held no harm toward Svana and let him pick up the sword.

      "Go on, take your loser and get out of here, all of you who would claim a giant over this valiant woman." His comment seemed to knock off a few followers of the beast of a man, and by the time he was being hauled away, most of the crowd shuffled away. A handful stayed to make sure that Svana was all right.

      "I'll take care of her. Go on, go home." His free hand brushed them away, urging them to leave him be. "You, boy... grab this and that shield over there and follow me." A young man nodded his head nervously and did exactly as he was told, grabbing the scabbard of the sword from Jakobe with great caution as he had seen the fight master blasted by it. The boy hastily grabbed the shield first and put the belt and scabbard on it.

      Jakobe took the pouch of prize winnings from the fight master, dropped it onto the shied in the boy's arms, hoisted Svana from the ground, and gingerly carried her to the hovel behind 'The Hand and Hammer.' It was a small space, but it had served him well.

      "Open the door, please," he told the young man, who jumped every time Jakobe spoke to him. Bending slightly, as he entered the small dirt and wood structure, he gently laid her on top the blankets that covered his mattress.

      "Summon the healer. I have five Verdilliums for you now and five more when you return with the healer." Jakobe held out the coins that the he had pulled from his belt pouch. "Thank you for helping me. I'll take those." Jakobe placed Svana's sword and shield to the side of the bed and placed the coins in the lad’s hand.

      The boy's face lit up, his eyes bright. "Thank you, sir!" he said jubilantly.

      "It's no trouble, now be on your way."

      The lad bolted from the hovel.

      Jakobe didn't want anyone from the village to think him improper, so he left his small hut, closing the door behind him. He wrapped himself in a blanket and leaned against the door. If the healer came, he would let him in to check on Svana. Jakobe was concerned about the fight master.

      He can be replaced if necessary, he thought as he drifted into a half-sleep.
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        A lot of times, fear comes from underestimating yourself. You don't believe you're strong enough--or smart enough to accomplish your task. When this happens, often times all you need is a boost of confidence to wash away the fear.

        King Thomasett the Kind, Second King of Aequoris, 331 A.V.

      

        

      

      It was late evening of the second day, Hekla had worked hard sparring with the human rendition of Speltus. Implementing her staff into some of her moves first with magic, and then without. As the day went on, Speltus changed back into himself.

      "You've learned much, and I see that your mind is more at peace. I am confident you are ready to continue this journey."

      "I wish I had your confidence, but yes, I do feel much better."

      "Good, we need to continue the journey. We're falling behind. I know you need more than two days, but the kingdoms of man cannot wait. Our time is limited." He looked toward the tunnel exit, his eyes serious and she knew that he meant that war was coming closer.

      "Let me fill my flask, and I need provisions. I only have one apple left. I don't eat as much as Svana, but I still need more than a single apple."

      "I'll make sure to take care of that, as we get closer to the water, the fruit trees grow in abundance. It is not safe for you to retrieve them, but I can. Or we can do more magic." He smiled back at her, waiting for her to join him at the exit.

      She capped her water pouch, took a deep breath, and a long look around. "I'll never forget this place."

      The two days there had changed her. She felt older. Almost as if imagining it, a vision of herself as a child sitting in one of the stone chairs smiled and waved to her. The relief she felt was instantaneous. The child who had fought the whole way, who could not accept what needed to be done, who needed her sisters by her side, and who was afraid of everything, was being left behind.

      "Goodbye," she whispered to her younger self, before journeying down the tunnel after Speltus. When they emerged, it was under the cover of night. The smell of fresh air felt like a gift to her lungs, and she sucked in several deep breaths and let them out, making herself dizzy in the process.

      "All right, air breather. Are you ready?"

      Hekla grinned. "Yes. It is time to change the world."

      He led her away from the charred area and the dugout, and shortly they found themselves in a thick wooded area. Speltus led them to a path that looked barely used.

      "This will take us to the entrance to Aequoris. It's a two-and-a-half day journey from here, if we limit our rest stops and nothing untoward happens."

      Almost as if fate had heard him speak, Hekla was surprised by a gruff voice behind them. When she turned, a small group of soldiers were coming toward her. She imagined they had taken the path off the main road though she couldn't imagine what they were doing out this far.

      "She was supposed to have green hair, wasn't she?" one of them asked, his grimy face rife with a form of anger she had never seen.

      Hekla immediately got into a defensive stance, her legs spread apart, slightly crouched, scepter balanced across her palms, ready to fight. Their earth tone, well-worn clothing and tattered armor told her all she needed to know about where they from. Tellurian soldiers, but were they talking about her sister?

      "Green. Blue. What's the difference?" another guard replied, his stringy red hair hanging over his dirty freckled face. He wiped his brow of a small spattering of sweat that had gathered on his forehead.

      "There's a big difference. One is green and one isn't. We're looking for a green-haired woman wearing green clothes, carrying a bow."

      "She doesn't look like that at all," the grimy, agitated soldiers continued to argue among themselves.

      Realizing they were looking for Astrid, Hekla slowly started to back away. If their battle wasn't with her, she wasn't about to start one. The first soldier to speak, had chilled her to the bone and she just wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible.  Curiosity made her question what her sister had done to warrant all this attention.

      "Hey, where do you think you're going?" It was the gruff one, with a dirty face and unkempt hair. The one who chilled her, and now as she stared into his dark eyes, she could feel the contempt dripping off of him. He may have been well-built, but it was hidden under a slight hunch and his hands reached out like the claws of a bear.

      "I'm clearly not the one you seek. I'd like to peacefully be on my way." It took everything in her to keep her voice steady, and not to let on that she felt more fear in this moment than she had ever felt in her life.

      "I don't care if you're her or not, you're not going anywhere." He slowly began advancing toward her, and his black eyes flashed with a hint of the wickedness she had felt only moments before.

      "What did she do to be sought by those such as yourselves?" Hekla worried over her sister, but found comfort in the fact that since the soldiers were still looking for her, that meant her sister escaped.

      "She killed four of our soldiers. That makes her an enemy of Telluris," the man who appeared to be in charge told her, trying to sound authoritative.  He stood taller than the red-haired man, and the man that sent a chill through her.

      "Maybe there was a mistake. You know how men are around pretty girls," Hekla said innocently.

      Even as she said so, the surrounding atmosphere changed. The men's eyes all trained on her, their earth-toned forms shifting in the same direction where she stood. There was one thing they all had in common, dirty appearances, stringy hair, and a death glance at her that made her nervous. Without a doubt, they were going to come after her. Speltus, I need you.

      Instantly, the buzzing from the magic that flowed through her grew stronger, and the orb atop her scepter grew brighter.

      Do not fear, Hekla. I am here. The orb flashed as he spoke in her mind. If there was ever a time for you to use your magic, it is here and now. I have trained and prepared you for this moment. Trust yourself, and trust my teachings, he said.

      With his words, instead of fear, she channeled everything he had taught her into the moment.

      She would not go down without a fight, and if she did go down, she would take the dingy bodied men with her.
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        When you set out to hunt, you make sure to prepare yourself. You wear the correct gear, you bring your weapons, and you stalk your prey. However, what happens when you're not the one hunting? What happens if you become the hunted? The world is dangerous, and if you don't prepare yourself, you may end up roasting on someone else's fire.

        King Cedric the Just, Third King of Telluris, 475 A.V.

      

        

      

      Astrid traveled for the better part of the day before signs appeared marking the presence of Tellurian soldiers. By that time, the route had begun to weave and dodge like a Caelestan butterfly, rising and descending with the foothills. It wasn't until reaching the base of The Great Mountain that Astrid began to have doubts about her journey.

      "Hey ho! Pass me some of that ther' bitter ale!" a coarse voice yelled over the clamor of several other men.

      Astrid ducked and slunk off the path, hiding behind a tree. She peeked out to see if anyone was coming. Another man, tall, with chestnut hair and a strong physique, yelled something back.

      "Too far to hear what's going on, I need to get closer. You're in their minds. Do I have anything to worry about?"

      "Be careful, Astrid, don't stir the hornet's nest," Aronus replied calmly.

      Astrid held his gaze, before crouching low to the ground and moving toward a closer tree, and then to another.

      The soldier she couldn't understand had a large mug in his hand and was guzzling with gusto.

      "That's not bad, Dresden," he said appreciatively.

      "Andolf, you'd say that about anything that you can eat or drink." Dresden let out a hearty laugh and Andolf joined him, while the other soldiers around them seemed less than amused.

      "Whose turn is it to keep watch?" Another soldier with a longbow on his back, had joined them. In his right hand he carried a large stick with carvings that Astrid could not make out.

      "I need to get through, Aronus. This is taking too much time. What if I don't reach the sky kingdom in time? Do you know where my sisters are?" Aronus gave a mumbled reply, and she turned to look him in the eyes. "Tell me what you know."

      "I don't know anything. I know they're safe, but that's it."

      Had he made the truth known to Astrid, that he was in constant communication with Speltus and Lingaria, she would have been angry with him. The reality was that all who existed on the astral plain, be it the Unseen Ones or the dragons themselves, could commune with one another, whenever they so desired.

      There were many benefits to this, one being that they all knew where they were on their journey. When the time was right, he would tell her. When the end was near, the dragons would reveal all and the sisters could rally for the final battle, should one come about. The dragons held out hope that they would rise to the thrones before the armies clashed, before droves of men died.

      "Night is approaching, Astrid, we need to get past this checkpoint."

      "I know," she whispered, but from her vantage point there was no way through. She was going to have to take a long way around. "None of this is going to be easy is it?" she asked.

      Aronus swished his tail, and shook his head. "If it was easy, you wouldn't have had to train your whole life for it."

      Astrid watched the man called Andolf for a moment. He was young, perhaps a few years older than her, with a muscular jaw, toned muscles, and a playful smile. Astrid wondered if he had a wife and children at home. And she wondered what that was like. A family. Sure, she had her sisters, but Astrid always wanted more than that. She'd wanted companionship. Astrid wondered if she'd ever have such a thing. She shrugged it off, then resigned herself to journey along the base of the mountain.

      "Quit being so hard on yourself," he chided her.

      "You forget that I have been locked in a Volcano kingdom with my sisters for all my life. Could a man love me, or am I destined to be alone?"

      Aronus let out a warning growl. "Do not be so foolish. Any human would be lucky to have you in their life, but right now you have more important matters to attend to. And quit lingering on these soldiers. Do you not remember the other soldier who wanted to kill you? You are full of wisdom and intelligence, and deserve someone so much better than one of these soldiers you're making moon eyes at." He shook his head, flaring his nostrils and snorting in frustration at her.

      "I was not making moon eyes at him. I was just curious about his life. Of course I know that I cannot pursue such a thing. It would distract me from my duties."

      Astrid tried to not let on that she was somewhat bitter, but she knew her voice dripped of it anyway and chuckled because the dragon was in her head and had already heard her wistful thinking. It was easier to think about a companion without her sisters' company. Even with, they often thought of the future. Would there be partners and how would they be chosen?

      It was something she looked forward to exploring in earnest, when the time was right.

      Astrid continued to journey through the woods as she had, making her way around the encampment as quiet as possible. She crouched low to the ground, using the trees and brush to conceal her movements. Astrid of the Bow traveled slowly, avoiding quick movements while in the open, and avoided attracting the eye of the wary.

      Aside from the tents and supplies, there were a great many things the Tellurian soldiers had left in the open. Things Astrid knew she would need: weapons, animal hides for warmth and medicines. She hated that what she needed was so close, yet out of reach. She would not risk her life to secure such items, at least not yet. She saw the trees full of fruit, but they were right next to the camp with too many soldiers lazing about.

      "Another thing that's not going to happen," she lamented quietly. "I can't risk it."

      Astrid wasn't talking to Aronus, but she wished that he would have responded and told her it was all right. Astrid tried to keep her attention off the many young soldiers, with their armor strapped tight, walking around authoritatively, ever watchful.

      "Focus on the mission, Astrid," she had to tell herself.

      She was getting tired and her mind was starting to drift. After a while of continuous crouching and hiding, she found a break in the camp. Almost as if a path had been cleared just for her.

      "Thank you Unseen Ones, I can make my way!"

      It didn't faze her that there were trees and tents on both sides, the small rocky path was only visible from where she was crouched.

      "How odd!" she exclaimed.

      Lowering herself into a crawl, she made her way along the ground, and began her slow and quiet ascent up the side of the mountain, praying that Palladin the Great was keeping watch over her, and that the path would indeed take her to the top of the mountain where she could finally gain access to Caelestis.

      Astrid progressed up the mountain, sometimes low-crawling, sometimes crouch-walking. When she had left the main camp well behind, she stood and stretched. She knew she would have to travel at night, and even though her eyelids grew heavy, she couldn't stop.

      I can't quit, not now.

      She couldn't see the entrance to the sky kingdom, but its flower like construction finally seemed almost reachable. Just above, the mountain's peak fanned out like a petal to embrace Caelestis. Like a sunflower, she thought joyfully, sending her thoughts back to a different time and place where she picked flowers with Svana and Hekla.

      Boisterous laughter jolted her from her reverie.

      "Oh no! More soldiers! I thought they were only camped at the base!" she cried to herself in a loud whisper, as she dropped to the ground and rolled away from the campsite that had sprung out of nowhere.

      The camp was set up directly on the narrow path. They had no fire, and gave no hint of their presence until she was almost on top of them. Astrid cowered in the brush, wondering how she was going to make her way around.

      "Astrid," Aronus whispered to her, "I don't think there is any way through. I think you're going to have to climb up the back of the mountain."

      "What about how steep and treacherous it is?" Her forehead wrinkled.

      Aronus looked confused. "That's a problem for you?"

      "No, no of course not."

      What she meant was that she wouldn't let it be a problem. She would climb until her limbs felt like falling off if that's what it took.

      "That's my girl," Aronus said, reading her thoughts again. "Time to turn around and go back, and don't get caught.

      Astrid wanted to scream her frustration out into the night that she had wasted more energy and precious, precious time climbing only to have to retreat. About half-way down, as the main camp came into view, the tents the only thing visible against the back drop of night, Astrid veered left. There was no path, and the terrain instantly became more rocky and unstable, but it was the only way to ensure that she would not be seen.

      She moved slowly, taking great care to not dislodge any stones. The soldiers may not have been able to see her, but they could hear her should she start a landslide. She carefully balanced herself against the rocks as she climbed over and around.

      The farther she got away from camp, the less foliage there was to protect her. At the side of the Great Mountain, where no sight or sound of the soldiers reached her, she rested. The journey ahead would not only be a battle against the king, it would be a fight against the mountain.

      "Aronus, I need food if I'm going to do this, surely I can't climb this entire thing with one half-eaten apple in my satchel." Not wanting to appear weak, she tried to appeal to his common sense. "I am human after all."

      "Not to worry, Astrid, provision will come. You must fight through the night, and rest come morning. You do not want to risk being seen. Even though there are no camps here, the Tellurian soldiers still send search parties all around the base of the mountain. You're not far enough up to not be seen."

      "I trust you," she affirmed.

      The dragon had to keep her alive and although he wouldn't help her with decisions, as demonstrated by a night of skulking through up and back down the mountain, he wouldn't see her die of starvation. Aronus sat on her shoulder as she began the climb, a rough ascent to the top. With no path, and few trees, she found her muscles burning from the strain.

      "Can you not assist me at all?"

      "I wish to, but the Unseen Ones have declared this part of your journey as something you must do alone. This is your trial. You must complete it yourself."

      Another exasperating Aronus-ism. Best not to ask him for anything. If I must do this journey alone, then I'll pretend he doesn't exist, she thought defensively.

      "Well, you won't be the only human I know with a weight on their shoulder that they pretend doesn't exist."

      Astrid stopped mid-climb, her finger tips white from gripping a ledge, her toes pushing her bodyweight upward. "Does my trial have to include carrying you? You can fly, so why don't you wait for me up there somewhere?" She used her nose and chin to nudge him from her shoulder.

      "Fine," Aronus replied and hopped free of her, slapping her head with his first wing strokes. He climbed easily into the darkness. "Come along. Destiny waits for no one."

      Much like the side of the Volcano of Shadows, there were places where it was possible to leap from ledge to ledge. There were times where the rocks were so loose, she slipped.  Her elbows and knees suffered the abuse. Scraped and raw, she left a trail of blood behind her, but she continued upward.

      Always upward.

      As morning dawned, sweat dripping down her forehead, she spotted a large enough place for her to rest. When she reached it, she collapsed, panting and gasping. With each step, the air thinned further and every breath came more ragged.

      "I'm not sure if I can do another day of this."

      Aronus sat on a small stone nearby, his chest thrust out, and body as still and erect as a statue. When he didn't respond, Astrid lifted her head off the ground to watch him, only to see his eyes had grown wide and he was looking at something over her shoulder.

      "What? What is it?" she prodded him.

      Astrid struggled to her knees, turning her body in the direction of his line of sight. There, not far off, a beast like nothing she had ever seen rumbled along on all fours. His snout was pressed to the rocks as he followed the scent trail she knew she had left behind. Her heart stopped beating as the beast paused and reared up on its hind legs.

      "What... is....that?" she leaned toward Aronus, grabbing her bow and preparing to loose.

      "That, dear Astrid, is a Toverak. Prepare yourself."

      There was nothing she could do to prepare herself. She was on a small ledge with nowhere to go. The moment it saw her, it came running full force, like a warrior on a stallion with weapons blazing. Its short arms reached out in front, razor-like claws extended. From behind, its lion-like tail flicked out and around like a whip. She only saw a glimpse of its back, but the layers upon layers of spikes would have been impossible to miss. They were like undulating knife blades.

      "Holy crow!" Astrid yelled, realizing that second guessing herself would get her killed. She pulled her arm back, and Aronus materialized an arrow for her. She loosed the string and the arrow flew true, striking the beast directly in the chest.

      She had hoped it would slow the thing down, but it didn't hesitate, continuing toward her like a bolt of lightning. She pulled her arm again, letting another arrow fly. This one hit the beast in the neck, causing him to stop, rear backward, and issue a terrifying cry. He dropped back and surged toward her.

      "Don't think, Astrid, just let the arrows fly, fast as you can, and don't stop until its dead!" Aronus yelled at her.

      Astrid pulled the string and loosed, as fast as her arm would move. Each time, a dragon's arrow appeared, and each time, it flew straight. The Toverak started to slow, but he was so close.

      She held her ground. There was nowhere for her to go. If she tried to climb, he would catch her. Astrid needed to kill the beast. A continued flurry of arrows slowed the Toverak, but the malevolence in its eyes sparked red fury as it closed on its prey.

      Again and again she loosed arrow after arrow. Her arm screamed from the fervor of her attacks. Had it withstood a dozen arrows? Ten dozen? How many would it take to kill the beast?

      She focused on the creature's eyes and loosed more arrows. They thudded home, blinding it as the Toverak made a final lunge toward her. Astrid slipped and pain ripped up her side. She rolled away and loosed another arrow into the creature's open mouth.  It landed heavily at her feet. She shook from the trial of combat. Her life flashing before her.

      Astrid studied the beast, looking for any movement to suggest it was still alive. A gentle voice sounded near her ear.

      "It is dead. You can release the string," came Aronus' voice.

      She discovered herself standing over the creature, an arrow aimed at its head. She breathed out a sigh of relief and let the tension go. Aronus appeared and landed on her shoulder.

      His weight almost sent her tumbling off the ledge. She fell to her knees, grabbing a handful of the Toverak's fur to steady herself. She dropped back, sitting and watching it, half expecting it to come back to life. She was bone tired, but there was more work to do.

      Without remorse, she cut it open, slicing off a tender portion of meat. She would cook as much meat as she could carry and then rest. She stretched her side, the muscles pulled or torn from her flight from the Toverak's final attack.

      When darkness returned, she would continue her journey to Caelestis and the army that awaited at its entrance.

      "This was the food you were talking about, wasn't it, Aronus?" Astrid asked, already knowing the answer, understanding that her guide dragon knew a great many things he wasn't sharing with her.

      "I'm sorry that I could not share this with you. If I had, your fear would have stopped you. You had to fight the Toverak and win. Do you understand that?"

      "No, not really. Then again, I don't understand a great many things," she answered honestly.

      "You will one day soon, my Astrid. You will." Without being asked, Aronus started a fire for her in the dirt of the ledge where she had chosen to rest. A dragon's magic. She didn't need kindling to cook her meal. She wondered if she'd have to gather firewood ever again, a strange thought on a ledge half-way up the mountain. She looked upward where the sky kingdom spread out before her and yanked her focus back to her mission.

      She knew what she had to accomplish and who it was for. Anything outside of that was just trouble. Including dreaming of a life with a family. She sighed heavily. It had been a long few days.

      "Do not fret, Astrid... soon all of this will just be a memory, and you will have the future of a kingdom to worry about. And if I do say so, once all of that is under control... you will have time for the family you desire."

      She felt her cheeks flush several shades of scarlet.

      "A queen does not have time for such things. I will commit myself to the cause of the Caelestans." She held her head high, shaking off the embarrassment she felt at Aronus having read her deepest of thoughts.

      "Don't worry, I've heard worse. You humans can be a perverse bunch. Like those soldiers you first encountered..."

      "Stop, I do not wish to know anything else."

      Aronus shook his head, and sauntered over to the small fire pit he had made for her. "By the way, dragons have a considerable amount of magic. It's just a matter of when and how we are allowed to use it. If humans were ever to get a hold of it, it would be catastrophic. Which is why it is forbidden, except in the case of your sister, Hekla. She is special even if she herself does not believe it."

      "What do you mean?" Astrid cut the Toverak meat into smaller portions, and cooked it over the flames while they talked, her stomach grumbling heavily as the smell wafted around her. She took a small chunk and chewed, surprised that it was so flavorful. "A bit tart, but delicious!"

      "Yes, well now you know why there aren't many left. Vicious they may be, but their meat is unlike anything your farm animals can produce. You would call it a delicacy."

      "I see..." She swallowed. "You were saying, about my sister? She's special and all that?"

      "You are all special. Hekla in that she is the first human to be given the opportunity to use dragon magic. It was the Unseen Ones' choice to allow it, but the dragons in our realm were not happy about such a thing."

      "Hekla? Hekla is using dragon magic? How?"

      "Well, her spirit guide has created a link between Hekla and him. As long as he is near and she has the staff, she will be capable of funneling his magic. If he is killed, or we return to the Dragon Realm, she will no longer have access to it. Though, if she proves herself trustworthy, there's no telling Palladin may do. He may grant her some small amount of it for herself, should she survive to be a queen. There is no doubt that some sort of magic will be needed to rule the kingdom of water. Your lungs were not made for underwater travel. For the Aequorans, much of their life happens under water."

      "Oh?" Her curiosity piqued, and she tilted her head slightly.

      "No, no. We haven't time to talk about all of that. If you survive to become queen, I will tell you everything you need to know about the other lands. When unity has been fully restored, you may even journey there. For now, you must keep your focus above, on the sky kingdom. Do you understand?"

      "I understand that you are the dark cloud in my summer sky. A good story about the other kingdoms is what I need to calm my mind for the best day's rest."

      Watching as blood dripped down her hands, Aronus couldn't help but let out a little chuckle.

      "I thought hard work was the best aid to sleep. The woman who has just slain one of the most violent beasts in all the land, single-handedly, needs something else to help her sleep. I don't think so. Lay your head and relax. Sleep well. I will watch over you."

      Astrid swore the dragon's face beamed with pride. "You know very well, that if you were not my arrows, or did not guide my arrows, I would never have accomplished such a feat alone," she countered.

      "I didn't guide them. Your excellent marksmanship is what aided you. I was not allowed to step in. I was only allowed to provide the arrows and nothing more. Have faith in yourself, Astrid."

      The eldest of the sisters watched him intently, looking for deception, or false praise, but he stared right back, wide eyed and expectant.

      "You're not kidding are you?"

      Aronus shook his head. "Not in the least. The Toverak was a test. You passed with flying colors. Whatever happens from here on out, know that you are able to fight. Whether I am here or not."

      "Why wouldn't you be here?" Astrid's voice rose an octave, and she suddenly felt her stomach twist into a knot.

      "Calm yourself, woman. You must understand, that although dragons do not age as humans do, I am not immortal while in your plane. If I die here, I die. On the astral plain where the other dragons live, I am immortal. Not here." He meandered over to her and took a mouthful of uncooked Toverak meat and munched happily. His little dragon claw piercing through it, and holding up a second chunk as he licked it, blood dripping down his chin. "Yes, nothing quite like it in the whole land. A delicacy to be sure," he said satisfactorily.

      "If I ever doubt your beastliness, all I need do is watch you eat."

      Staring at her bloody hands, he retorted, "If I were to doubt your humanity, all I would need to do is get a whiff of your stench. Humans smell dreadful." His face contorted in a scowl.

      "Are you trying to insult me?" She managed a smile, and having cooked a good stack of meat, began stuffing it in her satchel.

      "Not in the least, but it's true. You are disgusted by how I eat, but everything a human does is disgusting. I mean, they truly are dreadful creatures."

      "Oh shush!" Astrid playfully threw a pebble at him. "You don't smell so hot yourself," she responded.

      "It's about to get a lot worse. Are you done with that?" he motioned to the Toverak.

      "Indeed, I am. Have at it," she said graciously. "What's about to get worse?"

      She pulled her water pouch out and she poured a small amount over her hands to rinse them off before untying the mat from her rucksack and rolling it out. Astrid kicked rocks and stones out of the way to make a small area where she could curl up for a few hours and get some relief before renewing her ascent.

      "I'll see you in a few hours. Please don't let me sleep long, we've already lost so much time, I can't lose anymore."

      "Don't worry, human, I won't. Stop worrying and let me eat," Aronus grumbled through blood-flecked teeth.

      "You sound like Svana." Astrid chuckled.

      She curled up in a ball where the soreness from her bloodied knees and elbows became like a cacophony of pain that pounded her body, as she fell asleep to the loud chomping and slurping of Aronus mowing down the rest of the Toverak she had killed. That ought to make for pleasant dreams, she thought.

      Without realizing it, she fell fast asleep and slept soundly, trusting her dragon guide to watch over her and keep her safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            26

          

          
            Svana

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Sometimes an opportunity arises for you to live a simple life. It is tempting to be sure, to not have as many worries, or as many people depend on you. However, you have to consider the consequences of your choices. If you choose to live a simple life, you have to ask yourself, who's going to suffer for it? Who will you let down? Even if they don't know you, if your path is to help them in any way, but instead you choose to turn your back for your simple life, who is it going to hurt, and is it worth it?

        King Michiel the Trusted, Third King of Caelestis, 486 A.V.

      

        

      

      When Svana awoke, she sat up, her head still spinning. She gently rubbed her eyes, trying to wipe away the unsettling feeling.

      "Good morning, dearie." A kindly woman sat in a chair nearby and immediately stood and walked over to her. She took a damp cloth from a bowl by the bed and used it to rub Svana's head. "How are you feeling? Still dizzy?"

      Svana nodded slowly.

      "Well, no worry, dearie. Some good soup, and you'll be right as rain." She nodded to another older woman who had been standing against the wall.

      The woman spooned something from a large pot into a bowl and brought it over.

      "Thank you, Delilah." The first older woman nodded a sweet smile. It was only then that the red-haired beauty was able to take in her surroundings and saw to her dismay that the small room she laid in was packed.

      Who are these people? she wondered.

      Allies, Lingaria answered her subconscious. His voice made her eyes go wide.

      "Are you all right, dearie?" the older woman asked.

      "Yes, thank you. Just dizzy is all. Who are all these people?" Svana waved an arm to take in the room.

      "Well," she chuckled. "Well, I suppose you could say they're your fans. They protected you when you were knocked out. They just want to make sure that you are all right. You did a brave thing yesterday, fighting that giant of man. He has terrorized us for too long."

      "Who was he?" Svana asked.

      "Well, dare I say... one of the king's men. I'm not entirely certain he's from here. Though I'm pretty sure he's not from your land either." The kind woman gave Svana a look up and down.

      Svana realized that the woman was noting her red hair and equally bright attire. "Yes, well... I am from the Volcano of Shadows." That caused quite a few gasps within the small room. "Please, do you know where my sword is?" She felt a sudden pit of worry in her stomach.

      "Sure, just a moment, dear." The woman left the hovel. A few moments later she returned with Jakobe at her side.

      "Glad to see you are doing better." Jakobe stepped into the room, and again the villagers stepped to the side and gave him space. In his hands he gingerly held the sword as if it were made of the most precious metal in the world. "I have to say, this is no normal sword. I could study for ten more lifetimes and still wouldn't be able to craft a blade such as this."

      "It was a gift from a kind soul. I can say no more, but I am pleased that he allows me to carry him. You should feel blessed, too, that he lets you handle him." It wasn't her place to say who the dragon should or should not like, but was glad for the blacksmith that Lingaria didn't zap him.

      "Perhaps you should stay for a while?" the blacksmith pleaded.

      Svana hated to admit that his statement pleased her tremendously.

      "Yes, dearie, stay and get your strength up," the older woman who had been tending her chimed in.

      "We'd love for you to stay," the one called Delilah said softly.

      "That is so kind of you, truly. I wish I could stay, but there's plenty of work where I'm going, work that only I can do," she said with determination.

      "Well, at least stay one more night with us?" Jakobe's cerulean eyes were impossible to resist.

      Defeated, she nodded her agreement.

      You can't take him with you, you know, Lingaria spoke into her subconscious.

      "I suppose one more night couldn't hurt." Not as badly as my body hurts, anyhow.

      That seemed to please all who were present, and they rewarded her with soft cheers.

      "Wonderful! We shall prepare a fabulous meal in your honor!" The two older women beamed with delight.

      "Jakobe, I'm off to chat with Percival. We shall have a grand feast this eve!"

      "Hurrah!" those in attendance yelled, and just like that, the older woman was shouting orders about what to bring, what to do, and when to meet.

      "No, no, I don't want to be any trouble..." Svana tried to interrupt, but no one was listening to her. The next moment they were off, and she was left sitting on the bed, soup in hand, and Jakobe's handsome face watching her.

      "Are you going to be all right for tonight?" he asked, his eyes searching hers.

      No, I'm never going to be all right again, she thought, returning his stare. "Of course, with the exception that it seems I've been run over by a stampede, I feel fine."  She attempted a smile.

      Taking that as an invitation she didn't extend, he reached his hand out to her. "Then come along, I've things to show you."

      His calloused and rough hand hoisting her up and smiling face was enough to make her forget about her commitment to save Verdil.

      Setting down her soup, she allowed him to lead her out of the hovel to his workshop where he began showing her all manner of weapons he had fashioned over the years. He showed her how to forge metal and allowed her to hammer a piece of armor he was working on for one of the king's guards.

      Svana appreciated his company, and she appreciated the break in the journey that loomed ever present.

      Night had fallen quickly, to her dismay. What was probably hours of her learning how to work metal, only felt like minutes.

      "Well, we need to be on our way. You're the guest of honor, so we can't rightly have you miss your own celebration," his soft voice urged her.

      "I don't even know what we're celebrating," she said honestly, shrugging her shoulders.

      Jakobe put away his tools, and cleaned his hands, never taking his eyes off of her. She had grown used to it by that point, and smiled as he worked.

      "Well, I suppose it's not every day that a woman comes to Telluris and beats our strongest champions." His eyes twinkled with his grin.

      "So is it the fact that I'm a woman? Or the fact that I beat those oafs?" Her voice set with caution, her jaw hard and face dark.

      "Neither, it's because you are you." He finished his work and took her hand, leading her out the door, and back up the road to 'Ye Olde Wayward Lady.'

      She made no attempt to remove her fingers from his grasp while they walked in silence. Though, if she admitted to herself, she rather enjoyed the warmth of his fingertips spreading into hers. And while she knew nothing could happen between them, her thoughts still lingered on it. On him. Perhaps after it was all said and done she could come back. If for nothing else, than to see him again.

      I have to wonder what your sisters would think of this little parade of yours, Lingaria interrupted her peaceful thoughts.

      Svana ignored his remark.

      "We're here, are you ready?" Jakobe's voice brought her back to reality.

      Svana nodded silently, smiling. When he opened the door, the room became thunderously loud with applause and cheers. She winced from the sound, thinking she should have brought the ear plugs that she had worn in the forge.

      "There's the dragon slayer," Percival yelled from the bar. "Yer makin' quite a name for yerself around these parts, lass."

      "I certainly hope it's a good one!" she retorted.

      Eloise came from behind her and kissed her on the cheek. "Well done, Svana! Well done. Everyone here thinks of you as a hero!"

      Eloise continued on her way, grabbing more frothing cups from the counter and delivering them with deft hands, never slowing as she wove her way through the crowd.

      Jakobe lifted her hand to his lips and gave it a soft kiss before he was off and running to help move the massive tables so that all in attendance could sit together. She shivered as his lips touched her hand. And she missed the warmth of them when he was gone.

      "Now that you're here, I can lock that door. We're about to have a celebration!" Percival said gleefully. He crossed the room and pulled the metal lock into place. "This here is a private party!"

      His entire face seemed to light up with the exclamation, and a night of laughing and more mead followed, which she found herself beginning to enjoy, along with the most delicious food she had ever tasted.

      Eloise had made more Barinella soup which Jakobe explained to her was a rodent like critter that lived in Telluris.

      "They don't have much meat on their bones," Jakobe said.

      "Yes, but Eloise makes them taste like a luxury," Percival chimed in.

      "If that's luxury, then we've all been without for too long," another man yelled, and everyone laughed.

      Delilah had made fresh apple pies, and another woman had made soft rolls that melted like butter in Svana's mouth. She had several bowls of soup, an entire apple pie and half a dozen rolls. Everyone, Jakobe most of all, was flabbergasted at her appetite. After the revelers had eaten their fill, the men moved the large tables out of the way and the tavern filled with the lively music of violins and Citoles.

      "Come along, milady," Jakobe reached out his hand and pulled her to the floor.

      Svana laughed and tried to fight it. "I've no idea how to dance."

      "Nonsense, just do what I do. Don't worry, no one is going to be looking at your feet." He winked at her.

      Allowing him to pull her along, they spun as they moved to the beat, working their way from one end of the room to the other, hopping and tapping their feet. More than one man cut in, and by the end of the night, Svana's feet hurt, and she was exhausted from dancing.

      "Suppose you're going to need another room?" Eloise prodded, after mostly everyone had left. "Or do you have other accommodations?" Her eyes wandered to Jakobe whose strong form was working alongside Percival to get the tavern back in order.

      "Oh no, Eloise... I couldn't possibly..." Svana stuttered as she followed the kind woman's eyes. "I mean, Jakobe is... he's wonderful. I just.... I can't," Svana finally finished.

      "Can't or won't?" Eloise prodded.

      "I suppose a combination of both," Svana answered honestly.

      Jakobe's comradeship with Percival was easy going. She sensed the two had been friends for a long time, and every so often one of them laughed with hearty tones.

      "You know, Svana, you could stay here. I could get you work. Jakobe is... well, he's a good man. He'd make a fine husband one day," Eloise hinted.

      "If only," Svana said aloud before she could stop herself. "Eloise, I just can't, and please don't ask why. There is much required of me. While tonight has been wonderful, I've lost a whole day. I must be on my way tomorrow. I must."

      It was getting harder to convince herself to leave. Percival and Eloise were such kind people. Different from her sisters, but a welcome different. She could imagine working alongside them, a commoner, but a happy one.

      You'd better not follow that line of thought, Lingaria had stayed away for the night, for the most part.

      Don't worry, I'm not going to forsake my duties, she retorted.

      Jakobe turned around and smiled wide, his eyes glimmering in the lamplight.

      "Perhaps Percival and I had better leave you two to talk." Eloise hurried from behind the bar, and grabbed her husband's hand leading him out of the room.

      Svana tried to protest, but it was too late.

      "Well, you look as if you enjoyed yourself tonight," he crossed the room to her, until they were mere inches apart. "I've never met a woman who could eat as much as me. Well, not one who wasn't as big as me, anyway!" He laughed.

      Svana smiled, but her face quickly fell. "Jakobe, I..." She struggled to find the words to say.

      "I know. You have to go. I heard what you said." He ran his hands through his dark hair. "Think about coming back. I'll be here. I'll wait."

      "Maybe I'll send for you. Would you leave this place for me?" she asked.

      The king with the broken fingernails and big muscles, Lingaria taunted.

      A far better king than the one now, if what you've told me is true. Svana exercised her wit and fantasy.

      True, as is the fact that you must be going. You have coins. You have the shield. You have your mission. And never forget, that you now have allies, a small band, but they will defend your name. They will bring others to your rallying cry.

      "Allies," Svana said aloud.

      "What?" Jakobe wondered, brows furrowing with the change in conversation.

      "There will be a time when everyone will have to choose which side they are on. Choose wisely, my knight," she offered, caressing his cheek with one hand.

      He held his hand against hers, saying nothing.

      "Eloise? I know you're nearby. I'll take that room, if your offer stands."

      The old woman bumped through a door, smirking.

      "Will there be a next time?" Jakobe asked, his shoulders hunched.

      "My word on it," Svana declared, squeezing his hand.

      "Until next time, then." The blacksmith perked up and kissed Svana's forehead, before heading to the door.

      Percival materialized and thrust a great mug of mead into the large man's hand. Jakobe drained it and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      "Maybe next time you'll do me the honor of tasting me best mead, you big lout!" Percival pushed Jakobe toward the door.

      Eloise showed Svana to her room. When the old woman had gone, Svana buckled on her sword, put on her pack, wrapped an arm through the straps on her shield, and headed for the door. She paused for a moment, her hand on the doorknob. Her eyes closed and she took a deep breath. She could not stay here, no matter how much she wanted to. People depended on her, a lot more people than a handsome blacksmith and the owners of a pub. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door, and disappeared into the darkness, careful to keep to the shadows and her feet light.

      When they were a safe distance from the tavern, wings softly flapped toward her.

      "You nearly lost your focus back there."

      "Please don't lecture me, all right?" Svana meandered, not knowing if she would return to the tavern or keep on walking toward the castle.

      "Allow me to finish, woman-child. I was going to say, that you nearly lost your focus back there, but all things considered, you did well. I know how human emotions can cloud judgment. I know that was not easy for you to walk away from the promise of a life, a real life. The possibility of friends, a family... that's what most humans search their whole life for."

      "Yes, well, it would have been selfish for me to forsake my purpose for something so trivial," she said, fighting the feelings wrestling within.

      The truth was, she had not known the potential for her in the kingdom of Verdil. It had never crossed her mind. Only the fact that she had to fight, fight for herself, for the kingdom, for all of humankind.

      "Trivial? It is not." Aronus settled onto her shoulder.

      Absentmindedly, Svana reached up a hand to stroke the soft skin beneath his chin.

      Being in the village, even for a short time had shown her that there was potential for many things, things she would not have thought of on her own. Marriage, to a good man... friendship with people who made her smile, laughter and dancing. Oh the dancing, she couldn't remember when she had so much fun.

      "Yes, well these things are fleeting," he reminded her. "When the fate of man hangs in the balance. All that you would hold dear could be swept away by the hand of a malevolent king. First, bring peace to this land, then everything else becomes possible."

      "I know," she said, slowing her pace. "It was nice while it lasted." She continued walking, the castle growing nearer and the villages getting further behind.

      She watched the sun rise, and only when it was too late she recognized the angry face of Murdoc, 'The Dragon,' and his rag-tag group of sycophants who longed for a rematch.

      Right there. Right then.

      "Well, well, well..." Murdoc said, his voice heavy with disdain. "What have we here?"

      "I have no argument with you, so let me pass," she declared, her eyes shifting to take in the situation. If there would be a fight, they would feel the sting of her blade.

      "Can't do that. We need our money," one of Murdoc's men stepped in front of the giant, his tightened fist hitting his opposite hand with a threat.

      "A fool and his money will soon part ways," she replied, eyes forward, her sword tracing a figure eight before her.

      "That doesn't impress me. Shoot her." The man waved to someone in a tree beside the road. She hadn't seen the archer perched on a branch. He pulled back and loosed his arrow. The sword jumped to the left and deflected the arrow in a flash. He loosed two more times, and with each, the sword protected her.

      "That doesn't impress me." Svana lunged forward, and the men stumbled backward. "You!" She pointed with her sword at the tree. "Come down here. If I have to come up there, you won't like it."

      The archer climbed down to join the others.

      Murdoc pointed an angry finger at the man. "What did you come down here for? Don't listen to her. Loose! Loose!"

      The archer aimed another arrow at her, but Svana was too quick. With a jump and a slash, the bow fell in two pieces onto the ground. Murdoc stepped behind one of his men and Svana jumped back, standing lightly on the balls of her feet as she prepared to continue the fight.

      "Is this the type of man you would die for? Press me and die you will." She glared at them, from one to the next, unblinking as she let them see the fury behind her eyes.

      They looked away first.

      "What are you doing? Everyone together, attack!" Murdoc shouted.

      No one moved.

      "Everyone together," she mimicked, "get out of my way."

      Murdoc charged her, swinging his iron sword wildly. She batted it away and tripped him. She danced to the side to keep the man on the ground and his cronies where she could see them. He picked up his sword, dusted himself off, and came at her again, this time more tempered in his approach. She beat his sword out of his hands with a block and a twist of her wrist. He stared dumbly as his sword arced away.

      "Kneel," she ordered.

      He stood his ground, acting defiant. She punched him in the face, using her sword's hilt for extra emphasis. He went down like a sack of potatoes. His stalwart band of highwaymen scattered like geese.

      When they were out of sight, the dragon appeared on her shoulder. "That could have gone better," he taunted.

      "How?" she wondered.

      "You could have decked him on the first pass."

      "I was making a point."

      "Did you?" Lingaria asked.

      "Did I what?"

      "Make a point."

      "Yes. His band ran off without bloodshed. They abandoned him. He'll get to wake up to that. Maybe he'll turn from his life of ill-gotten gains, but I doubt it. I have higher hopes for the others."

      "Touché," Lingaria conceded. "Shall we? The castle awaits your pleasure."

      "It does." Svana glanced at the victim of his own arrogance. "How he earned the name 'The Dragon,' I'll never know."  She shrugged and continued down the road.

      "It's insulting, if you ask me," Lingaria said.

      Svana glanced at the fallen warrior once more before shaking her head and continuing her journey. The castle grew larger with each step. Empty fields on each side of them had been overtaken by homes and buildings. There were more soldiers, too. Svana was less nervous about them than she thought she should have been.

      "Perhaps I can join up with them?" she mentioned to Lingaria.

      Lingaria shrugged in response. "Just be careful, Svana of the Sword, no sense in you getting taken out this close to your goal."

      "What makes you say that? I can hold my lot with the best of them," she retorted.

      "Yes, but they don't know that," he said.

      "Well, they're going to find out," she said with determination.
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        All energy comes from somewhere. For men, it comes from food and drink. If we cease eating, we grow weak. For dragons, it's far more complicated. They, too, must eat, but they must also feed their mind with the spiritual realm. And their magic draws on that source. Some of their magic they draw from the elements around them, but some, more complex magic, comes from inside of them.

        King Martin the Truthful, Third King of Aequoris, 494 A.V.

      

        

      

      Hekla steeled her nerve as the soldiers surrounded her. New skills. Spells. And a dragon guide to bolster her confidence. She tightened her grip and narrowed her eyes, glancing left to right. Hekla found the keystone, the one man whose removal collapses the arch.

      "There's been no mistake," the gruff one spoke again. His hand moved to the grip of his sword as he withdrew the blade from its scabbard. "In fact, I think the only mistake that might be made is to underestimate you." He advanced toward her.

      Hekla took a step back. "You've already confirmed among yourselves that she and I are not the same. You clearly can tell colors apart. We're different. You said so yourself." A smile played on her lips.

      "You want to know what I think? Even though you aren't her, I think you know who she is. We ought to take you in, seeing as how she killed our captain." The tension in the air thickened as the gruff-voiced man traced her form with dark eyes.

      "Nonsense gentlemen, I am but a lowly maiden on my way to Aequoris, my home. I know nothing of this green-haired woman of which you speak," she said.

      Detecting movement from the corner of her eye, Hekla turned her head ever so slightly. "Tut tut, I wouldn't do that if I were you." Her command was aimed at one of the men who had begun to ready his bow.

      The gruff voiced man used the split second that her attention was diverted, to come barreling at her. She heard his heavy footsteps before she had a chance to see it for herself.

      "Demetrius," the one with the bow shouted, "Don't!"

      It was too late, sword grip in hand, Demetrius swung quick and wide, attempting to cut Hekla in half.

      With only a split second to act, Hekla shouted, "Occulari Invisitum!" She held her staff high in the air and was rewarded when Demetrius's strong and sure swing suddenly wavered. Hekla side-stepped out of the way.

      "Hey, hey!" he yelled, tottering backward.  "What happened? Where did everything go? I can't see! I can't see!"

      The man grew wildly fearful, swinging his sword about like a crazed lion with prey in its jaws.

      "Would anyone else like to--" Her sentence was interrupted by an arrow slicing past her ear. She felt warmth at the side of her face and reached to wipe it away. Blood? She turned on her heel, her full attention on the man with the bow. "Was that really necessary?" she said gritting her teeth.

      "I don't know what you did to Demetrius, but you'll not walk away from here." The archer ignored her question. Lifting his arm and bow in the air again, he aimed another arrow at her, preparing to let it loose.

      Hekla raised her staff again, Speltus?

      The word 'Eradicatum' entered her mind.

      "Eradicatum!" she yelled sternly as the arrow flashed from the bow. It disappeared as soon as it left the string.

      It was her turn to catch their attention, and the three men that had accompanied Demetrius, shifted nervously, gripping their weapons in confusion and fear.

      "How did you do that?" the man with the bow asked.

      "Would you like me to show you how?" she challenged.

      "No," he answered. His eyes wide and face drained of all color, he turned and fled.

      Hekla watched him for a moment, hoping the others would follow. She had enough of the fight. She also knew that her blue hair would join her green-haired sister on the king's most-wanted list.

      "Well, there goes one, does anyone else want to leave while they still have the chance?" She readied her staff and jabbed it at them. The men bolted without another word. All that remained was Demetrius, who for the time had stopped his flailing.

      "What did you do? Fight me like a man," he yelled at her.

      "I will not. I am not the one you seek," she answered him.

      "Give me my sight back!"

      "Say please," she teased him.

      "Now, wench! Or I'll have you killed!"

      "Oddly enough, good Demetrius, I see no one around who can fulfill those orders. Your men have taken their leave, abandoning you blind and helpless. It's just you and I now." Hekla's tone openly mocked him.

      He let out a defeated yell, throwing his head back as he did so, then suddenly stopped. "I can see! I can see!" He raised his head, a troubling smile on his face as they locked eyes. Steadily he began advancing toward her. "Is that all you've got, little wench?"

      Hekla, suddenly fearful, took a few steps back. Demetrius raised his sword in the air and brought it down hard. She quickly thrust her staff out diagonally, deflecting the hit. She jumped back. Speltus!

      Speltus was silent. Now or never. She practiced the spells. She needed the right one, right now.

      "Pyrem Brillium!" she yelled, much louder than she needed. A whisper would have sufficed.

      As before, there was no warning. The air suddenly came alive with heat and electricity and a satisfyingly large orb of fire appeared. She pulled her staff back and thrust it forward indicating the direction it must fly.

      Demetrius twisted and tried to dodge, his eyes growing wide as the fireball flew toward his chest. Diving out of the way, he rolled on the ground, landing on his feet.

      "Sword, where's my sword?" Like a lost child, his wide eyes searched the ground for his blade. He stopped when he realized that in the instant it had taken him to dive out of the way of the fireball, Hekla had picked it up. In one hand she now held her majestic staff and in the other, his weathered blade.

      "Give me my sword," he growled angrily.

      "Tut... tut... that's no way to speak to a lady. Why would I give you the very thing that you have been trying to kill me with? Tell me that?"

      He roared in anger, his eyes flaring.

      "Give... me... my... sword," he growled slowly, dangerously.

      "Rein in your temper, or those will be the last words you speak."

      Demetrius glanced from her eyes, to the blade she held, back to her eyes again, and sucked in a deep breath.

      "May I please have my sword?" he said through gritted teeth.

      "I don't know, do you plan on killing me with it? If I hand this back to you, and you come after me, there will be no more chances. Do you understand?" Hekla spoke like a mother scolding a child.

      "Fine. Give me my sword and I'll leave." Every word slid through his lips as if it was a fight to say them.

      She nodded. "Deal." She dropped his sword on the ground and kicked it toward him. "Now leave me be, and if you go after the green-haired one again, I'll hunt you down myself. Understood?"

      Demetrius yanked his sword from the ground and hurriedly shoved it in his scabbard. He cursed her under his breath before taking off running after his men.

      With one threat abated, Hekla let out the breath she had been holding. Her heart, thrumming heavily in her chest, began to slow. To her annoyance, the soft flapping of wings sounded near her right ear.

      "You pick a fine time to show yourself," she said with annoyance.

      "I can't do everything for you," Speltus said.

      "I understand that, but I needed you!" She stamped her foot lightly.

      "Hekla, you absolutely must not act like that." His irritated tone caught her attention.

      "What if..." she began to protest.

      "There is nothing to what if, about. Don't forget that you must do things on your own. This is your journey! When we get to Aequoris, I will not be able to aid you as I have. You will have to rely on what you have learned. You will have to remember all the things I taught you. Your survival will depend on it. Do you understand?"

      Nodding her head, she said, "I feel as if I still have so much to learn."

      "This is true, and there are many things I may not be able to teach you, but if you focus on what you know and sharpening those skills, the other things will come. Or I will do as I did today and tell you which spell to use."

      "What other spells are there?" she asked.

      Speltus darted in front of her face and hovered there for a few moments. "There are so many spells, and so much magic in all the universes that to teach them all to you, or to try to sum it up would be ... it would be disrespectful. Not only that, but unachievable!"

      "Speltus, I only wanted to know to gain understanding... that is all," she said, taken aback by his sudden change in demeanor.

      "You think like a child, but it is time to think like an adult. The magic you have been given, indeed that you siphon from me is not a plaything. It is a rare and exquisite gift. Do you understand that?"

      Hekla nodded. "I do."

      "There are dragons, indeed, beasts of a higher station than I that are not gifted with what you have been. Understand that here and now before we continue."

      "I understand, I would never take it for granted."

      "You have taken it for granted, because you asked what other spells are there as if it were just so simple. As if it could be measured, or contained. Magic is never meant to be either of those things." He continued hovering, his intense gaze unwavering from hers.

      "I only asked so that I may learn more, not to upset you. I realize it is a gift, I only wish to know more. That is all."

      His tone indicated that he was insulted by her simple understanding. "It is a gift, and a rare one. I will teach you more as you have a need for it, for now, we must hurry to reach Aequoris. We've lost a half day with this drivel. It's two more days' journey. Do you need to rest?"

      "I will continue as long as needed. Let's not waste any more time," she had come to count on their friendship to deter her from her unbidden thoughts of loneliness that sprung up at times. His irritated tone at her naive question was disturbing to her.

      "You said you wouldn't be there when I'm in Aequoris, but now you say that you will be. Pardon my confusion. I don't know enough to protect myself. Not yet. I have to learn more to count on you less, while still leaning on your generosity."

      "Human, you are not wrong in that I have grown, dare I say, fond of you. You do have much to learn, and where there is room to learn, it will always feel as if we are at odds. I assure you we are not, I simply want you to know what you need to know so that you can be the best warrior and queen that Aequoris has ever seen."

      "Has Aequoris ever had a lone queen?" she asked, as they continued on. The trial and memories of the cave and charred clearing, falling farther and farther behind. The image of the little girl she used to be at the forefront of her mind. If that little girl is to stay behind, I must work harder to know more.

      "I don't disagree with you," Speltus said in answer to her thoughts. "As far as Aequoris having a lone queen, it hasn't been so in ages. The men that would call themselves leaders are too greedy, too hungry to give what is theirs to a queen. Telluris has never had a lone queen, and Caelestis has been without one for too long to count, as well."

      "So the kings, what of their queens?" As they conversed, the terrain grew more rugged, and uneven. Hekla found herself clinging to tree branches to help her maneuver up and over fallen limbs and broken rocks.

      "For years, every time a new king has taken the throne, the queen has been murdered. There is no coincidence. There is no shared power." Speltus's voice was heavy with sorrow. "Many would have changed the lives of their people, but that is what hatred does. That is what greed does. It takes away all that is good, and we are left with nothing but darkness.”

      "So if all the queens were murdered, why do the Unseen Ones think that will not be our fate as well?"

      Speltus shook his head. "You still have not grasped your purpose. It appears that having a dragon guide, being trained for years, and learning spells is not enough to convince you that you were made to do this."

      "I know that I was made for it, Speltus. I just don't want to die."

      "A noble desire, but in all war there is death." His little dragon mouth opened in a wide yawn.

      "Ahem." She cleared her throat. "Shall we practice?"

      He nodded. "Yes, what would you like to learn next?"

      "Is there a right answer for that? I do not wish to insult you again."

      "Then don't ask naïve questions. Only ask questions that will help you grow and learn."

      "All right, is there a way for me to travel faster? This land is too rough, and I feel that if we continue in this way, it will be longer than two days before we reach the land on the sea."

      "You are correct," Speltus said. "Focus your attention, as this one will take all the energy you have. Dare I say, all the energy I have."

      "I am ready," she said, lifting up her staff in front of her.

      "Do not use this lightly, for it requires energy and I will need time to replenish once it has been used."

      Hekla nodded solemnly. "Yes, Speltus, I will use it with wisdom."

      "All right, so what we have next is a spell for levitation. Keep in mind there are keywords to make this right. To make anything rise off the ground you will use the word 'Levitatum.' To focus the magic you must follow it by 'Objectum' for an item or 'Personae' for a person, understood?"

      "Indeed." She nodded, mouthing the words a few times so they rolled off her tongue more easily.

      "Next, you can control how high you want the object to go by determining how much power you will use. If you add 'Limitum' to the end, you'll barely lift off the ground, but you can go higher by saying 'Expandum.' To end it completely, simply say 'Levitatum Ceasum.' That will cause whatever is floating to drop immediately. Do you want to give it a try?"

      "Yes!" She eagerly nodded, her face radiating with a smile. "How long can I levitate something?"

      "That depends on how high and what it is you seek to lift. Remember that this spell works differently than the others, and drains my magic the longer and the higher and the heavier. You understand?"

      "All right... here it goes..." Hekla held her staff straight out in front of her with the tip pointed at herself, and said the words "Levitatum Personae Limitum.' She lifted slightly off the ground. Her stomach lurched as she floated. "Oh my! This is incredible! How do I move forward?"

      "Hekla, you must pay attention to your staff. Become one with it, for your staff holds me, and all the power I possess. The sooner you are in tune with it, the sooner this will become second nature for you. Simply point it forward, or right and left... wherever you choose to go." Speltus had disappeared from sight, but she could still hear his voice.

      It took Hekla a moment to grow accustomed to the feeling of nothingness underneath her.

      "Hold your staff steady, and allow it to do the work for you," Speltus said.

      "Yes, Speltus," she responded. Focusing her thoughts on her connection with her magnificent staff, she leaned it forward. The ground started to move beneath her and the wind sent her blue hair flowing behind her. "This is incredible!" she cried in jubilation.

      Very good, keep doing that to control how and where you fly. The staff is your guide, as you lift it, it will lift you. As you pull it backward, so shall it be for you, Speltus spoke in her mind.

      When Hekla leaned it right, her body followed, and when she lifted it higher, her body also rose. Had night not fallen, encasing them both in its murky embrace, she would have kept going.

      "Levitatum Ceasum," Hekla said, and felt herself fall the few inches to the ground. She stumbled, clumsily getting her feet beneath her. "That was the most amazing experience."

      "That is well, but we must stop for the night. I am afraid I need to replenish myself."

      When Speltus appeared next to her, he appeared to have aged several years. His soft glow, nearly faded.

      "Speltus! What has happened to you?"

      "Not just to me, but to you as well. Look at your orb."

      Under the cloak of night, and the overwhelming excitement she felt, she hadn't noticed the luminescent coloring within the staff's crown jewel nearly depleted to nothingness.

      "Oh Speltus, what have I done?"

      "This is why humans are not allowed magic, they know no control. I told you this was not a spell you could do for long because it takes everything in me." Speltus plopped himself down on the ground, his short little arms placed lazily over his scaled belly.

      "I'm deeply sorry!" she said, shaking her pack off quickly. She rolled out her mat and wrapped her blanket around him. She dug out her meager rations and tried to feed him.

      "Nonsense, I just need time to commune with the Unseen Ones. You rest now, don't worry about me. Let this be a lesson to you that while you may know magic... you must exercise restraint."

      "Does all magic do this to you?"

      He shook his head. "The Levitation spell, among some of the more powerful magic. I believe it works more quickly because it requires a different source of energy. While most magic can be drawn from elements, floating, as you were, requires a suspension in reality."

      "I don't understand," she said honestly. "Isn't it just air? That's an element."

      "Indeed, but if humans, or objects were meant to float, they would be created differently. Like the Caelestans." Speltus hadn't even finished his explanation, when Hekla's soft snoring could be heard against the stillness of night. He quickly followed her into slumber.
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        When you are alone, you often find the inner strengths you never knew you had. Too often, we depend on others to help us through a trying time, but if we continue to be helped every step of the way, we never learn how to do it ourselves. Sometimes it's best to overcome obstacles yourself. At first, it's lonely, but once you accomplish it, you grow in character and confidence. And you will forever know that you can do it again in the future.

        King Rowan the Observant, First King of Telluris, 238 A.V.

      

        

      

      When Astrid awoke the next morning, the Toverak was completely gone. It amused her that all remained of it, was the blood-stained rocks and dirt where it had fallen.

      "Well," she laughed. "Someone was hungry."

      Aronus did not answer her joke with a laugh of his own. Astrid scanned the area around her makeshift camp, but he was nowhere to be found. She tensed, her eyes bulging, and her body trembling. Astrid bit her bottom lip as she got to her feet to do a more thorough investigation of the camp. Her bow lay undisturbed on the ground where she had placed it the night before.

      "Aronus?" she called, but again there was no response.

      The base of her mat, where he would normally lie was empty. She didn't even see a pattern in the dirt where he had slept at her feet the night before.

      Aronus had eaten the entirety of what was left of the Toverak, but as she searched for a path of blood to show where he had gone, none could be found. The beating of her heart increased as a sense of loss now coursed through her. The absence of trees on this part of the mountain meant he had not taken refuge in them. Where was he? Had there been a second Toverak that he battled by himself as part of his promise to keep her safe while she slept?

      She wondered how she was going to fight without arrows, and she hoped he would appear soon.

      Astrid peered over the ledge and down the mountain, purposefully scanning for a second Toverak crushed on the rocks below, but there was nothing.

      "Where are you, Aronus?" she shouted through cupped hands. "He'd probably yell at me for making noise while so close to the enemy's clutches," she muttered. "Come on, Aronus. Come out and give me my comeuppance!"

      Not the flurry of wings, the sharp comeback, or the iridescent eyes could be seen or heard. Silence surrounded her.

      Get to Caelestis, defeat the king, become the queen. Astrid knew that was her fail safe, even if something had happened to Aronus, her mission remained unchanged. She looked around one last time before rolling up her mat. Hefting her rucksack on her back, the weight felt heavier even though she didn't have the added weight of her dragon guide, she continued her journey.

      Catch up, Aronus, before I run into another patrol, but I have to go. I'm behind schedule and as you've beaten into me over the past week, we have to end this war before too many more are killed.

      "I will make my way to the top, and one way or another, I will get a new weapon, just in case you've been called to a different mission. I can't loose air for arrows."

      After securing her bow and the rest of her supplies, she started climbing. One foot after another, her already bruised hands struggling to find a steady hold as she pulled herself farther and farther up the mountain.

      The sun grew brighter, and though the temperatures were cool, she found her forehead sweating with exertion. After several hours of tireless climbing, and every part of her tired and burning, she reached the top. Throwing her body forward, and swinging her legs up, she laid on the ground as if she were dead, panting heavily.

      Well, well, well. Look who did all right without their persnickety dragon. Aronus' voice in her mind was such a welcome annoyance, that she forgot her pain and sat straight up.

      "Where were you?" she yelled out.

      I told you that this mountain was yours alone to climb, I had to let you climb it.

      "Next time, give me a warning will you?" She wasn't pleased, but understood. The dragon had told her exactly what she was to do. Maybe she had grown too used to having him around.

      Maybe, he quipped.

      “Maybe?" She waved a fist in the air while she grumbled unpleasantries about her dragon guide.

      He laughed in her mind until he stopped abruptly.

      "Someone has a case of the Mountain Crazies," a man laughed.

      "Oh no," Astrid said, too tired to fight, but not stupid enough to stay on the ground. She crawled to her feet and turned to face the owner of the voice.

      "Well, hello. Aren't you a sight for sore eyes?" the man continued.

      "'Ay, how d'ya get up 'ere anyhow?" a younger man asked, his voice dripping with a heavy Tellurian accent. His shoulder length shaggy hair, offset by dark eyes had already seen too much war.

      "I flew," she said, voice dripping with sarcasm.

      "Where's yer wings?" another soldier asked.

      The truth was, the slew of soldiers dressed in earth tones, indicating that they were Tellurian army, made her tremble with uncertainty. When she was rested and fed, she could have taken them with the help of Aronus. As it stood right now, every bit of her ached.

      A robust older man stepped in front of the younger one, silver hair pulled back to reveal an aged, battle-scarred face. His hand rested on the grip of his sword, but she didn't feel threatened by him.

      "I must ask, how did you get here? It's no small feat, even for a trained soldier." His voice was stern, but friendly. He tilted his head with furrowed brows, pleasantly surprised.

      "I climbed," she said. "Not only did I climb, but I fought and killed a Toverak."

      Astrid puffed her chest out slightly even though she knew that her victory would not have come without Aronus' aid as her arrows. With that thought, and the fear burning inside of her, she pulled her bow, steadying it in front of her, hand at the ready to nock an arrow and let it fly.

      The younger man with shaggy hair let out a laugh, his hair bouncing on his shoulders.

      "You aren't going to get far with that," he said.

      She imagined he was talking about her empty bow, but she knew he would stop laughing the moment the arrows started flying.

      "I have to agree with my grandson there, can't do much damage without a quiver full of arrows."

      "Oh, ye of little faith," she said knowingly. "Test me, and I'll show you that what you see is not always what you get."

      The older man shifted his feet, and Astrid wondered why he appeared uncomfortable.

      "Oy, let 'er. Clearly, she's not flying straight if ye catch me drift." The man who had teased her before, stood nearly shoulder to shoulder with the gray-haired man. Tall and gangly, his head and face thick with hair appeared disproportionate to the rest of his body.

      "Yeah, let her loose a few arrows on us, couldn't possibly do any harm? Am I right?"

      "I've got a better idea, how about she and I have ourselves a little competition. Shall we?" From the group of Tellurian soldiers, a familiar face stepped out.

      Astrid's breath caught in her throat.

      How had this man gotten to the Great Mountain ahead of her?

      She recognized his mess of chestnut hair as he stepped forward. He pulled a bow off his back.

      "What do you say, milady? Up for a little friendly competition?"

      "Cayden? What are you doing here?"

      His eyes flashed her a warning sign, and he shook his head once.

      "Cayden? Who is that? You must have mistaken me for someone else, I am called Jaques, the archer." He stuck out his strong chin, and looked down at her, his eyes pleading.

      It was then she remembered that he had told her how he was a former captain in the Tellurian army.

      A former captain, so what is he doing here, pretending to be an archer? I don't know whether to laugh or call him out. His very presence agitated her to the core of her being.

      See! I told you he would find you. What if he's here to kill you? He must have been following you. Aronus' voice rang out in her head, and Astrid knew that there had been some essence of truth to what he had said.

      "Fine, Jaques," she said loud and clear, drawing out his name deliberately. "You want to challenge me to an archery contest?"

      "No, no, good maiden. I think it is you who wants to challenge me."

      "Fine, what are the stakes?" Astrid retorted, irritated at how he looked at her with a twinkle in his eye.

      "What do you want them to be?" The robust gray haired man spoke up, interrupting them.

      "I want to pass to Caelestis if I win," she reinforced with determination.

      "And if you lose?" he asked.

      "I won't lose," she said assuredly.

      "Stubborn woman. Yes, you will." Jacques, now known as Jaques, 'the archer,' argued.

      Astrid turned her head to look at him, glaring. "Are you backing out already?"

      "Fine, fine... if the woman wins, she gets to pass, if she loses, we get to keep her." A smile played on Jaques's lips.

      Astrid was not amused. "What are we aiming at?"

      "Jenmir and Eustace, step forward please."

      Two red-haired lads tall as sycamores stepped out from the group of soldiers and moseyed toward them.

      "Would you do the lady and me the honor, of allowing our arrows to fly at your head?" There was no hint of humor in Cayden’ voice, and yet Astrid thought he might have gone crazy.

      How did he get here before me? She struggled to wrap her mind around such a thing. If there came a time when she could ask, she would. Though part of her worried that her dragon guide was right and Jacques had been following her all along.

      Focus, Astrid, Aronus said into her mind.

      Jenmir and Eustace stood near the east of the cliff, their backs against two tall pines that reached higher than the other trees.

      Astrid contemplated using the trees to climb to Caelestis. Had it not been for the thinning tops that she knew would bend under her weight, she would have shimmied right up them, but she was still sore and her muscles ached from climbing the mountain. Climbing trees had always been her strength, though. She expected that she would rise to the challenge. Her mind snapped back to the task at hand.

      Focus! she thought.

      "Apples!" Jaques yelled, and Astrid wondered just what the imposter was up to.

      The young man from before, with the shaggy hair hurriedly ran to them, handing Jaques the apples. Jaques in turn walked toward the tree and placed an apple on each of the young men's heads.

      "Relax, boys, you're in good hands," he assured them.

      "Perhaps with you, but what about her?" Eustace watched Astrid with fear in his large brown eyes, his boyish face sprinkled with freckles.

      "Yah, we know nuthin' about 'er. What if she kills us?" Jenmir asked, eyes as large as saucers, and knees shaking like a cat cornered by a coyote.

      "Well, in that case... it's been great knowing ya," Jaques said with a debonair smile, and a slight bow.

      Jaques turned to face Astrid. "Come now, woman. Let us position ourselves. On the count of three, we let our arrows loose, and see who the better aim is."

      Jaques's confident attitude made her gag. To think I almost thought he was attractive. He turned his hazel eyes on her, with their hint of green and she ignored him.

      "Very well then, may the better archer, win." She smiled solemnly, and started to pull back on the bowstring. Astrid prepared to loose an arrow that was not yet visible to her, or to anyone around them.

      Help me out, Aronus. I need you.

      A loud voice boomed out, "one, two, three!" The soldiers snickered behind her. She released the bowstring, and in that moment, the wisp of smoke appeared and to the astonishment of those around her, two arrows left her bow, one landing solidly in the apple on top of Jenmir's head. The other landing dead center of the arrow that had gone through the apple on Eustace's head. It split the poorly crafted wood arrow, straight down the center.

      At the sight of such a thing, one of the men yelled, "witchcraft! Burn her!"

      That incited a mob, and before she had a chance to think, she was sprinting for her life.

      "Kill the witch!" they yelled after her.

      Jaques was nowhere to be seen. And to her dismay, neither was the kindly older man. She found herself quickly clambering over and down the mountainside from where she had just come. The way down was steep, and as she scrambled down, she lost her foothold and began to slide.

      Her body built momentum going downward, and the rocks tore at her exposed flesh. She reached out her hands, clawing anything she could.  Finally, she grabbed hold of an exposed root, and her pace slowed. Pulling herself to a stop, she struggled to catch her breath. Above her, the men had stopped yelling. No one had been brave enough to chase her down the mountainside, and for that she was grateful.

      She gripped the root with all her might, remaining still in the hopes that her pursuers would think she'd fallen to her death. She balanced on her toes, holding the root, and laying against the rock wall until the sun faded from the sky. At twilight, she began crawling along the side of the mountain, hurrying while there was still a little light to see. She traveled beyond where she expected the soldiers to be.

      Aronus had gone silent, as she expected. Though it didn't matter, the pain and the task of sneaking back up the mountain once more was enough to distract her from his absence earlier. Though it was not enough to distract her from wondering where Cayden, or Jaques, had come from.

      As she picked her way across the mountain's harsh face, her pace slowed more and more, until the only way she could go was straight up. This part of the mountain was nearly vertical. Each ledge and handhold more treacherous than anything she had climbed before.

      Aronus, a hand would be nice. Unseen Ones, be with me or at least let my dragon guide be here for me. I already climbed the mountain once. Have I not passed your test? she thought, as she hoisted herself up.

      Night fell hard and heavy, and she had to keep her eyes focused upward to make sure that no one had gotten in front of her, and that all her work was for nothing. The soldiers had called her a witch. They probably thought she used magic to climb. If only, she thought. Her muscles screamed in protest, threatening to stop powering her forward.

      The rocks became rougher to climb as her legs cried out in agony, she felt the feeling leave her fingertips, and the pain that shot through her body was a strong reminder that she was alive, no matter how many times this mountain tried to defeat her.

      "I'll keep climbing until my muscles fail, and I plummet to my death," Astrid grumbled during a short break to catch her breath.

      “That's my good human." Aronus appeared next to her, though she dared not turn her head to watch him. "I'm here, Astrid. Just keep fighting your way up."

      "I thought you said you couldn't help me," she replied, then grunted as her hand searched for another hold, and she pulled herself a little higher.

      "I can't help you, but I can spur you on. You've already conquered this mountain before, you can do it again."

      The sound of his voice and wings near her, was reassuring.

      "Why should I have to do it again?" she asked, pressing her head against the boulder before her. "Can't you give me a little hoist, help ease the climb?" Her eyes opened and she looked down, to see how far the fall would be if she dropped, but it was too dark to see anything below her.

      She needed the sky to outline what was above her. Astrid lifted her head up, eyes focused on the barely visible goal. Her arm and leg muscles quivered with every advance, and there were times she closed her eyes and feared falling to her death, but that was when Aronus would be there.

      "Keep going, Astrid. Keep fighting. The harder the journey and the longer the road, the more worthy the prize at the end."

      "Easy for you to say. You have wings."

      "You don't think I can get tired?"

      "No," she grunted when she pulled herself, belly-first onto the next ledge.

      "Then you would be somewhat wrong," Aronus clarified. "Know that I am suffering with you. I smell spruce tips." The dragon was off like he'd been fired from her bow.

      Astrid laughed as much as she was able, before returning to her grim task of the climb. She expected that if she had seen her route in the daytime, she would have balked. Darkness and ignorance were her friends.

      Unlike the rat that called himself her guide.

      For a little while longer she had the energy to keep going. With the top ledge in reach, she grabbed it, and pulled herself quietly up and over, hoping that no one would be awake to notice her arrival.

      "Quietly, Astrid. You're going to need to hide." Aronus landed on the ground, using his head to nuzzle her feet. "Come on, we don't have much time."

      "Aronus, I can't." Astrid laid sprawled uncomfortably on her side, unable to move from the pain that shot up her bloodied thighs and arms.

      "You've come this far, let's get you to safety and then you can rest for a while. Please?" His worried voice was cause for concern as he never seemed to be worried about anything.

      Men laughing from a distance reached their ears.

      "Oh Aronus, I can't..."

      "Don't worry, I can see them, but it's too dark for them to see anything over here. Come on, follow me, and stay low to the ground. There are some rocks over here. You can at least lay behind them until you get your strength back up."

      "All right," she agreed.

      She pushed herself forward, surprised because she thought she had nothing left, and when they had reached the rocks, she crawled behind them, and fell onto her side, with no energy to even remove her pack.

      Unable to reach her water container, Aronus flew to one of the nearby camps where he grabbed one that hung off a tree branch. A basket of fruits sat near a tent, and with his talons, he scooped up a few pieces.

      Dawn would come quickly, and his human needed everything she could to regain her strength. He flew back to her resting body and sat by her feet, snuggling tight against her as she slept through the night.
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        Some people believe that men and women are built for different things, but most of the time, their preconceived opinion is flat out wrong. Some things do come more naturally for one or the other, but most things can be accomplished by either man or woman. It is not the anatomy that is important, but the character of the person.

        King Nicklaus the Brave, First King of Caelestis, 251 A.V.

      

        

      

      Svana watched the soldiers in the distance, studying their every move. It wouldn't be too  hard to pose as a soldier. And she definitely wasn't scared of a fight. In fact, Svana imagined she was a more-skilled swordsmen than many of them. Joining the army was definitely a clear path toward reaching the king, or at least, the only path Svana could see. She knew Lingaria may not have been completely supportive of her decision to join the army, but Svana felt it was her only option.

      "Trying to break into the castle, or seek an audience with the king is going to be pointless. If I join the army, they serve the king," Svana said.

      "You don't believe that serving alongside that lot is going to grant you an audience with the king, do you?" Lingaria asked.

      "Do you have any better ideas?" Svana asked as she hurried toward the advancing army.

      Stubborn girl, he answered in her head as his body became one with the sword at her side.

      "Not even going to wish me good luck?" she teased.

      Lingaria didn't respond to her humor.

      "Never mind with you, you temperamental beast. I have to do this." Svana strode purposefully and attentively to the group of soldiers who looked more like brigands, watching their every move to see how they would respond to her presence.

      "Well, well, look what we have here." A short man, with a large pot belly sauntered toward her. His dark brown tunic was ragged with holes and his arms barely long enough to grab the sword from his left side. "And all alone."

      "What are you doing this close to the castle, milady? Certainly you cannot think that it would be safe?" Another soldier whose clothes seemed in less disrepair stood in front of the pot-bellied man, stopping him from coming any closer to her.

      "I want to join the army," Svana responded, standing tall, hand on her sword.

      That took both men by surprise as was evident by the wide-eyed expressions on their faces. Boisterous laughter followed her declaration, but it wasn't coming from the pot-bellied man and his companion. The laughter increased, and soon, both men joined in and Svana could feel heat burning her cheeks as her teeth clenched together.

      "If you give me a chance, you'll see I'm just as good a fighter as any of you. All I'm asking for is a chance."

      Svana withdrew her sword from its leather scabbard and spread her feet apart slightly. This was her battle stance, and she could only hope it would be enough that any one of the soldiers before her would take her up on her unspoken challenge.

      "Look, woman... you could be the best fighter ever, but we don't take women," he said.

      She gave him a long, hard stare, noting the scar on his cheek, and the worn leather boots on his feet. He was aged, but not by much more than her, judging by his still smooth skin and the shadow of stubble on his chin.

      "Why is that? Afraid of the competition?" she challenged.

      He studied her as if he thought she were joking, and the men behind him laughed again.

      "Well, she's got spunk, I'll give her that," the pot-bellied man spoke again.

      "I say we give her a shot, eh?" his companion chimed in.

      Svana straightened her back and thrust her sword in front of her. The stubble-faced man grinned and took a step forward.

      "If you're going to hang around this lot, you're going to have to learn to fight with your fists. We don't all come out with swords drawn," he said.

      "Fine then," she replied.

      Svana slid her sword back in its scabbard, and for the split second that she glanced down, she heard his footsteps advance. Her eyes looked up just in time to see a solid fist fly at her face. It landed on her jaw, with a solid smack, and for a moment the entire world spun. Svana fell back, hitting the ground before tucking and rolling back to her feet.

      The stubble-faced man laughed hard at her misfortune and started to turn to walk away. Svana wasn't finished. She took off after him, grabbing his shoulder and spinning him around. As she spun him to face her, her right arm reared back and she let her fist fly, rotating her wrist before it landed to keep from hurting herself. The sound that followed was nothing short of satisfying.

      "Hey!" the pot-bellied man yelled.

      He came waddling toward her, but she didn't wait. She dashed at him, snap-kicking his groin. He doubled over, puked, and fell to the ground holding himself while cursing her.

      Stubble-faced man had recovered from being punched and tenderly rubbed his jaw. The soldiers stopped laughing. Some cringed and twitched, covering themselves in solidarity with the nut-punched man.

      "Not bad for a woman."

      "You're a coward for punching me when I wasn't prepared," she said through gritted teeth, and eyes scrunched.

      "Look here, darling, no one is going to take it easy on you because you're a woman. Quite the opposite. You want to join this army, you have to take the hits even when you aren't prepared. If you can't handle me, you certainly aren't going to handle this lot." He motioned toward the men. "If you can handle that, the way you handled knocking me in the jaw just now, I say, welcome to our rag-tag group of Tellurian scouts."

      "I can handle anything you throw at me, sir." With that, she made her way over to the group, whose mouths were ready to question their leader, quip and catcall, but the expression on her face broached no disrespect.

      "Gather him up and let's head back to the castle. We're not going to find any meat out here this day." Stubble-faced man was clearly in charge, though Svana had yet to tell if he was the captain or just the loudest mouth of the bunch. He motioned for them to pick up pot-bellied man, who hadn't been able to stand and was still groaning in pain.

      "No meat except for her!" One soldier finally gave voice to the soldiers' thoughts, giving her a look of pure animal lust. The other soldiers laughed, and one clapped him on the back.

      Svana's eyes widened, and her face turned as red as her hair. She walked up to the man, boldly meeting his eyes. She rotated at the waist, using the strength of her trunk to drive her fist faster. It met his nose, exploding blood across his face. He staggered backward. He would have fallen if not for his fellows grabbing his arms.

      "I'm not a piece of meat. I'm a soldier," she said with a scowl, "and if you ever look at me like that again, so help me, I will gouge out your eyes, before cutting off your man parts and shoving them down--"

      "Ow! You wench! You broke my nose!" Blood poured from the soldier's busted face. He glared indignantly at her. "I'm going to get you for that."

      "No one is 'getting' anyone, Clarence. You barely hold your own on a good day, so shut your mouth. Woman, you are a soldier in this army, and as a soldier, you will treat them with respect."

      "If he deserved it, I'd be more than happy to," she said through clenched teeth.

      "Whether he deserves it or not," he said, "and that goes for the rest of you as well. We need to be alert, and that isn't going to happen if we are fighting each other. Anyone else gets caught beating up on one another, or causing fights, it's to the stocks with you." His stern voice silenced their laughs.

      Satisfied with the response, Svana made her way to the back of the group. She matched pace with them as they headed back to the castle.

      They were near the drawbridge, when someone said, "the king is never going to allow for a woman soldier."

      "Maybe a mistress!" someone called.

      Boisterous laughter followed.

      "You're all a bunch of cowards. You have a woman in your presence, and all you can think is to treat her like scum?" she asked. "It's no wonder you're out here playing pretend in an army that isn't even in battle, and not at home with a wife. No respectable woman would want any of you."

      The intense hunger she was feeling, their lack of respect, and her frustration at not being at the castle, caused her anger to boil up and over.

      "Well, no respectable man is going to want you," a soldier to the front of her said, and she grabbed his shoulder spinning him around as she had the stubble-faced man. She aimed her right fist at his cheek, and when it had made contact, she swung her left fist at his stomach.

      The impact of both was enough to make the man keel over.

      "That's it! To the stocks with you!" stubble-faced man yelled, and all at once several men converged, seizing her. They doubled-up on her arms and held her tightly. Someone grabbed a fistful of her red hair and twisted viciously.

      "Let me go!" she screamed, and kicked her feet, thrashing her body. "He deserved it! You said we are to give each other respect!"

      A hand went over her mouth, and she realized the stubble-faced man now towered over her. "Stop kicking, and fighting and screaming, and I'll make sure the king spares your life. Otherwise, it's to the gallows with you."

      That shut Svana up, and she stopped fighting her restraints as the men dragged her toward the castle. In an area outside, the stubble-faced man hailed another. They talked briefly before the man pointed and waved.

      To Svana's dismay, she was chained and connected to a line of foul-smelling prisoners. They took note of the red-headed beauty, but their spirits were broken. Their eyes drifted back to the ground and their impending fate.

      One of the men who chained her, looked up at her apologetically, as he reached around her waist to grab her scabbard. Svana almost didn't say anything, knowing that Lingaria would never allow it to be moved from her unless it was her will.

      "I have to warn you before you do that, it may not bode well for you."

      "Milady, I hate to remind you that you are chained."

      She nodded while she said, "Indeed I am, but you've been warned."

      Clearly he didn't see her as a threat with chains around her wrists and ankles while they shuffled forward, and as he tried to grab the scabbard from around her waist, Svana saw the flash of light, and the man flinging backward, knocking over a soldier on the way. The man who tried to take her sword furrowed his eyebrows at her.

      "What did you just do?" he demanded.

      "I did nothing, I told you it wouldn't work out well for you if you touched my sword. You didn't listen."

      "What's going on back here, what's the hold up?" stubble-faced man had returned.

      "I tried to take her sword, as we do with all our prisoners, and she kicked me or something. I don't know."

      "How did I kick you? My ankles are in shackles, you ridiculous oaf!"

      "She did something," the other man who had been knocked down, piped up. "Durrant here went to retrieve her sword, and there was a flash of light and next thing you know, he's flying through the air and right into us."

      "Want to tell me what's going on? And how about a name to go with all that red?" He narrowed his eyes at her.

      "Your name first," she retorted.

      "Just call me captain, that's all you need to know."

      "Fine, Captain. I don't see anyone else calling you that... but whatever you deem necessary. I am called Svana of the Sword, and that's for a reason. No one else is allowed to use this blade, it was crafted for me and me alone."

      "I don't believe that," the Captain said.

      "It's true, it's been spelled or something. I don't know," she lied.

      "Spelled? Everyone in Telluris knows that only dragons have magic. Are you saying that your sword has dragon magic?"

      "I don't know what it has, my mother gave it to me. She told me to come here and meet with the king and that he would know what to do," she lied again.

      "You're telling me that your mother gave you a magical sword and that you're to bring it to the king, and he'll know what to do with it?" the Captain said.

      "Yes, your guess is as good as mine. I've only come here because I'm trying to do what I was told. As big-belly said, it's dangerous out here for someone like me." Svana batted her eyelashes at him for effect.

      "Interesting, and where are you from, Svana?"

      "The Volcano of Shadows," she answered truthfully.

      "Interesting, well one thing is for sure. The king is definitely going to want to meet you." The captain made his way back to the front of the large group of soldiers and led them toward the castle.
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        One act of generosity will make someone remember you forever, but one act of malevolence will do the same. The question you must ask yourself is: how do you want to be remembered?

        King Ansel the Humble, First King of Aequoris, 261 A.V.

      

        

      

      The fear of seeing her dragon lifeless in color, caused Hekla to avoid using the levitation spell again. Instead, she focused her attention on what lay ahead. She was delighted about seeing the ocean, and wondered what the Aequoran people would be like.

      Sensing her fear and excitement, Speltus lingered near her, clearing his little dragon throat before speaking to her.

      "You mustn't worry, Hekla. It's not your fault, what happened with the spell. As I told you, it's all a matter of energy and what is needed to make the spell work."

      Hekla shook her head, clearly disappointed in herself but Speltus knew that she would never tell him so. Deciding it was a dead topic, he decided to tease her a bit about the type of food she might be facing in the near future.

      "I'd be more worried about the type of food you're going to be eating very soon."

      "What do you mean?" she asked.

      "Don't you have a dislike for seafood?”

      Hekla shrugged. "Indeed, can't say I have a taste for it all."

      Speltus frowned. "What are you going to do, when you take the throne and become queen of Aequoris?"

      "You mean if I become queen of Aequoris," she stated simply.

      "There's the doubt again," Speltus continued. "You're going to have to work on that my dear, a self-doubting queen can be spotted for miles. Your people will not believe in you, if you don't believe in yourself. You have to understand that."

      "I do," she argued.

      Speltus didn't want to deter her confidence, and so he kept the remainder of his thoughts to himself. Besides, there are other things to be dealt with.

      No sooner had he thought that, than a small child who seemingly appeared from nowhere caught his eye.

      Hekla gasped in shock, when the tear-stained face of the brunette haired little boy with a smattering of freckles across his nose, ran up to her and grabbed her hand suddenly. He pulled her along with great enthusiasm, never speaking a word.

      "Is everything all right little boy? What can I do?" She felt herself tumbling along after him, but when he paused to look at her, he had a tear in his eye. He let go of her hand and motioned to his mouth, and then shook his head no.

      "Does your mouth hurt? Are you injured?"

      He shook his head again and the only rational conclusion she could come up with didn't seem fair.

      "Are you unable to speak?"

      His impish face only appeared sadder, and nodded his head up and down.

      "Oh dear, poor boy. So where are we going?"

      He only pointed forward, and pulled her hand and she decided to follow him. If there is someone sick or injured, he won't be able to tell me.

      Yes, but trust your instincts, Hekla. He could very well be leading you into a trap. Most families with children stay away from the shore because they know there are many soldiers that guard it. It would do them no good to come out here, not to mention there is nowhere for them to go except into the ocean, and Aequorans aren't welcoming to land people.

      I understand that, Speltus. However, if he needs help and I don't try to help him, I will always wonder.

      Speltus stayed silent then, as Hekla followed the little boy through the forest and bramble to a makeshift tent. He motioned for her to follow him inside, which she did after seeing the look of fear on his face.

      On a mat on the ground lay an ashen-face, black haired woman with her eyes closed. Hekla gasped out loud, startled by a man that had his head bent down near her.

      "Jeremy, what have you done? Why did you bring a stranger here?" the man with downcast eyes said, his cheeks splotched red.

      Hekla could tell he had been crying, but she was afraid to ask the question. "I'm only here to help, sir, please... may I help you?" Her voice lowered to nearly a whisper, and the man stayed silent. "Is she ..." Hekla couldn't bring herself to ask the man the question.

      He sensed it though, and looked up from the woman. "No, she isn't dead... only nearly. She fell ill a few days ago. I went to the king and asked for help, but he turned me down. I beseeched members of our village to help, but they have all been taxed so heavily that no one was capable of extending relief. Now, it is only a matter of hours, maybe minutes before my wife will pass and there is nothing I can do." The man began to sob softly, rocking back and forth on his knees, saying his wife's name.

      Hekla stepped outside to consult her dragon guide.

      Is there anything I can do? she asked inwardly as she stared off toward the direction of the sea, the wild wind whipping her sapphire about her face. Hekla heard her dragon intake a deep sigh and she braced herself for a negative response.

      You have to prepare yourself for your descent to see the sea people, and you're here mucking about on land.

      Isn't it my job to help those that I can? Why would you not allow me to help. That little boy is going to lose his mother. He already has no voice, how much more heartache will you allow his father to undertake?

      You don't know how the little boy lost his voice. How do you know it was heartbreaking? Speltus asked.

      I can only assume it to be so, though something in my gut tells me that is truth. Hekla held her scepter out in front of her, leaning on it slightly for support. The orb atop it glowed magnificently with Speltus's voice echoing in her head.

      You are right, he caught an illness not too long ago. It nearly killed him, but he pulled through. His voice was the only casualty. Keep that intuition, Hekla... it will aid you well.

      Hekla smiled at the compliment. So, does that mean you will help me to help them?

      I'll help you, but you don't need a spell this time. There are a great many herbs that grow right here in this wood that when mixed properly can heal whatever ills you.

      Speltus began prattling off things for her to search for, but her eyes went wide with confusion.

      Speltus, I know that this might frustrate you, but I've never worked with herbs of any sort, that was always Astrid. Astrid cooked. She's the one who cared for us.

      She never taught you them? Speltus was shocked.

      Hekla shook her head.

      Alright, this is a onetime spell and if you must use it again, only use it in case of emergency. I can see now that you still have much more to learn.

      I'm sorry, Speltus, she said sincerely.

      No need, we have time. The spell is 'Morbidum Reversum Ehealerium' it will only work on someone at the brink of death, and it's going to take some of your life force to complete it. Be prepared for that, he said sternly.

      Hekla nodded, and then ducked back inside the tent.

      "Sir, this is going to sound odd... but I need you and Jeremy to leave the tent for the moment and allow me some time with your wife. I can help her, but I need to do so without any outside distractions."

      The man looked at her, with fear in his hickory colored eyes. "I can't leave her, she's about to die. I won't leave her side."

      "Sir, I promise you, your wife will not die, but you have to trust me. Take your son outside, and I will call you in shortly."

      He frowned at her, and got to his feet, ducking low so as not to hit the top of the tent. He wrapped one caring arm around the boy and led him outside. When he had disappeared from sight, Hekla laid her orb on the woman's body. Not because Speltus had told her to do so, but only because it felt right.

      Hekla closed her eyes, and kneeled to the ground still holding her staff tightly in place. She focused on the woman, and what she needed to happen, willing with all of her being that this spell would do as was needed to heal her. She didn't want to look into the man's eyes, having failed.

      "Just focus, Hekla. You've got this," she told herself.

      She took a deep breathe, and then muttered "Morbidum Reversum Ehealerium." As she said the words, she felt something leave her body, like a gust of wind. Her entire being felt weak, and she collapsed over onto the ground. Sleepiness overcame her, and without thinking she was sound asleep within moments.
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        * * *

      

      Not knowing how much time had passed, and not remembering what had occurred, Hekla slowly stirred awake, sitting up and looking around. There was an empty bed roll next to her. Where am I? Speltus didn't answer, and her memory seemed to be devoid. The smell of something wonderful filled the air, and she peered outside.

      A plainly beautiful woman, stood at a fire, stirring something in the pot. That must be what I smell. A man and his child looked on, both smiling from ear to ear. The woman's face light with color, her green eyes sparkling with joy. Hekla still felt a little unsteady on her feet, but as she emerged from the makeshift tent, the little boy saw her and ran to her legs, squeezing them tightly.

      "Oh, how can I ever thank you?" the man called from his seat on the log.

      "Yes, how can we repay you?" the woman asked.

      "Repay me? You needn't repay me, all will be well." For the life of her, even though their faces were familiar, she couldn't remember neither the man nor the woman.

      "I'm terribly sorry, I must be getting on my way. I'm behind," Hekla said, then looked to the man, woman, and child one last time before she darted away from the charming family, and ambled back into the woods from where she had come from, still trying to recall what had happened. When she was out of sight of them, Speltus appeared beside her.

      "This temporary loss of memory you are experiencing is normal, in a day or two you will remember that the woman was dying and that you saved them. You will remember that it took some of your life to do so, and that she will be forever indebted to you."

      "What?" Hekla asked.

      "Just trust me. Now, you must hurry, it's been a whole day we've lost, you must hurry back to the sea so we may be on our way. We're already two days behind."

      The last thing Hekla remembered was her dragon's lifeless face, after using the Levitation spell. She knew she would never use the spell again.

      Speltus' nostrils flared gently with the smell of the ocean waters reaching them.

      "We're there," he said peacefully. "Mind yourself, there are soldiers up and down these shores."

      His warning stopped her from barreling out pell mell toward the water's edge. She climbed a tree as high as she dared and looked out over the shoreline. Sure enough, several soldiers in earth toned clothing patrolled nearby.

      "Speltus, what am I going to do?"

      "I think the best thing would be to find a ship, I can help you repair it, but I can't do all the work."

      Hekla nodded and climbing back down. She wandered along the forest edge keeping out of sight of the guards as she searched for a boat to use to take her to the sea.
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        Often times those you try to help do not want it. They are often times too bitter or too prideful. And even if you help them, they will resent you for it. You must ask yourself this: after your help, will they be a better person for it?

        King Arnott the Wise, Second King of Telluris, 325 A.V.

      

        

      

      Astrid snored lightly as sunlight appeared over the mountainside. Aronus stirred, immediately waking up and scanning the area. After he was satisfied, he nuzzled his nose against Astrid's side.

      "Astrid, here, I got you water and fruit."

      "Aronus, did you steal these for me?" she said in a sleepy voice, grimacing as she stretched.

      "I prefer the term 'borrowed.' Stop talking and eat. Today is the day."

      She took the fruit and started to eat. As her eyes slowly acclimated to the morning light, she could see the many camps far off and realized she had traveled a great distance the night before. On this side of the mountain there was not a single Tellurian soldier to be seen. After eating the fruit, she stood to survey the land before her. Nearby, she saw the light blue markings of the road leading to the sky kingdom.

      She was almost there.

      "Aronus! We did it!" She was excited, but still dog tired.

      When she stepped out from behind the rocks that had been her shelter, a group of tall, pale willowy people stopped her. Though their skin had dulled, there was no doubt of their beauty, for even as soldiers, the Caelstans were the most beautiful thing Astrid had ever beheld. Astrid studied them. They were humanoid to be sure, but they were paler than any other man or woman she'd come across, with sharper noses like that of a bird's beak. Their skin was oily, causing it to glisten against the sunlight. For some reason, Astrid assumed they'd be more similar to bird than people, but she realized that wasn't the case. They looked similar to her if not for the paler skin, pointed noses, oily complexion, and silk wings strapped to their arms and shoulders. Like birds, they were beautiful.

      "Hold... stop... you may not pass." The one who spoke, leaned this way and that, resembling a tree being brushed back and forth by the wind. Astrid was so overcome by their splendor that she had to stop herself from reaching out to touch them.

      "Please, my dear Caelestans. I have come to help! Please allow me a passage to the kingdom of Caelestis so that I may work with you to restore peace to all of Verdil."

      Another Caelestan, just as tall and willowy, stood side by side with the first. His silk wings were red rather than white, and Astrid wondered if the color bore significance. She studied them closely and noticed the wings resembled bird feathers, but rather than actual features, they were made from silk, and coated in oil. Her eyebrow raised. She wondered if the Caelestans really were oily, or if they used an external oil for the wings so they would fly or glide better like a real bird, and the excess oil was what covered their skin.

      "No outsiders are allowed in," the being spoke with soft tones, and Astrid was near certain that she was dreaming. Each one lovelier than the last, slick silver hairs bent and blew with their wispy movements.

      She bowed to them.

      "I assure you that I am no outsider, I have been sent by Palladin, The Great. My intention is only peace for your people. Please... I beg of you, allow me to do so."

      At the mention of Palladin the great, a gasp went up among the soldiers. They began whispering and talking among one another, their voices so soft she couldn't hear anything they said.

      "How are we to know what you speak is truth?" A much shorter Caelestan had stepped forward, and it was then Astrid noticed the type of swords they carried very much matched their stature. Long, thin scabbards with elegant engravings on the side, rested along their left hips. The shorter Caelestan was no different. He held an overtly large, but thin shield in front of him as he approached her.

      Studying his wrinkled eyes, piercing seas of blue so brilliant they peered into her soul, she could feel the age that he carried and she bowed to him out of respect. Then she noticed his lack of wings. All of the other Caelestans had long, elegant wings of silk, mostly white with the exception of the one she saw with red wings, but this man had none. She furrowed her eyebrows as she studied him, but dared not ask yet why he lacked the wings his companions had.

      "Good sir, I cannot prove that Palladin has sent me, but I can show you. If you allow me a passage to your kingdom, I will guard it with my life. I will work to help you restore Caelestis to its former glory, and I will fight with you to restore unity between Telluris, and Aequoris."

      There was a large gasp from the willowy soldiers again.

      "We do not wish to have peace with Telluris!" He shouted vehemently, and she took an involuntary step back.

      "Very well, as you wish. I'm only here to serve you, so please... may I pass?"

      As the men bent in to talk to one another, their voices were like the sound of the breeze floating over her head. Behind her, she heard shouting.

      "Witch," they yelled, louder and louder. "Witch! Kill her!" The Tellurian army had spotted her and with swords drawn, began running toward her and the Caelstans.

      "Please," she pleaded. "We're running out of time, is that not enough for you? They are after me because they know why I am here!" She pleaded with the soldiers.

      The short, aged Caelstan glanced to the others and nodded his head.

      "I will allow you passage, but ..."

      His words were cut short as a Tellurian soldier ran up to them. Astrid didn't recognize him, but she was distracted looking for Cayden, a fact she hated to admit.

      "Hand the prisoner over to me! She is a witch!"

      The short Caelestan soldier placed himself between Astrid and the Tellurian.

      "Really, a witch you say?" He turned to look at Astrid, giving her a thorough look up and down. "While, I must confess that her appearance is a bit disconcerting for a land being, I do not think it makes her a witch."

      "Don't be ridiculous, we care not for appearances!" the Tellurian soldier yelled angrily. "What I speak of, is witchcraft! Just this past night, she created magic and nearly killed two of our soldiers. Eustace and Jenmir, step forward and tell this man what she did to you!"

      The two awkward boys stepped forward. No matter what came out of their mouth next, Astrid pitied them. They looked barely strong enough to carry the swords at their sides, much less to be camped out with a bunch of soldiers ready for battle.

      "Sh... Sh... She loosed an arrow at me 'ead!" Eustace stuttered out. "She tried to kill me!" He took a step back and averted his eyes from her.

      "I did no such thing!" Astrid yelled.

      The short leader turned around to shush her. "Just let them have their piece, and we'll get this settled and rightly so."

      Astrid nodded, but inside she was seething.

      "And the other?" he asked.

      "She tried to kill me too! Only, the arrows she loosed at our heads didn't exist! After she left, they completely disappeared into thin air!" Jenmir spoke animatedly, convinced of his truths.

      "She tried to kill you with an arrow that didn't exist?" The Caelestan soldier had a large grin on his face, thoroughly amused by the whole affair. "This has you convinced that she is a witch?"

      "Look here, my men had arrows aimed at their heads. Only, when she let them fly, there was no arrow in her bow. It only appeared in mid-air and they nearly took off me boys 'eads. Now 'and over the witch so we can punish 'er as we see fit." The soldier was growing angrier by the minute.

      Astrid grabbed her bow in preparation for a fight.

      "No need for that, milady," the short soldier warned her. "Listen, on your land she may be a wanted witch. However, she is on Caelestan land now, and she's done nothing wrong to warrant death on our side. So, until she returns to you, she is a welcome occupant of Caelestis," he said assuredly.

      The Tellurian soldier drew his sword and waved it at the Caelestan.

      "I am Captain Gerard Alastair. Most esteemed of the King's Soldiers, and I demand that you hand her over! She is a trespasser, and a dabbler of witchcraft. Her kind will not be tolerated here!" His voice rose, face growing red with fury.

      "Pleased to make your acquaintance, Captain Alastair. You may know me as Quimby Cotter, Captain of the soldiers of Caelestis and right hand to King Bertram. Now, typically we all enjoy a good fight, though more so when killing Tellurian scum. You see, King Bertram likes death... especially when it comes upon Tellurians. However, for the moment you have been spared of his wrath as we have other matters to attend to. Milady, if you please?"

      The short Captain turned his back on the angry man and extended the crook of his elbow for Astrid to take. She'd no idea why he'd suddenly had a change of heart toward her, but she'd take it over Captain Gerard, any day.

      Linking her arm through his while still holding her bow, just in case, she found their difference in height a tad awkward. If there was an opportune moment, she would have to ask him why he differed so greatly in height compared to the rest of the Caelestans.

      The remainder of the Caelestan patrol closed ranks behind Quimby and Astrid, creating an impenetrable barrier between Telluris and Caelestis. The soldiers slowly backed toward the air kingdom.

      Captain Quimby walked slowly, but nonetheless she felt quite jubilant that they were ascending the narrow blue pathway to the sky kingdom. Behind her, she could hear the soft whisperings of the lithe Caelestan soldiers trailing them.

      "Captain Cotter, I don't know how to thank you."

      "Wait until we are out of earshot of the Tellurians," he said sternly.

      "Yes, of course. May I ask? What will you do if they come after us?"

      "They cannot. The moment they step onto Caelestan land, an army of the king's men will launch boulders at them."

      That drew her attention to the sky kingdom that grew closer as they ascended the pathway. From her vantage point she could see the dream-like people, poised at their ballistae and ready to launch on the men below. It comforted her for the moment, her bow could be stowed at her back, and Aronus could remain safely hidden.

      After a short time, Quimby spoke again, "So tell me what it is that you've done that they deemed you a witch?"

      "Captain, I assure you, I only did what I have been trained to do. One of their men challenged me to an archery contest so to speak, and I agreed. When I won fair and square, they got extremely angry. Perhaps it is because I am a woman. They came after me, threatening my life. I nearly fell to my death sliding down the mountain side, but after a long night of climbing, here I stand."

      "Yes, indeed. You must be a very talented archer."

      "Indeed, I am called Astrid of the Bow for a reason."

      "Astrid, is it? Well, I welcome you humbly to Caelestis, though I'm afraid it is not the kingdom it once was," his voice softened.

      With a smile, she said, "It's still quite lovely, as are its people."

      That lightened the older man's mood, and he returned the smile.

      "Let's see what you think when you get there. What are your intentions in Caelestis?"

      "I want to meet with your king," she said confidently.

      "I'm afraid that's not going to happen," he responded.

      "I must. I must meet with your king. How can you expect change if we do not meet with him? After all, aren't you his lead captain? His right-hand man?"

      "Not in the slightest, that was a farce. It's not possible for you to meet him, he will destroy you, Astrid."

      "I'm not afraid. I just want the opportunity to discuss a chance for peace." In her mind she was already coming up with ways she would see the king killed, for having his people live in such fear that they could not bring a visitor to see him for talks of peace.

      "It's not possible, and if you are bent on meeting him, then we've nothing further to discuss. You can turn around and leave now."

      Astrid gritted her teeth, her mind racing as she looked for another route to the king. She wondered if her sisters were meeting with the same resistance.

      "So, Astrid, what say you?"
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        Greed can take its hold on you, and its grip is so tight, it's hard to escape it. Even some of the greatest men can be tempted by greed. If they let it consume them, their character will turn into something completely different. And it will be even harder to reach them--to pry the greedy paws off of them.

        King Everett the Honest, Second King of Caelestis, 331 A.V.

      

        

      

      Svana gazed up to the massive gates protecting Telluris. They were larger than anything Svana had ever seen, and standing outside were two large beasts constrained by thick chains around their legs. As the group approached, the beasts roared and clawed at the air with their impossibly long talons. Svana's eyes widened as she studied them. They had brown scales, elongated feet with large claws, and a pig like nose with warthog horns. She shivered at the sight.

      "What in all of Verdil are those?" Svana whispered to the prisoner chained in front of her.

      "Toverak, strong as an Ox. Can snap a human body in half with one bite." The prisoner's smell was overpowering, and she had to lean her head away. Even as they passed over the moat with the smell of death and human waste rising up to greet her.

      "What in the world is down there?" She gingerly leaned just slightly to the side, to see what horrors awaited her and in the dark muck of the moat. A human skull bobbed along. Svana grimaced.

      This isn't going according to plan, she whined to herself.

      You think? her dragon guide replied as sarcastically as he was able.

      No one paid her any mind although she stood out in stark contrast to the other prisoners. They approached the castle walls, and the sight took her breath. The stone reached high overhead, every piece laid with mind boggling precision. She wondered how they had been able to make the walls so high.

      When they came into the entrance, a horn sounded out.

      "Captain! You've returned!" a young lad of no more than sixteen years ran up to greet them.

      "Yes, squire, now take the horses to the stables and gather the others to bring the provisions inside. We've reason to see the king." At the mention of visiting the king, the boy's eyes went large as saucers, and he jumped into action. His first task was unhitching the horses and leading them away while other young men came to unload the provisions on the cart.

      When the cart had been cleared, the soldiers unhooked the chains and led the line of prisoners inside. There, several more guards waited to take them to the cells in the castle's dungeon.

      "Not her," the captain said, as one of the guards undid her chains, his eyes wandering over her form appreciatively.

      "That's too bad, she's my favorite," the guard teased, then wrinkled his nose, "and she doesn't smell."

      "Pig!" she spat at him, as the guard led the other prisoners away.

      "If that's what you want me to be," he said, smiling a crooked tooth grin, his yellowed teeth only adding to her disdain.

      "Are all men blathering idiots? Or only ones who work for the king?" Her mind wandered back to Jakobe's handsome face, and his kind nature. "I'm going to go with only those who work for King Armand. Am I correct?"

      The captain frowned at her, but didn't answer her question. "You can't mind your tongue, can you? Come along, and you would do well to control that temper of yours in the presence of the king. Do you understand?"

      "I suppose," she countered.

      If you want out of those chains, you should probably listen to someone besides yourself, Lingaria suggested.

      The captain led her down a long carpeted hallway, where she admired the different glass mosaics in the windows, and the various forms of art that adorned the walls. Thick red velvet seemed to be the accent for everything. The floors, the curtains, even around some frames on the paintings were adorned with the material. She tried to force herself to relax. She was screwing up and the frustration coursed through her veins.

      Lingaria was right. Most of the time, she allowed. Kill the king. Save Verdil. Nothing else mattered.

      "Those are absolutely magnificent!" she offered, her eyes sucking in each burst of color. She'd never seen anything like it before.

      "Yes, well, enjoy them while you can." His voice was not menacing, but it wasn't kind either.

      Svana wondered if she was going to make it out of the castle with her life.

      Lingaria, I need your help, she pleaded.

      As they neared the end of the long hallway, large ornate cherry wood doors greeted them. On both panels, there were a variety of intricately carved animals in the wood. Most of them fighting against one another, and Svana felt as if it was the king's way of making a statement to someone before they entered the throne room.

      "I need to see the king," the captain said sternly to the two soldiers in full armor that guarded each side of the door.

      One of them nodded, before they simultaneously grabbed the bronze handles of the large doors, and pulled them outward.

      As Svana was led inside the glorious room, she gasped in awe, unable to stop the soft welling of tears at the beauty she beheld. The Throne Room was made of ivory columns spread throughout, a long red velvet rug with gold tassels adorning each side.

      Along the extensive walls, marble statues of great winged people in different poses stood towering above them. Some held great horns, or Lyres, and around their feet each had a type of animal resting peacefully.

      It was more breathtaking than the paintings and the mosaic filled windows they had passed. She fell to her knees, drinking it all in. Intoxicated by the beauty and detail that had gone into each one. For a brief moment, there was no Verdil, there was no king. There was just her and the magnificent statues that made her forget everything.

      "What are you doing, stand up, you fool," the captain grabbed her by the elbow, forcing her to stand as they continued their walk down the velvet pathway to the king.

      "Welcome back, Captain Tristan Ancelmus. I trust your journey was well?"

      "Indeed it was your highness," the captain bowed respectfully, pulling Svana down with him.

      "And who is this lovely young woman? Hopefully she is not all you have brought for me, for our kingdom?"

      "No your highness," the Captain stood tall again. "This woman is a prisoner, your highness. She is insolent, and stubborn and she demanded to join our army. She's been nothing but trouble and I advise you to hang her, at first light."

      At his command, Svana shook her arms fiercely trying to get away from the captain. She tried to school her features, but failed and her face contorted angrily.

      "Hmmm, I see... and what's she done to merit the anger of my best captain?"

      "Not only did she take out two of my best men, she claims to have a magic sword that only you will know what to do with."

      "Oh, she does, does she?"

      Svana met King Armand's eyes. She instantly steeled her resolve because of the darkness she saw there. She shivered from the chill sent up her spine.

      "Bring me this sword, if you please?" King Armand spoke directly to her, and she knew that she could not tell him no. What have I gotten myself into?

      You've gotten yourself into a mess, Lingaria answered.

      Svana had to fight back the urge to smile at his comment as she nodded at the captain.

      "Do you think that you can free me, good sir?" she said sarcastically.

      Captain Ancelmus gave her a wary look and then glanced to the king for his approval. King Armand nodded.

      Once she was freed, she carefully approached the throne, and kneeling as she reached the top step, she withdrew her sword and held it out in front of her. Knowing that Lingaria wouldn't discriminate between kings or peasants. No one was allowed to put their hands on her sword.

      She thought briefly about thrusting the sword through the king's heart. Ending his reign at that very moment. Could she survive the attack to become the queen? She glanced around her. Archers held their bows at the ready. The timing also stayed her hand. Her sisters would not yet be ready.

      "I must warn you, your highness, the magic this sword contains is very powerful. If you even touch it, it can shock you." She balanced the sword across her forearms to appear non-threatening, but give the king the full view of the dragon's blade.

      The King's eyes glowed with greed. She already knew that in his mind, the sword was a tool to be used for power. There was no doubt that he wanted to use it for his personal gain.

      His fingers reached out toward the cool metal blade, gingerly gliding across the top of the metal. Sure enough, there was a brilliant flash of light, and it knocked the king into his large velvet backed throne so violently, Svana was sure he had been injured.

      The king simply guffawed with delight.

      "Well, my dear, it looks like that sword only likes you. Never mind about that though. I'll figure out a way to make its power my own."

      "Take her to the dungeon!" the king shouted out.

      "As you wish, your majesty," the Captain answered.

      Svana's eyes grew wide.

      "Nothing you've done, my dear, I simply don't have the time or patience to deal with you at this moment," the king explained.

      With that, Captain Ancelmus ascended the steps to the throne, and grabbed Svana's arm to lead her to her doom.

      "Come along." The captain gave the outward impression of being merciless, but his hands were gentle.

      "May I return my sword to its scabbard?" she asked, hoping the exchange would help maintain the impression the captain was keen to leave with the king.

      He nodded with irritation at her request.

      After her blade was secure, the Captain yanked her along the velvet walkway and out of the throne room. As they left the king behind to ponder how he would steal the sword's power, a young woman passed them in the hallway.

      Her hair hung long and free in pale blonde waves around her face. As their eyes met, she smiled radiantly at Svana before turning her attention to the captain.

      "Good day, Captain Ancelmus," she said graciously.

      Tristan immediately stopped, his body growing taut at the woman's greeting.

      "Good day, Lady Emmeline," his voice spoke in gentle tones.

      An interesting development, Svana thought as she watched the two of them.

      The woman's elegant emerald gown was almost as brilliant as her sister Astrid's eyes and hair, and a sudden pang of sadness surged through Svana.

      If only there was a way to know how her sisters were fairing on their journeys.

      "Tristan, where are you taking this woman? What has she done?" the woman asked innocently.

      "Your uncle wants me to take her to the dungeon. This woman claims that she was sent here to deliver this sword to the king, but no one is capable of touching it, not even the king," he replied, unmoving.

      "Miss, is this true? Were you sent here to deliver a weapon to my uncle?" Eyes as blue and crystal clear as the waters back home pierced Svana's soul, and she found it difficult to lie to the young woman.

      "Aye, Lady Emmeline. This sword is meant for him." Svana turned her hip slightly, to show it to the woman. Not exactly a lie.

      "It's a lovely weapon. Why is my uncle not able to touch it?"

      Unsure of how to address the woman, Svana scrunched her lips together, moving them side to side. "Your excellence, it is spelled with a deep magic. Magic that was meant to protect it. I was told the king would know what to do."

      Svana maintained eye contact with the woman and fought to keep her voice steady. What was it about Lady Emmeline that Svana felt she could not lie to her?

      "Is this all you are guilty of?"

      Svana nodded.

      "That is not all! She and her undisciplined fists struck two of my soldiers earlier today," Captain Ancelmus argued.

      "Did you kill two of his men?" Lady Emmeline trained her eyes on the fiery haired beauty.

      "Your excellence, I would never take a life unless it was necessary. Those men made uncivilized remarks toward me. They humiliated me, so I simply returned the favor," Svana answered.

      "She broke one of my men's noses and the other she punched in the face and kicked in the groin."

      At the Captain's admission, Emmeline started laughing.

      "I certainly don't think that deserves the dungeon, good Captain." Emmeline smiled at the man, and Svana noted the red tones that crept onto his cheeks while under the lovely woman's gaze.

      "Your uncle has ordered it," he softly responded.

      "I'll rectify that, follow me."

      With that, they turned abruptly and followed Emmeline back into the throne room. Svana plodded along, reluctant but willing. The second time in the Throne Room was no less overwhelming. The marble. The statues. The magnificence.

      "Uncle, Captain Ancelmus here says that you wish for this woman to go to the dungeon. She has done no wrong, I wish for you to free her." Emmeline had no qualms about speaking to her uncle in a way completely unbefitting royalty.

      "Emily," he said affectionately, obviously his nick name for her. "Must you always meddle in my affairs?

      "Only when they involve the livelihood of innocent women."

      The king threw his hands up in the air. "Very well, what do you suggest I do? I can't have her wandering the castle with a magic sword. I mean, what if she's here to kill me in my sleep?" The king laughed uproariously, but Svana dared not crack a smile.

      "Nonsense, uncle," she said. Then, turning her attention back to Svana, she continued, "Miss, what do you wish to happen?"

      "Your highness, your excellence," Svana said looking from one to other. "I only wish to join the Tellurian army so that I may fight to protect Telluris."

      "There, you see uncle? She wishes to serve in the army. Does that sound like a woman who is a threat to your well-being?"

      Like a child being scolded, the king shook his head.

      "Very well, Captain Ancelmus...  free her, and assign her to your troop. We can always use the extra hands." Holding his head high, the king barked out orders, giving the impression of having the upper hand.

      Svana found it interesting that Lady Emmeline seemed to always get her way. That may prove helpful in the future.

      "As you wish, your highness." He bowed his head, and then turning to Emmeline he smiled broadly. "Is there anything else your Ladyship wishes?"

      It was Emmeline's turn to blush, and after a moment of silence she shook her head. Then as an afterthought, she said, "Captain, just make sure your men treat her with respect. I don't know a lot of women who would be willing to fight alongside our army and with a magic sword no less." Emmeline gave Svana a wink, and although she had no idea how she had fallen into the woman's good graces, she bowed respectfully.

      "Yes, Lady Emmeline," Tristan responded.

      After a moment's pause, where Tristan watched Emmeline as she walked away, he turned to face Svana and snarled at her.

      "Come on," he said.

      Svana followed him outside of the castle and to the edge of the city where several soldiers stood at attention as they watched Tristan approach.

      "All right, Svana, here's how it works. You are going to go with this lot. This here is Jasper, Branwin, Gill and Duggary. They are quick and determined. Your only purpose with them, is to gather meat for the king's table. I figure it's the best way to keep you out of trouble. If you give them any grief, I will make sure you regret it, understood?"

      Svana nodded, noting with dismay that none of the men could seem to keep their eyes off of her bosom.

      "What if they give me grief?" she snapped. All four of them looked off in different directions as if innocent. "Can you please advise your men to be respectful?"

      "I can indeed, but you must remember these soldiers have been serving in this army for a very long time. You won't begrudge them a chance to see a beautiful woman, would you?"

      "I may be a woman, but I am a soldier first and the lot of you would do well to remember that," she barked.

      Her angry tones caused them all to step back from her.

      "If they do not respect me, they'll have more than broken noses to worry about," she warned the Captain.

      "You're nothing but trouble. Men, get her out of here, and stick to your mission. Don't return until there is enough meat on that cart to feed an army," he barked.

      They nodded their heads, motioning for Svana to join them. She didn't even look at the captain as he walked away, shaking his head.

      Svana joined with the others, and decided to try and keep her mouth shut as she followed them out of the city.

      After a long day of travel, weaving in and out of the hills and valleys surrounding Telluris, the small squad had moved inland. It was beginning to get dark, and Svana could already feel her feet tiring from getting nowhere.

      "Well, lookie here men, the food comes to us."

      A man and woman, with two small children sitting on a cart traveled their way. Behind the children, Svana could see a few rabbits that had fallen to the family.

      "Leave them alone, that is to feed their family, you fools," she snarled. With nowhere to turn, the man and woman halted, fear evident in the woman's eyes. The children clutched each other tightly, their dirt-stained faces sprinkled with tears.

      "We have to feed our king!" the gangly one with straggly red hair said to her.

      "Jasper, we do not take from families to feed our king. It is not right! We will find food that's not already spoken for," Svana said.

      "We have our orders. What we don't have is food. Without it, we cannot return. Would you deny us completing our mission?"

      "Would you deny this family their food? Why don't you lot make camp, let this poor family pass, and I will find you meat to take back to your king?" She stood tall, hands on her hips, almost as if she were scolding them like little children.

      "All right, big mouth, if you think you can do better. Then we will give you 'til the rise of morning to bring back meat that we can take to the king. If you don't return, then I suggest that you never do. For we will tell Captain Ancelmus that you tried mutiny. They'll have your head."

      "Fine, you've got a deal." Svana waited for the family to pass and were safely out of sight before she disappeared into the hills.

      Lingaria, we have a job to do if we are to remain in the good graces of the army and the king.
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        Sometimes, all you need to mend the broken pieces is belief.

        King Thomasett the Kind, Second King of Aequoris, 333 A.V.

      

        

      

      Hekla gazed at the water, the sunlight glittering off its surface. In the distance, she saw several islands, though the more she studied them, the more they looked like floating cities. Each one looked like they were thriving with life. She saw fish jumping from the water, and birds soaring down to catch the fish mid-flight. But more than that, she saw men and women jumping from out of the water. They were humanoid in appearance, but with pale green skin and webbed hands and feet. Hekla gaped at their beauty. She wanted to reach out to them, to touch them.

      "Be wary, Hekla. If any of those soldiers catches wind of you, you're going to have a fight on your hands," Speltus warned.

      Hekla had nearly forgotten the soldiers nearby. She shimmied back down the tree, taking care to stay hidden in the trunk's shadow.

      "I need a way to cross, and there isn't one unattended boat in sight."

      "I understand, but you fail to listen to reason." Speltus' nose flared.

      "All right, all right," she said, frustration evident in her hurried movements. When she could no longer see the shoreline clearly, she turned to face him. "Is that good enough for you?"

      He crossed his little dragon arms, head held high in smug satisfaction. "For now," he responded.

      "I don't know how we're going to find a ship this far from the water," she said, tapping her foot and folding her arms.

      "The problem is not finding a ship, it's knowing where to look. Many years ago the water of Aequoris rose onto the land. Farther inward than you would think. The increasing war between the kingdoms, and the lack of rain has driven the waterline farther out. Search further inland, and I am sure you will find what you desire."

      Hekla followed his guidance, going against her instinct to look near the shore.

      "It simply doesn't make sense to look this far back," she contested, casting a wary glance at Speltus, whose scaly face retained a superiority, as she searched. "You're not going to guide me are you?"

      "You must learn to look beyond the norm for yourself. You, Hekla, carry dragon magic. In order to understand its workings better, and to become stronger, you must fight against the simplistic boundaries your own mind has set."

      Hekla bobbed her head, trying to comprehend what he meant. In that moment, as she surveyed the forest floor and the small saplings whose years had just begun. The ground came alive with markings of ocean ridges that had once caressed the earth with watery embrace. The ridges followed all the way up into the woods, and she with them, until they stopped. She saw a softly sloping edge that had no doubt been the previous shoreline.

      With the old sea shore becoming more visible by the moment, Hekla followed alongside it, hoping the years had been kind to any ship that had been left behind there before the waters began to dissipate.

      "Now you're getting it," Speltus lauded her.

      Hekla absorbed herself in following the dips and rises of the water ridge, overcome with bramble and towering trees. She'd walked a good mile, before the broken remnants of a water craft, propped against a tree, caught her attention.

      Whooping loudly, she took off toward it, arms flailing as she ran. When she reached it, she fell onto her knees and frantically dug the surrounding dirt to pull it out and have a look. After a few hours of digging, and using a thick branch propped underneath the fragments, she managed to launch what was left out of the dirt.

      "Well, it's definitely a boat or water travel craft of some sort." Hekla shook her head in disdain.

      "There's not much left to work with, is there?" Speltus stared at her, unblinking. "What are you going to do, Hekla?"

      "Why are you asking me what I'm going to do? Aren't you to show me?"

      "I may teach, but you do not learn. What does your staff tell you? Tap into your magic. Allow it to guide you. Remember I may not always be with you. Learn to think on your feet."

      Hekla tossed the staff, and her rucksack and threw herself back on her hind end, knees up, elbows propped, and head in hands. Inside her, the fire of the magic she carried coursed, like the blood in her veins. After a moment, she stood and shook herself off. Grabbing her staff, she held it erect and watched the swirling of the magic within.

      She glanced to Speltus, then back to her staff and focused on feeling its power.

      "I believe I can fix this craft. You told me a spell when we first began." She tapped her temple searching for the memory. "Ah ha! Restoratum Unum!" she yelled jubilantly. "The spell to restore something as long as magic has not been involved."

      His little claws applauded her softly. "You remembered."

      Hekla repeated the spell loudly, to no avail. "Why didn't it work?"

      Her eyes followed the broken frame of the ship.

      "There are some things not even magic can restore over time. Perhaps if you were to rebuild it as it once was and try again. Maybe it could 'fill in the gaps' of the work you do."

      "Magic with limitations? Why?" Her shoulders dropped as she continued to stare at the sun-bleached wood of the craft.

      "My dear, you should know by now magic has no limitations, but we do. The levitation spell is only limited by how much magic I can dispel at a time. This spell is limited..."

      "By how much magic I can dispel at a time?" she finished his sentence.

      "Not at all, instead it is limited by your mind. What you believe yourself to be capable of. You must look beyond the norm."

      Hekla couldn't bring herself to meet his gaze as she began to realize her limitation was self-imposed. "How do I even begin to break self-induced limits, when I've yet to learn all there is to know?"

      "You will get there in time, for now you must rectify this situation." Speltus nodded his head toward the broken vessel.

      Hekla set about to repair the boat. Gathering more shards of the broken ship from nearby, and various tree limbs, she placed them near the vessel. Piece by piece it began to take some resemblance of its sea-worthy form.  She had learned enough back home in the Volcano of Shadows, to know a little wood and tree sap could fix nearly anything. When she had tired, she simply curled up on the ground and closed her eyes. Speltus waddled over, curling up behind her back and rested.

      When the first light of morning shone through the trees and woke her, she jumped up as if surprised and immediately set to work.

      "You must eat, human. Do not forget to tend to your own needs."

      "I've no time," she said matter-of-factly, and continued to piece the ship together. When she had finished, she wiped her hands and gave the boat an approving nod, "That should do it."

      Holding her staff tightly, she tipped the end of it toward the vessel and repeated the spell from the day before. "Restoratum Unum!"

      Immediately the softest sparkling of magic caressed over the crudely pieced ship, and the broken parts became one. At least for a moment, and then the whole thing fell apart.

      "Speltus!" Hekla fought back a flush of embarrassment. "What now? What did I do wrong?"

      "Nothing my child, it is your self-doubt which is your downfall. Step back, and watch carefully. You will be capable of doing what I am doing, one day."

      Speltus lifted off the ground, his little scaled body circling the pile of forest refuse with maddening quickness. As he did so, he chanted, "Objectum, Objectum, Expandum Impartum."

      As he repeated the words, spinning more rapidly around the broken object, the pieces began to swirl and dance. They rose into the air, shifting and changing. Speltus stopped spinning, and flew backward out of the fray, his mouth opening as large as could be expected for a beast his size. As his sharp teeth glistened in the daylight he inhaled and exhaled a heavy breath.

      Across the spinning and changing of forest refuse, his breath became sparks of magic alighting on the pieces. The air came alive with enchantment. Hekla dared not breathe for fear of ruining the moment. The very atmosphere came alive with sparks of luminescent greens and purples, and such colors as she had never seen.

      In delight, she watched as the pieces that were once broken, began to fashion a beautiful ship. Making Speltus feel proud of his work, Hekla laughed in delight and clapped at what her eyes beheld. He puffed out his chest and made one final lap around the finished object. As he did, the pieces locked firmly into place.

      What sat before her, was a vessel unlike anything she had ever seen. Its color was of cherry mahogany, and she could smell the fresh wood, as if it had just been cut from the trees itself.

      "Oh Speltus, it's lovely!" Hekla beamed.

      Speltus nodded his agreement, eyes sparkling mischievously.  "What good is magic, if we can't have a little fun once in a while?"

      Hekla grinned wide, her own shortcomings long forgotten in the allure of the moment. She scrambled over the edge of the ship and sat on the wood seating that felt like satin beneath her fingertips.

      "Speltus, it's truly breath-taking, but how will I get it onto the water?"

      It was far too large for her to push on her own, and if he was about to suggest magic, she might just pull out her hair.

      "My dear, it's a far lighter vessel than it may appear. Go ahead, give it a little shove."

      The little beast was infuriating, but if he told her to do something, she knew it was in her best interest to do so. Hekla hopped over the side and give the boat a little nudge. To her surprise, it glided easily through the undergrowth and brush.

      "You never cease to amaze, Speltus."

      Flitting in front of her, he gave a gracious little bow and then sat at the stern of the boat while she pushed it through the woods. As soon as the water crashing reached her ears, she stopped and climbed a tree to get a view of the soldier's locations. Once she had plotted a course, she dropped down, and got behind the boat. It was going to take running rapidly toward the water while she pushed the vessel. Then one precise jump into its hold, so as not to get caught.

      She counted to three, took a deep breath, and then took a diagonal run with the boat toward the sea. The soldiers in position near where she came running opened their eyes wide, too stunned to react to the sapphire-haired beauty that had come sprinting out of the trees, shoving a large boat in front of her.

      One soldier shook himself out of his shock and began yelling. His footsteps making heavy thudding noises against the sand.

      "Stop, thief!" he screamed.

      Hekla didn't give him a backwards glance. The elegant vessel hit the water with a soft smack, and as it glided gently out. Hekla gave it one last hard push, and then took a flying leap, landing hard on the bottom boards. Speltus had disappeared as they quickly drifted out into the open water.
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        Revenge and vengeance are often confused. Revenge is an act of passion, while vengeance is an act of justice. However, is it justice to go too far in your quest for vengeance? Does your vengeance become revenge at that point? And is revenge or vengeance the right path to take, or should you look for a different path, a path of justice?

        King Cedric the Just, Third King of Telluris, 477 A.V.

      

        

      

      Hanging her head, Astrid felt that everything she had been fighting for over the past few days had been for naught. They walked along a lightly used Caelestan road. The locals were light of foot so she was unable to tell if the road was a main thoroughfare or something less. Buildings of an open and airy design lay ahead, but nothing that resembled her idea of a castle.

      "I cannot grant you an audience with the king and that is final," Quimby responded.

      What will I do now? Where will I go from here?

      Do not lose sight, Astrid! You still have a mission to complete, Aronus warned her. Patience is a bitter cup from which only the strong may drink.

      Saying nothing out loud, she simply nodded her head.

      "I can grant you an audience with his Grand Vizier. What do you think of that, Astrid of the Bow?" They continued climbing the steps, and Astrid thought about his proposal.

      "Tell me of the Grand Vizier," she requested.

      "The Grand Vizier is an adviser to the King. There is no one in all of Caelestis who holds more pull with the king than he. If your goal is to gain an audience with the king then he is the one who would grant your wish. You must gain his trust and then he must deem you worthy."

      "Quimby that is more than I would have expected. Yes, please... Take me to him."

      They continued walking, strolling in a park among the moss and marsh grass. The ground was as light and airy feeling as the people who lived there. With every step Astrid felt as if she would slip right through.

      Quimby sensed her fear as they made their way to the tower home of the Grand Vizier. "Don’t be afraid, Mistress Astrid. We have not been struck heavily by war, only the lack of certain things that we are learning to do without." His laughter was like musical chimes.

      She smiled and laughed faintly before turning solemn once more.

      "Oh, Astrid. I forget what a change this must be for you, I assure you that you will not fall through. This is an atmospheric plain. It is stable enough to keep us above the clouds," Quimby said.

      "It's the strangest thing," she admitted. "I feel like I may fall over at any moment, and yet I feel as if I'm flying, too."

      Quimby nodded. "I understand. The invisible plain was not always so. The Unseen Ones put it here after I was born. Before that, the only way to travel was to glide on silken wings."

      The striking beauty of Caelestis took the very breath from her body, but his confession that the invisible plain had been put in place after his birth caught her attention.

      "What do you mean? When were you born? Why would the Unseen Ones do that?" She rapid-fired her questions, unable to contain her curiosity.

      As they walked, she watched the ethereal Caelestan's floating from place to place. Some using their wings of silk, riding the air currents over the cloud-like ground with angelic grace.

      "You would not believe my age, if I told you, Astrid. My mother was a Caelestan, and my father was a Tellurian. That is why the Unseen Ones saw fit to do such a thing. I cannot fly as other Caelestans can."

      Astrid's mouth dropped open in shock at his admission. "That is the most wonderful thing I have ever heard," she said. The smile on her face reaching from ear to ear.

      "Yes, well... our kingdoms were not always at war. There was a time, where we worked together to maintain a peace and unity throughout the land," he said, growing silent as they finished their walk to the Grand Vizier's home.

      With the light wood castle getting closer and closer, Astrid had to fight against the feelings of wanting to run inside and find the king right then and there. I could kill him so quickly! She thought.

      Control yourself, Astrid. It is not yet time, Aronus warned. And the king is not here. This is the home of the Grand Vizier. The castle stands in the distance.

      Astrid saw the two story building as more of a palace than a castle, but with such a light foundation on which to build, towering structures were unrealistic.

      "Here we are." Quimby opened the door to the short tower which stood not far off from the castle.

      Inside, a solid wood stair case led them up to the very top. Where they were met with a light wood door.

      Quimby raised his chubby fist to knock on the door, but before doing so, he tip-toed up to whisper to her, "Be respectful of the Grand Vizier, he doesn't like visitors and I'm sure he'll be annoyed by our presence."

      Astrid nodded.

      His knocks merited only silence, and with surprise Quimby said, "well, it appears as if he isn't here."

      "Enter," came a stern voice from the other side of the door.

      Quimby pushed it open, and as they entered the grand room, the Caelestan bowed in reverence. Astrid followed his lead.

      "Arise," the man continued. "Quimby, what brings you to my chambers?"

      "Grand Vizier, this woman has come from afar and seeks an audience with the king."

      "Oh?" His eyebrows raised quizzically. "What could you possibly want with the king?"

      "I wish to speak with him about restoring peace between the kingdoms," she enunciated clearly and firmly.

      The man rose slowly, head held high. In his hand, he held a tall sinewy wood staff with a small moon crescent at the top. Not a scepter like Hekla carried, but a fantastic walking stick. Though as lithe as the other Caelestans, he stood shorter than his fellows from a pronounced hunch in his back. He walked heavily stooped, relying on his staff to support his upper body.

      "You wish to restore peace?" the Grand Vizier asked.

      The greens of his eyes were like seaweed at the bottom of the ocean, the layered robes he wore added a girth to his midsection that the other Caelestan's didn't have. She studied the emblems that trimmed the edges of his deep blue robe, moons and stars and gold flecks. As if he carried the universe around his shoulders. Underneath, more layers of rich colored clothing that screamed of his importance.

      "I do," she answered honestly.

      "Then tell great warrior, how have you been able to visit the Dragon Realm?"

      She gasped slightly. "My apologies, your magnificence, but what do you mean?"

      He turned his back, and made his way to his throne-like seat. The room echoed silence, as he sat on the cushioned pale blue backing.

      "You have been in the Realm of the Dragons, have you not?"

      "No, your magnificence."

      "You have been at the very least, in the presence of a dragon, have you not?"

      She nodded, unable to tell him a lie. "I have."

      "So, tell me, what is the real reason you are here, warrior? I know it is not as innocent as you proclaim, for surely one who reeks of dragon and battle, cannot simply be here to bring peace back to the kingdom." His face grew serious, and he leaned forward slightly, awaiting her response.

      "I don't know how you know, your magnificence, but although I have been in the presence of a dragon, I have come to bring peace. In time of war, is not a warrior the one most at risk of dying? Is it not a warrior who would be the one to sally forth with an offer of peace?" She bowed her head, awaiting his reply.

      "Hmmm..." he said quietly, watching her with hawk like precision. "I'm not quite sure how I know either, only I recall that smell from my childhood. Once you know, it can never be forgotten. Still to this day, I have never met another beast that smells quite like a dragon."

      And I've never met another beast that smells quite as bad as a human, Aronus said into Astrid's mind.

      "They are unique and magnificent creatures," she said, trying to appeal to both the Grand Vizier and her temperamental dragon guide. She understood the wit that was needed of her.

      "Very well, Astrid. I will grant you an audience with the king if you fulfill this one quest. You must obliterate the army of Tellurians camped just below us near the entrance of Caelestis. Do this, and when you return and I will give you what you seek."

      Astrid frowned. "Grand Vizier. I have come to restore peace between the lands, and yet, you ask me to kill? Surely there is a better way for this than more bloodshed."

      "Nonetheless, it is what I require. The king will see you in no other way. He thirsts for his vengeance."

      "Vengeance?" Astrid asked. "What for?"

      The Grand Vizier wrinkled his nose. "Don't you pay that any attention."

      "What if I can convince them to leave?" she asked, hopeful.

      "They will not," the Grand Vizier said.

      "But, what if I can?"

      "For an audience with the king, you must eliminate the Tellurian soldiers from the entrance of Caelestis. See to it however you see fit, but I will not grant you an audience with the king for no less."

      She grinned. "Yes, your excellency."

      He nodded and waved her off with his staff. As she exited his chambers, the troop of Caelestans followed after.

      "Do not lose heart, Astrid," Quimby advised. "You are far stronger than them with a much sharper mind. It will be a battle easily won. When you are finished, we will be waiting to take you back to the Grand Vizier.”

      Astrid nodded, not comforted by Quimby's words. She had little faith she could convince the Tellurian soldiers to leave either. Somehow, Astrid knew it would come to a battle.

      Another battle, more lives lost, this will never end until my sisters and I, are on the thrones. I see the wisdom of the White Dragon.
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        Every kingdom has rich and poor. For some families, a loaf of bread must last them a week, and for others, it will only last a minute--while they're stuffing themselves with the best meat and vegetables. It is important to remember that not everyone is as well off as you are. And more importantly--it is important to do something about it.

        King Michiel the Trusted, Third King of Caelestis, 488 A.V.

      

        

      

      "Men," Svana muttered under her breath, her frustration growing by the minute as she clambered over fallen timber and the remnants of many rockslides. The hills outside of Telluris were not for the faint of heart, and she wondered how close she was to the Great Mountain. "Maybe I should quit this pointless venture all together and go assist Astrid."

      "Svana, you know that is not an option," Lingaria chided her.

      "It should be," she retorted, growing more irritated by the moment. "If they, experienced soldiers and hunters, can't find meat, why in the name of the Unseen Ones did I think I would be capable of such a thing?"

      "Because you are better than them. You saved a family with your boast. They would have starved without that meat, and you know that to be true. Plus, you have something the men do not."

      "I'm failing," she muttered in response.

      "You have me!" he declared, primming and preening ahead of her.

      Svana looked at him before taking in her surroundings to ensure she was still in the foothills wood. She put her fists on her hips and stared at the small dragon. Svana started to laugh. "If you can't beat them, revel in how ridiculous it all is."

      "Exactly," Lingaria agreed. "Shall we find something wild to kill and bring it back to the king's men?"

      "It is why we're out here. Let's do that so we can get back to a warm bed and a hot drink."

      "There are creatures ahead. You must determine if they belong to someone or not. It's all food to me, so I may not be the best judge of what to catch."

      "I can't just steal someone's livelihood for the sake of giving it to an unjust king," Svana complained.

      "It is true king Armand doesn't need the meat, but again, that family did. It is better to take what is not missed and give to the undeserving, than to take from the mouths of the starving." Lingaria waved his wings dramatically. "Be quiet, woman. I think there is something nearby."

      Svana immediately stopped talking and dropped to a crawl on the ground. Ahead opened a small clearing through the trees sporting a backdrop of foothills. Svana made her way inch by inch until she saw what Lingaria had smelled. In the glade was a large bull. He grazed peacefully on the dying grass, thick horns extending well away from his massive skull, horns ready to skewer any who may come too close.

      "I'm going to have to avoid those," she whispered, grimacing at her dragon guide.

      "I don't envy us having to sword fight a bull, but what must be done, must be done," he said solemnly.

      "So, how do I do this?" Svana asked innocently.

      "Jump on his back, hang on for dear life, and at your first chance, slide your sword straight through his side."

      "I was oddly all right with all of that, except for riding his back," she replied quietly.

      The bull's head lifted up, he froze mid-chew as his black eyes glanced in their direction. The wind must have carried her scent because his nose lifted in the air and his nostrils flared wide as he inhaled.

      "Stay down," Lingaria whispered.

      Svana laid as low as her body would allow, her head slightly lifted to peer through the bramble and watch the beast. After several long moments, the animal went back to eating, his alarm forgotten. He remained oblivious to Svana's presence.

      "All right, quietly and carefully approach him from downwind. Stay to his flank. If he sees you before you're ready, your task to overcome him will be made that much greater."

      "I'm well aware, Lingaria," she whispered before starting to stalk her prey.

      Svana's body moved with effortless grace through the trees on her way to the other side of the dell where she could get a clear view of the beast's tail. Once in position, Svana quietly drew her sword and aimed it forward. She tiptoed silently into the clearing, taking care not to step on dead leaves or twigs.

      Approaching his right side, she pulled her sword back. Svana was ready to strike, until the last moment when he smelled her. His head thrust into the air, horns whipping past her face, and his legs bucked wildly. She darted in and plunged her sword deep into his side. Aronus guided the tip of her blade in between the ribs.

      The beast bellowed loudly as her blade sunk in and he immediately turned to come after her, ripping the sword from her grip. Svana took off in a mad dash toward the woods, feet flying, heart thumping, and her breath coming in rapid gasps. She jumped up to catch a low branch, swinging herself upward. She jumped to the next branch and climbed higher away from the raging bull.

      The huge beast hit the trunk of the tree at full speed. Svana heard something crack. She hoped it had been his head and not the trunk itself.

      I hope it stuns him. The bull took several steps back, and then barreled at the tree again, ramming it with all his might. The entire thing shook under the impact. Svana clung to the tree, but the trunk was too thick to get her arms all the way around.

      Her body slid to the side, and she quickly dropped and wrapped her arms and legs around the branch on which she stood. The impact came again, and she nearly lost her grip. With no way of escape, and no weapon, she had no possibility of defending herself against the beast. He rammed the tree again, and the branch she hugged strained and split. Svana felt it bend under her weight, and she scooted forward off of it, holding onto the trunk as she waited, hoping the bull would succumb to his injuries.

      He hit the tree again less violently, the sword finally finding his heart. His massive form fell to the ground with a resounding thud. With blood pumping in her ears, and heart racing, Svana waited just a few more moments before she climbed down.

      Retrieving her sword from his side, she cleaned the blade off in the dry grass and slid it back into its sheath.

      "Whatever you do, let's not attempt that again." Lingaria separated himself from the blade, and flapped over the body, studying the colossal beast.

      "Agreed," she said.

      Realizing she had gotten herself into a bind as there was no way someone of her stature would be able to carry the bull back to civilization, she looked to her dragon guide for help.

      "I know generally you're not allowed to help me with such things, but I can't carry this. Is there something you can do?" she pleaded.

      "In this case, yes. Fashion a stretcher and I will do the rest."

      Svana nodded, setting about to make what he had asked. When she was finished, she admired her crude handy work. It was the best she had been able to do with the available foliage and trees.

      "Just like the sword, I can become one with this. You must only hold it, pretend it is heavy and it is a struggle. Do not let anyone see how easy this will be for you. But you must clean the bull otherwise the poison from its organs will ruin the meat."

      Svana shrugged and used her sword to gut the great beast. Once open, she wasn't sure how to get the entrails out.

      "You must reach in and pull them out," Lingaria said.

      "I'd ask if you were joking, but I know you're not." She did as he instructed, disgusted by the feel and the smell, but relieved when it came out mostly intact. "Do I leave it here?"

      "Birds have to eat, same as the worms." He paused dramatically. "Or dragons."

      "You wouldn't?"

      "I'm proud to say that I would, or rather, I will, when you're not looking which if I were you, I'd look away right about now and give your dragon guide a few moments for peaceful reflection."

      Svana looked away, trying to ignore the sounds of the dragon eating the gut pile. She used the time to scrub the blood from her arms with dried grasses.

      "All right. I am sufficiently at peace with Verdil that we can continue."

      Svana shook her head and watched as Lingaria effortlessly rolled the huge animal onto her pathetic excuse of a carrier. She had to wonder how he was going to make it work. She saw the flash of light, and he disappeared under the beast.

      She did as she was told, gripping the stretcher in both arms as if she'd have to shoulder the entire weight of the bull.

      Lifting the stretcher, she expected every muscle in her arm to be burning and torn, but the bull felt as light as air, exactly as Lingaria had said it would be. It would have taken ten men to do what she was doing. What will I tell the soldiers? Never mind, no time to think. For the time being, she headed back to her fellow soldiers, body hunched over, pretending it took everything in her to pull the load.
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        Sometimes you spend your whole life searching for something in the dark. One has to but turn on the light of the mind to find what you're looking for.

        King Martin the Truthful, Third King of Aequoris, 496 A.V.

      

        

      

      Hekla shivered as she stared at the open waters ahead of her. She'd done it. With Speltus' help, she'd crafted a ship with magic. Well, if she were being honest, Speltus did all the work, though, she did unbury what was left of the vessel. Hekla frantically looked around the ship, but she didn't see the small dragon.

      "Speltus! Where are you?!"

      If only you looked to see, and not to find, he responded. Hekla studied the boat, larger than a fishing vessel but smaller than a cargo ship, and struggled to comprehend how she had been able to push it with it such ease. On the water, it seemed to sail forward of its own accord until she noted the hand-carved dragon at the bow of the ship. Jewel encrusted eyes glinting under the sunlight.

      "Is that you?" she asked of it, and the eyes appeared to blink in response. "For safety's sake?" she asked.

      He didn't answer, but she knew it to be true. The boat glided slowly across the water, peaceful waves lulling it back and forth. Hekla sat at the bow, her foot hefted on the seat and elbow propped up as she looked out over the water. The beautiful city of Aequoris rose out of the horizon, jutting toward the sky as if the arms of the city longed to embrace the sky kingdom once more.

      She had a long way to go before she reached its shores, and waiting in silent surrender on the waters surface allowed a whole dredge of things to claw their way into her mind. She tried to refocus her attention on the task at hand, but the dark watery depths around her reminded her of just how alone she truly was.

      "Svana, Astrid!" she yelled out, willing they would appear before her.

      Willing somehow the weight she felt was just a dream and they would be there to rescue her. To tell her it was all going to be all right as they had when she was younger.

      "Hekla, do not despair. You will see them again. You will attain your rightful place as the queen, and all will be well." Speltus spoke in comforting tones, but it fell on deaf ears.

      Hekla could only think about what she had left, and how she had failed so many times. "How will I ever defeat the king of Aequoris, if I cannot do a bit of magic?"

      "You can do magic, and you will defeat him," he assured her.

      Hekla turned her attention back to shore. It had grown reasonably smaller in her time on the water, and she debated turning back and running home.

      "That won't solve anyone's problem, dear Hekla."

      "Stop reading my thoughts!" she commanded.

      Leaning over the side of the boat, Hekla dipped her fingers in the water.

      "What are you doing?" Speltus asked her.

      Hekla ignored his question, swirling her fingers in the water.

      "Don't think you're going to jump in there and swim back to land. You must keep going," Speltus said.

      Hekla started to protest when to her dismay, she realized during her moment of weakness, a small army of Aequoran soldiers had made their way to them.

      "Ready yourself! They come," Speltus yelled at her. The small fleet of ships had surrounded the front of her ship. Unafraid, she stood tall and faced them, noticing their cannons aimed at her vessel.

      "Please!" she yelled, "I am no threat, I mean you no harm! I come to aid the lands of Aequoris in a battle against Telluris!" Her voice was lost on the wind, and soon more large cannon muzzles had joined them.

      Hekla yelled louder, "please, I want only peace!"

      There was no response from the soldiers, and a moment later a cannonball came flying at her ship. It missed by a few feet and landed behind her. Water sprayed on her skin, and into her boat.

      "Speltus!" she yelled out in fear.

      "You know what to do, Hekla," he answered quickly.

      Hekla nodded, and thrust her staff straight out. There was no doubt in her mind about what she must do. "Pyrem Orbium Expandum!"

      A great ball of fire appeared in the air near her orb, and she made a circular motion with her staff. The flaming ball did the same.

      Hekla pulled her wrist back, and as she thrust it forward as another cannonball hit the water near the bow of her vessel. She flicked her wrist, and yelled "Expandum, Expandum!"

      The fireball she conjured split into several impressive sized orbs and propelled forward.

      At the sight of the flaming spheres coming toward them, the small fleet of Aequorans began to vacate the area, returning to their lands.

      Not wishing them harm, Hekla yelled "Ceasum Pyrem."

      Instantly the flaming balls disappeared into thin air. Relieved the Aequorans had fled, she fell back onto the seat of her boat, and inhaled deeply.

      "Something tells me that's not over, Speltus. What do I do if they come back?"

      "If? Oh, they will and they will bring many more with them this time. Pay attention because we don't have a moment to lose. I should have taught you this before we even left the shore."

      He appeared before her, shaking his head.

      "Listen, like the levitation spell, this requires a different form of magic."

      Hekla's eyes grew wide. "I will not do magic that will harm you, Speltus. I cannot." She folded her arms across her chest.

      "You stubborn woman, let me finish! This magic is different in that you will combine the elements of water and air. Prepare yourself, you will have to think beyond what you know for this. Are you ready?"

      Hekla shook her head. "What makes you think I am ever ready?"

      Grimacing at her, he continued speaking, "Hekla, grab the orb at the top of your staff in the palms of your hands and cup it."

      Speltus gently closed his paws in front of him as if he carried something very delicate. "When you have firmly cupped your orb, say the words 'Orbium Expandum Aquum purum.'"

      She did as he commanded her, and from the top of the orb, a translucent sheen of magic flowed out like a waterfall. It traced her form, and circled around her body, covering her from head to toe. As it created a seal in front of her, her staff began to vanish.

      "Speltus!"

      Speltus continued to hover calmly, bringing his fingers to his moistened lips. "Shhhhh, no need to fret, Hekla. All is going as expected. Except," he paused. "We have company."
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        Not all men are wise. In fact, many are fools. It all depends on which brain they are using.

        King Rowan the Observant, First King of Telluris, 240 A.V.

      

        

      

      Astrid exited Caelestis with Quimby by her side, each downward step mirrored the spiral of her quest.  With each step closer, it felt like she took a step backward. To get closer to the king, meant traveling farther away.

      So be it. She shook her head.

      "What bothers you?" Quimby asked.

      "How many times do I have to prove myself?" she asked.

      "You've never proven yourself to the Grand Vizier. I expect once should be enough."

      "You are, of course, correct. Thank you for your honesty and kindness."

      When they reached the softness of solid ground, she increased her stride. There was no sense in dragging it out.

      You must gain their trust first, Aronus advised her.

      I know you're right. I was so close, but now, I'm going in the wrong direction!

      Your time will come, Astrid. I assure you. See the good humor in it. To get closer you must go farther away. You yourself have had these thoughts.

      Sometimes, I don't like it when you're right.

      Would rather I was wrong?

      "Well, Astrid, here is where we part ways."

      "Quimby, can you allow at least a few of your kinsmen to aid me?" Astrid did not doubt her ability to fight, but the extra hands would be helpful. Fighting alone would be a trial as she'd already seen.

      Her experience suggested it would end with her running for her life.

      "No, I'm afraid not." Quimby offered no explanation, just turned his back and began to ascend the steps back into Caelestis. "I have advised the soldiers, that if you succeed, they are to allow you to pass," he said, his face forward.

      He was half-way up the steps before Astrid accepted there would be no one to help her.

      That's not entirely true, Astrid.

      Then I suppose we should do what we must, she said with her face hard set, and eyes focused on the barely visible camp of Tellurian fighters.

      She walked persistently forward, her arm reaching to grab her bow. Once her hand rested firmly on the grip, she raised her left hand to pull back the wisp of smoke that would appear when it was time. The odd feeling of holding nothing, while still maintaining an archer stance, had become second nature to her.

      Yes, Astrid, you've certainly learned how to use your weapon effectively and it would seem that your timing could not be better.

      Thank you, Aronus. You have been a great benefit to me.

      As they neared the encampment, Astrid mentally recounted how many soldiers she had seen the night before. Well over thirty. It would not be an easy task, even with Aronus' help.

      Her approach finally got the attention of the resting troop. Several soldiers stood, hands on their left hips where their swords rested. Behind them, their comrades blinked sleepily as they crawled from their tents. The whole encampment began to come alive as they muttered among themselves about her return.

      "Captain Alastair," a beady-eyed man yelled over his shoulder. "The witch has returned."

      Astrid's nostrils flared at him, and her fingers tightened on her bow until they turned white.

      Hold your tongue, Astrid, Aronus warned her.

      I didn't say anything... yet, she responded.

      "Yes, bring your captain to me. I wish to have a word with him," Astrid called.

      She lowered her bow to watch the entirety of the encampment with hawk-like intensity. It would only take one well-played surprise attack, and Astrid was certain the soldiers could over power her.

      Keep your focus, watch their every move, Astrid reined in her thoughts. You have Aronus, he will not allow you to fight them on your own.

      Spoken as if I'd said those words myself, Aronus assured her.

      "Where is your captain, good sir? Surely he has not left in shame?”

      "And why would he do that?" the beady-eyed man asked, sneering at her.

      "Because," Astrid laughed. "He let a woman slide right past him."

      "I would not mock our good captain, if I were you." The man's face contorted, his eyes narrowed and teeth bared.

      "That's enough," the captain warned him. He had emerged from his tent, stern-faced.

      Upon seeing Astrid, his gaze steeled and his muscles went rigid. "Welcome back, witch. Have you come to turn yourself in?"

      Catching his unwavering stare with her eyes, she shook her head brusquely. "You know that's not why I'm here." A grin played on her lips as he took a step forward.

      "So, clarify, why did you come back? Surely it wasn't for me?" he said, with a subtle wink.

      Astrid rolled her eyes. "The Caelestans have sent me here," she said with emphasis on every word.

      "Is that supposed to frighten me? We are a whole army, and you are but one puny girl. In what world do you think that you could beat the lot of us, assuming you don't run off, of course?"

      His comrades behind him laughed, and the sound of gentle clanging could be heard as they began to make their way forward.

      "I have bargained with the Caelestans, and they have agreed to let me spare your lives," she said.

      "Is that so?" the captain asked. "How generous."

      "But you must leave this mountainside."

      The captain laughed. "Oh, is that all we have to do? Run away with our tails tucked between our legs? All because some wench tells us so. I don't think so. In fact, I believe we'll gut you right here."

      They're going to come after me. Time to fight.

      "I assure you, Captain Alastair, this is a fight you cannot win." Astrid raised her bow and prepared to nock her arrow.

      I do not wish to kill any of them, but it will be what it will be.

      At the sight of her bow, the captain tilted his head back and laughed. "Do you think that I am afraid of you and your witchcraft? We fight with swords and strength, you will not last against us!"

      "Let us determine that for ourselves," Astrid pulled her elbow back, and released.

      The arrow wisp flew with staggering accuracy toward the captain's head. The beady-eyed man sprung forth, thrusting his shield to deflect it.

      The sudden stampede of warriors coming after her was abrupt. Having no time to think, she released another arrow, trusting Aronus would aim it in a way beneficial to her. The man closest to her, groaned loudly, holding his chest where the arrow struck. He tumbled backward onto his hind end.

      Astrid started to run, putting space between her and the army so that she could figure out a course of action.

      I should have planned this better, she thought as she stumbled to get away. Her foot caught on a rock, and she fell forward. With not a second to lose, she rolled on her back, and prepared for the men to jump her, but the days of merely walking around, never being challenged made them slow. She scrambled to her feet, noting that the approaching throng all had their swords drawn.

      Act quickly, Astrid! Aronus insisted.

      I know, Aronus, but what am I to do?

      Just keep loosing arrows at them, and trust me.

      I'm not trying to kill anyone unless necessary! She argued.

      The Vizier commanded you to rid the mountain of the Tellurians. I don't think they're going to run, Astrid.

      Astrid let out a yell of frustration and then let loose another arrow. It struck a man right in his thigh, and she saw him tumble to the ground.

      Just keep letting them fly! Aronus commanded.

      Astrid did as she was told, and one after another, the arrows left her bow, Aronus directing them to their intended target. As she struck the soldiers, she watched with satisfaction as they fell onto the rough terrain. There was no time to think about anything else, save for the feeling of conviction that grew as each body fell on the dirt.

      You have to do what you must, her dragon guide reminded her.

      I'm well aware. She let another arrow fly, and it hit an advancing soldier directly in the chest. He let out a groan and fell sharply. Both of his hands gripped the arrow firmly, trying to remove it. As he slumped forward, the arrow disappeared.

      Astrid noted that the captain was nowhere to be seen, though the men clad in ragged leather armor, continued advancing on her. With their swords drawn, they had backed her so far away from their encampment that she found herself a few steps from the treacherous vertical mountainside she had barely overcome the night before.

      "And where is your brave captain?" Astrid provoked, watching them carefully.

      "Shut up, wench!" a soldier said, lunging at her with his sword drawn.

      Astrid darted out of the way, the sound of rocks crumbling behind her. She risked a glance behind her and saw the cliff’s sheer drop.

      An arrow flew past her ear, and it jolted her attention forward. With the cliff behind her, and a few of the warriors drawing closer, she was running out of options. Her eyes searched grimy faces, and the surrounding terrain to try to find a way out.

      "Looks like you've run out of time, witch, you've got no where to go," the soldier said.

      Astrid let another arrow loose and saw its receiver tumble backwards.

      "You still doubt me?" She yelled to the soldier.

      He let another arrow fly, and she threw her body forward, rolling onto the dirt covered ground. She missed getting struck, but her forward roll landed her at the feet of black haired man with soulless eyes. His mouth turned up in a tight-lipped grin.

      "Hand delivered yourself to me, eh?" One of his calloused hands reached down to grab her, and as she shifted her body out the way, but she felt a painful tug on her head.

      "Ow!" She yelled out, aiming her bow at him, but he kicked it out of her hands with a leather clad foot. Pulling her upward, with her back against his chest. She had no choice but to comply. His right arm wrapped around her waist, and he pulled her hips flat against him.

      "Let me go!" she screamed, flailing with her free hands to scratch and pull at his grip on her hair.

      His deep laughter startled her. "The witch has no powers without her demon bow!" he yelled raucously, gathering the attention of the remaining soldiers.

      "Take her back to camp, make sure the Caelestan's get to see their hero," another soldier demanded.

      "Yes, and then we behead her and leave her body at the entrance to their kingdom," another yelled out.

      "Here, here!" the remaining soldiers cheered.

      The dark-haired man's left hand slid from her emerald hair to her throat in one slick motion. Gripping her neck, he pulled her head back so as to lean down and whisper into her ear, "shall we behead you, my beautiful one? Or shall I make you my wife?"

      With his hand closing tighter around her throat, her body froze. She struggled to piece something together about his stench.

      Control your sharp tongue, Astrid. Now is not the time, Aronus' voice of reason broke through her thoughts.

      What must I do?

      Whatever is needed to remove yourself from the situation.

      Yes, Aronus.

      Astrid forced a nod against his tight grasp. The action of which caused him to loosen his grip on her throat, and she sucked in a deep breath of air.

      "Can you imagine sharing a tent with me?" he continued, the words slithering through his teeth like a snake through grass.

      She bobbed her head up and down quickly, knowing she would not be out of harm's way until she could free herself from his hold.

      At that, he released her throat completely, sliding his arm down to join the other at her waist so that he could maintain a firm hold on her.

      "So, it's settled! We are to be married," he leaned forward to whisper into her ear again. The stench of his breath making her eyes water. He said the words as if he was offering her a gift, and her stomach lurched at the visuals it provided.

      "Marry you or death?" The sarcasm in her voice so soft, it went right over the lusty-eyed man's head, as she pretended to consider his offer.

      "It's a bargain don't you think?"

      "Oh yes, quite." The man swung her around to face the remaining soldiers.

      Seizing the opportunity, Astrid used her feet to jump up from the dirt as he swung her. He tightened his grip, which allowed her to swing both legs back into his codpiece. The man let out a groan and released her immediately. With seconds to spare, she rushed to her bow and lifted it in the air. She didn't hesitate as she aimed an arrow at each of the remaining soldiers, their bodies falling quickly, one right after the other.

      Those who attempted to come after her hit the dirt, swords in hand, blood pooling around them. The arrows of their demise disappearing moments after their death.

      When one last soldier remained, and she aimed her arrow at him, he took off running.

      "Coward!" she yelled after him, stepping over the bodies as she looked for the captain. Where had he gone? And where was Cayden? The questions remained unanswered as she turned each soldier over, none of their faces familiar.

      Astrid, you waste time! Go after them! If they reach the king, it could destroy what you have done here today.

      What I have done here? She surveyed the landscape littered with dead soldiers. We've senselessly destroyed these lives. I can never undo this! How is this bringing peace to the kingdoms? I've done nothing but bring death!

      As was necessary, now stop the captain, and the escaped soldier, or there will be more combatants to fight in the days to come. Do you wish a repeat of today? Aronus asked.

      Not in the slightest. Steeling her resolve to put an end to the fight once and for all, she took off running after the soldier. She was grateful that his cowardice had taken him to the easy accessed pathway that led down to the soldiers who were encamped at the base of the Great Mountain. The very armies she had avoided on her way up the crag, and the very reason she had come face to face with a Toverak.

      The realization of what would happen if the soldier or the captain reached the other encampments hit her over the head like a clanging church bell.

      I cannot see more lives lost today!

      That is what I was trying to warn you about, Aronus said.

      Astrid's feet flew underneath her, and she held her bow taut in front of her. What of the captain? I didn't see him. How long has he been gone? What if he's already reached them?

      Aronus had no answer for her.
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        Building trust is never easy. All it takes is one wrong move, or one wrong word, to turn a potential ally into an enemy.

        King Nicklaus the Brave, First King of Caelestis, 253 A.V.

      

        

      

      The four soldiers stared in disbelief as Svana made her way down the road. Eyes wide and mouths agape, they ran to her, attempting to lift a section of the stretcher to carry the beast toward the cart meant for the king, but each time they did so, the weight of the bull became too much for them. They collapsed under the pressure.

      "How did you lift that?" Jasper said in disbelief.

      "I'm still angry because that thing tried to kill me. It'll surprise you the strength you have when your life flashes before your eyes."

      "I don't believe that for a second," Gill said. "I tried to help you, and I couldn't lift it at all, that thing must weigh a couple thousand pounds. You're going to stand there and tell me that because you almost died, you can suddenly carry that much?" His eyes narrowed as he spoke to her, and she returned his reply with a sincere smile.

      "How do you explain it?" Svana shrugged and made a face. "It doesn't matter. Here we are. I said I would find food, and food has been found." She dared not look him in the eyes for fear he had figured her out somehow.

      "Cobs woggle," he yelled. "You're lying, and we know it. So tell us how you're doing it?"

      "Beef. For the king. Which one of you wants to tell him that you argued for so long that it spoiled?" she yelled back.

      "I don't care how she's doing it, I think we take what we want for ourselves and say to perdition with the king."

      "And if he finds out we've taken meat meant for him," Branwin chimed in, his wavy salt and pepper hair billowing with the soft breeze, "he'll have our unmentionables."

      "Suit yourself, Branwin. I'm taking what I want," Duggary said sharply, his face reddening, nostrils flaring, clearly tired of the whole situation.

      "None of you are getting any of it!" Svana declared. "I killed this beast myself. I decide what happens to it."

      "Well, there's enough there to feed a whole army, just as the king wanted! Why not each of us take a bit, and the rest we take back to the king?" Jasper said. Then he came over to the animal, a small dagger in hand as he prepared to cut into it.

      "I don't think so," she growled.

      Svana launched herself low and fast, tackling him. They rolled and she came up on top. Two quick punches later and he was out cold. The gangly bodied man had been no match against her fury.

      She stood, turning to face them.

      "Who's next?" she asked.

      Branwin gave her one look and took off walking. "I'm getting too old for this nonsense," he called over his shoulder.

      "Fine by me," Svana said, without a care.

      "Look here, Svana, that beast is more than large enough for all of us to take a bit, we could very well divide it up and sell it. Make our way back to our homes and families." Gill tried to reason with her.

      "Here's the thing, Gill. I killed that beast, and I want the credit. If I don't get the credit, I'm keeping the meat." She squinted her eyes at the man, daring him to challenge her.

      "Fine, Duggary, shall we?" Gill asked.

      Duggary got up from where he was seated on a rock near their camp, and withdrew his sword.

      "A little sword play, eh?" She drew her blade and held it out in front of her, her feet spread slightly, eyes bouncing back and forth between the two men. Her fingers anxiously clutched her sword as she waited for them to come after her. Who was it going to be?

      Tight-lipped Duggary who clenched his teeth and always had something negative to say was the first to rush at her. Reflex kicked in, and as he lunged, his sword slicing through the air, she deflected his blade with a spark and a clang.

      "You have a lot of hostility, don't you Duggary?" she said.

      "No, I just want you to die. They never should have let you join us." He swung again, aiming for her midsection.

      Svana dodged backward.

      "Careful, Duggary, she's not wearing a whole lot. You cut off her clothes, and I don't think neither one of us is going to beat a naked woman," Gill chuckled.

      "Shut yer trap, Gill," Duggary said through his perpetually clenched teeth.

      Duggary advanced toward her again, lunging toward her stomach. She dodged, but too late. A thin line of fire creased her stomach. Blood beaded and started to drip.

      With no time to stop and tend to her wound, she let out a hyena yell, and went after the fearless man. Svana slashed, parried, and thrust; her blade a blur. He was a far better swordsman than she gave him credit for, but she was better. And they both knew it.

      Duggary dodged out of the way, and she continued to torment him, her sword a whirlwind of blazing death. He swung his blade to block hers, another loud clang, another flash, and the blades danced apart.

      Both swordsmen already dripped with sweat. Duggary's renewed confidence resulted in a surge of attacks which she turned away. He could find no opening. She pressed her counterattack until he faltered. A slash dipped past his upraised blade and cut deeply across his side. He nearly fell as he doubled over with the pain from the wound.

      "Shall we keep up this senseless fight?" she asked.

      "We shall keep it up, until one of us is dead," he responded.

      With his back to her, he clenched his left side where blood soaked him.

      "You stupid oaf, always for the sake of your pride isn't it?" She dropped her sword on the ground, able to move quicker without it, and jumped on his back, wrapping her arm around his neck. With him in a chokehold, he could swing his sword all he wanted, but he was unable to reach her.

      "Gill! Help me," Duggary gasped.  "Why are you standing there?"

      Gill had taken to laughing at them while they battled, and he seemed in no way interested in stopping the fight. "It's all very entertaining, Duggary," the thin man explained.

      "You imbecile! When I make it back to the castle..." His words were cut short by Svana's tightening grip on his throat.

      "You shush now, you're like a big baby. The sooner you go night-night, the sooner I can get out of here."

      Duggary grabbed at her arms, trying to pull her off, but she clenched him so tightly he couldn't breathe. He swung her around, dropping his sword in the process, and tried to swat her. He started to stagger and his arms fell uselessly to his sides.

      Duggary finally fell to the ground. Svana didn't loosen her grip, until she was sure he was unconscious. When she finally let him go, and stood up, Gill was smiling at her like some drunken fool.

      "Not bad for a woman," he praised her.

      "Is that supposed to be a compliment?" she asked.

      Svana saw her sword on the ground, she strolled over to grab it before Gill got himself shocked.

      "So, what do you say now that there is just two of us, we split that bull fifty-fifty and both be on our way?" Gill asked.

      "Maybe you haven't figured this out yet, but I'm not one to share. Not only that, soldier... I want to trade this bull for meals that will last a week, and maybe some coin. Something to show the king I am worth my weight, not one wild meat feast for a day. What say you?" she asked, their eyes locking as she gauged his response.

      "I say we try it your way. But you have only one day before I have you executed," Gill responded.

      Was he trying to act like he was in charge now?

      "Gonna do it yourself?" She tapped her sword. "I mean, we see how well that worked out for everyone else." She motioned to the two men she had knocked out, and Branwin's empty tent.

      "You know very well I cannot, but I know people. Lots of people... I'm sure the king will be very interested to know of this superhuman strength you possess."

      She addressed him directly. "You hold no power over me, Gill. My authority comes from this." She tapped her sword's hilt. "And this." Svana tapped the side of her head. "I'm leaving now and taking my bull with me. Bring the cart so we have something to put our other spoils into."

      Gill shook his head and crossed his arms.

      "Fine." She didn't mean it.

      She wandered over to the makeshift stretcher and waited for the flash of light that told her Lingaria had resumed his place under the bull. When she saw it, she held her head high and began dragging the bull toward Telluris.

      I have allies there that I know. Surely someone will need meat.

      Svana recognized the road from her travels before, and turning east, she made her way toward the Tellurian villages. She could only hope the friendly faces she had left behind would still hold kindness for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            39

          

          
            Hekla

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Imprisonment is lonely. It is dark, it is damp, and your only friends are the cockroaches.

        King Ansel the Humble, First King of Aequoris, 263 A.V.

      

        

      

      Hekla's eyes bulged as she saw the Aequorans approaching them. They'd returned in full fleet, and completely surrounded them on all sides. She marveled at their beauty, their waxy pale-green skin and webbed hands and feet. Hekla shook her head, trying to regain her focus. She needn’t become distracted now.

      "Where has my staff gone? What is this filmy thing around me? Is it magic? What is it for?" Hekla spat questions as fast as her lips could move, and as the Aequoran army got closer, she could feel her panic sky-rocket.

      "Calm yourself," Speltus said, before he vanished into thin air. "I am here. The filmy bubbly around you, will allow you to move and breathe underwater just as if you were an Aequoran. So instead of panicking, trust me. Goodness, when will you learn?"

      Hekla shrugged her shoulders, stretching one arm out in front of her as she tried to poke through the other side of the film that encased her. It didn't seem to be a possibility. She could breathe just as well inside of it as she had when it didn't exist. Is it because I am still above water? What if it doesn't work?

      A cannonball went off, striking close to the stern of her ship.

      "Well, you've never led me astray before." She counted to three and jumped off of the ship into the freezing waters below. Her body plummeted quickly downward, and she called out to Speltus for help.

      Do not fear, you are cloaked with intricate magic that will protect you as you join the Aequorans below the surface.

      Will I still be able to do magic? She worried for her safety without it.

      This is something you are going to have to trust yourself with, Hekla. You have always been capable of the deepest magic. Not just because I assist you, but because it is a part of you. It is who you are. You must trust that, and you must trust even if you cannot see me, I am here. Your scepter is here, though not as you remember. It encases you with its magic, it is how you breathe, and how you will survive down here in these depths. If they take you to their lands above the water, simply say Ceasum, and your staff will return to its physical form, Speltus affirmed her as she landed with a muted thud on the seabed.

      Once more her fingers reached forward to touch the filmy surface that surrounded her.

      This is magic? This is my staff?

      Yes, Hekla. You must trust it, this will be nothing like you have ever experienced before, he said sternly.

      Hekla nodded and took a tentative step forward. She had expected the ground to mush beneath her feet, but instead found her encasement allowed her to glide across the surface as gracefully as the fish that swam there.

      "This is absolutely unbelievable," she said, laughter bubbling up from her stomach. She tilted her head back joyously, enraptured with the reality of being able to walk the ocean floor as if she had been born in Aequoris.

      Her laughter quickly abated as she saw a group of Aequorans tending their sea farm nearby. They had stopped to stare at her outburst, and it came to her attention she was deep in their underwater home. There were large coral structures shaped like homes, and small squares of land for farming. There were odd four-legged sea creatures, with wide, sad faces. Hekla could only imagine it must have been the Aequoran equivalent of a cow. The robust multicolored animals grazed on the seaweed in small herds spread out.

      Just as on land, there were pathways that rose and fell with the land underwater, though the web-footed people didn't appear to be using them. Hekla ambled forward with no idea where to go, or who to speak to. As she passed them, some of the aquatic women, pale green skin and dark green hair floating around them, gathered their children and disappeared into their coral homes, seeing her as a threat.

      Abruptly, a strong Aequoran man approached her, hand out to stop her from going any further. As if approaching a wild animal, he took slow cautious steps as he approached her.

      "What brings you here, Earth Walker?" Bubbles floated up and around his face, though his voice rang strong and clear through the aquatic atmosphere.

      "Your people," she said adamantly. "I came to your kingdom to help, and instead, your soldiers surrounded me and tried to have me killed. I meant no harm then, and I mean no harm now. I've come to bring peace. You must allow me that," she demanded, cheeks heated as her anger rose.

      They hadn't even given her a chance.

      "Is this why no ship dares cross here?" she asked. "You would try to take their life before they had a chance? I know you are at war with the Tellurians, but I am no Tellurian."

      "Earth walker, I mean you no harm."

      He searched her eyes, and although angry, Hekla saw no danger there.

      "You may not harm me, but your soldiers surrounded me. I didn't do anything!" Her voice echoed with indignation and she took a defiant step back.

      As he tried to calm her, she saw a small troop of Aequoran soldiers approaching.

      "Codswallop," she mumbled, wondering how strong her magic would be without her staff.

      The head soldier halted the rest of the troop and glided to her. The oceanic colors of his hair and skin, quite becoming on his statuesque form. His armor was made of a material she couldn't identify, and it crossed in an X-shape on his chest. In the center, a large imprint of the Aequoran army boasted loudly who the man was in service to.

      "Earth walker, I request you come with me peacefully to meet our leader. I promise no harm will come to you as long as you do not exercise any more of your Earth magic."

      "Earth magic?" Still seething, she found herself wondering if he had been one of the many to launch a cannon at her ship.

      "They say you created a fire in the air, though your fire would be of no use to you here, I must ask you not exercise your powers for the time being."

      "Well, I walk among you using such magic. Will that be a problem?"

      "As long as you don't use it to cause harm." The young soldier had a gentleness in his eyes that told her he was not a warrior, not yet.

      "As you wish," she answered. "You must assure me no harm will come to me, and if needed, I will be allowed to leave of my own free will."

      The soldier nodded. "You have my word, female Earth-walker."

      She nodded politely, anger dissipating as he led her back to his troop and together they walked in silence. Not bad, not even a full day here and I am to meet their king.

      Do not act upon what is in your head, Hekla, Speltus snapped.

      She only grinned in response.

      With no way to tell how long they had been traveling, as there was no rising or setting of the sun in the ocean depths, Hekla could only presume it was approaching nightfall. Her stomach grumbled in hunger, but she dared not take off her pack and have them all stop to watch her eat her few crumbs of bread and her bit of browned apple.

      She would just have to ignore it a while longer. The surrounding scenery was like nothing she had ever seen, the Aequorans appeared to be a peaceful people. All arrays of fish swam over and around them, and the children peeked out from their coral homes to smile and point at the scaly wildlife.

      Everything was made out of coral and wood that appeared untouched by its years in the water. Their homes and pathways were well lit by carved torch-like structures with illuminated orbs at the top. She wanted to ask the young soldier so many questions about their surroundings, but didn't for fear of setting him off to the real purpose that she walked among them.

      Kill the king, take the throne, and restore peace to Aequoris.

      Too many questions might alert him to think she had planned on staying longer than they would have desired. It wasn't until a lovely coral structure arose high in the distance that Hekla noted the most curious creature following them. She recalled a picture of it from long ago, in one of the books Melifera forced her to study.

      A dark brown body, curious personality, a tan face.

      She smiled at him and waved as if he would respond to her and the little otter darted behind a coral home.

      Cute, she never thought she'd see one in person but was delighted she had. They entered the coral palace, and at once found herself in a great room with various forms of sea life floating around her. In the center of the room, floated four large chairs carved from something she didn't recognize.

      Upon the chairs, four green-skinned men with webbed hands, and sea-colored robes watched her entry meticulously.

      "You there, what are you doing with that Earth-Walker here?" the one on the right spoke. Clearly the eldest of the four, his long beard tinged with shades of cerulean and chartreuse.

      The young soldier stepped forward and cleared his throat, his rich Aequoran accent almost soothing as he spoke, "she had a run in with our surface soldiers, and has come here of her own accord. She is a peaceful being."

      "How does she breathe down here?" an elder to the left inquired.

      At his question they turned to her, their faces riddled with accusations.

      "As I explained to your soldier here, I use a special Earth-magic to breathe. No one else is aware of it, or is capable of using it. It was given to me by the Unseen Ones." She bowed respectfully as she awaited their retort.

      "Nonsense! She is a witch! Take her away at once and lock her in the dungeon!"

      "Calm yourself, Croecius. Just because she uses magic, does not mean she is a witch."

      "That's exactly what that means!" the stone colored man sitting next to Croecius yelled out.

      "Valdeves, lower your voice. We are not commoners, we do not respond in such a way. Witch or no, we will deal with this the way we have always dealt with trespassers in fairness. We will not change that."

      "Yes, except all trespassers are Tellurians, and all Tellurians deserve the dungeon," Croecius yelled over them.

      "Well, I am not a Tellurian," Hekla spat out. "I come from the Volcano of Shadows. I have been sent to restore peace to your land. I am not a witch."

      At her confession, a soldier to her left smacked her across the face.

      "Do not spew such lies witch."

      Her response ignited a full on fight between the elders, and at the end of it all, only the one called Croecius remained.

      "As I said, have her thrown in the dungeon! This is not up for discussion!"

      At his command, Hekla was surrounded on all sides by the small troop of soldiers she walked peacefully alongside just moments ago. Their webbed hands were much rougher than she had imagined for water beings, and the fire spells popped in her head. I could destroy you! She thought, teeth clenched as she fought back the urge to harm them.

      No, remain calm, Hekla. Not only will a fire spell do nothing for you down here, but it is not yet time. Trust me when I say you are not ready and a brief time in the dungeon will not cause you harm. I am with you.

      Hekla bit her lip to keep from yelling spells and allowed herself to be taken away. Her magic encasement still surrounding her. Why does that not dispel them?

      It is not meant to, Speltus responded.

      Hekla went limp in the soldiers' arms, as they drug her through the underwater kingdom, and then they descended a coral stairway deeper into the ocean depths where they took her to a cell and locked her away.

      "This is what we do with witches." The soldier sneered at her, and she noted sadly the young Aequoran man who had first asked her to come with him, was nowhere around.

      "Now what, Speltus? You got me into this mess."

      "And I will teach you how to get out," he responded, swimming in front of her.

      "You can breathe underwater?"

      "Nonsense. I use the same magic you do. Let's get to work," Speltus said with a flick of his tail, and a sparkle in his eye.
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        Watching someone die is never easy. It does not matter if it is a friend or a foe. And it's even harder when you know you were the one to take their life. It leaves a hole in your heart that can never be filled.

        King Arnott the Wise, Second King of Telluris, 327 A.V.

      

        

      

      Astrid jogged down the peak, spotting the stray soldier who had taken off. She quickened her speed to reach him. Astrid loosed an arrow at his backside, but he heard her footsteps, and miraculously dodged out of the way.

      I didn't see that happening, Aronus said.

      Of all the times, you choose now to miss, Aronus?

      I could blame your wobbling arms, he retorted.

      The soldier dove to the side, off the path that would lead him toward the army and she followed after him. His trail was taking him down the back side of the mount where the terrain became overwhelmed with rocks and broken trees. It was just as difficult climbing down as it had been climbing up. Each step risked a fall, and more cuts to her exposed thighs and hands.

      She loosed another arrow as she got closer to his backside, but a sudden rock jutted out caught his foot and he dropped. She had no choice but to quicken her pace, leaping over the rock that had caused him to roll several feet down the rocky mountainside.

      He eventually stood, his feet less sure, and his pace slowed considerably. Astrid loosed another arrow, and this one struck true. He fell forward face first onto the gravel and broken bramble. The arrow disappearing quickly, and Astrid knew he was gone.

      Go find the captain, Aronus told her.

      I don't even know where to look.

      Try the encampments at the base of the mountain.

      Aronus, I can't! I can't take all those lives, she fought against the thought.

      Astrid, this is war, this is what you have prepared for. Now look for him!

      Tired of arguing, she made her way horizontally, knowing that she would find her way back to the path of the Tellurians. The original road she had tried to take when she first journeyed on the mountainside. The trouble would come in trying to find which camp the captain had chosen to hide out in.

      "Most esteemed of the king's soldiers, my hind end," she said out loud, repeating what Captain Alastair had told the Caelestan army when he had tried to take her prisoner. "A coward if there ever was one."

      She didn't have the luxury of trying to find a path where there wasn't one, she would have to hurry at max speed if she was to find the captain and take him down before word spread too far. Best to start at the top and work my way down, she decided. She ignored the burning in her muscles as she jumped over rocks and pulled herself over the mountain ledge again.

      The empty camp where the soldiers had stayed was like a wasteland, but it was also at the very end of the Tellurian pathway. She began her descent again, keeping to the trees as she eagerly searched for the first encampment.

      "Not much to look at, is it?" she said aloud to Aronus, as the top of the encampment's tents came into view. Three pointed shelters formed a small triangle, and in the middle, a fire pit where a familiar face sat staring into the flames. In his hand, a stick with meat cooked over the fire.

      Astrid ducked out of sight, wondering how many men stayed in this camp.

      If I could just take out the captain, and be on my way, I would be quite happy.

      I know that, Astrid, but you don't know who else he's told, Aronus reminded her.

      Yes, but he obviously didn't journey far, she pointed out.

      True.

      The captain looked up from his meal, and she saw him glancing toward the top of the mountain.

      He's looking for me, I ducked out of the way just in time.

      She sat quietly, waiting to see who else joined him. She didn't have to wait long. Three other soldiers emerged from the shelters and sat next to him. She crouched low and made her way closer to the camp.

      I have to find out what he's said to them, before I determine if they are a threat.

      Astrid, I realize you are trying to spare as many lives as possible, but if they catch wind that you are here, they will alert the whole mountainside to your arrival, and then you'll be dealing with many more soldiers than this. It will make what took place on the mountaintop look like a children's game.

      Fine. Astrid lifted her bow, and aiming carefully, she let loose three arrows in rapid succession. Each of the men near the captain let out wide-eyed expressions of surprise before they fell over. The captain, realizing what had happened, took off running into the woods of the highland, and Astrid followed after.

      She didn't yell at him to stop,  as she didn't want to risk attracting unwanted attention. He was lightning fast and used the trees to his advantage, dodging out of sight several times. When she was uncertain of his location, she let an arrow fly, then stilled. Attuning her ears to any sound that would alert her to his position.

      When Astrid was sure she had lost him, he tore out from moss-covered log, and then she chased him again, leaping over trees and bushes as night grew darker. She had no idea her location on the mountain at that point, and her forehead dripped with perspiration.

      Captain Alastair fell out of sight, and her heart dropped.  She ran faster, branches whipping and cutting at her face as she flew in the direction she had seen him disappear. The sound of water bubbling nearby caught her attention, and when she reached where he had disappeared, she found herself looking over a ledge where a river ran down the hillside. She quickly jumped down, eyes darting left and right quickly, and up the side of the mountain that ran parallel with the river.

      Astrid finally spotted him. The captain was riding the water downward and quickly traveling out of sight. She put her bow across her shoulder and dove in, swimming after him. The speeding current quickening her progress.

      "Stop, you coward!" she yelled from the water, getting closer.

      He turned to face her, eyes wide.

      "What are you afraid of?" she asked.

      "I'm not afraid," he yelled back.

      Astrid caught up to him, grabbing at his clothes to pull him under. He fought against her pull and pushed her head down underwater. She swallowed gulps of water and fought against the force of his hand on her head to pull herself up for a breath of air.

      The captain's experience as a swimmer was evident, and he seemed unmovable in the water. With her hands above the water as he held her under, she ripped at his neck with her nails, satisfied with the feeling of tearing flesh which made him falter momentarily. She emerged from the ice cold depths, and sucked in a breath.

      "Witch!" he screamed.

      Then he pushed her back under.

      Astrid could feel her strength fading from fighting against his grip and her lack of oxygen. Her world was growing blacker by the moment. Still fighting for her life, and clawing at him, the realization that she may not make it through this began to hit her. She was losing her battle.

      From the front of them, the sound of the water got louder, encompassing all her senses.

      I'm dying, she realized.

      As if the captain heard her thoughts, he let go of her head, and began frantically swimming away, fighting against the current. Astrid bobbed up and took a breath of air, relief washing over her as she thanked the Unseen Ones that she had not died yet. She went after him, confused as to why he had let her go.

      "Why let me go? Why not just kill me?" she screamed out against the waves.

      He didn't glance back.

      Astrid's arms screamed from the burn of fighting against the rushing water, but if she let him escape, she knew that her fight with the Tellurians would never end. It had to be stopped now. On the opposite shore, she could see the gray rock tips, and knew that on the other side, it dropped down. They approached where she had climbed up the day before, when she had to bypass the camps, and past where she had fought the Toverak.

      She had climbed it yesterday, but the way her body ached at the moment, the only goal Astrid had in mind, was to take out the captain and head back to Caelestis. He reached the other side, and climbed onto the rocky shore, pulling himself up. He fell forward on the ground and stayed there. Astrid fought with every remaining bit of energy and soon joined him. He sat up long enough to try to push her back into the water, but she thrust an awkward left hook at his face, while her right hand gripped the rocky shore line.

      The captain fell backward, and as Astrid pulled herself up, she noted there wasn't but a few feet in-between the water and the steep drop off the other side.

      "This is one beast of a mountain," she said, panting and struggling to regain her strength.

      Captain Alastair began to crawl to his knees. Astrid yanked the bow from her back, and without hesitation she loosed Aronus' arrow at him. The man fell back, tottering on his feet for a brief moment before his body fell backwards and he plummeted to the rocks below. Astrid crawled toward the edge to peek over. She could barely see his contorted and bloody body from where she was.

      With the captain finally dead, she fell onto her back, holding the bow tightly in her hand.

      It's finally over, she breathed in and out deeply, giving herself time to recover from the day's events. The image of the dead soldiers filled her head with guilt, and she had to wonder if she really was the right person to take the throne of Caelestis and restore peace to the kingdom.

      "Nonsense, Astrid. The very fact that you experience guilt at this, at the height of battle when you have defeated your enemy, only confirms that you are indeed the very person meant to fulfill this mission," Aronus said proudly.

      "I don't see how. There were many who died today."

      "And it was necessary," he said.

      "Doesn't feel like it," she admitted.

      She quieted for a bit, and Aronus sat patiently next to her on the hard rock surface while she rested and contemplated what she had done.

      Into her conscious, a voice as soft as dove wings spoke.

      Do not fret, Astrid of the Bow. You have done nothing today to be ashamed of.

      Sitting up quickly, she looked around nervously.

      "Who said that?" Astrid asked.

      Aronus had a pleased smile on his face, but shrugged his shoulders as if he had no clue what she was talking about.

      Calm yourself, child. The voice of the Unseen Ones is who speaks to you presently. You may rest easy with a sound conscience. Everything that took place was everything that we expected to happen. On this road to uniting the kingdoms once more, there will be many battles. Some of the heart, and most of the physical. As long as you follow your guide, and your convictions, you will not go wrong.

      But I killed them, which in itself is at the very heart of my convictions, she retorted.

      I understand your troubled heart, but there will be many times along this journey that you will have to sacrifice a few to save many. That was required of you today, and you did well. Your conscience is clear, I assure you.

      I don't understand, she said. Astrid fervently tried to figure out what the Unseen One meant. Only, the ethereal voice in her mind had disappeared. Well, that's better than I could have hoped for I suppose.

      Not wanting to waste another moment, she stood to make her way back to Caelestis. Aronus' steady flapping calmly reminded her of something.

      "Did you have something to do with why the captain released me? He had me, I was dying. I could feel it."

      "Waterfall," Aronus said.

      "No, I know we were kind of falling downstream, but why did he release me? A few more moments and I would have been gone," Astrid said, struggling to make sense of the situation.

      "Waterfall, you mindless girl! Look downstream!" Aronus yelled at her.

      Astrid turned her attention to where Aronus had directed it, and could see that not far off the water had gotten louder and dropped off suddenly on the other side.

      "Any chance you had something to do with that?" she asked, unsure of just how much magic her dragon was capable of performing.

      "Has all this battling gone to your brain? This river is the one source of water for the land of Telluris. It's been here for centuries. It also leads underground feeding into the waterways that lead out to Aequoris."

      "So this river is basically the one source of water for the entire kingdom?" Astrid's jaw dropped.

      "Indeed, put in place by the Unseen Ones. Interestingly enough, the vein of water that feeds it comes up from underground into the mountain, then it feeds back into the water veins across the land."

      "The kingdoms truly have no idea how much they need each other," Astrid said, shoulders slumped.

      She made her way up the rocky shore to where the water had calmed. With no intention of scaling the vertical rock surface of the mountain again, she found it easier to swim across the river to the forested area, where she had come.

      Her arms and legs were on fire as she reached the shore and began her trek back to camp. The chill of night air biting at her skin and damp clothes was a welcome feeling as she walked calmly toward the sky pathway leading to Caelestis.

      The sight of fallen soldiers did nothing to deter the peace she felt at that moment.

      "This is what it must have been like to travel between the kingdoms with no fear of recourse."

      "Indeed, Astrid. And it will happen again."

      Aronus disappeared from sight when the Caelestans came into view.

      Surely they will let me see the king, now, Astrid assured herself.

      I wouldn't count on it, Aronus responded in her mind.
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        One good deed may go unnoticed, but two--and your acts will be remembered forever.

        King Everett the Honest, Second King of Caelestis, 333 A.V.

      

        

      

      Svana traveled for less than a day, but she wasn't sure how much longer she could stay on the road with the amount of people traveling back and forth. Some peddled their merchandises, but she didn't recognize their faces. She observed their stares as they saw what she dragged behind her.

      I can't wait to be rid of this thing! As she rounded a bend in the road, a familiar cottage style home made its appearance. The farmer! Surely he will have use for some of this. She dropped the crudely built stretcher and ran toward his house.

      Her hand raised high, she thudded it heavily on the door.

      "Tomas, good sir, are you home?" She kept knocking, and finally she could hear the soft scratch of feet against wood as someone made their way toward the door.

      Tomas looked quite surprised to see her. "Well, I'll be darned," he said. "What's brought you back to these parts?"

      "Tomas, I'm afraid I need your help. I've a fairly large load of meat, a whole bull actually. I need to sell it off, or trade it. Enough for provisions for at least a week, for a whole army. Do you think you can help me?"

      The man was wearing his straw hat, just like the time before even though he had been inside, and even though the corners of his eyes wrinkled when he talked, she thought he might have been quite handsome when he was younger.

      "Well, if it's a whole bull as ya say, we're going to need some help." The farmer hurried out of the front door.

      "I left the bull in the road, can you meet me out there?" she asked.

      "Yes, I'll be along in a minute."

      She patiently waited for him, and when he joined her, they worked together to cut the bull into pieces. They managed to sell bits of it off to peasants who were on their way back to the Tellurian villages.

      It took them well into the night, but between the two of them barreling the meat into town, and word spreading of the unexpected surprise. They managed to get it all traded off for a variety of things Svana knew would be of far more value to the king than just a single large bull sitting out and rotting.

      "You're going to need that barrel for the wealth of things you've acquired from your bartering today. I couldn't have been prouder if ya was my own flesh and blood." The farmer radiated pride when he smiled at her. She allowed herself to be proud, too. They had helped a wealth of people that day, and she had set some meat aside to gift the farmer for helping her.

      After cleaning out the wheelbarrow, she placed all her goods in it. She had received a noble amount of vegetables, fruits, breads, cheeses and even some materials she knew would come in handy for clothing. Not for me, but I can at least help the soldiers whose clothing had seen better days.

      "May I borrow this? I promise to return it." She motioned to the wheel barrow, and he nodded at her smiling.

      "It's going to cost you."

      "Anything, Tomas. I owe you a debt of gratitude."

      The farmer grabbed some fresh apples from her haul, and the meat she had set aside for him.

      "That's all I need, just make sure if you aren't able to return it, give it to someone in need. I have others."

      She nodded, and without thinking, she gave the elderly man a strong hug. "Thank you for everything."

      Tomas scratched his head. "I've only helped you as you helped me, and I hope it's not the last time."

      She grinned at him. "I'll be back as soon as I can, for now I must be on my way."

      Svana grabbed the wheel barrel and pushed it in front of her, going as fast as she safely could without knocking the provisions out. It was dark already, and she only hoped Gill had not gone back to the king yet, with the news of her so-called betrayal. The journey didn't take nearly as long without the added weight of the bull, which wasn't too strenuous on her, but had tired Lingaria.

      After a few hours, she reached the soldier camp she had left. She looked around and was pleasantly surprised the camp seemed to be as she'd left it. Relief spread through her at the sight, and she hoped she would still get the chance to prove herself, not only to the king for her achieving so many supplies in exchange for a bull, but also to her soldier companions. While her aim was to take the king's place, she still needed allies.

      "Gill, Jasper, Duggary, I've returned."

      She heard the soft sound of stirring from the empty tent that had been left behind by Branwin.

      Duggary crawled out. "What are you doing back here, wench?"

      His voice dripped with hatred for her, not that she blamed him.

      "If you're still angry about earlier, in all fairness, you cut me first. You would have killed me had I let you. So shut it and look at this bounty I have brought with me. These things will keep much longer than meat would have."

      "We could have cooked it all." Duggary retorted, spitting venom with his words.

      "Were you going to do that? Because I certainly wasn't," she said.

      She left the wheelbarrow and sat by his side. "I may be a woman, but I don't cook."

      Svana hoped the tones of jesting in her voice would be enough to calm the hatred he spat at her. He said nothing in response.

      I guess that's better than him threatening to kill me, she thought.

      "Although, if you can be a little nicer. I wouldn't mind cooking up some of these vegetables for us," she said, as an afterthought.

      Duggary groaned and then fell over on the ground. The gash from her blade had run deep, and if she didn't do something he was going to die.

      "Good going, Svana." Jasper emerged from his tent, one of his eyes black and blue from earlier. His voice low and sounding much like a frog.

      "What happened to you?" she asked, genuinely worried about the younger man.

      "You happened to me. You crushed my throat earlier."

      "Well, some hot food and you'll be right as rain. Has Branwin returned yet?"

      "No, but he will. He always does."

      Gill had joined them, in spite of having been sound asleep as was evident by the way he rubbed his eyes. "So did I hear you were going to cook?" he asked softly.

      "Men," Svana laughed under her breath, but she smiled into the night. Perhaps there was hope for this lot after all.

      At that moment, she heard raucous singing, and Jasper stood.

      "That'll be Branwin, this is what he does."

      "Branwin, you've returned." Svana jumped to her feet, excited to show him her loot from the day.

      
        
        
        "Watch out for the lady, watch out for the lass,

        She'll skin ya, and eat ya' and do it with class.

        For ne'er a man who could steal her away,

        For he's sure to be dead by the end of the day."

      

        

      

      Branwin was heavily intoxicated, and the song he sung, though chipper and catchy as it came out of his lips, was so slurred Svana could barely make out the words.

      "What are you singing, Branwin?"

      "It's an old Aequoris tune, about the men lost at sea and the woman who lured them to their deaths," Jasper explained.

      All the men except Duggary joined in for the next verse.

      
        
        
        "With hair of summer's gold, and hips made of light,

        She weaves a magic spell under the moonlit night.

        If her lips you do kiss, and her hand you do hold,

        Then beware good sir, for your body goes cold."

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "So hold tight to your chest and do not be beguiled.

        For the woman you love, is the ocean's child.

        Hold tight to your breath and let it not still.

        For many are lost, for the siren's thrill."

      

        

      

      Thoroughly enjoying themselves, the men grew louder and louder, and Branwin's drunken voice was drowned out by their crude off key singing for the last verse.

      
        
        
        "Watch out for the lady, watch out for the lass,

        She'll skin ya, and eat ya' and do it with class.

        For ne'er a man who could steal her away,

        For he's sure to be dead by the end of the day."

      

        

      

      They laughed uproariously, and Svana couldn't help but laugh at their good natured singing. Even as she wet a cloth and tended to Duggary's wound that was red and starting to swell.

      "That can't be good," she said under breath.

      No one heard her concerned remarks. Gill and Jasper were too sidetracked by the drunken older man who they had to treat like a child to get him into his tent. When at last his obnoxious singing had quieted and she could hear him snoring, she grabbed the rolled-up blanket from her rucksack that had been left with the soldiers when she had left to sell the bull earlier. She used it to cover Duggary, to keep out the night chill.

      Then curling up in a ball herself, she drifted off to sleep. Lingaria's voice in her head being the last thing she heard.

      You've done well today, but if he dies, it's going to be bad for you.

      He's not going to die, Lingaria. I won't let him. Then Svana was fast asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            42

          

          
            Hekla

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Nature has its own tune, and you have to put aside your own internal thoughts and listen--really listen, to hear and understand the world. A peace of mind comes when you become one with nature. And when you really listen to it, you begin to understand it.

        King Thomasett the Kind, Second King of Aequoris, 335 A.V.

      

        

      

      Hekla watched the tip of Speltus' tail flick assuredly, and she couldn't help but feel a tinge of frustration growing inside herself. She was frustrated with the dragon; she was frustrated with herself. And she was frustrated with the Aequorans. All she wanted was a chance to speak with them, to reason with them, and to bring peace to them and all of Verdil. But they wouldn't listen.

      "I feel like this is going to end badly for me," Hekla said, hands on her hips.

      "Why would it end badly, Hekla? You have one of the most powerful beasts alive to aid you in your quest for the throne," Speltus said.

      Her little dragon beast floated around her, still able to appear as graceful as a ballerina in his magical air bubble that encased his scaled body.

      "All right, so tell me how to get out of here. Take me to the throne room," she demanded.

      "Why would I take you to the throne room? You're not thinking with your head. What you must do will take patience and magic. Magic that you have not yet learned because you have been on the ground. None of your fire magic will work down here. Are you ready to listen?" He crossed his short arms over his chest and tilted his head slightly.

      Hekla nodded, noting how even in the dim-light of the water dungeon, she could see the softest shimmer of his magic casing covering his tiny dragon body.

      "It's rude to stare," he said, drawing her attention back to the task at hand. "Focus, please."

      Nodding, she wrung her hands nervously. "My apologies, Speltus. I suppose I just haven't gotten used to all of this quite yet."

      "Which is to be expected, you are underwater, in for lack of a better word, a magic bubble. I have no doubt that in itself is nearly too big to comprehend."

      Hekla nodded.

      "Never mind about the details, it is time for more training. Do you remember our nights in the Aequoran cavern?"

      She nodded again.

      Using his wings now, as if they were fine, Speltus propelled himself away from Hekla to have adequate room to show her magic.

      "Everything here is going to work slightly similar to land. Your scepter is just as powerful, but now we must focus your attention on using different elements."

      "I just got comfortable with fire spells!" she whined.

      "I know Hekla, but spells are similar in that they must all draw energy from somewhere. Fire spells draw energy from all elements. Whereas the levitation spell draws energy from the air, and from I. Water spells draw energy only from water, so if you are confident in your scepter, and what I am capable of, you will do fine. It will come as easy to you as breathing."

      "Somehow, I hardly think that's true," she scoffed.

      Speltus shook his head, "Still so stubborn, aren't you? I could just throw my hands in the air and say to Hades with all of this, but I know that you can be a quick learner when you want to be. I am counting on that now, I don't know how much time you will have down here, and I don't want to risk your life any more than it has already been risked, do you understand?"

      "Yes, Speltus, I understand. Show me what I must do."

      "There we go, that's much better. So, this isn't essential, but I want you to spread your feet and steady yourself."

      Hekla obeyed.

      "Good, now that you have done that, close your eyes and focus on the surrounding environment. Tune yourself to it, this will be your kingdom one day, you must learn to become one with it."

      "Mmhhhmmm." Hekla closed her eyes, listening to the sounds of the water bubbling gently past. The cool of the aquatic atmosphere felt cold and soft against her, but it never quite touched her skin as the magic bubble protected her. All the worries about her sisters, about death, about being queen faded away in the calm peacefulness of the oceans embrace. It was the one single moment that she felt herself exhilarated, even excited at the prospect of remaining undersea for the majority of the rest of her life.

      Though she despised seafood, a small fact she hadn't let anyone know, especially Svana, she loved the peacefulness of the ocean. It called to her, sang to her soul like a talented canary calling for its love.

      "Yes, Speltus... I feel it. I feel my heart becoming one with this place." She opened her eyes, to see him just a few inches from her face, smiling peacefully.

      "I know that's true, you didn't even feel my presence. That's very good Hekla. You've done just what was needed. Now remember that place, remember that center any time you must perform a spell here, all right?"

      She nodded.

      "The first thing I want you to learn when doing any water spell, is that you must use Aquum Purum, either before or after. This depends on the spell of course."

      "Oh, just like with fire spells when I say Pyrem," she said knowingly.

      "Indeed, just like when you say fire spells. Stay centered and focused, the second thing I want you to learn is a water orb spell. This will be your first line of defense under water. It can stun your attacker, but you can also twist the words a bit and anyone who may come after you, can be locked up inside of one."

      "Excuse me?"

      "Let me show you." Speltus puffed out his little scaled dragon chest, and flaring his nostrils said, "Aquum Purum Orbium." He thrust his tiny dragon claw out, palm first, and a water orb began swirling and growing larger and larger in front of him. Then he wound his arm back and acted as if he were tossing a ball and the water orb dispersed full speed in the direction he had pretended to throw a ball moments ago. Incidentally, the wall to her jail was its end course, but when it hit, it dissipated as if nothing had happened.

      "Now, if anyone had been there," Speltus said, "That water ball would have knocked them flat back. However you can say 'Aquum Purum Orbium Containum, and that same ball will embrace whatever you choose and hold it hostage. This can be especially helpful if you come in contact with a sea monster or a fight gets out of hand."

      Hekla began practicing the two water spells he had taught her, each water orb she created was larger and more powerful than the one before it. She reached her inner calm, and each spell became easier and easier. However, she made a mistake, and lost her focus for one small moment.

      Instead of focusing on the wall, Speltus swam ahead, praising her on her efforts. Hekla's attention moved to her dragon companion as she called out, "Aquuan Purum Orbium Containum!"

      The little dragon squeaked. His little body somersaulted as he clawed at the prison around him.

      "Get me out of this at once!" Speltus yelled.

      "Um." Hekla struggled to remember how to stop a spell, and then it came to her.

      "Rescindum Enchantum," she yelled loudly and the water orb disappeared.

      Speltus drifted gently to the sea floor, shaking his head as he did so.

      "Impossible girl," he muttered before licking his paws with his long, forked tongue.

      "I'm terribly sorry, Speltus. I didn't mean to do that." Hekla knelt on the soft ground and attempted to pet his scaly head through their air bubble encasing.

      "I think that is enough for today, let us rest and we can start again tomorrow."

      Hekla nodded, and finding a stone covered with a thick patch of soft moss, she laid her head on it and fell quickly asleep. Speltus, curled up by her side for warmth, and allowed himself time to rest as well, as the tornado like turning of the orb had quite shaken him.

      Tomorrow they would escape, and Hekla would see the Aequoran kingdom for what it truly was. And perhaps, if they were lucky, Hekla would find the Aequoran king.
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        With leadership comes great responsibility. All those who are commanded by you, look up to you. And you have to decide what type of leader you will be, and how you will be remembered.

        King Cedric the Just, Third King of Telluris, 479 A.V.

      

        

      

      With Astrid's thoughts lingering on the passing of Captain Alastair, she had not noticed how fast night had fallen. Quickening her step, she was grateful to see the peering eyes of the pale-face Caelstans that watched her with great interest as she approached.

      "You have returned," the willowy being noted, giving her a once over, his multi-colored wings draped gracefully down his back.

      "I have." Astrid nodded. "I have done what I was asked," she continued.

      Astrid puffed her chest out and lifted her chin up. She met each of their oval-eyed stares with assurance.

      "And what of Captain Alastair?" the tall being asked.

      "I chased him to the river. He's dead," her face went solemn with the news.

      The Unseen Ones had told her she had done no wrong, but she still felt the weight of guilt from taking a life with her hands.

      "Did he drown?" the silver-haired being asked.

      "No, good soldier. It was a combination of my arrow and plummeting several feet down."

      At the news, the ethereal being nodded to her, dipping his head low. A smile spread across his face, lighting up his features. He raised one long limb, and beckoned for her to step forward, which she did with a skip in her step.

      Everything I have waited for is finally going to happen.

      He placed a delicate hand on her shoulder, tipping his silver-haired head again before motioning for her to journey up into Caelestis. All around the base of the pathway leading up to the sky kingdom, the crystalline eyes of the Caelestans watched with great awe.

      Astrid knew it was no small feat she had completed for them. She could feel the weight of it radiating from their wispy thin bodies as they watched her climb the stairway.

      One foot in front of the other, she could feel the air get lighter, the wind growing softer as she ascended the steps. Finally, at the top, she was greeted by Quimby, who appeared as if he had been waiting for her.

      "Have you been standing here this whole time?" she teased.

      "Not in the slightest, my dear girl. We have heralds who watch all that goes on down below. I told them to alert me to your return the moment you were in eyesight."

      "And, do I get my request fulfilled? Will I get to meet with the king?"

      "Not yet, we must once again visit with the Grand Vizier. Are you up for a meeting with his greatness, or would you prefer a rest? We have set up a guest quarters for you if you so choose." Quimby motioned in the direction of the Grand Viziers palace, his dark head of hair out of place amongst his pale haired Caelestans.

      "Do you mean for me to spend the night with a man I have never met?" She smiled wide and offered a chuckle.

      Quimby's face turned several shades of red, before she patted him on the shoulder.

      "I was kidding, Quimby. At any rate, I am not ready to rest. I must meet with the Grand Vizier at once. There are many things I wish to discuss with him." She took off in the direction of his small palace.

      "Astrid, wait. There are things you must think about before you approach him. You cannot just dart in there, pell mell." He grabbed her shoulder to stop her in her tracks.

      Bristling under his unwelcome touch, she reached to her shoulder to remove his hand, before she turned her evergreen armor clad body to face him.

      "I beg you not to do that again, please," she took a step away from him, while brushing her emerald tresses out of her face. The lack of wind here meant her arrow would land true, were she to need to use it. She contemplated her options.

      "Listen, Astrid. I am no threat to you, quite the opposite rather. I only mean to protect you. The King, he's not trusting," he whispered. "They say he kills just to kill, but he has a reason for the things he does. If you request an audience with him again, and word gets back. He may just have you killed for the simple fact he doesn't allow strangers, especially those who have stepped foot in Telluris, to enter his kingdom."

      "Trust me, Quimby, if I were able to fly, I would have flown all the way here. Unfortunately, I lack the wings of your people."

      "Well, I don't have them either in case you haven't noticed. I'm just saying, you may have slaughtered that army, but it will take more than that to gain the trust of the Grand Vizier and the King. Do you understand?"

      "Fine, yes. I understand." She turned her back to Quimby, and flipping her long hair, before sashaying her way to the Viziers palace. The wooden steps leading to his chambers were a welcome sight as she entered his home. When she reached the top step, the Grand Viziers voice welcomed her before she had the chance to knock on the great wood door that opened to his room.

      "Astrid of the Bow, you have returned. Please, no need to knock, you are welcome here."

      Astrid pushed gently at the door which gave under her weight and she stepped forward into the room.

      "Your excellency," she said. "I have come to make a request."

      Quimby stepped behind her and sighed heavily. It was as if he was already anticipating her next move. "Astrid, please don't," he leaned forward, whispering into her ear.

      Ignoring Quimby, she repeated her request from earlier. "I would like an audience with the King," she said assertively.

      "Yes, my dear. You've told me a few times now. I know you wish to speak to him about restoring peace. However, I must ask, what could you possibly say to him, that would convince him to aid you in your quest?" He rose from his throne and took several steps until his hunched over form stood directly in front of her. The Vizier's seaweed eyes met her emerald ones with searching intensity.

      "Your Excellency, I am convinced if given the opportunity, I could persuade him to stop the war he has declared on the Tellurians." She placed her hands on her hips, spreading her feet slightly apart. I will not move until he gives me what I demand, she thought.

      "Dear Astrid, how simple you are." He shook his aged head, turning his back to her he began to pace the soft wood flooring in front of his pale blue throne. The silence was only interrupted by the sound of his walking stick dragging across the surface in rhythmic motions as he paced back and forth. After a time, he stopped to face her. "I think I have reached a solution that will benefit both of us."

      "Indeed? Please tell me," she said, as her body relaxed.

      "You have already proven yourself to be a great warrior, as was evident by your defeat of the Tellurians. So, considering you have done this unaided, I have a proposition. I ask you become the general of our army. They could use your guidance, and our kingdom could use a warrior with your expertise."

      "I am thankful for your generous offer, but I must politely decline. I have done enough killing. I do so to fulfill your request, but I cannot make it a way of life. It is not who I am."

      The Grand Vizier nodded regally. "I understand, then please... remain here with us. Train the soldiers to be more effective and in return we welcome you to stay with us as long as you wish."

      Astrid nodded her head. "That is something I will agree to."

      "Then come along and I will introduce you to everyone. They've been awaiting your return. Quimby wasted no time in telling everyone what he had sent you to do."

      Quimby reached his hand up to grip the back of his neck nervously, a sheepish smile spread on his face.

      "Sorry, Astrid. I knew you'd be back, and I wanted everyone to be prepared to meet our heroine." He looked to the ground, too embarrassed to meet her gaze.

      "It's quite all right, Quimby. I want to be here, and if my skills can be of use, then all the better. Right?"

      Quimby nodded his unkempt dark-haired head at her.

      "Quimby, please show her to her quarters. Then I shall introduce her to the soldiers," the Vizier commanded.

      "As you wish, your greatness. I could take her to them, if you wish?"

      "Very well then," the Vizier nodded his head, then returned to his soft blue-backed throne.

      Astrid followed Quimby out of the room, down the stairs where he led her outside. All of Caelestis seemed to be waiting for her, as the palace belonging to the Grand Vizier was surrounded by tall, willowy bodied beings with pale hair and skin.

      "Caelestans, I present Astrid of the Bow. She has come to make her place among our people and offer her experience and training as a warrior."

      "What training can she offer us?" someone from the crowd yelled out, and a cacophony of voices muttered their agreement.

      "Astrid is the only one to have defeated the Tellurian army that has guarded the exit of Caelestis, and she did so without help," Quimby continued.

      "No, it's impossible," someone muttered.

      "I don't believe it," another said.

      "Prove it!" a third called out.

      The scattered responses continued, growing louder and louder until Quimby yelled out, "Silence! Quiet your mutterings and listen to me. Astrid is here to help you, and she is doing so under the decree of the Grand Vizier."  His statement hushed them. "I would like the soldiers to remain, for she will be working closely with you. Let us work to make her feel welcome."

      Disappointed in the turn of events, many of the Caelestan's began to disperse, heading back to their homes. The soldiers waited quietly, holding their weapons at their sides as they awaited their next order from Quimby.

      "Astrid, care to show them what you can do?"

      Astrid nodded her head and retrieved her bow. Placing her fingers strategically at the string, she pulled back ready to loose an arrow into the sky. Overhead, a Carrion eater flew swiftly by, followed by three more. Even in the dark, she could see its outline. Many nights hunting with her sister had trained her to be keenly sensitive to such things. Behind her, she could hear the men snickering about her 'invisible' arrow. She let it loose, and as always the arrow materialized as she aimed. It whizzed through the air, hitting the buzzard dead center. The bird fell from the sky, landing not far from where they all stood.

      Surprised and amazed, the soldiers clapped softly. One of them, stepped out from the rest. Easily the tallest, he carried an air of superiority. With his nose in the air, he said, "Easily done, especially when you have magic. Where did you get magic?" The man's varying layers of blue armor, and sky soldier symbol illuminated as he spoke.

      "It is not magic, I use," Astrid said, hands on hips, face stern.

      "Then where did your arrow come from?" He pulled his white tresses out of his face, and his eyes were so blue they cut through her like ice.

      "It is my bow, given to me by Palladin the Great." She looked to the ground, unable to meet the intensity of his cool gaze.

      "Your bow?" the soldier gasped. "You received that from Palladin the Great? No one has seen him in centuries. You're telling me he is still alive?"

      "Indeed, he is," she said softly.

      "With Palladin the great on our side, no one could stop us," one of the soldiers called out.

      "Be our general!" another soldier yelled out.

      "Yes! Lead us! With you by our side, we can take the Tellurian's by surprise and they will never harm us again!"

      "No! I will not see any more death!" She quieted them with her abrasive yell. They were silenced for the moment until Quimby's stocky form stepped forward between the men and Astrid.

      "Astrid, soldiers... how about we stay off the topic of battle for now, and instead prepare ourselves in case it were to come to that?"

      "Yes, Quimby, that is what I am here for, but if you demand me to march on Telluris and take more lives, I cannot allow it. I will not allow it."

      "Nor would I, Astrid," Quimby said kindly. "No one expects that of you, we only ask you help us to be better. To be stronger, in case. Just in case. We do not know yet what the land king has in store, and we must protect our people."

      "That is well, but as it is night... I wish to retire for the evening. Training will begin tomorrow morning when we have the benefit of the sun overhead."

      She nodded politely to them, and turned to Quimby. "Where am I to sleep this night?"

      "The Grand Vizier has prepared a room for you, follow me."

      Astrid nodded her head and followed obediently after Quimby who led her back to the Vizier's palace. Only this time they did not ascend the stairs. She followed him down an elegant hallway passed several ornate doorways before they finally stopped at the final door and he led her inside.

      "Here is where you shall stay for the duration of your visit. I hope it is too your liking. You needn't worry about the Grand Vizier, or anyone for that matter, bothering you here." Quimby smiled wide at her, the kind of smile that reached all the way to his ears and crinkled the soft array of wrinkles around his eyes.

      "Thank you, Quimby, for your kindness. I do look forward to tomorrow with much anticipation."

      He bowed, and left the room, leaving her to flitter about the expensively lavished room with great delight. All array of birds and creatures of the air had been carved into the softwood posts that held up the impossibly high ceilings.

      The bed, like much of the furnishings she had noticed, was decorated with soft blues and whites, the posts of the bed a dark wood and the Phoenix like symbol that represented the sky kingdom and its people, was carved into each post.

      Checking the drawers of an ornate dresser made out of the light oak wood that seemed to be the building supply of choice, she found a soft gown for which to sleep in, and promptly changed into it and climbed into the oversized bed, where she drifted off into the most luxurious sleep she had ever experienced.
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        You will know someone's true character by watching how they treat someone injured who has wronged them.

        King Michiel the Trusted, Third King of Caelestis, 490 A.V.

      

        

      

      Svana awoke abruptly with the sound of Duggary's pained groaning. She rolled on the ground to look at the man. Little beads of perspiration on his forehead caused her to reach out and touch his skin.

      "You're burning up!" she exclaimed, fearful she may be held accountable for his death if he didn't make it. "You're not going to die on me, you understand?"

      She wrung her hands and searched through their supplies hoping she could find something that would be of use to her in helping to care for him. "Where are the rags, and pots, and water reserves?"

      Svana flipped over bags and emptied sacks of items. Finding some of what she searched for, she set a pot to boil. "Gonna need hot water for that wound."

      Once the water boiled, she poured clean water into a bowl and used the most decent rags she could find to tend to his fever. She sourly noted all of their water flasks were near empty as was their water barrel.

      "Leave it up to a bunch of men to make sure they look after themselves!" Svana said, her eyes blazing fire like her hair, as she threw an empty water flask across the campsite.

      She turned her attention toward the men's tents to see if Jasper or Gill had been awoken by the racket she was making. "Figures they would sleep right through that. They'd probably sleep through an entire army attacking us," she muttered.

      Svana leaned her head into Branwin's tent, which smelled strongly of sour mead. She dry heaved in her mouth and backed out quickly. "Well, he's going to be no help today, that's for sure. I'll probably have to care for him myself."

      Alone with her worries, Svana continued to tend to Duggary, cleaning his wound and tending to his fever. When his eyes fluttered open, briefly, she forced him to drink down some water before covering him with another blanket.

      "Assuming you don't get any worse, I'll make us all some stew." Duggary only groaned in pain and turned over. She added the rest of the water from the barrel to the boiling pot. Feeling fortunate the day before had given them such bounty, she began cutting an assortment of vegetables and herbs to throw into the pot. She tossed in a bit of bull meat she had kept for herself and covered it with a heavy lid. Finished with preparing the meal, she pulled her sword from its scabbard and sat on the ground to clean the remnants of blood that remained on the blade, until the men awoke.

      Lingaria sat near Duggary while she worked, keeping his eyes on the man in case Duggary took a turn for the worse.

      "You're in an oddly silent mood today, Lingaria. I don't think I've seen you like this before," Svana said.

      "I just think it's odd you're tending to these brigands, when you could be off on your own right."

      "You're actually encouraging me to leave?"

      Lingaria cast a long glance at Duggary and then turned his little scaly head toward the tents where the sleeping men lay. "Yes, I suppose I am. I don't think joining with them is going to help you."

      "Lingaria, I've no doubt you're right, but I can't leave them. I'm going to need all the help I can get. You said yourself, allies. I need allies."

      He nodded his head. "I did indeed say that, but I am beginning to regret that, if these are the type of allies you plan on having." A sudden grunting and groaning, alerted them both to someone waking. Lingaria disappeared into thin air.

      Branwin crawled head first out of his tent groaning in agony and she had to laugh softly at his displeasure.

      "You did it to yourself, you know," she said, a smile playing on her lips.

      He looked up at her, shielding his eyes from the sun. "Must you talk, this early in the day?"

      She laughed at his response. "Don't be angry at me for your poor choices."

      He grabbed his water flask, and took a long swill, then with an agitated glance back at her, he reentered his tent and all was silent again.

      "Only a real man wouldn't be able to hold his alcohol," she said, raising her voice in the hopes Gill or Jasper would finally wake up.

      "Did you say a real man?" Gill stepped out into the sun, fastening his armor, and then bent to lace up his boots.

      Svana bit her lip to keep from saying something that would offend the man.

      "Something of the sort," she answered.

      "What can I do for you, milady?" Gill raised an eyebrow at her, the corner of his mouth turned up slightly.

      "You're in a jolly mood today. What changed from yesterday?"

      "I don't know, it must be the sight of a beautiful woman making a meal..." he trailed off.

      "You'd better not finish that sentence. I've no interest in being your little woman, or caring for the lot of you. She scrunched her eyebrows in and put her hand on her hips. Where was her cursed little dragon, she was about to skewer this guy with her sword.

      You'll do no such thing, Lingaria said with a warning into her mind.

      She didn't respond back to him.

      "So, you say you can answer my call for a real man, eh?"

      Gill nodded, a large smile stretching wide across his normally angry face.

      "Great, we need provisions. As soon as possible. I need to care for Duggary, and I can't do that without water. Clean water."

      "We had a whole barrel," he protested.

      "You had a whole barrel. A few days on the road, the five of us? It's a wonder it lasted this long. Can you please find us more water, we need to get back on the road before nightfall."

      "Why're you in such a hurry?" Gill waggled his eyebrows at her in false concern.

      "You want to return to the king, or don't you? You want him to come after us?" she said indignantly.

      "Not in the slightest."

      "Good, then please... take the wheel barrow, and water barrel and go get us some water. With haste!" she commanded.

      "Yes, milady captain," he said, the smile disappearing from his face as he prepared for his journey away.

      "I don't know where the nearest water supply is, but I need you to hurry. Duggary is not well, and I'm sure Branwin is going to need tending once he awakes as well."

      "Don't you worry, I'll be back before you know it." With a bow of his head, he left in a speed walk, pushing the empty water barrel in the wheelbarrow.

      Thank goodness the farmer allowed me use of that, she thought with some gratefulness.
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        * * *

      

      Svana took off into the woods to have a moment to herself once Jasper had awakened and could tend to Duggary. She withdrew her sword, and slashed her way through the trees, practicing her swings and aiming at dead trunks in case she were met with someone along the road she wasn't prepared for.

      "Someone's got a bit of angry streak," Lingaria teased Svana as she swung the blade about.

      "No, not at all. I just don't know what we're going to deal with and I want to make sure I'm the best I can be. Not only that, but I need to clear my head."

      "What's troubling you?" Lingaria asked.

      "As if you don't know? You can read every thought I have."

      "I can, but I still want to know."

      "What happens if Duggary dies? That will be on my hands, not just for my own conscience, but these men will never trust me. Then, word will reach back to the castle I killed one of my troop members, and then I'll never be able to step foot into the Tellurian kingdom again." She swung her blade into the trunk of a nearby tree, enjoying the solid thud it made as it landed.

      To her left, something made a rustling noise on the ground that put her on high alert. She jutted the sword out, knees slightly bent as she put herself into attack stance.

      "What do you want?" she yelled.

      No one responded. She took another step forward, and as she did so, a branch cracked under foot, disturbing a pile of leaves and a large black and red snake emerged slithering speedily through the forest refuse.

      Svana let out a blood-curdling scream, her feet dancing faster than a court jester trying to impress the king. She leapt over the snake toward a tree branch. She reached up, grabbed the branch, and pulled her legs up.

      "Your fear of snakes is going to get you injured, Svana."

      "Where did it go? Do you see it?" Dangling from the tree, her eyes searched the ground. "It's going to come after me, I know it."

      "It is quite foolish for you to be scared of a snake, but not a dragon. We're practically cousins," Lingaria said.

      "If you remember, I was scared of dragons at first. And, snakes are totally different. They don't have legs. They're unnatural."

      Lingaria left the sword, and Svana watched him fly low to the ground searching for the offensive creature. "If your dancing about didn't scare him, I'm sure your scream did," he chuckled.

      "Svana, are you all right?" Jasper came tumbling into the woods, his face contorted.

      Feeling foolish, she was afraid to let go of the tree for fear of stepping on the slithering beast, she shrugged her shoulders.

      "I'm great, just hanging around."

      "Who were you talking to just now?" Jasper glanced around, but didn't notice Lingaria who had already disappeared into Svana's sword scabbard.

      "Just myself," she lied.

      Jasper looked around once more, then looked back to Svana looking her up and down with a frown on his face.

      "If you were talking to yerself, I won't tell. We're all a wee bit crazy being on the road all the time, with no one to talk to but each other and four bit lass," he confessed.

      "What's a four bit lass?" she asked, taking another look around before she dropped to the ground. Her eyes still searching the fallen leaves for the flash of black and red.

      "They're the women of the night. They're few and far between, but when we find one they're always four Vellarians or more. That's why we call 'em a four-bit lass."

      "A woman of the night?"

      Jasper's face turned several shades of red before he looked away from her, not able to look her in the eye.

      "Milady, if you don't know, it's best you never do."

      Svana shook her head, annoyed. "Fine, if you won't tell me... I don't care. I want to get out of here though, and as soon as possible. Where's my sword?" The glint of it caught her eye the same time as Jasper, and he hurried to grab it for her.

      "I'll retrieve that for you..."

      "No, that's all right..." she tried to stop him, but it was too late.

      The moment his hand touched the grip, he was flung backward onto the ground.

      "What was that?" His eyes went wide, and his mouth was agape, as he stood to his feet.

      "It's a special sword. Made just for me," she said matter of fact.

      "Is that so?"

      "It is, is Gill back? I need to care for Duggary."

      Jasper looked as if he wanted to say more, but Svana hurried out of the woods wanting to put the incident, and the snake behind her. She stayed several steps ahead of Jasper and immediately checked Duggary's fever and wound before anyone could say two words to her.

      "Where’d you go?" Gill's voice was soft and low.

      "I needed time to practice. You're back already?" Her eyebrows raised.

      "Indeed, I came into some kindly villagers who were able to direct me to a nearby creek. Turns out we're in a good spot here. There's a creek just there, through those hills. The terrain gets a little rough, but I found it easy enough."

      "Can you all stop your yakking and bring me something to drink?" Duggary croaked.

      Duggary's dry voice could be heard through their conversation. Svana hurried about to get him a flask and refilled it with fresh water before she handed it back to him.

      "That smells good, what did ya cook?" Branwin exited his tent, looking no worse for the wear.

      Ignoring him, Svana checked the sword wound, pleased that although slightly red and swollen, it looked much better than it had in the early morning. His fever was gone as well, and Svana felt an overwhelming sense of relief.

      "Duggary, you're feeling better?" Svana asked.

      "Indeed, milady. Thank you for caring for me. Not sure if I would have made it through the night without you."

      "I'm the one who harmed you," she retorted.

      "And you are the one who stayed by my side to make sure I was taken care of. Men have died for less."

      Svana nodded. "I suppose they have."

      "When do we get to eat?" Branwin used a rag to lift the lid over the stew and smell. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he smiled long and hard before he finally said. "If that tastes half as good as it smells, we're not letting you go anywhere."

      "Shoo, the stew won't be ready for a while yet. If you're hungry, eat some fruit."

      "Stubborn woman," Branwin grumbled as he sat on a log to wait.
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        Whenever you're in doubt about what you're doing in life, look into the eyes of an innocent young girl, and ask yourself if you're doing right by her.

        King Martin the Truthful, Third King of Aequoris, 498 A.V.

      

        

      

      When Hekla awoke, breakfast had already come and a small pearlescent plate made of oyster shells contained a variety of seafood and fruit she didn't recognize. The guard who had roughly handled her the day before stood just outside her cell, and seeing that she was awake, glared at her angrily through the algae encrusted bars.

      "Well, a lovely morning to you," Hekla said pleasantly.

      The guard only grunted in response. Hekla grabbed her plate and retreated to the back of the cell where she could converse quietly with Speltus while she tried to choke down some food. Seafood, the only downside to being underwater.

      "Try the Aequoran pear, they are extremely sweet and delicious. I guarantee you've never tasted anything like it," Speltus whispered into her ear as he emerged from her pack.

      Biting into it, the nectar of it kissed at her taste buds like heaven itself had created a fruit. It took her no time at all for her to finish, but when it came to the array of shrimp and small fish that had been prepared for her, Hekla couldn't bring herself to bite into them.

      "I don't suppose you'll eat this, will you?" she asked Speltus, who darted off her shoulder, slurped up the food in what seemed to be one messy bite, and then he had disappeared.

      "They sure are feeding you well, for being a prisoner," he remarked quietly.

      "Indeed, after the way they manhandled me here," she said, her face contorting into a grimace as she remembered the night before.

      "Don't let it get to you, we have much to accomplish today." With that, Speltus chanted something, and the guard fell promptly to sleep.

      "How did you do that?" Hekla asked, her face alight with excitement at the prospect of being able to put someone to sleep on command.

      "Not yet, Hekla. When it is time, I will teach you, for now... repeat after to me. 'Aquum Purum Sharkum.'"

      Hekla followed his lead.

      "Aquum Purum Sharkum," she said with meaning.

      Before her, a small vortex appeared, the liquid of the ocean swirling and contorting until the image of a shark appeared. It opened its large toothy mouth, its eyes scrunched angrily as it swam toward her. Hekla screamed, and tried to run away, but her cell gave her no room for escape.

      "What in the world, Speltus! Make it go away! It's going to kill me!" She screamed again, then dropped to the floor covering her head with her hands.

      "Relax, you ridiculous woman. It is merely an illusion. You can create any sea creature you like from water. This is another temporary spell like the blindness. It won't last long, but if you are being attacked, you can conjure a shark and scare off anyone who may be after you. Or even scare off an oncoming army."

      "What does that mean? Do you know something I don't know?" Hekla asked, raising her brows.

      "Not in the slightest, dear girl. I was just giving a for instance. That is all."

      "Oh," she responded, studying his features to determine if he was telling the truth, or if he was indeed hiding something from her. She'd never known her dragon guide to lie and decided to drop the subject after a minute.

      "Ready to continue now?" he asked her, his arms crossed indignantly.

      "Yes." Hekla nodded, her face stern, but eyes focused on his every move.

      He continued to show her different animals she could create in water. And how to increase the size of the water orb, how to create waves, and water walls, and he didn't complete his teaching until well into the night. The guard had awoken a few times but each time, Speltus had muttered the spell that would send him right back to sleep.

      Exhausted, Hekla fell into a deep sleep, but it didn’t last long. In the morning, as the false light the Aequorans used to illuminate their home streamed through a small barred window of her entrapment, a little girl watched Hekla sleep.

      Almost as if sensing the little one's eyes on her, the blue-haired woman sat upright abruptly.

      "What are you doing here, little girl?" Hekla said sleepily.

      The little girl's aquamarine eyes blinked, large and curious, and for a moment she didn't answer Hekla's question, only stared in wonder.

      "What are you doing here?" the jade skinned little girl asked, her face pressed against the aging bars.

      "Well," Hekla began, wondering how the little girl had gotten down there, and just what she should tell her. "I came to meet with your king, to help bring peace to Aequoris once more."

      "Why are you in jail? Only bad men get put in jail."

      "Well, I'm neither bad, nor a man. I think that's why I'm in here. How did you get past the guards?"

      "Oh that was easy, they are all off eating right now. You just have to know how to time it." The little girl stood, her forest green dress contrasting against her jade skin. "Elder Croecius was talking with one of the soldiers. He said you were a witch. Seems like if you were a witch, you'd have escaped by now," the little girl said matter-of-fact, convinced that she was right.

      "I am most definitely not a witch. I don't even think they exist," Hekla said, a smile playing at the corner of her lips.

      "Well, if you are... it might be good of you to escape. They're coming to kill you, you know." With that revelation, the curious child bounced along through the same door she had come in.

      Her words startled Hekla, and she knew she couldn't sit around any longer.

      "Speltus, we must get out of here."

      "Yes, well... I didn't teach you all that magic for nothing. Figure out a way to get us out of here, and we will. You can't destroy the place, it will soon be your kingdom. So you must discern a way that will help us to leave safely and without destruction."

      "Very well," Hekla paced the floor of the cell, her heart rate increasing as she thought about the incoming line of soldiers who may very well be on their way to kill her at that very moment. Her anger flared, and try as she might, she seemed to be at a standstill. "I don't know what to do, Speltus. Tell me what to do."

      "I cannot, madam Hekla. This is your battle to fight."

      "My battle?" she asked. Then her voice grew louder, and she yelled at him, "My battle? How can this be my battle when it was never my choice to do this in the first place?" Her voice raised several octaves, and in a fit of rage she yelled as loud as her voice would allow, "Aquum Purum Orbium Expandum, Expandum!"

      "No! Hekla, what are you doing!?" Speltus yelled out, but it was too late.

      The water orb she created with the spell was larger than anything he could have anticipated. She whipped her hand back and then flipped her wrist toward the barred wall that kept her contained.

      The orb flew at it, in one powerful crushing swoop ripping the bars from the ground, and causing the rocky ceiling to crumble over them.

      "What are you doing?" The familiar voice of the little girl was back, and Hekla watched nearly powerless as the surrounding jail began to collapse.

      To Hekla's dismay, one tall side of the jail had begun to crumble outward and toward the little girl. Swimming as quickly as she could, she thrust her body toward the sea-foam haired child, clutching her to her body, and rolled them both out of the doorway just as the entire jail crashed in on itself.

      "Oh my dear, are you alright?" In the still intact hallway, Hekla held the girl out firmly from her, looking her over for scratches or injuries.

      "I'm all right. You saved me." The child's small voice cut through Hekla like a knife.

      I may have saved her, but I nearly killed her in the process.

      “I'm so glad you're all right, dear one. Please, you must leave from here. It's not safe. Go back to your family," Hekla urged her.

      "All right, but you have to leave too. They're on their way to kill you right now. I heard them talking."

      Hekla bent and kissed the child on her forehead.

      "Thank you, dear child, for saving my life. I will escape, I promise. Now please... go."

      The little girl nodded her jade green face at Hekla, smiling impishly as she skipped away.
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        Training someone in a skill is never easy. It takes willpower and patience. But training multiple people takes even more than that--it takes whiskey.

        King Rowan the Observant, First King of Telluris, 242 A.V.

      

        

      

      Astrid paced in front of the Caelestan soldiers. They all watched her with anticipation, and most of all, uncertainty. They didn't believe she would be able to teach them anything. At least, most of them appeared that way. The others, looked intrigued.

      "All right, soldiers. Today I want to start with basic techniques. How confident you are with your arrow is going to show with every one you loose." Astrid spoke assuredly, brushing her emerald locks out of her face, watching the stance of every soldier that now lined up before her, their arrows pointed forward at their targets. "Your stance is also important, and if you are not steady, nor will your aim be. So spread those feet apart, make sure you are solid and straight. Then pull your elbow back. Do not waver, or you will surely miss."

      "Easy for you to say, with your magic bow!" a soldier from far down the line shouted.

      "Here, here!" several more agreed.

      "What are you saying, soldier? Are you saying if not for my bow I could not aim true and hit my target?"

      The wild haired being pulled his hair into a pony tail before answering. "That is exactly what I am saying."

      The same man from the day before; clearly he is threatened by me.

      "Listen, I don't know what I've done to offend you, but I am here to help. That is my goal. But I cannot help you if you do not trust me. So let me ease your worries." She walked toward him, taking his bow from his hand and pushing him out of the way. "Hand me an arrow, would you please?"

      Again, there was no breeze, and she knew her aim would land true. She steadied her stance, brought the arrow notch up to eye-level and aimed just above the center of the target. Sucking in a deep breath, she let the arrow fly. It landed perfectly in the center of the target, the other soldiers could only gasp and cheer.

      "Well, it seems I stand corrected. It is not your bow that is magic, it is you," the Caelestan said.

      "Huh?" Her eyes met his, wondering if she should take offense, but his face only showed a friendly grin.

      She smiled back. "So, you trust me then?"

      "I do," he answered. "Now I must say, and I repeat what the men have been asking since we heard of you. Please, Astrid of the Bow, stay with us. Be our general, with you by our side, we would be unstoppable."

      Astrid shook her wild green hair. She had not been able to tame before she had donned her armor and joined the soldiers for their training. "I cannot do such a thing. You do not understand. I am responsible for so much death already. That is not who I am."

      "Astrid, if you knew what had occurred between our two kingdoms. There used to be so much peace, and now there is nothing but war. Fighting and death, and nothing else. However, if we could win... if we could overtake the Tellurians. We could put a stop to this once and for all. Do you not understand how that would help to put a stop to the death that has happened, the deaths that continue to happen?"

      "I only see how it would bring more death. That is all I can see, good soldier."

      "Please, consider me a friend. You can call me Ellowin."

      "Ellowin? Well then, I am pleased to make your acquaintance, but I can still not be your general."

      "Is there nothing which would persuade you?" His large cerulean eyes desperately searched hers.

      Astrid could see and feel the anguish in his soul as he gazed at her. "There is but one thing that would make me agree to do this for you, but I guarantee the Grand Vizier would not allow it, because I have already asked him several times."

      "Please, anything..." Ellowin begged.

      "I want an audience with the King. You can send as many guards as you like, I don't care. I must speak with him, there will be no rest for me until I do."

      "Consider it done, Astrid of the bow. Short you may be, but your stubbornness will get you many places here. Please, continue training these men, and I will speak to Quimby and the Grand Vizier."

      Astrid nodded politely. "Thank you, you have no idea how much this means to me."

      Ellowin nodded back and then hurried toward the Vizier's castle.

      "Back to it please, I have shown you that it is not the bow that gives me aim, it is the fighter. Do not pause, do not question. Allow yourself to become one with the bow. Focus your eyes on the target and aim true. Ready, set, loose your arrows!" At her command several arrows soared through the air, some landing inches away from the targets, some hitting in off kilter positions, while others landed just as she said they would.

      The few soldiers who had hit the center whooped and cheered.

      "Excellent work, keep practicing until Ellowin returns," she urged them.

      Walking behind each individual, she moved their elbows higher or lower, and used her foot to spread apart their feet. Just as Melifera had done for her during her training.

      In what felt like no time at all, Ellowin returned, Quimby at his side.

      "Astrid, may we speak with you?"

      She hurried to them. "Have I been granted my request?"

      Quimby nodded. "You are a stubborn woman, aren't you? I don't think I've ever seen the Vizier's face turn so red."

      Ellowin laughed. "Probably because he's never met the likes of Astrid. The problem is, he wants you as the general of our army as well. I made him see that would never happen if you were not given this simple, small request. Would you like to go now?"

      Nodding enthusiastically, she turned to the men. "Soldiers, I have a small matter to attend to, Please continue practicing as I have requested, I shall return shortly."

      They didn't even acknowledge her departure as they continued to practice, overjoyed at their improving skill, which brought her a great amount of joy.

      "I shall remain to keep an eye on things," Quimby announced.

      "That would be lovely, thank you, Quimby." Ellowin had already started heading toward the castle located at the center of the entire sky kingdom and Astrid found herself rushing to keep up.

      "Ellowin," she panted, once she reached his side. "Why is he called King Bertram, the Heartless? Why does he kill just to kill?"

      Her voice was genuinely sincere, and Ellowin tilted his head as he studied her.

      "Milady, I don't know if I am at liberty to discuss such things. I know there is a reason why he does what he does. Though I suppose it is up to him to disclose what that reason is. I only do what I am told, and we all hope he doesn't crack and just kill us all. He has done much damage; that is the truth. Yet, I don't think he ever meant it to be that way."

      Astrid went quiet for the rest of their short journey to the castle, pondering the things he had told her. She had to wonder if there was something behind who he had become.

      Only time will tell, I suppose. She thought, as she also contemplated how long it would take to kill him should she pull her bow and loose an arrow at his head.

      Be easy, Astrid... remember the end goal. No doubt you will most likely have to kill him, but do it when it is most opportune for you. When it will benefit more than just yourself. Aronus commanded into her mind.

      She did not respond to his demand, but knew she would follow it. Her dragon had not led her astray yet.
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        There is something unique and special about the bond between man and animal. A dog or horse is more trusting than man. They do not comprehend the lies that men spew. Therefore, their love is unconditional without reservations. It's no wonder everyone calls them 'man's best friend.'

        King Nicklaus the Brave, First King of Caelestis, 255 A.V.

      

        

      

      Svana glanced to the men who were beginning to clamor about as dusk began to set. She quietly pulled out bowls and handed them to everyone. "Here, serve yourselves and try not to act like animals in the process. There is plenty to go around. After you've rested tonight, we'll set out early tomorrow. We've already lost a day in the process."

      They didn't bother to acknowledge her as they were already drowning themselves in their dinner. Even Duggary seemed to have gotten his strength back. After they'd eaten several bowls, they passed out around the fire and Svana didn't have the heart to wake them.

      She made herself as comfortable as possible on the hard ground and leaned against one of their tents to nap. Gill was the one to wake them all with fervent whispers.

      "Hurry, we have to get out of here, a villager just rousted me from sleep to tell me there is an army gathering in Aequoris and they are headed this way. We must gather our things and hurry to warn the king."

      Not wanting to avoid wasting another moment, the lot hurried to pack up everything they could, except Duggary who was still holding his side and bent over in agony.

      "How're you doing, Dug?"

      "What, this old thing?" He motioned to his wound, which she had fashioned a makeshift bandage for. "Heh, never been better." He gingerly grabbed things from his tent to pack them up, but seeing his struggle, Svana hurried to his side.

      "Just sit, I can take care of this." She brushed her wild red hair from her face, and assisted him to a sitting position on the ground. "You need to rest, Dug. Don't worry about us."

      The other men said nothing as they worked, and Svana could tell the worry of the approaching Aequoran army was getting to them. No matter, she thought, it's been enough time. Hopefully my sister has infiltrated them by now and will be accompanying the army that approaches. The thought of possibly seeing her sister made her all the more anxious to return to the king.

      "Surely, the king will not just turn around and ready an army to fight them off?" She suddenly worried about Hekla's safety.

      "Why wouldn't he? If the Aequorans are truly readying themselves to attack the Tellurian king, why wouldn't he ready an army for a counter attack? Do you think he would leave his kingdom unguarded? There are Tellurian soldiers all over Telluris, including at the border of Telluris and Aequoris. If the Aequoran army even makes it onto land, it will be a miracle," Gill said.

      "Interesting," she responded, not wanting to think about Hekla being a part of any battle, whether it be in the water or out.

      "All right, I think we're all set."

      Svana took a look around, and was pleased they had all been so quick to pack their things. The stew from the night before had been left in the pot and placed between several items on the cart they pulled along with them.

      Gill slapped the hind end of a chestnut colored stallion that pulled the cart. The beautiful muscled beast neighed softly before he started walking. Branwin took the horses' lead rope and walked in front, their pace considerably slower with Duggary bent over, walking behind.

      "You should go on without me, just leave me a little provisions. I'll get there as soon as I can," Duggary said.

      "No, Dug, we aren't leaving you out here to fend for yourself," she argued.

      "Absolutely not," Jasper chimed in.

      "I'm just going to slow you down." Duggary looked truly troubled, and Svana felt for him.

      "Hey, put him on a horse. He doesn't have the strength to walk," she urged.

      Branwin and Jasper nodded and hurriedly rushed to assist Duggary so he could sit on one of the horses they were using to pull their food.

      "That'll help," she said with satisfaction.

      With Duggary on the horse, they could move quickly through the Tellurian country side and get back to the king.

      Hopefully before the Aequorans decide to invade.

      Grateful they had quickened the pace, Svana heaved a huge sigh of relief. A raucous group of men approached them on the road. They stopped when they saw Svana and the small troop of soldiers. One of them dismounted his horse and walked within a finger's length of Svana's face.

      "Well, looky here. What's a pretty girl like you doing with the likes of them?" He motioned to the group of men, and Svana raised her upper lip in a snarl.

      "Back off, man. We're just passing through."

      The bearded man grabbed her shoulder roughly and shook. "I don't really care what you're doing. Those men right there make me very nervous."

      He feigned a shiver, but the look in his death black eyes told her otherwise.

      Svana swiped his hand away, and a split second later had her sword at his throat.

      "Don't touch me," she said. "Don't touch my men either."

      The bandit let out a nervous chuckle and started to back away. "No need to get feisty, milady, we were just on our way."

      The salt and pepper chinned man made a whirling motion with his hand, indicating they all needed to head out, and they quickly began retreating. Then the sound of an arrow flying caught them all by surprise. Duggary slid to the ground, groaning again. The group that had threatened them took off. Svana rushed to Duggary's side, wondering what had happened. No one had put together that Duggary had been stricken by an arrow, but when she flipped him over, she saw the broken end of it sticking out of his chest.

      "Duggary," she yelled out, her hand on Duggary's chest. The pulse of his heart beat grew weaker until it finally stilled. The man that had loosed the arrow at him, still stood in the road way, feet apart arrow prepped to loose again.

      Svana jumped to her feet, and watched as another arrow came flying, headed toward Gill. She took a rapid leap in front of him, just as the arrow sliced past her arm. Yelling out in pain, the momentum from her jump forced her into Gill, and they both hit the ground with a hard thud, rolling across the dirt and rock.

      "Metal and Iron!" she yelled, jumping to her feet and yelling to the troop.

      "Gill, Jasper, Branwin, stay here... I'm going after them!" she let out a war cry, and went chasing after the bandits, sword held high.

      "You foolish woman, don't!" Gill yelled out.

      She ignored his cries, bent on her own revenge.

      "I'm going to make you all pay for what you've done!" Svana's eyes flashed.

      With her red hair wild, and ruby red leather boots flying with every step she took, Svana was unstoppable. She caught up to the dirty, scandalous lot quickly. Her blade sank into the shoulder blade of the one who still wielded his bow. He toppled to the ground with a yell, and she jumped over him to chase down the other four.

      The man who had grabbed her was next. She lifted her sword up and brought it down in a slicing motion. It cut through the leather earth-toned armor, and immediately blood ran down his back. He tripped and fell, and she rolled him over, holding her sword to his throat.

      "If you move so much as one muscle, this blade will be that last thing you see!"

      The man blinked in response, shivering under the chill of metal.

      Svana heard the pounding steps of another of the dirty-faced bandits attempting to come after her. She spun around, deflecting the downward plunge of his sword without hesitation. She swung the sword at his arm first, causing blood to poor down, and when he stumbled back away from her, she slashed her blade at his face, slicing his cheek.

      He fell back on his hind end. "Please, I don't want to die. I have a family!" the man pleaded with her.

      "Did you think about that when you came after us? Did you think about the fact that we have families too? You're lucky I don't gut you right here."

      The man shook his head, and placed his arms over his face to protect himself. She brought her blade up, then thinking better of it, commanded him not to move. He nodded.

      She went after the other three bandits, and when one took a small blade to her mid-section, she stabbed him in self-defensive and he fell backward, bleeding out.

      She acted quickly, with no thought to her safety. The only thing running through her mind, was that she needed to protect her men and avenge Duggary. Svana rallied the bandits swiftly, dragging each one of them back to the wagon where her allies waited. They stopped fighting, and by the time she found the last one, she sheathed her sword and smashed her fist into his face several times before dragging him back to the others.

      With the help of Gill, Jasper, and Branwin, they tied up the four who remained alive.

      "Don't ever mess with my men," she said through clenched teeth. "Now you will return with us to the castle, where you will pay for your crimes."

      "Svana, the hero!" Branwin yelled, a face full of glee at her victory.

      "As long as you travel with us, you will be our captain," Gill said.

      "Captain?" Svana asked with raised eyebrows.

      "Captain Svana, here here!" Jasper raised a cheer.

      Svana shrugged, not wanting to rain on their parade, but knowing they needed to continue.

      "We must make haste to the castle at once. We don't know when the Aequorans will arrive." Svana scowled as she looked to their prisoners. "And I want these," she paused, searching for the right word, "vermin, brought to the dungeon!"

      "Indeed," her men replied in unison.

      It was a quick day's journey back, and as they approached the gates, the young squire ran out to meet them. A medium sized yellow dog followed after the squire, but the boy paid him no mind. Duggary's body had been wrapped in a blanket and laid across the horse Svana had been riding.

      "Who's that?" The boy asked.

      The dog sniffed the horse carrying the body, which caused the horse to nicker and stamp his hooves.

      "Away with you!" the squire yelled at the dog, but the animal sat, tilting its head, tongue out, and watched the five of them.

      "Never you mind, squire. Please alert the king we have returned. Get that dog out of here while you're at it!" Gill said.

      "Yes, sir!" The squire started to walk away, and made kissing noises for the dog to follow him, but the dog remained seated.

      The dog's attention turned to Svana then. She had never seen a dog before, but nonetheless, felt the need to get on her knees and cuddle the furry animal's head in her hands.

      "Who are you? You're beautiful," she said.

      Don't you dare befriend that filthy animal, Lingaria warned.

      The dog whimpered slightly as if he had heard Lingaria's mind speak. Lingaria growled, and Svana stuck her tongue out. Then continued petting the dog.

      "I think he likes me, he's cute. I've never seen one before, are they safe?"

      Gill's mouth dropped open. "You've never seen a dog before?"

      She shook her head.

      "Just where are you from?" he asked.

      "I thought we went over this. I'm from Volican. An island inside the Volcano of Shadows."

      "There are real people who live there? I thought that was a myth. No one who has ever journeyed to the Volcano of Shadows, has ever made it back."

      She looked shocked. "I don't remember ever having any visitors. Are you sure that's not just hearsay?"

      Gill shrugged. "I don't know." He looked from Svana to the dog and back again, his forehead creasing and his puckered lips shifting from side to side as he studied her. Taking a deep breath, he said, "We need to get this bounty to the king.

      Svana nodded.

      "Guards, please see these horses to the stables and send servants to assist us with our abundance," Gill said.

      The guards nodded their agreement and hurried to do as they were told.

      "If you weren't so angry all the time, you'd be a pretty impressive soldier," Svana said honestly.

      "Thank you, I think?" He smiled at her, the corners lighting up his eyes and she had to look away.

      Don't fall for anyone. You're here to make allies and kill the king, remember? She reminded herself.

      The horses had been taken away, and smaller carts had been filled with everything Svana and the men had gathered on the road. Servants pushed the carts as Gill directed them to the throne room.

      "Svana, you've returned!" Emmeline's pale blonde head bobbed toward them from the long hallway, her face aglow with delight. "Did you do it? Did you become a soldier?"

      "I did, your majesty." Svana bowed out of respect for the woman.

      "Oh come now, stop. Let us walk together and you can tell me of your travels?" The woman's face was positively radiant, and Svana felt herself inexplicably drawn to the light that seemed to radiate off of her.

      "Gill, do you mind?" Svana asked, her face apologetic.

      "Not at all, Captain Svana. I shall tell the king of your victories and have him handle these prisoners. Thanks to you, Duggary will be avenged."

      "Captain Svana?" Her brows furrowed. "Duggary is dead?" Emmeline's face paled at the statement.

      "Yes, indeed I'm sorry. Were you close?" Svana asked of her.

      "No, but we were friends. He will be missed." Emmeline hung her head, and Svana placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.

      "You have my condolences, your grace."

      They stood that way, in silence for the moment as the Emmeline processed what had happened.

      "All right, my apologies, please... walk with me. You can tell me what happened, and how you ended up captain."

      Svana smiled broadly. "Yes, well, I will say it was not without a fight."

      The yellow dog had taken to Svana, and as she parted ways with Gill, it followed after her.

      "Do you mind if my friend comes along?" Svana asked.

      Emmeline laughed, then bent to pet the gentle creature on his head.

      "Where did he come from?" Emmeline asked.

      "Not a clue, he followed me in from the gates." The dog trotted along Svana's side as if he'd always been there.

      "I can't say my uncle will be pleased a mangy dog has made its way in the castle, but he seems harmless."

      "Thank you, Emmeline." Svana said with a bow, and to the dog, she said, "look, this doesn't mean you're staying with me. I don't have time for whatever you are, I have three men to look after and a kingdom to guard. Do you understand?"

      The sweet-faced animal looked up at her with large brown eyes and blinked meaningfully. Svana shrugged her shoulders, wondering what she was going to do with another pet to look after.

      I AM NOT A PET! Lingaria yelled into her head, startling her. She must have jumped several feet because even Emmeline was startled.

      "Are you all right Svana?" Emmeline asked.

      "Yes, I apologize. I don't know what got into me." She shook her head as if to shake off whatever had happened.

      Then to distract from what had just occurred, proceeded to tell Emmeline about everything that had happened on the road. Svana told her how she had fought the bull and won. Then how she had traded meat for the abundance they had brought back to the castle. Then how she had challenged them all to keep the very meat, which she had killed and brought back on her own. How she had stabbed Duggary, and the guilt she felt at having done such a thing. She talked about the bandits, and how they had killed Duggary and how she went after them and brought the survivors back as prisoners. When Svana finished, they continued walking together in silence before Emmeline finally spoke.

      "You carry a great many burdens I had once longed for, but I do not think I could carry the burden of taking a man's life. Even when it is a necessary evil."

      Svana nodded her head in agreement. "It is no small thing, your grace, but it was indeed a necessary evil. Speaking of the King. What do you say to how he rules Telluris? Do you agree with his decrees and commands?"

      The question seemed to take Emmeline back a bit, and she was stunned into silence. "To answer honestly, I don't know if there is a way to say what I am thinking without being accused of treason."

      It was Svana's turn to be shocked, and she stopped in her tracks to study Emmeline's pale face. "Your thoughts and feelings are safe with me, I assure you."

      "Thank you, Svana. I must ask a question of you."

      Svana nodded, willing to answer anything that Emmeline would speak.

      "Tell me why you really came to be here? I know it is not to give that sword to the King. Word has traveled from all of Telluris about the girl with the blade no one can touch. Svana of the Sword, a warrior, a fighter, and now... a captain." Emmeline spoke with such grandeur, Svana felt prideful at the comments, though she kept those feelings to herself.

      Careful, Svana, don't let her know too much about you. Enough to gain an ally, but you don't know what side she is on yet. Be cautious. Lingaria's ever present voice, a constant reminder of what she must and must not do.

      Thank you, Lingaria, I know, she thought.

      "I can't tell you much about where I am from, as there isn't much to tell you. Just good memories, of my sisters and I growing up. Enjoying our childhood." Svana looked off to the side. Not wanting to lead Emmeline on to ask more about her childhood, but she should have known better.

      "Svana, what of your father? What of your mother?"

      "Well, my father was a soldier. He fought a great many battles and died when I was young. I barely remember his face. He had a scar on his cheek, a small one. Used to tell me all the time he got it from wrestling a dragon."

      At the word dragon, Emmeline's face paled. "A dr..dra...dragon?" She took a few steps back, her gown billowing with her every graceful movement.

      "Yes, but I don't believe him," Svana admitted.

      "You didn't, or you don't now?"

      "I don't believe him, because..." Uh oh, she couldn't tell Emmeline why she didn't believe a dragon did that. "I just don't believe him. I was always taught dragons would destroy a human, tear them limb from limb!" At the last few words, Svana ripped at one of her arms dramatically, imitating having her arm ripped off. Of course I know better, but I mustn't let on to Emmeline I know better. I must pretend I believe everything I was taught as a child.

      “I don't think all dragons are like that," Emmeline whispered.

      Svana's eyes bulged at her statement. Had she heard Emmeline correctly? "What do you mean?"

      Realizing what she had said, Emmeline gasped and covered her mouth. "Umm. Nothing. I ...I... I just find it hard to believe dragons would do that to a human. I mean, there has to be other things they can do?"

      "What are you saying?" Svana asked.

      "Nothing, nothing at all. Forget I said anything. You know, my uncle used to fight. He was a soldier before he was king. Those were better days then. He was better then."

      "What do you mean ... he was better?"

      Emmeline gasped again. "Goodness, I'm so tired.  I don't even know what I am saying anymore. Let us retire to the throne room. I am sure your soldier Gill requires your presence."

      Svana, not wanting to overstep her bounds, nodded her head, and they turned and headed back. The slightly shaggy yellow dog tagging along behind them. Svana had no idea what she was going to do with him, or what Emmeline meant about the king being better when he was fighting.

      It appears there is more going on here than meets the eye, Lingaria said.

      Way to state the obvious, Lingaria. Is there something you know you're not telling me? She asked him, wondering just what he did know, and just what they had both gotten themselves into.
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        We spend so much of our lives searching for shortcuts. It is because of impatience we do this. We need to have more patience. We need to be more like stones. No matter how much patience you have, it will never match that of a stone. A stone may want to move from one spot to another, and it will wait years, perhaps even centuries for a chance to move, until suddenly, one day, a boy picks up the stone, and throws it.

        King Ansel the Humble, First King of Aequoris, 265 A.V.

      

        

      

      Hekla watched as the young girl skipped away. She had saved Hekla's life. If not for the young girl, Hekla would be completely unaware that the Aequoran soldiers were coming to kill her. Hekla owed her a debt, and saving her from the collapse of the jail, a collapse Hekla herself had caused, was not enough to pay that debt.

      "You would do well to control your temper, Hekla. You almost cost that little girl her life," Speltus warned.

      "You don't think I don't know that?" Her high pitched voice a sign of her frustration. "If you had helped me, we wouldn't be in this predicament."

      "Hekla..." he began to say, his wings nearly useless as he hovered near her in his magic air bubble encasing his body.

      "I know, I know. This is my battle. Can you at least give me a hint as to what I should do next? I don't want to kill anyone, on top of everything else. How horrible would that be?"

      "What about those prisoners in there?"

      "I don't know what to say about them, except it was an accident and I can't take it back. I don't want to kill anyone else. Please, just give me a hint. Anything," Hekla pleaded with him. She hoped against hope that he could just tell her what to do, but it was not to be.

      "Hekla, my dear head-strong Hekla. You have been given magic, powerful magic. Use it."

      In a huff, she said, "fine," quite angrily, then searched her mind for all the spells that had been crammed in there over the course of less than a week.

      "Occulari Invisitum?" she said, more of a question than an incantation.

      "No, that will only work on one individual at a time. You need to do something that will work on them all at once and remember that we don't know how many soldiers are on their way."

      At the word soldiers, as if Speltus had summoned them himself, Hekla could hear heavy footsteps walking in rapid methodical succession. Several at one time, then their voices joined in.

      "What was that noise!?" one asked.

      "What happened to the jail?"

      "Anyone know what's going on?"

      They were coming in large numbers and quickly all right.

      Think, think Hekla. If you were Astrid, what would you do? Or Svana? Humph. Astrid would just tell them all to sit down and shut their mouths, she's in charge. Svana would probably try to feed them. She was always hungry. Not me, I'm different.

      She knew what to do. She wasn't quite sure if it would work.

      Speltus, will it work? she asked in her head, worrying about the soldiers hearing her voice.

      It will work, but you are going to have to conjure a lot of them all at once. You sure you're ready to bring to life one of your biggest fears in the hopes of scaring a couple soldiers?

      "I just need to distract them for a bit so you and I can escape. Which word do I use? Jelly Fishium?"

      It's not that easy, Jellium Fishium, and don't forget to say expandum.

      "I know, all right... here it goes."

      The sound of the soldiers got closer and closer, and Hekla's heart surged with the rush of adrenaline that coursed through her. This is either going to work amazingly or I am going to fall apart. All right, Hekla, center yourself, and ...

      "Aquum Purum Jellium Fishium Expandum!" She yelled loudly, and to her delight and dismay a water rendition of one of her greatest fears appeared from a vortex of sea water that swirled before her. She repeated the spell, "Aquum Purum Jellium Fishium Expandum!" Another one appeared, and now two large oceanified Jelly fish beasts floated angrily in front of her.

      The soldiers came into view, and she flattened herself against the wall, repeating the spell quietly again and again, until the entire hallway was littered with the translucent beasts. The soldiers didn't know they weren't real, and the size alone was enough to cause them to stop dead in their tracks.

      Hekla used the moment they were all distracted to slide expertly against the wall, around the soldiers, and out of the hallway. No one had even noticed her presence so terrified were they of the sea creatures.

      "All right, Hekla. That was good, now remember... we only have a few moments before those illusions disappear and the soldiers know something is up. We still need to escape the chamber of the elders. Do you have a plan for that?" Speltus floated lazily next to her as they slid quietly and cautiously against the wall down the hallway.

      Hekla's eyes darted back and forth, ever watchful of the soldiers coming back, and fearful of what may lay ahead of her.

      "I don't have a plan yet," she said in low tones, "but as I recall, that fight before left only one elder alive. I think I can defeat him."

      "Very well, prepare yourself, Hekla. You do not know what secrets he may possess."

      Hekla nodded, and to her delight, they reached the chamber without incidence. The entrance to the coral palace was just a few short feet away. The elder that had survived was nowhere to be seen, and even more curious... another hallway Hekla had not gone down was just a few steps from where she now stood.

      "Hekla, what are you doing? Use your brain. Now is your chance to escape... don't question, don't explore... we need to get out of here before anyone else gets hurt," Speltus' voice was stern, but not commanding enough to get Hekla to change her mind.

      "What if that is where the king is and I can get to him, and talk to him right now? I must take the opportunity if I can find it," she argued.

      "No you mustn't!" he yelled at her, but his words fell on deaf ears.

      Hekla, unable to contain her curiosity, found herself wandering down the unknown hallway. Her eyes watching the interesting sea life that floated about as if they were ocean sculptures created for just the space they occupied.

      Several doors down the elegant hallway led to nowhere, but one, as she opened it, the gleam of jewels most astounding greeted her. Wall to wall and nearly reaching the ceiling. Rubies, Sapphires, diamonds, and all varieties of jewelry upon the likes of she had never seen. It was completely minded boggling.

      "Speltus, no kingdom should have such riches as this, what good does it do?"

      Speltus had taken residence on her shoulder and sat in stunned silence.

      "I don't even know what to say, Hekla."

      "There, Check there!" A strong unfriendly voice was heard from the hallway. Hekla dove behind what appeared to be a small table made of gold and encrusted in jewels around the edge. Heavy footsteps were heard as the men came into the room, took a half-hearted look around and then left.

      When Hekla was sure the coast was clear, she stood from her spot and looked around once more.

      "Did you hear that, Speltus? Those guards just came in here and didn't even try to touch the treasure? Do you not think that odd? Do you think them to be a trustworthy sort?"

      "The guards?" Speltus asked.

      "Yes, I mean... I haven't known many people... but so far, the lot of them have not been trustworthy."

      "Maybe the gold is cursed," Speltus joked. "Maybe that's why they don't touch it."

      "I don't know, but something doesn't sit right. I want out of here." Hekla didn't bother looking back at the gold as she carefully opened the door and peered out into the hallway.

      With the guards nowhere to be seen, Hekla made a beeline for the coral encrusted entrance of the palace and swam as quickly as the surrounding water, and her magic air bubble would allow. Outside of the entrance, time had lost all sense of meaning. She couldn't tell if it was morning, or afternoon, or evening.

      A familiar tan face, and brown bodied creature showed himself. Sitting near the pathway she now followed as if he had been waiting for her all along.

      "Hey, friend," she called to him. His nose nodded up and down happily as if he was joyful to see her again. "I need to get to the surface and quick, think you can take me?" she asked.

      The sea otter swam closer to her, his little body shooting upward. Taking that as a yes, though it seemed unbelievable for the moment, she grabbed onto his back end, and he began pulling her quickly through the water to the surface.

      I can't believe this is actually happening; I feel as if I'm dreaming. Perhaps it had all been a dream and she would wake up in her own bed with her sisters beside her in the morning. Or afternoon, or whatever time it was that she woke up. As they got closer and closer to the surface, the little otter suddenly changed direction and headed northeast.

      "Where are you going?" she called after him, but he just swam faster and faster, and all she could do was hold on as tight as she could.

      When they broke surface, Hekla was delighted to see that her new furry friend had brought her close to one of the land cities of the Aequorans. She had, for the moment, completely forgotten that the Aequorans existed both above and below the ocean.

      The otter chittered at her, and almost as if smiling at her, disappeared back into the watery depths below. The sun and natural light felt like fire on Hekla's eyes as she had not seen real sunlight going on three days. Swimming to a dock that floated just off the east side of the water city, she climbed onto land, her magic bubble still wrapped around her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            49

          

          
            Astrid

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        A parent should never have to bury their child. The heartbreak of doing so is more than the common mind can comprehend. It destroys a mother and father. And if their child's death was malicious, it is even worse. The grief is overwhelming, and the anger--boundless.

        King Arnott the Wise, Second King of Telluris, 329 A.V.

      

        

      

      Astrid admired the plush blue carpeting leading to the archway of the king's throne room. She enjoyed the avarian artwork that adorned the massive hallway leading to the king, yet she was uneasy as they approached the king.

      "Keep your head bowed as we enter the throne room and do not speak until it is requested of you," Ellowin warned her.

      "Yes, sir," she responded quietly, tipping her head forward, her hair covering her face as they approached the door.

      "Enter," the king's booming voice welcomed them. "Ellowin, it has been many moons since you have appeared before me. What brings you here today?"

      "Your majesty, I have brought our newest soldier, and soon to be general of one of your armies. She is called Astrid of the Bow. It is she who has defeated the Tellurian army at the base of the mountain. We owe her everything."

      "Astrid of the Bow? You may approach, both of you. Astrid, do not look down, you have earned your place here or my Vizier would not have allowed it."

      "That is most true, your majesty," Ellowin confirmed.

      Astrid slowly lifted her head, wondering if the king was as tall and willowy as his people. "Your majesty, it is an honor to meet with you here."

      She kept her voice low as she met his piercing azure eyes.

      "Please, approach and do not fear me. Tell me what it is you want. Why are you here?"

      Hesitantly, she stepped forward, her movements slow and steady so as not to alert him. If only I could speak to Svana about her progress with the Tellurian King. How easy it would be to kill him at this very moment.

      "Your majesty, I do not know all you have heard. I have come from the Volcano of Shadows, commanded to bring peace. I am here for no other reason than to do just that. To restore the peace between the kingdoms, it is my hope you will allow me to do as such. For I am your humble servant." She watched his movements cautiously, then looked over the room. There was a guard on either side of the king, but they looked bored and uninterested. She had to wonder how extensive their training was. How quickly would she be able to take them down if she were to kill the king?

      The king himself would be an easy target, though tall and willowy as his people, his frame had packed on more meat than those of his people and though not as rotund as Quimby, his stomach was disproportionate to the rest of his lean body. Surely that will give me some kind of edge. Oh Svana, I wish I knew where you were in your journey so I could make the decision I need to make right now.

      "You wish to bring peace?" his voice was stern.

      "Indeed, your majesty. I am willing to do whatever it takes to do so." She fought back the strong urge to withdraw her bow and loose an arrow right through his shiny, pale forehead.

      "Interesting," the king leaned forward on his fist, as if to think long and hard about what he wanted to do.

      After quite a time, he finally spoke again. "Astrid, is it? Astrid, it has been many suns and moons since I have allowed anyone into my throne room who was an outsider. However, there is something about you I like. Perhaps it was because you killed an entire army to gain access here, or perhaps it is because the Grand Vizier permits you here. But I will tell you this: if you betray me... even in the slightest, I will have your head severed from your neck in a slow and painful way so you will wish you had died over and over again. Do you understand?"

      Astrid had to stop herself from scoffing at the idea. He had no idea her talent with the bow or how quickly her dragon would come to her aid if he so much as raised a finger to harm a hair on her head.

      "Yes, your majesty. I understand. Now please, enough with this beheading talk. Tell me, how can I be of service to you, my king?"

      He gave her a look over, his eyes flashed lightening. "First of all, remove your bow and allow Ellowin to hold it while we talk."

      Astrid nodded, taking it from its holder. She gingerly tossed it to Ellowin, whose eyes went wide as saucers the moment it was in his hands. She paid no attention to him as she was fully caught up in what the King had to say.

      "I hope you understand my reasoning?"

      Astrid nodded.

      "Very well, Astrid, now, where were we? Oh yes," the King's whole demeanor relaxed, and he seemed at peace with her so close. "I am well aware of the name given to me by the Tellurian's, Astrid. At this moment, I will tell you I was not always heartless. When the wars first started between our kingdoms, I tried to make peace. I tried to fight for unity among our lands, I did everything in my power to do so. Aequoris and I, we made peace... we tried to fight against the Tellurians, but they were too powerful. Between their words and their swords, soon I found myself at war with the Aequorans as well and there was nothing I could do about it."

      "Weren't you all friendly at one point? Why the sudden war? Why the sudden fighting?" Astrid asked, her curiosity piqued.

      "I wish there was a simple answer, but there isn't. I know it started with famine, and the need for more. At least that was how our war with the Tellurians started. Once the Aequorans decided joining forces did nothing for them, and we were left to our own devices, that is when things went from bad to worse.I wanted peace. I fought for it, until the day my son's mutilated body started being sent to me piece by piece. Each bit of him left at the entrance of Caelestis. I won't try to hide it from you, I lost it then. I wanted every single Tellurian ripped limb from limb.Only there wasn't much I could do, my armies were not trained to fight as the Tellurians were. We were outnumbered, and dare I say, not as strong. We had to retreat until his head showed up."

      "Who's head?"

      "My only son's," he said somberly, eyes to the ground, his body unmoving.

      Astrid's heart went out to him, as she tried to wrap her mind around what it would feel like to have her only son sent back to her piece by piece. "I can't say I would have held it together if the same were to happen to me, my king."

      "Oh trust me, I didn't. I lost my mind, I had my men build the ballista you see throughout the kingdom. I had them launch cannons onto the Tellurians below. I sent them many times to fight the army at the base of the mountain, but every time I lost so many men, I decided it wasn't worth it anymore. Now, with you here with us, it seems we may stand a chance. A small chance, but even if we could only defend ourselves, it is more hope than we have at the moment. Will you help me? Will help train my men and go with them to fight the Tellurians? You have to see now, Astrid, but there is no peaceful solution. There will never be a peaceful solution until the land king is dead, surely you see?"

      Astrid nodded her head. "I do see what you are saying, but I don't know if I can continue killing."

      "Beautiful and brave Astrid, I assure you I am not asking you to kill. I only ask you help me stop the killing. I have lost so many men to King Armand. My only son, and my friends. If you can stop him, you can stop the war that was started, by no one other than himself. Do you not see it is he who is to blame for all of this?"

      Astrid took a step back, thinking over all the things he had told her. It certainly makes sense. The Tellurians control most of the resources. If the land king feared losing that, I understand why that may drive him to want to war with the other kingdoms. He feared losing control.

      "Please, Astrid, please be the head of my army... take my men, train them, and fight King Armand. Put an end to his reign of terror once and for all."

      Astrid didn't like the alternative, and how much easier it would be for her to end King Bertram's throne right here and now, but with everything he had said, she was beginning to believe maybe King Armand was at the center of it all. Rotten seagulls, if only I could talk to my sister. I may have to just do this... and hope for the best. Svana, please be as strong and as intelligent as I know you to be. Or this could end badly for both of us.

      "Very well, your majesty. I will do as you wish and become your general."

      The king let out an audible sigh of relief. "Ellowin, return Astrid's bow. Give her the army and send her on her way. There is a light at the end of this darkness after all, and that light is Astrid."

      Ellowin nodded, motioning for Astrid to follow him. He handed her back her bow, and as she glanced over her shoulder, she offered the king her most sincere smile. He had endured so much, she only hoped everything he had said was truth.
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        When life is chaotic and you don't know what to do, it's best to find a confidant. Sometimes it can be a good friend, other times it can be a lover, but being with someone you trust will bring you the clarity you need to continue.

        King Everett the Honest, Second King of Caelestis, 335 A.V.

      

        

      

      Svana followed Emmeline in silence back to the throne room as she pondered what the young woman had said about her uncle being better when he was a soldier. There was just something that didn't sit right with her, but Svana couldn't put a finger on it.

      I suppose time will tell, for now I will do what I must. My service is to this kingdom and the surrounding kingdoms, not to its king. Svana held her head high as they entered the throne room, realizing that she could see the place a hundred times and its grandeur would never be lost on her.

      "Emmeline, Svana! I welcome you both with open arms," the King said.

      Svana bowed to him out of respect, but the angel-faced Emmeline proceeded up the steps right to him, bending to kiss him on the cheek.

      "Always a delight, my exquisite niece, Emmeline. Svana... Svana of the Sword, as you are called. Word of your expertise has traveled far and wide. And quick, might I add. Gill has spoken of nothing but your exploits since your return. I am pleased with you, and with what you have brought to me. With your spoils, I wish to reward you with the title of company commander to all of my armies. Would you accept this honor and join me on my quest to conquer the lands?"

      Svana took a step back, brushing her scarlet hair out of her face. She had been delighted with the idea of being head over his armies, but conquering the lands was not on her list of things she had hoped to accomplish. Is there a way to accept this, without accepting the other? She wondered.

      Lingaria remained silent in her head, and that told her all she needed to know.

      "Your majesty." Svana stood, and then bowed again. "I am honored to accept this role, but must only say this and then the decision is up to you. I wish nothing more than to help the kingdoms become what they once were, three separate kingdoms that were united in seeing the others flourish. When the kingdoms worked together, when there was peace, there was unity. I want to see that restored."

      The King's eyes flashed with something dark and unrecognizable, his once calm and serene eyes that looked upon his niece were gone.

      "Hmmm, indeed. Indeed." His face turned serious, and he looked off to the right of the room, clearly lost in thought.

      Svana wanted to say something, but knew that the wrong word could lead to her death, and judging by the look on his face, it was clear she had said many wrong words. Instead, it was Emmeline who spoke up.

      "Uncle, I have talked with Svana. She means no ill-will. She has trained soldiers, shown excellent leadership skills in bargaining and trade, and not to mention, animals like her."

      With that, the rag-tag yellow dog that had followed Svana into the castle barked in agreement as if he understood what was being said.

      "What is that mangy mutt doing here? Get him out of here this instant!" The King yelled, pointing toward the double doors to show that he wanted the dog removed.

      A soldier near the door nodded and walked toward the mangy animal, shooing him out and down the hallway.

      "I don't care if animals like her or not, dear niece. These talks of peace will not further my kingdom, they will stop its growth. How can we stand unified with three different lands, three different Kings, Svana? Do you not see the conflict of what you propose? The only way to find peace, to find unity, is to conquer them all and have one leader. One king to rule over them."

      Emmeline's face drained of color, the act of which told Svana that Emmeline had no idea of her uncle's true corruption until that very moment.

      "Now," the King continued, "if you wish to see the kingdoms united, then I suggest you accept the position I have given you and join me on my quest to overthrow the kings and take over all kingdoms. If you choose not to aid me, then I have no further use for you." At the last of his words, his eyes darkened and Svana knew that he meant to kill her if she did not accept his proposal.

      "Very well, my king. You have my loyalty. I shall serve you in this way." Svana bowed again, and then stood, turning her back, when Gill rushed to her side.

      "If you betray me, yours will be a fate worse than death," the King called after her.

      Svana didn't bother to turn and acknowledge him, only nodded her head and began her departure away from the throne room.

      "Svana, are you sure about this?" Gill whispered low, when they were out of earshot of the king.

      "Yes, I am sure about this. If there is to be anyone in that position to side with the king to take over the other kingdoms, I would rather it be me. At least I know that I will do everything in my power to protect and save those who I can.

      "Once word travels that the king has elected a red-haired goddess to lead the armies, you will have many enemies wherever you go. There were many skilled soldiers more equipped for that position than you."

      "Excuse me?" Svana said indignantly.

      "I mean--that is not what I meant. In their eyes, Svana... you are a stranger, an outcast. They will not understand his position or why he chose you."

      "Then let word travel that I fight with a sword of magic, and that Palladin the Great has sent me. That should send them shaking in their boots."

      "If only it were that easy." Gill lowered his dark-haired head, and glanced to the ground as they strolled.

      Svana wondered what it would mean for her and her scaly-skinned side-kick if the soldiers were to turn their backs on her. No matter, I took this journey on my own and will continue it on my own.

      You are not completely alone, Svana. I am with you, always, Lingaria's voice whispered into her mind.

      She nodded her head silently, so as not to alert Gill to the internal conversation as they walked. They soon exited the castle and ended up in the courtyard. The red-haired freckle-faced squire that had helped them before, was nowhere to be seen. Svana's cobalt eyes contrasted against her red hair as she searched for Jasper and Branwin's familiar face.

      "I wonder where Branwin and Jasper have gone off too."

      "They're probably off tending to Duggary. There are certain preparations to be made." Gill let out a loose sigh, looking over his shoulder toward the castle entryway.

      "Do you wish to join them?" Her voice low, understanding.

      "I do, he was my friend... and mentor."

      Svana nodded, wishing she could offer some sort of encouragement to him. "Then, please, go. I wish to acquaint myself with the kingdom and its people. I shall return soon."

      "I think that is wise, but Svana, please... watch your back. Be on guard at all times. I will alert Branwin and Jasper to the king's decision. You will have our loyalty always, but I can't guarantee that everyone will feel the same way."

      "Thank you, Gill." She placed her hand on his shoulder, and squeezed in friendly reassurance. "I will serve you and the people of Telluris with honor."

      When their gaze lingered just a little too long, Svana turned her face away abruptly and headed back out of the marketplace toward the villages of Telluris. The road leading away from the castle was already feeling more like home to her, and to her delight that the yellow haired dog had found his way to her side again. She bent down to scratch his ears.

      "I already told you, you can't keep it," Lingaria's adamant voice sounded none-too-pleased.

      "Oh, come on, what are you worried about? A little friendly competition?" she teased him.

      Lingaria emitted a slow grumble. She tossed her hair back, kissing the dog on the nose. As she stood, the sound of an arrow whizzed past her. She turned her head to watch the arrow bounce off a stone wall as Lingaria's talons dug into her shoulder.

      "Pay attention, Svana!"

      "Lingaria, go back into the sword, people will see you!"

      "Nonsense, I am masked. No one can see me or hear me but you." His talons dug in deeper into her shoulder.

      "Ow! Not so tight!"

      "I was trying to get your attention... look there, by that tree."

      Svana peered ahead of her, just past the chained Toverak that growled and roared as she got closer. She saw two large oaks on either side of the road just as the path narrowed, leading away from the castle. Try as she might, she couldn't see what Lingaria was talking about until another arrow came flying at her from behind the tree. She saw a hint of jet black locks ducking behind the tree trunk.

      "Hey, knock it off!" she yelled.

      Sudden fierce yelling from the left of her caught her attention, and as she turned to see what made the noise, two men who had hidden behind the overgrown brush came catapulting out, headed straight for her. The dark-skinned Tellurians were unequal to her stature. They stood much taller and much wider than she.

      Without a thought, Svana drew her sword, brandishing it at them.

      "Back off. I don't want to kill you."

      The two men stopped abruptly in their tracks, and she felt another arrow whistle by her side. Afraid to take her attention off the men who were likely to attack her at any moment, she yelled loudly for the marksman to hear, "you're not a very skilled archer, are you?"

      He yelled back at her, but she couldn't make out what he said.

      "And such a whizz with words too? I'm truly amazed!"

      Svana tried to agitate him and hoped it would work out to her advantage. Sure enough, she could hear his angry quickened footsteps approaching. Keeping her ear attuned to him, and her eyes focused forward, she brandished her sword again.

      "What do you want?" she demanded.

      The dark men had no chance to answer. A sudden yell behind Svana told her a marksman was about to lunge. In one gallant movement, Svana thrust her sword out, and as if practicing ballet, stood on her tip-toes as she swirled around in one quick movement. She felt his flesh tear as her blade met the marksman's body.

      He yelled out as he fell to the ground. With her eyes back on her other would be attackers, she took several careful steps backward until she nearly tripped over the man's body. Stepping on his chest, she held her blade out to the other two, while looking down into the pained eyes of the one who had loosed his arrows at her.

      His yellow hair and nearly black eyes stunned her into silence momentarily as she got her grip.

      "Listen here, I don't know who any of you are, or what you want, or why you're trying to kill me. I am the new captain of the guard, and if you do not wish for me to throw you in the stocks, then I suggest you calm yourselves right now and explain to me why the three of you want me dead.

      The man underfoot groaned, and then in a quick unpredicted action, grabbed her sword and plunged it into his chest. His body convulsing with the shock of the blade as he did so. He groaned loud, and then his head turned sideways as he breathed his last breath.

      Shocked by his reaction, Svana quickly withdrew her sword and waved it at the men who had been bent on attacking her. Though they stood still as stone.

      "Were you three working together? Did you put him up to this?"

      The slightly taller one shook his head, his chestnut eyes wide with concern.

      "Then tell me," she continued, "What is going on? Why did he do that? And why were you attacking me?"

      "I am Captain Telvidius, head captain of the king's armies, and right hand to the king himself."

      "And?" she asked.

      "It should have been me. I should have been the one appointed head general. To fall rank below a woman? It's... it's just ridiculous! I have been loyal to the king for years. How could he appoint you, a woman he doesn't know, to be head Commander?"

      "Is that this man's problem as well?" She shook her blade at the dead archer below her, as she stepped off his chest, over the puddle of crimson that had formed around his body.

      "I don't know, I don't recognize him." Telvidius flinched. "No one is happy with the king's choice. You shouldn't even be here." Storm clouds brewed in his eyes, and his face had reddened with anger. He ran his rough hands through his long, onyx black hair.

      "Captain Telvidius, I can certainly understand your concern, and even your hatred. However, we are on the same side. I have come to serve the kingdoms and the king, I will do whatever it takes to make sure that peace is restored."

      "Peace? What is this peace you speak of? The king wants no peace, only to overcome all the lands and rule them. Then we will take back what is ours, what should be rightfully ours." His chestnut eyes clouded over, taking on ink black shades as he spoke. His whole demeanor had changed, and she stepped away from him out of fear. This man didn't want to kill her, he wanted to kill anyone who may get in the way of the king’s plans.

      "Yes," she said hesitantly, "that is what I mean. Will we not achieve peace when there is but one ruler? King Armand, ruler of all Verdil!" Her face hid her silent distaste for the words she spoke, but her only goal was to get allies, and to gain the trust of the surrounding people.

      At her words, the storm clouds in his face calmed, and his breathing slowed. He pushed back the man at his side and glared at her a moment more.

      "If that is your goal, then I suppose we can work together."

      "That is my goal," she said quickly. "Not to take your place, or take over... just to aid the king. I need your help though, Telvidius. Can I count on that?"

      Slowly, he nodded his head. "I will help you, as long as I can trust you. The moment my trust in you fails, your life is mine."

      "Understood." She nodded her head, pulling her sword from its sheath. "I will serve faithfully," she said, thrusting her sword in the air like a torch that would light the way for the kingdom.

      With that, Telvidius and his companion met her out on the road, the stringy haired man motioned for her to step off the dead soldier. "Geribaldus and I will see to him, you are free to leave."

      "My thanks to you, Telvidius." She turned her back to continue walking down the road toward the Tellurian villages when his booming voice stopped her in his tracks.

      "I would be cautious if I were you. I am not the only one who wishes to see you dead. The King overstepped his bounds with you, keep that in mind."

      Svana shook her scarlet hair out of her face, comments bubbling up in her mind as fast as she could think of them. She longed to cut him through, but rather than start another fight, she nodded and hurried out of earshot.

      "Seems to me that if the king had a worthy opponent, he wouldn't need a woman to do the job," she finally whispered.

      "Trust me, Svana. There is no one in his army better suited for this position than you. Most of the soldiers fight by intimidation, not skill," Lingaria said, his ruby wings flapping peacefully as he appeared from the sword and flew ahead.

      Svana's anger shrugged off his compliment about her fighting abilities, and her eyes became more watchful the nearer to the villages they came.

      Her thoughts focused on visiting the tavern to say hello to Percival and Eloise.

      "That is not where your mind is, and you know it," Lingaria interrupted her thoughts.

      "Huh?" she said, batting her lashes with innocence.

      "Don't play innocent with me. You forget that I know you better than anyone else, except for your sisters... and even then, they can't read your thoughts. Do you really think that visiting Jakobe is going to make this situation any better?"

      "Stand down, Lingaria. There is a small troop of soldiers ahead," Svana spoke roughly, trying to quiet him.

      Lingaria took the hint, and his little body disappeared from sight.

      Svana scooted to the far side of the road, chin held high, sword still firmly in hand. Every nerve ending tensed as the land army got closer, and the hairs on the back of her neck bristled.

      You're going to be fine. You can beat these guys if need be, she told herself.

      The hefty forms of the men seemed as if they had no interest in her, for none spoke a word as she passed. Her ears twitched as she listened to them walk away, attuned to even the slightest shift of movement in case they decided to come after her. For a moment, it felt as if the danger had passed, but a slight shift in the air told her that she was far away from harm. A flying rock landed near her on the road.

      She spun around quickly, feet slightly spread, and sword raised.

      "Well, well, well. The little girl knows how to use a blade?" the first brigand asked. He turned to his men and threw his head back and laughed. "I suppose that means she can beat us, eh you louts?"

      The men laughed along with him, and Svana fought the rush of terror rising up. I have no reason to be afraid, I've fought before, and men three times their size.

      “What's a pretty girl like you doing out here on the road in the day, with no one to protect you?" Another one of the dirty faced, tattered booted men asked her.

      "I am on the king's errand," she answered swiftly.

      "Oh, on the king's errand? Well, that sounds mighty important. Don't tell me.... no... You're not Svana of the Sword are you? Yes, you must be! Fiery-red hair, ocean blue eyes, and.... Is that the magical sword?" The man's voice reeked with contempt and sarcasm.

      "So, you've already heard of me, why waste my time? Is there something I can do for you?" Her voice stern but kind, she was not about to meet their angry banter with more of her own.

      "Oh, I guarantee it won't be a waste of time to kill you."

      Without warning, he came pummeling after her, and the men behind him did the same. In the next moment, Svana swung her sword with wild deliberation, fighting off blows from each of their swords as they tried to slice her through over and over. She jumped back, swinging her blade across the front, meeting the leader's sword with a high clang. The ringing echoed for several moments.

      A man tried to approach her from behind, but she kicked her leg up high, striking him in the chest, even as she kept fighting off the others. He made a groaning noise and fell back onto the ground. Another man came around her side, and she switched direction of her blade, dragging it vertically, and catching his arm as she swung. Like a child, he began whining, as he dropped his blade. He held his triceps as blood began to spurt.

      "What a baby, get back in here!" the angry leader yelled, his dark, stringy hair floating in the wind as he sliced his sword through the air with brute force. Svana didn't have time to react, she bent backward to avoid the blow, and fell on her bottom, then rolled out of the way.

      That didn't stop the men from coming after her, and she kicked up her feet with her hands secured on the ground. She struck someone in the groin, and he groaned as he fell back. The angry leader came after her again, now looming over her like a wild Toverak ready to devour her. Svana wasn't beat yet, and while breathing heavily, she threw herself into a backward somersault, thrusting herself onto her feet, sword extended as he kept coming after her.

      They were in a battle dance now, one swinging while the other deflected. Svana kept on the offensive as one blocked, and another trying to get a jab in. It was nearly rhythmic, until Svana bit her lip and did a jump kick as the attacker pulled his arm back to thrust forward again. Her foot met his chest, and he stumbled back. He would have been able to catch himself, but the man she had kicked in the groin was still lying on the ground, cupping himself.

      The angry man tripped over him, and Svana seized the opportunity to take a flying leap onto his chest. Her hilt struck his jugular. The remaining men who had not been injured stood around them, like a small crowd rooting for her demise. Only now they cheered for her.

      "Well, well, well. A fair opponent you've turned out to be. I see why they call you Svana of the Sword," the angry leader said.

      Svana nodded. "They don't call me that only for my good looks." She pressed her sword against his throat. "Now here is what they don't say. I don't let anyone live unless it's for my benefit. So, is letting you live going to be for my benefit?"

      All around her, gasps echoed from the few still standing. They stood frozen. Incapable of making a movement, all entranced by the fiery haired girl, who had held her own against a force of brutes two times her size.

      "I should say so. If you let me live, I will make sure that everyone far and wide knows why the king chose you."

      She studied his eyes a moment longer and then stepped off of him. "I'll be watching you. In the meantime, take a shower and change your clothes. You are a soldier of the Tellurian army, not some homeless vagabond off the streets of Telluris."

      The man nodded his head, and gingerly stood, rubbing his throat. A few tiny drops of blood had made their appearance, and he wiped them away, then stared at his hand.

      "There's more where that came from," she warned.

      Svana hoped he got the point across that if he came after her again, she wouldn't show mercy.

      He nodded at her, not speaking a word. Rushing his men away from the scene, she stood statue still until the men had journeyed far enough up the road to be out of sight. Her worry was that they traveled toward the castle, but they veered off to the right. When she could see them no more, she let out a heavy breath of relief.

      "Well done with that whole 'I only leave people alive for my benefit'. That was very impressive." Lingaria appeared, and sat on Svana's shoulder. His body weight was a welcome presence from her current situation.

      "Lingaria, I can't do this. I can't keep fighting everyone I come across. I need... I need a break." With that, she took off running toward the familiar Tavern she loved so much, hoping that her return would be met with friendly faces. I need to see Eloise and Jakobe. It would be the only thing that would bring calm to the storm that brewed inside her. Well, not the only thing.

      She ran as fast as she could, veering off path to avoid any more encounters with people who may wish to harm her. A dagger soared at her at one point, but she didn't stop to look where it came from, or if it had done any damage. She just kept running, the red leather of her boots nearly a whir, until she reached the familiar road that would take her to the tavern.

      Even then, she didn't stop, until she burst through the doors and her arrival was met with the sudden lifting of heads and quizzical glances.

      "Svana? You're here?" Elosie came from behind the door, rushing to her side and grabbing Svana in a tight hug for a moment. "Come on, let me get you out of here. It's not entirely safe," Eloise’s voice lowered, and she linked her arm through the crook of Svana's elbow and led her to the kitchen. "I don't know what you did to earn the kings favor so, but he made a lot of people angry when he put you in charge over the soldiers."

      "Do you think he was wrong to do so?" Svana asked, searching the woman's kind eyes.

      "What do you mean, dear Svana?" Eloise said, her dark locks falling over her shoulders like the waves of a waterfall.

      "Do you think the king was wrong to make me head commander of the armies of Telluris?" Svana asked.

      The hint of a tear gathered in the corner of her eye as she began to doubt herself. Surely if I am meant to be doing this, then people would not want to kill me?

      Eloise put her hands on Svana's shoulders, holding them fiercely. "My dear girl, you are meant for this. I just don't want to see you come to harm. The anger from the people is misplaced. They have been treated unfairly for so long, that they don't know what to do with themselves. They assume that his tyranny will be embraced by a woman because they expect you to be weak. They don't want another weak leader. They want one who won't fear to stand up to him."

      The news was shocking to Svana, but she kept her face emotionless. She could not let on what she had planned or how she wanted to overthrow the king. She wasn't sure who to trust at the moment.

      "I know you are afraid." Eloise played with one of Svana's wild ruby tendrils, then brushed it out of her reddened face. "You needn't be. Just watch your back, and if I were you, I would lay low until the initial shock has passed. Go see Jakobe; he misses you. I know he would be happy to see you. All right?"

      Svana bobbed her head up and down before darting out the back of the 'Ye Olde Wayward Lady.' Then she turned back around and headed toward 'Hand and Hammer.' Svana could only hope Jakobe would be as happy to see her as Eloise claimed.

      Just as before, she could hear the soft clanging of the broken sign of his shop before she saw the storefront itself. Her stomach flip-flopped with excitement.

      "Calm yourself, female, you don't know whose side he is on. No need to get all worked up," Lingaria warned, but Svana would not let his foul mood corrupt the inexplicable bubble of joy she felt at seeing the familiar head of crow black hair.

      The smell of sulfur met her nostrils before she made her way inside, and she fought back a wide grin. Keep your calm. You do not know yet what you are walking into. She had to force herself to relax, but as she stepped into the shop, his broad familiar back was like water in a desert.

      At the sound of footsteps entering the shop, he turned around. Slowly, his stern face turned gentle as he realized it was her. He came out from behind the hearth and walked deliberately toward her.

      His soot stained face, strong chin and russet eyes never left hers. When he was just inches from her, they stared at each other for a few long moments, and Svana's heart raced wildly. Was he going to stab her through? Or pick her up and throw her?

      His strong arms encircled her waist, and he picked her up, twirling her around as she kicked her feet.

      "Jakobe! Put me down!" She squealed happily, but the warmth of his hug reached to the core of her being.

      He laughed a deep, throaty laugh, and set her down gently, eyes sparkling. "It's good to see you, Svana, I didn't think you'd make your way back here. At least not this quickly."

      "I've only been gone a few days," she argued.

      "Indeed you have, and from what I've heard, you're making all the wrong friends," he chuckled lightly as he teased her.

      "Just what is that supposed to mean?" she asked, placing her hands on her hips indignantly.

      "It means that you made friends with the king." He frowned. "That wasn't a good idea. Just because he rules all, doesn't mean he rules all. Do you understand what I mean?"

      She couldn't stop staring into his swirling eyes, the warmth there like a fire in winter. Though she'd never experienced such a thing, she could imagine it. "Do you mean not all the Tellurians are loyal to the king?"

      "Yes, they do what they must, but it is for survival. To gain his approval, as you have, has put you in the line of fire. All of Telluris thinks you are on his side. Those who don't care, are ones who are in his army and don't want to serve a woman commander," Jakobe continued.

      "Yes, I've picked that up from one or two people." Svana's face flushed with anger.

      "Don't worry, Svana. You will win them over eventually. You always do. It is the essence of who you are." He paused for a moment, brushing the ebony locks out of his face. "So, tell me. What brings you back to our humble village?"

      Svana glanced to the ground, sheepishly rubbing the back of her neck. "Honestly? I just wanted to get away from the castle for a moment, and I quickly found that my life was on the line. This was the safest place I could think of."

      "Oh," he said.

      She studied his face intensely, watching the tease of a smile that played on his lips as he returned to the hearth and continued working on his current project.

      "Stay with me. Have dinner. You are safe here. I'll take care of you as long as you wish, you can rest on my mattress as before, and I can just stay here or in the tavern. Eloise has an extra bed."

      "Nonsense, I can stay in the tavern. I'm not going to kick you out of your own home, don't be crazy."

      "I appreciate the consideration, but it's not safe for you there. Too many manner of people come and go in the tavern. Honestly, I'm a little worried about you being here. At least I know I can protect you if you're near me though."

      "I don't need protecting. I can defend myself." She crossed her arms.

      "Svana, beautiful and strong Svana, you don't need to be brave for me. I know what you are capable of. You can just be here." He gave her a meaningful glance.

      Svana felt the tension leave her body. "Thank you," she said softly.

      He nodded. "Want to watch me work?"

      Her eyes lit up, and she joined him behind the broad work surface that separated them. For the rest of the evening, she watched excitedly as he finished his work, hammering out the metal to flattened perfection.

      Svana watched Jakobe for hours, until finally, her eyes drooped as she watched him work in the fire. He wore a cotton shirt, but it was sleeveless and she watched his strong arm muscles flex in the firelight. She wanted to continue watching, admiring his strong form, but with each passing second, her eyes fought to keep themselves open.

      As the dark permeated the surrounding atmosphere, Jakobe finished up the blade he was firing and then went to the front door, securing the lock. The only light in the room came from the crackling fire, and he worked to quickly rectify that by lighting the candles mounted in fixtures on the wall.

      Jackobe turned to face Svana. "Are you tired, Svana?"

      She nodded slightly, emphasizing it with a yawn. "I've been trying to fight it, but so much has happened today. I really need to rest."

      "That's fine. Take my bed. Please, I won't sleep until you do."

      She underestimated how worn her body felt, and rather than argue she said, "all right, where are you going to sleep?"

      "I told you, I can sleep here or the tavern."

      "Stay here, please. I'll sleep better if you are near."

      "As you wish, my dear." He crossed the room to her, grabbing her soft fingers in his calloused hands. "Is there anything I can get you, anything at all?" he asked in low tones.

      "No," she answered, fighting the urge to reach her hand up to his cheek, and stroke the whiskers that kissed his face.

      "If you don't need anything, then feel free to make yourself comfortable in my home. I’ll wake you in the morning when it is safe." Their eyes met, the flames of the hearth reflecting in their gaze.

      Jakobe leaned down, placing a quick kiss on her forehead. Svana's face tilted upward, and she watched his expression for a moment, before she quickly stepped away from him.

      "Thank you for your kindness, Jakobe. You have quickly become one of my best friends. Possibly one of my only friends," she said slightly dismayed before she hurried out the back door of the 'Hand and Hammer' to the humble home that shared property with the blacksmith’s business.

      It took her longer than she cared to get her mind off of wanting to stay the night with the blacksmith. The smell of his bed will have to be enough for now. She told herself, curling up into his bed, and wrapping his thick quilt around her shoulders. She breathed deeply and drifted off.
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        Casualties of war are a hard burden to bear. It weights on you, especially when you meet the families of the victims. It does something to your spirit--your soul. Yet, it's for the best, because without seeing how it affects the families--you truly don't know the consequences of your actions.

        King Thomasett the Kind, Second King of Aequoris, 337 A.V.

      

        

      

      Hekla marveled at the Aequoran Island as she stood to her full height. Unlike the cities of the Tellurians on land, this island was paradise. Tall supple trees with no names she could conjure overtook the Aequoran lands. They were all shades of teals, emeralds, cerulean and Persian. Some with flowers that lit up like lanterns. It was the most exquisite thing she had ever seen.

      She felt the gentle ocean breeze brushing through her long, blue hair. And the moisture in the air kept her cool even with the blazing sun above. Around her, she saw beautiful buildings made of coral and sea foam. Some buildings looked to be made of stone, but when she placed her hand on the surface, it was soft, and light to the touch, as if she were touching coral. Curious, she placed her hands on the building and gently lifted. The entire building lifted off the ground. Startled, she let go, and the building gently landed back on the ground.

      "Hmmm," she murmured as she surveyed the rest of the beautiful area around her.

      "Ceasum Orbium Expandum Aquum purum."

      Immediately the air bubble that had been her home for her entire time underwater, disappeared, and the scepter that had been like a treasured friend, reappeared in her hand.

      "Thank goodness, some normalcy. Speltus, where are you?"

      The orb atop her scepter glowed brilliantly in response. Oh, he was back in his magic home.

      Even above water, the ground where the Aequorans lived was much softer than the land at shore. It was spongy and damp smelling, and Hekla could feel the air permeated with it. Here the Aequorans ran around, little ones played together and chased small webbed footed animals around. With no soldiers in sight, her body relaxed, and she heaved a deep sigh of relief.

      "Speltus, they're so beautiful," she gushed, watching the fluid movements of the Aequorans as they moved around and tended to their duties.

      Finally comfortable, and no longer afraid of attack, Hekla took the small cobblestone path that led her across the floating island and around the pastel coral homes of the illuminated city. Just as below, many of the homes were made of all colors of coral, and light wood.

      The sea foam skinned women smiled peacefully at her when she passed and she nodded her head to them.

      "Good day," she called. With no response from them, she didn't take it personal, but continued walking, her smile overwhelming the rest of her presence.

      "Hey! What are you doing here, lady?" a young, familiar voice caught her attention, and she whipped around.

      "What am I doing here? What are you doing here?" Hekla asked of the familiar faced little girl that had come to see her when she had been jailed.

      "I live here. That's my house just there." The little girl's hand reached into Hekla's, gripping firmly. She pointed not far off into the distance at a pale pink coral home, which rose up behind the others houses. "That pink one there, that one is mine. Do you want to come see?"

      Hekla bent down until she was at eye-level with the child and smiled at her. "Little girl, are you aware of the wars between the lands?"

      Her teal haired head bobbed up and down, her eyes turning somber. "Yes, I lost my father to it."

      "Oh, my dear, I am so sorry," Hekla's voice softened, her tone sincere, and she longed to wrap the child in an empathetic hug.

      "Are you really here to bring peace?" the child continued.

      "Yes, I'm here to bring peace. That is my sole mission." Hekla stood back up.

      "Please, don't let my mother or brother be lost to war, too," the child said.

      Hekla was beginning to feel the weight of guilt that had come from escaping the underwater kingdom. She knew she had to go back even if it cost her life. There was no choice in the matter. Staying above land was not an option. No matter how much she wished to hide.

      "I will return to the king, young one, if you do me one thing."

      The little girl bobbed her head.

      "Tell me your name, young one?"

      "Luna," she answered softly.

      The gentle name couldn't have been more perfect for the bright light of a child that stood before her. "All right, Luna, I will restore peace. You have my word."

      Hekla bent to gently hug the girl and then made her way back to the ocean entrance she had come from. Along the shore, she now noticed the light oak wood ships that belonged to the Aequorans, all chained along the shore bobbing gently in the waves. Each boat had the Aequoran seal somewhere along the side. Hekla could tell it had been a while since the boats had left their posts as at the base of each all manner of algae and barnacles grew along the hull of the boat.

      "Hey, you there, what are you looking at?" One of the Aequorans approached her quickly, stepping between her and the view of the ships.

      "Oh, I was just admiring your fleet. They are lovely. Have they not been used in a while?" she softened her voice, and her eyes. Allowing herself to seem sincerely interested in his answer, afraid he may get angry and ruin the calming experience she had on their elegant land.

      "No madam, I'm afraid they haven't. They used to carry Aequorans, Caelestans and the like back forth from land. They used to do trade with people, but now... we dare not take them to sea for fear of the Tellurian's shooting them down."

      Acknowledging his answer, she said with all sincerity, "It really is too bad that is the way things are. I hope that peace will soon come again to the kingdoms, and that Verdil will once again be great, and peace will reign throughout."

      "I hope so too," he smiled broadly at her. "I don't know what land you are from, but if everyone had your take... peace would already be restored. I hope we soon get a new leader that thinks like you."

      "Oh, as do I," she said. "As do I." She smiled, tipping her head, before turning her attention back to the dock that descended into the water. When he was out of earshot she mused out loud,

      "Guess there's no way to do this without meeting with the king, not that I wanted to leave for good. I just hoped to achieve my goals from here," Hekla spoke, waiting for Speltus to guide her in what to do.

      "It was better for you to discover that fact for yourself, than for me to tell you. Are you ready to return to the sea?"

      "Indeed," she said, as she reached the steps leading downward into the water. She steadied herself on land, holding her scepter in front of her, and chanted the words "Orbium Expandum Aquum purum." Just as before the scepter assumed its bubble like form over her body, and she jumped into the sea, beginning her descent back to the familiar pathway she had just come from.
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        Trade between kingdoms is important. No matter how plentiful your resources are, there will always be something you don't have--or a single bad harvest, that will condemn you and your people. But, with open trade, there is always something you can offer to get you through the winter.

        King Cedric the Just, Third King of Telluris, 481 A.V.

      

        

      

      Astrid sighed as she left the castle with Ellowin by her side. She hadn't wanted to be a part of any war. Foolishly, she hoped it would be as simple as running headstrong into the kingdom and murdering the king. Astrid wondered if her sisters had the same thoughts as she, and if they were prevented from killing the kings for the same reasons: all because of the pesky dragons and their so-called timing. When would be the right time? If she could have just murdered him, then she wouldn't have learned of his son.

      She couldn't blame him really. How would she have reacted if her child had been murdered? Astrid just couldn't conceive it. She hadn't a child. But, what if one of her sisters had been sent to her piece by piece. Even the simple speculation made her blood boil. Their quest had been set forth by saying they must end the war and unite the kingdoms. And that they would be at the throne. But had anything been said about the death of the kings? Astrid bit her lip as she thought about the torment the Caelestan king must have gone through with his son. Did he truly deserve the death she came here for? Or was he right? Was it the Tellurian king who deserved death?

      "Astrid, are you sure you are up for this?" Ellowin asked her as they left the castle.

      "Yes, of course. If taking down King Armand will help to restore the peace between the kingdoms, then I must try. I will go down every road to achieve that goal."

      Ellowin looked worried, but Astrid didn't care to ask why. She had a mission to complete, and that mission could put her sister in danger, something she had to avoid at all costs.

      They made their way back to the practicing soldiers in silence, each too deep in thought to discuss what lay ahead.

      "Look, they have returned!" One of the silver-haired beings ran toward them like an excited child. "What, what did King Bertram say?"

      "My people," Astrid said loudly, addressing them all. "I am to be your general, and we have our first mission. We must journey to Telluris."

      "Telluris?" That sparked confused conversation and worried looks.

      "Do not fear, I have already defeated the Tellurian army at the Entrance of Caelestis. Anyone else we meet along the way will have to deal with all of us, you have nothing to worry about. As long as we remain united as one, we will be strong."

      Had she thought about it more, she would have taken their furrowed brows and quiet whisperings more seriously.

      "Go, ready yourselves, and get your armor. We leave at nightfall." Though I hate the dark, it won't be that bad traveling with a whole army.

      They did what she told them, hurrying from her sight.

      "What about you Quimby, will you be joining us?" Astrid asked.

      "With that rag-tag group? You'll be lucky if you last a night," he said sarcastically.

      "What exactly does that mean?" she said defensively.

      "Nothing. Godspeed to you all, and may Palladin protect you." He turned tail and walked off toward his home.

      "What about you, Ellowin? Will you desert me as Quimby has, or will you join us?"

      Ellowin looked nervously to his feet and then back to her.

      "I will come along," he said with resolve. There was something in his face she couldn't quite read and it made her somewhat nervous. Perhaps he wasn't trustworthy?

      The king had sent a servant with some provisions for their travel, for which Astrid was grateful. When the soldiers had returned, and all seemed prepared. They set off to the steps that would lead them down and away from Caelestis.

      "Ready your weapons, men. Once we reach the ground, we will no longer be under the protection of your king."

      "I thought you said you killed the Tellurian Army that awaited us at the entrance?" an unknown soldier said.

      "Indeed, I did. That doesn't mean we will be safe. There are many more armies, and beasts that await in Telluris." The soldiers didn't appear too happy at her disclosure, but she didn't have time to mull it over. She knew they must reach Telluris, and kill the king.

      They were met with nothing but the twinkling of the stars overhead, and the soft chirping noises of crickets as they ascended the steps and then found a camp site halfway down the mountainside. It appeared as if it had been abandoned quite suddenly, and she had to wonder if the Tellurians had discovered the dead soldiers atop the mountain. Maybe that scared them away.

      Here midway down the mountain, the breeze bit cold and blew fierce. It whipped around them as if angry at their arrival in Telluris and Astrid hoped it would disappear before morning. Wind and arrows didn't mix well at all.

      You forget you have me, Aronus reminded her.

      Indeed, I do. However, if I have to show my skills again... this wind will not do.

      Do not fret, Astrid. Only rest and let your men rest tonight. Tomorrow will come with its own worries.

      Yes, it will, she agreed, silencing her thoughts while she set about helping the men set up camp.

      Nervous energy kept some soldiers from being able to fall asleep, and she watched them draw swords as they 'practiced.' Their lovely wings flowed about them giving the whole scene a lovely dance-like feel. If that dance were two awkward teenagers who had just discovered their feet and had never held a sword in their life.

      "Pardon me, good soldiers. Please... stop whatever it is you are doing." Astrid jumped to her feet and ran over to them. "You look as if you've never gripped a sword in your life!"

      "Well, we have... but not very often. We certainly were never taught how to battle with one."

      "Excuse me?" she sputtered.

      "I'm afraid it's true," Ellowin confirmed. "This lot has never been through the basic training given to most of our soldiers before they are sent out."

      "Please say you're lying?" she pleaded with him.

      "Not in the slightest," Ellowin responded.

      "So, none of you have been trained to hold a sword or worse yet, to battle with one?"

      A unanimous "no," went up from the camp.

      "No wonder you could barely hold a bow, why? Why did the king ask me to lead you, if you are not even ready for battle?"

      Astrid's stomach sank by the moment, the amount of time it would take to get the men into battle ready shape, was more time than she had. If any of the Tellurians tried to confront them, she would feel personally responsible for their deaths.

      They would all have to train, at least for the next few days. If I can train them how to hold a sword and wield it, and if I can make them stronger with a bow, they can at least hold their own. That is all I need, Aronus... you and I have our work cut out for us.

      Indeed we do, Aronus responded in her mind.

      "Men, to sleep. We have a full few days ahead of us. I do not envy you all tomorrow, as I am afraid you will hate me."

      Grumbling and agitated, the men put away their weapons and clambered into their tents for the eve. Restless, Astrid could not bring herself to go to sleep. There was too much she knew needed to be done and being given an army that had no idea how to fight made her feel as if she had been tricked.

      When Ellowin had finally given up on getting her to go to sleep, he too wandered off to bed, leaving Astrid alone with her thoughts and Aronus.

      Not wanting her conversation with her dragon guide to be heard, Astrid wandered off into the wooded mountainside, searching for a log or a stump for her to sit and think.

      "You've much on your mind tonight, Astrid." Aronus appeared next to her while she walked.

      "I don't understand how King Bertram could have sent me away with an army that has no idea how to fight. What am I to do? If we come against anyone, they'll all be dead."

      "Maybe it's all he had, don't read too much into it, dear."

      "I can't help it. How am I to get them in fighting shape within the next couple days?"

      He landed on her shoulder and perched there comfortably as she walked. The light of dawn had softened the black of sky to brilliant pinks and oranges. "You'll do it, Astrid. Without a hitch, because that is who you are. A warrior, a fighter, Astrid of the Bow. You were perfectly chosen for this and now is not the time to doubt yourself."

      Stepping over broken bark, she used a stick to knock branches and brush out of her way.

      "Perhaps, but I can't help but worry everyone is going to end up dead because of me."

      "Nonsense, don't be silly. If those soldiers die, it will be because the king sent them on a real mission, and he did not prepare or equip them. He will be the only one to blame, all you can do is teach them to the best of your ability."

      Aronus tried to encourage her, but Astrid felt herself falling down a slippery slope of what was right and wrong. I'd be better off going the rest of the way alone, than to risk their lives.

      "Astrid, I know the thoughts in your head and you're wrong. Don't do it."

      "Ugh! Why, why must you always read my mind?"

      At that precise moment, the glittering chest of something small and emerald flashed near her before disappearing.

      "What in the world was that?" she asked.

      "A hummingbird," Aronus answered, leaving her shoulder to look for it.

      "You're not going to eat it are you?"

      "Not in the slightest, I just think them to be curious little creatures," he replied.

      The hummingbird reappeared, this time hovering slower and near her face.

      "Why, it looks as if he is trying to speak to me," Astrid exclaimed.

      "Not possible, they aren't smart," Aronus harrumphed, irritated she was paying attention to the little thing.

      When the little bird continued to hover near her, Astrid reached her hand in the air, and to her astonishment, its tiny body alighted on her finger. "Now there is something I never thought I would see."

      "It can stay," Aronus said.

      "Not that I was asking your permission, but are you sure you'll allow that? I mean, it's almost the same size as you and not nearly as annoying," she teased.

      Aronus grew silent, and she had to chuckle to herself as she walked back to the camp holding the little bird on her hand. She boiled sugarcane she found in water for it, placing some in a saucer.

      As if sensing what it must do, the emerald chested bird hopped down onto the tiny bowl and drank its fill. When it was done, it flew to Astrid, and almost sensing Aronus's disdain, it tucked itself in Astrid's hair on her shoulder, and promptly fell asleep.

      "Well, would you look at that? It's made its home in my hair." The very idea made Astrid joyful until she noted the look of contempt on Aronus's face. "Aronus, what is the matter?"

      "That tiny little beast is in my spot," he said indignantly.

      Unable to contain herself, as the absurdity of all that had happened hit her, Astrid burst into a fit of hysterics. Tears streaming down her face, and she was barely able to breathe.

      "Glad you got a laugh at my expense," Aronus snorted, before disappearing in a whiff of smoke.

      "Oh come now, Aronus. I wasn't laughing at you. This whole situation is just... preposterous," she finished.

      Her little dragon was nowhere to be seen, and taking it that he had gone off somewhere to pout, Astrid finally crawled into her tent, and promptly fell asleep.

      Sleep was short lived, as what felt like mere moments later, joyful shouts could be heard. Emerging from the tent, hair disheveled, and hummingbird nowhere to be seen, Astrid followed the shouts.

      "Astrid, look! Oh would you just look!" Ellowin shouted.

      She chased after several soldiers who were all running in the same direction, back up the mountain, and that's when she saw it for the first time. How it had escaped her line of sight for so long, she didn't know.

      A large pulley system that reached from Caelestis, all the way to Aequoris, and low and behold. The pulley had a crate attached to it.

      "What is it?" she asked.

      "It's a pulley system, we haven't used it in years... but back before there was war, our kingdoms used this to trade goods. I don't think any of us even knew it still worked," Ellowin continued.

      "So what's in the crate?"

      "Hey, Grimweld... open it up!" One of the Caelestan soldiers, Astrid recognized him as one of those who had landed a perfect bulls-eye when they were practicing with the bows earlier the day before.

      He nodded to Ellowin, and Astrid noted a scar that ran down his forehead, over his eye, and down his cheek. It was both frightening and beautiful to look at, but it made her wonder what had happened to him and how he had suffered such a blow.

      Grimweld cut the tie holding the crate up and carried it to them.

      Right away, Astrid could smell the pungent smell of fish reaching her nose, making her stomach turn. She wrinkled it as her throat constricted and she gagged in her mouth.

      "It's a miracle. The Aequorans haven't sent us goods in many, many years. This is a wonderful thing," Ellowin said.

      "Is it really?" Grimwelds throaty voice asked.

      Ignoring his question, Astrid rubbed her chin, brow raised. "Curious. Curious indeed."

      Grimsweld opened the crate to expose more than a dozen fresh tuna.

      Astrid's lips pressed together hard as she squinted at the contents. "It just had to be fish, didn't it?"
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        Saying goodbye to a friend is hard, but saying goodbye to a lover is unbearable.

        King Michiel the Trusted, Third King of Caelestis, 492 A.V.

      

        

      

      Gentle knocking roused Svana from sleep, and she sat up on the comfy mattress rubbing her eyes. For a moment, she couldn't remember where she was. Her eyes frantically looked around the dark room. A window she didn't recognize to her side shone the day's first light through the curtain.

      "Hello?" she called out.

      "Good morning. How are you feeling?" Jakobe's kind voice was like a salve to an open wound.

      He gently pushed open the door a crack, and Svana brushed the hair out of her face and smiled brightly.

      "Well, thank you." Her dry mouth made her voice come out throaty.

      "Can I make you breakfast?"

      She shook her head. "I'm fine. I really need to get back. I didn't tell anyone I was leaving. I don't want to break the king's trust. Even if don't agree with everything he says or plans on doing."

      Jakobe's eyebrows creased at her remark. "So, because you serve the king, you can no longer eat?"

      Svana laughed. "Fine ... fine. I'll eat."

      "Good, are you decent?"

      "Yes, of course." She jumped into his bed with all of her clothing on, save for her breastplate which rested against the wall, and her boots which were at the foot of his mattress. The tip of her toes peeked out from his blanket, and she kicked it forward, embarrassed that she hadn't been able to bathe in days.

      Jakobe left the room momentarily. He returned minutes later with a tray full of food. He set it on the bed next to her and pulled up an aged wooden stool.

      "I thought we could eat breakfast together."

      She was genuinely touched by his thoughtfulness. "That is so kind of you."

      "I must say, that I have ulterior motives. I thought that by showing you what it was like to eat breakfast together I could entice you to stay longer. Stay with me and have breakfast every morning. And help me in the shop. Don't return to the king." He ran his fingers through his hair. "I don't trust him. He has done nothing but steal from his people and the other kingdoms. He is greedy, and a thief. You are nothing like that, and returning to him means you will have to eventually conform to his wants for you, and I don't want that."

      Svana smiled. "You act as if I am someone who will conform to anyone."

      "Aren't you worried that he will kill you if you don't do everything he says?"

      “Not in the slightest," she laughed. "I mean, back at the castle I knew if I didn't accept the position that he would kill me. However, to do everything he asks? I don't think that will be necessary. I can be very influential when I want to be." She winked at him, grinning wide.

      Jakobe couldn't help himself but to return her smile, his eyes glimmering with joy at just being in her presence. "You look so much calmer today," he remarked.

      "Yes, well... it could be present company." She pushed her fiery hair to the side of her face, and her ice blue gaze met his eyes. "I really can't stay much longer," she said, shoveling the steaming pile of scrambled eggs into her mouth. "This is delicious, so much better than Barinella stew."

      "You don't like Eloise's Barinella stew? She'll be crushed," he teased.

      "No, I love it, but it's just so earthy. This is... well, it's delicious. What is this herb?"

      "Basil, it's my favorite. That and fresh grilled tomatoes, it makes for the best eggs."

      His dark head leaned in, and he grabbed a fresh roll to offer her a bite. "Here, take a bite of this, best rolls and huckleberry jam in all of Verdil. I guarantee, if my eggs won't keep you here... Eloise's jam and fresh rolls will."

      "We'll have to see about that." She leaned forward and took a hearty bite, the bread melting on her tongue as she did so. She leaned back, closing her eyes, savoring the tart, sweet flavors of the unfamiliar berry dancing on her tongue. "Oh my," she mumbled appreciatively. "Well, You're not wrong... I've never tasted anything like that. It's exquisite."

      "Yeah, Eloise and Percival hoped they could get you to stay too. You have friends here, Svana. Friends who care and want to protect you."

      "I know that, but I also have a duty to Verdil and the three kingdoms. Being lead commander of the king's armies is just one tiny step toward what I want to achieve. I came to protect you, all of you. You have to understand that."

      "What?" he responded, confused at her confession. "How do you hope to save us all? What do you mean?"

      Svana went silent, not wanting to reveal anymore, afraid she would put him in danger if she did.

      "Why do you always do that? You open yourself like a book, and then like a sealed tomb, you close off everything and won't allow me in."

      "Oh, Jakobe..." Her voice was desperate.

      I want to tell you, I want to tell you everything. You could help me, we could work together.

      No. You can't tell him, Lingaria interrupted her thoughts, just as she knew he would.

      "What, Svana?" He scooted closer to her, leaning on the bed to grab her hands firmly in his. "Tell me. Tell me what you're keeping from me," he pleaded with her.

      She withdrew from him, her entire body warmed from his touch. If she didn't get out of there as soon as possible, she could see herself making some very bad decisions.

      "Jakobe, please." She flipped the blanket off of her, and scooted off the mattress, quickly pulling on her boots. "I have to go. I have to."

      It was more of a declaration than anything else, and to her dismay, Jakobe stood to stop her.

      "You can't," he argued.

      "I have no choice. I have to." She pulled her leather breastplate over her soft linen shirt that barely covered her front. She tied off the leather ties and grabbed up her sword and shield. "I have no words to express my gratitude toward you, and I can only hope that in the future, our paths will cross again."

      Rushing past him, she very nearly knocked him out of the way, but his strong hands grabbed both of her shoulders stopping her in her tracks.

      "My dear Svana, I adore you. I want more than just breakfast and playful banter. I want the ..." He paused briefly, before he spoke again. "Look, just be careful." His hand went from her shoulder to the silky softness of her alabaster face. He cupped it gently, and the look in his eyes told her everything she could have only dreamed. Her breath caught in her throat, and her knees went weak.

      Get out of here Svana, you're in over your head, Lingaria urged her.

      Knowing that she may not be able to leave if she didn't walk out right then and there, she shrugged off his hands and took off out the door, her footsteps increasing in speed until she was running back toward the castle.

      The run gave her the ability to clear her head, and Jakobe, her anchor, her light in the middle of darkness, would be there when this was all over. Svana was sure of it. For now, she had a mission to fulfill. Seeing him had made it even clearer and more evident. The sooner she could accomplish what was needed of her, the sooner she could have a life of her own, or so she hoped.
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        Sometimes alliances are broken, and often times neither party wants to make the first move to patch what is broken. However, the only way to truly patch an alliance is to swallow your pride, and reach out. Make the first move. Offer them help when no others will.

        King Martin the Truthful, Third King of Aequoris, 500 A.V.

      

        

      

      As Hekla found her way back into the depths of the ocean, and the underwater city came into view once more. The water humanoids, the Aequorans, looked up in surprise as she descended. They watched her every move until she came to a standing position on the pathway that led through their city. Their cerulean eyes and flaring gills on their necks gently heaving in and out as they breathed.

      Hekla walked softly through the city, focused on confronting the soldiers from before and having them hear her out. Word traveled fast, and she noticed the approaching horde of soldiers coming toward her.

      Hekla would not give them a chance to attack her and quickly yelled, "Tranquis Impartum Expandum!"

      This rendered the lot of them motionless for a time, and she raised her voice to address them as a whole.

      "Listen, Aequorans. I do not know what I did to anger your elder Croecius so, but I am here to bring peace. Too long have our lands been at war, and too many lives have been taken because of it. I beg you, here and now... listen to me. Trust what I have to say and allow me an audience with your king so that I may present my request to you."

      The soldiers could do nothing, nor could they move their mouths in rejection of her speech and so she continued.

      "Listen, I know you may think I am a witch of some king, but I assure you I am not. I have been sent as I said, by Palladin the Great. I have come to help your kingdom be restored to its former glory, and I promise you that all will be well. You must stop your attack on me, and you must do as I say. If we have an agreement, I will free you." Hekla watched their eyes for signs of their approval, and seeing that they had softened, she muttered, "Rescindum Enchantum," stopping the freeze on their bodies.

      They shook off the paralyzed feeling, some of them looking fearful as their eyes darted from one soldier to another.

      "I know at the moment you do not know what to do, allow me to earn your trust and then you can determine if I am to meet your king."

      That seemed to garner a few mutterings of approval, and a few of them even smiled.

      "I promise, I will not harm you, and I will help in any way possible. Only take me where I am needed."

      The soldier from the night before who had been so rough with her, glared into her eyes as if trying to murder her with his gaze. The rest of the army remained silent until he spoke.

      "Well then, if you are here to help, and truly mean us no harm. You must come away with me right now. I have just the thing for you."

      Hekla nodded her head.

      "Wonderful, where are we going?"

      "The aisle of no relief, though it was once called the aisle of prosperity." His gruff voice answered, and he continued to glare at her as if trying to pierce her through. Several men began muttering their contempt at such a proposition.

      "What do you hope to achieve by taking her there?" one of them spoke up.

      "If she is truly here to help, then she will be able to fix what is broken." He tossed his long sea green hair behind his head. His strong form rigid, eyes challenging her.

      Watching his gills flare quickly as his breathing sped up, she nodded her head.

      "I said I would do whatever it took, take me where you must."

      The army shrugged their shoulders, allowing the angry man to lead the way, and like a school of fish, they swam in unison up and away from the peaceful village toward the dark unknown parts of the sea that had no lighting, or pathways. Hekla calmed her breathing, still in complete disbelief at the magic bubble that encased her as they swam through water. What kind of magic was capable of such a thing?

      Mentally she went over all the spells that Speltus had told her, rehearsing them in her mind in case she had need to use them at any point against the men whose company she was presently in. As her arms tired, and legs grew sore, the light of another city could be seen and she felt relief. Ahead, an island loomed in the distance. The bottom of it could be seen from where they approached.

      Slowing their pace, the rough guard dropped back to swim next to her.

      "That is the aisle of no relief. Atop its small hillside, there is a pulley system. It was once a system that allowed us to exchange and trade good with Caelestis. You may have heard its tale about the lovers who were separated and used it to send each other notes?"

      Hekla nodded her head, smiling at the thought.

      "Yes, well. We never used it for something so trivial. It was a huge source of food for my people. The Caelestans have food we do not, and in return we gave them fish and other sea resources. The trade helped both of our people, and without it, our bodies are lacking. Our lifetimes have shortened."

      "What do you want to do?" she said, her voice low, eyes watching his face intensely as they swam side by side.

      "I want you to get it working again."

      All right, that seems easy enough, she thought. I just need to make the first move. Reaching the surface, she crawled out on land, leaving her air bubble around her body in case one of the soldiers pushed her in or tried to drown her.

      "Why not just send up goods to them and wait to see if they send anything back?" She suggested, wondering why they hadn't tried that already.

      "No, because if they send nothing, we will be out." His stone face told her all she needed to know.

      "What's your name?"

      "I am the soldier Jetevius. Head of the army and in charge over you," he said.

      "First of all, you could have just left off the part about how you are the head over me. I don't need your ego trying to mess up something that could be very good. We can partner, you and me, but we need to work as a team. Secondly, how arrogant to think that I could just get this pulley system working without sacrifice. All relationship is sacrifice, even ones of business. So if you are not willing to send up a peace offering first, then allow me." Hekla huffed, jumping off of the island and diving into the water.

      In the darkest parts of the ocean depths, she knew she could find some kind of fish to send up even if it meant using her magic. She hadn't given Jetevius the chance to respond, and part of her was glad. It was not that he was so rough, but he simply had no manners. His 'everything is owed to me' personality stressed her greatly. It was no way to be when a kingdom was at war.

      She swam farther down, heading to where there was no light in hopes that she could find something to send up, next to her someone propelled through the water, swimming up ahead and stopping in front of her.

      Jetevius' angry face was enough warning for her to not continue. She stopped mid swim and glared at him.

      "You have no respect for authority!" he yelled at her, gills flaring.

      "And you have no respect for anyone," she countered.

      Jetevius remained silenced for a moment, and then responded, "It's not that. This war has destroyed many families, my own included. Why would I offer free food to the Caelestan kingdom when we should have been working together, but instead are against each other?"

      "There can be no peace in war, if one side does not relent," Hekla countered, softening her gaze and swimming closer to him. They now floated underwater, less than a foot apart.

      "You are an impossible woman," he retorted.

      "I may be, but I want nothing but the best for you... and the kingdom of Aequoris. Please, partner with me. Let us defeat this evil together?" She reached out her hand.

      The sea-foam green of his face that had only moments ago flared red, now softened.

      "Fine, I will partner with you. You need to listen to me though, these ocean depths are no place for a land-walker. Return to the surface and my men and I will retrieve all the tuna we can find."

      Hekla reached out, and underwater, her hand firmly squeezed his strong shoulder.

      "Thank you, Jetevius. I think we have just taken the step toward friendship."

      Jetevius humphed and signaled for the men that remained underwater to follow him. Smiling to herself, Hekla returned to the surface of the island and waited patiently while the men searched for a peace offering. Many crates lay strewn about, some whole, some broken. Their age evident in their sun-bleached wood coloring. Picking the strongest ones, Hekla fastened them to the pulley and rolled them up and down testing their hold.

      A peace offering would do no good if the crate wouldn't even last until it hit the sky kingdom. Confident that she had found a few that would do the trick, Jetevius and the men returned after a short while. Some carrying loads of tuna in hand made nets.

      "Where did those come from?" Hekla stared at the frayed rope of the nets and then cast a quizzical look to Jetevius.

      "We have many supplies stored underwater, in various places. Not just for the purpose of trade, but if this war reaches the seas, we need to be able to protect ourselves or escape."

      "I understand. Here, put those tuna in these crates and help me send this to the sky kingdom."

      The men got to work doing as they were told, and dare she hoped, but Jetevius even offered her a half-smile as they worked to send the crates of tuna to the sky. When that task was completed, it was a matter of waiting to see if there was a 'response.'

      "I can only hope they will receive our peace offering," Hekla said nervously.

      Jetevius shared in her nervousness, for he came to stand next to her. Though he stood like a rock wall, his eyes held all the worry he fought to conceal. Hekla said nothing, afraid to expose his weakness. Knowing that if he had lost a family because of the war, he had every right to be worried about whether the Caelestans would return a peace offering of their own.

      After what felt like an eternity, when the sun had started its descent, the pulley system sounded with creaking.

      "Something is being sent back!" She exclaimed, and they all hurriedly ran to help. One of their crates returned full of fruit, and at the top, a ripened apple, red as Svana’s hair with Astrid's knife speared through the top.

      Hekla cheered loudly, ripping the knife from the apple and kissing the metal blade.

      "Should I be concerned?" Jetevius asked. "Because that doesn't seem like a symbol of peace."

      "Not to worry, my friend. We are in good hands." Hekla slid the blade into her ruby belt and hugged the wall of a man, a grin spread from ear to ear on her pale face.
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        The quiet moments before war are always the longest. You fear, you anticipate, and you hope you will live to see another day. The only relief you have are the allies and friends next to you. But at the back of your mind, you wonder that if you do survive the day, will they?

        King Rowan the Observant, First King of Telluris, 244 A.V.

      

        

      

      "I say we take our chances and journey to where we once met the Aequorans." Ellowin said, his pale face, and bright eyes said shining in the light of the sun. There was a hint of excitement in his voice.

      "I really don't know if we should do that," Astrid said hesitantly. I'm not sure it's the best idea to just march head first toward the Aequorans, since we don't know how they'll receive us. Her inner comment was directed toward Aronus, but she doubted he would reply back, as he seemed to be taking a hands off approach as of late.

      A good leader knows the stakes, and the risks, and takes only those that will benefit all parties involved.

      Hmmm... she thought.

      "No, I think we should." Grimweld reassured her, but she was positive that he wasn't saying so out of the kindness of his rough Caelestan heart.

      "Look at you suddenly on board with this idea," she hinted, giving him a disapproving look.

      "Oh come now, what do you think I'm going to do? I just think it's a good idea to see if we can meet with them, that's all." The scar on his face was slightly unnerving, and she couldn't stop herself from questioning his motives.

      Even so, Astrid knew that his strength could prove to be an ally if things went sideways. "Fine, Grimweld, Ellowin, I'd like you two to come with me."

      "Anyone else, Astrid?" Ellowin said, crossing his arms over his chest.

      "No need to get snippety, I just don't want to take anyone with me that I don't trust," she said matter of fact.

      "Wait, you don't trust us?" the others chimed in.

      "No, I mean... I don't know you. We don't know what we are going to face if we go down there. I need to make sure that we are prepared."

      "So you're only taking two people with you?" Grimweld said, playing on the irritation of the other soldiers who now stood to face her and weigh in on her lack of trust.

      "No!" she paused. "Fine. I can see I am not going to get anywhere. Ellowin, will you please choose your most level-headed soldiers? I don't want anyone to jump to conclusions, but I need people fast on their feet just in case."

      Ellowin nodded his pale white head at her and pointed to three other men. "You, you, and you... come with me." If Astrid was being honest with herself, they were all pale and willowy and if Ellowin didn't stand out for his dominance, and attitude, she may not have been able to tell them apart.

      "Thank you! Now, to the others, we will be back as soon as we can. Please, stay here in this camp and guard it from the attacks of brigands, or Tellurian soldiers that may come about."

      They nodded their heads, mostly in unison, and she turned her back to them. "Ellowin, lead us to the place you used to meet the Aequorans. I trust you."

      Ellowin motioned for her to follow him, and slowly they descended vertically down the side of the mountain, they hit the forest trail, which led them to a rough and rocky path that wound down the base, nearly bordering on where the edge of Verdil stopped. It finally evened out a bit, and after a heavy day of quick footed traveling, Astrid could smell the salty sea air that permeated everything within a mile of the water.

      Astrid could feel her excitement growing, and knew this could go extremely well, or extremely bad for them. For the moment she didn't care. She hurried onward, and they came to a secluded part of the Aequoran beach that was separated from the Tellurian land. A line of trees blocked everything else from sight, but through a gap in the foliage, Astrid could see the Tellurian soldiers marching up and down the sea shore. She didn't let it get to her and instead focused her attention forward. There, waiting for them, their sea-foam green bodies drenched from the water, were a small troop of Aequoran soldiers. Only the moment she and her group of men were in sight, everyone's weapons clinked and clanged, as they readied for battle.

      "No! Stop! We are not here to fight!" Astrid yelled out to them, "put down your weaponry!" Both sides seemed disgruntled by her outburst. They began quietly complaining, waiting for her to tell them what to do next. The Aequorans unfazed, began advancing. "No, please. I beg you... just hold back. We are not here to fight. We are here to resolve our differences. So please, can you just hold off??"

      The lead Aequoran began to speak when a bright blue-haired beauty caught Astrid's eye. Hekla! Please say it's so! Please tell me it's Hekla. One half of the Aequoran army was on high alert and looked as if they would attack Astrid at any moment. The other half, hung back. In their hands, circular ruby red fruit, that they bit into happily. Their mouths chewing happily as they talked amongst each other. They got them, they got my apples!

      "It was I who sent you those! I sent those apples to you. That is proof that I am aiming for peace! Please trust me."

      The blue-haired beauty Astrid thought she had seen, had vanished and for a moment Astrid wondered if she had imagined her. Then, to the side, she caught a glimpse of the brilliant blue hair once more. Hekla walked the edge of the small crowd, and ran to her sister, a grin on her face. Astrid could hardly believe her eyes. She blinked back a tear as Hekla approached, but soon she couldn't contain her excitement. She ran toward Hekla, arms outreached, and they embraced. Both giggled as if children. Their unexpected actions wiping the irritation from both armies who had moments before seemed bent on fighting.

      "Hekla, you look in good spirits. Has the road treated you well?" Around them, both armies had gathered on either side, watching the two interact.

      "I am indeed, Astrid. I cannot speak out loud, but I have learned much from..." Her voice trailed off, and she hoped that Astrid knew she was referring to Speltus.

      "Yes, indeed. As have I. No doubt, Palladin would not have entrusted us with such a journey if we did not have such help at our sides."

      Hekla nodded and smiled her agreement.

      The comradery between the sisters lowered the walls of both the Caelestans, and the Aequorans. They sheathed their swords, and put back their bows, and assorted weaponry. Not long after, they began chatting amongst themselves, long forgotten friends greeted each other with smiling faces. Astrid could feel the joy radiating off of them, my people, she smiled to herself. She wondered how Hekla felt about the Aequorans and if she shared the same affinity for the water people as Astrid did for air people.

      "Look at our people, talking as if nothing had happened." Hekla pointed out, her face alight with joy.

      "It's tremendous, don't you think?" Astrid asked, putting her hand gently on her sister's bare shoulder as they watched their people unified in that moment. No longer Caelestan and Aequoran, they were one. One people with a common purpose, and that was to be at peace with each other.

      "It makes me hopeful for what is to be," Hekla said.

      "Indeed! Have you heard from Svana?" Astrid asked her.

      "No, she ought to have reached Telluris a few weeks ago. I have to wonder if she has had as much success as we."

      "Only time will tell. Hekla, the king of Caelestis... he's not as evil as I thought him to be. However, he is not trustworthy. I want him gone, but his Grand Vizier seems to be more in control than he is."

      "Hmmm, oddly.... I've yet to meet the King of Aequoris. They kept me from him, and the elders... who I imagine are much like the Vizier in a way, killed each other trying to figure out what to do with me. I was thrown in prison."

      "We must act quickly, before any more harm comes to our people," Astrid spoke, watching the interactions of the sky and air humanoids.

      "Yes, we must. They look happy don't they?" Hekla smiled, waving her free hand about.

      "They do. It's the best sight I've seen in a while."

      Hekla could only nod in agreement. They stood quietly for the time being, listening to the animated conversations between the two species, each discussing their troubles and their triumphs, their grievances with their kings, and what they wished they could change. There was much laughter, and light between the two and the sisters knew that peace was not only possible, but imminent.

      "I suppose all there is to do, is to journey to Telluris, and see if we can unite the three together."

      "Astrid, it's dangerous to do so. Out of all the kings, the land king I fear is the worst of them all. What if he chooses to fight us?" Hekla asked.

      "Then he fights us all," Astrid answered back, her face unflinching. "Hopefully, Svana has infiltrated the kingdom of Telluris, and she will help us to bring peace between the three kingdoms."

      Hekla watched the people for a time longer before answering. "I suppose she has, and we both know her to be pretty convincing. I've no doubt she could pull it off. It's just a question of if she has, and if she hasn't, I am worried about the lives that will be lost between the three kingdoms."

      "Then we will gather all the men we can and meet at a halfway point. There is a main road that leads into Telluris, just beyond these woods to the West. Tell your men, gather your best soldiers and let us meet there in a days' time."

      Hekla nodded, "All right, my sister. It will be as you have said. Make haste and please keep yourself safe," Hekla hugged her one more time.

      "You have come far, my sister." Astrid replied, "My worries for you are the same. Hurry and bring as many men are willing. If the land king doesn't agree to make peace, this could result in the worse war they've all yet to see."

      "Yes, but at least Caelestis, and Aequoris will fight side by side. In that we have brought unity, let us not forget."

      Astrid smiled at her sister, kissing her forehead. "I'll see you in three days' time."

      Hekla nodded. "For Verdil."

      "For Verdil," Astrid agreed.
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        Battles are hard. It isn't the fight that is difficult, but the uncertainty. The echo of metal against metal cuts through any thought you have. And only one goal surfaces: survive.

        King Nicklaus the Brave, First King of Caelestis, 257 A.V.

      

        

      

      The journey back to the castle was quicker than Svana had remembered. Her speed forced her to cover the distance in half the time. She didn't stop for the whizzing arrows. Svana only focused her attention on what was next. She needed to gain the peoples trust while still maintaining the king's trust in her as well.

      The guards didn't even nod to her as she passed the wild Toverak who growled and clawed at his chains, trying desperately to tear them away so he could come after her. She didn't even flinch as she passed. Nor did she stop her run, she only slowed to an easy jog when she was inside the gates at the marketplace. Finally, she stopped and surveyed the people. Svana held her head high and entered the place.

      She ignored the taunts and angry whisperings. Only time would allow her to prove herself and her intentions. Until then, it was a matter of watching her back at all times. Except inside the castle, or so she hoped.

      With her gaze to the ground, she avoided making eye contact with any of the soldiers or the guards. Her sole intent was reaching the throne room.

      "Svana, you've returned!" An aged familiar voice caught her attention.

      Svana jerked her head up to the direction of the voice. "Branwin! What are you doing here?"

      "Well, we've just said our goodbyes to Duggary. We were all headed to the throne room to meet with the king. Jasper and Gill should be there already, waiting for you."

      "Why the meeting, what's going on?"

      "Well." His salt and pepper eyebrows creased. "There is a rumor from the soldiers to the south."

      "What's the rumor? Is it about me?" She assumed it had to do with all of them wanting her dead.

      "The Aequoran army and Caelestans have allied and are advancing on Telluris." Branwin's eyes danced with excitement.

      "Why do you look so happy?"

      "Because, this war is what we have been waiting for. It's what we have trained for, didn't you know that?"

      "Yes, I know." She nodded her head, her fiery hair shimmering in the sunlight. "But at what cost? How many people will die for this war? Why does that have to be how this ends? Why can't we have peace?"

      "That's a good question." Branwin's rotund belly heaved with laughter. "Tell that to the king."

      Branwin pushed open the heavy wood doors, and they entered the throne room where Svana recognized her men, as well as the Tellurian captain who had tried to kill her.

      "Telvidius, Geribaldus, what are you doing here?" She asked in shock.

      "We've come to serve the king and put a stop to the advancing army, just as you have." Telvidius bowed slightly, his dark skin complimented by the deep velvet reds and golds that adorned the throne room and now draped over him in the form of a robe. He strolled eagerly toward her. "We've all been eagerly waiting for you." When he was close enough, he draped a robe similar to his own around her shoulders. "Here, a sign of your rank here in Telluris."

      The luxurious fabric felt like a comfortable embrace, and Svana relished the feel of it against her bare shoulders.

      "Thank you. This is truly beautiful." Svana bowed gracefully to the king who smiled, an undertone of darkness evident in the curvature of his smile and nearly onyx eyes.

      "It is my honor, lead commander Svana." The king nodded to her. "So, now that everyone is present, we can get started. As word has traveled fast, there are two big things that have occurred over the course of the past few days. Svana of the Sword is now the lead commander over all the armies of Telluris. I trust her sword implicitly." He coughed. "Excuse me. I trust her implicitly, which means you will trust her as well."

      "Here, here," the men and elders present said in scattered unison, eyes glancing to Svana with caution.

      "Secondly, word has reached us that the Caelestans and the Aequorans have teamed up once more and are advancing on us as we speak." The king's confession emitted gasps from a few people present who had no idea there was an alliance between the Caelestans and the Aequorans. "This is why I have called us here, and Svana has joined us just in time. Svana, you must prep our armies and meet the Caelestans and Aequorans midway. Do not let them breach the castle. Can you do that?" He turned to face Telvidius. "Telvidius, will you gather your men?"

      Svana and Telvidius nodded their heads, and Svana gave him a grateful look.

      "Yes, your majesty. It will be as you wish."

      This is my chance to get close to the king and prove to him that there is another way. I can stop the armies without inflicting death and protect Telluris. I can only hope that they will be open to what I have to say.

      If your sisters have infiltrated Caelestis and Aequoris, I have no doubt you will be able to stop this battle before it starts, Lingaria urged. She detected notes of pleasure in his voice as he spoke into her mind.

      "Then I bid you leave. Take my strongest men with you and do not return until we have won. We will take what is ours. That includes all the Kingdoms of Verdil!" He stood from his throne, thrusting his scepter high.

      Svana could not justify his order with an answer, only nodded her head meekly and took her leave. Her men followed closely behind her, along with Captain Telvidius and Geribaldus. When they had reached the hallway, Telvidius touched her shoulder.

      "I'll meet you at the main roadway, I must gather my men and alert the others. Stand strong, and watch your back. I've done what I can for the most part, but you still need to prove yourself." His gruff voice would have put her off, but there was too much at stake for her to wonder and worry if he could be trusted now.

      "Thank you, Telvidius. I'll meet you out there."

      Jasper, Gill and Branwin followed closely behind her. It was Gill who spoke first, once they were out of earshot of Telvidius.

      "Svana, you needn't worry. We will always have your back."

      "Thank you, Gill. You are a great ally." She nodded appreciatively at him, and continued walking.

      As they exited the castle again, a dark cloud descended over her conscious. She couldn't bring herself to think about killing anyone, not even those who deserved it.

      What if it comes to that, what if I must kill the Caelestans? Or the Aequorans? These are my sister's people now. I can't...

      She shook her head, fighting off the emotions and unwanted thoughts of killing for the sake of battle.

      When they reached the main travel point on the road through Telluris, Svana demonstrated quick dodging moves to her men while they waited for Telvidius to come. She swung her blade around her head, and then sliced it through the air hitting the ground, and urged them to do the same.

      The sun had barely started to fade before Telvidius appeared with the most fearsome army Svana could have hoped to see. Too bad there will be no use for them. I will bring about peace without death ... I must. Even though she had spent her time training her men to be better and quicker, all she could hope was that it would be for naught, and the whole event would be over before it started.

      "Onward!" she called out to them and then led the way toward the Southern shores where she was told the armies were approaching. From her own journey, she knew it would be a good half day's travel until they reached the ocean, and she wondered how close the other armies were.

      Svana's mind catapulted with thoughts about how she would talk to the other kingdoms, and what she would say. How would she react when she saw her sisters? She longed to hug them, even if it was for the last time before they became rulers in their own lands, but she knew she had to keep her feelings to herself. A commander of an entire kingdom of armies could not show weakness.

      As the sun finally faded into the horizon, the tall willowy forms of the Caelestans could be seen approaching from the distance. Littered among them, were an equal amount of sea-foam green Aequorans. All had their weapons at the forefront, faces serious and stern.

      Svana hurried out quickly in front of the Tellurians in a desperate effort to halt everyone where they were and plead her case for peace.

      "People of Verdil!" she yelled loudly, "I have come to lead us not into battle, but to peace. I ask that you withdraw your weapons... take time now to air your grievances, and air on the side of peace. Only then will Verdil be restored to its former glory."

      Several of the men on both sides lowered their weapons.

      Just then the sound of horses running full gallop interrupted the interlude. King Armand, leading the charge ran over to them, bringing himself to a halt in front of Svana.

      "Well, look at this charming little gathering we have here." His dark eyes searched the throng of people, though Svana had no idea what he was looking for. It was then that Svana spotted the bright brilliant emerald hair of her sister Astrid, and the glorious sapphire of her Hekla. Svana's heart soared just seeing them, but what were they doing in the middle of the battle with the soldiers. Shouldn't they be back in their kingdoms, plotting to take over?

      "I've not come to fight but to make sure that no one from the sky or water leaves here alive. Svana of the Sword, it is your duty to make sure that they do not live. If you allow them to live, then don't ever come back to the palace, and don't ever show your face in Telluris again!" His words dripped with venom.

      Emmeline galloped over on horseback from behind him on a beautiful, white horse. "No uncle, I thought you came out here to plead for her to bring peace! You told me you wanted to stop this battle!"

      "Get back, stupid girl. I told you to stay behind." He backhanded Emmeline across the face.

      Emmeline's eyes grew wide as she slid halfway off the saddle. Her feet slipped out of the stirrups and she clung to the saddle to readjust herself. She brought her hand to her lips and wiped, eyes widening as the back of her hand came back with blood.

      "There will be nothing but death here today, yours included if you do not stay back," King Armand growled. "This is war, and this land... all of these lands, are mine. I will not rest until those who reside in them are dead. Do you understand me, Svana?"

      Svana choked back a sob, there was no way she could bring herself to kill her sisters, but if she turned down the king in this moment, he would kill her in front of everyone.

      She tried to meet Astrid's or Hekla's eyes, but could not see them from where she stood. They had to know Svana would never harm them in a million years.

      "Svana, purge this land of these evil greedy mongrels who would take what is mine. Do you understand!" He raised his sword above his head, and in a threatening motion slowly started to drop it down. She knew that a blow from his sword would be meant for her.

      Svana looked at Emmeline, wondering if it would be the last time she would look upon the woman's kind face.

      Emmeline sobbed, tears trickling down her cheeks as she stared in fear at her uncle. "What has happened to you? You never used to be like this! Just stop! We cannot kill these people! You were like a father to me, I don't even know who you are anymore!"

      "We can and we will! Now leave, foolish girl, or your body will join theirs!"

      "Why have you changed so much? What happened to make you this way?"

      The king nearly growled when he spoke again. "Get out of here, or you will be the first to die!”

      Emmeline couldn't even meet Svana's eyes, she tugged the reins of the white stallion she rode, and took off back toward the castle.

      It was some consolation to Svana that no matter what took place that day, at least for the time, Emmeline was safe.

      Svana's plan to kill the king was going to have to happen in this moment. Or many, many lives would be lost. As she stole one last glance at her sisters, she prepared herself for what she had to do. Before she could react, King Armand slid off his horse, and growled as he rushed toward Svana. No one dared get in his way. Everything around Svana was silence.

      A horn blared in the distance, and then another. A third shattered the silence as Svana raised her sword to deflect the King's. Metal clanged against metal all around her. Tellurian against Aequoran, Caelestan against Tellurian, and Svana's against King Armand's.
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      Angelique S. Anderson is an award-winning author, mom to four, and lover of all animals. With a passion for writing since she was old enough to read, and a love for all things dragons and magical, the Chronicles of Narnia was her inspiration for her first middle-grade focused books. Now, after several years of writing various fiction, and a love for all genres, she hopes to create worlds where all ages can find escape. As a former foster child turned advocate, and against bullying, she tries to include bits and pieces of that in every story she writes. Her hope is that through her writing, people will find help, healing, and great storytelling.
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      Craig A. Price Jr. lives on the Alabama Gulf Coast with his beautiful wife and two sons. He lived in Washington state most of his life, but has also lived in Utah for four years during the winter Olympics. He has full custody of his son, and works full time as a pipefitter. He has finished 9 novels and has seen a lot of success on Wattpad, where his book The Crimson Claymore has seen over 2.5 million reads and was a featured read for over 2 years. On his free time he enjoys to write and read novels, especially of the fantasy genre.

      

      He is your typical fantasy author: He has a beard, a typewriter, he enjoys the occasional tobacco from his long stem pipe, and he loves listening to classical music on his record player.
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