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    The Twelve Kingdoms were united under the noble King Pelos and became the twelve Great Cities of Valandra. Each city is the capitol of an independent territory which used to make up the separate realms of men, elves, and dwarves, and which became unified under Valandrian rule after the last Great War leading to an unprecedented time of peace. But with the death of King Pelos and the rise of Lord Dathrium’s evil reign, peace and stability among the realms is threatened once again. Now, with the seeds of mistrust sewn, The Twelve Kingdoms of Valandra are beginning to fracture. 
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    Sparks dance between our humming blades like fireflies pulsing on a warm summer’s night. Each time my sword meets Master Kel’s, the clash of steel kissing steel, along with the resounding clangor, fills my ears with a song I know well. The song of a warrior. 
 
    I grip my katana tightly in both hands and shuffle back a few steps. Kel Oren, with his gray hair and hoary whiskers to match, looks winded, and we stare at each other with a great unease as we try to gauge the other’s next move while we catch our breath. 
 
    Master Kel used to be one of Valandra’s greatest warriors. He fought in the campaigns for King Pelos and was one of the king’s top generals. The Twelve Kingdoms of Valandra had been at war for nearly seventy years before King Pelos united them. After the last great battle between Koroth, the land of the mages, and Valandra, the capital, he decided to retire and return to his homeland in the north. The land of Bellera. The same place I was born.  
 
    Because of Kel’s outstanding valor and service to the realm, King Pelos acquiesced and allowed Kel return home, with the added caveat that should he ever be called upon to serve the realm again, as a faithful knight of Valandra, he’d return without question. Of course, that never happened, because the great king was struck down in his bed chamber by a cowardly act of assassination a week later. And although the assassin was apprehended, he ended up taking his own life so as not to give anyone the satisfaction of avenging the king. 
 
    It also made it practically impossible to investigate who had ordered such a contemptible act. Even so, events leading up to the treacherous act pointed back to the scheming of his cousin, Lord Volgoron Dathrium, although nobody could ever prove it. There was never enough evidence to prove Dathrium’s guilt in the matter nor could anything be done to prevent Dathrium from inheriting the throne. 
 
    As Master Kel and I circle about one another, a strand of hair falls into my line of sight, but I don’t take my eyes off of Master Kel. Not even for an instant. The last time I made such a rookie mistake Kel took me out by swiping up with the back of his blade. The blunt end hit me in the back of the knees and folded me to the ground. Before I could even think to react, his sword, the legendary Moon Sword, an unbreakable sword of blue Sabolin steel, was already at my throat. 
 
    I’m not about to make the same mistake twice. Not today. I can’t afford to be so reckless, since today is my final test to gain fifth position in the sacred art of the soul blade. If I pass, I will become only the third living master of the blade, after Master Kel and his first student, an elf girl, Dinalagosseth of O’ana Onyeshara, the Elf Kingdom. Becoming a master of the blade has been a lifelong dream of mine. Ever since I was a little girl I have wanted nothing more than to be like Master Kel. 
 
    So I keep my eyes fixed on him as though he were a golden-eyed panther watching me from beyond the camouflage of forest foliage, ready to spring on me when I least expect it. 
 
    I study his face and movements attentively, looking for any sign of what he might be thinking from behind his deep-set eyes. 
 
    Master Kel, like me, wears lightweight leather armor. And since we’re only sparring on the grassy hillside of Bellera, we forego the heavy leg cuisse and just use a chest plate over an arming jacket. Of course, we have shin and forearm guards on too, just in case one of our strikes is, perhaps, a bit too ambitious. 
 
    Master Kel strokes his white beard and looks at me fondly. His kind eyes are disarming. But I know that he has feigned polite surrender before only to strike me down to the ground in a quite painful lesson. 
 
    I don’t buy into his polite grin, and I give him a fabricated smile in return and bow politely. He bows in return. A formal courtesy but nothing more. The test, after all, is to best Master Kel with the blade. 
 
    When I stand back up, I notice the throng of villagers heading out toward the meadow. I look toward the tree line of the forest at the far end of the meadow and see a mysterious black fog rolling out of the forest. It looks downright diabolical and for the life of me I’ve never seen anything like it. 
 
    Standing straight up, I ask, “What the Goddess is that?”  
 
    Master Kel notices the expression of genuine alarm on my face. He lowers the Moon Blade and turns to see what I’m seeing. 
 
    Some of the farmers stop their labors and, putting down their plowshares and scythes, wait for the dreadful fog to roll in. They watch with skeptical trepidation as the blackness floods into the fertile basin of the wheat fields. Gradually, it covers the crops in a gray haze, then thickens to a dim veil not so unlike a black smoke. Except it’s not smoke. It’s something else. Something much more ominous. Something unnatural. 
 
    When the creeping wall of blackness finally engulfs the nearest farmer, I can hear the workers mumbling their concerns as to their safety regarding this shadowy shroud. Then, from within the black haze, there is a scream. Everyone startles and, in a frenzied panic, stumbles over one another trying to get away from the dreadful blackness. But before the handful of farmers can flee, throngs of ashen hands reach out of the dusky fog and clutch them. 
 
    When they are dragged kicking and screaming back into the blackness, I can’t help but gasp, “What in the world?” Only about half a dozen manage to escape with their lives intact. 
 
    Master Kel immediately turns to me and slides the Moon Blade back into its sheath. He hands me the sword. 
 
    “But master,” I begin to protest. He cuts me off before I can finish my sentence. 
 
    “You get the people back behind the city walls. Have Queen Sabine De Atano’s mage cast a binding seal on the door. 
 
    “What about the lesson?” I ask. 
 
    Kel takes my own blade off of me, points across the field at the farmers fleeing for their lives, and repeats his order. “Get those people to safety.” 
 
    Suddenly a horse whinnies. But it’s no ordinary equine sound. It sounds like the shriek of a thousand voices calling out in agony mixed with a whinny. The noise is ghastly. Bone-chilling, even. 
 
    We both turn to see an army of dead emerge from the black fog. Upon a black stallion with orange glowing eyes sits a man in black armor. The armor is unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. It has many layers of plating, some of it barbed, all of it menacing. The armor distorts the air around it, crating heat mirages. But there is no trace of flame. Nothing to denote why the armor would be radiating such heat. 
 
    “Go, now!” Mast Kel shouts out. “There’s no time to lose.” 
 
    “What about you, master?” I ask him, my voice thick with worry. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, young Master Arianna De Amato,” he tells me, his voice tender with affection. “You must map out your own destiny. Mine, I’m afraid, ends here. Today.” 
 
    My eyes begin to flood with tears and I want to protest Master Kel’s decision. But I know it would be wrong to question him. 
 
    “Now, go!” he yells. 
 
    I take off down the hill as fast as my feet will carry me. “Get inside the city walls!” I shout at the farmers in the field. Most of them are already making a mad dash toward the gates anyway. Hot on their heels are the decrepit remains of soldiers who have long since been dead. An army so terrible in appearance it defies nearly all description. 
 
    The wall guard’s valhorn blows, alerting everyone to the fact that Bellera is under attack. 
 
    A young farm boy fleeing the monsters trips and falls to the ground. An old man notices and begins to help him up, but is too slow in his task and is cut down by one of the hideous monsters. 
 
    I draw my blade and use the wind rush technique to traverse the distance between the farm boy and myself in an instant. There is a furious rush of wind and, almost instantaneously, I am transported across the entire range of the field. Just in time to block the blow of the dead creature’s blade with my own. 
 
    Our steel swords clang, and hold the creature at bay. Turning my attention toward the farm boy, I say in a commanding voice, “Get up!” 
 
    He does as I say, but upon seeing the hideousness of the creature’s rotting face he freezes with fear. “Run!” I scream. “And don’t look back.” 
 
    Frantic, he takes off up the hill. Once he is a safe distance away, I push my attacker back. The creature stumbles backward, as if drunk with wine and ale, and growls at me. Its eyes are a hideous white. It’s almost as though the poor man’s soul had been sucked right out of him, leaving him an empty husk. 
 
    More dead soldiers are drawn to our position by the twang and clash of our steel, so I decide to dispatch this thing quickly. When it lunges, I easily spin out of the way. It oversteps and lodges its blade in the soft soil. I spin again, and in one swipe, I lop off its head. 
 
    The creature falls dead at my feet, but my victory is short-lived when I hear growls and beastly snarls coming from behind me. 
 
    I turn to see five more dead warriors approaching, as fast as dead warriors can stagger across tilled ground.  
 
    Once they are within reach, I smile at them, then with a huff, I use the wind rush technique to lunge backward several hundred meters. The creatures seem confused at first. But they quickly catch sight of me further up the hill and restart their advance. 
 
    I turn and walk calmly toward the gates. 
 
    Just as the guards are drawing the gates down, I turn to see Master Kel. He stands before the black knight’s steed with his sword drawn. 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing, master,” I whisper to myself. Then, ducking under the iron teeth of the portcullis, I enter the safety of the walls of Bellera. 
 
    I turn to the first vigil guard I see and tell him, “Fetch the Queen’s mage. We must bind this door with magic if we are to keep the dead army out.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he says, his voice quivering with fear. As he runs off to do my bidding, I turn around in time to see the gate close completely. I sigh with relief, even though I know we’re not entirely out of the woods yet.  
 
    Through the latticed arrow slits of the heavy gate I see the dead army growing in numbers as dozens more exit that terrible black fog. It will only be a matter of minutes before the dead throng are pounding down our front door. 
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    Queen Sabine De Atano and an entire troop of the queen’s guard, all elite female warriors decked out in elegant armor, march into the courtyard. Bellera’s legendary craftsmanship shines on the queen’s guards’ polished breastplates, which have fine Repoussé-style etching depicting Belleran steeds on them. Each breastplate is fitted to its wearer’s individual figure and is made of the finest polished steel—polished until they are as reflective as mirrors.  
 
    Black plumed horse hair adorns their silver helmets, which shimmer in the light. Their armor is accented by the royal blue cloaks draped across their shoulders and backs, which flow elegantly as they march. The silver and blue of the Knights of Bellera act as a stark contrast to the queen’s gold and white armor. 
 
    They march noisily into the courtyard; the sound of the battalion’s greaves and vambraces can be heard clanking. At the same time, the leather of their pteruges rustles across their mostly bare legs. This leather skirt-like armor stops just mid-thigh.  
 
    Marching in formation, they spread out and take position around the perimeter of the square, creating a circle around the queen. I wait for Queen Sabine to make her way across the open square to me, and when she’s practically standing before me I bow reverently and humbly say, “My Queen.” 
 
    Queen Sabine motions for me to rise and I do so. She is tall and beautiful. Her long blonde hair is complemented by her gold-plated armor and her majestic white cloak. Her armor is custom made, and has an open v-cut which reveals Sabine’s sternum and cleavage.  
 
    The contours of the glimmering breastplate conform to Sabine’s feminine figure and enhance her sex appeal. Granted, a well-timed arrow might pierce her through the chest, but I’m certain that Sabine has other, more battle-worthy armor besides this. This armor appears to be ceremonial, as part of her imperial dress, rather than for effectiveness on the battlefield. 
 
    In addition to her striking beauty, Queen Sabine towers over most other women, being roughly six feet tall. Although I would never say it to her face, I find Sabine to be one of the most imposing, attractive, and intelligent women I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing. I can’t help but feel envy toward her. Not as a queen, mind you, but as a woman. 
 
    In Bellera, the title of queen regnant is more of a political title than a claim to any dynasty. We elect our queen. In fact, Bellerans hold that all are created equal in the eyes of the Goddess, and our ancestors did away with monarchy long ago. However, most of the realms in The Twelve Kingdoms continue to abide by hereditary rule and still have reigning kings and queens. 
 
    Standing next to the queen is a slender woman by the name of Zarine of Lillenthal. She’s the queen’s personal mage. Zarine is beautiful too, but in a way that is much more understated. She has medium-length black hair. A slimming black dress with a v-cut down the front reveals her ample cleavage and part of her abdomen, and her skin is the whitest I’ve ever seen. 
 
    The dark outline of Zarine’s kohl eyes are painted in a way that reminds me of a cat, and her gothic fashion sense is a stark contrast to the queen’s golden radiance, but the two complement each other nicely.  
 
    Around their necks they both wear one piece of an interlocking pendant. The queen’s half, which looks like a large crescent moon, shimmers golden, while Zarine’s half, which looks like a small orb, gleams silver. A stripe of jade demarcates the edge where the two pendants meet. When the two halves are put together they form the emblem of Bellera: the mother moon, after the Goddess El Lunaria, and the daughter moon, after her offspring, El Novette. 
 
    It is rumored that Zarine is the queen’s personal lover, and that Queen Sabine had the pendant fashioned as a sign of their undying love for one another. But I’ve never been one to buy into the local gossip. Regardless of what the truth is, the thing nobody can deny is that the women are inseparable. 
 
    “Where is Master Kel?” the queen asks me. 
 
    I nod my chin toward the dell where I left Master Kel to fend for himself. “He’s taking on the dead army single-handedly, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Quick,” Queen Sabine says, raising her finger as if she’s about to make an important point, “I need you to mount a defense of the city.” 
 
    “But,” I say, my voice replete with self-doubt, “I’m afraid I’m no knight. Not yet. I haven’t passed the seven challenges of knighthood.” 
 
    “You are carrying the Moon Blade, are you not?” She glances down at the sword strapped to my hip and then smiles at me warmly. “If Master Kel chose to bestow upon you the blade of the Goddess, I know you have passed his tests, which are far more stringent than any of the traditional challenges. Arianna De Amato, whether you realize it or not, you are now officially a Knight of Bellera.” 
 
    My words escape me. I honestly have no way to express my gratitude, so I give my thanks the only way that seems fitting, with a humble bow. 
 
    Panicked cries ring out and the wall gates begin to rattle fiercely. “The dead have arrived!” shouts a garrison guard. 
 
    “To arms!” the queen shouts. 
 
    Everyone jumps up to take their positions, but instead of rushing off they stand and await my orders. All eyes are one me, and I freeze up. I don’t know where to begin. I’ve never had to lead an army before. Why put so much trust in me? 
 
    The Queen sends me a reassuring glance as if to say you can do this. 
 
    I take a deep breath and try to calm myself. “Right,” I say. Turning toward the soldiers, I give them their orders. “Position yourselves at strategic choke points within the city streets. I need groups of eight guarding each major gateway to ensure that if there is a breach in the wall we can limit the flow of dead entering into the city. If one group becomes overwhelmed it can fall back to the next group and increase defensive strength while continuing to narrow down the path of the advancing army.” 
 
    The group of warriors stand looking at me, a little confused as to why Queen Sabine suddenly put a young woman in charge. “Well,” I growl, “What are you waiting for? We have a battle to win!” 
 
    A roar of confidence erupts and every available man and woman takes their positions—ready to defend their city with their lives. 
 
    Zarine steps forward and waves her fingers about in the air. As she motions with her hands, a gaseous energy begins to emanate from her fingertips. It glows purple, and the more she repeats the incantation the stronger it seems to get. Finally, Zarine screams out, “Bellerathine, efrallel endurium, eb quoratarium, protectus bastillium!” and discharges a wave of purple energy which seems to engulf everyone and everything within the walls. 
 
    Fatigued, Zarine collapses, panting and sweating profusely. I notice the queen inch closer, as if she wants to help, but two other soldiers step in and help Zarine back to her feet. 
 
    “It is done,” Zarine informs us, her voice weak with exhaustion. 
 
    I glance over at the queen, who gives me a nod of understanding, and I turn and run toward the stairwell. Racing up the stairs as fast as my heart races in my chest, I can only think about getting back to Master Kel. 
 
    Reaching the top of the city walls, I run to the section overlooking Master Kel’s last known location. 
 
    Deep, guttural moaning relaying the torment of the dead seeps up from below and I look down to see a mass of decaying bodies, bones protruding from rotting flesh, pawing at the city walls. I estimate at least two hundred, but it could be more. If it weren’t for Zarine’s magic, a purple shimmer of the numinous barrier keeping the monsters at bay, we’d all be done for. 
 
    I look back up and peer across the glade to see Master Kel dispatching one dead warrior after the next. Around him the ground is littered with at least a dozen twice-dead bodies. Having killed the last remaining dead soldier in his vicinity, Master Kel raises his blade and challenges the dark knight on the horse. The face plate of his helmet resembles a fire demon from the depths of the earth, the one dwarf miners tell tales about. Along with curled horns like that of a ram, the face only has a couple of narrow slits for eyes. 
 
    The menacing dark knight climbs off his demonic steed and slowly draws out a mammoth longsword. The sword is at least four feet from tip to pommel, and in the hands of the monster his reach extends to just slightly greater than Master Kel’s total height. This is my first clue as to the dark knight’s true power. No mortal man could wield such an unruly blade. There’s just no way. The only thing which could do that is something supernatural. This, then, is the general of the dead I’ve heard Master Kel talk about. And if memory serves, his name is Ashram. 
 
    Ashram is a fitting name too, as it literally translates to “Death comes” in the old tongue. 
 
    Suddenly I hear Master Kel shout out a warrior’s cry, and see him engage the dark knight Ashram, who stands head and shoulder above Master Kel. Even so, Kel easily deflects the dead general’s blows. But I know that Master Kel can only last for so long. He is mortal, after all. 
 
    Slowly, I close my eyes and, taking in a deep breath, begin to meditate. What I am about to try has never been attempted. I am going to try a wind rush technique across an entire battlefield and then some. 
 
    “No wait!” Zarine calls out from down in the square. “Once you go outside the perimeter of the walls, you will not be able to get back inside. Not until I unbind the magic spell.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that,” I say in a low whisper. 
 
    I take in a another deep breath and then, opening my eyes, I exhale. 
 
    A rush of wind engulfs me and my clothes flap all about me, sounding like a sailing vessel’s sails as the wind tugs at them. A tempest picks me up and carries me over the wall and the army of dead, and I’m whisked clear across the battlefield. 
 
    When I land on the other side, I look up in time to see Ashram slowly pull his blade out of Master Kel’s chest. I’m too late. 
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    My lungs rattle in my chest and I feel as though my heart has shattered into a thousand pieces. “Nooo!” I scream, stretching my hand out toward Master Kel. My voice soars across the distance between me and Master Kel, but it’s too little too late. Ashram doesn’t advance, he doesn’t have to. The blow to Master Kel was a lethal one. There’s nothing anyone can do anymore. Helpless, all I can do is watch on in horror. 
 
    Mast Kel staggers back, gripping his chest with blood-soaked hands, then looks back at me and smiles one last time. The crow’s feet gather around his eyes along with a hundred other wrinkles I’ve grown to know so well. Master Kel has been like a father to me and I can’t bear to lose him.  
 
    I lunge forward, letting the wind carry me the rest of the way, and manifest right beside Master Kel in time to catch him and prevent him from falling face-first into the dirt. 
 
    Ashram raises his sword to strike me down, but before he can do so I raise my sword and release a spiraling wind funnel that blasts into the dark knight’s chest. He leans into the force of the cyclone and growls, thinking he can intimidate me with his power, but it only angers me further. In my rage my power spikes, and the swirling vortex grows exponentially in the power surge. It picks Ashram up and throws him several hundred feet backward, giving me enough time to attend to Master Kel. 
 
    “Master, I have failed you,” I weep. A torrent of tears runs down my cheeks and drips off my chin. A few drops land on Master Kel’s cheek and I wipe them away with my thumb. 
 
    “No, my child,” he whispers. His voice is weak and fading by the second. Mast Kel coughs up some blood, and with crimson stream dribbling down his chin he manages to mutter, “How did you intend to beat me?” 
 
    Blurry-eyed with tears, I push down a torrent of shuddering sobs so I may answer. “I knew that my skill was no match for yours, so I was going to relinquish my blade to you. Once you took it from me, my hope was I’d somehow be able to get you into a choke hold and use my dagger as an incentive to force your surrender. A blade is a blade, after all. And sometimes it’s more about using your wits than a simple matter of skill. I thought that’s what you were trying to teach me these past few months.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Kel says warmly. His eyes beam with admiration as he gazes upon me fondly. Master Kel has taught me since I was four years old. He has been like a father to me. In fact, his admiration is all I’ve ever truly wanted. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whimper again. 
 
    Reaching up, Master Kel touches my face. “My child…” His voice sounds distant even as I hold him in my arms. “You are Valandra’s last hope.” 
 
    Master Kel falls limp in my arms and his eyes suddenly flint then grow vacant under my very watch. It’s as though his soul suddenly expiated from his body. 
 
    I crane my face up toward the heavens and cry out with all the sadness and rage that can escape my lungs in one long, rattling battle cry. But my voice finally gives out and all I can do is sob a deluge of tears which won’t stop no matter how hard I try to fend them off. Somehow I find the strength to force it all back inside me and put a lid on it.  
 
    Gently, I place Master Kel on the grassy meadow, and then I stand and pick up the Moon Blade. By now, Ashram has made it to within thirty feet of me. 
 
    “Ashram, I presume.” 
 
    The great dark knight looks down at Master Kel’s lifeless body from behind two narrow slits in his thorny mask. Although I cannot see his face through the menacing faceplate of his helmet his eyes are glowing red-hot, like iron from the forge. With an intense hate that threatens to consume everything it touches, he shifts his gaze toward me. “And who might I have the honor of killing next?” 
 
    Ashram’s voice is deep and gravelly. It sounds like a mix between the voice of a demon and that of a man. It sounds otherworldly, almost as if there is an echo of a second voice overlaid onto his original voice. It’s the kind of dreadful sound that invokes instant trembling in its victims. But I’m no victim—I stand firm. Even so, I still shudder at the sound of it. 
 
    “I was about to ask you the same thing, Ashram.” 
 
    Ashram bellows with demonic laughter. Then, with an inhuman speed and strength, he lashes out at me. 
 
    I deflect his blow. But just barely. Before I can advance my offense, a second attack immediately follows the first, and the twang of it interrupts the first blow’s ringing before it has ceased in my ears. And then another. And another. Each one faster and more powerful than the last.  
 
    Before I know it, I find myself pushed to the limits of what I can defend against, and it is clear that between the two of us Ashram is the superior warrior. But, almost as if by instinct, I feel the urge to stab the ground. In fact, it’s as though the earth beneath my feet is calling out to the Moon Blade, and, in turn, the blade is being drawn to the Earth’s center somehow.  
 
    Soon enough, the blade seems to take on a life of its own, and a bluish-white vapor begins to emanate from the blade. I find myself acting as if by instinct. 
 
    “So, this is the secret of the Moon Blade,” I mutter in a hushed tone. I take the Moon Blade in both hands and raise it high above my head, then, obeying the will of the sword, I bring it straight down into the ground. Once the blade pierces the soil, to my surprise, I am engulfed in blue flames. 
 
    Ethereal flames leap out in all directions, swirling about me like a raging inferno. Then, revolving about me, a ring of fire forms, and although the flames touch my skin, they are cool to the touch. It seems I am unaffected by the blue fire raging all about me. In fact, strangely, it seems that the blue fire is emanating from me. As though I were the very source of it all. 
 
    Without warning, the blue rings suddenly radiate outward, like ripples expanding from a stone tossed into a lake. Soon enough the halo of blue flame has expanded across the entire battle field, scorching all the wheat and grass in its wake. It engulfs Ashram as well, who looks down at his hands as the blue flames climb up his body and leap off his fingertips. 
 
    Ashram roars in agony as he burns in the blue flames, along with his black armor and cape. Even his midnight black steed standing behind him is not immune to the mystical blue flames and rears up as it turns to ash along with its master. A gentle breeze kicks up and the remaining ash flutters away on the wind until nothings left. 
 
    Ashram and the dead army have vanished. All that remains on the burnt battlefield is Master Kel’s body, unscathed by the blue flames. I rush to where he rests, on a burnt hillside overlooking a charred meadow. 
 
    Suddenly golden rays break through the dark clouds that are quickly dividing. At the same time the dark fog, which brought the hellish army, dissipates. Glancing back toward the city walls, I see the last contingent of the dead army turn to ash and disappear as well. Without their master, they are nothing. 
 
    I sheath my sword and bend down to scoop Master Kel’s lifeless body up into my arms. My tears stream down both cheeks but there is nothing I can do but let them evaporate in the arid wind. Turning back around, I head for the city walls. 
 
    “I’ll avenge you, master.” My voice breaks as I choke on my anger and sorrow. And I promise myself that, no matter what, whoever is behind this remorseless attack will pay. With their life. 
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    Dancing flames cast the hillside and city walls in a blanket of orange light as the dead burn in massive funeral pyres that stretch from one end of the city wall to the other. The deceased are set to flame so that their souls will be free and let ride the winds of Bellera as they return to the great bosom of the Moon Goddess, El Lunaria. 
 
    I grip a bottle of wine in my hand, my third one tonight, and saunter over to Zarine who stands alone off to the side. 
 
    “So are you and the queen, like, an item?” I ask, emboldened by the alcohol. 
 
    She smiles at me. “You mean lovers?” 
 
    “What I want to know,” I say, letting out a uncouth belch, “is are you committed or would a one-night stand be out of the question?” 
 
    Zarine is obviously being patient with me, her crossed arms giving away the fact that she’s not entirely comfortable with my frank line of questioning. But in my state of drunken sorrow, all I care about is finding another distraction to keep me from dealing with Master Kel’s death. And the truth is, I don’t want to have to think about how I failed him. 
 
    “Are you propositioning, Mistress Arianna?” she asks.  
 
    “And if I am?” I say coquettishly. 
 
    Zarine leans in to whisper into my ear and I brush my hair back to better hear the words pass from her delicate lips, which are painted a dark plum shade. 
 
    “Nocturne, el delirium, memorium annihilate,” she whispers. 
 
    It’s a spell to make me fall asleep and forget, but magic doesn’t work on me. It never has. And I can tell by the shocked look on her face that she’s never seen anyone immune to magic before. 
 
    I playfully bop her on the nose with my finger. 
 
    “Nice try.” I smile at her, feeling the blush on my cheeks. Letting my eyes trail down to her petite chest, I become fixated on her cleavage, displayed quite enticingly in the crevice of a posh v-cut dress that practically screams seductress. 
 
    Unable to behave myself, I place my finger on her chest, right between her breasts, and gently pull on the bottom point of the ‘V’ of her dress and try to sneak a peek. “How does this thing stay on?” I tease. 
 
    She swats my hand away and then covers herself with both arms. She shoots me a flushed look of embarrassment. “Ms. Arianna,” she begins, “you’re a very attractive young woman, but I’m afraid…I can’t accept your gracious offer.” 
 
    There was no need for her to be so gods damn polite. It annoys me. A simple “No thank you” would have sufficed. 
 
    I have no interest in playing games and so I cease my advances. I shrug off her rejection of me and then smile and wink at her. With my bottle in my fist, I stagger back toward the city walls. My maudlin mood compels me to roam the city streets for a while, maybe thirty minutes or more, before I finally stumble into a tavern. Once inside, I find a quiet corner, sit down, and kick my feet up onto the small round table. Or is it a stool? I’m too drunk to be sure. 
 
    “What can I get you?” a voice asks. 
 
    Without looking up I reply, “A bottle of your cheapest wine.” 
 
    “Cheapest wine?” the voice asks, confused as to my order. 
 
    “Cheap wine tastes better,” I say. It doesn’t actually. It tastes sweeter since they usually mix rum in to help counteract the tartness. Besides, I can’t afford the expensive stuff anyway. After all, I’ve only been training to be a knight of Bellera. I haven’t even passed the seven challenges of becoming a knight yet, so I don’t have a knight’s stipend. I can’t afford the fancy stuff. 
 
    “Hey, wait…I know you!” the woman chirps. 
 
    Raising my groggy head, I find a pretty barmaid with blonde hair done up in pig-tails staring down at me. “You’re Master Kel’s student. The one everyone has been talking about all day. You’re the one who saved us from the army of the dead.” 
 
    I blink at her vacantly, hoping she’ll just go away and fetch my wine, but she begins talking again. Usually I’d make some scathing comment to get her to bugger off, but I’m too sloshed and emotionally drained to care. So, I just sit there listening to her, pie-eyed and light-headed.  
 
    “I am so grateful to you,” she says. “I have a husband and two kids. If it weren’t for you, well, I don’t know what we would have done!” 
 
    I burp and then hold my empty bottle upside down in front of my face alerting her to the fact that the wine isn’t going to refill itself. 
 
    “Oh, right. Sorry,” she says, and then rushes off to get the cheapest bottle of wine she can find. The cheapest because the coffers I have left on the table aren’t enough to buy another round of wine. 
 
    Before tonight I had only tasted alcohol once before. It was four years ago, on my fifteenth birthday, when Master Kel’s friend, a fancy dwarf, came into town. He went by the name Mr. Gremlin. Or Gromelin. Something like that. Anyway, I don’t remember precisely—my head is a bit cloudy from all the drinks I’ve had.  
 
    At any rate, the dwarf though it would be funny to give me some of the nastiest fire whiskey they could find and then waited to watch my reaction to the terrible, volatile, burning taste. Naturally, I spat it out all over the place and they both bellowed with laughter. I’d never seen Master Kel laugh so hard in my entire life. And never at my expense. 
 
    Gromelin told me that it would put hair on my chest. As you can imagine, as a young woman, I was mortified that it might actually be true. After that I swore off drinking. Until now, that is. 
 
    After today’s events, I thought the best thing for me to do was to try to be someone other than myself for a while. Even if just for an evening. 
 
    I’m fairly certain Master Kel wouldn’t approve and would likely tell me to stop wallowing in self-pity and go do something useful with my time instead, like meditate. But he’s not here now to reprimand me, and that realization is tearing me up inside. 
 
    Luckily for me, the waitress returns with my bottle of wine and sets it down on the table between my legs. 
 
    “Here you go, sweetie,” she chirps jovially. It’s obviously a much nicer vintage of wine than I can afford. Noticing my confusion she leans in, winks at me, and whispers, “It’s on the house. You take care now, you hear?” 
 
    With that she turns and leaves to attend to some new customers who seat themselves on the opposite side of the tavern. I’m glad they keep their distance because I just want to be by myself right now. 
 
    “Okay, so the thing is,” Zarine says, plopping down in the seat across from me, not even giving me a chance to refuse her company, “I kinda need to know how you did it.” 
 
    “Did what?” I ask. 
 
    “The thing with the sword. Defeating the dead army. And how in the seven realms you’re immune to my magic. All of it.” 
 
    I take the open bottle and place it against my mouth, catching a glimpse of my wine-stained lips in the bottle’s reflection. Determined to finish off the whole bottle, I tip my head back as far as it will go and take a long swig. 
 
    The wine is potent, a tart grapey flavor, but I choke it down all the same. I think I prefer the cheap stuff, I say to myself, and I burp again. 
 
    Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand I let out a satisfied sigh and look up at Zarine. She stares at me with an exasperated look on her face, bewildered by my un-lady-like manners. 
 
    “I’ll tell you everything you want to know,” I say with a wry smile, “but first you have to give me something in return.” 
 
    “Like what?” she asks. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say dreamily, staring at her face with a pie-eyed grin. “I’m curious, what would those dark sorceress thoughts of yours suggest?” 
 
    She mulls it over for a moment, then her eyes narrow and she looks over at me with a mischievous grin. “How about a kiss?” Zarine asks. 
 
    “A kiss? What?” I gasp. A little while ago she was fending off my advances. Was she merely playing hard to get? Why the sudden change, I wonder. Of course, she sees right through me. I do feel like kissing her. In fact, now that she mentioned it, it’s all I can think about. All I want is a taste of Zarine’s darkly painted lips. 
 
    I shrug, toss my hair back, and take another long swig of wine. “That’s acceptable,” I say, trying not to slur my words. 
 
    “You won’t chicken out will you?” Zarine asks. 
 
    “I’m no coward,” say drunkenly, wagging my finger in her face. Determined to prove it, I sit up in my chair, trying really hard not to fall out of it. Zarine is beautiful, in a dark, gothic sort of way. 
 
    My eyes settle on her dark purple lips, which almost look black in the dimness of the tavern. Zarine leans in apprehensively. She closes her eyes, cranes her neck forward, and presents her lips to me as an offering. And of course I take the offer. Who wouldn’t? 
 
    Tipsy, I crash into her face with my face, my lips mashing into hers uncomfortably. I suppress a drunken giggle as I fumble to find the right amount of pressure, but then what began as a clumsy kiss becomes a much more sensual and titillating kiss. She resists at first but then settles into it. And as one kiss turns into many, our kisses grow wet and delicious. 
 
    Pulling back, I lick my lips in delight and let out a sigh. “That was—” 
 
    “Surprisingly good,” says Zarine, finishing my sentence for me. She seems almost as shocked as I am to find such a connection exists between us. 
 
    “Really good.” I smile warmly at her. She smiles back. It’s all the confirmation I need. With longing in my eyes, I ask, “So, you want to head to my place or…?” 
 
    Without warning I feel a dizzy spell come over me. My eyes become bleary and the room spins out of control all around me. I try to fight to stay awake, but for some reason I can’t. When it becomes too much for me to bear, I give into the blackness. 
 
    When I awaken, I find myself strapped to a cold table in a dimly lit room. My hands and feet are bound by leather ties and my sword rests clear across the room against the back wall of the chamber. It dawns on me: I’ve been abducted. 
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    Squinting past blurry vision, I scan my surroundings. I’m in a stone chamber with one small stained glass window and a few dozen candles to supply light and a bit of warmth.  
 
    “Hello,” I call out, but there’s no immediate reply. I’m letting my head bob in a wine-induced stupor when, suddenly, a figure steps forth from the darkness. It’s a woman. 
 
    She’s still too fuzzy for me to make out clearly, alerting me to the fact that I’m obviously still rather drunk. The good news, I suppose, is that if I’m still drunk it means it hasn’t been that long since I was taken from the pub. “Where am I?” I ask groggily. 
 
    “Where you are doesn’t matter,” the woman tells me. Of course, I recognize her voice. It’s Zarine. 
 
    “Zarine? Is that you? What’s going on? Why have you tied me up?” Looking at the leather straps which bind my hands to the table, I smile and say, “Is this some kind of kinky foreplay?” 
 
    Her slender face comes into focus, and she stands over me, gazing down at me, but she looks different somehow. Instead of a timid girl fending off my inebriated advances, she’s cold and calm and seems devoid of emotion. “There are more important things to discuss than your sexual proclivities,” she informs me in stately manner devoid of any lingering affection. 
 
    “Of course,” I say. I’m still a little confused as to the details, not to mention the sudden change in mood. First we’re making out like a young couple and next I’m being interrogated in her freaky torture chamber. 
 
    “Answer me this,” she demands. “How in the seven realms did you defeat Ashram and, for that matter, resist my powers?” 
 
    Without thinking, I say in a half-drunken, half doped-up slur, “You drugged me.” 
 
    “Yes. I drugged you. You should never kiss stranger girls in dark taverns without noticing what they slip into your drink. But never mind the how. Let’s talk about why. I’m afraid, it was the only way to get you to sober up. I need you to try and focus. I need you to answer my questions.” 
 
    Feeling dejected I let my head sink. “So, I merely imagined that kiss, then?” 
 
    “No,” Zarine counters, dismissing my own dismissiveness. “The kiss was totally hot.” 
 
    “Right?” I say in agreement, raising my head back up to see her gazing at me with her dark and reflective obsidian eyes. Still puzzled as to why she has me strapped to a table though, I ask, “So, what’s all this about then?” 
 
    “What this is about is how you managed to defeat Ashram and the dead army so easily.” 
 
    “Why is that so important?” I ask her. 
 
    “Why?! I’ll tell you why. My real name is Zarine Xankandi of Koroth—realm of the mages. I belong to an ancient order called The Nightshade. We are the sworn protectors of the seven seals to the Nether realm.” 
 
    “The underworld?” 
 
    “Yes. And someone, or something, has breached our protective barriers and resurrected Ashram. I need to know what we’re dealing with here, and if I’m not mistaken, you’re the first clue in a much bigger puzzle.” 
 
    I stare at her with a blank expression. She sighs out of frustration at my total lack of understanding. 
 
    “So, I’m like a puzzle, and you want to unlock my secrets? That’s the strangest come-on I’ve ever been propositioned with,” I laugh half drunkenly. “But seeing as I’m already tied up,” I add, “do your worst.” 
 
    Zarine smiles at me, grabs my chin with her slender fingers and leans in as if she’s about to kiss me again, but stops short of actually reaching my mouth. With our lips practically brushing one another, I can feel her breath on me as she whispers, “I’m really sorry about this. But I need your blood.” 
 
    “My blood?” I repeat. As the thought settles in, I begin to grow worried. “What do you mean you need my blood?” 
 
    “An ancient evil has reawakened and I intend to put it back in the grave before it destroys all of Valandra. And since you are immune to my magic and the magic of the Nether realm, this makes you an Outlier.” 
 
    “A what?” I ask, completely lost. 
 
    “They say every thousand years an Outlier is born. Someone who exists in complete harmony with our universe. This form of existence makes them immune to the mystic arts. I suspect you are one such individual.” 
 
    I pull on my straps and ask, “So you had to tie me up to tell me all that? Couldn’t you have, I don’t know, just told me?”  
 
    Zarine fetches a goblet from a nearby table then reaches behind her back and pulls out an ‘S’ curved blade. “I’m afraid I had to tie you up because I cannot risk you saying no.” 
 
    I tug hard against my restraints in protest, but they’re too tight. Zarine places the goblet under my forearm and the knife just below my wrist, and then presses the sharp, cold blade to my skin. There’s a sharp twinge as my flesh opens up and I scream out, “You bitch!”  
 
    As my blood trickles out and begins to fill the cup, Zarine informs me, “With the blood of an Outlier, I can create a spell which will help us defeat Ashram.” 
 
    It all comes back to the wraith knight, Ashram. As legend has it, in the last battle against Koroth, the mages used the dark arts to resurrect and army of the dead. And they appointed the recently deceased general Ashram as head of this most terribly army. After his rebirth, however, Ashram’s bloodlust knew no bounds. 
 
    Ashram burned villages to the ground, killed men, women, and children, and resurrected their corpses as to conscript into his dead army. He seemed all but unstoppable. That is, until King Pelos agreed to use the newly fashioned war machines, called Juggernauts, against Koroth. 
 
    Juggernauts were automatons of living armor powered by magic crystals mined in the mountains of Uhruhlin by the dwarves. An entire dwarf caste system, called Machiners, designed and built them. The king’s mages bound the armor to the magic crystals and they took a life of their own. 
 
    What nobody could foresee, however, was that pitting automatons against the dead only led to even greater levels of death and destruction. So much bloodshed for a war that hardly anyone knew the reasons for anymore. After a while it became apparent that the cost of the war and the toll it was taking on the realms was simply too great to sustain. 
 
    Eventually, a truce was called and Koroth, being under siege, agreed to surrender the army of dead if Valandra agreed to retire the Juggernauts. And for a time peace seemed imminent. King Pelos had united all of the realms and brought peace. Even so, Koroth refused to sign the treaty of unity, yet agreed to maintain the truce so long as Valandra ended the trade embargo put on their nation. Pelos, of course, anxious to end Valandra’s great suffering, agreed to the terms. And it seemed the newfound peace would be a lasting one. 
 
    Then the unexpected happened. King Pelos was murdered. His cousin, Lord Volgoron Dathrium, took power. Coincidentally enough, once Dathrium became the King of Valandara, Koroth suddenly agreed to unity. 
 
    Now, three years after the death of King Pelos, the army of the dead has returned. It’s hard to imagine that it’s all just one big coincidence. 
 
    My head bobs up and down, as I start to feel light headed. “I feel a little woozy,” I say, beginning to nod off. 
 
    “Stay with me,” Zarine says. She’s almost done filling the goblet with my blood. When she sees me nodding off she slaps me hard across the right cheek. 
 
    “Ow!” I say as everything coming into sharp focus along with the pain. “What was that for?” 
 
    “I need you to stay awake,” Zarine says. Finally, she finishes with the cup. Then, after placing it on the table, she grabs some ointment and bandages that she had prepared and then begins to treat my wound. 
 
    After applying the ointment, she wraps the cotton bandage around my wound and ties it off. 
 
    Before she finishes patching me up, I let my head fall limp between my shoulders and feign losing consciousness. When Zarine leans to check on me, without warning, a staggering gush of wind crashes into us both. 
 
    “What in the world…?” Zarine says, looking down at her wrists. In the blink of an eye we have switched places and now it is Zarine who is strapped to the table, not I. 
 
    Dismayed, she struggles against the restraints and asks, “But how is this possible? What sort of magic is this?” 
 
    “It’s no magic,” I answer, my words slurring. Unable to stand upright, I attempt to balance myself and catch my bearings. Confident I’ve got myself under control, I walk briskly across the room and pick up my sword which is leaning against the wall. I’ve never used the wind rush technique while drunk before. It’s made me far dizzier than expected. 
 
    “Who are you?” Zarine asks, still in disbelief as to how I could pull a fast one on her. 
 
    “So, you want to know how I defeated Ashram, right?” 
 
    “More than anything,” she hisses, grinning at me like the snake she is. 
 
    One minute I’m standing at the back of the room, then in a gush of wind, I’m suddenly standing before Zarine, my hand clutching her throat. 
 
    With her back pinned against the wall, her hand bound like mine were, I squeeze her neck tight—giving her a good scare—and answer her with my most ferocious snarl. “Let me show you.” 
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    Rushing wind engulfs Zarine and me, and our hair gets caught up in the sudden gale and whips about in every direction. I unfasten her restraints as a vortex forms around us. In due course, the swirling wind grows so forceful that it picks us off the ground and transports us out of her chamber. 
 
    We fly up a flight of stairs, gliding on the air as a leaf would, and then head through a long corridor and out an open window. I hold tight to Zarine, who looks both terrified and thrilled all at the same time, and we soar across the rooftops until we alight on the platform of the bell tower halfway across the town. 
 
    Once we’re safely atop the belfry, I set Zarine down, place my hands on my knees and try to catch my breath. 
 
    Zarine walks over to the railing of the bell tower and looks down at the cityscape. “You wield great magic,” she says in amazement. 
 
    “It’s not magic,” I wheeze, trying to catch my breath. “It’s an ancient technique known only to those who know The Songs of Wind. Wind Whisperers, as we’re called, learn to use zephyrs as one of our fighting techniques. Master Kel trained me in the way of wind techniques, both offensive and defensive.” 
 
    I hear myself say his name aloud and suddenly yesterday’s events come rushing back to me. Master Kel’s death replays in my mind and I feel like falling apart all over again. I turn my head away from Zarine and wipe a single tear from my cheek. I try my best to hold back the tears as I don’t want to look weak in front of Zarine. Especially since I know she’s the type that would steal my very soul if given the chance. 
 
    “Amazing,” Zarine says, looking at me affectionately. She brushes her hair back behind her ear and bites her bottom lip. “I feel that, maybe, I underestimated you, Arianna De Amato. I’m sure my order would find good use of your abilities. As such, I have a proposition for you.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I ask. I’ll give her this much, she has a lot of gall. But I’m curious as to exactly what she has in mind, so I let her talk. 
 
    “Join me,” she says. Zarine extends her hand toward me and beckons me to take it. “Join me and together we will defeat this growing evil!” 
 
    I stroll up to her, swiveling my hips as seductively as I can manage, pretending to be excited by the prospect of teaming up with her. Once we’re face to face, I look into her black eyes, darker than a starless night, and reach up and caress her cheek with the back of my fingers. Her skin is smooth and soft. “Go on,” I say in a sensual whisper. “I’m listening.” 
 
    Zarine leans in, her lips practically brushing against mine as she speaks. “I want you,” she teases, “by my side. With my magic and your skills, nothing would be able to stand in our way.” 
 
    “Our way?” I ask, running my finger down Zarine’s neck, down the center of her clavicle, and then to her sternum. I let my fingers fall between the v-cut in her skin-tight dress till they rest between her dainty breasts.  
 
    She whispers excitedly to me. “Yes! Just imagine it. We save Valandra together. We will be worshipped as goddesses of the north!” 
 
    Having patiently listened to her delusions of grandeur, I smile politely and then abruptly shove her over the edge of the railing. 
 
    Zarine screams frantically as she topples over the railing of the bell tower and plunges helplessly toward the rocky ground bellow. 
 
    I rub the bandages over my wrist, and think to myself that it would serve her well to learn not to assault a barbarian girl of the north, and just let her flatten against the cobblestone street. However, with the queen still in the dark about Zarine’s deceitful nature, I’m guessing she’d probably resent the fact I killed her lover.  
 
    Satisfied that Zarine has received the gist of my message loud and clear, I call upon the wind rush technique and throw myself over the railing. Riding on a zephyr I rush downward, the grounding racing frantically up toward me. 
 
    I catch up to Zarine mid-plummet and take her in my arms. Safe, I kick my feet downward and, in a prevailing discharge of wind, we catch on the wind, like a fluttering leaf, and float safely back down to the ground. As I hold her in my arms I can feel her heart racing frantically inside her chest. 
 
    “Put me down,” Zarine demands, her voice quivering with the rush of fear. She pushes me away and I let her have her space and time to process everything that just happened. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to let you die. I’m not like you.” I want to rub it in a little bit that I’m better than her. 
 
    “Not like me? What’s that supposed to mean?” Zarine snaps, shooting me her coldest glare. 
 
    “I’m not a two-faced witch. Is that clear enough for you, Zee?” 
 
    “Very mature,” she says, her voice like icy daggers. “And don’t call me Zee. I hate that nickname.” 
 
    Suddenly the sound of footsteps catches our ears and we turn to see the Queen’s guard march into the open courtyard in front of the cathedral. Obviously, Zarine’s screams alerted everyone in the city that danger was a foot. 
 
    The blue-and-silver-clad female legion of guards surround us and train their spears on us.  
 
    Within moments Queen Sabine appears in a flash of white and gold armor and marches urgently toward us. “Zarine? Arianna?” She calls out in confusion. “What’s the meaning of all this?” 
 
    Zarine points at me accusingly. “She attacked me!” 
 
    Sabine glares at me. “Is this true?” 
 
    “She attacked me first,” I say in my defense, holding up my bandaged forearm as proof. 
 
    Zarine shoots me an irritated look. 
 
    “What?” the queen asks. She turns to Zarine. “What is she talking about?” 
 
    “It’s um…It’s…” Zarine stammers. “Why am I the guilty one here?” 
 
    “Nobody said you’re guilty of anything,” Sabine says. “Just tell me what’s going on here.” 
 
    “Yes, do tell.” I grin at Zarine who scowls back at me. 
 
    “Fine,” she sneers. “I needed her blood for casting a powerful spell.” 
 
    “All right.” Queen Sabine seems to believe her story, but then she turns to me. “And did she ask your permission before taking a sample from you?” 
 
    “No,” I reply. “She abducted me and strapped me to the table and then cut into me like some kind of mad-person.” 
 
    At this juncture Zarine starts sobbing uncontrollably. Her tears come streaming down, and I will say this much, her little performance is quite convincing. 
 
    Unexpectedly, I start laughing. Zarine’s story is just so wild, so ridiculous, that I can’t help myself. I laugh till the tears start leaking from the corners of my eyes and then I take a deep breath. 
 
    “Does her anguish amuse you, sister?” the queen asks crossly. 
 
    “Yes,” I say wiping my eyes. “I really wish we could let Zarine continue on with her little act. It’s…so very entertaining.” 
 
    Unable to hold back a second fit of giggles, I burst out laughing even more. Obviously, my inebriation hasn’t completely worn off, for I’m sure under normal circumstances I’d be fuming. But for some reason the absurdity of it all, Zarine’s ludicrous act, the fact that she has pulled the wool over everyone’s eyes including the queen’s, it all just hits me in such a way that I can’t stop laughing. 
 
    Queen Sabine looks at me as though I’ve lost my mind and even Zarine begins to look worried when I can barely contain myself. 
 
    Sabine says, “Alright then, what’s your account of the story, Arianna?” 
 
    “I had too much to drink and I sort of, well, came on to Zarine,” I begin. I wink at Zarine who simply bats her eyes and turns her face away. “And,” I add guiltily, “we kissed.” 
 
    “You two kissed?” Sabine responds in a surprised tone. “Is this true, Zarine?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replies in a remorseful tone. 
 
    “Is that all?” Sabine asks, her hardened gaze drilling into Zarine reprovingly. 
 
    “I swear by the Goddess of the night sky that’s all we did! Nothing more.” Zarine cries, squeezing out a few more tears out for good measure.  
 
    “I pretty sure my drink was drugged,” I add. “The next thing I knew I was tied up, Zarine hovering over me with a knife. As you can imagine, I wasn’t about to wait around to see what happened next, so I took action.” 
 
    Queen Sabine glances at Zarine accusingly. 
 
    “These are the delusions of an inebriated, emotionally unstable girl,” Zarine sneers. 
 
    “Maybe so,” Queen Sabine snaps. “But that gives you no right to assault an innocent girl.” Then she turns and walks back toward the palace. As she leaves, she says, “Guards, arrest her!” 
 
    Suddenly all the spears are trained Zarine.  
 
    “What?!” Zarine gasps in total dismay. “You’re seriously going to arrest me?” 
 
    Sabine stops in her tracks and, without turning around, clears up any confusion. “I’m afraid an attack on a Sister of Bellera is the same as an attack on the queen. And as much as it pains me to do this, I have no choice in the matter. The law is quite clear. Zarine Xakandi, you are under arrest for the assault of Arianna De Amato.” 
 
    “And as much as it pains me,” Zarine fires back, “I have more important things to do than sit around rotting in a prison cell.” Zarine locks her hands together, extends both pointer fingers upward, and brings them to her lips. “Enchantium, expedium, etractus, el Koroth!” 
 
    Suddenly a blast of green energy surges out of Zarine, knocking down all the guards and Queen Sabine. I’m the only one left unaffected by the blast of radiant energy. Zarine looks at me and shares with me her most devilish grin. 
 
    At the same time, her eyes light up like green flames and a ball of purple energy wraps itself around her. There is a crackling sound, like electricity, followed by a thunderous boom and in the next instant, she’s gone. All that’s left is a smoldering crater about a foot deep where she was last standing. 
 
    Queen Sabine rises and I reach over to help her back onto her feet. Once she’s up, she dusts herself off, takes in a deep breath, and then looks at me with remorseful eyes. “I owe you a well-deserved apology.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I deserve it,” I reply. “After all, I did hit on your girlfriend. I think, maybe, I’m the one who owes you an apology.” 
 
    Sabine looks away. “Zarine is an enchantress. In more ways than one. I guess I’ve been under her spell for so long that I didn’t see what was going on right under my nose.” 
 
    “So you don’t hate me?” I ask. 
 
    “Not at all. I know Zarine well enough,” Sabine says shooting me a wry grin. “If you hadn’t made the first move, I’m certain she would have. She took advantage of you when you were vulnerable and laid out a cunning trap to seduce and abduct you. That’s not your fault.” 
 
    I smile. I don’t know what to say. It’s not every day the Queen of Bellera forgives you for hitting on her girlfriend.  
 
    I take Queen Sabine’s hand in mine and kiss the back of it gently and pay my thanks with a bow. Looking back up at Sabine’s majestic face, I try to guess what she might be thinking as she stares back at me with her crystal blue eyes, but she’s hard to get a read on. She definitely knows how to mask her emotions. 
 
    I take my place beside my queen and accompany Sabine up the street. We walk toward the palace, our sisters, the royal guard, shuffling silently behind us. 
 
    “Zarine was going on about some kind of imminent evil,” I inform my queen. 
 
    “I know,” Sabine responds. “She has been talking non-stop about some ancient prophecy regarding the coming of the Dark One for weeks now. I never expected her to abduct and assault anyone though.” 
 
    “She said my blood was special somehow,” I say, rubbing my thumb gently across the bandage. 
 
    The queen pauses in her tracks and looks directly at me. “Does it hurt much?” 
 
    “It itches a bit,” I respond. “Nothing to worry about.” After a few moments’ pause, I ask, “Were you really going to throw your love in prison?” 
 
    “Would you prefer I bend her over my knee and spank her?” 
 
    We look at each other and then laugh. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I tease. “Somehow I get the feeling she might like that.” 
 
    “The law is the law,” the queen replies. “And the law demands Zarine either spend six months in jail or receive fifty lashes and one week in the prison. But if you desire leniency, I have no objections.” 
 
    “I guess,” I say. “Maybe just give her ten lashes and confine her to her room for a month.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Sabine says. “And thank you,” she adds, to my surprise. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For considering my feelings in this matter.” 
 
    We begin walking up the narrow street again, and head past some shops. One of them is a flower shop and the sweet scent of fresh flowers fills the air. Some passersby bow reverently as we pass them on the street. 
 
    “So what now?” I ask, breaking the lingering silence with what seems to be an unavoidable question. 
 
    By the contemplative expression on Sabine’s face, she’s grappling with the very same question. 
 
    After a moment’s thought, Sabine says in all sincerity, “I need you to do me a favor.” 
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    My head feels groggy and my feet leaden. I have hardly slept a wink and my entire body aches. It feels as though I’ve been through a wringer. All I want to do is lie down to rest, but the queen awaits my reply, so I take a reverent bow and give her my answer. “Anything you ask, Mistress. As a Knight of Bellera, I am yours to command.” 
 
    The queen waves off her troop of guards, all but for the two imperial guards who trail us from a safe distance. Just out of earshot, but still close enough to rush to the queen’s defense if need be. 
 
    As we head down the somber city streets, we turn away from the palace and take a detour. Suddenly we’re heading toward the front gates of the city. Walking side by side with Queen Sabine, I notice that many windows are aglow with lanterns of the farmers and bakers rising early to get an eager head start on today’s labors. 
 
    Along the road are a series of oil lamps meant to increase the warmth of the city as well as help to ensure a traveler’s safety. Queen Sabine issued the decree two years ago that Bellera would have the safest streets in all of Valandra, and she’s been true to her word.  
 
    Not only do oil lamps line the streets every several meters, but all night after the gloaming hour armed patrols walk regular rounds through every part of the city. The fact that the Queen’s guard are all women makes it feel all the safer, somehow. A woman soldier, after all, won’t likely drag you into an ally to have her way with you while the others stand by and watch. In fact, the sheer loyalty, fierceness, and willpower of the queen’s guard is legendary throughout all of Valandra. 
 
    “A month ago,” the queen begins, breaking the silence that has settled all around us, “Master Kel received a message from one Rikkard Durante, of Algoroth. He requested his daughter, Lisette, be taken on as Master Kel’s new pupil.” 
 
    “I hadn’t heard anything of this,” I say. I’m genuine surprised, especially since it wasn’t like Master Kel to keep secrets. Not from me. 
 
    Stopping in the middle of the road, Sabine turns to me and places both hands on my shoulders. Looking directly into my eyes, she adds, “Kel Oren thought of you as the daughter he never had. I’ve never seen him prouder of anyone than he was of you.” 
 
    A sudden wave of latent sorrow ripples through me and a tear drips down my cheek. I wipe the tear away and then clear the frog out of my throat. “What is it you’d have me do, Mistress Sabine?” 
 
    “Take Lisette on as your pupil,” she tells me. I nod, as it is agreeable. After all, once one becomes a sword Master, unless it’s a time of war, one is expected to take on a pupil. “In light of Master Kel’s unfortunate death, it only seems right,” she says. 
 
    “As you wish, my queen.” 
 
    “It’s settled, then.” Sabine smiles affectionately at me, then continues issuing her instructions. “Make haste to Igthia. Three days from now you are to meet with Lisette at the port. She’ll be arriving on one of her father’s trading vessels from Darksmane. Once you’ve located her, the both of you are to head to the sea-side brothel and find a woman there. A courtesan by the name of Bethriel. She’s one of my top spies. But her communications ceased a fortnight ago. I need you to locate her and secure the information she has. Information vital to the security of the twelve realms. Once you obtain that, she’ll tell you what to do next.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I answer, timidly. I’m still a bit uncertain about all of this. A few days ago I was just a knight in training. Now, suddenly, I’m being sent on a mission vital to the safety of the realm. It’s all a little overwhelming. But what else could I have said? The queen obviously trusts me to fulfill this task, and I feel I owe her at least this much. 
 
    By the time we finish talking, we’re already at the city gates. I look out at the smoldering funeral pyres. The monks are already beginning to collect the ashes and gather them into urns. The urns will be placed in the sacred mausoleum that sits upon Bellera’s northernmost bluff, the white cliffs of Sangorine, which overlook the northern sea. Looking past the pyres, I see the bluing of the sky. Although it’s still dark, the sun will be up any minute now. 
 
    One of the Queen’s guards leads a tan horse to me by its reins. When the horse arrives, Sabine pats its side and says, “This was Master Kel’s horse, Merrium. Never was there a more loyal steed than this one. She belongs to you now.” 
 
    I raise my hand and let Merrium sniff and nibble at me. It’s our usual way of greeting one another. “We’re well acquainted,” I tell the queen as I stroke Merrium’s neck. “Isn’t that right, girl?”  
 
    Sabine reaches into the v-cut opening of her armor. Squeezing her hand between her breasts, she fishes out a satchel of coins. Looking back up she catches the utter look of shock on my face. That a queen would stash a personal supply of coins in such a place is downright scandalous. 
 
    “Well, there’s not really anyplace else to keep it,” she informs me in a slightly defensive tone. 
 
    Throwing up my hands in a defensive posture, I laugh. “I’m not judging.” 
 
    She squints at me suspiciously, a half-smile curled onto her lips, and hands me the satchel. I gladly accept it and try to find a place for it. First I fiddle with my belt strap, then, when that doesn’t work, I search for a pocket, but, alas, there’s only one place to put it. Letting out a loud sigh, I tug at my shirt collar and then push the satchel down between my own breasts. 
 
    Amused, Queen Sabine chortles and, with one eyebrow raised, gives me a look that says See, I told you so. 
 
    I shrug, as if to say it can’t be helped, and take Merrium’s reins from the guard. Just then the first rays of light pierce the horizon and bathe us in golden hues. Sabine looks quite stunning, with her golden hair and armor glowing in the dawn’s early morning light. 
 
    When I turn to leave, Sabine calls out to me. “Be safe, Mistress Arianna.” 
 
    I smile at her from over my shoulder, then, returning to my mission, I lead Merrium toward the road which will take us to Valandra.  
 
    Once I’m safely over the draw bridge, I climb onto Merrium and swing my leg across her back. Settling into the saddle, I fit my feet into the stirrups, and then, giving Merrium a swift kick in her side, I holler, “Hee’yah!” 
 
    Merrium jolts forward and, her hoofs finding traction, she kicks up a plume of dust as we set off for Igthia. 
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    The sun is glowing white hot above the port town of Igthia when I arrive on the back of my Merrium. As we pass through the city gates, I find a town paddock near the entrance with a watering spot for horses and place Merrium inside the fenced-off area. There are fresh bales of hay for her and water enough for her to drink to her heart’s content. “Stay here,” I say, petting her side. Merrium nickers and huffs air, as if she’s understood and given me her reply. I smile and then head toward the town square. 
 
    When I enter the market at the center of Igthia, there is a chatter and bustle I am not accustomed to. Unlike the rolling hills and rustic villages of Bellera, Igthia is a sprawling port town which sponsors all kinds of trade and industry. Actually, in the days of old, while the city of Valandra grew great in prominence, Igthia grew rich from trade. Proving to be mutually beneficial to one another, the two cities thrived off one another for a hundred years, both expanding beyond their original borders and eventually meeting in the lush valley in between. 
 
    Here, in the great valley, a new great city formed from the smaller two and became what most people now refer to as Valandra’s Eden, or in the tongue of the locals, Valandra Edorium. Of course, Valandra Edorium is broken into three districts called Valandra Prime, Valandra Arcane, and Valandra Ightium. 
 
    Even as Valandra Igthium is the new name for Igthia now, I, like most people, still refer to the port town by its old name while we are here. As Master Kel once taught me, we tell the stories of our ancestors because it is, in the act of remembering itself, how we show respect and honor the heritage of our peoples. I suppose the same can be said for using old names. As long as we can at least remember the old ways, the new ways won’t be such a threat. The new world only becomes dangerous when you forget your past, forget where you came from, and walk blindly—recklessly—into the unknown without the experiences of your ancestors to help guide you. 
 
    I turn toward the north and look up at the gentle gradient of stucco houses and red tile rooftops that stretch all the way to the twin spires of the palace. Even from this far away the distant gleaming towers of the palace inspire hope. 
 
    “Look out, miss! Look out!” a man cries out. 
 
    I barely have time to step out of the way of a fisherman who’s in so much of a rush that we almost collide. 
 
    I narrowly duck under one of the two crab baskets he’s carrying across his back as he heads up the road. The middle of the street is no place for sightseeing, I tell myself. 
 
    Once the coast is clear again, I turn back head back to the marketplace and toward the fountain at the town center. 
 
    Standing atop the fountain is a statue of the Goddess Eleth of Yulandra and Prince Thavian of Igthia in a romantic embrace. 
 
    As legend has it, Prince Thavian was betrothed to the Goddess of the Evening Sky by the Arch Goddess El Lunaria. Lunaria, in a bid to bring peace to the world of men, decided to wed her first daughter, El Novette, to a mortal, Prince Thavian. After marrying her prince, El Novette took the mortal name Eleth. 
 
    Although I believe in the Seven Goddesses, I do not believe that this particular story has any merit. But in Igthia, it is one of their most cherished beliefs. Even so, I put my hands together and pay my respects to the goddess, and then continue on my way to meet Lisette down by the pier. 
 
    On my way, I peruse the shops nearest to the fountain, I can hear the seagulls calls from all the way down by the docks and clear across the marketplace. The sellers seem to have anything a person could ever want. Everything from beaded jewelry, to spices, to medicinal herbs, to cloth and clothing, to foods of all kinds. There are even crunchy, fried mini-crabs to snack on. A popular delicacy among the locals. 
 
    Scanning the crowd, I look for a young girl wearing a white shawl and a blue orchid brooch. But no such girl exists among the many faces of the bustling marketplace. She’s late. I can’t help but worry for her safety, so I decide to head down to the docks and ask around. Maybe someone has seen her, or knows when her ship will be coming in. 
 
    Making haste, I head down to the docks and ask a couple of sailors if they know of any ships arriving from Darksmane. They inform me that the only scheduled ship arrived two hours ago, and there’s not to be another one till next week. 
 
    I thank them for their time and let them go about their business. It seems if Lisette was on any vessel, that would be the one. But if she’s here, why didn’t she meet me at the rendezvous point? 
 
    Perhaps, I think, she has wandered off to get some shopping in before our meeting and simply lost track of time. Assuming that must be the case, I walk back up the street to the bustling market and find a nice patch of shade under a fig vendor’s awning made of burlap to rest under. 
 
    A seagull lands on the corner of the fig seller’s table and begins pecking at some figs. When the seller, a burly man with a dark beard and wearing a white apron, sees the intruder he swats at it with a stick. It flies away amid a flurry of curses lobbed at it, ones which I dare not repeat, and I catch myself inadvertently grinning as I imagine that this little routine of theirs is part of a daily ritual. After all, the vendor has a special stick at the ready for just such an occasion. 
 
    The fig seller defends his post nobly and the feathery thief manages to get away with only a dappling of fig on his beak. I like to imagine that on other days the seagull is, perhaps, luckier than it was today. Even birds must eat, Master Kel would always tell me. Master Kel was always fond of feeding the birds. 
 
    “You there, girl,” a deep voice grumbles from behind me. “You gonna buy some figs or just stand around gawking like a pedestrian?” 
 
    Realizing I’ve outstayed my welcome, I nod graciously, then cinch my belt and sash, securing my sword tightly to my waist, and head off to find the brothel that Queen Sabine told me about.  
 
    As I weave through the crowd, passing the local merchants, peasant women shopping for their families, and a few of The King’s Guard, who are policing the streets, I contemplate asking them whether they’ve seen a young woman fitting Lisette’s description. But seeing how it’s early yet, I figure I’ll give her another couple of hours before I panic.  
 
    In the interim, I feel it will serve my time better if I seek out Bethriel. 
 
    After heading several blocks in a southeasterly direction, I make my way to the end of the market, which opens out onto the cove. Fishermen are unloading their catches and sailing vessels loiter about, anchored in the bay. The smell of seawater and fresh fish fills the air and I stretch my arms over my head and take in a deep breath.  
 
    The sound of the waves lapping at the shore, the distant call of the gulls, and the busywork of the fishermen all blend together into one song of life upon the high seas. 
 
    I turn the corner and follow the street which runs past the iron welders, the machiners, and the blacksmiths to where it finally comes to a T-junction. Coming to the end of the street, I peek around the corner just in time to find the local brothel. It’s a three-story, peach-colored stucco apartment complex with slatted window shutters which are painted black. In one of the upper windows I see a woman changing. It doesn’t seem to bother her in the least that the people in the streets can see her; in fact, it appears to be deliberate. A type of advertisement for the sorts of delights you’ll find inside this flesh-colored palace. 
 
    “By the Goddess.” I gasp in dismay as I watch the woman in the window slip off her brassiere and expose her bare breasts to the entire world. My cheeks flush and I divert my gaze. I don’t want to face the embarrassment of getting caught watching that woman. A couple of sailors nearby can’t seem to help themselves, however, and let out a whistle. 
 
    The woman in the window pulls out a folded fan and flips it open. Resting her rump on the windowsill, she stretches her back against the wooden frame and begins fanning her chest as though she’s overheated. The two sailors look at one another, then wrapping their arms around each other’s necks they stroll into the brothel. Soon enough one of the men appears in the window, grabs the woman by her waist, and pulls her inside. I can make out the faint sound of giggling followed by the immediate sounds of carnal moaning. 
 
    As I work up the courage to go inside, I can’t help but feel I’d much rather be in the rolling hills of Bellera practicing with my blade as the warm summer wind rushes through my clothes and hair. Even so, I must find Bethriel, and so I reluctantly head to the brothel’s entrance. 
 
    I pace back and forth nervously in the hope of giving myself enough time to build up the nerve to go inside. But no amount of pacing helps and I contemplate going back to the market to see if Lisette has arrived. 
 
    Before I can make up my mind, a voice speaks to me in a thick Gaul accent. “You gonna go inside, chérie? Or just pace about like a wee nervous virgin too timid to give up her precious flower?” 
 
    I turn to see the smug grin of a tall, dark-haired Gaul. He’s leaning against the brothel wall as if it were his second home. By the athletic build of his body and the stubble on his face, I peg him at twenty or twenty-one years of age. 
 
    I scowl at him and snarl, “What I do with my time is none of your business.” 
 
    Ignoring my chastising, he continues to fiddle with a slip of paper and a wad of tobacco as he rolls himself a cigarette. When his eyes lock on mine he winks and I feel my blood begin to boil. 
 
    “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me,” he informs me, ignoring my prior protest. “You have a good time in there, chérie.” 
 
    With a flash of rage I draw my blade, spin around, and pin the fool to the wall with my sword. 
 
    With the smartass immobilized, I press the sharp edge of the blade firmly to his neck. I glare at him. I want him to know that he messed with the wrong girl. 
 
    “If I hear anything less than a courteous ‘yes’ or ‘no’ come out of your mouth, I’ll cut out your tongue and feed it to the gulls. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “I meant no disrespect,” he says without thinking.  
 
    I press on the blade even harder and draw just a trace of blood. 
 
    “I mean, yes. Yes!” he squeals. Distressed, he shakes in his boots. 
 
    “Good. Now that we’re on the same page,” I say, keeping the blade to his throat for added incentive, “I’d really rather not go inside a brothel in midafternoon. So, here’s what we’re going to do instead. You’re going to go in for me. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes,” he acquiesces. Not that he has much of a choice in the matter. 
 
    I squint my eyes at him, making sure he’s reading me clearly, and answer, “Good.” 
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    The Gaul’s back is pinned against the wall with my blade to his throat. He stares at me with large panic-stricken eyes. Slowly he raises his hand as if he were a schoolboy needing desperately to ask the school master if it would be all right to use the bathroom. He looks at me with a face that can hardly conceal his burning question. 
 
    “What is it?” I snap. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking,” he inquires, hesitantly, rubbing his finger along the marble-like swirls that are pressed into the blue steel of my blade, “who exactly shall I find for you?” 
 
    “A woman,” I respond. 
 
    “Yes, well, that’s a given,” the Gaul says with a smile. “This is a brothel, after all.” 
 
    “No!” I gasp in horror. “It’s nothing like that. I’m supposed to meet someone. A courtesan by the name of Bethriel.” 
 
    “Ah,” the Gaul says, scratching the stubble on his chin. 
 
    “Do you know her?” I ask excitedly. 
 
    “No,” he replies, dashing all my hopes. “It’s just that most courtesans fetch a pretty penny. They’re not your typical coquette, after all.” 
 
    “We’ve been over this,” I growl. “I’m not here to mess around with some skeevy woman. I need to find somebody. Actually, two somebodies, but that’s neither here nor there. So can you help me or not?” 
 
    “No problem,” he says with a sheepish grin. “I was about to head inside anyway.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I say, and shove the man out of my way with my hand. I watch as he makes his way toward the brothel. Before entering, he turns around as asks, “If I find this Bethriel, what should I tell her?” 
 
    “Just tell her Arianna De Amato needs to speak with her and that I won’t take up to much of her time.” 
 
    “Right,” he replies, then disappears into the entrance. 
 
    After a quarter of an hour, the Gaul returns. He looks flustered. “What’s wrong?” I inquire. 
 
    “Nothing,” he says. Fetching a handkerchief from his back pocket, he proceeds to wipe the sweat from his brow. 
 
    “Why are you so worked up then?” I ask again, pushing him to come out with it. 
 
    He looks at me and smiles at me with his big pearly white grin. “Well, it is a whorehouse, after all,” he informs me. 
 
    “Goddess!” I scream. “Is that the only thing you men can think of?!” 
 
    “What?” he asks, sounding rather offended. “There’s nothing wrong with laying with a beautiful woman.” 
 
    “But…you were supposed to find Bethriel!” 
 
    “I’m sorry to say,” he replies, tucking his handkerchief back into his pocket, “she wasn’t available.” 
 
    “And…?” I say, pushing him to divulge everything he learned while inside. 
 
    “And something about some noble suitors. The palace. You know, it was all kind of hard to make out all her words between her screams of ecstasy.” 
 
    “First off, I didn’t need to know that. Secondly, did she say anything important? Some little detail, no matter how trivial?” I ask, desperate for more answers. 
 
    “Chérie,” he says, smiling at me, “I wouldn’t worry. If she’s in the palace, she’s being taken care of.” He winks at me to ensure I know what ‘being taken care of’ refers to in this context. I merely glower at him. 
 
    “That wasn’t my question,” I say, growing terse. 
 
    “No, nothing.” He responds. 
 
    Reaching down into my shirt I pluck out the coin purse that Queen Sabine gave to me, to the pleasant surprise of the Gaul, who stares at me with an engrossed gaze, and count out some coins. “How much?” I ask. 
 
    “How much for what?” he asks. 
 
    “For helping me out.” 
 
    “My apologies chérie,” he informs me, “but I don’t sleep with virgins.” 
 
    “What? Ew, gross. No! Just…ew. I’m not propositioning you, you self-absorbed, mouth-breathing brute!” I practically scream it in his face.  
 
    “Ah, I see,” he replies, one eyebrow raised as he looks at me suspiciously. “You’re into women.” 
 
    “No!” I say, still talking about the misunderstanding. “I mean, yes. I like women. But that’s beside the point. Wait…what makes you think I’m a virgin?” 
 
    “Because you’re standing out here when you could be in there,” he says nodding at the brothel behind him. “And anyone who is familiar with the pleasures a woman has to offer wouldn’t be standing out here talking with me,” he responds with a suave grin that I’d like nothing better than to knock off his smug face. 
 
    “Never mind about my personal sex life. That’s none of your gods damn business,” I fire back, jamming my pointer finger in his chest. 
 
    “I meant no disrespect,” he says. 
 
    I glare at him for a few seconds to let him know any further line of inquiry into my personal life will be met with my fist embedding itself in his face. He seems to catch the hint and changes the subject. “You were saying something about a payment?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” I inform him. “I’m willing to pay you handsomely for your help in tracking Bethriel down.” 
 
    “What would you have me do?” he asks. 
 
    “For now, just stay here in case she returns. That way, you can inform her that I’m looking for her. Then, just keep her preoccupied till I get back.” 
 
    “That, I can do,” he says with a mischievous grin. I just ignore him. 
 
    “In the meantime, I’ll head to the palace and try to trace her last footsteps. With any luck, I’ll locate her before dark. If I return without her and she’s still not here, I’ll expect you to assist me in locating her.” I count out eight bits and give it to him. “Here’s a week’s worth of pay, it ought to be enough to cover your troubles.” 
 
    He gladly receives the payment and tucks the coins into a breast pocket of his fancy vest, and then pats the pocket as though he’s securing his treasure. 
 
    I place the remaining coins back into their secure location, inside my tightly pressed cleavage, which I have to handle quite roughly to get the coin purse to stay. The Gaul merely watches with a bemused expression on his face as I play with my breasts to get everything properly situated. When I shoot him an annoyed look he stops staring at my chest and finally makes eye contact. Having been paid, he offers his further assistance. “Is there anything else I can help you with, chérie?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, yes. You haven’t seen a young girl wearing a blue dress with a white shawl by any chance, have you? She’s about my height, eighteen years old, and goes by the name Lisette.” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” he says, his eyes trailing back down to my chest. “My memory isn’t what it used to be, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groan. “I just paid you!” 
 
    “Yes,” he responds. “You paid me to help you find Bethriel, not help you find Lisette. Lisette is a separate person. Therefore, I require a separate payment.” 
 
    “Figures,” I mutter under my breath. Just my luck, I think. It had to be this conceited, full-of-himself, womanizing buffoon that I’m left no choice but to rely on. “Fine,” I say, seeing no way around it but to perhaps bash his stupid pretty-boy face in. An option that is looking more and more agreeable by the moment. But I check my temper. I need to keep a cool head if I’m going to find Lisette and Bethriel. Reaching back into my shirt, I pull out the coins again and hand over three more bits. “Does that help jog your memory?” 
 
    “Why, yes, yes it does.” 
 
    “So you’ve seen a girl by that description?” 
 
    “Yes. Some sailors were harassing her down by the docks. She grew fed up with their ill manners and decided to teach them a thing or two.” 
 
    “That sounds like Lisette, all right,” I say aloud. 
 
    “At any rate, she beat them to a bloody pulp. Some fishermen had to literally pry her off of them. I’ll tell you what, I haven’t seen such a spirited young woman in a long time. Quite impressive.” 
 
    “Go on,” I say. 
 
    “Of course, by that time she’d drawn a rather impressive crowd and caught the attention of the Royal Guard as well. They broke up the fight and took your friend into custody.” 
 
    Anxious to find Lisette, I rush off. “Thanks for your help,” I call out as I head off in search of the local jail. 
 
    “Don’t mention it, miss,” the Gaul replies. 
 
    I hook a left and head back toward the town square, when the Gaul suddenly clears his throat. I stop and look back at him. “What is it now?” 
 
    “The jail is that way, chérie,” he says pointing me in the direction I need to go. 
 
    “Right,” I reply, spinning on my heels and heading off in the other direction. When I pass the Gaul I make it a point not to look at him. 
 
    I march up the street till it comes to a junction, then I take a quick glance over my shoulder back at the Gaul. Sure enough, he is still there, leaning against the brothel wall, as if it’s his favorite spot to be. He picks out another slip of paper and pinches out some more tobacco and begins rolling himself another cigarette.  
 
    I can’t help but wonder who he is and why he’s just hanging out in front of a brothel all day long smoking cigarettes as though he has nothing better to do. Never mind, I tell myself. It’s not important. Marching onward, I hook a left and make my way toward the jail. 
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    Pretending I have urgent business, I walk straight into the prison. Upon entering, I find a guard asleep at a table at the other end of the room. I head over to where he slouches in a wooden chair and snores noisily. He’s sound asleep and, if the large empty mug of ale sitting before him is any indicator, he won’t be waking up any time soon. Still, I can’t take any chances, so I quietly grab the mug, raise it high, and then bring it crashing down against the back of his head. 
 
    The guard falls out of his chair and hits the ground with a thump. Lying flat on his stomach, he drools out of the corner of his mouth as he dreams of Valandrian sheep. 
 
    “Who’s there?” a girl’s voice calls out from the corridor. 
 
    I look over to see a slender face with big, soulful brown eyes staring out at me from behind iron bars. She has a short and boyish haircut, which looks very cute on her, and the prettiest milky white skin this side of Valandra. Only elves have whiter skin than hers. And since she’s the only prisoner here in a blue dress, it’s my bet that this is none other than Lisette Durante. 
 
    “It’s me,” I whisper. “Arianna.” 
 
    When I approach Lisette’s cell, she meets me at the bars. “Thank the Goddess you found me!” she says. “I wasn’t sure anyone would come for me.” 
 
    “Why would you ever doubt such a thing?” I say, lightheartedly. “Admittedly, though, it took me a while to find you.” 
 
    “At least you found me,” she said, letting out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Why in the realms are you even in here, Lisette?” Although I heard the Gaul’s account from earlier, I want to hear the truth from Lisette. 
 
    “When I arrived by ship, a couple of the sailors pulled me aside and tried to have their way with me. I broke their noses and left one with a cracked skull. I guess they weren’t expecting a young woman like me to know how to fight.” 
 
    “I’m just glad you’re safe and sound,” I say, much relieved. Looking around the grated prison cell, I realize the gate keys are nowhere to be found. “Now where are the keys?” I say aloud to myself. 
 
    “I thought the guard had them,” Lisette informs me, looking back at the guard lying unconscious on the floor. 
 
    Annoyed that I missed them the first time, I say, “Wait here,” and stomp back over to where the guard lies. I nudge him with my foot just to be sure he’s not rousing from his slumber.  
 
    Luckily, he’s still in the thick of it. I reach under his arm and roll him onto his back. Still no sign of the keys. “Hmmphf,” I huff, surprised there are no keys. What kind of prison doesn’t have any keys? 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Lisette asks, her eyes fixed on me with a hint of worry. 
 
    Returning to Lisette’s cell, I draw out my blade and tell her to stand back. She does. 
 
    With one fluid swipe of my katana, I cut the lock off the door. It falls onto the floor with a resounding clank. 
 
    “Wow!” Lisette chirps. “I thought that would break your blade. 
 
    “Not this blade,” I tell her with a demure grin, and I sheath my sword. 
 
    Abruptly, the jail door flies open and a second guard staggers in. He’s a large man, and more than a bit overweight. Getting past him won’t be easy. Unaware of our presence, he finishes tucking his blue and gray tunic into his belt, and begins talking to his unconscious friend. “Any other man would have been split in two by such a big shi—” 
 
    Becoming aware of the fact that he’s not alone, he looks at the two of us standing in the middle of the wide-open room, doe-eyed and frozen in terror. He grows deathly silent.  
 
    We stare at each other for the longest time, then he finally looks down at his unconscious friend, which allows him to piece the last part of the puzzle together. 
 
    The prison guard reaches for his sword, and fumbling to get it out, he turns to face us again. He blocks the entrance with his fat body so we won’t escape. “You there, halt!” 
 
    Instead of his sword, however, he accidentally brings up his keys. 
 
    Ah, I think to myself, we’re dealing with a drunken fool. That should make our escape easier. And at least now I know where the keys went. 
 
    I lunge forward and slam into the guard with my shoulder. The keys fly out of his hand and skid across the floor as he rebounds away and careens into the wall, getting the wind knocked out of him in the process. He crumples to the floor and clutches his chest as he tries to breathe. I can tell by the look on his face that he wasn’t expecting a woman to hit him so hard. 
 
    The fact is, most non-Bellerans never expect a woman to be able to hold her own in any fight, let alone trade blow for blow with a man twice her weight. Then again, most soldiers never train half as hard as The Sisterhood, the sworn protectors of Bellera. And even fewer still choose to become fifth-level masters of the blade. In fact, apart from myself, the only other female sword master that I know of is an elf named Dinalagosseth of O’ana Onyeshara, the Elf Kingdom. She was Master Kel’s first pupil, but he never talked about her much. 
 
    While the guard is down, I give him a swift kick to the jaw and knock him dizzy. This buys us the time we need to make our escape. 
 
    Lisette’s hand finds mine and she tugs on my arm, saying, “This way!” 
 
    We fly across the room. Lisette leads me down a side hall to the back entrance of the jail where we quickly duck out the back door.  
 
    Entering the street, we slow to a casual walk so as not to arouse any suspicion and, at the same time, attempt to catch our breath. An old man is lighting the street lamps with a candle on a long pole just as the sky is fading to dark. The oil lamps give the city streets and local shops a warm and inviting appeal. Something which Valandra has always been famous for. 
 
    Suddenly a whistle sounds, and we turn to see both guards shoving their way out of the prison and into the narrow city street. “You there, woman! Get back here with our prisoner!” 
 
    Everyone’s eyes lock onto us. That’s our cue to high-tail it out of here. “Run!” I shout. 
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    Lisette and I dash up the road, but it’s clear that she doesn’t have the stamina required for a long jaunt. Although I can’t fault her for her that. She’s lived a relative life of luxury. Any training she’s received has been at the request of her father, and unlike Bellera, which prides itself on its warrior heritage where both men and women undergo the most rigorous and physically demanding training, Algoroth is a bit more classical in its views of men and women. That’s not to say she isn’t well trained. She took those sailors out well enough. But with my tutelage, she’ll become quite formidable. 
 
    “Another block,” I say as we sprint down the street. 
 
    “I can’t,” she gasps, tugging on my arm, urging me to slow down. Her breathing is coarse and she wheezes as she tries to inhale enough air to keep herself going. “I can’t go on.” 
 
    I stop in the middle of the street so we can pause to catch our breath and scan our surroundings. I see the blacksmith’s up the road, and just a little further up is the machiner’s shop. Then it dawns on me, I’ve been down this street before. I turn around and, lo and behold, I find that I’m back at the entrance to the brothel. 
 
    I look up to the third-story window and, as chance would have it, in the glow of an evening lamp I see the Gaul. It’s the same window that I watched the sailors go up to earlier, and I cringe and hope to the Goddess it isn’t the same woman as well.  
 
    The Gaul stands with his back to us, unaware we are watching, and pours himself a glass of wine from a clay jug. “Perfect,” I whisper to myself. 
 
    “What did you say?” Lisette asks, still huffing as she places her hands on her knees and catches her breath. 
 
    “This way.” This time I’m the one who grabs her hand and, ready or not, I lead her into the brothel. 
 
    “Wait,” she protests, lagging behind. “You can’t seriously intend for us to hide ourselves in here?” 
 
    “Can you think of any better place for a couple of young, beautiful women to blend in?” 
 
    “No, but…” 
 
    Suddenly the whistle sounds again. We look back just in time to see the guards peal around the corner as they catch sight of us and head our way. 
 
    I pull Lisette inside and we let the door slam shut behind us. Once I’ve set foot inside, I realize my anxiety earlier today was unfounded. There’s nothing inside which would be traumatic. The women are all dressed down, of course, but there is an air of professionalism about the place. 
 
    A beautiful brunette leans against one of the show room entrances and looks at us with a gaze both amused and inquisitive. She’s wearing a skimpy forest green chiffon dress which hugs every curve of her vivacious figure. As we scuttle by she asks, “May I help you, ladies?” 
 
    “No thanks,” I say hastily. “We’re meeting someone, is all. Thanks. Thanks anyway though!” 
 
    She merely laughs at us and lets us continue on our way. I drag Lisette up two flights of stairs, down a long corridor, past open bedrooms with bored courtesans looking out at us inquisitively, and then, at last, to the room where the Gaul is. 
 
    I pound furiously on the door until it opens. The Gaul stands there looking at us with a look of utter shock. I can tell that, by the expression on his face, he wasn’t expecting any company. Before he can get out a word, however, I tug on Lisette’s hand and pull her inside. “In here.” 
 
    “Come in, why not?” he says after we’ve already entered the room. He pulls the door shut behind him and then looks over at us and scratches his chin as he contemplates what to do with us. 
 
    “Who’s this?” the coquette lying on the bed in the red lace lingerie asks the Gaul in a snide tone of voice which does little to conceal her annoyance at the rude disturbance.  
 
    I look at the courtesan and humbly apologize “I’m so sorry, but we’re being chased. We need a place to lie low for a while.” 
 
    She tosses her brown hair over her shoulder and eyes me up and down. “Fine,” she says. “But just until the coast is clear, otherwise I’ll have to charge you by the hour.” 
 
    “Three bits an hour,” the Gaul informs us. “I had an extra bit left over from earlier, so I have Juliet here for four glorious hours.” 
 
    Lisette gasps. “Four hours?” 
 
    The Gaul winks at her and says, “It’s a marathon, chérie. Not a sprint.” 
 
    While the Gaul is preoccupied with attempting to impress Lisette, I notice that the woman in red has a tattoo of the three-tailed fox on her left shoulder blade. That’s the symbol of the god of mystery and wisdom, Vulpinus. Which means she’s from the island of The Forgotten Ones, El Unarith. An island of many mysteries. An island where men are not allowed to set foot beyond the port town. It also informs me that the Gaul has blown the entire pay I gave him earlier, since a courtesan from El Unarith probably costs more per hour than most people are able to make per day in all of Valandra. 
 
    The Gaul tugs on his collar and his shirt falls open which, in turn, allows his hairy chest to peek out. He’s handsome, in the rugged sort of way, if you’re into that sort of thing. And by the expression on Lisette’s face, as she gazes up at him, it’s clear she is most certainly into him. 
 
    “Eleven coin bits!” I complain, shoving the Gaul out of the way as I make my way to the back of the room. “A perfectly good waste of money, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Au contraire, chérie…” he says rubbing the back of his neck. “Alcohol and women are the only proper uses for money I can think of.” 
 
    Turning to the coquette in red, he says apologetically, “Please, don’t mind her, she merely has a perpetual stick up her ass.” 
 
    The woman in red snickers at the joke, then, shooting me an irritated look, she crosses her arms over her massive chest and pouts up a storm. 
 
    Lisette is caught off guard by our familiarity. She looks at the Gaul again and asks, “Who are you, again?” 
 
    “A thousand apologies,” he says, and takes a deep bow. Standing back up he takes Lisette’s hand in his, gives it a peck with his lips, and introduces himself. “My name is Leif Ericson. Son of Lafayette Ericson, the Arch Duke of El Trioli.” 
 
    I let out an exasperated sigh and then begin to shed my gear. I slide off my sword and unfasten my leather armor, slip off my boots, and then slide all of it underneath the bed. “Get undressed,” I tell Lisette, as I begin peeling off the rest of my clothes. She gives me a surprised look. 
 
    “You’re kidding me, right?” 
 
    “If we’re still in our day clothes when those guards get here, we’re done for. So strip and get into those sheets,” I demand, pointing at the bed. 
 
    Reluctantly, Lisette does as I say. We strip down to our underwear but no further. By the looks of her clothes, I can tell she’s well off. Her underwear is made of fine silk and she has matching corseted top which squeezes her breasts together tightly, amplifying her cleavage in just the right way as to be alluring.  
 
    I, on the other hand, merely have an unassuming, soft deerskin loincloth and matching deerskin wrap for my chest. It’s comfortable but not exactly sexy. Not exactly regal. And compared to both Lisette and the whore, I look like an ordinary peasant girl. This, of course, is no good since it would be too much of a giveaway to the guards should they discover us. Finding me wearing the threads of a peasant girl rather than a whore in an upscale brothel would alert them to the fact that I don’t belong. 
 
    Realizing what I must do causes me a minor headache, and I look back at the Gaul hesitantly, grit my teeth and, in front of everyone, slip off my top. Covering myself the best I can with one arm, I feel my cheeks flush pink with self-inflicted embarrassment. If I were a little more confident, I think, maybe I wouldn’t be so hung up on my body’s myriad shortcomings. 
 
    I turn and face the Gaul and jab a finger into the soft part just underneath his chin. Pushing his gaze up off my chest to where his eyes can meet mine, I growl, “You didn’t see anything. Got it?” 
 
    He places his hands up, as if surrendering to me, and replies, “Yes, chérie. Not a single thing. I swear.” 
 
    An abrupt pounding at the door interrupts the brief silence and awkward glances are shared between us. A gruff voice shouts out, “Open up! Room check.” 
 
    Without any further delay, I turn and help Lisette shove her things under the bed too, then I grab her by the hand and pull her into the covers of the bed with me. The woman next to us giggles with excitement and starts rubbing up on me like an attention-starved kitten. I ignore her and place my hands around Lisette’s face, who is still beside herself with shock. “Kiss me,” I urge, nodding at the door which is about to come crashing in. 
 
    “What?” she asks, hesitantly. 
 
    “Kiss me, now!” 
 
    Our lips come crashing together, our faces mashing into one another in an uncomfortable manner. But just in time. Seconds later, from the corner of my eye, I see the door burst open and one of the guards appears in the doorway. 
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    Without a second’s hesitation, I pull Lisette into me and kiss her long and hard. I hold her in my arms, my hands resting on her hips while, at the same time, the woman in red gets excited and begins to rub her massive chest up and down my back which, as distracting as it is, I don’t not mind. At least this way the guard standing in the doorway gets a good show. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I keep a steady fix on the guard. As long as he remains focused on the fact that there are three practically naked women lying in bed together, doing the Goddess knows what, his primitive mind will be so dizzy with lust he won’t even remember what his own name is, let alone what our faces looked like from earlier. 
 
    “You there,” the guard says, pointing his sword at the Gaul. “Did you see two young peasant women come this way? They’re a couple of foreigners, dark haired, light skinned.” 
 
    The Gaul laughs as he pours himself some more wine. Swinging his arm out and waving his hand across the room, as if he’s a merchant displaying his goods and wares, he motions towards us, and says, “Nothing but whores here.”  
 
    “Right,” the guard says, scanning the room for anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    Taking a large swig of wine, he lets out a satisfied “Ahhh,” then wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. Throwing his arm around the guard in a drunken fashion, Leif leans in and says, “And they didn’t come cheap either.” After a brief pause, Leif slaps the guard on the back and bellows with laughter. 
 
    The guard chuckles along with him and almost seems convinced by our ruse, but instead of leaving, as he should, he turns his attention to me and begins to stare. 
 
    Worried he might catch onto our ruse, I giggle flirtatiously and toss my hair so it falls across my face and obscures his view. When he’s no longer looking at my face but is fixated on my ass instead, I can’t help but roll my eyes. 
 
    Lisette, who is laying beneath me staring up at my face, almost laughs at me when I roll my eyes and make a sour face, like I just ate a lemon whole. She has to cover her mouth to smother a giggle. 
 
    The guard’s eyes continue to slither across my backside as a snake slithers across the ground. It’s as though he’s molesting me with his thoughts, and I can tell exactly what he’s thinking. 
 
    Just in the nick of time, the coquette in red picks up on my uneasiness and takes out a folding fan, unfolds it with a quick snap of her wrist, and fans her bosom, letting out a loud sigh for dramatic effect. Then, in one elegant motion, she twirls the fan and covers me, thereby blocking the guard’s view of my backside. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk monsieur,” she says to the guard in a disarming tone of voice. “You did not pay for the ten-minute peep show.” 
 
    The guard looks taken aback and is about to say something in protest when the Gaul belches right in his face. 
 
    I almost laugh out loud but I manage bite my tongue and keep it in. The Gaul’s diversion works, and the guard jerks back in disgust, fanning the air in front of his face with his hand. “Well, I guess I’ll leave you to it,” he says, huffing out a disappointed sigh. 
 
    The guard turns on his heel and marches back out the way he came. From the hallway, we hear him shout, “They’re not here. Check to see if they went out the back way.” 
 
    “That was a close one,” Lisette whispers to me, ignoring the fact that my breasts are pressed tightly against hers. 
 
    The Gaul is about to shut the door when suddenly a hand reaches in and stops it. It’s the guard. 
 
    Everyone in the room tenses up, and preparing for the worst I lean over the side of the bed and discretely reach for my sword. 
 
    Poking his head back into the room, the guard asks, “By the way, out of sheer curiosity, how much for all three at the same time?” 
 
    The Gaul leans in and whispers in a hushed voice, as if they’re talking secret business.  
 
    “That’s far too rich for my earnings, pal.” With his curiosity quenched, and knowing that he’s out of his league, he gives up any hope of achieving the Gaul’s wonders. He turns and slumps back out of the room to meet back up with the other guards. 
 
    Finally, the Gaul secures the door and looks over at us with a stern expression. I can see him desperately trying to determine whether we’re worth all the ruckus. 
 
    “Thank you,” I tell him. 
 
    “The moment you appeared in my doorway I knew you’d bring me trouble,” he complains. And true to fashion, as if nothing is out of the ordinary, he pours himself another drink and takes a sip. 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I say defensively. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says between sips. 
 
    Jumping up, I tear a sheet off from the bed, wrap it around myself, and stomp over to where the Gaul stands to get right in his face. “Well, I beg your pardon, sire,” I say irreverently, “but we really didn’t have any other choice.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “And are you going to just stand her blathering or are you going to put on some damn clothes?!” 
 
    Looking down at myself, I discover he’s right. The thin cotton sheet is little more than a milky film separating me from any sense of modesty I might have had left. 
 
    “Fine!” I say, realizing I let my temper get the best of me—again—and somehow allowing it to get me into yet another humiliating predicament. 
 
    Embarrassed by my little outburst, I turn back around and fetch my things from under the bed. As I do, I can feel the Gaul’s eyes homing in on my backside. And, once again, I have the overwhelming urge to tear his arm from its socket and beat him half to death with it. But considering he did just save our lives, I decide to allow him one short look. 
 
    Having worn out our welcome, Lisette slides off the end of the bed and gathers our things together. She hands me my clothes and we dress with haste. Neither of us speak of what has just transpired, as it’s all rather awkward.  
 
    Leaning in, I whisper, “Sometimes I think I’d like to shove that smug face of his right through the wall.” 
 
    Lisette looks at the Gaul again and bites her bottom lip. “I wouldn’t mind shoving that smug face of his right between my legs,” she says with a heated sigh. 
 
    “You’re terrible!” I say, lightly hitting her in the arm. We both laugh and then finish dressing. 
 
    The Gaul walks over to a wooden chair and grabs his jacket, which is draped over it. He throws on his jacket then fetches a satchel from a hook on the wall and slings it over his shoulder. 
 
    “Wait, what are you doing?” I ask him. 
 
    He smiles at me and says, “I think you forget, chérie, the Royal Guard works for Lord Dathrium now. They won’t quit until they have either caught you or run you out of town.” 
 
    “You’re not actually thinking of accompanying us, are you?” 
 
    “Look, chérie,” he says firmly, “I’m all paid up. The way I figure it, I still owe you three days of my time. So I’m coming with you and there’s nothing you can do to change my mind.” 
 
    “Yay,” Lisette squeaks, nudging me with her elbow. All I can do is roll my eyes again. 
 
    On the bed, the crimson-clad coquette looks dejected. “Leif, sweetie,” she says. “Aren’t you going to come back to bed?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, darling,” he replies. “But these two lovely ladies are in desperate need of my assistance.” 
 
    “But, Leif,” the buxom beauty on the bed whimpers, squirming on the bedspread. “I’m in desperate need of your help too. I have a terrible itch I need you to help me scratch.” She walks her two fingers down her hill of her over-sized breasts, across the valley of her impossibly flat stomach and, finally, down to the small triangular area where her thighs pinch tightly together. “Right here.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Leif says in a bothered tone. He picks up the sheet I let fall to the ground and tosses it onto the bed and, consequently, onto the woman’s head. Placing his hands at the small of our backs, he ushers Lisette and I toward the door. 
 
    Leif looks over his shoulder one last time as the woman hastily pulls off the sheet and sits up on the bed. She gripes, “What about my money?” 
 
    “Put it on my tab,” he says to her in his debonair fashion. Then, pushing us out into the hall, he grabs the door handle and, in one fluid motion, backs out of the room with a bow and pulls the door shut after him. 
 
    From inside the room we hear an angry voice shout, “I hate you, Leif Ericson!” 
 
    Leif doesn’t seem to be at all bothered by it though. He informs us, “I have a coach and a two-horse team waiting for us out back.” 
 
    “How rich are you?” Lisette asks rather rudely. 
 
    I shoot Lisette a sharp look to let her know it was an inappropriate. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll take you to my villa someday,” he tells her. He shoots her a playful wink. “But for now, the important thing is to get you to safety. Dathrium’s guards won’t give up their hunt so easily, and the safest place for you is away from here.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I say. Lisette hands me my sword and I tie it to my waist. 
 
    “This way,” Leif says, as he guides us down the corridor and out the back of the brothel. We come to a balcony overlooking the city of Valandra Igthium. The sprawling valley is lit up with oil lamps and it looks as though it’s spackled with the glow of fireflies. Leif points across the valley at the palace. “There,” he says. 
 
    “The palace?” I ask, puzzled. It looks a thousand miles away.  
 
    “It would be the last place they’d expect us to go. Besides, didn’t you say you friend Bethriel was there?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say. Goddess, I’d almost forgotten about Bethriel. “We have to find Bethriel.” 
 
    “Who’s Bethriel?” Lisette asks. 
 
    “She’s our contact. After locating you I was supposed to meet with her and receive some intel for Queen Sabine. But I sort of got caught up rescuing you.” 
 
    “That settles it then,” Lisette chirps. “We go to the palace and find Bethriel.” 
 
    I nod in agreement, and step into Leif’s stagecoach. He climbs atop the coach and takes the reins in his hands. 
 
    I lean out the side of the coach and say, “Just one thing,” then put my fingers to my mouth. I whistle shrilly and it causes both Lisette and Leif to cringe from the piercing volume. 
 
    “What the hell was that for?” Leif asks in confusion, his finger wriggling in his ear as he tries to massage out the ringing. 
 
    “Just wait for it,” I say. 
 
    Lisette and Leif sit quietly, waiting just as I asked. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” Lisette asks. 
 
    “Shhh,” I hush, pressing my finger to my lips. “Listen.” 
 
    “I don’t hear anything…” Leif begins, but his words suddenly trail off. “No, wait…I think I can hear something. It sounds like…” 
 
    Suddenly we all hear it. The sound of horseshoes clopping along copestone streets. Within a moment, Merrium appears from around the corner and I reach my arm out of the carriage. She trots up to us and nuzzles my hand. “Good girl,” I say to her. 
 
    “Did anyone see you ride in on her?” Leif asks. 
 
    “No,” I tell him. 
 
    Leif continually surprises me. He seems to know a lot more than I initially gave him credit for. At the same time, however, I can’t help but grow more suspicious of him. He was less threatening when he was a dumb, chauvinistic Gaul. As it turns out, though, he’s a nobleman’s son, rich, and knows how to evade the Royal Guard. Makes me suspect there is more to Leif Ericson than meets the eye. 
 
    “Good,” he replies. And with that he yells, “Hee’yah!” The horses all whinny and sputter and then, finally, their hooves find purchase and we take off down the narrow streets of Igthia and make our way toward the palace. 
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    The night air is hot and humid, and I know it’s going to be a long ride to the palace district of Valandra Royal, so I try to make myself comfortable. 
 
    Settling into my seat, I look over at Lisette to see how she’s managing. She looks up at me with her soulful eyes and smiles exuberantly. I smile back and then, with my hand on hers, I say, “Try to get some sleep. If you can.” 
 
    When I try to remove my hand she latches onto it even tighter. I can tell by the twinkle in her eyes that she is full of excitement and energy. The excitement of a teenager going on a grand adventure for the first time.  
 
    All the same, I can’t help but worry for her. She is, after all, my responsibility. And I’ve never had to watch over anyone other than myself before. It’s all a little overwhelming, to say the least. 
 
    “But I’m too excited to fall asleep,” she protests. 
 
    “Still,” I tell her, “you must try to catch your beauty sleep. You’ll need it if you are to woo prince charming over there.” I nod toward Leif Ericson, who is driving the carriage, and Lisette looks at me with an astonished look. She wasn’t expecting me to tease her about him. But I can tell she likes him. 
 
    Nudging me with her shoulder, she laughs playfully and whispers, “You, Mistress Arianna, are downright evil!” Lisette takes my arm in hers and snuggles up next to me. She nestles in like a kitten nuzzling its mother for warmth, and I put my arm around her. Resting her head on my shoulder, Lisette adds in a sleepy voice, “Thanks for saving me.” 
 
    After a few moments of rocking gently side to side in the carriage she dozes off and, soon enough, I too feel sleep calling to me. Yet for the longest time I fend off sleep, fighting it until it seems I can no longer hold my eyelids open. Then, finally, amid the sound of horses’ hooves clapping along the main thoroughfare that leads to the palace, I drift off to sleep and join Lisette in a peaceful slumber. 
 
    After what seems forever, but couldn’t have been more than fifteen minutes, I hear Leif call out to me from beyond the veil of my dreamless sleep.  
 
    Stirring awake, my eyes crack open and I hear him call my name again. This time his voice sounds much more urgent than before. “Arianna,” he says loudly enough to ensure that I wake up. 
 
    I force myself awake and sit up. Sweat saturates my clothes and perspiration upon my brow. The air feels extremely warm for this time of night. Too warm. I rub the sleep out of my eyes and ask, “What is it?” 
 
    “Arianna!” he shouts, when, without warning, the coach abruptly lurches to a halt. 
 
    As if by instinct, I throw my arm out to catch Lisette, who is rudely roused from her sleep. Looking around I can hardly believe my eyes. My jaw falls slack and I stumble out of the coach. 
 
    Lisette finally sits up and looks out of the carriage at the flames lapping at the walls of the buildings before us. The city is aglow with the burning buildings which block our path. “By the Goddess!” she exclaims. 
 
    Looking around me, I can hardly believe the startling scene unfolding before my very eyes. People are fleeing, running in every direction. Directly behind them, the lovely pink and tan stucco houses in the valley are all aflame, and sinister dark smoke engulfs a whole section of the city. The dark plumes of smoke rise high into the sky, twisting and turning like giant black serpents. 
 
    If that weren’t bad enough, there are mothers screaming and babies wailing in the night. Amid the roar of the fire, we can still make out moans of suffering and, to all our astonishment, a goat runts by with a bag of straw strapped to its back. The bag, and the straw, is on fire. 
 
    “What in blazes is going on?” I ask. 
 
    Leif climbs down and grabs a man wandering aimlessly in the streets. He looks as though he’s in distress. His face is blackened with ash and it looks as though he barely escaped with his life. “Hey, friend, what’s happened here?” Leif asks the man. 
 
    “Lord Dathrium,” he says in a voice which sounds like gravel. “He’s toppled the sacred obelisk at the center of Valandra and has burned the temple of the monks!” 
 
    Leif fetches his leather canteen and hands it to the man. “You look parched. Here, drink,” he says. The man gladly takes it and drinks heartily. 
 
    “What’d he say?” Lisette asks. 
 
    “It’s Dathrium,” Leif says hastily. His voice suddenly sounds cold and hard. 
 
    There’s a loud boom and a hot wind blows a flurry of sparks and white-hot ash in our direction. I shield my eyes, as do my travel companions. The horses whinny and snort in discomfort and I’m afraid if they startle too much they’ll take off. Luckily, Leif talks to them in a calm voice. He tells them it will all be all right. 
 
    When the firestorm abates, I raise my gaze to find one of the building walls has fallen into the road directly before us. The main road is blocked and for several blocks all I can see are flames. 
 
    “Great!” Leif shouts out in frustration. “Now we have to find a way around this bloody mess.” 
 
    “There they are!” a man’s voice cries out from behind us. 
 
    We all turn around in time to see the two prison guards along with a full contingent of the Royal Guard in tow march into the square directly behind us. There’s at least half a dozen men in all, not including the guards, who are more than pleased with themselves that they managed to find us. 
 
    “That’s them!” snarls the guard I kicked in the face from earlier. 
 
    “I think we’re in trouble,” Lisette says. I can sense the fear in her voice even though she’s putting on her bravest face. 
 
    Unfastening my dagger from my back, I hand it to Lisette. She gives me a confused look. 
 
    “Wait here,” I tell them. Everyone is stressed. Since I got us all into this mess it only makes sense that I’m the one to get us out of it too. 
 
    I step forward and put myself between the coach and the guards, making sure to keep a safe distance between both.  
 
    Slowly, I place my hand on the pommel of my sword and take in a deep breath. As the hot wind whips my hair into a flurry, I raise my eyes and lock onto the Royal Guard with a steady gaze. 
 
    “So, are we going to do this, or are you all going to stand around all day looking like a bunch of inbred dolts?” 
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    Arming themselves, the squad of royal guards glower at me with contempt and prepare for battle. Like most men rife with insecurities, they wear their feelings on their sleeves and, with sour faces, make a grand show at how much being insulted by a girl infuriates them. And it is this deficiency of their primitive breed which is a stark reminder as to why I continually find myself preferring the company of women instead of men. 
 
    Predictably, it takes very little to prod them, inflame their anger, and get them to lose control of their senses. It’s all too easy and I almost feel bad for them and their simple minds. 
 
    “I’ll give you one chance to walk away,” I say. 
 
    Leif and Lisette watch from a safe distance away. Leif tries to keep the horses calm and Lisette grips tight to the dagger I left her. 
 
    “You, girl!” the first guard shouts angrily, waving his blade at me. “I owe you a kick to your pretty little mouth.” Thrusting out his hips he points at his crotch and adds, “Preferably after you finish polishing me nob!” 
 
    The other guards snicker at his lewd remark. Like I said, primitive. Predictable. 
 
    Instead of dignifying his bellyaching with a response, though, I merely draw out my sword. The blue Moon Blade of Sabolin almost seems to glow like the moon on a cloudless night. As the surrounding flames creep closer and closer, I raise the sword high then bring it down like an archer aiming an arrow. I point it right at the foul-mouthed guard and challenge him to make the first move. 
 
    “Fine,” he grumbles, “have it your way!” 
 
    Gripping his sword in both hands he attempts to intimidate me with a fierce roar. Predictably, he lumbers toward me. He takes a clumsy swipe at me with his broadsword. He swings wide. His momentum spins him around only to end with his sword digging into the ground. 
 
    “I didn’t know it was amateur day,” I say, circling around. As expected, this sparks his ire. He lunges at me again. Anticipating his movements, I step to the side and easily evade his impetuous attack. 
 
    He overshoots my position. With the flat part of my blade, I swat him on his ass, embarrassing him in front of his men. 
 
    The other guards laugh out loud which adds insult to injury. “I’ll have your head for that!” he growls, his face glowing red with rage-induced embarrassment. “Do you hear me wench? I’ll cut your bleedin’ head off and feed your pretty face to the dogs.” 
 
    I let out an annoyed sigh. With him at my back, I keep my gaze fixed on the other guards to let them know I haven’t forgotten about them in case they decide to try to ambush me from behind. 
 
    Circling around me, the guard wipes some soot from his nose and then spits at the ground. I spit in response to his lewd gesture to let him know that I can dish out the insults just as well as he can. 
 
    “After I kill you,” the guard says, “I’m going to have at your little friend there.” He points his sword at Lisette. Grabbing his crotch, he sneers, “I’m going to take your friend’s pretty little mouth and fill it full of—guffah!” 
 
    I don’t let him finish the sentence.  
 
    Pulling back my fist, I wait for his head to snap back into place before I deal him another swift punch to his filthy mouth. 
 
    “The only thing you’ll be filling your mouth with,” I tell him, “is broken teeth and the taste of your own blood.” 
 
    I hit him again, cracking his front teeth, but when I wind back for the third punch he wises up and rams into me with his shoulder. 
 
    I stagger backward several steps but manage to kick my left foot out and skid to a halt on the dirt road. 
 
    With is sword raised high he bull rushes me. His eyes are wide, and his grin is bloody. “Gragh!” he growls, swiping at me furiously with ham-fisted swings. 
 
    Our swords clang and spark as I deflect his wild attacks. Growing frustrated by his inability to land a single blow, he pulls back his bloodied gums, bares his teeth at me, then spits a blot of blood onto the ground. 
 
    We stare each other down, the heat and the flames growing in intensity behind us. I widen my stance and reposition my blade. Any moment now he’ll lunge forward in a desperate attack and I’ll cut him down. But before I get the chance, out of the blue, a white Khukhri dagger flies through the air and lodges itself in the guard’s back. 
 
    My opponent falls face-first into the dirt. Standing behind his felled body is Leif Ericson, looking proud of himself as usual. 
 
    I shoot Leif a cross look and he looks back at me and shrugs. “I was getting bored,” he informs me, tearing out his knife and cleaning off the blade on the back of the guard’s tunic. 
 
    What began as a crackling fire is now roaring behind us. The orange and yellow flames are spreading to more houses and I can see several new rooftops on fire. Even though it’s the middle of night, the light from the fire has lit up the street as though it were midday. 
 
    When I turn back around to face the guards I notice their brows all glisten with perspiration from the heat of the nearby flames. Of course, when I turn to confront them they panic and draw out their swords. 
 
    Angry blades lash at me from all sides. Some come close, but never meet their target. After all, I’ve been trained by the best of the best. By Master Kel Oren of Vaylandr, the last master swordsman who ever reached the tenth tier of the sacred art of the soul blade. Even as the Royal Guard’s bloodthirsty blades bare down upon me, I am able to deflect their attacks as easily as I would a child’s.  
 
    Sparks flint off our tangle of clashing swords and then quickly fade away. As the men take turns lashing at me, black ash rains down all around us from the nearby blaze, which is bearing down upon us at a startling rate. The flames reach out, like hungry talons, as the fire crawls along the city walls.  
 
    The evening breeze feels hot on my glistening skin, like the wind on a midsummer’s day, and the intense heat of the raging fire washes over us. I can feel myself sweating through my leather armor, and can only imagine the terrible heat the Royal Guard must feel beneath all that heavy steel and chainmail. 
 
    A clearing opens up and three of the guards, already growing weary from the heat exhaustion, decide to circle round me and take me from behind. That is their mistake.  
 
    As they slip in behind me I rush forward to deal lethal blows to the two guards left standing before me. 
 
    Ducking, I thrust out my sword to its fullest extent and pierce the first guard in his abdomen. At the same time, I feel the second guard’s blade narrowly miss the top of my head. I even see a few strands of my severed hair float down to the ground. But I’ve timed it perfectly, and he misses. 
 
    Springing back up, I kick the first guard backward and then jab the second guard in the throat. His eyes go wide, and he looks at me in shock, unable to figure out how I moved so fast. 
 
    I pull my blade out of the second guard’s throat just as the first one hits the ground. Tapping him on his breastplate, I give him a nudge forward. With a clangor, he falls onto his dead friend. 
 
    The sound of footsteps rushing up from behind me forces me to react, and I jump into the air. As I spin through the air like a lethal pinwheel, I manage to nick another guard in his jugular. Blood begins squirting out of his neck like a fountain. He puts his hand up to stop the gaping wound but is unable to halt the bleeding. 
 
    Defeated, he slowly sinks to his knees, looking at me with terror-stricken eyes. Swaying with lightheadedness, he lurches forward and falls flat onto his face. 
 
    The last two guards hesitate. Before they can decide how to mount their attack, however, I fly across the distance between us as though I were gliding on the wind. Before either of them can blink, I pierce the guard standing on the right through the soft part of his fat belly—my sword sliding right through his armor like a hot knife through butter. He looks down in shock and dismay at my sword lodged in his gut. 
 
    I raise my foot and kick him away. As he staggers backward, I draw my blade back out. Blood drips from my blade and I look up into his eyes. The funny thing is, I know it even before he does. Stumbling about on wobbly knees, he finally drops down to the dirt and falls beside his friend. 
 
    Lying there, with his life slowly draining out of him, the guard looks out across the sea of dead bodies that lie directly in my wake, and his eyes finally settle on me. My dark form silhouetted against the flaming walls behind me. 
 
    Not wanting to risk meeting the same fate as his friends, the final guard turns and runs away. But the idiot runs straight into the wall of fire, which pins him in. Lurching to a stop, he spins on his heels and rushes toward me in the hopes of powering past me. But the poor sap doesn’t see Leif’s foot jut out in front of him. 
 
    “Oops,” Leif says with a smirk. 
 
    The guard crashes to the ground and takes a mouthful of dirt. Pushing himself up to his knees, he spits out wet globs of sand. 
 
    Just as the guard goes for his blade, I spin around, my back to him, and then thrust my sword underneath my armpit. He rises up behind me, preparing himself for a kill, but I merely take a step backwards. My back presses into his chest, the tip of my sword sliding deep into his chest. 
 
    It’s a swift, merciful kill. A clean cut through the heart. 
 
    It’s like Master Kel taught me, “The difference between life and death is but just one sliver of a misstep.” 
 
    Leif dusts off his hands in a symbolic gesture of cleaning up after himself and quips, “All in a day’s work.” 
 
    Without warning, Lisette shrieks in terror, and Leif and I spin around to see her pointing toward the roaring flames which have nearly made their way to us. I squint into the intense heat and see a dark figure emerge from the orange blaze. 
 
    “What in the world?” Leif says. He’s as shocked as I am. 
 
    The man who stumbles out is burned to a crisp. Singed beyond all recognition. He appears to be wearing the robes of a monk, except most of his clothing has burned away leaving only a living cinder beneath.  
 
    Reaching out toward me, he extends his arm but to my horror his burned skin flakes off as though he were disintegrating before my very eyes. Only the whites of his eyes seem to be untarnished. 
 
    I rush up to the man and he falls into my arms. I lean in as it seems he has something urgent he wishes to tell me, but the words don’t come. I notice his lips have melted together from the intense heat of the flames. 
 
    Taking my hand, the monk places a stalk of bamboo in it and then passes away in my arms. 
 
    Gently, I lay him down on the ground and then stand up. Leif and Lisette stand a safe distance away watching with heavy eyes.  
 
    I look back down at the charred remains of the monk. As hard as I want to look away I can’t. 
 
    “What is it?” Lisette asks, snapping me out of my dreadful daze. 
 
    I look at my hand and examine the mysterious bamboo spout I’m holding. It’s charred and blackened but the damage only seems to be surface deep. 
 
    Holding it closer, I see that it’s not merely a stalk of bamboo. It’s a container of some sort. A tube meant for carrying scrolls. I remember I used to watch Master Kel roll up vellum scrolls, always stamping them with his seal, before tucking them into containers like this one. 
 
    Gripping either end of the container in my hands, I give it a twist and it pops open. I slide out the vellum inside and unroll it. The leather feels soft between my fingers. After reading the scroll I look up at Leif with fearful eyes. I can tell it bothers him because it’s the first time he’s actually seen me scared. 
 
    “What is it?” he asks, his eyes searching mine for clues to what the answer might be. 
 
    “We have to ride to Sabolin,” I say in a solemn tone. 
 
    “Why? What’s the message say?” Lisette chimes in, echoing Leif’s inquiry. 
 
    With sadness in my heart, I roll the scroll back up and tuck it back into the bamboo container. Once I’ve secured the message, I look up at my two companions and inform them, “Lord Dathrium has declared war on the holy city of Sabolin. And we have to warn them.” 
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    We arrive at the holy city just before sunrise. The grand monk, Galen Ibaraki, takes our grave news to heart and immediately issues a call to assembly. He orders a couple of monks to secure the gates to the outer wall of the holy city and, with staff in hand, ambles over to the stairs which rise toward an impressive and ornate temple entrance. Once Galen ascends to the top, he turns back around to face the gathering in the parvis down below and, resting on his staff, strokes his gray beard and clears his throat. The idle chatter abates, and with the gravity of the bleak news pressing his brow into a concerned furrow, he speaks. 
 
    “It is with a saddened heart that I must inform you all of a terrible crime that has been committed in the once great city of Valandra. I am brought most disturbing news that Lord Dathrium has taken it upon himself to be judge, jury, and executioner and has deemed the Holy Brotherhood of Sabolin enemies to his cause. He has toppled the sacred obelisk and burned the temple to the ground.” 
 
    A flurry of gasps and whispers break forth from the crowd. Galen raises his hand high to hush the shocked onlookers and a reticent calm comes over the gathering. 
 
    “I know what you all must be thinking,” Galen continues. “We are not warriors. And this is true. But we are not defenseless. I dispatch riders to Bellera this very day to seek the aid of our longtime ally, Queen De Atano, and the Queen’s Guard.” 
 
    Galen looks over at me mid-speech and smiles. This draws the eyes of the crowd. It was only moments earlier that I agreed to take his plea to help to my queen who will, I have no doubt, aid Sabolin in its greatest time of need.  
 
    While Lisette can hardly contain her glee at the prospect of an exciting new adventure, Leif Ericson decides to part ways with us here. Predictably enough, he declined the request to aid us as there wouldn’t be anything in it for him. Which is, I admit, somewhat of a disappointment seeing as how he so selflessly aided us in our great escape from Igthia. But it just goes to show that when it comes down to it, selfish people like Leif are only in it for themselves. 
 
    In the meantime, however, he lingers about us like an over protective older brother. 
 
    “Fear not for your lives,” Galen reassures the anxious crowd. “You are safe here. Although we have only defensive measures, I have had a vision. A vision of a savior who shall appear to us with a fortnight. This warrior will assemble an elite band of soldiers who will, together, enter the gates of Valandra and return order and peace to the once great city.” 
 
    As the crowd cheers, it seems things might be all right. But Galen knows as well as I do that Dathrium’s forces will be at the holy city’s gate by nightfall tomorrow. And if recent events have been any indicator, the reincarnated warrior, Ashram, will be leading the army of the dead against Sabolin, a city without warriors.  
 
    It will be a massacre. Which is why I so quickly agreed to do Galen this favor. I cannot stand by and let another peaceful city be burned to the ground in the name of a madman’s quest for untold power. 
 
    Not only this, but Master Kel held Galen in the highest esteem. It would be a dishonor to my former master’s memory if I turned my back on a friend in need. 
 
    Returning to the inn where Galen so graciously set us up, I gather my belongings and wrap up a loaf of bread and six strips of jerky before heading to the stables. Once I arrive, I hear the whinny of a familiar friend and greet my noble steed, Merrium—the truest and most loyal animal there ever was. I take her reins, and Merrium and I walk quietly to the gates of the city before setting out across the great drawbridge of Sabolin’s Easterly facing entrance. As we make our way across the bridge, I suddenly hear an old man’s voice call out to me. 
 
    “Arianna De Amato of Bellera, did you think you could just sneak out without saying goodbye?” 
 
    Pausing in my tracks, I smile. Slowly, I turn to see the old gray man himself, Galen. He stands just beneath the archway of the gate and leans on his staff grinning at me.  
 
    “I suppose not,” I inform him with a chortle. I pat the pommel of my sword, firmly ensconced in its sapphire-embellished scabbard, and bow.  
 
    “I see you have inherited Master Kel’s sword,” Galen adds, unexpectedly.  
 
    “You recognize it?” I ask him in return, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Galen laughs in recognition. “I’d never forget a sacred sword. Especially one forged right here in the heart of Sabolin. There were only two unbreakable swords ever forged by the Sabolin monks, you know. Yours, the Moon Blade, bluer than the deepest ocean, and its sister sword, forged not of blue steel but of red, called the Dragon Blade, brighter than the hottest fire. Both swords’ scabbards were emblazoned with Dragon’s eyes, the rarest of all gems. As high monk of The Brotherhood of Sabolin, I am well acquainted with the blade you carry, young lady. I am, however, curious as to how Master Kel is doing.” 
 
    I bow my head in sorrow. “Master Kel is dead,” I say, my voice rippling with sadness.  
 
    “Do you mind if I ask how it happened?” 
 
    “Maybe a story for another time,” I say. I bow politely and Galen, with his stoic gaze fixed upon me, bows graciously in return—as if to say he understands. All things have a place and a time. 
 
    A long silence passes between us, and no sooner do I turn to leave again than Galen announces, “The warrior in my vision. Aren’t you the least bit curious as to who it was?” 
 
    I toss my hair over my shoulder and glance over at the old man who stands under the portcullis of the gate. “I think I have an idea.” 
 
    “Good!” Galen retorts with a coy smile. His silvery eyes gleam in the dimming light of the blue hour and almost appear jubilant, even after having received such appalling news from the capital city. 
 
    I know he means to suggest it was me in his vision. I don’t put much faith in visions. In fact, I don’t have much faith in anything at all. I’ve never been a spiritual person. Everything I’ve ever needed to get by has been very plainly laid out before me, and if not, well, I’ve learned to do without. 
 
    A wide smile crawls across Galen’s face. “I supposed it’s not of utmost importance,” he tells me. “Only that your message reaches Queen De Atano before Dathrium’s forces lay siege to the temple. To Sabolin.” 
 
    “You have my word,” I say and shoot him a reassuring grin. “I’ll get word to my people and I’ll bring reinforcements. I promise.” 
 
    Galen bows again, and this time he turns and takes his leave. I watch him hobble away, using his cane as a third leg. 
 
    Merrium is looking at me, as horses so often do, wondering when we’ll get to doing more meaningful things like riding or grazing. I pat her on her neck and whisper thanks. “Thank you, old friend, for all your patience.”  
 
    I lead Merrium across the drawbridge and as we begin to head out of the city gate, I hear a couple of voices call out to me. 
 
    “Hey, wait up!” 
 
    I turn around and see Lisette and Leif walking toward me. Lisette practically skips up to me and throws her arms around me, giving me the biggest hug she can manage. Leif tows the reins to two handsome brown Belleran quarter horses, known for their agility and quick bursts of speed. 
 
    “Yeah, you weren’t thinking of leaving without us, were you?” Leif says with a crooked grin. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t want to risk your neck for something that doesn’t divvy out a reward?” I say sourly, repeating his previous excuse back to him. 
 
    Leif shrugs, as if to say it’s no big deal. “As it turns out, they don’t have a single pub in this whole godsforsaken place.” 
 
    “Hush, now!” Lisette bleats, chastising Leif. She hits him in his arm to drive her point home. “It’s the holy city of Sabolin. You watch your language.”  
 
    Leif shrugs again, as if nothing could ever bother him. And I doubt much could. 
 
    Lisette turns to me, giving me her best smile. “Besides, we couldn’t let you have all the fun.” 
 
    Having my friends by my side brings a smile to my face. Placing my hand on Lisette’s shoulder, I nod at them both and say, “It is good to have you both with me.” 
 
    “Be safe, young travelers,” Galen calls out as we pass over the bridge and underneath the giant red tori gate that marks the entrance into the city. 
 
    I turn one last time and raise my hand to wave goodbye. Without any further delay, I mount Merrium, and with my hand resting on the pommel of the saddle, I look toward my friends and think, together we can face any challenge.  
 
    Placing my boots firmly in the stirrups, I give Merrium a swift kick to her sides with my heels, holler “Hee’yah,” and we’re off. 
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    Halfway to Bellera, we rest at a watering hole just before entering the forest of the Dark Elf kingdom of Thananor. The Dark Elves hardly ever bother anyone outside of their borders, and they do allow a trade route to cut through their country, linking Bellera and Sabolin. Yet even so, travelers must stick to the one designated road which cuts through the heart of the forest. If anyone diverges from the path, they disappear and are never heard from again. 
 
    “Where’s Leif?” I ask Lisette. She is keeping the horses company as they drink from the small creek we happened upon. 
 
    “He said he had to go relieve himself. That was about ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “Seems like a rather long time for one to…you know…relieve oneself.” 
 
    “Well, he does drink quite a lot,” Lisette adds. It’s funny how she defends him, stating his vice as a matter of fact, as though he is helpless to resist his darker nature. It’s cute how she finds it rather enduring rather than cumbersome. She’s obviously developed feelings for him. 
 
    “I’d better go check to see if he’s doing all right,” I say, picking up my sword. I stagger to my feet and shoot Lisette a reassuring glance. “You stay here with the horses. I’ll be only a minute.” 
 
    “I sure hope he’s not gotten himself into any trouble,” Lisette says to Merrium, patting her neck. Merrium nickers in reply, as though she were carrying on the conversation, and then goes back to drinking along with the other horses. 
 
    Leaving our encampment, I wander into the woods a few yards. Out of the blue, I hear the sound of voices chattering. 
 
    Being sure not to step too noisily, I walk toward a patch of foliage. Peering through some shrubs, I see a prison transport of Valandrian guards. I count four of them. 
 
    Their prisoner is an extremely attractive young woman with hair whiter than the midday sun. She wears a juniper colored cloak over a sage colored dress, which complements her pale yet angelic complexion. 
 
    One of the guards, a stout man with a large mustache, pokes the girl with a stick through the steel bars of her cage as the other three guards jeer and laugh. Flipping her skirt up with the stick, the guard says, “Let’s see what we’ve got under here.” 
 
    The woman isn’t wearing any underwear and the men all make lewd slurping and kissing sounds. One of them lets out an obnoxious wolf-whistle as they all demean her. She covers herself with her hands but there’s not much she can do when she’s being kept in a cage like an animal. 
 
    Unable to control my sudden rage at their mistreatment of the woman, I take a step forward to teach them a lesson in manners when a hand reaches out from the shadows and grabs my arm. I slide my dagger out and turn to see Leif with a finger to his lips. 
 
    Sliding my dagger back into its place, I whisper, “You startled me.” 
 
    “There’s two Royal Guardsmen on horseback twenty meters to the left. They’re watching the trees.” 
 
    “Watching the trees? Why? What are they searching for?” 
 
    “Look at the girl more closely.” 
 
    Peering through the opening in the shrubs, I see the attractive pale-skinned woman grow fed up with her abuse and rip the stick away from the prison guard. This sparks another spell of laughter from the guards.  
 
    “Fine. Keep it,” the guard says. “You can use it later…while you think of me.” He then makes a lewd motion, pretending to stroke himself, to the unashamed amusement of the other men. 
 
    The woman snaps the stick, all the while holding his gaze, and throws the pieces of wood at the stout guard’s head. As expected, this angers him, and he rattles the iron shackles against the bars and threatens to bind her again if she doesn’t behave. 
 
    Calming herself, the woman brushes her hair back, revealing elfin ears, and then sits in the corner of her cage, her back toward her abusers. 
 
    “Bah,” says the guard with the mustache. “You’re not worth the effort.” Turning toward his compatriots, he issues orders, telling them to get a fire going and to roast the wild boar they caught last night. 
 
    Once the fire is going and the guards are distracted with preparations for their meal, Leif turns to me and says, “I think I can sneak over to her without being detected.” 
 
    “It might be better if it’s me instead.” 
 
    “Can you pick a lock?” he asks. 
 
    “No,” I reply. “But I could cut the lock if need be.” 
 
    “I’m sure you could,” Leif says sympathetically. “But it might draw too much attention. I can get in and out without them knowing I was ever there.” 
 
    “All right then. But be careful.” 
 
    Leif winks at me, as if to say no worries, and then disappears into the foliage, keeping as quiet as a jungle cat. 
 
    Soon enough Leif reemerges near the back end of the cart with the girl in the cage. He makes sure to keep it between him and the others as he starts picking the lock. 
 
    The elf looks at Leif with a blank expression and I cannot tell whether she’s relieved or annoyed to see him.  
 
    Unexpectedly the girl shouts out, “Guards!” 
 
    “Shush!” Leif hisses through his teeth glancing up nervously. 
 
    “Oh guards, I’m being kidnapped!” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Leif asks in an audible tone. He’s all but given up trying to sneak around. 
 
    “Hey there! Thief!” the mustachioed guard shouts. All four prison guards spring to their feet, weapons drawn. 
 
    Leif takes a step backward and raises his hands. “Um, hello fellas. What’s cookin’?” 
 
    “Nothing that concerns you, friend,” the leader says frigidly. “Now back away from our bounty.” 
 
    “Bounty?” Leif says, his curiosity piqued. “This little thing?” he scoffs, eyeing the elf girl up and down. “What’d she do?” 
 
    “That thing…” the guard growls, pointing his pudgy finger at the elf, “killed three of our men simply for taking a drink from a pond.” 
 
    “It was not yours to drink from,” the elf declares. 
 
    “Silence!” he shouts through his rotting and haphazard assortment of teeth. “If you weren’t so pretty we would have killed you and left your body back in the woods. At least now we can sell you to the slavers. We’ll fetch a pretty penny for your pretty little head.” 
 
    “Well,” Leif says with an apologetic sigh, “I’d best be getting on my way.” Then, with a quaint salute of two fingers to his brow, he adds, “I’ll leave you fine lads to it.” 
 
    “Hold it right there!” the main guard barks through his corroded teeth, training his blade on Leif’s position. “You don’t move another inch.” 
 
    Suddenly two of the four guards grab Leif, and drag him by his arms back toward the cage. Once he’s set back on his feet, the guards disarm him, taking everything he has on him except for his clothes. 
 
    Giving him a strong shove, the prison guard yells, “Get in.” At the same time, the guard with the mustache unlocks the steel cage and opens it wide, shepherding Leif inside. 
 
    Reluctantly Leif climbs in and takes a seat across from the elf girl. “Thanks a lot,” he grumbles, shooting her a scathing look. 
 
    Rolling my eyes at the fact that Leif managed to get himself caught so quickly, I draw out the Moon Blade. 
 
    I raise my blade high above me. I take one step forward, planting my other foot behind me, and with one swift motion, I swipe down, cutting the air before me. Flying across the terrain, I use the wind rush technique to blast through the trees to where Leif and the elf are being held captive. 
 
    Dust and leaves kick up as I appear before all the guards in a sudden flurry of wind. All of them startle as I manifest as if out of nowhere. Stumbling back, they look upon me as though I am an all-powerful enchantress. 
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    Drawing out his dagger, one of the guards lunges at me and yells, “Witch!” But his attack is slow and clumsy and I easily evade. I swat him on the butt with the flat part of my blade and send him face first into the dirt. 
 
    Usually I’d take time disarming them one by one, toying with them some before, ultimately, humiliating them. But knowing the people of Sabolin are depending on me, I can’t waste time on this little diversion. Which means I’ll have to act fast. 
 
    Racing from one guard to the next, I lash out, slicing them down left and right. The final guard blocks my attack with his blade, the steel clanging. Pressing him against his own steel cage I stare menacingly into his eyes. 
 
    “What do you expect to do, girl? There are four of us and only one of you!” 
 
    Over my shoulder, all three of his comrades topple to the ground. One after the other. 
 
    “You were saying?” I say through clenched teeth. I keep my voice low and rough for added effect. 
 
    “I-I was saying…um…just take the keys,” he stammers, raising them in front of his pudgy, splotchy face. The keys rattle as his hands shake with fear. “The prisoners are all yours.” 
 
    Snatching the keys from him, I nod for him to toss his sword onto the ground and he complies. Once I open the cage I tell Leif and the elf girl to get out and then motion for the guard to take their place. He climbs in without so much as a word of protest and takes a seat. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “You know, he’s just going to call for help the moment we turn our backs on him,” Leif says, his hands on his hips. 
 
    The elf girl reaches through the bars and grabs the guard by his collar.  
 
    “Look, it was all just a misunderstanding!” he says, scared out of his wits at what she’ll do to him. 
 
    Giving him a firm tug, the elf girl slams the guard’s head into the bars, knocking him unconscious. Releasing him, she lets him fall to the floor of the cage, unconscious and no longer a threat. 
 
    “Problem solved,” I say in response to Leif’s concerns, a smile forming on my lips. 
 
    Leif turns toward the elf girl. “Hey, why’d you turn me in?” 
 
    “I told you…I don’t need saving.” 
 
    “I was just trying to help,” Leif informs her in a dejected tone. 
 
    Sliding my blade back into its scabbard, I turn and head back toward camp. 
 
    “Wait,” the elf girl calls out to me.  
 
    I stop and glance over my shoulder at her. 
 
    “Who are you? How can you harness the powers of the wind? I didn’t think it was possible for any human to learn such an ancient art.” 
 
    “I’m Arianna De Amato. Master of the Moon Blade, protector of the highland tribes, and daughter to the realm of Bellera, the great city of the north.” 
 
    She stares at me with violet eyes which remind me of amethyst crystals, and suddenly I feel the butterflies fluttering in my stomach. Her skin is paler than the moon, her hair is platinum, and she is slender and elegant. Taller than I would have imagined an elf being. Her chest is full and round and now, to my embarrassment, I realize I do have a type. Elf girls. 
 
    “I owe you my thanks,” she says. 
 
    “Do you have a name?” Leif asks as he cinches tight the straps of his knife vest. 
 
    “I’m Alegra Lockwiel of Thananor,” she says as she gathers up her things which the guards confiscated from her. She slips on some leather bracers and begins to tie them. “I’m fifth in the Order of the ‘Tir-Pelo-Rena’, or what you would call the border guard.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, chérie” Leif says with a courteous bow. Rising to a regal yet stiff posture, he begins his rehearsed introduction. “My name is Lei—” 
 
    “So, you’re Belleran?” Alegra asks, addressing me directly while deliberately cutting Leif’s introduction short. 
 
    “Yes. And I’m on an urgent mission to call for the aid of Queen Sabine De Atano. As we speak, Lord Dathrium’s forces are laying siege to the holy city of Sabolin.” 
 
    “That’s a bold move,” she says, brushing back her platinum hair, revealing a delicate pointy ear. “Even for someone as heartless as him.” 
 
    “It’s a reckless move,” I say. 
 
    “As I was saying, my name is—” Leif starts up again, but as soon as he does Alegra interrupts him once more, completely discounting his presence. 
 
    “If I may be so bold, I humbly request to join you and aid you on your quest, Mistress De Amato.” 
 
    Caught off guard, I look at her for a few moments and then answer, “If that’s truly what you want.” 
 
    “It’s my people’s custom to repay those who have saved our lives by becoming indentured to them until the favor can be returned in full. I cannot leave your side until I pay you back for saving my life.”  
 
    Alegra bows reverently, bending her whole torso and lowering her head so that her gaze falls upon my feet, and holds it there until I start speaking again. 
 
    “In that case, you are more than welcome to join us. We can use all the help we can get.” 
 
    Alegra Lockwiel rises and then bows just her head this time, as a show of gratitude. She walks over to the prisoner transport wagon, reaches underneath it, and pulls out a long and slender elven blade. 
 
    “You mean to tell me that was there the entire time?” Leif asks in astonishment. 
 
    “As I said, I can handle myself.” 
 
    “So let me get this straight,” Leif says. “It’s perfectly all right for Arianna to save your life, but when I try to do it you throw me to the wolves?” 
 
    “Arianna is a woman.” 
 
    “And why should that matter?” Leif asks. 
 
    “How would it look if a prissy, fancily dressed lad leapt out of the bushes and tried to save you, oh rugged hero? Would you grovel at his feet and take his hand in yours and bestow upon it a kiss gratitude? No, you’d likely say…” 
 
    “I can handle myself,” Leif says, finishing her sentence. “Gotcha.” After a moment’s consideration, Leif holds up a finger in and says, “Wait a minute. In that analogy, am I the prissy, fancily dressed lad?” 
 
    Alegra replies, “Exactly.” 
 
    I smother a laugh and then turn toward the tree line and begin making my way back toward camp. Alegra follows after me, as does Leif. 
 
    “Are all elves this ungrateful?” Leif asks, placing his hands on his hips. “Or just you?” 
 
    Alegra continues to ignore him. Soon enough, Leif is practically treading on Alegra’s heels trying to get alongside her to have a few more words with her. But she keeps walking faster and faster, forcing him to catch up. Growing fed up, Leif clears his throat and attempts to gain her attention and, this time, manages to get a few words in. “I’m Leif Ericson, by the way,” he sputters quickly as to ensure she won’t have the chance to cut him short again. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Alegra replies without so much as looking at him.  
 
    I have to hold back a cruel snicker, but I find it rather amusing. It’s clear by the sour expression on Leif’s face that he isn’t all that accustomed to be rejected by beautiful women. But Alegra has zero interest and it’s clear there’s no changing her mind. 
 
    “Fair enough,” he says with a nonchalant shrug. And he leaves it at that. 
 
    As we approach the location where we left Lisette, I slow down and look around. The terrain if familiar, but there’s no sign of Lisette, the horses, or any of our belongings. 
 
    “If I recall correctly, this is the spot.” 
 
    “What spot?” Alegra asks, looking around. 
 
    “Where we left our friend,” says Leif. 
 
    “There’s nobody here,” Alegra replies. 
 
    “I know that,” Leif says through his teeth, managing to fake a smile. “Obviously, something has happened to her, otherwise she’d still be here.” 
 
    Alegra crouches down and touches the ground, placing her hand flat on a mossy patch. Picking up some nearby grass, she rubs it between her thumb and fingers, sniffs it, then brushes it away and lets it fall to the ground. 
 
    “What did you find out?” Leif inquires. 
 
    “There were two riders. Heavy by the looks of the sunken tracks. Probably wearing armor.” 
 
    “The two centurions on horseback,” Leif growls. “They must have ransacked the camp and run off with Lisette and the horses.” 
 
    Alegra looks at me and declares, “I can track them if you want. They can’t have gotten far.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, drawing out my blade. “But I have a better idea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    18 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    I outline a circle around me in the dirt with my blade, and crouch down as though I’m a lioness about to pounce on its prey, then extend my sword behind me. My torso rests between my thighs as I get ready to leap forward.  
 
    Pebbles and dirt begin to float around me within the circle, and when I catch Leif and Alegra looking at me curiously from the corner of my eye I smile. Then with one impressive bound I leap into the sky, easily clearing the canopy of the forest.  
 
    Climbing higher and higher, I ride an air wave which I channel into a cyclone. The vortex forms directly beneath me and pushes me upward, thus launching me hundreds of feet into the air. It almost feels as if I’m flying. But only for a moment. I know, eventually, gravity will pull me back down. There’s no escaping it.  
 
    Even so, I don’t need to stay up in the air forever. Just long enough to get high enough above the tree canopy so that I can spot Lisette on the landscape below. 
 
    Gently riding the funnel of the cyclone back down, I feel as light as a feather. My toe touches the ground and I set back down. I see Leif lying on the ground. He climbs to his feet and dusts himself off. The sudden rush of wind must have knocked him down. “Are you all right?” I ask him. 
 
    “Fine. Perfect. Why wouldn’t I be?” he responds, dusting himself off, and pretending not to be embarrassed. 
 
    “He blew over,” Alegra informs me. I can tell by her character she’s one to always cut to the chase and doesn’t much care for the formalities of small talk. 
 
    Blushing, Leif is quick to change the subject. “So, you can fly too?” 
 
    “No. Not fly. It’s more like a leaf riding the wind. I can float for a bit, but that’s about it.” 
 
    Leif scratches the stubble on his chin as he takes it all in. 
 
    “Did you find the girl?” Alegra asks, cutting to the quick. 
 
    “Yes. They’re headed north, in the direction of the white cliffs of Sangorine. 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?” Leif says, his voice filled with urgency. “Let’s go get our girl.” 
 
    Alegra and I share a glance, and for a moment I can feel her trying to figure me out. We feel the intensity of each other’s gaze build until the pressure to say something arises, so we quickly break eye contact and then follow after Leif.  
 
    Alegra keeps her eyes fixed straight ahead, but I’m weak and I can’t help but steal another glance at her beautiful face. Without a doubt, she is one of the most alluring creatures I’ve ever seen.  
 
    Without warning, she glances back at me, and my breath catches in my chest. She catches me shifting my gaze elsewhere as I try to act like I’m not some kind of love-struck Dire wolf pup. When she looks away again I let out a pent up sigh and then chastise myself for my lack of focus. Especially in the middle of a rescue mission. Getting myself together, I begin devising a plan to rescue Lisette.  
 
    After about an hour of racing through the greenwood at a brisk pace, we catch up with our kidnappers. Spying on them through the trees, I see Lisette. Her hands are bound by rope and she’s being towed behind one of the guard’s horses. It appears she has been a bit roughed up as well, which sparks my ire. Fortunately, however, she doesn’t appear to be too badly injured. Just a few abrasions and a bit of rope burn on her wrists. 
 
    “If they put even one scratch on her head,” Leif growls in a deep tone which barely holds back his rage, “I swear to the Goddess I’ll…” 
 
    “Shhh…” I whisper, hushing Leif’s tirade before he exposes our whereabouts. 
 
    I turn toward Alegra and Leif. “I’ll get in front of them. Once I make myself known, I want you two to flank them. All right?” 
 
    “Understood,” Alegra says. 
 
    Something seems to be going on behind Leif’s eyes when Alegra nudges him with her elbow. “Right,” he whispers, although I can tell he only half means it. I fear he’ll ruin the plan by doing something stupid while mistaking it for a bout of chivalrous heroics. 
 
    “Keep to the plan,” I say, turning back to the task at hand. 
 
    “Right,” Leif answers in the exact same tone of voice as before. Angry. Determined. His eyes remain fixed on Lisette, and the way he focuses only on her and nothing else unnerves me. I’m about to step out into the clearing when, suddenly, he launches past me and shoots out of the trees screaming a warrior’s cry. 
 
    The centurions on horseback startle and turn. Without hesitating the two soldiers draw their swords. 
 
    “You there! Halt!” the lead centurion shouts, pointing the tip of his blade directly at Leif. 
 
    Leif digs the heel of his boots into the dirt and skids to a stop in front of Dathrium’s soldiers. “Unhand the girl and no one will get hurt,” he snarls. Staring the centurions down with his hardened gaze, he draws out his inwardly curved Kukri blades, which shine like white ivory, and holds them by his sides—at the ready. 
 
    Instead of acquiescing to his demands, the first centurion merely nudges the horse with the heel of his armor-plated boot, and the steed breaks into a trot. Leif and the horse’s chest plate collide and Leif is tossed onto his back. Both centurions laugh contemptuously as they watch him scramble back to his feet. 
 
    Meanwhile, as Leif keeps them preoccupied, Lisette is busy scanning the surrounding trees, presumably searching for me. I look behind me to tell Alegra that now is our chance to flank them, but she’s already gone. By the time I turn back around Alegra has already stepped out onto the road. I can only presume she’s trying to draw their attention away from me so that I will have a better chance of a sneak attack. 
 
    Lisette gives Alegra a weary look, but since Leif is there she doesn’t seem too particular about who is saving her. 
 
    Lisette raises her tied fists. Alegra takes a hold of Lisette’s tethers and slashes them with her blade, freeing Lisette. Before they can steal away, one of the soldiers spots them in the act. 
 
    “It’s an ambush!” the second guard blurts out. “The prisoner is escaping!” 
 
    Standing between Lisette and the guards, Alegra digs in her heels and says in a cool and calm manner, “You will not harm this girl.” 
 
    “Well, well, well…” the first centurion says, eyeballing enchanting elf. “What do we have here?” 
 
    The second centurion slides off his steed and, with a menacing spiked gauntlet, strikes Leif right across his, jaw knocking him down to the dirt before he can get up. “Stay down, you backwater scum.” 
 
    Leif rubs the blood from his lip with the back of his hand and glares up at the centurion, who looks completely unworried. 
 
    The other centurion climbs off his horse too and draws out his long sword. Smirking, he scans Alegra’s slender body as though he were inspecting a fine cut of meat in the market place. “I haven’t seen an Elflander as pretty as you since the one I had my way with during the festival of wine.” 
 
    “I doubt it!” Alegra says. “No elf girl would ever give herself over to a pig like you, let alone one who reeks of a sullied barn.” She spits at his feet. 
 
    Outraged, the guard scowls and takes a swing at Alegra, but she easily dodges his armored fist. She is light and quick on her feet and seems to float whenever she moves about. 
 
    With her sword drawn, Alegra springs forward and takes a bold swipe at the centurion. Realizing his brash mistake, the guard hastens to raise his blade just in time to deflect a lethal cut to his neck. 
 
    Alegra’s sword manages to nick his cheek, opening up a thin red line in his face with the tip of her blade. 
 
    Wiping the trickle of blood off with his hand, the guard gazes down at his bloody fingertips and, enraged, snaps his head up. “You elf wench! I’ll make you pay for this.” 
 
    The second centurion sees Leif begin to stir and gives him another crack across the jaw. “Don’t go getting any ideas, tough guy,” the soldier says. 
 
    Leif ignores the warning and grabs a fistful of sand. He springs up and throws the sand straight into the centurion’s face. 
 
    “Gah!” the centurion cries, taking a step back and rubbing his eyes. 
 
    While the first guard is distracted, Leif draws out both of his kukri blades, one in each hand, and rushes toward Alegra’s attacker. With brute force, Leif rams into the other centurion with his shoulder. But he miscalculates his trajectory and rebounds off. Tripping on his own feet, he plants himself face first into the dirt and drops his knives along the way. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Alegra asks out of the side of her mouth as she watches him spit up dirt next to her. 
 
    “I’m rescuing you,” says Leif. Crawling about on his hands and knees, he scavenges up his knives, unaware that the first centurion looms over him with a raised sword 
 
    Sparks ignite as Alegra blocks the first centurion’s blade with her own, stopping it mere inches from Leif’s face. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure,” Alegra grunts, holding the centurion’s blade at bay, “I’m the one rescuing you.” 
 
    “You know,” Lisette says with a smirk, helping Leif to his feet. “I think she’s right.” Leif makes eye contact with her and they share a moment. 
 
    “Now is not the time for courting one another,” Alegra barks amid the clangor of steel. Blocking another attack, she stops the centurion’s blade with hers, and pushes back with all her might. He stumbles backward. 
 
    The centurion crashes into his friend, who catches him under the arms and sets him right again. The two soldiers pull down their visors, roll their shoulders, and get ready for a more serious assault. 
 
    Leif looks at Lisette then at Alegra. “I think…maybe…we should…” 
 
    “RUN!” Lisette screams, finishing Leif’s sentence for him. 
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    Alegra tails Leif and Lisette as the trio hastens to the cliff’s edge, a couple of soldiers hot on their heels. I move along the tree line, matching their pace step for step, but making sure to stay just out of view as I don’t want to be seen. Not yet. I still have the element of surprise and I’ll need it if I’m going to manage to ambush these centurions. 
 
    Leif and Lisette skid to a halt when they come to the end of the ridge and peer over the precipice. Some loose pebbles, dislodged by their feet, spill over the edge and plunge eight hundred and seventy feet into the deep blue ocean below. 
 
    Once again placing herself between the two centurions and her new friends, Alegra takes up a defensive position as the two guards pin them in. With the centurions’ backs to me, I know they are completely unaware of my presence, even as I’ve kept up with them the entire way. 
 
    Stepping out of the thicket, I finally make my presence known. Using my sword to reflect the sun’s light, I flash a beam of light at Alegra, Leif, and Lisette, alerting them to the fact that I’m about to make my move. Making a swirling motion with my free hand, I point up into the sky to let them know what I’m planning. 
 
    “Get down and take a hold of something,” Alegra says. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Lisette asks out of confusion.  
 
    “You’d better listen to her,” Leif explains, helping Lisette find a fissure in the rocky surface to cling too. 
 
    “See how easily they surrender!” the first centurion bellows. 
 
    “Don’t think your groveling will save you,” the second centurion snarls. “It won’t!”  
 
    He scrapes his sword against his shield which creates the shrill, spine-tingling sound of a butcher sharpening his knife for the slaughter. 
 
    “We’re not surrendering, you dumb oafs,” Alegra announces as she gets down on her knees. “We’re ducking.” 
 
    “Ducking?” the centurion asks in a dumbfounded tone. 
 
    I use the wind rush technique and appear directly behind the two soldiers. My sudden arrival kicks up a spray of gravel, which catches their attention. There’s no way around it now, since I need to be out in the open for this to work. 
 
    Surprised by my sudden arrival, the first centurions asks, “Who in the realms are you?” 
 
    I ignore his inquiry. Waving my blade in the air, I trace a circle, then repeat the motion. Each time I trace the subsequent circle with my blade I spiral it down smaller, and smaller, until finally a small vortex forms around the Moon Blade. 
 
    The first centurion turns and begins walking toward me. I raise my hand and the wind picks up. Dry leaves, sand, loose branches and other debris start pelting him. I push my palm forward and the wind picks up in strength. Soon, he stops in his tracks and throws up his arms to block the blast of random fragments that are getting in his eyes and scraping his skin.  
 
    “What is this?” he shouts above the howling wind. The wind has increased to the point he has to lean with all of his body weight just to stay upright. 
 
    As I hold the Moon Blade in my hands, I listen for its song. If everything is quiet and still, and my focus is keen, I can hear it humming. It sings to me. The Song of the Winds. Its song is ethereal. Otherworldly. And it alludes to an unplumbed power which lies deep within the sword itself. 
 
    Swiping my sword forward and upward, I launch a small maelstrom at the two centurions. It flies off my sword like an arrow from a bow and kicks up rocks and debris as it rushes toward them at breakneck speed. 
 
    Unable to react in time to its onslaught, all they can do is raise their hands and shield their eyes from the sandy sting of the lacerating winds. I can hear the smaller pebbles scrape and ding their body armor. 
 
    As the full force of the wind crashes into them, it lifts them off their feet and tosses them high into the air and, consequently, over the cliff’s edge. 
 
    Their screams fade away until they’re silenced by two plops in the ocean. Satisfied they’ll no longer be a threat to us, I put away my blade. Walking over to my friends, I ask, “Did anyone miss me?” 
 
    “I missed you!” Lisette squeaks enthusiastically as she springs up and practically leaps into my arms. Her hug is warm and welcome, and for the life of me I cannot remember the last time anyone embraced me with such affection. 
 
    “Luckily, I wore them down for you,” Leif says with a cocky grin as he gets back up and dusts himself down. 
 
    Alegra, who’s already back on her feet, looks at Leif with her perpetually dour gaze. “Worn down by your incessant floundering and falling on your face, perhaps.” 
 
    “It was all part of my strategy to throw them off-guard.” 
 
    “If by strategy you mean blind luck.” 
 
    “Blind luck is one of my many strategies,” Leif says confidently. He puffs up his chest, which elicits a small laugh from Lisette, who cannot hide the fact that she’s totally into Leif. Being the thick-headed dolt he is, he doesn’t seem to see it. 
 
    “You two get along about as well as a cat and dog,” Lisette says in her characteristically disarming tone, glancing at Alegra and then back at Leif. 
 
    Alegra brushes a strand of platinum blond hair from her face and tucks it gently behind her pointed ear. She turns her head and looks directly at me and catches my eyes lingering on her. 
 
    I mouth the words “Thank you,” to which she responds with a regal nod. Although I don’t know much about elf customs, I find her rather stoic, only speaking when necessary. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry,” Lisette says apologetically, extending her hand toward Alegra. “I completely neglected to introduce myself. My name’s Lisette Durante of Algoroth. I’m Arianna’s steward and apprentice.” 
 
    Alegra looks down at Lisette’s hand, but ignores it. Apparently, she is unfamiliar with the finer points of human etiquette. Placing her hand across her chest, Alegra bows reverently and says, “I’m Alegra Lockwiel of Thananor. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    “Great!” Leif says with a clap of his hands. “Now that we’re all acquainted, what do you say we find some grub? My stomach is killing me.” 
 
    “How can your stomach kill you?” Alegra asks in all seriousness. 
 
    Leif just shakes his head. “No, you don’t understand. It’s just a figure of speech.” 
 
    Alegra looks at me and I shrug. It seems a suitable enough answer for her and she starts to walk back toward the forest. “Follow me.” She beckons to us without looking back. “The forest isn’t safe at night. We must go now if we’re going to make it to the forest’s edge by nightfall.” 
 
    “It’s not safe during the day either,” Leif quips, rubbing his sore shoulder. 
 
    Lisette laughs. Leif, Lisette and I smile at one another and then follow our elfin guide, the newest member to join our band of stalwart adventurers. 
 
    “Also,” Alegra adds, before entering the dark green tree line of the looming woods. “I should warn you all that we’re being hunted.” 
 
    “What?!” Lisette gaps. 
 
    “You’re kidding me, right?” Leif says, equally dismayed. 
 
    “No,” Alegra says, looking over her shoulder at us. “The Sylek python, the most venomous snake in all of Valandra, is hunting us as we speak.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks for the warning,” Leif retorts. 
 
    Turning around, Alegra tosses her silvery hair across her shoulders and looks directly at me. I feel spellbound by her purple eyes, which sparkle like amethyst crystals. “I noticed its presence when you were first helping me escape my captors. It’s been following us ever since.” 
 
    “What do we do if we come across it?” asks Lisette, fearfully. 
 
    “We kill it before it kills us,” Alegra answers. Obviously, the Sylek is a big deal around here. Of course, growing up in Bellera, I heard the rumors of giant man-eating snakes, but I never much believed them. Until now. 
 
    “Let’s just keep our eyes peeled, everyone,” I say, trying to soothe their worries the best I can. 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend it,” Alegra says, “Peeling your eyes would be rather painful. Just stay vigilant and you’ll do well.” 
 
    Leif places his face in both palms and lets out an exasperated sigh. Lisette and I can’t help but smirk, although we suppress our snickers in an attempt to be discreet. After all, it’s not her fault that she, an elf girl, is not familiar with the colloquial expressions of humans. 
 
    With Alegra’s dire warning of man-eating snakes issued, we all venture back into the Dark Forest of Thananor in a race against the clock to reach the forest’s end by sundown. And, perhaps more importantly, get there before the Sylek python corners us and makes us its supper. 
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    With Alegra’s help, we safely navigate the treacherous terrain of the Dark Forest of Thananor with its living vines with poisonous barbs and its mists of confusion. We even manage to find my horse, Merrium, who now trots cheerfully behind us along with both centurions’ horses, which we have conscripted into our ragtag assemblage.  
 
    As we follow Alegra, I can’t help but find myself sneaking surreptitious glances her way. Of course, I don’t want to appear to be gawking, so I divert my gaze anytime it seems she might catch me staring at her a little bit too intensely. But there’s something about her that I can’t quite put my finger on. Some alluring quality that I find irresistible. Some invisible force, like a lodestone, drawing me to her. It’s almost as though I’m under some kind of spell. 
 
    And I’m familiar with the old adage “Never trust a Dark Elf,” but Alegra has sworn to help me in any way necessary until she can repay her debt to me. Besides this, ever since I first laid eyes on her, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her. 
 
    Unexpectedly, I hear the huff and puff of heated breathing next to my ear. Leif is staring at the exact same area of Alegra’s backside that I am, to my profound embarrassment. 
 
    “Pretty nice, right?” He looks at me with the biggest, corniest grin I’ve ever seen and I immediately blush and divert my gaze. Was it that obvious? Could everyone tell I was looking at her? 
 
    I know that whatever shade of pink my cheeks have turned will surely give my feelings away, so there is only one thing to do—own up to them. 
 
    “Yeah,” I respond bashfully. 
 
    Honestly, I don’t know what is worse, getting caught drooling over a pretty girl in the same way Leif does or thinking that she might not reciprocate my feelings. I know how absurd it sounds. I know it’s likely just a passing crush. But still, I can’t help myself. Alegra is beyond stunning. And whereas Leif’s fantasy ends with Alegra giving into his advances, what I want is simply to get to know her better…as a person. Dark Elf or not. 
 
    “So…” Leif begins, lingering on the word while he searches for the most delicate way to broach the subject matter with me. “I didn’t know you were into elf girls.” 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” I say out of the corner of my mouth. “She’ll hear you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Leif says, trying not to burst into laughter. “Have you seen her ears? She’s an elf. Of course she can hear us!” 
 
    “It’s true,” Alegra chimes in, without so much as looking back. “Elves have impeccable hearing.” 
 
    She heard all that? By the Goddess! I feel like crawling under a rock and burying my head in the sand. The level of embarrassment is almost too much to bear, but Lisette saunters up to my side. She takes my arm in hers and consoles me with a warm smile. “Don’t let him get to you. He’s just being a big idiot.” 
 
    “What? I didn’t say anything that wasn’t true.” Leif says, feigning innocence.  
 
    Lisette doesn’t buy into his polite pretense and merely makes a sour face, sticking her tongue out at him. I have to smile, but I’m quickly distracted again when I catch Alegra watching me from the corner of my eye.  
 
    I turn to look at her and she smiles at me. Suddenly we’re sharing a moment, and it’s the first time I’ve seen her smile since she joined our group. Not only that, but her smile is everything I imagined it would be. Electric. Alluring. I bite my lower lip, and pull myself together before I embarrass myself any further. 
 
    Although I want to ask her a thousand personal questions, I console myself with the knowledge that there’ll be plenty of time to get to know her better along the journey. 
 
    “Hey…what’s that?” Lisette asks, extending a finger toward a small pond of water. It appears to be glowing. 
 
    “What’s what?” Leif says looking at the spot but clearly not seeing the light. 
 
    “It’s the fountain of El’Niar. Only the pure of heart and honest can see it.” 
 
    “I’m honest!” Leif says defensively, squinting hard to try and make out the mystic pool but to no avail. 
 
    “I don’t think saying the first thing that comes into your head counts as genuine honesty,” Lisette teases. “There is such a thing as too much honesty.” 
 
    Leif shrugs. 
 
    “You can see it too?” Alegra asks me. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good,” she says, as though she’s much relieved by the news. Reaching under her cloak, she fetches her Bota bag, pours out its contents, and walks over to the pond. Kneeling, she bends down and fills the leather bag full of the glowing blue liquid and then hands it to me. “Drink,” she says, urging me to take the bag. 
 
    I hesitate, but not because of any worry. Instead, I find Alegra’s amethyst gaze trained on me, and I feel my palms begin to sweat as my heart races inside my chest. I smile and take the bag from her then, putting it to my lips, I tilt my head back and take a long drink of the cool, refreshing water. 
 
    Oddly enough, it tastes like ordinary water. “Is something supposed to happen?” I ask, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. I find everyone else looking at me inquisitively, waiting for something to happen. “I won’t begin to glow or anything, will I?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that. The water merely has unique properties,” Alegra informs us. 
 
    “What kind of properties?” I ask. 
 
    “It compels those who imbibe it to speak the truth and only the truth. It lasts but for a minute or two, yet it can prove to be a valuable interrogation aid.” 
 
    “Really?” Leif asks. He scratches his chin as he mulls it over. “That doesn’t seem so bad.” 
 
    Leif rubs his hands together like a stagecoach bandit and then announces, “I have a question.” 
 
    A large grin spreads across his face and suddenly it feels as though I have just stepped into an ambush. Sensing the worst is about to come, I place my hand over the pommel of my sword and warn him, “Be nice, or I’ll kick your ass clear to Mount Valoron.” 
 
    “So…” Leif begins, intentionally pausing to make me squirm in nervous anticipation of what he’s going to grill me with. “Are you a virgin or not?” 
 
    “Not,” I say without thinking. I gasp and cover my mouth. “Sorry,” I apologize profusely. “It just flew out.” 
 
    “It’s quite all right,” Alegra tells me. “The mystic water of El’Niar compels you.” 
 
    “One more thing…” Leif begins again. 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” I interrupt, shutting down his interrogation. “I’m rather quite fine without any more personal questions, thank you.” 
 
    Leif gives Lisette a pleading look and she caves in. “So, do you prefer the company of men or women? And by company I totally mean sex.” 
 
    “Women,” I answer through a clenched jaw. 
 
    “And what about Alegra?” Leif asks. 
 
    I shake my head vigorously, hoping he’ll desist, but Lisette, who’s having way too much fun with this, comes to her aid. 
 
    “Yeah, what about Alegra? Do you like her?” 
 
    “Of course, I like her,” I say as if it’s the most natural thing in the world for me to spill my innermost feelings. “She’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever laid my eyes upon.” 
 
    Suddenly I’m blushing and staring at Alegra who’s looking back at me with her amethyst gaze. Panic builds in my chest when I realize that I may never be able to hold back any secrets. And soon I find myself crying. 
 
    “You want to kiss her, don’t you?” Leif asks, hardly able to mask his snicker. 
 
    “Wait,” Lisette says, stopping him. She nods at me and he looks up to see the tears running down my face. 
 
    “Oh,” he says in a remorseful tone once he realizes that it’s no longer a game for me. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I guess we sort of got carried away.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” I say, wiping a tear from my face. “I know you guys didn’t mean any harm.” 
 
    “As educational as this has been, we still have to set up camp for the night,” Alegra says, changing the subject back to more important things. “The skirmish with Dathrium’s foot soldiers set us back considerably, and this grove is safe and the horses can drink.” 
 
    “How can you be sure more of Dathrium’s men won’t be after us?” Lisette asks with a worried expression on her face as she pats Merrium’s neck. 
 
    “We’re too deep into the forest now. If you don’t have a guide to get you through the mystic fog or avoid being hunted by the Shadow panther and the Sylek, the Dark Forest can prove to be extremely treacherous.” 
 
    Suddenly there is a rustling sound somewhere off in the distance. Everyone tenses up. 
 
    “What’s that?” Lisette asks in a startled voice. 
 
    “Probably just a warthog rustling around in the brush,” I say, doing my best to relieve her worries. 
 
    “What if it’s the Sylek?” Lisette squeaks, biting her knuckles nervously. 
 
    “I sure hope not,” Leif whispers under his own breath as he glances around his surroundings nervously. “I hate snakes.” 
 
    “Just to be on the safe side,” I inform them, “I’ll go take a look around. It’ll give me a chance to secure our surroundings and fetch some kindling and brushwood while I’m at it.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Leif says. “I’ll stay behind and get the camp set up.” 
 
    “I think I saw some wild mushrooms a few yards back,” Lisette informs us. “I think maybe I’ll go gather them up. They’d go good with the dried pheasant I nabbed from the guard’s earlier.” 
 
    “Why you little thief, you!” Leif says fondly, giving Lisette a big, warm hug, and picking her up off the ground. “I couldn’t be prouder of you!” 
 
    “It’s settled then, I’ll leave things in your capable hands.” Gathering my things, I head into the surrounding trees in search of dry branches and bark. 
 
    “Wait,” Alegra says unexpectedly, and follows after me. “I’ll help you.” 
 
    It’s a pleasant surprise. Of course, her company is more than welcome, and I find myself growing excited in anticipation of being able to spend some time alone with her. Maybe I’ll finally be able to have an actual conversation with her instead of just sharing sideways glances all day. 
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    Sunlight pierces the green canopy of the trees above us and creates a patchwork of soft light on the ground. Everything around us is cast in an orange glow, signaling the last of the sun’s warmth just before the twilight hour brings with it the starry shroud of shivery night. 
 
    Once I’ve gathered up enough dry branches to fill both of my arms, from bent elbow to chin, I turn to head back to camp. But standing directly in my path is Alegra, watching me with sad eyes. She obviously has something on her mind. I wait for her to say something. 
 
    “I owe you an apology,” she says. “I didn’t know they’d grill you like that.” She holds the water flask in her hands, and fidgets nervously. She plucks the cork out of the leather canteen and takes a long swig of water. The water that glows blue, and has mystical truth-telling properties. “Go ahead,” she says, drying her mouth with the back of her hand. “Ask me anything you’d like.” 
 
    “As you already know, I have a bit of a crush on you. And I was sort of wondering, is there the slightest chance that you might like me too?” 
 
    “Yes,” she says without hesitation. 
 
    “Yes?” I squeak in a barely audible voice, finding myself growing anxious to hear what she has to say. “Why?” 
 
    “Ever since you stepped out into that clearing…the way you handled yourself…the way you fought off the guards. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. I guess what I’m trying to say is that I was impressed.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, blushing slightly. “I thought you were pretty impressive today too.” 
 
    She squints as though she’s thinking hard, and then shakes her head, as though she got something wrong, and tries again. “Sorry, I know I’m not making much sense. What I really wanted to say is…I think that we…you know…if we…we make a good team you and me. Right?” 
 
    Her stammering is cute. Although I’m still not entirely certain what she’s trying to do. But instead of waiting for her to figure it out, I drop the bundle of sticks, take her in my arms, and pull her firmly to me.  
 
    I feel her heart pounding in her chest as she looks into my eyes, uncertain as to what I’ll do next. I caress her cheek and watch as she closes her eyes and smiles as she lingers on my touch. 
 
    “Did you know,” I ask, breaking that lingering silence, “that the tips of your ears turn pink when you’re excited?” 
 
    She opens her violet eyes and looks right at me. “They do?” she asks in a self-conscious tone. Reaching up she covers her pointy ears. However, I grab her hands and then pull them back down. 
 
    “I think it’s adorable,” I say, hoping my words will console her enough to help ease her nerves. 
 
    Slowly, I run my hands up her soft arms until my fingers tips brush against her jaw. Taking her face in my hands, I find her eyes lingering on my lips, and we start to lean in. 
 
    Our lips come together, and I slowly apply more pressure. Her mouth opens slightly and I feel her sweet breath pass into me, which sparks my hunger for her even further. The passing of hot breath between our balmy lips titillates me and drives me wild. I desperately want more. 
 
    “Why do you taste so good?” I ask in a hushed whisper. 
 
    She looks at me as though she was thinking the same thing and replies, “I was about to ask the same thing. You taste like honey melon.” 
 
    “You taste like peaches,” I laugh, brushing my hair back away from my face. 
 
    We gaze at each other for a moment, taking a brief time out to catch our breath. The intermission only lasts a few seconds. Alegra grabs my wrists and wraps my hands around her waist.  
 
    I place my hands over her perfectly formed buttocks and we move closer together, our pelvises touching. Alegra wraps her hands around my waist so that our bodies press together as tightly as possible. 
 
    Our lips come together again, this time with a much stronger desire burning inside both of us. This time with a lot more wetness, hot breath, and to my pleasant surprise, tongue. 
 
    I let out a sultry moan as Alegra’s tongue slips into my mouth. It’s longer than a human tongue, and slightly more narrow, but not by much. Our tongues swirl playfully, tasting one another’s sweet breath, and lapping up all the balmy excess of each other’s passion. 
 
    Without warning, an unapologetic voice interrupts our private interlude. 
 
    “Hey, lovebirds, it’s getting dark out here and Lisette is going to freeze to death if you don’t hurry up with that firewood.” 
 
    Looking over my shoulder I catch Leif wink at me before disappearing back into the woods behind a couple of cedar trees. 
 
    Blushing, I look back at Alegra, who seems just as flustered as I am. Even her cheeks glow with a tinge of scarlet. 
 
    “Well, I guess the cat is out of the bag,” I say. 
 
    “What cat?” asks Alegra. She starts to look around for the escaped cat, but I stop her by placing my hands over her face and forcing her eyes to find their way back to mine. 
 
    “No, it’s just a figure of speech,” I tell her, laughing softly. “There’s no cat. It just means the secret is out and everyone knows now.” 
 
    “Oh,” she says, slightly embarrassed. But I find it enduring. It’s the first time she’s seemed completely vulnerable, the first time she’s let down her warrior’s mask and let me see the real woman underneath. 
 
    To ease her worries, I give her one more sultry kiss on the lips and then smile, beaming ear to ear, and trying not to let my dizzying level of giddiness get the best of me. For the first time in what seems like forever I feel comfortable being myself. 
 
    “Come on,” I say, gathering up the firewood I’d let fall to the ground in my bout of passion. “Let’s get this back to camp.” 
 
    I bend down to pick up all the sticks and dried branches I’d gathered, but before I can finish, Alegra tackles me and we tumble to the ground. Crashing down, Alegra lands on top of me, her body tense and alert. I’m about to ask what the matter is but she places her hand over my mouth and looks directly at the trees to the right of us. 
 
    Something else has caught her attention. And by the look on her face, whatever it is, it’s not good. I glance in the same direction, watching for signs of movement, and the moment she removes her hand from my mouth, I whisper, “What is it?” 
 
    Alegra leaps off of me, draws out her long, slightly curved sword and springs into the tree canopy. She disappears behind the thick covering of leaves, and I hear a loud hiss followed by violent thrashing.  
 
    Worried, I jump to my feet and reach for the Moon Blade, but by the time my hand touches the sword a large black mass crashes to the ground in front of me. 
 
    What lays before me resembles a knotted pile of black, slimy rope as thick as a mighty oak’s branch and at least three times as long. As I lean in to get a closer look, a scaly python’s head shoots up out of the coiled mass and hisses at me.  
 
    It’s a Sylek python! The most deadly serpent in all of Valandra. 
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    Recoiling, I leap back a safe distance and draw my sword. I stand, every muscle frozen with fear, watching it carefully. I try to gauge what its next move will be. It stares back at me with its yellow serpentine eyes, likely doing the same, and its forked tongue flickers in the air—sensing my fear. 
 
    Just a single bite from a Sylek python is lethal. Its venom is fast-acting and there is no known cure. Not even a mage’s magic can heal one who has been bitten. Elves seem to have a natural immunity to the snake’s effects, but not humans. Which means not me. 
 
    Slowly, I slide my sword out and grip it tightly in both hands. I’ve never gone up against a Sylek python before, but I’m fairly certain that I can outmaneuver it. At least, I hope so. The alternative is, well, not a very pleasing thought. 
 
    Slowly the snake rises up in an attempt to intimidate me. It towers at least a couple heads taller than me. It looks down at me and hisses. Obviously, it’s letting me know who’s boss. 
 
    Making ready to evade its impending attack, I brace myself for the wind rush technique, but before either of us makes a move there is a blur and a flash of light. 
 
    Alegra crashes to the ground beside me, and I rush to protect her. Looking up, I see the Sylek’s head slide off its body, and it topples to the ground with a loud thud.  
 
    Pushing herself up, Alegra tries to stand, but she appears to be wounded and crashes back to the ground. Helping her up to her feet, I notice that her left arm is hanging at her side and drips with blue blood from two puncture wounds. 
 
    She kicks the Sylek python’s head away from us, and in a groggy voice, says, “Be careful, the head of a Sylek can still bite even when severed.” 
 
    It’s a lucky thing that Alegra is an elf, otherwise she surely would be dead right now. Something I can’t bear the thought of. But even with her natural immunity to the venom, she seems to be affected by the python’s sting. 
 
    As she totters like a drunk on wobbly legs, nursing an injured arm, I ask her, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Suddenly Alegra falls forward into my arms.  
 
    “Apologies,” she says in a faint voice. 
 
    Holding her there, her face pressed against my chest, I can’t help but feel myself falling for her. Even though we just met, it feels right somehow. It’s like the stars have aligned and everything makes sense. “You do realize this is the second time today that you’ve ended up in my arms, right?” 
 
    Alegra smiles and tries to get up but falls into me again. 
 
    “Take it easy,” I tell her. “We’re not in any hurry.” 
 
    “Please, don’t worry,” she says, finally standing up of her own volition. “The effects of the venom will wear off soon enough.” 
 
    “What’s it feel like?” I ask, brushing a cluster of my hair away from my face and tucking it behind my ear. 
 
    “Painful,” she answers. “It feels like food poisoning or a painful flu. First your entire body aches, every bone throbs, ever muscle fiber twinges with the burning pain of the venom. It surges through your system causing what feels like burning and freezing pain all at the same time. Then, if you don’t puke your guts out, you have a crushing headache for at least a day, maybe two, afterward.” 
 
    “Sounds fun,” I quip. 
 
    Alegra shoots me an astonished look. “It’s not fun,” she reassures me. “I would not wish this on anybody. Least of all you.” 
 
    I take her face in my hands again and kiss her on the lips. Again, I taste a sweetness that I cannot explain. Then, staring into her eyes, I say, “Let’s get you back to camp and cleaned up.” 
 
    A half hour later we return to camp with the firewood, and I see Lisette huddled next to a rock with some mushrooms and wild onions spread out before her. A nice bounty for such a short time’s work. Leif, on the other hand, is hunched over a small fire he has kindled using some dry bark and pine needles and a few twigs he rummaged up. With cupped hands, he is puffing desperately on the small flame to keep it alive.  
 
    “Who’s hungry?” I say triumphantly as we enter the camp. Alegra tosses the meaty body of the Sylek onto the ground for all to marvel at. 
 
    “I sure hope that thing is dead,” Lisette says, keeping her distance. 
 
    “I can assure you,” Alegra answers, “it is.” 
 
    “It’s about time!” Leif blurts out, hastily snatching the brushwood from me and placing it onto his small fire. Soon he has a proper blaze going. Lisette pulls out the knife I gave her in Igthia and begins to skin the snake. 
 
    As she peels the scaly layer of its elastic skin back, she shares with us an anecdote from her past. “I love roasted snake. My father used to cook snake over the fire when we were children. He’d often make a spicy sauce from mashed prunes, spices, and goat’s milk that he’d glaze over the meat while cooking.” 
 
    Drool drips from the edges of Leif’s mouth as he stares at her, imagining the wonderful sauce her farther made, and suddenly his stomach growls and we all laugh. 
 
    Cooking the snake meat en brochette, along with the bounty of sliced wild onions and mushrooms for added flavor, makes excellent kebabs. Although there’s none of Lisette’s father’s miracle sauce to impress our taste buds with, we have more than enough food to fill our stomachs. 
 
    As we sit around the campfire, Leif tells stories about the time he courted the Duke of Canterbury’s daughter, in Wexton, and got caught seducing the Duchess instead, only to be hunted like the rufous-coated Reynard by a fervidly angry duke, his scorned daughter, and a housewife desperate for affection. After a couple of weeks they finally gave up their pursuit, he tells us. Yet just as he comes to the close of his evocative tale, and before taking even a single breath, he launches into another yarn about yet another one of his many indelicate escapades. 
 
    Of course, Lisette listens to each of his stories intently, her arms on her knees and her chin planted firmly in her palms. She eats up everything Leif says and laughs at all his bad jokes as she gazes dreamily up at him. In this moment Leif can do no wrong, as far as Lisette is concerned. Evidence of her infatuation is that amid his mouthfuls of snake meat, with flecks of food flying from his yapping mouth, not to forget to mention his belching more than a Syrakkian dragon, she seems completely unfazed by his shocking display of boorishness. 
 
    Tuning out Leif’s inane stories of risqué dalliances with big-breasted women and jealous husbands, I turn my attention to Alegra. She is focused on roasting some pieces of snake on the end of her stick, twiddling it in the fire. She seems to have zoned Leif out too, also bored by his droning on about each of his many venereal exploits. I can’t help but wonder what she is thinking. 
 
    Several minutes pass before she realizes that my eyes have been fixed on her the entire time Leif has been yammering, and she smiles at me and pushes a clump of platinum hair behind her long, pointy ear. A few strands fall back across her perfectly pale skin, which she ignores, and we stare into each other’s eyes with such intensity that the rest of the world fades away until all that’s left is the rhythmic beating of our excited hearts. 
 
    Lisette’s abrupt laugh cuts through the air and breaks our trance, bringing us back into the present moment. Looking down at Alegra’s bandaged wound, I ask, “How’s the arm?” 
 
    She adjusts her cloak and looks down at the white bandages, which now have blue patches where her elven blood has soaked into them. “Sore,” she replies, rotating her arm as she measures her exact level of tenderness. She peels the wrap back slightly to get a better look and grimaces at the bite marks. 
 
    I slide next to her and, taking the bandage in my hands, say, “Here, let me do that.” After unwinding it, I reach for the Bota bag and pour some cool water over her wound to wash away the dried blood. With the edge of my own tunic, I dab the area dry. Alegra flinches from a twinge of pain and bites her bottom lip. The face she makes, the way her brow wrinkles at the bridge of her nose, and the way she bites her lip arouse me, and I blush. What’s wrong with me? Why does everything about this girl drive me out of my mind? 
 
    With a gentle touch, I wrap Alegra’s arm back up and cinch up the bandage. She gazes at me with her violet eyes and says, “Thanks.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I reply. My heart palpitates wildly inside my chest as we stare into each other’s eyes, and for a brief moment I begin to feel so lightheaded that I fear I may pass out. 
 
    “We had better get some sleep,” Alegra finally says, breaking the lingering silence. “We have a long journey ahead of us tomorrow.” 
 
    Leif and Lisette smile at us. Lying on his side, Leif stokes the fire with a stick. There are enough embers to keep us warm for most the night. 
 
    “If it gets too cold for you,” Leif says to Lisette, “Don’t hesitate to…” 
 
    Before he can even finish the sentence Lisette climbs into the blankets with him and snuggles up against his chest like a cat. He smiles and then wraps his arms around her and rests his head next to hers. 
 
    Lisette pokes her head up, glances at Alegra and me, and then reassures us, “It’s just for warmth.” She then snuggles up with Leif again and closes her eyes. A perfect evening for her, I think. And I couldn’t be happier for her. 
 
    Alegra is setting her blankets down on the opposite side of the fire from them. I look down at my blanket, still bundled up at my feet and contemplate whether I should set my own bed or be bold enough to climb in with Alegra. What would she make of me? I don’t want her thinking I’m too bold, or that I’m simply trying t to add a notch to my belt saying I made it with an elf.  
 
    Alegra clears her throat, and I look up to see her lying before me looking like an angel. The flicker of the flame casts a warm glow that dances across her pale skin, giving me goose bumps as I study he every perfect feature. She pats the area next to her and asks, “Are you coming to bed or what?” 
 
    It takes me a second to realize that she’s invited me to share her bed with her. Fearing the invitation might expire if I idle about too long, I finally go over to her and climb into bed. 
 
    Embracing her in my arms I whisper, “So here we are.” 
 
    “So here we are,” she responds, echoing my tone of wonder coupled with deep-seated yearning to explore this fledgling relationship, wherever it may take us. 
 
    “If I’m moving too fast…” I begin, but I find myself trailing off when I catch her staring at me with the most intense gaze I’ve ever seen. 
 
    “It’s all happening a bit fast…” she says. “But I don’t think that should stop us.” 
 
    “It just feels…It feels so right. Doesn’t it?” I ask her, still having difficulty believing it myself. It feels like a dream come true, and the fact that it’s really happening, that I’ve found someone who feels the same way about me as I do her, someone who I can be open with, well, it’s all a bit much to process.  
 
    “Oh, it feels more than right,” she replies. “It feels like you’re a part of me that’s been missing from me my whole life. I know that sounds cheesy and sentimental. But that’s just how I feel.” 
 
    “I feel exactly the same way,” I reply, agreeing wholeheartedly with her description. And even though we’re merely talking, my heart races excitedly in my chest. I give her a peck on the lips and then pull back to gauge her reaction. She smiles at me and then kisses me with a deep, passionate kiss. 
 
    After the hottest, most sultry goodnight kiss that’s ever been or ever will be, we spend what seems like hours gazing into each other’s eyes and smiling and giggling till the corners of our mouths hurt. We don’t talk. We don’t need to. All we need is each other—just to hold one another other in a warm embrace and be caught up in the moment. 
 
    Neither of us wants the moment to end, but eventually my head grows weary and Alegra’s face fades in and out of focus as my vision become blurry with fatigue. I am unable to keep my chin up or my eyes open any longer, and my head sinks down onto Alegra’s arm. I feel her pull me close to her. So close, in fact, that my head nestles into her bosom and then, feeling the warmest and safest I have ever felt in my entire life, I am overtaken by a deep sleep. 
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    Soaring above the viridescent canopy of the Dark Elf forest of Thananor, I recognize that I’m dreaming. Anytime I’m flying through the sky like a bird, with the wind rushing through my hair, I can tell that I’m caught up in a fantastical dream. I’ve always been a lucid dreamer, ever since I was a little girl. 
 
    I used to wake up screaming, drenched through my nightgown, because my dreams were so vividly real. Master Kel taught me how to calm my mind and take control of my dreams. He taught me how to tell the difference between what was illusory in my dream and what was the dim echoes of reality seeping in form the waking world. 
 
    With his help, I now have complete power in my dreams, which is why it’s so strange that I keep circling the same spot again and again. 
 
    Down in the dark green pines of the jagged peaks of the forest, there is an overcast area that is darker than the darkest shade. It seems to be drawing me to it and as I join the birds in a slow downward spiral, suddenly a dark smoke races up toward me. 
 
    I feel utter terror at the sight of this demonic fog. It assumes the shape of a giant clawed hand. I am unable to stop and I crash headlong into it. 
 
    The sharp tendrils of shadow clasp down on me. I feel my body being crushed under the weight of the giant hand. It no longer feels like wisps of smoke. It is strong and deadly. 
 
    Plucking me out of the sky as if I were a mere insect, its drags me to the ground. I smash into the rocky terrain with a bone-shattering crash. The wind rushes out of my lungs. It feels like I’m about to pass out from the lack of oxygen, but I don’t. For whatever reason, I manage to cling to the breath of life. 
 
    Pushing myself up off the ground, I crawl to my knees. I notice blood dripping from my mouth. I wipe my bottom lip with the back of my hand. Grunting, I stand the rest of the way up, clutching my ribcage, which feels as though it has been shattered into a thousand shards. It pains me to breathe, but I force myself to slowly inhale and exhale lest I stop breathing in my sleep as well. Always a danger for a lucid dreamer. 
 
    I scan my surroundings. The forest I was soaring over is no more. All that exists here is the charred remains of a barren wasteland. All the trees have burned up. As far as the eye can see in every direction, cinders smolder, and it rains ash. Fissures spread out across the valley, branching in every direction, like pulsing veins in the earth. They glow with an ominous red energy that seems to indicate the fading pulse of an entire planet. 
 
    In the distance, through the shimmering of the heat mirage, I see a dark figure. It’s blurred by the heat of the cracked and scorched earth. I take a step closer, the charred ground crunching beneath my feet and turning to ash. 
 
    As I move closer still to the dark figure, the fear inside my chest builds in intensity until it’s suffocating. When I’m no more than a stone’s throw away, I can sense its burning hate, which wants to consume everything it touches. The pit of my stomach fills with complete and utter dread at the overwhelming maleficence and evil emanating from the shadowy figure. 
 
    Cautious in my approach, I look down at my feet to try and find a way to avoid stepping on anything that might snap or crunch beneath my feet. I discover it wasn’t the scorched earth and dead branches of the forest I was treading upon, but the remains of a thousand exsanguinated corpses. I place my hand over my mouth and smother a fearful gasp. 
 
    The dead corpses of Elves, dwarves, and humans litter the entire battlefield. The valley is so dense with the burned remains of deceased warriors that there’s nothing but a tangle of bent and blackened limbs jutting up from the ground. 
 
    A sudden gush of hot wind rushes over me and I lose my footing. I stumble about, shifting on fragile remains which crumble beneath me and blow away in the wind. I try not to panic, but the more I try not to do any damage the more damage is done. I feel the hair on the back of my neck prick up. I look up. Then I see them. Two black demonic eyes, blacker than the pitch blackness of a starless night, staring right at me. 
 
    My voice rattles in my throat as I expel a deathly shriek.  
 
    The demon suddenly takes the form of a beautiful elf woman with ivory skin and thin red lips. Only her eyes remain the same dark and disturbing eyes of the demon. The woman’s thin red lips spread in a wide grin, revealing fangs unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. They only add to my overall sense of dread.  
 
    Abruptly, she grabs ahold of my throat with her sharp talon-like fingers. The tips are singed black, as though she reached into the afterlife and ripped the still beating heart of Vulcanus’s chest to steal his power over death. They dig into my soft flesh and draw blood.  
 
    Clutching her wrists with both hands, I try to pry her claws from my throat. But all I can do is cry silent tears, which evaporate from my cheeks in the hot air of this hellish world. 
 
    The feeling that this is no mere illusion overwhelms me. The dream has turned real and dangerous. I no longer have control over it. 
 
    In the distance I hear awful shrieking. I realize it’s my own voice. I am screaming in the waking world, just as I am this one, as loud as my lungs will allow. 
 
    She stops smiling and her countenance grows solemn. I cling to her hand and try to pry my throat free of her grasp, but she is too strong and all I can do is choke. She watches me with an amused expression and blinks twice. Just when I think I’m about to pass out from the lack of oxygen, she whispers my name. “Arianna.” 
 
    “Nooo!” I shriek, sitting up in bed. My heart pounds inside my chest and sweat soaks through my shirt. The cold chill of early morning causes my skin to prickle. Alegra, rousing from slumber, sits up next to me. She softly strokes my back to comfort me. 
 
    “You were dreaming,” she says. 
 
    “It was more of a nightmare,” I reply, trying to catch my breath. I know my screams must have awoken her. “Sorry to wake you.” 
 
    I scramble to my feet and begin to gather my belonging. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asks. 
 
    “I have to get out of here. Away from all of you. It’s not safe. I realize that now. This undertaking, the thing I have to do, it’s too dangerous. I must do this alone.” 
 
    The terrible vision is still fresh in my mind, and now, for the first time, I realize that I’m putting other people’s lives in danger. Not the usual danger of running into some bandits in the woods, but real, serious, danger. 
 
    Wrapping my things in the blanket, I walk over to Merrium, pet her, and then tie the bundle onto the back of the saddle. 
 
    “Wait…I’ll go with you,” Alegra says. 
 
    I don’t wait though. I step into the stirrups and settle into the saddle. With a firm kick, I spur Merrium on. “Come on, girl,” I say. She trots away softly through the trees. I don’t look back. If I do, I know Alegra will be standing there, staring at me with those amethyst eyes, and I’ll be drawn back into them as if she were the lodestone to my heart. No, I must stay strong. I must ride. And keep riding until everyone I know and love is a thousand miles away. 
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    I race on horseback to warn Bellera of Ashram’s attack, while wisps of white smoke rise up from the doused campfire, which quickly fades into the distance behind me. Merrium whinnies and I look over my right shoulder in time to see Leif trot up alongside me on his horse. Lisette rides with him—her arms wrapped around him. In fact, she has her arms wrapped so tightly around his torso that it’s a wonder Leif can even breathe at all. 
 
    On my right, Alegra rides up next to me and looks over at me with worried eyes. 
 
    “I thought I told you I had to do this alone.” 
 
    “An elf’s word is her bond,” she says. “Stronger than the black oak wood of Thananor, longer lasting than the eternal falls of Lanthium. I owe you a debt of life, Arianna De Amato, and I intend to repay it, no matter where it takes me.” 
 
    Leif looks at me for a long time then says what’s on his mind. “We’re in this together. Whatever has gotten you spooked, we’ll face it together. And we won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    “And my training isn’t complete,” Lisette chimes in. “So don’t expect to be able to run off like that whenever you get spooked. I’ll trail you to the ends of the realms if that’s what it takes. You better believe that.” 
 
    “I do,” I say, scanning all their earnest faces. It warms my heart to know they care. To know they fear losing me as much as I fear losing them. 
 
    “You are a strange one, Arianna De Amato,” Leif states. Then, changing the subject, he says the unexpected. “But what I don’t get, and maybe you can help me out on this, you have the finest looking elf in all the realms throw herself at you and all you can think to do is stay up all night long talking to her.” 
 
    Lisette smothers a giggle with her hands. I look at Alegra who is staring ahead, gazing out onto the horizon, but whose ears are subtly perked up. Their tips are turning a light shade of pink and that’s how I know she’s thinking of me too. 
 
    “Yeah,” I respond to Leif’s innuendo-laden comment. “It’s called getting to know a girl, first. Maybe you should try it sometime.” 
 
    My little jibe elicits another giggle from Lisette, who looks away when Leif shoots her a betrayed look from over his shoulder. 
 
    “Do you really think I’m so callous? So uncaring?” he asks me with dramatic flair. 
 
    “When it comes to women,” I tell him, “you don’t have the first clue.” 
 
    “I’ve not had any complaints so far,” he says, thumping his chest proudly. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Alegra asks. She pulls back a bit from the group and then rides up alongside him. 
 
    Wedged between us, he does a double take and then asks, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Women gossip,” Alegra says. “Even elf women are not immune to the trivialities of scuttlebutt and skinder.” 
 
    Leif is at a loss. “Of what?” 
 
    “The exchange of juicy details in the confidence of other women,” Lisette chimes in. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure it’s nothing bad,” he reassures us with a hefty dose of confidence. He shoots me a wink to let me know he’s not simply bluffing about his skills as a womanizer. 
 
    “Answer me this,” Lisette says in a rather serious tone. “Has there ever been anyone? Someone you truly cared about?” 
 
    Leif’s face grows cold and his posture grows rigid as he gazes out at the rippling wild grasses and rolling hills which define the Belleran landscape. “Once. A long time ago,” he answers. But his voice is low and solemn, and Lisette, being the thoughtful young woman she is, doesn’t press the matter any further. 
 
    “What’s that?” Alegra asks. And suddenly all our attention is diverted to the sight ahead of us. 
 
    The Queen’s guard is out in force, and a large woman, fully armored, flags us down. She points toward a tent where there’s a checkpoint set up and gestures for us to head over. 
 
    The checkpoint consists of five knights and two clerks convened around a small tent. One of the knights approaches us and raises her hand, signaling for us to come to a stop. 
 
    Slowing to a halt, I give the Belleran greeting common to my people. “Greetings, sisters of the Goddess. May the sun brighten your day and that of blessed Bellera.” 
 
    “You are Belleran?” the knight asks, somewhat surprised to find a fellow countrywoman riding with a ragtag group that includes a Gaul, an elf, and a petite girl wearing clothes that would make even the wealthiest princess envious. 
 
    “We hasten to Bellera with an urgent message for Queen Sabine,” I inform her. 
 
    “A message from whom?” the woman asks tersely as she eyeballs my friends suspiciously. 
 
    “From Galen, head of the Monks of Sabolin and caretaker of the sacred scrolls of Valandra.” 
 
    “What’s a checkpoint doing so far away from the city?” asks Lisette. She speaks my thoughts. 
 
    The knight looks a bit flustered, then after hesitating a bit, she begrudgingly answers, “Rumor is that Koroth has sent a fleet of soldiers to Valandra Prime at the behest of Lord Dathrium. He is amassing a large army, but we do not know the reasons why.” 
 
    “Then maybe we can help,” Lisette says. 
 
    The knight raises an eyebrow. 
 
    “The nature of our news concerns this very topic, I’m afraid. Lord Dathrium has declared war on Sabolin.” 
 
    “Is this true?” the knight asks me in a state of shock. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s much worse than that,” I answer. “Dathrium has burned the temple of the monks and toppled the scared obelisk.” 
 
    “By the Goddess!” the knight gasps. “What of the survivors?” 
 
    I bow my head and gravely inform her, “There were no survivors.” 
 
    “We must inform the Queen,” says Leif. He looks right at the woman knight, who ignores him and keeps her eyes fixed on me. 
 
    Riding up next to me, Alegra sniffs the air and then whips her head to the side and looks directly at me. She frowns and a worried expression settles upon her face. “Arianna, something’s not right.” 
 
    I’m at a loss as to what she’s getting at. But then the female knight reaches up and grabs the reins to Merrium and says, “I’m afraid I’ll have to hold you here until I can confirm your story.” 
 
    “What?” It’s hard to mask my shock. “You don’t understand. There’s no time. We must get word to Queen Sabine!” 
 
    “I’m afraid I cannot allow that,” the knight says, tugging on Merrium’s reins firmly and guiding her to the encampment where the large group of knights are gathered. 
 
    Suddenly, Alegra leaps off her horse, sword drawn. Flying sharply athwart the camp as fast as an arrow, she intercepts the knight and stabs the woman in her neck with her sword. Alegra shoves her blade downward so it bypasses the upper body armor and cuts into the knight’s sternum. Alegra lets out a grunt as she rips her blade back out and lets the knight plunge to the ground. 
 
    “What in the blazes?!” Leif cries out in complete shock. “Are you out of your bleedin’ elf mind?” 
 
    Alegra flicks the blood off her blade as she stands over the dead body and ignores Leif’s question. Without looking up, she says, “It’s a trap.” 
 
    Suddenly a puff of dark green smoke manifests out of nowhere and envelops the knight’s body. What follows it peculiar to say the least. The female knight’s armor dissipates in the evaporating smoke, revealing the body of one of Dathrium’s male centurions. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Lisette asks. 
 
    “It’s black magic,” Alegra states rather dryly. “Obviously a masking spell to alter their appearance. I could smell it on them,” she says looking up at the rest of the group of soldiers. “On all of them.” 
 
    Glancing back up, I scan the other knights. Sure enough, a daisy chain of dark puffs of smoke erupts and the façade of Belleran soldiers vanishes. An entire battalion of Dathrium’s men emerge from the billowing blackness. And a wicked cackle cuts through the crisp morning air. 
 
    We all turn toward the tent, from which the malevolent voice emanated. Two guards dressed in black armor emerge from the tent, followed by a familiar face. A face I hadn’t expected to see again anytime soon. 
 
    Zarine of Koroth tosses her short black hair, brushes back her long black cape, and then locks onto me with her obsidian eyes. She knows exactly who she’s caught in her snare of deception, and a malicious smile forms on her dark purple lips. 
 
    “You?!” I growl angrily. 
 
    “Do you know her?” Leif asks. 
 
    “She’s a duplicitous snake.” My jaw flexes as I speak through clenched teeth. I have to push the rage back down into the pit of my stomach so that it doesn’t overwhelm me. I take a deep breath and fix my gaze on Zarine, who stands a safe distance away from us, and glower intensely at her. 
 
    Ignoring my previous insult, she paces back and forth. She tugs at the leather breastplate of her armor so as to allow her bosom to fill the crevice of its V-cut design just as a couple of loaves of bread will swell up from the bread pan. 
 
    “It’s been a long time, Arianna,” she says. A narrow smile that curls up at the corners of her mouth does little to hide her malicious intent. 
 
    “Not long enough,” I spit back. 
 
    “Oh, come now. Don’t tell me you’re still sore about what happened between us.” 
 
    “You drugged and kidnapped me. Then you sliced me open on your carving table. And when your black-hearted treachery was revealed, you fled like the craven wench you are!” 
 
    My rebuking doesn’t seem to faze her. Zarine merely lets my words run off her back like droplets of rain. After my berating, I look to Alegra for confidence when Zarine catches us sharing glances with one another. She seems to be piecing together the clues about our relationship faster than I’d like. 
 
    A cruel smile crawls onto Zarine’s lips as she unravels the truth about. Glancing at Alegra sideways, Zarine addresses her. “Do you want to hear about the time Arianna and I kissed?” 
 
    “Arianna’s past is her own. If she desires to share it with me, she will,” Alegra says, staring fiercely back at Zarine who ignores her words and continues to tear me down in front of my friends. 
 
    “If I were you, I’d be extremely careful with this one. The moment she gets what she wants from you she’ll feed you to the wolves.” 
 
    “That’s not fair!” I growl, agitated by Zarine’s relaying of half-truths to make it appear that I was the one who was in the wrong. “I was drunk.” 
 
    In an attempt to save face, I turn toward Alegra plead for her understanding. “I know it’s no excuse, but it’s the truth. I made a mistake. Obviously. But if I could go back and do things differently…I would You have to believe me.” 
 
    Regrettably, Zarine, the evil witch she is, has me completely at her mercy. Either Alegra will believe me or she won’t. And it kills me inside that I can’t tell what Alegra’s thinking behind those violet eyes of hers. 
 
    The last thing I want Alegra to think is that I’m some kind of reckless thrill-seeker who engages in all manner of dalliances with other women, but by the way Zarine tells it I’m a wanton hussy and womanizing drunk. Pressing on my chest just above my heart with my hand, I look deep into Alegra’s eyes and say, “Just know that what I feel for you, inside here is real.” 
 
    “I understand,” she responds. “We all make mistakes.” 
 
    I let out a huge sigh of relief. A look of disappointment comes over Zarine’s face when she realizes she won’t be able to tear us apart so easily. 
 
    “It seems that you’ve found a keeper,” Zarine says to me with a contemptuous look. Her voice is saccharine, replete with an artificial graciousness which does little to disguise her lightly veiled contempt. Of course, the feeling is mutual. 
 
    Having grown bored with her mind games, Zarine extends her slender finger and points it at us. With a vicious smile curling her lips, she commands, “Arrest the traitors!” 
 
    Stepping out from the tent come three more soldiers, now totaling ten, not counting the one Alegra took out earlier. We are sorely outnumbered and I don’t see an easy way out of this mess. If we fight, not all of us will make it. If we surrender, then Sabolin’s plea for help will never reach Queen Sabine and all will be lost. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    25 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Armed guards surround us and then line us up. One by one, they walk down the row and confiscate our things. After taking our weapons and anything that could potentially be used as a weapon, they bind our hands behind our backs with rope and place us in front of Zarine’s tent. Without warning, one of the guard kicks the back of my knees and I drop to the ground. I fall onto my side. Immediately another guard pulls me up by my hair, setting me on my knees. The first guard knocks Leif, Lisette, and Alegra to their knees as well. I glower at Zarine. “You won’t get away with this. I swear it.” 
 
    “My dear Arianna,” she says with a hefty sigh. It sounds disappointed and annoyed all at the same time. “Get away with what, exactly? What do you think is going on here?” Zarine walks over to a round wooden table with a silver bowl full of fruit set out on it and plucks out an apple. She slides out a knife from under her black leather body armor. She flips the knife up into the air, then catches it, and in one fluid motion, viciously stabs the apple. 
 
    After inflicting unnecessary violence upon the fruit, she cuts out a wedge and then eats it. Chewing ever so slowly, she closes her eyes and enjoys every mouth-watering bite. 
 
    While she’s not paying attention, I take a quick headcount of the nearby soldiers. I count five soldiers directly in front of us. Three behind us. And the other two are attending to our horses. 
 
    After a long savory bite of the apple, Zarine opens her eyes again and scans all our faces as we kneel before her. 
 
    “My father is Rikkard Durante, the Duke of Algoroth!” Lisette informs Zarine in a stately manner. She looks right at Zarine when she says it. Zarine stops eating her apple and turns her gaze toward Lisette. “I demand to know the meaning of this! Why have you arrested us?” 
 
    Pointing the knife at Lisette, Zarine says, “Isn’t it clear, dear noble daughter of Algoroth? You are in league with a well-known extremist.” 
 
    “More lies,” I state dryly. 
 
    Zarine glances at me but ignores my quip and goes back to addressing Lisette. “This woman,” Zarine begins, waging her finger at me, “ambushed a prison transport and assaulted several Royal Guards, unlawfully broke a prisoner out, and then fled the authorities. She was also placed at the scene of an arson that burned down the religious district of Valandra Igthium.” 
 
    “Arson?” Leif asks, puzzled by the extraneous accusation. Obviously, they’re trying to pin Dathrium’s torching of the temple on me. 
 
    “That’s rich,” I scoff. “The whole thing was a set up from the beginning. And now you’re just going to pin all the blame on me. Aren’t you, Zee?” 
 
    Zarine grinds her teeth. She hates when I call her that. Shrugging it off, she makes her most serious accusation. “Eye-witnesses place you at the scene of the fire. Do you deny it?” 
 
    I stare at her with loathing. 
 
    “No? Didn’t think so. And why is it the very same day you enter Valandra there is suddenly a fire which you are fleeing? Are you honestly going to say you were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time?” 
 
    “She was!” Lisette cries out, tears welling up in her eyes. “We all were.” 
 
    “Which is why I’m placing you under arrest too,” Zee informs Lisette. 
 
    “Under whose authority?” Lisette asks. 
 
    “Under the authority of Lord Dathrium,” Zarine says. A guard steps up to her and hands her a scroll. She unravels it and thrusts it in my face. “I have a warrant for your arrest, Arianna De Amato. Is there anything you want to say? Because if there is, I strongly urge for you to come out with it.” 
 
    I refuse to incriminate myself by saying anything she can twist around and use against me. 
 
    “What a bunch of bull,” Leif grumbles. “The temple was already up in flames by the time we arrived.” 
 
    Zarine raises an eyebrow at him then laughs. “And who, pray tell, will believe you? It’s your word, as a thief, against the word of Lord Dathrium, the Royal Guard, and numerous eye-witness testimonies that can place you three at the scene of the crime.” 
 
    Annoyed, Leif turns his head away. 
 
    “You, on the other hand,” Zarine says, turning her attention to Alegra. “I don’t know you.” 
 
    Alegra follows my lead and gives Zarine the cold shoulder. 
 
    Ignoring the fact that we’re giving her the silent treatment, Zee cuts another wedge from the apple, pops it into her mouth, and chews noisily. “No matter,” she says with a mouthful of apple. 
 
    Zarine’s gaze grows cold and harsh as does her voice. “But seeing as I cannot take you prisoner and pass safely back through the Dark Forest without being stopped by your fellow elves, I’m afraid…I’ll just have to kill you instead.” 
 
    “No!” I scream, but it falls of deaf ears. Zarine flips her knife into the air, like she did when she stabbed the apple, and catches it above Alegra’s head. Just as she is about to bring it down on Alegra’s face, Alegra’s bindings snap. She springs up and tackles Zarine. 
 
    “Way to go, Alegra!” Lisette says in a burst of excitement. 
 
    Zarine and Alegra topple to the ground and tumble around until Alegra finally gets the upper hand. Kicking the knife away, she rolls backward, doing a summersault away from Zarine. 
 
    Zarine’s henchmen rush forward to help her, but Leif lies down on the ground and deliberately rolls into their legs, taking them down. Three guards topple onto him. 
 
    I hear the guards directly behind me move to intervene, and I spring to my feet and then throw my body into them. We crash to the ground in a heap. 
 
    Tightening my lips, I release a high-pitch whistle, and Merrium snorts, bucks, and kicks the guards off of her. Free of her captors, she trots over to our position and whinnies. 
 
    “Take Merrium!” I say to Alegra. “Get our message to Queen Sabine!” 
 
    Alegra hesitates to do as I say. I know she doesn’t want to abandon me, or any of us for that matter, but this may be our only chance. 
 
    “Go!” I shout. 
 
    Alegra turns, grabs Merrium’s mane, and swings herself up and onto Merrium’s back. Once she’s up, she slips her feet into the stirrups and gives Merrium several kicks to her side to get her running.  
 
    Zarine gets up just in time to see the two gallop away at breakneck speed. By the way her jaw muscles are flexing, I know she must be furious. 
 
    As Alegra and Merrium disappear across the rolling hills of Bellera, one of the guards approaches Zarine. “Ma’am, shall we go after her?” 
 
    Raising her hand, Zarine informs him, “No, that won’t be necessary. We have the ones we came for. Besides, there’s nothing Queen Sabine or anyone else can do anyway. Ashram and his army of the dead are marching upon the Holy city of Sabolin as we speak.” 
 
    Dismayed, Lisette gasps, which elicits a cruel smile from Zarine. 
 
    “Oh, I’m afraid it’s quite true,” Zarine taunts. “You have all failed. But perhaps the best part of it all is, you fell right into Dathrium’s hands and were never the wiser.” Sauntering over to me, Zarine places her bony finger under my chin and raises my head so that my eyes meet hers. “A pity too,” she adds. “If only you’d have listened to my warning when we’d first met, then none of this would have ever happened.” 
 
    Zarine raises her slender hand and snaps her fingers. On cue, three of her soldiers drag us to our feet and then march us over to what appear to be oversized bird cages. 
 
    The guards shove us into our cages and Zarine fastens us in with a key she wears around her neck. Once we’re secured, she looks directly at me with her cold, hardened gaze and smiles. The smile is brief, and meant only to rub my nose in the fact that she beat me. With that, she turns and marches off. 
 
    Her black cape fluttering in the wind, Zarine heads back to her tent. She tosses the half-eaten apple onto the ground without a care, and then barks orders at her men. “Ready our things. We return to Valandra immediately.” 
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    I open my eyes and find myself lying on the damp stone floor of a prison cell. It’s smooth and cool, yet has a fine grit to it, just like the limestone floor my childhood home in Bellera. I sit up and a sharp pain shoots through the back of my skull. The last thing I remember is, upon arriving at the palace, I gave the prison guards hell and fought like a mad badger, kicking and clawing, refusing to let them take me. But the dominio, the head of the prison keep, bludgeoned me so hard with his truncheon that I instantly blacked out. And now I’m here, sitting in this dank, drab, and depressing place—with a throbbing skull. 
 
    A shiver shoots down my spine. I wrap my arms around myself and rub my body for warmth. I realize my clothes have been confiscated and all I’m wearing is some tattered old prison rags that hardly cover me at all and provide little in the way of warmth. 
 
    When I stand up, my skull throbs as though it has been split open like a melon. I can feel the damp stones of the dungeon beneath my bare feet, and I cautiously step toward the cell door at the other end of the dark room. I can make out a dim light seeping through the barred window and into my cell from the outer hallway. Yet these pinpricks of light are the only thing allowing me to see anything at all. And even then, just barely. 
 
    Suddenly my foot snags on something sharp, like a tree branch, and I stumble forward and fall to the ground. I roll over and see the smiling grin of a skeleton staring back at me. 
 
    Startled, I scramble to my feet and quickly shuffle away from the pile of old bones. Staggering clumsily in the dimness, I keep one hand on the cold and clammy dungeon wall as I feel out my surroundings. 
 
    Somehow, I manage to make it through the darkness to the heavy wooden door of my cell, I put my face up to the barred window. The stench of the dungeon assaults my nostrils and causes me to gag. 
 
    It smells like a sewer. Like rot and decay. And the potent ammonia-rich scent of urine lingers on the air, indicating a lack of decent ventilation. I fight hard not to hurl my own sick all over the place. And by the grace of the Goddess, I manage to keep myself from throwing up. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” a voice says to me in the dark. “It gets better with time.” 
 
    The voice sounds distant but, at the same time, close by. It’s hard to pinpoint exactly. If I had to guess I’d say it was coming from the cell next to me. 
 
    “Who’s there?” I ask. But there is no immediate reply. 
 
    I cannot tell if the voice is coming from inside my cell or one of the adjoining cells. 
 
    I shuffle back to the bars of my door and press my face as far as I can in between them to try and see into the hall. There is a single torch at the base of a spiral staircase. It is the only source of light. I see three cells across from me. If the layout is the same on this side of the corridor it means there is a cell to either side of me. But that’s all I can make out from this angle. 
 
    Unexpectedly, there is a jangling of keys. I hear the upstairs gate unlock. Voices are chattering, and I can make out two people by the sounds of their footsteps making their way down the spiral staircase at the end of the hall. Soon enough, a couple of men with torches enter into the corridor. One of them is carrying a bucket. The other one carries the keys. 
 
    I slink back into the shadows of my cell and search my surroundings for something, anything, I can use as a weapon. I find a rock on the floor resting in the corner of the room and quickly pick it up. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do anything rash, if I were you,” the voice from the other cell cautions. I ignore it. 
 
    Suddenly the men are at my door. The lock rattles and there is a click. With a loud creaking, the door opens and the two guards enter my cell. 
 
    Curses, I say to myself, as one of them already sees me holding the rock. 
 
    “Well, looky here, we have a wild one,” he says, pointing out my rock to his comrade. 
 
    The other one laughs at my display of defiance. “Maybe she likes to play rough?” His voice is thick with a foul sort of lust. 
 
    Each man wears a standard issue prison guard uniform with the symbol of Valandra, a double headed phoenix, emblazoned on the armored breastplate. The first guard who enters my cell is taller than the one who trails in behind him. He has a full beard, while the other, who is short and stout, will soon have one if he doesn’t get a shave in the next day or two. Both have messy hair, terrible teeth, no doubt rotted away from poor hygiene, and the scent of malt whiskey still lingers on their breath. 
 
    “Where are my clothes?” I demand, covering myself best I can. The prison rags barely cover any more of me than a bath towel would, and I can practically feel their slimy eyes slithering up and down my exposed flesh, feeding their minds with indecent thoughts. 
 
    “What would a barbarian girl need of clothes?” the first guard sniggers. He then reaches into the bucket and pulls out a ladle filled with an indistinguishable gray muck. “Here, wear this instead, barbarian,” he grunts. 
 
    He flings the ladle and the porridge splatters across my skin, dappling my almost naked body with gray specks. It reeks of rotting meat and spoiled eggs and I feel sick all over again. 
 
    “May the Goddess curse you!” I shout. I spit on the floor in protest of their mistreatment of me. It doesn’t seem to do any good, however, as both of them just laugh off my wrath, as if I were more amusing to them than any kind of threat. 
 
    Their bad manners cause my temper to flare up and I throw the rock at the first guard. It merely hits his armored breastplate and bounces off. Both guards look at each other as if they were surprised at my sudden outburst and then, after a brief pause, laugh even more. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the second guard backhands me across the cheek with his leather-fisted glove. I fall to the ground. I pretend to cower and lay prostrate before my captors, rubbing the smarting weal on my cheek and sobbing fake tears. 
 
    “Please,” I beg in a high-pitched voice that makes me sound more like a little girl rather than a nineteen-year-old woman. “Don’t hurt me.” 
 
    Of course, the tears are all part of the act. The trick of any good fit of hysterics, after all, is to fly from one extreme emotion to the next so fluidly that it seems unnatural. It’s that unnatural feeling that does the trick. So, almost immediately, I go from red-faced rage to teary-eyed sobs. It works like a charm. 
 
    Unwilling to engage with what, by their reckoning, is an obviously hysterical woman, the guards look at each other and, giving one another mortified looks, they turn to leave. 
 
    With their backs turned toward me, I’m certain that I could easily take them both out here and now, but I hold back. At the moment, I’m completely vulnerable. No clothes. No armor. No weapon. Besides this, I don’t know how many more guards are posted to the upper levels. The risk is too great. 
 
    Until I can get a better handle on the situation, I decide to play the part of the weak and helpless damsel for just a little while longer. For all the guards know, I’m just an overzealous barbarian girl from the north who got in over her head. And I’ll continue to let them think so right up to the point I slit their throats. It’s the one time being viewed as a mindless barbarian has its advantages. 
 
    Satisfied that I’m no real threat to them, the guards leave my cell and lock the door behind them. 
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    The guards turn right after exiting my cell and head back down the corridor toward the stairwell at the end. I listen to their boots stamping on the cold stone floor, fading away as they grow more distant. Still listening, I hear the second prison guard ask his compatriot, “What about the other one?” 
 
    “What about her?” his friend grumbles. 
 
    A loud clangor of the ladle rattling on the prison bars can be heard. “You hungry, trull?” 
 
    There’s no reply to his vulgar jeering. Obviously, the woman, whoever she is, isn’t amused by his insulation that she’s a wanton roundheel and refuses to play his little game. 
 
    I can’t blame her. Brutes like these usually just want to get a reaction out of you. They don’t care if you spit on them or curse them to oblivion, they will relish the fact that they made you look weak by having to defend yourself against their slanderous digs. It’s better to give them the silent treatment and carry about your business as if they didn’t exist than give them what they want. 
 
    After waiting a few minutes in silence, the guard grows bored with her dismissiveness and groans, “Guess not.” He goes on to add, “Suit yourself and starve, for all I care.” 
 
    “Hey,” the second guard says, addressing the female prisoner, “If you do get hungry, just give me a holler. I know of a nice big juicy sausage you can swallow. Fill you right up, it will.” 
 
    The lecherous laughter of both guards gradually fades away as they head back down the hall. By the time they get to the stairwell, the joke has run its course and they are no longer sniggering. I can hear them head up the stairs as they leave the dungeon for the upper levels. Once their footsteps are faint enough that they can no longer be heard, I place my head near to the entrance and ask my fellow prisoner, “Are you all right?” 
 
    She answers with a diminutive, “Yes.” 
 
    I stand in my cell with the gray slop dripping down my neck and over my collarbone. Some of it dribbles down in between my breasts and I let out an agitated sigh. I try to wipe off the gray sludge but it just smears across my chest. 
 
    “Just a fair bit of warning,” the young woman says. “They’ll come into your chamber tonight, with a bucket of ice-water and will give you a rude awakening. They’ll strip you down, scrub you raw, and humiliate you as you lie naked, quivering on the floor. After which, they’ll not so subtly offer to warm you up by taking you back to their bed chambers. I know, because they tried it with me. When I refused their offer, they’ll all took turns spitting on me and then left me worse off than when they came in.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say, appalled by her account of what they did to her. “That’s terrible.” 
 
    She doesn’t say anything for a few moments. Then, after a long pause, she continues on with her shocking story. “The first time they did it to me I kicked and scratched like a saber cat. Even gouged one’s eye. Made him bleed something fierce. I took a swift kick to the ribs for it too. But they left me alone after that. I recommend you do the same.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assure her, “I can handle myself.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can,” she replies. 
 
    “If you don’t mind my asking, who are you?” I ask the mysterious voice. 
 
    “I’m Bethriel Annika Sabine of El Unarith,” she says proudly. She says it in a way that seems majestic, as though she’s royalty.  
 
    “Bethriel?!” I say, excitedly. I never expected to find her here, but sometimes fate has a funny way of working things out in ways you’d never expect. 
 
    “Yes,” she answers. 
 
    “Bethriel from El Unarith?” 
 
    “I just said that,” she replies with a laugh. 
 
    “I’ve been looking for you!” I say. 
 
    “Is that so?” she asks. 
 
    “Queen Sabine sent me to Igthia to find you. When you weren’t at the rendezvous, I came to the palace, but I was sidetracked by the fire.” 
 
    “Fire?” she asks, unaware of recent events. 
 
    “The holy temple was burned down.” 
 
    “I see,” she says in a contemplative tone. “You must be my contact then. Arianna, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I reply. “Queen Sabine said you’d have some intel for me. Something of utmost importance.” 
 
    “I did,” she says. “But I’m afraid it may already be too late.” 
 
    “Too late for what?” 
 
    After a brief pause, she asks me, “Do you know much about the island of El Unarith?” 
 
    “It’s known as the island of The Forgotten Ones. It is where widowers and down trodden women go when they have nowhere else to turn.” 
 
    “That’s right,” she informs me. “There, women who have no place to go are cared for and taught the art of seduction. They are trained to entertain guests, to take up the harp, to read and write poetry, and then, once their training is complete, they enter back into the world as highly skilled courtesans. Once a woman completes the work of seven revolutions, she is free to retire from the skin trade and enter back into El Unarith as a teacher and caretaker of the next generation of courtesans. 
 
    “But what you may not know is that we courtesans are not lowly wenches. Sure, we’ll lie with a customer for money, but we’re more than just pleasure providers. We are trained artisans, educated, taught to read, write, dance and sing. More than this, however, the courtesans from El Unarith are trained spies and assassins too.” 
 
    “What?” I asked in a shocked voice. “Assassins and spies? You can’t be serious?” 
 
    “Before the existence of El Unarith,” she tells me, continuing on without a hitch, “a woman with no prospects, no means, and no man to support her was often tossed out onto the street. There she’d face starving to death or else be relegated to a life of prostitution. Imagine the shame of it. The shame of losing the ability to sustain yourself only to be left with no other choice but to sell the last thing you had left, the last thing you had any control over—your own body. Many women, when faced with such a possibility, would rather end their own lives. But El Unarith changed all that. It changed the rules by bringing dignity back to the women by training them and giving them the skills. Skills necessary to help shape a better future for themselves. A future where they had all the leverage and power. So, no, dear Arianna. I’m not kidding. The Lost Ones make the best assassins and spies.” 
 
    “I, um…I’ve just never met a courtesan before,” I sputter nervously. 
 
    “Well, darling, we don’t bite. No, wait, I take that back. Sometime we do. But only if the price is right.” She laughs at her own joke, her voice echoing off the stone walls of her cell. 
 
    “So, how’d you end up getting thrown into the palace dungeon in the first place? A woman such as yourself surely has the means to avoid such situations.” 
 
    She laughs. “As it turns out, Lord Dragoron, a member of Lord Dathrium’s council, wasn’t as foolish as I’d thought and he found me out.” She laughs blithely, amused by her own failure, but her laugh quickly fades into a disappointed sigh. “Anyway, I was careless. As you would expect, he didn’t take kindly to having state secrets stolen. So, he thought seven lashes and a week in the pit would teach me a lesson in humility. Now, I get to spend a lovely holiday in my own personal palace suite.” 
 
    She laughs again at her own joke. But I say nothing. 
 
    “So, what was the secret?” I ask. 
 
    “Dragoron was the one who summoned the wraith knight Ashram and the army of the dead. I sent a messenger dove to Queen Sabine alerting her to the possibility of an invasion. I didn’t know where or when. But I guess, if what you tell me regarding the attack on the holy district is true, it appears that Sabolin is the target.” 
 
    “But why Sabolin?” I ask. 
 
    “It marks the first seal.” 
 
    “The first seal? Seal to what?” 
 
    “The first seal to the Nether realm. Are you familiar with the twelve swords of the realms?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say. After all, I wield the Moon Blade, one of the twelve. 
 
    “Six swords were fashioned to fight the dragons. The other six were fashioned to act as barriers which keeps the spirit world at bay.” 
 
    “So what you’re saying is that Dragoron is going to try and knock out the first seal.” 
 
    “I’m afraid his aspirations include destroying all the seals. Once the Nether realm is unleashed on the world of the living, the world will devolve into a living nightmare. And those who practice the dark arts will reign supreme.” 
 
    “That’s an ambitious plan,” I say. I glance down at my body. I can see that the oatmeal-based porridge has already begun to dry and turn firm on my skin. It still reeks of spoiled meat and rotten eggs though, so I peel some off and toss the flecks aside. 
 
    “Indeed,” Bethriel says. “Which is precisely why we must get out of here and stop Dragoron before it’s too late.” 
 
    I’m about to ask how we go about doing that when, suddenly, there is a voice at my cell door. “Psssst…Arianna, it’s me!” 
 
    Inching over to the door I peer out the barred window and whisper back, “Who’s me?” 
 
    Suddenly a face appears on the other side of my cell window and I nearly jump out of my skin. 
 
    “It’s me, Leif. I’ve come to rescue you!” 
 
    “Holy dragon smoke, you scared me!” 
 
    “Sorry,” he replies. Proud of himself, he jingles the keys in front of his face for me to see. 
 
    “How’d you get out of your cell anyway?” I ask him. 
 
    “I picked the lock,” he replies as though it were the most natural thing in the world for him to do. 
 
    Opening my cell door from the outside, Leif throws open the door and reaches in to take my hand. I reach up and take his hand in mine and he helps me out into the dimly lit hallway. A single lantern on the wall provides light enough for us to see each other. 
 
    “And stole the keys, I see.” 
 
    “I prefer to use the term…borrowed,” he says, flashing me a smile coupled with a wink. “I borrowed the keys.” 
 
    “Thanks for looking out for me.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure, chérie.” 
 
    “You mind if I borrow the keys?” a voice calls out. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Leif asks. 
 
    “It’s my prison mate,” I say. I take a left and head toward the cell at the end of the hallway. After a couple of steps Leif reaches out and grabs my shoulder and stops me. “The exit is this way,” he says thumbing back over his shoulder signaling that we need to go in the other direction if we hope to get out of this place. 
 
    “I know,” I inform him. Taking the keys off of him, I make my way toward the back of the dungeon corridor. “But there’s someone we have to get first.” 
 
    “There’s no time,” Leif tells me, checking nervously over his shoulder in case some additional guards stumble upon us attempting to break out. “The next guard change will be any minute.” 
 
    I open Bethriel’s cell and she steps out and joins us in the hallway. She’s wearing an ivory dress made of the finest silk. Batting her fiercely blue eyes, she tosses her blonde wavy hair over her shoulder and looks right at Leif. Hi jaw hangs agape from the unexpected shock of seeing such a beautiful woman emerge from such a dank and musky jail cell. 
 
    Awestruck by Bethriel’s beauty, Leif takes her hand in his, kisses it, and then looks up at her with his big brown eyes. “Please, allow me to be of assistance in any way I can.” 
 
    Bethriel raises and eyebrow, pleased by the prospect of Leif’s pledging himself to her. “You’re too kind,” she insists. 
 
    Rising back up, Leif takes a bow. “The pleasure is all mine, chérie.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I urge Leif to hurry it up. “Come on,” I begin, “let’s go find Lisette and get out of here.” 
 
    “I thought she’d be here with you,” Leif says. 
 
    “You mean she wasn’t with you?” 
 
    “No,” he says in a worried voice. “If she had been, I’d have brought her along with me. I’m afraid I haven’t seen her.” 
 
    Bethriel lets out a disgruntled sigh and then says, “I think I know where she is. Follow me.” 
 
    Bethriel storms down the hall as if on a mission. Leif looks at me with a baffled expression on his face. 
 
    “Well, you heard the lady,” I say, motioning for him to and follow Bethriel. 
 
    “All right,” Leif replies, trailing after Bethriel. “But if this turns out to be a trap, I’m placing the blame entirely on you.” 
 
    As we trail behind Bethriel, I vow to myself that once we find Lisette, somehow, some way, we will figure out how to stop Dragoron from unleashing hell on the realms, and prevent the destruction of Valandra. 
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    Arriving at the main entrance to the dungeon, we sneak up on two palace knights standing guard. With a sturdy knock to the base of their skulls, Leif and I render them unconscious. Before anyone can detect our presence, we drag them back into the dark mouth of the dungeon entrance. Safely out of sight, we quickly strip them of their armor and then put it on. Our plan is to disguise ourselves as palace guards and escort Bethriel through the palace as our prisoner without drawing any attention. 
 
    Unfortunately, at only nineteen, with short bobbed hair that accentuates her sharp jaw line and aquiline nose, and a slenderness most men find attractive, Lisette is cursed to be a little too pretty for the dungeon, and has caught the eye of Lord Dragoron Zoriel of Koroth. According to Bethriel, he has an unhealthy fondness for petite, young women. 
 
    The way Bethriel tells it, Dragoron is the one behind the recent attacks. Which is why she’s agreed to accompany us and help rescue Lisette. 
 
    As we enter climb the stairs to the palace, Bethriel whispers to us. “Dragoron Zoriel is one of Dathrium’s long-time advisors, and a loyal friend. More importantly, though, he’s quite dangerous. As a tenth-level mage, he has the power to manipulate the dark arts. But the more you use the dark arts the more they corrupt you. And if the rumors I’ve heard are true, Dragoron has been corrupted by the darkness for a long time.” 
 
    “Exactly how dangerous is this guy?” Leif asks, his curiosity getting the best of him. 
 
    “Let’s just say he has a rather sadistic streak and enjoys running his depraved experiments on prisoners. Last week, at a banquet celebrating the unification treaty, he swapped the consciousness of a thief and a rat, and then set the palace cat on it for the amusement of all the guests.” 
 
    Entering the palace from a side entrance, I say, “Which means, the sooner we get to Lisette the better.” The last thing I want is Dragoron attempting to harm Lisette in any way. Or worse, turn her into a rodent just to satiate his sadistic fetishes. 
 
    Just then some palace servants turn the corner and approach us. Bethriel whispers out of the corner of her mouth, “Stay close and act casual.” 
 
    Right when they are about to pass, Leif gives Bethriel a shove and says in a loud voice, “Keep moving wench!” 
 
    The servants scurry past without so much as a sideways glance. Once they’ve cleared the hall, I hit Leif in the armored shoulder. 
 
    “You call that acting casual?” I grumble in a low voice. 
 
    “What?” he deflects. “It worked, didn’t it?” 
 
    In the periphery of my vision I see Bethriel rolling her eyes, but she bites her tongue as she doesn’t want to draw any more attention to ourselves by bickering noisily. 
 
    We keep close to Bethriel, who guides us down one of the back passages of the palace, our armor clanking as we shuffle along behind her. Leif and I peer out of the slits in our helmet’s visors, but it’s nearly impossible to see a thing out of them. Palace knights always have the most ornate armor of all the Royal Guard, which is great as a fashion statement but not very practical. 
 
    Walking along, I think to myself that it’s a wonder that we’ve gotten this far undetected when, all of a sudden, Leif hits his shin on something. His legs go out from under him and he falls face-first into the stone floor. Crashing to the ground, armor and all, Leif kicks up a ruckus that’s bound to draw attention to us. 
 
    Concerned that we might be found out, I poke my head up and scan our immediate surroundings to see if Leif’s commotion has alerted anyone to our presence. Fortunately for us, it doesn’t appear anyone heard his clamoring about. 
 
    “Quiet!” Behtriel orders, scowling down at Leif, who sits up next to her looking rather disheveled by his whirlwind somersault.  
 
    “It’s not my fault,” Leif gripes, sliding up the visor on his helmet. I can’t see a darn thing out of this bloody contraption.” 
 
    I turn back toward my friends, but something catches my attention and I stop dead in my tracks. I swallow a nervous gulp and try to speak. But barely a whisper escapes my lips. “Um, guys...” 
 
    “You could have gotten us discovered with all your tumult and incessant griping!” says Bethriel accusingly. 
 
    “Gee, lady, you think after I rescued your cute little hide from the dungeon you’d be a little more grateful,” Leif fires back as he gets back onto his feet. 
 
    “Guys?” I repeat, still being as discreet as possible. Bethriel is about to say something back to Leif when I grab her by the top of her head and redirect her face toward the object Leif tripped on. She smothers her mouth with both hands just in time to prevent a fearful gasp from escaping. 
 
    Realizing something else has our attention, Leif stops his blathering and looks at what we’re gawking at—and in typical fashion—lets out a frightened holler. “Holly jeez!” he shouts, jumping back several feet. 
 
    All three of us stand staring up in astonishment at the behemoth Juggernaut towering before us. It stands at least nine or ten feet tall with its back against the wall. It’s conveniently situated between two massive pillars so as not to be easily noticed in the dim passageway. If Leif hadn’t tripped on its steel foot, we would have walked right past it without so much as realizing we came across one of the legendary automatons of living armor. 
 
    Juggernauts are an ancient war machine developed by the dwarf machiners in the first Great War against the army of the dead. Thirty years ago, they proved a most effective weapon against the army of the dead. Perhaps even too effective. After several months of their deployment, the death toll on both sides of the war shot skyward. Nearly eight thousand soldiers perished in the first Great War, which was nearly one third of all the able men in all of Valandra. 
 
    The machines, as the dwarves called them, were tireless. If damaged on the battlefield, they were quickly mended and repaired. Although the mages of Koroth wielded great mystic powers, they couldn’t have imagined the drain that battling the automatons would have on their resources. 
 
    With their magic nearly depleted, and no time to recharge their reserve, they could no longer keep their army of the dead going against the Juggernauts. Eventually, Koroth agreed to the terms of a ceasefire, and a truce was called. The fighting officially came to an end when the Grand Magus of Koroth sealed the army of the dead back into the Nether realm. 
 
    “I thought these things were all gone,” Leif says, kicking the machine’s foot. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Bethriel cries, tugging on Leif’s arm and jerking him back. “It might activate itself and tear all our heads off.” 
 
    “I’m pretty certain it needs a magic amulet in order for that to happen,” says Leif, thumbing over his shoulder at the empty chest cavity where the mystic crystal that powers it would go. “Still,” he continues brushing back his brown hair, “it is a little disturbing seeing one up close. It makes me wonder what Dathrium is planning, keeping a war machine in his basement.” 
 
    “You and me both,” I tell him. 
 
    Bethriel rubs the back of her neck, inspecting the machine’s armored faceguard one last time to make sure not a single ember of mystic energy lingers in its metallic body. “At least it’s dormant for now. Without its energy crystal, it won’t be moving around anytime soon.” 
 
    Leif expels a pent up sigh. 
 
    Before we know it, Bethriel has started down the hallway without us. Leif and I pull down our visors and trail after her, pretending to escort our “prisoner” through the main palace. 
 
    Heading through the side wing of the main hall, we come across two Royal Guards. “Halt!” the first guard says. “Where are you taking this prisoner?” 
 
    “Lord Dragoron’s chambers,” Leif says in a deep voice masked with authority. “He’s not finished playing with his favorite wench, if you catch my meaning.” Leif nudges the guard with his elbow to our dismay and then lets out a billowing laugh. 
 
    The guards, who eyeball us suspiciously, eventually step aside and say, “Move along.” 
 
    Once inside, we head into a long corridor. Without so much as looking over her shoulder, Bethriel addresses Leif. “Call me a wench one more time, and I’ll cut off your balls.” 
 
    Leif looks at me with a shocked expression. “She wouldn’t? Would she?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t test her,” I say. 
 
    Upon reaching the end of the long passage we hook a left and then head up several flights of stairs. Halfway up the stairs, Leif pauses and, resting against the wall, complains, “I hate stairs. I mean, I really, really hate them.” 
 
    “Chin up,” I tell him. “We’re almost to the top.” 
 
    At the top of the stairs we proceed down another hall to a large set of double doors in the middle of a large passageway. The passage is massive, with a gallery running the entirety of the right side replete with royal crests on the walls, famous armor of past kings on display, and a glorious central chandelier which lights up the crimson carpet beneath our feet.  
 
    Bethriel signals us to stay put and Leif and I take up positions to watch for any signs of trouble. While we stand guard, Bethriel crouches down and checks the lock on the door. Finding it secured, she fishes out a lock pick from her dress and begins to work the lock. 
 
    “These are Lord Dragoron’s chambers,” she informs us in a quiet voice as she finishes picking the lock. Nodding her head for us to follow after her, she pulls down on the handle and it clicks. Smiling at us, she pushes open the door wide open. The massive door creaks on its hinges. Looking at us, she says, “Come along,” and then boldly heads inside. Leif and I follow after her and shut the door behind us.  
 
    Once all three of us are inside, we glance around the room, but it appears to be mostly empty. All except for a crystal wine decanter and a couple of wine glasses sitting on a round table near the foot of the bed. 
 
    “This way…” Bethriel says, guiding us to the large bed with a heavy oak frame. Pushing on the bed’s frame with all her might, she grunts, “Help me move this.” 
 
    “Move it?” Leif asks, pouring himself a glass of wine. “Move it where?” 
 
    “There’s a secret passage beneath this bed.” 
 
    “And how exactly do you know that?” Leif inquires, taking a swig of wine. He raises an eyebrow and holds up the glass to inspect, as if impressed by the vintage of wine, and then turns to see both of us staring at him. 
 
    “Do you mind?” Bethriel says, urging Leif to hurry it along. Quickly, he puts down the glass and takes his place by her side. I take the other end of the bed and, working together, we slide the bed to the wall, revealing a dark stairwell beneath it. 
 
    All gazing into the black void that descends into the palace floor, I ask, “So, where’s it lead?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Bethriel replies. “I’ve never actually been down there. I merely stumbled upon Dragoron coming out from the floor one time and realized it must lead to some underground secret chamber.” Bethriel points a slender finger at the dark menacing mouth of the secret passage, “If your friend is being held captive, I would bet anything that she’s being kept down there.” 
 
    “Fantastic!” Leif mumbles, his voice unable to hide the sarcastic undertones which allude to his reluctance to enter a mysterious black hole in a madman’s chambers. “If it’s not man-eating snakes and shape-shifting witches, it’s dungeons and secret torture chambers.” 
 
    I turn toward the dark stairwell and draw out my sword. I’m all ready to head into the menacing dark pit when Bethriel quips, “Maybe I was wrong to threaten to neuter you, Leif. Apparently, you never had any balls to start with.” 
 
    Raising an eyebrow, Leif looks over at Bethriel with hurt look. I can tell her words cut him to the core. 
 
    “Oh, ha-ha. Very funny,” he replies. 
 
    Bethriel smothers a snicker with her hand, as he falls into her trap, and then plays to Leif’s weakness. “After you, prince charming,” she says, gesturing toward the dark opening in the floor. 
 
    Still determined to impress Bethriel, Leif puffs up his chest. To salvage his image of chivalrous masculinity, he draws his sword out and takes a bold step forward. “Follow me.” 
 
    I step aside to allow him room to pass. Sudden, Leif stumbles and, unable to brace himself, tumbles down the stairwell, his armor clanging the whole way. 
 
    I let out an exasperated sigh and roll my eyes. 
 
    “Is he always like this?” Bethriel asks me. 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    Without any further delay, Bethriel and I head single file down into the dark shaft to see if Leif is all right and find Lisette. 
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    Upon reaching the landing at the bottom of the rocky stairwell, Bethriel and I find Leif laying sprawled out on his back. He lets out a painful moan, so at least we know he’s still alive. Even so, he looks the worse for wear. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I ask, bending down to help him sit up. I figure there’s no need to whisper, since I’m fairly certain Leif alerted the entire palace to our presence. 
 
    Once he’s sitting upright again, Leif twists the helmet on his head so that it’s the right side around again. He groans. “Other than a bruised ego and perhaps a broken rib or two, yeah, I’m just peachy.” 
 
    Kneeling next to Leif, I look down a dark tunnel the burrows into the ground before us. It looks like the mouth of the Earth’s darkest and most terrible cave. With only the light coming from the open stairwell and the chamber above us, I say, “Stay vigilant. We don’t know what to expect down here.” 
 
    “Probably a fire-breathing dragon,” Leif quips. 
 
    “Dragons have been extinct for at least a century,” Bethriel says, as she takes an unlit torch hanging on the wall and dips it into a pot of lamp oil which sits at the foot of the staircase. “The last of the Syrakkian dragons were hunted to extinction long before the first Great War.” She looks at Leif. “Hand me your knife.” 
 
    He takes out the armor’s steel dagger from his belt and gives it to Bethriel. “What do you plan on doing with it?” he asks. 
 
    “Some of the rocks in this cavern wall have quartzite in them,” she informs him.  
 
    Squinting at the cavern wall, I can see that she’s right. By the checkered layout of the quartzite rock it seems they were built into one section of the wall deliberately. 
 
    She strikes the back of the blade against the wall as though she were slashing at an enemy. Instantly a spray of sparks lights up and rain down on the torch. 
 
    As soon as the sparks touch the cloth of the oil-saturated torch, it flares up with a bright flame. “This way,” Bethriel says, tucking the blade into the sash on her belt. She heads into the dark void of the tunnel holding the glowing torch. 
 
    Leif looks at me as though he wants to ask who this woman really is. I struggle with whether I should tell him that she’s secretly one of Queen Sabine’s top spies or if I should simply let everything unfold in due time. Ultimately, I decide there’s a place and a time for such explanations, and this isn’t one of them. 
 
    The tunnel is long and winding, but it never branches. The dank passageway winds deeper and deeper underground, and I can’t help but feel that it will take us far so below the palace that we’ll enter the forgotten depths of the Under Realm, where the Goddess El Lunaria’s arch nemesis Vulcanus, the fire demon, resides. 
 
    After traveling in the dimness for what seems like forever, we finally come to the end of the tunnel. At the end is a massive oak door reinforced with banded steel. It’s hefty enough to withstand a battering ram, which suggests that whatever is being kept behind it is of utmost value to Dragoron. 
 
    From beneath the doorway comes the soft glow of candlelight, and Bethriel signals to Leif and me to hold up for a moment. 
 
    Bethriel finds two lamps hanging on either side of the doorway and lights them with her torch. Afterward, she douses the torch and then whispers, “Whatever we find on the other side of this door, just know I’m grateful for the privilege of having met you both.” 
 
    “You make it sound like none of us are getting out of here alive,” says Leif. His voice wavers with the strange cocktail of anxiety and adrenaline, but he puts on a brave face for our benefit. 
 
    Without replying, Bethriel gives him one last solemn look, then grabs the iron ring on the left side of the door and pulls. It doesn’t budge. Leif steps up and helps her. Leaning back, with their combined weight, they slowly swing open the door. Once they have it open halfway, we scan one another’s faces one last time and then, taking a deep breath, we boldly step into the room. 
 
    What awaits me on the inside is a massive underground chamber lit by lanterns and candles of all manner and size. The room is filled to the brim with all kinds of sinister looking contraptions and devices. Some of them look as though they are used for torture. Others look like old parts of Juggernauts. Some of the devices I’ve never seen before. Even so, it still gives me an unsettling feeling. My stomach grows leaden with worry for Lisette. 
 
    Further into the room is a series of racks with glass tubing that carries a series of luminescent liquids. There are green, blue, and yellow liquids being pumped through the tubes up to a large beaker where they mix together. The intermingling liquids form a radiant cyan that is almost blinding to behold. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I say. 
 
    “I don’t know about you,” Leif says as he starts to unfasten his armor, “but this place gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “You and me both, Mr. Ericson,” Bethriel says. 
 
    When Leif begins to shed his bulky armor that we stole from the guards, I think it’s time for me to do the same. 
 
    “I couldn’t stand another moment in this stuff even if I tried,” says Leif. 
 
    I know exactly what he means. It’s heavy, hot, and damn uncomfortable. There’s no mobility and it gets awfully sweaty. 
 
    As I undo the straps, Bethriel comes over to me and helps me off with the chest plate. Once I have it off I help Leif with his. After a few moments, we’ve piled all the armor into a heap off to the side of the room. 
 
    Once I’ve stripped down to my knickers, I can’t help but feel a little bit naked without my leather armor. That’s when Bethriel calls out to us. “I’ve found something.” 
 
    Leif and I rush over to her and find her standing before a massive wooden table. Behind it stands a rack full of all manner of weapons and types of armor. It’s probably all the belongings they’ve collected from prisoners. 
 
    “Jackpot!” Leif says excitedly as he rushes to fetch some new kukri blades, a few daggers, and some leather vambraces. 
 
    I find some nice leather armor. It’s a set and looks elfin by design. I slip over the torso guard, which is like a lightweight breastplate, but much easier to fit into. It bends and flexes but it still thick enough to stop a blade. 
 
    After I’ve secured my top, I put on some leather vambraces and matching shin guards. There is fine tooling to the leather, again, all elfin in design. After that, I slip on a leather cuisse, which resembles a heavy leather skirt that protects my bare legs. 
 
    Leif, having fully dressed in lightweight armor like my own, brings me over some knee-high boots and asks, “These your size?” 
 
    Inspecting the boots, I smile. As it turns out, Leif has good taste and knew exactly what I would have picked. “Yes, these will do. These will do nicely,” I tell him. 
 
    As I sit down on a dusty stool next to the table to put them on, I catch Bethriel watching me intently out of the corner of my eye. When I look up at her she merely chews on her bottom lip and twirls a strand of her blond hair around her finger. After a moment of gazing into each other’s eyes, she smiles at me. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “Nothing,” she replies mischievously. 
 
    Leif suddenly raises a hand to silence us. “Did you hear that?” he asks us. 
 
    “Hear what?” Bethriel asks. 
 
    We strain our ears to catch whatever it is he thought he heard when, after a brief silence, a weak voice calls out to us from the room. “Leif?” 
 
    “Lisette?!” Leif chirps excitedly. 
 
    We race toward the sound of Lisette’s faint voice, past a workman’s table that reminds me of a watchmaker’s shop with its assortment of giant gears and sprockets and springs scattered about, past a row of bookshelves with old dusty books, and finally pas some strange inventions I’ve never seen before. 
 
    Following after Leif, we run into a nook in the back corner, partitioned away from the rest of the room, where we find Lisette strapped to a large wooden table. She’s wearing an emerald green dress that shimmers like the ocean at twilight. Above her head is suspended a giant pink gem, called a Dragon’s Eye, that hangs by a thin brass chain. 
 
    The strange elixir we passed by earlier is being fed into a series of aerators, which then drip feed the substance directly into Lisette’s limbs via a series of arm-length needles. Each needle pierces her body at numerous vital energy points. It seems her joints and her main arteries have all been targeted. Even her neck. 
 
    The cyan color of the elixir drips down each slender needle and into her body where, upon entering the bloodstream, its illumination surges through her veins and creates the illusion that her skin is fracturing with a thousand branching fissures of light. 
 
    “Help me,” she whispers in a barely audible voice. A voice stressed by the unending tinge of pain. Her head bobs side to side as though she’s suffering from delirium. “It burns.” 
 
    “By the Goddess!” Bethriel gaps. “What have they done to you, you poor thing?” 
 
    Leif races to Lisette’s side and begins to eagerly pluck out each of the needles one at a time. She mumbles something then passes out on the table from the fatigue of whatever mad experiments Dragoron has been conducting on her. 
 
    When he finishes taking out the last needle, Leif’s emotions get the better of him and he lets out a furious growl and upturns the entire rack of mysterious glowing liquid. The glass bottle and beakers shatter, and glass and glowing potion splash across the floor, painting the room in  cerulean hues. 
 
    “No!” Bethriel shouts, throwing up her hand to warn against such a reckless act. But it’s too late. There is a thunderous crash as the elixir, glass jars, aerators, and everything else come tumbling down and shatter against the rocky floor. As the glass pops and explodes, shards shoot everywhere, leaving only a cumbersome mess. 
 
    “Help me unfasten these straps,” Leif says as he begins undoing Lisette’s restraints. 
 
    Ignoring the broken glass, I rush to the other side of the table and help free Lisette’s limbs. 
 
    Leif, reaching underneath her limp body, scoops her up into her arms as though she were a sleeping princess and heads back the way we came. 
 
    Together, we head swiftly back to the large wooden door, but just as we’re about to go back out into the hall we hear a loud clangor come from the corridor. My heart almost stops in my chest, and by the looks on Bethriel’s and Leif’s faces they are experiencing the same gut-wrenching terror. 
 
    “What the devil?!” a voice cries out. 
 
    “Someone has entered the secret chamber,” says another. 
 
    “Impossible,” the first voice says. “I sealed this corridor with a misperception spell. Even if they stumbled upon the secret entrance, upon entering it they’d only be turned around to find themselves back at the same entrance.” 
 
    “That’s Dragoron’s voice,” Bethriel gasps. She sounds alarmed and looks over her shoulder at me with a worried expression on her face. “We must shut this door. Before he finds us.” 
 
    Joining her, we pull the massive door shut and quickly secure it with the wooden bracer. Nothing will be knocking down this door anytime soon. 
 
    “What now?” Leif says, looking at us both. 
 
    I look to Bethriel and then Leif, who holds a sleeping Lisette in his arms and clutches her tightly to his chest, but they too are at a loss. Just as I am. It appears we are trapped in this underground vault with the jackals waiting outside the doors. Waiting to claim us for their own. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    30 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    If Dragoron really did cast a magic spell to confuse curious spies, then that means the reason we’re stuck in this secret underground lair is me. Since magic doesn’t work on me, I can only assume that it was my presence that allowed us to find the secret chamber at all. 
 
    At the same time, it worked out for the best. We found Lisette and whatever happens next...we’ll face it together. 
 
    Suddenly there is a loud thud against the chamber door. Dragoron, says, “Put your shoulder into it, boy!” 
 
    “I’m doing my best,” Dragoron’s subordinate says. And then another loud thud follows. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” Leif asks me. 
 
    I follow his gaze to find Bethriel inching along the back wall, feeling the contours of rock lining the inner chamber. Slowly, she touches every nook and cranny, searching for anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    “I’m looking for a secret escape route. There must be one somewhere. After all, we’re dealing with a sorcerer and if my hunch is right…ah…here we go.” 
 
    Bethriel pushes on a stone which makes a clunking noise as it sets off a series of wooden gears. The gears sound muffled, as if they were built into the wall. Suddenly, a piece of the wall rolls away, revealing a back exit. 
 
    “Good work!” I put my hand on Bethriel’s shoulder and give her a gentle squeeze. She places her hand on mine and smiles. For just a split second we share a glance, and the way she is looking at me is the same way Alegra looks at me. With a piercing sort of gaze that has a way of cutting to my core. I quickly remove my hand from her should and turn away. 
 
    “Right,” Leif says, holding Lisette. He gestures at me with a polite nod and says, “Ladies first.” 
 
    “My hero!” I roll my eyes. I unhook a lantern from the wall and step into the dark tunnel. “Follow me.” We all crouch down and enter the narrow passageway. 
 
    It’s several minutes before we reach a junction. At the fork are two branching passageways. To the right is a spiral staircase which burrows deep, descending to the Goddess knows where, and the other turns upward, most likely ascending to the surface, as a faint light can be seen at the top of the stairwell. 
 
    “I vote for the one that takes us back to the surface,” Leif says. He’s beginning to sound winded, having carried Lisette for so long. But he isn’t about to show any signs of weakness. Not with his manhood, chivalry, and courage at stake. I’m sure that handing Lisette off to me or Bethriel would prove to be an immense embarrassment to Leif. Nevertheless, I have to give him credit where credit is due. He’s turned out to be a much better person than I initially took him for.  
 
    Bethriel gets extremely close to Leif’s ear and whispers, “Aren’t you the least bit curious where the downward passage goes?” 
 
    Leif doesn’t even hesitate to answer. “Considering we’re already a hundred meters underground…no. Not really.” He gives Bethriel his best smile and a wink. “But by all means, feel free.” 
 
    “Maybe I will,” she says defensively. 
 
    “All right, all right, you guys. How about we just…” I stop mid-sentence and draw out my sword—my eyes trained on the black mouth of the downward passage. 
 
    “What is it?” Bethriel asks me. 
 
    “I could have sworn I saw…” I lunge toward the stairwell extending a lethal jab. Suddenly there is a shimmer, and like a cascading waterfall made of red light, it all falls away to reveal Dragoron standing before us. 
 
    Dragoron, dressed in the black robes of a mage, holds my blade firmly between both palms. “Very good, girl!” he says in his booming voice. I note that the green vein on the side of his graying temples bulges out of frustration. Apart from the gray hair which wraps about the back of his head from one ear to the other, he is mostly bald. His dark brown eyes seem almost black in the dim light. “I wasn’t expecting anyone to see through my magic cloak so easily.” 
 
    “You’ll find I’m full of surprises.” I turn my head slightly, without taking my eyes off Dragoron, and tell my friends to run. “Go! Get out of here.” 
 
    “What about you?” Leif says. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. Just get Lisette and Bethriel to safety. I’m counting on you now.” 
 
    Leif lingers a moment longer, but Bethriel eventually ushers him up the passage that heads back to the surface. 
 
    Once they are a safe distance away, I pry my sword out of Dragoron’s grasp and take a step back. 
 
    “I’ve heard tales of knights who were impervious to magic, but I thought they were just tales.” 
 
    “Oh, I can assure you, we’re quite real.” 
 
    “Fascinating.” Dragoron brushes his hands and dusts himself off. His dark eyes that seem blacker than the unlit stairwell behind him. He smiles and asks, “So whom do I have the honor of meeting this day?” 
 
    “My name is Arianna De Amato,” I say. 
 
    “Ah, yes! Master Kel’s star pupil. I heard you single-handedly defeated the army of the dead.” 
 
    “News travels fast.” 
 
    “Indeed, it does.” He smiles at me again. 
 
    “What did you do to Lisette?” 
 
    “Just a harmless experiment.” He continues smiling at me with his manic grin which just won’t seem to fade away. It gets under my skin, to say the least. “By the look on your face it seems you don’t believe me.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t believe you. You were holding my friend captive and practicing your black arts on her.” 
 
    “Black arts? Hardly. I was running a scientific experiment.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Science…it’s, well,” he looks away for a moment. Then, after giving it some thought he looks back at me and smiles again. “Never mind. What matters is what you decide to do next. You can either surrender yourself to me, and convince your friends to do the same, or I will be forced to apprehend you all. This time I’m afraid I won’t be so lenient with you.” 
 
    “So let me get this straight. If we cooperate, you’ll be lenient with us, but if we…” 
 
    “Yes?” Dragoron asks, smiling at me with his unnerving grin. 
 
    “I…uh…” I thrust my leg forward and kick Dragoron squarely in the chest. The kick sends him flying backward into the stairwell. He slams into the wall. I hear him grunt as tumbles down the stairs. 
 
    I turn and race up the stairs until my legs are burning. I push myself till I can barely feel my legs and, finally, I see the entrance. I dash through, plant my boots to the ground, and skid to a stop. Turning back toward the exit, I see a metal gate. I slam it shut. 
 
    “There she is!” a familiar voice says. 
 
    “Help me secure this gate,” I shout. 
 
    Bethriel appears beside me. She hands me a lance that the gate guards use. I take it from her and jam it into the gate so that it locks the bars in place. Then, pulling on the metal lance, I bend it so it won’t come undone. 
 
    “Move!” I say, throwing my hand up. “He was right behind me. 
 
    When I turn back around I discover we’re in the same long corridor that we were in earlier. The one with the Juggernaut. We’ve gone in a circle. 
 
    “Put me down,” Lisette says. 
 
    Leif does as he’s asked and sets her back down. 
 
    “What’s that?” Bethriel asks, looking down at Lisette’s hands. 
 
    Lisette blushes and holds up the Dragon Eye crystal. “I took this when Leif picked me up. I thought maybe we could sell it or something.” 
 
    Throwing his arm around Lisette Leif says, “Did I ever tell you how much I love you?” 
 
    Lisette’s face drains of all color and she looks at Leif. “You…love…me?” 
 
    Leif rubs the back of his neck. “Well, what I meant was…” 
 
    Lisette hands the gem off to Bethriel. She grabs Leif by the back of his neck and pulls him in. Standing on her tip-toes, she cranes her neck and kisses him. 
 
    They kiss for a long time and eventually I have no choice but to put my fist to my mouth and pretend to clear my throat. 
 
    “I love you too,” Lisette whispers, gazing into Leif’s eyes. 
 
    I find myself smiling, and I turn to see Bethriel gazing at me fondly. 
 
    “You there! Girl!” an angry voice cries. We all turn to see the two prison guards. I recognize them as the ones who poured that disgusting porridge over me. “Stop!” 
 
    Just then, the gate begins rattling furiously, and inside we see Dragoron. He puts his fingers to his lips and says, “Membrana permeate!” 
 
    To everyone’s astonishment, Dragoron walks right through the barred gate door as if it were made of thin air. 
 
    “Did he just walk through that door?” Leif asks aloud. 
 
    “He is a level ten mage,” Bethriel says. “There’s pretty much nothing we can do to stop him.” 
 
    “Guards!” Dragoron calls, summing the two oafs to his side. “Get the prisoners and bring them to me!” 
 
    Taking Lisette’s hand, Leif says, “That’s our cue to move it or lose it!” 
 
    All four of us make a mad dash down the familiar hallway. We almost make it to the other exit, the same one where we happened upon the guards a few hours earlier, when all of a sudden an entire contingent of the Royal Guard bursts into the hallway. There’s at least half a dozen guards, and one of them points at us. “There! Those are the thieves that took my armor!” 
 
    “Face it, girl.” Dragoron’s voice arises behind us. “You’re surrounded. You have nowhere else to run. Give up now, and I promise you and your friends will be treated fairly.” 
 
    “Somehow, I doubt that,” I say, drawing my sword. My action sparks an equal reaction in the guards, and suddenly we are all holding our swords. 
 
    The guards take cautious steps toward us. 
 
    “Any ideas?” Leif asks. 
 
    “You can use the wind thing, right?” Lisette asks. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I inform them. “But this is just the guard’s sword. I need the Moon Blade in order to manipulate the wind. And I’m pretty sure Zarine has it close by her side. Wherever she is.” 
 
    Leif lets out a sigh. “So, I guess we really are in a pickle.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Bethriel interjects. 
 
    She holds up the Dragon Eye crystal. It’s glowing bright pink, as though a light burns inside of it. 
 
    “Is it supposed to do this?” 
 
    Suddenly the Juggernaut, off to the side, rises up and steps forward. From behind its dark visor are two glowing eyes. Both are the same radiant pink at the crystal. 
 
    “Uh, guys, it’s moving…” Leif says, his voice filled with anxiety. 
 
    The crystal rises into the air and hovers just in front of the giant armored automaton. The Juggernaut grabs the crystal and stuffs it inside its chest cavity. There is a loud blast of light, energy, and sound, and everyone is knocked to the ground. Everyone but Lisette. 
 
    “Lisette!” Leif cries out, stretching out his arm toward her. But she’s hovering in the air. Her veins are glowing bright pink, like the energy of the crystal. 
 
    “She’s floating in midair,” Bethriel gasps. 
 
    Without warning the crystal’s energy ceases, the pink light dissipates, and Lisette comes crashing to the ground. 
 
    Leif rushes to her and takes her in his arms. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I believe so,” says Lissette. Her voice is week but she appears undamaged. 
 
    Suddenly the Juggernaut steps forward, and reaches toward Leif with its massive gauntleted hand. 「MOVE AWAY FROM THE GIRL!」　it booms in a mechanical voice. Its voice is so loud that everyone in the passage who is able covers their ears. Even Dragoron sticks a finger in his ear to help block out the violent noise. 
 
    The Juggernaut’s speech, although much like a man’s, has a machine-driven quality to it. It’s as if the churning, murmuring sound of gears can be heard in the back of the machine’s throat when he talks. 
 
    “Stop!” Lisette cries out. And to our surprise, the Juggernaut halts as commanded. “These are my friends,” she tells the giant living armor, as she points at Leif, Bethriel, and me as we stand in slack-jawed awe behind her. 
 
    “It worked!” Dragoron shouts excitedly. “The vessel bonded with the machine!” 
 
    Ignoring him, Lisette points at all the guards surrounding us, including Dragoron and the jailers. “See those men?” she asks the machine. It scans the group of men encroaching in on our group. “Those are the bad men,” Lisette informs the Juggernaut. “They want to hurt me and my friends.” 
 
    「I WILL STOP THEM!」　the Juggernaut announces in its bellowing voice. It grabs the closest two guards, who happen to be our jailers, and picks them up by their heads. 
 
    Screaming and gripping the machine’s fingers, they beg for their lives. But the Juggernaut is indifferent to their pleas for help and easily tosses them twenty meters across the room. They slam into the back wall with breathtaking force and are instantly rendered unconscious, even before their bodies hit the ground. 
 
    The Royal Guard tighten their circle and move in to attack position, cautious not to excite the machine. But before they can make their move the Juggernaut begins thrashing its mammoth arms every direction, knocking them about as though they were toy soldiers. 
 
    “Now’s our chance,” Leif cries. “Let’s go!” 
 
    And he’s right. There’s no time to waste. 
 
    Hightailing it, we rush through the wide opening that the Juggernaut has made, and race past the guards, who are busy panicking as they have unleashed the ire of a Juggernaut. 
 
    Escaping the turmoil, we make our way to the rear archway that demarcates our exit. I pause and look back to make sure everyone gets out ahead of me. Once my friends our safe, I stay just long enough to see Dragoron try to follow us. But before he can advance, the Juggernaut steps in front of him and blocks his way. 
 
    Dragoron looks fearfully up at the machine, and at that very moment, the giant automaton throws out its arms and begins knocking down the massive support columns of the thirty-foot-high corridor. Each pillar topples to the ground with a thunderous crash, along with half of the stones from the high ceiling that cave in around it. 
 
    Satisfied that massive amount of rubble will be enough to stop Dragoron and his guards, I quickly make my way out the exit and meet back up with my friends in the courtyard outside. 
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    A cloud of dust and debris floods into the open square and engulfs us as nearly half of the wall along the east wing of the palace crumbles to the ground. Shaking ensues, as if a small tremblor has broken out, and then, amid the yellow haze, a large silhouette of a giant can be seen. The ground shakes as it moves toward us. Emerging from the dust is the Juggernaut. 
 
    Aside from the amount of dust and dirt that has settled on his massive frame, he seems to be undamaged. In daylight I finally can make out the intricate nature of his metal armor. It looks heavily shielded. Not even a fiery cannonball would be capable of penetrating it. 
 
    Getting down on one knee, the giant knight bows its head to Lisette. 
 
    「I DID GOOD, YES?」　it blares. 
 
    “Yes,” Lisette says, reaching out her small hand. She hesitates for a moment then touches the Juggernaut’s giant metal finger. 
 
    “Do you think you could ask it to speak a little more quietly?” Leif inquires. 
 
    “I’ll try,” Lisette says. Looking back up into the pink glowing eyes set behind the visor of the Juggernaut’s helmet, she smiles. “Good knight? Do you think you might be able to speak in a quieted voice? My friends and I are attempting subterfuge, but your loudness makes it rather challenging.” 
 
    「Apologies, fair maiden,」　says the giant in a gentle voice.「I did not realize I was causing you undue stress.」 
 
    “It’s quite all right,” Lisette replies cheerfully. She even pats its hand as one would pat a dog’s head. “No harm was done.” 
 
    Lisette faces us, grinning. Thumbing over her shoulder she states, “He’s with us.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Leif says in a droll voice as he stares up at the giant knight. It doesn’t seem like he’s quite made his mind up about it, but still appears to be glad that the Juggernaut is on our side. 
 
    Bethriel turns to the giant, and says, “You there, take Leif and Lisette beyond the outer wall and get them to safety. We will meet up with you later.” 
 
    “What do you mean you’ll meet up with us later?” Leif inquires, taking a few steps toward Bethriel. 
 
    She turns toward him and says, “I have unfinished business here and I need Arianna’s help.” 
 
    “I think it’s better if we all stick together,” Leif replies. 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree with Leif on this one,” Lisette adds. “It’s better if we stay together.” 
 
    Sensing Bethriel’s eyes on me, I address both Leif and Lisette. “Don’t worry,” I tell them. “I think I know what she has in mind. We’ll be fine. Besides, we’ve become such a large group…” I continue, giving a nod up toward the Juggernaut, “that it’s more difficult to move around without getting noticed.” 
 
    “So what are you suggesting?” Leif asks. 
 
    “I’ll go with Bethriel. She and I have some unfinished business.” 
 
    “Unfinished business?!” Leif asks. “Since when?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I say. Although I know it won’t relieve his worries, it’s all I am able to tell him. 
 
    “I understand,” Lisette says. 
 
    “You do?” Leif asks. 
 
    Lisette ignores him. She throws her arms around me. “You stay safe, now, you hear?” 
 
    Holding her in my arms, I squeeze her back, giving her the firmest hug I’ve ever given anyone in my life. Before she breaks the embrace, she gives me a small peck on the cheek. I ask, “What was that for?” 
 
    “For luck,” she answers. She then grabs Leif by the hand and drags him along behind her as she marches toward the main gate. 
 
    Looking back at Bethriel and me, Leif says aloud, “What about my goodbye kiss?” 
 
    “Keep dreamin’ lover boy,” Lisette retorts. 
 
    “Keep it!” I reply. 
 
    Just to be kind, Bethriel blows him a kiss anyway and he smiles at her one last time. 
 
    “Gentle knight, come this way,” Lisette says, beckoning the Juggernaut. And just like a loyal hound obeying its master’s command, the mammoth machine lurches forward and trails after her. 
 
    “Amazing,” Bethriel whispers to herself in astonishment. It is indeed remarkable that Lisette has a war machine tamed and docile as a pet. 
 
    When our three friends finally disappear around a corner on their way out the gate, Bethriel grabs my wrist and pulls me behind her. By now a crowd of curious onlookers are beginning to gather around the destruction. Nearby I can see a contingent of Royal Guards rushing to see what all the commotion is about. 
 
    Although it feels weird being pulled along like a child, I don’t say anything for fear of offending Bethriel. All she has done is help me and my friends, and I don’t want to come off as rude or condescending. So, I race along with her through the side streets that wind around the palace. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” I ask. 
 
    “There’s a back entrance where the farmers bring the produce every morning and afternoon. We’ll sneak in through the kitchen and, once inside, we’ll find Dathrium’s quarters and do what we came here to do.” 
 
    “About that,” I inquire, “what is it exactly that you were sent here to do?” 
 
    Bethriel stops and looks at me. “I’m to assess if Dragoron has used his dark magic to influence Lord Dathrium in any way. If so, I’m to assassinate them both and leave no trace.” 
 
    “And I’m the diversion,” I say. 
 
    “I wish it could be another way.” Bethriel looks at me with rueful eyes. “But my orders are quite clear. If you don’t want to help me, now’s your chance to turn around and go.” 
 
    I stare at her for the longest time. I’m not comfortable being kept in the dark about our true objectives, but it seems I’m left no alternative. “What choice do I have?” I ask, trying to suppress my irritation of being kept in the dark. “If Dathrium has been corrupted by Dragoron’s black magic, then all of Valandra is at stake.” And, of course, the warrior in me won’t ever let me live it down if I sit by and do nothing. “I’ll help. Just tell me what I need to do and I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Good,” Bethriel says. She sounds relieved not to have to go it alone. She signals me with a nod to follow her and moves swiftly down the street. I follow after her. We’re about to dart out into a side-street when suddenly the sound of metal boots clanking causes Bethriel to lurch to a stop. 
 
    I don’t have time to stop and my breasts smash into her back. We almost topple to the ground. Fortunately, Bethriel catches herself and pushes us both back. 
 
    A patrol of guards march toward us at a brisk pace. Bethriel pushes me up against the wall. With our backs to the wall we hold our breath and wait for all the guards to pass. Admittedly, it is hard to hold my breath after having run so furiously through the streets, but once they pass I exhale and immediately gasp for more air. Bethriel does the same and we look at one another and start laughing. 
 
    “That was a close one,” I say, brushing several strands of hair behind my ear. 
 
    “Yeah.” Bethriel laughs. She looks at me again with that same look as before. 
 
    Bethriel brushes past me, and walks away with a titillating swivel in her hips. She looks over her shoulder at me and bats her eyes. “Are you coming or are you just going to stand their staring at my ass?” 
 
    I shake off the lustful sensation that attempts to overwhelm me, raise both eyebrows, and let out a small chortle. “I wasn’t staring,” I protest in a playful tone. She shoots me a look that demands I be honest. “All right, fine. Maybe just a little bit.” 
 
    Something about the way Bethriel moves triggers the memory of Alegra and suddenly I feel the pit of my stomach drop. A heavy sense of guilt overtakes me. What began as innocent flirting begins to feel a lot like cheating on the girl I love. But was that cheating? Bethriel was flirting with me. Not the other way around. Alegra will understand, won’t she? She has to. 
 
    Refocusing my mind on the task at hand, I trail after Bethriel, who’s gained a good ten feet on me. 
 
    After I catch up to her, we head another two hundred meters up the winding streets of Valandra until, finally we find ourselves at the back entrance to the palace. It’s near the kitchen and servants’ entrances and there are carts of fresh produce being brought into the palace as we arrive. 
 
    Bethriel plucks a ripe tomato out from one of the farmers’ produce carts parked outside and, after examining it as though it were a precious treasure, she sinks her teeth into it. 
 
    I watch as tomato juice dribbles down her chin. For whatever reason this causes me to instantly become aroused. So much so that, embarrassed, I must look away. Pull yourself together, I think, reprimanding myself for my sudden moment of weakness. 
 
    “This way,” Bethriel says, her mouth full of tomato. She guides me to a small yet ornate entrance with golden floral-patterned trim. I follow her inside, and we walk past some servants who are busy preparing numerous feasts. They who look at us suspiciously but then go back to their business without a peep. 
 
    “Do they know you?” I ask. 
 
    “Dignitaries, council members, and even the occasional lord of the palace will have courtesans come up after the dinner hours. Even Dragoron likes to have his fun. How else do you think I learned of his sinister plans to overthrow Valandra in the first place? Naturally, he likes to keep a low profile and so all the women must come up through this back entrance.” 
 
    She takes one last juicy bite, finishing off the last of the tomato. Her lips are bright red now, and all I want to do is pull her into me and nibble on them, but then I’d be in danger of losing an amazing relationship with Alegra. The fact remains, the more I try to stop thinking about Bethriel, the harder it is to actually do. 
 
    “Dammit,” I mutter under my breath, cursing in frustration at my own weak mind. Master Kel taught me to be more disciplined than this. So why can’t I stop thinking about her? 
 
    “What?” Bethriel caught my lamentation. But I merely wave my hand as if I’m brushing it aside. 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing. I was just talking to myself.” 
 
    “Do you do that a lot?” 
 
    “Not really. Why?” 
 
    “No reason,” Bethriel says in her cheerful manner. “Come on, let’s get moving.” 
 
    We step out of the kitchen area into a large hallway with numerous crates of produce stacked along one side of a long wall. We make our way to the end where we find a spiral staircase leading upward. 
 
    “Here,” Bethriel says, fanning her hand as she motions toward the back stairs. “This will take you to Lord Dathrium’s private chambers. Just follow the stairs, go down the hall, and take a left then a right. Go through the large twin doors at the end. You can’t miss them. Wait there till he returns, then attack him. Don’t kill him, just scare him.” 
 
    “What about you?” I ask. 
 
    “Queen Sabine gave me different instructions.” 
 
    “What if something goes wrong?” I ask. I’m now beginning to grow worried about the nature of this mission. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Bethriel consoles, “there’s a backup plan for rescuing you in case you are caught. Just don’t get found out.” She winks and gives me a firm swat on my buttocks, which causes me to tense up. 
 
    “Hey…” I say, but before I can protest any further, however, she bounds away and swiftly disappears through a back doorway. 
 
    Once again, it appears that I’m on my own. It dawns on me how much I truly miss Leif, Lisette, and most of all Alegra. I can’t help but wonder how she’s fairing this very instant. 
 
    Placing one foot up onto the stairs, I take and deep breath and build up the courage to make the climb. “Well…here goes nothing,” I say to myself. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    32 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    I reach the top of the stairs, then follow Bethriel’s directions. Pausing outside Dathrium’s private chambers, I double check whether I’ve been spotted, but my luck holds and there isn’t a soul in sight. I feel that it’s safe to enter, so I slowly open one of the double doors and peek inside. Discovering that the room is empty, I let out a relieved sigh and slip inside. 
 
    The air in the Dathrium’s room has the faint scent of pipe tobacco. Dust motes float on beams of light which break through the stained-glass windows that depict epic battles of ancient times. Burgundy drapes give everything a certain ruddiness that takes some getting used to, along with a matching table cloth set upon a full-sized dining table, claret sheets on the bed suited for a king facing east, and a red rug running half the length of the room. 
 
    Off to the side there is a crackling fire inside a white marble fireplace, and the wall above it is adorned with the royal coat of arms: a double-headed Phoenix. Two massive swords cross behind the shield, and just below them, perched on the fireplace mantle, is an unexpected yet most welcome sight. 
 
    “Impossible,” I mutter to myself. But unless my eyes are playing tricks on me, it’s the blue shimmer of the Moon Blade. Lord Dathrium must have acquired it from Zarine after she stole it from me. 
 
    I take my prized possession off the display stand and inspect it carefully to see if anyone damaged it. I double- and triple-check it, and once I’m satisfied it is in pristine condition, I grab the sheath which rests under the blade’s position on the display, and slide the sword back into its rightful place. Then, I replace the clunky, standard issue, imperial blade with my own. 
 
    “Who are you?” a voice asks. It’s as coarse as gravel, deep and resonant. It’s practically a growl. “What are you doing in my personal bed chambers?” 
 
    I tense up but try not to startle. Slowly, I turn around only to find Lord Volgoroth Dathrium standing in the entrance, shocked to find someone in his bed chambers. He’s dressed head to toe in black armor, as though he’s just come from the battlefield. His red hair is tied back in a ponytail and his ginger beard looks full and well groomed. 
 
    Although he’s no King Pelos, he carries himself like royalty, and I know that what I’ve been commanded to do constitutes treason. But it may be the only way to determine is Valandra is in peril. 
 
    “I came for my sword,” I say, patting the pommel of the Moon Blade while keeping my eyes fixed on Dathrium. “It was stolen from me.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” he says, entering the rest of the way into his room and letting the door shut behind him. “You’re that girl everyone has been talking about. The one who’s caused so much uproar these past few weeks. I was wondering when our paths might cross.” 
 
    “I see my reputation precedes me.” I try to sound cool and level-headed. But it only seems to come off corny when I say it aloud. 
 
    Nevertheless, Dathrium doesn’t seem threatened by me. He walks to a large crystal wine decanter that sits on one end of the large dining table, pulls the top off and then puts it to his lips. He takes a generous mouthful directly from the bottle and lets out a satisfied sigh. After wiping his read beard with the back of his armored hand, he bellows, “So, girl, who are you really?” 
 
    “I’m Arianna De Amato of Bellera.” 
 
    Dathrium huffs, as if my name is unfamiliar to him. I’m sure it is. All I am to him is a thorn in the side that needs to be gotten rid of. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I ask. “You sound disappointed.” 
 
    “I have many enemies, girl. I don’t want to have to count you among them.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you cared,” I quip. But Dathrium seems to be unfazed by my attempts to goad him into losing his temper and giving me a reason to attack him. 
 
    After gulping down another swig of wine, he gets political. “I care about all my subjects. I care about Valandra.” 
 
    “Somehow, I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “Believe what you will. The real question is, why have you taken it upon yourself to come to me now? Are you here of your own volition or has someone put you up to this task?” 
 
    I’m not going to let him get away with changing the subject so easily. I bring up his misdeeds. “Why have you taken it upon yourself to burn the temple of the monks and desecrate the sacred obelisk?” 
 
    Stroking his beard, he pauses to reflect upon the incident as if he feels remorseful. But it is probably just a ruse. “The fire was a tragic accident. But I assure you, I had nothing to do with that.” 
 
    This throws me off, because for the life of me I can’t figure out why Dathrium would lie about something like that. It has power play written all over it. If he didn’t order it, then who did? 
 
    “Why should I trust your word?” 
 
    “I swore I’d find who is responsible and hold them accountable. That is my word. Trust that.” 
 
    “And what about the Holy City?” 
 
    “Sabolin? What about it?” He grumbles. 
 
    “You sent the army of the dead to attack it, just as you sent them to attack Bellera a fortnight ago!” 
 
    “Rampant rumors. Nothing more!” he says. There’s no hint in his voice that he’s trying to cover anything up. It almost seems as if he is genuinely unaware of recent events, and it throws me off even more. 
 
    But, at the same time, I find it hard to believe that the acting king could be so poorly informed about the goings on of his own kingdom. I can’t help but feel he’s hiding something. 
 
    “Lies!” I scream. “It’s all lies!” With unchecked rage surging through my veins, I draw out the Moon Blade, feeling its power flow into me. With a fierce warrior’s cry, I lunge at Dathrium. 
 
    He’s barely able to draw out his blade in time. In a flash of white sparks, our swords come crashing together. The sparks flicker briefly, like fireflies pulsing on a warm summer night, before fading back into oblivion. 
 
    “What is it you want?” Dathrium growls. “Why have you really come here?” 
 
    That’s when Bethriel’s words come to me. Scare him. But don’t kill him. Well, that I can do. 
 
    A smile crawls onto my face when I realized I can answer both of Dathrium’s questions with a single reply. Looking straight into Dathrium’s emerald green eyes, in my most menacing voice, I answer his question. “To kill you.” 
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    Each time my sword meets Lord Dathrium’s, the clash of steel kissing steel fills my ears with a song I know well. A song of great victories and devastating defeats. The song of two warriors locked in battle. 
 
    I grip my katana tightly in both hands and shuffle back a few steps. Lord Dathrium looks winded. We stare at each other with great mistrust as we try to gauge the other’s next move while we catch our breath. 
 
    A strand of hair falls into my line of sight, but I don’t take my eyes off Dathrium for an instant. I know all about Lord Dathrium’s prowess upon the battlefield. In the rare times that he talked about the war, Master Kel mentioned Dathrium. He told me that Dathrium was one of the greatest warriors he’d ever seen. That’s how I know he wouldn’t hesitate to cut me down where I stand should I make one little misstep. 
 
    Alert, I keep my eyes fixed on him as though he were a golden-eyed panther watching me from beyond the camouflage of forest foliage, ready to spring on me when I least expect it. I study his face and movements attentively, looking for any sign of what he might be thinking from behind his deep-set eyes. 
 
    Lord Dathrium grins back at me with a manic smile that gives him an excited, diabolic look. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear by the Goddess he was the devil Vulcanus himself. 
 
    We circle one another. He shuffles noisily in his armor as he repositions himself to counter me, and I adjust my footing accordingly. 
 
    If Dathrium is half the legend that Master Kel told me about in the stories of the war, he’ll most certainly match me skill for skill. Still, I have a couple of advantages over him. For starters, his heavy plated armor weighs him down considerably. I only ever use a lightweight leather armor. I wear a vest to protect my torso, a leather cuisse to protect my upper thighs, and vambraces for my forearms along with matching greaves for my shins. 
 
    Without heavy metal to weigh me down, I can move as swiftly and nimbly as the wind. The elf armor I wear is segmented, like an insect’s body, so I can move without restriction. I can even tuck, duck, and roll if need be. And although such lightweight armor won’t protect me from a lethal blow, it does deflect most glancing scrapes and jabs. 
 
    The other advantage I have is that, although he was once a skilled soldier, Dathrium has fallen out of shape and has become complacent in his old age. Still, I keep my feet moving and keep him guessing as to my next move. There’s no going halfway with someone who’s determined to take off your head. 
 
    Lord Dathrium raises his crescent saber high above him and glowers at me. His eyes glow white-hot with unbridled fury. 
 
    “Your skills with a blade are impressive,” he snarls. The compliment is both reluctant and unexpected. I can tell that he’s annoyed that he is being challenged by an unassuming young woman. He even makes a point of it when he adds in a condescending tone, “For a peasant girl.” 
 
    “I am no peasant,” I inform him. “I hail from the northern kingdom of Bellera. My people have no caste system. No hierarchy to divide us. Everyone is treated as an equal and everyone learns to fight like a warrior. We are an ancient and noble race, and will never be intimidated.” 
 
    Dathrium’s eyes grow large and one eyebrow rises in an inquisitive fashion. “Ha!” he bellows. “A barbarian girl?!” 
 
    His voice is full of disdain, but I do my best to ignore it. There’s no sense in letting his empty taunts goad me into losing my cool and making reckless decisions. 
 
    “Why do you laugh, Lord Dathrium?” I ask him. “Have I said something to amuse you?” 
 
    “Indeed,” he sneers, his nostrils flaring with disgust. “I should have guessed by your lack of etiquette that you were a mere barbarian girl. But perhaps I can teach you a thing or two about social standing, and of kneeling before your king, after I beat the insolence out of you!” 
 
    Growing up in the highlands, I was painfully aware of the prejudice against my people. It was all too common among the noble lords of the kingdoms of Valandra. Only Valandra, the capitol, and Urhuhlin, the dwarf kingdom, traded with the northern tribes of Bellera and Yulandra. That is, until Lord Dathrium took power. 
 
    “Funny,” I say, mockingly, “that you would resort to the barbaric custom of confining me to a cage yet have the audacity to call me the barbarian. It seems the only barbarian here is you, Lord Dathrium!” 
 
    “Gah!” Lord Dathrium sputters, angered by my continued defiance. Sure enough, he takes the bait and lunges at me, swinging wildly as he lumbers toward me. 
 
    Our swords spark and sing again with the song of clashing steel. But his clumsy blows are no match for my disciplined hand, my youth, and my stamina. 
 
    It is quite apparent to me now that Lord Dathrium hasn’t had to fight any of his own battles in quite some time. After all, he has the entire Royal Guard at his disposal. 
 
    I use my sword like a staff, taking it in both hands. I thrust forward and slam it into Dathrium’s chest. He staggers back, his garish black armor rattling like old pots and pans as he tries to catch his footing.  
 
    Even though Lord Dathrium is my sworn enemy, in the heat of the battle I cannot help but admire the exquisiteness of his armor. It is patterned with gold runes written in the language of the Dark Elves, and although I cannot read it I can guess at its purpose, an obvious incantation meant to shield him from the hexes and spells of his enemies.  
 
    Perhaps even more alluring is the strange black aura the armor emanates. It’s the blackest aura I’ve ever seen. It seems as if dark flames, darker than the midnight sky, radiate off of it. A truly frightening sight. 
 
    I widen my stance and hold my blue steel katana at the ready, waiting for him to make the next move. By the look on Dathrium’s face I can tell he is growing vexed by not being able to dispatch me quickly. 
 
    “You fight well, girl,” Dathrium says from behind clenched teeth. I know he’s only stalling. 
 
    “I wish I could say the same, Dathrium.” 
 
    “Defiant to the end, no doubt. But that’s just fine by me,” he says with a sinister grin. “It will make breaking you all the more fun.” 
 
    “We’ll see, Lord Dathrium, who breaks who. That is, if I don’t die of boredom from your incessant blathering first.” 
 
    “GRAH!” he roars, angered by my taunt. Dathrium springs forward and brings his crescent saber down with a wrenching blow. Then another. And another. 
 
    I deflect his attacks with my katana but he uses his mass to push me back toward the wall. Each time his blade crashes down on mine it feels as hard as a blacksmith’s hammer slamming down on an anvil. There is another spray of sparks. 
 
    Seeing that I’m getting boxed in, I smile at Dathrium. He pulls back, curious as to what I’ll do next. Seeing my chance, I turn and run straight for the wall. I leap forward and run up the wall. Once I’m near the top I kick off, and leap backward. I fly over Dathrium’s head in one fluid motion and then land on the ground behind him. I extend my sword and wait for Dathrium to turn around. 
 
    Once he does, he looks impressed. As the light gleams off my blade, I motion with my fingers for him to continue with our sparring. 
 
    “So, girl,” Dathrium growls, his eyes fixed on me with all the malice he can muster. “You think you can overthrow a king, do you?” 
 
    “All kings who live by the sword shall fall by the sword,” I say with a grin pressed tightly upon my lips. 
 
    “Indeed,” he responds. “I suppose it can’t be helped though. After all, if a king wants to make his mark on the world, he must do so through conquest and great victories upon the battlefield. Even the late King Pelos died fighting to keep the twelve kingdoms united. It will be his victories upon the battlefield the bards sing of for generations to come. Not what treaties he signed.” 
 
    “And what about you, Lord Dathrium?” I ask. “What songs will the bards sing of you after you’re gone? Will they sing of a great king who kept the realms united under a banner of peace and prosperity, or will they sing of the fool who let it all fall to ruin because he cared more about his own greatness that doing what was right?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” he sneers. “As the cousin and only surviving heir of King Pelos, my royal bloodline is not in question. I am the rightful successor to the throne!” 
 
    “King Pelos would have never betrayed the trust of his own people. He certainly never would have harmed those who defied him.” 
 
    “What do you know of what King Pelos did or didn’t do? You are but a mere girl.” 
 
    “I’m nineteen,” I say defiantly. “A woman by anyone’s standards.” 
 
    “Very well then,” Dathrium says, circling around me like a hungry wolf circling its prey. He takes a deep breath to calm his nerves, then looks up at me and smiles. His smile is unsettling. And it’s apparent that behind his cold eyes and forced smile he knows something I don’t. 
 
    “Guards, seize the traitor!” he shouts. 
 
    Instantly, a dozen Royal Guards flood into the room and take their positions all around me, forming a tight circle. Dathrium’s thin-lipped grin turns into a wide toothy one, and I can’t help but laugh at his pathetic display of cowardice. 
 
    “So, Lord Dathrium,” I say contemptuously, ignoring the fact that he’s regnant imperium, or the acting king until another can be christened. “Are you so afraid to lose to a mere girl that you call in your legionnaires to do your fighting for you?” 
 
    “Seize her!” he demands, his mouth frothing with mad excitement at the chance to subdue me. 
 
    Three armed guards box me in with their shields and hit me with a blow so hard it knocks the wind right out of me. My head goes light and I fight to catch my breath. Before I can get back into a proper fighting stance, however, a fourth guard sneaks up from behind and grabs me. 
 
    “Let go of me!” I scream, kicking and squirming. But it’s no use. His grip is too tight. 
 
    Without warning, he slams me into the ground so hard I lose my breath. My blade slips from my grasp and lands a few feet from where I lie. I reach my slender fingers out toward it, but before I can retrieve it a foot suddenly kicks it away. The sword scrapes and sparks along the stone floor until, at last, it rattles to a halt. 
 
    I look up just in time to see Lord Dathrium’s wild eyes and manic grin staring down at me with vicious intent. And then, without another moment’s hesitation, his black gauntleted fist careens toward my face. I feel a sharp pain and then everything goes dark. 
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    Voices are murmuring in the darkness. Or what I think is darkness until I begin to stir awake and open my eyes. A soft orange light illuminates my surroundings but everything is blurry. Squinting into the light, I think I must have gotten hit harder than I thought. And the colossal headache that is drilling into my brain with glowing hot needles from every conceivable direction confirms it. 
 
    “Ah, she’s finally awake,” a soft and gentle voice says. It’s a woman’s voice. I feel a damp cloth on my forehead and I look up. A woman with a pleasant face and golden hair leans over me, but she too is blurry for my vision to make out clearly.  
 
    “Who…who are you?” I ask, attempting to sit up. But a sharp pain, like a fisherman’s harpoon, drags me back down again. 
 
    “It’s all right,” the voice tells me. “You’re safe here.” 
 
    “When will she be ready?” a gruff voice asks. I recognize the voice. It’s Dathrium’s. 
 
    I force myself to sit up, ignoring the needle-like pain that seems to penetrate my skull from every possible angle. “Dathrium!” I snarl. 
 
    “Keep calm,” the woman’s voice tells me and she gently pushes me back down onto the bed. 
 
    Things are finally beginning to clear up. Its apparent that I’m still in Dathrium’s chambers. A beautiful woman I do not recognize is attending to my wounds. She is wearing the royal physician’s emblem, a double-headed phoenix holding a Calendula flower in one claw and a cluster of hawthorn berries in the other. Both herbs are used for medicinal remedies and have become associated with the symbol all medical practitioners use. 
 
    Leaning on my elbow, I rub my throbbing head with my other hand. “Why am I still here?” 
 
    Dathrium paces back and forth with his arms locked behind his back no more than five meters from the bedside. “It seems both you and I have something in common,” he informs me. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? What’s that?” I ask. A sharp pain in the back of my head causes me to groan and the woman helps me back down onto the bed. 
 
    His arms still folded behind his back, he looks over his shoulder at me. “We’re both the victims of an elaborate deception.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re not just lying to me?” 
 
    Dathrium stops his pacing and turns toward me. “I could have had my guards toss you back into the dungeon to rot, but I didn’t. Instead, you are here in my personal chambers getting medical treatment. I’ve extended the olive branch in the hope that you’ll trust me just enough to hear me out. I hope you will chose to do the same.” 
 
    As much as I despise Dathrium, I decide I had better hear him out. After all, everything he’s done thus far has proven he doesn’t want me dead. What he needs is information. And I need the same. 
 
    “Fine,” I moan. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “You said the army of the dead marches on Sabolin. You said it attacked Bellera a fortnight ago. If this is true, why haven’t I heard about this?” 
 
    “Oh, I assure you, it’s the truth. And I don’t know why you haven’t heard anything of it. The army marches in your name—everyone to the north knows you are waging war one them.” 
 
    “I’ve issued no such declaration,” he roars, his temper flaring. Stopping his anger from erupting and further, his begins his pacing again. 
 
    Unexpectedly, there is a knock at the door. 
 
    “Enter!” Dathrium bellows. 
 
    A messenger wearing the normal gray and blue tunic enters and takes a deep bow. “Your Lordship, the esteemed Dragoron wishes to have a word, if your Lordship can spare the time.” 
 
    “Inform Lord Dragoron that I am busy, but that I wish to speak with him. Send him in.” 
 
    Dragoron suddenly appears in the doorway and bows reverently. After paying his respect, he tucks both hands in his oversized sleeves and grips his forearms in a sagely manner. He walks to us, his black imperial robes flowing majestically. 
 
    Lord Dathrium waves at the nurse to leave the room, and says, “You are dismissed.” 
 
    “But your Highness, she has a concussion and—” 
 
    “You are dismissed,” he reiterates more forcefully. 
 
    She gathers her things, stands up, presses down her apron, and then scurries out the door. The messenger boy is quick to follow and closes the door behind him. 
 
    “You…” I gasp, glowering at Dragoron. “I saw you crushed under the stone pillars.” 
 
    “I’m afraid the rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated.” Dragoron chuckles. 
 
    “What news do you bring your king?” Dathrium asks. 
 
    Dragoron shoots me a scornful look and says, “Why don’t we ask your little friend here? I’m sure she knows something. After all, trouble seems to follow her wherever she goes.” 
 
    “There will be no need to interrogate her any further. In fact, she’s been of great help to me.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Dragoron asks in an enquiring tone. He raises an eyebrow and stares at me inquisitively, not taking his eyes off of me for an instant. Admittedly, it’s a little unnerving, considering I’m bedridden. 
 
    “What do you know of the rumors of the army of the dead? Arianna,” Dathrium relays, motioning toward me with his hand, “informs me that not one, but two of Valandra’s provinces have been attacked by the wraith knight Ashram. Is this true?” 
 
    After a long pause, Dragoron finally says, “I’m afraid it is, your majesty.” 
 
    “Why wasn’t I informed of this?” Dathrium roars, his short fuse dangerously close to going off. 
 
    “With the passing of your cousin, and everything that’s transpired, not to mention this young lady’s troublesome antics, I didn’t want to overwhelm you with more bad news.” 
 
    “Never mind that!” Dathrium grumbles. “If a sparrow so much as passes wind, I want to know about it. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes, my liege,” Dragoron answers, taking another reverent bow. 
 
    “What have we done about it?” 
 
    “I sent a conscript of legionnaires to evaluate the level of the threat to both locations. I have not heard back from them.” 
 
    “Dispatch a messenger to both regions. I want to have word back by sundown tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes, sire.” 
 
    “Also, have my horse prepared. I ride for Koroth tonight. I must speak with the Grand Magus about why the army of the dead is risen again.” 
 
    “As your worshipfulness desires.” 
 
    “And one more thing,” Lord Dathrium says, turning his attention back to me. “Have this girl cleaned up. Give her a room and a dress.” His eyes meet mine. “I want you to join me for supper tonight. It’s just a small gathering. An informal banquet of sorts.” 
 
    Words escape me. I’ve never been to a royal banquet, let alone been pardoned so quickly after trying to assassinate a king. “But your lordship, I tried to kill you. How do you know that you can trust me?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Dathrium replies. “But before you try to complete your mission, give me a chance to prove to you I’m not the monster you think I am.” 
 
    I honestly don’t know what to think. There’s simply not enough information for me to make up my mind on what are lies and what are truths. And for the first time in my life I feel like I’ve been used. Like I’m some kind of pawn in someone else’s chess game. But exactly whose, I cannot say. 
 
    Dathrium helps me to my feet, and to show that he holds no ill will against me, he gives me back my sword. I’m stunned, to say the least, but I bow to him with a show of gratitude. 
 
    “Show her to her room and have someone attend to her. I want her looking like a princess and not some highland rogue by nightfall.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Dragoron says. Then, swirling around, his ropes floating in the air as he spins, Dragoron calls out to me, “Follow me, if you will.” 
 
    I look back at Dathrium, who nods for me to follow Dragoron, and so I do. As I exit Dathrium’s chambers, I cannot help but feel a terrible sense of uncertainty. I no longer know my place. I no longer know whom to trust. 
 
    Nevertheless, I feel the intense urge to follow things through to the end and see whether I can discover any more clues. I must learn who has been manipulating me like their personal marionette and, if the Goddess is willing, reveal what their master plan is and expose them. 
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    Entering a lavishly prepared bedroom suite, reserved for royal dignitaries, I find it styled with all manner of whites and golds with the occasional dash of purple for added flourish. The bed, befitting a princess, has a lovely canopy made of sheer fabrics with matching curtains, and the linens and pillows are all white as snow. A series of arched windows, with golden diamond lattices stretching all the way to the ceiling, lead out to a balcony which overlooks the heart of the city. 
 
    Lingering in the doorway like a dark specter, Dragoron bows and bids me farewell without saying so much as a word. As he backs out of the room he pulls the double doors shut. Once he’s gone I can’t help but feel as though a huge weight is lifted from me, and it’s only then that I realize how much I’ve been on guard the entire time I’ve been within the palace walls. This is the first time I’ve been alone with my thoughts and haven’t been in imminent danger. 
 
    Standing in my room alone, I take in a deep breath and look around, taking it all in one more time. Everything is so lovely, just like it’s out of a fairytale book of old, that I don’t know what to do with myself. Me in my dirty rags and leather armor. I feel like a mess. 
 
    Not long after Dragoron’s departure there is a rapping at my door. Three handmaidens come rushing in. They all have similar brown hair wrapped up in bonnets and move with purpose as if they have pressing business to attend to. Lining up before me they all curtsey. “We are here to attend you, Mistress Arianna,” the first handmaiden informs me. 
 
    With that said, they all scurry off in different directions like busy bees. One of them begins unfastening my breastplate and starts undressing me. Another gathers my clothes, armor, and weapons. The third handmaiden pulls back a room divider made of foggy glass panes with gold trim, and reveals a bath built right into the marble floor of a raised alcove. I’ve never seen anything like it. 
 
    About the size of a small pond, the bath is an oval, and could fit ten people if the need arose. I can hardly believe that a single room would have a bath this size built right into it. Growing up I heard the tales of how impressive the palace of the capital city was, but to see it in person is something else.  
 
    The woman finishes with my armor and begins to peel off my undergarments. At first I wrap my arms around my chest to hold fast to my clothes, but she grabs my wrists and forces my arms to my sides, then finishes stripping me down until I’m left awkwardly covering my bare skin. 
 
    Unclothed, I feel completely vulnerable and let my hands cover my crotch. I can’t help but feel it’s a bit awkward standing naked in front of so many servants in nothing but the skin the Goddess gave me. I wonder if this is what royalty must put up with—a constant invasion of their privacy. Do they even like it? Or do they think the servants are so far below them that in their mind it’s little more than the buzzing of unimportant insects? Either way, to me, it’s a strange sensation. 
 
    “Please, this way, my lady,” one of the handmaidens says, beckoning me toward the bath. 
 
    Before I get in, all three maidens take damp cloths and scrub my body till its raw. Fetching a nearby pitcher, the first handmaiden douses my skin with lukewarm water while the other two put my hair up in a bun, so that it won’t get wet. 
 
    Finally, taking my hands, the two maids who dealt with my hair help me into the steaming hot bath. Once I settle in, I let out a relaxed sigh and let myself float. I close my eyes and try to calm my mind. 
 
    After a few minutes, I hear the door to the room open and shut. Several soft steps approach us, and although my back is to the entrance, I hear the first handmaiden say in a submissive tone, “We’ve just finished here, ma’am.” 
 
    “Very well,” a beautiful voice affirms. “I’ll take things from here.” She claps her hands twice, and the maids line up, curtsey to me, and then scurry off like startled field mice. 
 
    I begin to turn my head to see who this head handmaiden might be when, out of the corner of my eye, I see a fancy pearl colored dress fall onto the floor. Before I can look up and see who it is, two hands cover my eyes. 
 
    “Guess who?” a sensual sounding voice asks. 
 
    “I don’t think…” I begin to say, but before I can finish my sentence, the mysterious woman slips into the bath behind me and presses her body into my back. Her soft skin slides across mine as she sinks in and I tense up. 
 
    Naturally, there’s only one woman I know who’d be so uninhibited as to simply get into the bath with me without the healthy fear of me taking of her head. I crane my neck to see if my suspicions are correct. Looking over my shoulder, I find none other than Bethriel in the bath with me. She smiles at me as though she just pulled the world’s greatest heist. 
 
    “Surprise!” she says in a sing-song voice. 
 
    “Bethriel?” I say, shocked. I wasn’t expecting to see her. In the back of my mind I was thinking it was Zarine come to torment me some more. Zarine, who always creeps into my mind when I least expect it, like some unholy parasite. She burrows in and it’s impossible to get her out. But this, I wasn’t expecting, well, this. 
 
    “Oh, my poor Arianna, you’re so tense,” she says, noticing my every muscle in my entire body is tensed up tighter than a bowstring. She glides her fingers gently up the sides of my arms, over my shoulders, and to my neck. Wrapping her slender fingers around my neck, she begins massaging me. “Relax,” she says in a soothing voice that is delicate and soft. 
 
    She begins working the stress out of my muscles with a firm thumb that penetrates deep into my flesh. It feels so good that I inadvertently let out a rather sensual moan. Embarrassed, I feel my cheeks flush. Finding a knot just toward the inside of my shoulder blade, she digs in her thumb, sending a wave of ecstasy throughout my entire body, and I groan again. 
 
    “Oh, goddess,” I sigh. “Your hands are like magic.” 
 
    “I know,” she says confidently. 
 
    Bethriel leans into me, her naked body pressing into mine, her bare breasts caressing my back, her soft skin brushing up against mine. I gulp nervously. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” she asks. “Am I pressing too hard? I can do it more softly, if you like.” 
 
    My larynx tightens up and I barely muster a squeak. “Um…no…it’s fine. Just…you know…keep doing what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asks as she applies even more pressure, digging her thumb into my lower back so hard that it gives me equal amounts of pain and pleasure. I moan. 
 
    “Don’t you dare think of stopping,” I tell her, my head bobbing to the side as I finally start to loosen up. 
 
    Bethriel whispers into my right ear, “As you wish, my mistress.” Then, unexpectedly, Bethriel begins kissing my neck and nibbling on my ears. I don’t say anything. It all feels so good, and besides, tonight she’s my servant. I’m the one who issues the commands, and she must comply. 
 
    When I’ve all but given into her act of seduction, I feel her hand wrap around my stomach, slide down past my belly button, and suddenly reach down between my thighs…her fingers searching for… 
 
    “Whoa!” I gasp, springing up. 
 
    A torrent of waves ripple out in every direction as I shoot out of the water. “What do you think you’re doing?” I ask heatedly, turning around to face Bethriel. 
 
    She looks up at me with her big, innocent blue eyes. She gazes at into my eyes as though she doesn’t know what I mean. But I’m not having it. 
 
    “I thought you wanted me to keep going. To make you feel good, remember? I was just trying my best to please you.” 
 
    “It was…very nice,” I reply in all sincerity. “And I thank you. But the back massage will suffice for tonight.” After another moment, I finally say, “That will be all.” 
 
    She simply stares at me, trying to probe my emotions with that special training which allows her to read anyone she wants. But seeing as I’m a bit flustered, she backs off and gives me my space. 
 
    Climbing out of the bath, Bethriel doesn’t try to conceal her body from me, and I can’t help but feel she wants me to see what I’ll be missing. Looking over her shoulder at me, she answers with a professional and polite response. “As you wish, Mistress Arianna.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” I say to her. 
 
    “Do what?” she asks, playing coy. She grabs a towel which the maids left stacked on a nearby chair and begins drying herself off. 
 
    “Don’t act passive aggressive with me,” I bark, pointing my finger at her. “You crossed a line and you know it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she says, taking a graceful bow. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    It agitates me that she’s suddenly treating me like a client rather than the intimate friend she wants me to be. I’m about to scold her some more for acting like a bitch when a towel hits me in the face. 
 
    “Dry yourself off,” she says. “We have important matters to discuss.” 
 
    Peeling the towel off my face, I ask, “What kind of matters?” 
 
    She slips back into her iridescent pearl-colored dress and tucks her breasts back into place. Once they’re snug and secure, she tugs up on the dress so that it pulls flat against her curvaceous body and hugs her form so perfectly it is almost like putting on a second skin. 
 
    “A matter of this,” she says, opening a small pocket purse. Rummaging inside, she finally pulls out a vial filled with a dark purple liquid. 
 
    “And what, exactly, is that, pray tell?” 
 
    “Poison. Or, to be more precise, the poison you’re going to slip into Lord Dathrium’s drink this evening at the royal banquet.” 
 
    Once again Bethriel knows exactly what will leave me speechless. Unable to form any response, I just nod in affirmation. Apparently, the mission is still on. But now I’m starting to have serious reservations as to the nature of this mission and can’t help but suspect something more is going on than any of us are aware of. 
 
    Bethriel picks up a dress lying on the bed. It’s a strapless dress in shimmering gold, with an open back. There is also a black lace choker with a golden pendant with a round black onyx gemstone the size of an imperial coin embedded in it. If that wasn’t all, it comes with matching earrings too. 
 
    “It’s gorgeous,” I say. The young woman in me can’t be more excited about getting all glammed up for the evening, but the warrior in me is telling the woman to, at the very least, keep a cool head about it. After all, it would be rather difficult to fight in such a get up. 
 
    “I had a feeling you’d like it. I picked it out myself.” 
 
    “So that was your mission? To find me a dress?” I point in the direction of Dathrium’s chambers and yell, “I could have died in there!” 
 
    “Hear me out,” Bethriel says, holding up her hands defensively. “My instructions were to poison both Dragoron and Dathrium. But I ran into a snag. You see, I didn’t expect him to dismiss your attempts on his life or, for that matter, invite you to his banquet. But now we have the perfect chance? Don’t you see?” 
 
    “No, I don’t see,” I shoot back. “None of this makes sense anymore. Everything is upside down and backward. The bad guy seems good and it seems like what we’re doing is wrong.” 
 
    “Believe me, Dathrium is no saint. If you knew half the stuff he was guilty of you’d gladly kill him yourself.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but that still doesn’t mean what we’re doing is right.” 
 
    “I gave you a chance to back out. You opted to see it through to the end. I’m counting on you to do just that. Right or wrong, it doesn’t matter. As a knight of Bellera, you swore an oath to follow any order issued by your queen.” 
 
    I scowl at Bethriel. She’s not mistaken. Although, if we’re being completely honest, Queen Sabine didn’t tell me to assassinate anyone directly. She told me to listen to Bethriel. 
 
    While I finish drying myself, Bethriel holds out the dress for me and says, “Put this on.” 
 
    Accepting the dress, I inspect it one more time, admiring how extravagant it is. Never in my life did I ever dream of a time when I’d wear one of the most luxurious dresses I’d ever seen only to attend a palace banquet. It all seems rather surreal.  
 
    Slipping into the dress, I let Bethriel fasten the collar around my neck. She leans forward and, while she hooks the clasp, her cheek brushes against mine so softly that, without intending it to, my mind flashes back to her soft fingers sliding between my legs. I bite my lip and begin dream about what could have happened if only I’d let her continue. But I push it out of my mind. My heart is meant for Alegra. And not Bethriel, not Zarine, or anybody else will stand in the way of our relationship. 
 
    Spinning around, so as to better display the dress, I ask, “How do I look?” 
 
    “To die for,” Bethriel quips. 
 
    I smile at her. It’s a good joke, but I’m still uncertain about whether I should even be doing this. I really don’t want to make the wrong move. Not before getting all the facts straight. 
 
    Bethriel does her best to console me. “I’ll be close by the entire evening. If you need me, scream out my name and I’ll be by your side in the blink of an eye.” Taking my hand in hers, she locks eyes with me and says, “I promise.” 
 
    “I understand,” I say, gazing into her sparkling blue eyes. Then, reaching into her ample cleavage, she fishes out the vial and hands it to me. I take it from her and then tuck it into my dress just underneath my left breast, where it will remain comfortably concealed until needed.   
 
    Bethriel grabs my shoulders and turns me around so that I face the vanity mirror. “Now let’s get you made up and ready for the evening’s big event.” 
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    Bethriel escorts me to the banquet hall. She takes my hand in hers, kisses it, curtseys politely, and then looks at me long and hard as though she’s mentally reassuring me that I can do this. She finally takes her leave of me. As she walks away, she jokes, “Don’t be staring at my ass now, you hear?” 
 
    I laugh, but then end up watching her all the same. I hear a voice call out my name. I turn to see Lord Dathrium approach me with a jovial expression on his face. 
 
    “My dear,” he says, rubbing his ginger beard as he examines me from head to toe. “You couldn’t be lovelier even if you were the Goddess El Lunaria herself.” 
 
    “I thank you, my liege,” I say, and curtsey deeply. As if his graciousness wasn’t enough to throw me off, to make matters worse I almost lose my footing while curtseying. I’m not accustomed to being so ladylike. 
 
    Luckily, I recover my composure, narrowly escaping a bad situation and making a fool of myself in front of everyone. 
 
    Brushing down the front of my dress to chase out all the wrinkles, I settle into a proper posture and look up at Dathrium. He extends his arm for me to take and I do so. 
 
    Linking elbows, we walk leisurely toward the head of the long, t-shaped banquet table which is brimming with more courses of food than I knew existed. I spy roasted pheasant, sides of lamb, and pork chops, along with salads and garnishes of all kinds to go with it all. And the bread, my Goddess, the bread smells good. 
 
    Admittedly, I feel a little unnerved holding hands with Dathrium. Perhaps worse than the fact that I am holding hands with the man I am supposed to kill is the fact that all the attendees’ eyes appear to be focused entirely on me. They’re all likely wondering, who is this random girl? Where did she come from? And why is she hanging off Dathrium’s arm like some kind of future bride? 
 
    “Don’t mind them, my dear. They’re just envious of your beauty.” 
 
    I pause momentarily, looking up at Dathrium, and wait for his green eyes to find mine. “Why are you being so kind to me?” I ask. “I tried to kill you.” 
 
    “I meant it when I said I wanted to root out whoever was responsible for this recent series of appalling events. I may be a pale reflection of my illustrious cousin, but I have sworn an oath to do my best to carry on his legacy. And that’s exactly what I intend to do.” 
 
    “With all due respect, sire, that doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    Dathrium lets out a most amused laugh. “Indeed, I suppose it doesn’t.” Patting my hand, he leans in close. “I’ve looked directly into the eyes of some of the most cold-blooded killers in all the land, my dear. And looking into your eyes now, I do not see the eyes of a killer. I see the eyes of a scared and confused young woman who’s trying to put on a brave face.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to interrogate me and find out who ordered me to kill you?” 
 
    “I was hoping we might eat first,” Dathrium says with a spirited laugh. “In all truth, my dear, I figured you’ll tell me when the time is right. Until that time, however, all I ask is for you to be my guest and try to enjoy all the palace has to offer.” 
 
    As we approach the head of the table, I see Dragoron standing at the front. His back is to us, and he’s talking to someone who’s just out of sight. When he steps aside to reveal who it is, I let out a small gasp. As usual, she’s wearing all black. 
 
    “You!” I hiss accusingly. 
 
    Zarine just smiles politely and curtseys. I know it must be hard for her to act like a halfway decent person. Instead of curtseying back, I just glare at her and her stupid, amazing, beautiful face. 
 
    “You two know each other?” Dathrium inquires, and glances from one of us to the next. 
 
    Letting go of my arm, he allows me to face off with my rival. Speaking through clenched teeth, I say, “Your lordship, this woman is a treacherous, double crossing snake. And she’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Well, there seems to be a lot of that going around,” Dathrium jokes. “Dangerous women, that is.” 
 
    Lord Dragoron and Dathrium share a hearty laugh, then Dragoron turns to me. “I can assure you, Mistress Arianna, my apprentice will be on her best behavior tonight. Isn’t that right, Zarine?” 
 
    Zarine gives me the falsest grin I’ve ever seen. I smile back, giving her an equally fake grin, and we hold each other’s gazes as though the other were a mad bull ready to charge at any moment. Acquiescing to her master’s wishes, she answers, “As you wish, master.” 
 
    “Good!” Dathrium says, clapping and rubbing his hands together. “Now that we’re all on good terms, I believe it’s high time that I introduce this evening’s guest of honor.” 
 
    Dathrium turns toward the crowd and clears his throat. Raising his arms high, he addresses the gathering in his baritone. 
 
    “Ladies and lords, and esteemed guests of the realm, may I have your attention!” 
 
    The chatter quiets down to a low murmur as people turn their attention toward the king.  
 
    “Attendees, esteemed guests, it is my privilege and honor to introduce tonight’s guest of honor. You know her as a great leader and even greater warrior. May I present to you the Queen of Bellera, Queen Sabine De Atano!” 
 
    “The Queen?” I whisper to myself, a bit puzzled as to why she’d be here and not defending Sabolin. Did Alegra make it in time with the message? Didn’t Sabine believe her? Oh my goddess, what if Alegra didn’t succeed? Sabolin could be burning and we’re all just having a dinner party. 
 
    A bugle sounds and the banquet hall doors burst open. Queen Sabine enters the banquet hall with her entourage. She takes her position at the opposite end of the table, opposite Dathrium and me, and bows reverently. 
 
    “Thank you my liege,” she says. “It is my deepest honor to be your special guest. I hope tonight marks the start of a long and lasting friendship between our nations.” 
 
    Spotting Bethriel keeping to the outer wings of the banquet hall, I shoot her a confused look. She responds with an equally baffled look and shrugs. Mouthing the words, “I don’t know,” she scans the room for any signs of foul play. Like me, she’s beginning to suspect something’s not quite right here. 
 
    We take our seats. Lord Dathrium and I sit next to one another at the center and Dragoron sits off to our immediate right. To our left sits Zarine and Queen Sabine. After we’ve been seated, the rest of the guests take their seats. Bethriel sits far to the end, in the fifth to last seat on the left. It’s only then that I realize that nearly half the guests are elves. There is also one red-bearded dwarf sitting across from Bethriel. He looks vaguely familiar to me, but I can’t quite place him. 
 
    Now more than ever I suspect something more is going on here that meets the eye, but what it is I still cannot fathom. 
 
    Servers pour wine into our glasses and Dathrium makes a long-winded toast honoring Queen Sabine. She toasts him back. Once they’ve made it through all the pomp and circumstance of diplomacy, the minstrels begin to play and everyone engages in polite discussion. Everyone but me. 
 
    I can feel myself sweating through my remarkable dress. Worse that this, however, is the fact that I have been seated next to Zarine. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Zarine asks. “You haven’t touched your food.” 
 
    “I…um…I’m not hungry.” Usually I’d trade barbs with her, but the truth is my mind is elsewhere. However, it’s clear that Zarine is completely unaware of the ethical dilemma I face. Not that she’d care even if she knew. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re watching your figure,” Zarine quips, eyeing me judgmentally. Her eyes pan down to my waist and she smacks her teeth disapprovingly. 
 
    In response to her impolite prodding, I shoot her a severe look. She merely grins at me, like a hungry shark circling its prey. That sets me off, so I decide I will reply after all. 
 
    I deliberately glance down at her tiny breasts and snigger under my breath. To rub it in, I grab my chest and adjust my cleavage, giving my breasts a good squeeze to send the message that I, unlike her, have something to fill up my hands. 
 
    Zarine looks down at my chest, then hers. She folds her arms across her chest and turns her back to me and lets out an irritated huff as she pouts. 
 
    When Dathrium leans over to whisper something into Dragoron’s ear, I pretend to drop my napkin. I reach under my armpit, to where the edge of my breast peeks out of my dress just below my arm, and search for the vial. After a few seconds of groping, I realize it’s missing. “Oh, no!” I gasp. 
 
    “What now?” Zarine asks, her voice less than amused. Under the table I see Zarine cross her legs, shifting away from me, as if I’m vermin. 
 
    Still fidgeting around under the table, I suddenly hear Dathrium’s boisterous voice. “Is everything all right, my dear?” 
 
    Thinking on my toes, I quickly slip off my left earring. I rise back up into my seat, careful not to hit my head on the edge of the table. I hold out the earring in the open palm of my hand for everyone to see, and say, “Oh, it’s nothing. I thought I had lost my earring. But I found it.” 
 
    Dathrium chortles, dismissing it as a mundane girl problem, and then goes back to talking to Dragoron. That gives me enough time to refasten my earring. All of a sudden, Zarine elbows me sharply in the ribs. 
 
    “Ow!” I cry out. “What was that for?” 
 
    “The Queen would like to have a word with you. That is, if you haven’t lost your nerve as well?” 
 
    I see Queen Sabine motion me to come closer with her finger. Leaning across Zarine’s chest, making sure to touch her unnecessarily just to irritate her, I listen attentively to what Queen Sabine has to say. 
 
    “I’ve brought the elves. Reinforcements stand just outside waiting for my order. All you must do is complete your part of the mission. Then we can take the palace and put an end to Dathrium’s evil reign once and for all.” 
 
    I give the queen a worried look and nod at Zarine, who can hear everything. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Zarine says. “I’m a mole. It was Queen Sabine’s idea to have me infiltrate the palace by becoming Dragoron’s pupil. Once I did, I was to gain his trust. Bringing you in gained that trust. But like you, my true loyalties are to my queen.” She fiddles with her half of the pendant as she speaks, alluding to the fact that she is being sincere. 
 
    “What about Bellera? The bell tower? The whole kidnapping thing?” I ask. 
 
    “I was already working for Dragoron by that time. His interest in you is…how shall I say it…something of an obsession.” 
 
    I turn back toward Queen Sabine. “You knew about this?” 
 
    She folds her arms and looks away, as if to say it was necessary and that she has nothing more to say regarding the matter. I huff angrily and look the other way. 
 
    Several hours go by when, suddenly, Queen Sabine stands up, raises her glass, and taps it with the silverware. “Ladies and gentlemen, lend me your ears!” 
 
    The crowd falls silent and everyone, fatigued with small talk, anxiously await Sabine’s announcement. 
 
    “I’m sure you are all wondering why we’ve all been called to this impromptu gathering. Well, as it turns out, I want to ask my longtime partner, Zarine Xakhandi, if she’d marry me.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Zarine asks, slowly standing to meet Queen Sabine. Sabine pulls out a big jewel necklace. At the center is a pendant. It’s a blue Dragon’s eye crystal. The rarest of the rare. She slips it around Zarine’s neck. Zarine, overcome with emotion, leaps into Queen Sabine’s arms and kisses her. 
 
    “I guess that’s a yes,” bellows Dathrium, beaming ear to ear with the jolliest smile you could imagine. 
 
    “Hear, hear!” the pie-faced dwarf shouts out, raising his mug and spilling his wine on the guests to either side of him. His uproar kicks off a wave of applause. Everyone seems to be genuinely happy about the news. 
 
    I look over just in time to see Lord Dragoron, with my vial of poison, about to dump it into Dathrium’s drink. 
 
    Without hesitating, I reach over and grab Dragoron’s wrist and shout, “STOP!” 
 
    Dathrium turns to find me holding Dragoron by the wrist, who’s caught in the act of attempting to poison Dathrium’s glass. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Dathrium hisses through clenched teeth as he looks at Dragoron as though he has just stabbed him in the back. 
 
    ”It’s not what it looks like,” Dragoron deflects. 
 
    “And what exactly does it look like?!” Dathrium roars, his face burning with rage and the effects of one too many glasses of alcohol. 
 
    “Dragoron,” Queen Sabine shouts, echoing Dathrium’s dismay, “explain yourself!” 
 
    Dropping the vial, Dragoron clasps his hands together and signs a few sacred symbols, then says, “Imperium ex cappa!” 
 
    There is a loud blast and a flash of green energy followed by a dark puff of smoke, and he vanishes. 
 
    Dathrium turns his rage to Queen Sabine and draws out his sword. “If I find that you had anything to do with this,” he growls. 
 
    Queen Sabine stands her ground. “I’m just as shocked as you are.” 
 
    This enrages him even further. He places the tip of his blade under her chin, forcing me to step back. I hear a series of shocked gasps among the onlookers in response to this sudden turn of events. 
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    The tension in the air is so thick that you can practically taste it. And it’s so full of bitterness that I can’t help but feel a sense of sympathy for Dathrium, whose heart must be crumbling inside his chest over the betrayal he has experienced. The entire crowd seems to be holding their breath waiting for what will happen next. Before they even have time to piece all the bits of the drama together, the Royal Guard burst into the room and take up positions all around the perimeter along the back wall. In no time, the entire banquet table and all the guests are surrounded by armor-clad warriors. 
 
    From across the room, Bethriel gives me a worried look and nods toward a nearby exit, suggesting we might escape out the back together. I raise my hand ever so subtly to let her know to hold on. I need to know how this all pans out. Determined to get to the bottom of this strange twist of events, I step in between Dathrium and Queen Sabine to prevent them from going at each other. 
 
    Dathrium lowers his blade, as not to harm me, and I raise my hands and say, “Wait. Something isn’t right about all of this. I don’t know if you’ve realized, but we’re all being played like pawns.” 
 
    “What is this girl going on about?” Dathrium asks. 
 
    “Hear me out,” I say to Dathrium. I place my hand on his arm to let him know I sympathize with him and that I, in this strange and confused moment, actually am on his side, for once. 
 
    “Be careful what you admit to, Arianna,” Queen Sabine tells me. “Sharing confidential information would be treasonous.” 
 
    I shoot Queen Sabine a harsh glance. “What’s truly treasonous is the fact that I tried to kill this man. Dathrium had every right to lock me up and throw away the key. Instead he fed, clothed, and forgave me. I do not think he is the man you think he is.” Turning back to Dathrium, I say, “My liege, I beg you to hear me out. Dwell upon my words as if your very life depends on it, because it very well may.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” Dathrium says. 
 
    “Lord Dragoron has been playing you like a fiddle. It was he who summoned Ashram and unleashed the army of the dead. It was he who burned down the holy obelisk in the city. And it was he who ordered Ashram to attack the holy city of Sabolin.” 
 
    More gasps break out in the crowd Dathrium looks at me sternly. “And you can prove all this?” 
 
    “Yes, I can.” 
 
    Zarine sends me a look of reassurance and then chimes in. “I can vouch for her. Arianna is telling the truth. After I became his apprentice and gained Dragoron’s trust, he asked me to pin the fire on Arianna. I conferred with Queen Sabine, and together we devised a plan to root out Dragoron’s treachery.” 
 
    “It appears we’re all merely victims of a much larger deception,” Queen Sabine says. 
 
    Out of thin air, two hand reach out and pull me back. I try to scream, but one hand covers my mouth and muffles my cry. However, it’s enough to catch the attention of the others. 
 
    Suddenly, a blade is pressed to my throat. Looking up I see Dragoron. He’d only hidden himself with an invisibility spell. 
 
    Dathrium holds up a hand to calm Dragoron. “Leave the girl alone, Zoriel. She has done nothing to you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Dragoron snarls, “but she has. She’s thwarted me at every step of the way. But no more!” 
 
    He begins to press the blade into my throat, drawing out a trickle of blood. Zarine raises her hand and shouts, “Wait!” 
 
    “And what does the traitor want?” Dragoron hisses, looking at Zarine with cold hard eyes. 
 
    “Take me hostage instead.” 
 
    “I don’t need you,” he says. “I already have a perfectly fine hostage right here.” He adds pressure to the blade and I groan from the pain as he cuts a little bit more into my neck. 
 
    “Stop this!” Dathrium roars. “That’s an order.” 
 
    “That’s rich,” Dragoron says in a snide tone. “But let me ask you this, dear Dathrium, did you know that as we speak, Queen Sabine has her army outside the city gates and is waiting to move in on her command?” 
 
    “What? Is this true?” Dathrium bellows, throwing his arm back and waving at the windows that peer out onto the night lights of the city. 
 
    “It’s true,” Queen Sabine growls, glaring at Dragoron angrily. “But I was merely taking the necessary precautions. It wasn’t clear if the throne had been compromised. I couldn’t take the chance that it was.” 
 
    “You see, Lord Dathrium, our enemies are all around us,” Dragoron says. His cold, hard gaze travels from Dathrium to Queen Sabine and, finally, to Zarine. After a moment, he lets up on the blade that’s pressed against my neck, and, finally, gives me up. Letting me free, he shoves me forward.  
 
    I stumble forward. Unaccustomed to wearing a long dress, I trip and tumble into Zarine. She throws her arms out and catches me. Sighs of relief seep out of the attentive audience. I’m sure it’s the most excitement they’ve had all week. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, as she helps me back onto my feet. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” she says with a smile. And for the first time I think maybe we really could put the past behind us and be friends. 
 
    “I could have escaped, but didn’t,” Dragoron says. “I could have killed this girl,” he says pointing at me, “but I didn’t. Please, hear me out my king,” Dragoron pleads with Dathrium. “It’s not what you think. I’m not the enemy here. Everything I did…I did it for you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Dathrium asks. 
 
    Pointing at the table full of guests, he growls, “All these years, they never accepted you. They always considered you a pale imitation of your illustrious cousin, even though it was you winning the wars upon the battlefield. It was you who shed your blood for king and country while your no-good cousin, King Pelos, merely watched from afar. From the safety of his tent upon the hill. But it was you who got your hands dirty with dirt and blood and the tears of fallen soldiers whom you cradled in your arms as they asked you to pass their love on to their families. It was you who made Valandra great. Not your useless cousin. And after years of plotting my revenge, at long last, I finally set a plan in motion that would right the wrongs we endured. I’m afraid King Pelos was just the first step in executing this plan.” 
 
    The banquet hall erupts with startled gasps and hysterical swooning. A few of the maidens faint while others begin to shout angrily for Dragoron’s head. 
 
    “You killed my cousin? You killed King Pelos?” Dathrium asks, tears flooding into his eyes. “He was like a brother to me!” 
 
    “Aren’t you listening?!” Dragoron yells. “I did it for you! Don’t you see? With King Pelos out of the way, there was nothing to prevent your rise to power. It was inevitable. And here you are now, regnant imperium!” 
 
    “And you freely admit to killing King Pelos, then?” Queen Sabine asks from behind her fierce blue eyes that sparkle with energy. 
 
    “Not only do I freely admit it, but I’d do it again in a heartbeat if it meant Dathrium could reign in his place.” 
 
    “And, my dear Dragoron,” Dathrium says, his voice low and brusque as it fills with a broiling rage. Gripping tightly to his sword with both hands, he asks, “Did you think you could manipulate me so easily?” 
 
    “Manipulate you? I was helping you! What else do you want me to say? Sorry? Sorry for making you powerful? Sorry for giving you everything I had? Sorry for wanting you to be happy? Well, I hate to break it to you, but I’m not sorry!”  
 
    Lord Dathrium raises his blade high and stabs Dragoron straight through the chest. Dragoron, in a state of shock, grabs the blade with his hands and sinks down to his knees. 
 
    The dinner guests watch the horrific scene with bated breath. Dathrium stands over Dragoron, holding his blade in his chest. When, suddenly, Dathrium mercilessly tears the sword back out, the audience gasps. 
 
    Blood splatter flies of the blade and dapples my cheek, so I wipe it off with the back of my hand. I look at Zarine. She wipes the blood from her collar with her pointer finger then, to my horror, sticks it in her mouth and sucks it clean. 
 
    Dathrium holds his sword in both hands, and I can tell he’s, upset as his arms are still shaking with rage, even as his lover’s blood drips off the tip of his blade. 
 
    Pierced through the heart, Dragoron rests on his knees and looks down at his blood-soaked hands. The life slowly drains from his veins and his face turns a ghostly white. Raising his face to Dathrium one last time, he reaches up with bloody hands to attempts to touch Dathrium’s sleeve. But before his fingers can make contact, his body goes limp and Dragoron falls to the ground. Dead. 
 
    “Leave me!” Dathrium shouts at the top of his lungs, his entire body still shaking with a mix of adrenaline and dry sobs. “Leave me, now!” 
 
    I realize that Dragoron was more than a dutiful servant to Dathrium. The sadness in Dathrium’s eyes gives it away. And considering he’s had plenty of time to morn his cousin, it only seems unfair that he had to lose his friend too. Another casualty of a bygone war that still haunts us all. 
 
    Dathrium is holding back a deluge of tears, but he refuses to let a single one fall in front of his subjects. 
 
    A hand reaches out and touches me on the shoulder. It’s Queen Sabine. “Come on! You heard the man. Let’s go.” 
 
    Dathrium shares a sideways glance with Queen Sabine and he nods, thanking her silently for her maintaining her loyal friendship, and quite possibly, for not overthrowing the kingdom. 
 
    “If you need anything,” I say to him. “Don’t hesitate to call upon me.” 
 
    He looks upon me fondly and nods. Then he turns away to wipe a tear from his cheek. 
 
    The Royal Guard begin to usher everyone out of the banquet hall, as per Dathrium’s orders. I tag alongside Queen Sabine when, finally, we happen upon Bethriel, who stands off to the side waiting for us both. She bows before Queen Sabine, holding her prostrate posture for the longest time. The queen places her hand on Bethriel’s head and says, “You did well, my daughter.” 
 
    “Your daughter?” I gasp. 
 
    Rising back up, Bethriel looks right at me. She points to her blonde hair and blue eyes then to her mother’s. “What, it wasn’t obvious?” 
 
    Queen Sabine laughs and then sees herself out, leaving me staring in shock at Bethriel with my mouth agape. 
 
    Zarine slithers by and brushes my shoulder with hers. As she heads off to follow the Queen, she looks back and winks at me. I do a double take but then ignore her. 
 
    “The Queen’s daughter…” I murmur, still barely able to accept it. 
 
    Bethriel merely bops me on the nose with her finger and whispers in my ear, “Just remember, you turned down the advances of the future Queen of Bellera.” 
 
    I don’t say anything. How could I? What would I even say? 
 
    She laughs spiritedly, then takes me by the arm, as if we’re best friends and pulls me to her side. Bethriel guides me out the palace and through the courtyard, down the stairs and past the fountain, toward the main gate. “Come now,” she says, “there are some people waiting to see you.” 
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    My cheeks flush scarlet with embarrassment when Bethriel leads me out to the square. To my surprise, Leif, Lisette, and even Alegra are waiting for me. When I see Alegra’s amethyst eyes, a huge sense of relief comes over me. When I saw Queen Sabine at the banquet, I didn’t know whether Alegra has made gotten the message to her about Sabolin. But if she’s here now, at the same time as the Queen, she must have. 
 
    Standing in my evening dress, with more skin exposed than I’d like, I fidget nervously trying to cover myself in the hopes of feeling less awkward than I already do. I rub my arm as I wait for them to say something. Anything.  
 
    Eyeing me up and down, Leif lets out a shrill whistle, and says, “You clean up nice, chérie.” 
 
    “Behave yourself,” Lisette says, reprimanding Leif with a strong jab to his ribs with her elbow. 
 
    I run to Alegra, take her in my arms, pick her up, and twirl around. Her platinum hair flows in the air and she looks down at me with her amethyst eyes, and I realize how much I’ve missed staring into those sparkling purple eyes. 
 
    As I set her back down, she slides down my front, our bodies brushing together. Unable to control my thirst to taste her sweet lips, I pull her in and kiss her in front of everyone. She seems caught off guard by the pertly kiss but she melts into me. 
 
    “People are watching,” she says, after I finally come up for air, her eyes lingering dreamily on my lower lip. 
 
    “I don’t care. Let them watch.” I place my hands on both her cheeks and hold her face up so that her eyes meet mine. “I just missed you so much, Alegra. Every moment of every day, it felt like a part of me was missing. And then I realized it was you. And all I could think about was whether you were safe.” 
 
    “And I you, Arianna of Bellera.” 
 
    I take Alegra’s left hand in my right. With my free arm, I reel Lisette into our little group and give her a squeeze. “I missed you too, kid.” 
 
    “As I you, master.” 
 
    “Where’s the big guy?” I ask, searching for the Juggernaut. 
 
    “Oh, he’s attending the horses outside,” Leif informs me. “Apparently, he really is a gentle giant. Wouldn’t hurt a bug, that guy.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrow, showing my surprise, and we all begin to laugh. And in this moment, for the first time in my life, it feels like I’ve found my true family. 
 
    Before we have time to relax, however, Queen Sabine and Zarine ride up to us on their matching white steeds. Queen Sabine appears to be in a rush. Both horses’ hooves tear up the dirt and kick up a small dust storm. 
 
    Skidding to a halt beside us, the Queen addresses the group, her eyes remaining fixed on mine. Zarine’s horse also comes to a stop, and it snorts. 
 
    “The army of the dead has breached the walls of the Holy City,” Queen Sabine informs us. “I’m issuing a state of emergency and ordering all able men and women soldiers to ride with me to the city this very hour. If we can get there by daybreak, there may still be hope of saving lives.” 
 
    Giving her horse a swift kick to is sides with the stirrups, Queen Sabine yells out a determined, “Hee’yah!” and gallops away at breakneck speed. 
 
    Zarine, who lingers a moment longer, looks down at me with her kohl eyes. It appears she has something she wants to tell me. Her horse snorts again, and it snaps her out of whatever daze she was in, and with a stiff kick to the stirrups she follows after the Queen. 
 
    “Well, you heard my mother,” Bethriel says with urgency. “Let’s get a move on! We have a city to save.” 
 
    “Mother?” Leif asks, looking at me with a dumbfounded expression on his face. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I say. And, still holding onto Alegra’s hand, we follow Bethriel. 
 
    “Come on, you slow-poke!” Lisette teases, dancing a circle around Leif. “Last one to Sabolin is a rotten egg.” 
 
    As we head out of the city gates to the dell where the military is already beginning to assemble, I glance back in time to catching Leif sniffing under his arm, not understanding the nature of Lisette’s joke. I can’t help but smile, being reunited with all my friends again. It’s the best feeling in the world. 
 
    As we leave the safety of Valandra’s walls, I see a massive cart, with wheels the size of giant boulders, being towed by four elephants. 
 
    “Please tell me those are elephants,” Leif says. “Or else I’m seeing things.” 
 
    “Indeed, they are elephants,” a gruff yet jovial voice bellows. 
 
    I look around but don’t see anyone. The voice says in a disgruntled fashion, “Down here.” 
 
    I look down and see the red-bearded dwarf. “It’s you!” I say cheerfully. 
 
    The dwarf bows to me, revealing the bald patch on the back of his ginger head, then smiles. “The name is Gromelin. And I’m at your service.” 
 
    “You knew Master Kel,” I chirp. “I remember you from when I was a young girl.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he affirms. “Your master and I went way back. All the way to the first Great War, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “You fought in the Great War?” asks Lisette, unable to hide her astonishment. 
 
    “But of course, I did, my child. Without me, we could not have won the war.” Gromelin boasts proudly in typical dwarf fashion. “Which is why I’ve come to aid you now, in your time of need. Apparently, I’m the only one experienced enough to remember how to transport your friend here.” 
 
    We all turn in the direction of Gromelin’s stubby finger to see our gentle giant being loaded onto the massive transport wagon. Although, by the looks of things, he seems to be resisting slightly. Lisette walks over and consoles him. “It’s all right, Guerriero. Just do as they say and I’ll be with you shortly.” 
 
    The gentle giant nods and then climbs onto the transport vehicle without any further disruption. 
 
    “Guerriero?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s what she named him,” Leif says. 
 
    “He didn’t have a name so I gave him one,” Lisette says, protective of her pet’s feelings. “It means warrior.” 
 
    “She treats him like a lost puppy,” Leif adds. 
 
    “That’s one hell of a guard dog,” Bethriel says, looking up at the giant automaton. 
 
    “He’d sooner rust in the rain than step on a lowly worm,” Lisette says in admiration of her new guardian. 
 
    “That is, unless she commands him to,” Leif states. 
 
    Lisette shoots him a look which suggests she’s beginning to grow tired of Leif’s digs at Guerriero. 
 
    “He has a good heart,” she tells us. Touching her hand to hear heart, she adds, “I know, because my heart and his heart are one and the same.” 
 
    “And you have one of the purest, more loving hearts of anyone I’ve ever met,” I tell her. Lisette smiles at me affectionately and I return her smile with the same warmth. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Gromelin says. “But I have something for you, Mistress Arianna.” Gromelin claps his hands. A servant appears out of nowhere and hustles over to us with a bundle of clothes, my armor, and my sword practically spilling out of his arms.  
 
    “Thank you,” I say. “You can set my things over there.” I point to the large wagon upon which Guerriero perches. The servant boy looks at me, then at Gromelin. Gromelin gives him a scowl, urging him to follow his instructions. The young lad gulps hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing anxiously in his throat, and then reluctantly does as he’s told. 
 
    I wrap my arm around Alegra’s waist and pull her tight. “You’ve been awfully quiet tonight.” 
 
    She brushes her platinum hair behind her ear but several strands fall back into place so that just the pointy tip sticks out. She looks at me with her enchanting purple eyes. Her face seems to be stricken with a kind of sadness which seems off-putting, especially given the fact that we’ve only just been reunited after such a spate of unprecedented events. “I failed you, Arianna,” she confesses, her gaze sinking to the ground in remorse. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I raced with Merrium all the way back to Bellera, as you instructed. But by the time I returned to Sabolin with a full battalion of Bellera’s finest soldiers, Ashram and his army had simply vanished without a trace.” 
 
    “Until today,” I interject. 
 
    “Until today,” she says. “I honestly thought it was over. I never expected they’d return so suddenly. If I had stayed behind, maybe…” her voice trails off. 
 
    I slide my hands up her slender white arms and squeeze tight. I force her to look me in the eyes. “It’s not your fault,” I assure her. 
 
    Alegra wipes a tear from her eye and then looks at me with all the love in the world. “I love you, Arianna De Amato,” she says. 
 
    Kissing her hand, I reply, “And I you, Alegra Lockwiel of Thananor.” 
 
    As the others head off to make preparations for the night’s journey, Alegra and I gather my things. Moving to the far side of the transport, we find a nice patch of moonlit grass between one of the giant wheels and the nearby tree line that’s just out of sight. 
 
    I motion for her to help me undo the back clasp of my dress, which causes her to glance around nervously.  Once she’s satisfied nobody will stumble upon me changing, she unclasps my dress and I let it fall to the ground. Covering my front with my arms, just in case someone does come looking for us, I look over my shoulder and catch Alegra’s eyes inspecting my body, following the curve of my back, and descending to my buttocks where she lingers long enough for it to constitute a veritable scandal. When she sees that I’ve caught her staring, she turns various shades of pink. 
 
    “Do you know that the tips of your ears turn bright pink when you’re embarrassed?” I ask, hoping my playful tone will spark an equally playful response. It does. 
 
    “Do you know that your skin pricks up like a plucked goose when you’re cold?” she retorts. 
 
    There’s a long pause and then we both begin to laugh. 
 
    “Hand me my things,” I say, pointing at my armor and undergarments. She does as I ask, and ever so slowly, she helps me get dressed.  
 
    I raise my arms above my head and slide them into the openings of my sleeves, allowing Alegra to pull my shirt down for me. When I feel her fingers brush against my skin, her touch stirs my deepest longings. I close my eyes and bite my lower lip in an attempt to stay in the moment. 
 
    Unexpectedly, she grabs my hips and pulls me firmly into her. I feel a shiver of forbidden excitement shoot up my spine as I wait in anticipation of what will happen next. 
 
    Alegra kisses my neck and I inadvertently let out a sensual moan. I crane my neck and my lips find hers. We share a wet, sensual, kiss. My heart beats with excitement and it takes nearly everything in my power to fight the temptation to steal away with her into the woods and make love on the eve of battle. 
 
    When I look up at Alegra, hoping to catch another glimpse of those sparkling amethyst eyes staring back at me, I find something else instead. Her head is turned and she’s looking up at two pinking eyes glowing softly in the evening as they gaze down curiously at us. 
 
    Guerriero’s eyes glow softly inside the dark slits of his metallic helmet as he sits on his perch, staring down at us curiously as we embrace one another. 
 
    Both of us gaze up into the gentle gawking giant’s pink eyes. “I think it’s watching us,” Alegra says. 
 
    “I think so too,” I reply in a low whisper. 
 
    With the mood killed, I quickly slip into my leather pants and strap on my body armor as quickly as my fingers can cinch up all the straps. As I turn around, Alegra holds out my sword and teases, “Forgetting something?” 
 
    Brushing some loose hair behind my ear, which quickly becomes dislodged again, I smile and take the Moon Blade from her. I strap it to my waist. Alegra begins to turn, but I grab her by the arm and reel her back into me. 
 
    Her pensive gaze settles my flushed lips, and I steal another kiss. Once again Alegra’s lips taste of honey, and as her sweet flavor enters my body, it feels as though her very essence subsumes me. 
 
    If it weren’t for Guerriero’s prying eyes, we likely would never stop kissing. But as the age-old adage goes, all good things must come to an end, so as to make way for better things, because the best is yet to come. 
 
    In the distance Gromelin can be heard barking orders are young soldiers. The caravan of horses is already beginning to pull away as the long march to Sabolin begins. 
 
    Gently touching Alegra’s elbow, I guide her several feet away from prying eyes and ears.  
 
    “What is it?” she asks. 
 
    “I need to tell you something. During my time here I noticed something peculiar,” I inform her. 
 
    “Peculiar? Like what?” 
 
    “The people of the city seem to be completely unaware of what’s happening outside their borders. Even Lord Dathrium seemed to be completely unaware of the dead army’s presence in Sabolin. It seems as though a dark spell has been cast on the entire city, causing everyone to turn a blind eye to the world around them.” 
 
    “But that kind of dark magic goes far beyond anything I’ve ever heard of,” Alegra says. “Who could enchant an entire city like that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I whisper, pausing long enough for a soldier carrying provisions to pass by. “But I have a bad feeling about all this. If Dragoron was merely acting out of selfish desires, then all of this would be over by now. But the moment he was slain, the army of the dead rose up and marched on Sabolin. It cannot be a mere coincidence.” 
 
    “What do you think is going on?” Alegra asks, trusting that my intuition has been right so far. The fact that she puts so much faith in me boosts my confidence and makes me love her all the more. 
 
    “If I had to guess, I’d say there is puppet master pulling the strings from behind the scenes. Someone much more powerful than anyone or anything any of us have ever encountered before.” 
 
    “If your intuition is correct,” Alegra whispers back to me, “then we might be heading into a trap.” 
 
    “A trap,” I echo, “or something much worse.” 
 
    “If that’s true, and this person is as powerful as you think they are, then what can any of us do about it?” she asks me. 
 
    “The only thing we can do when faced with such insurmountable darkness,” I answer. “Hold fast to the light and resist.” 
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    Vermillion hues light up the billowing haze rising up from the ore pits of Bulgoroth. Elf and human slaves toil miserably down below, unaware that I watch them with contempt and loathing. If I could bring about both races’ destruction, I would. But for now I will settle for their blood, sweat, and broken bones. 
 
    Into my tent steps my first lieutenant, Lord Dragoron of Koroth. “Mistress, you summoned me.” 
 
    “Lord Dragoron, you have more lives than a cat.” Taking my slender white hand in his, he kneels on one knee and kisses my knuckles. 
 
    “You were right about the girl,” he informs me. He looks up at me with his dark brown eyes, searching for my reaction, but I give him none. Instead, I play with the pendant that hangs around my neck. Noticing that Dragoron is watching me intensely, I allow one of my blackened claws to slide down the opening of my dress where, snagging on the soft skin of my inner breast, I draw blood. 
 
    As blood trickles down my cleavage, I wipe a dab of the glistening crimson onto my talon-like finger and suck it dry. I close my eyes and savor the salty-copper taste, and by the time I’ve finished enjoying myself my wound has already begun to heal. Within a matter of seconds I am whole again. Opening my eyes, I ask, “Refresh my memory, Lord Dragoron. What is it, exactly, that I was right about?” 
 
    “She is an Outlier. Like the other.” 
 
    “Silence!” I hiss, my smoky black dress fluttering in the arid atmosphere of the tent as I lunge at Dragoron. I grab him by his throat and squeeze tightly, lifting him back to his feet. “Bite your tongue, Dragoron, lest I rip it from your mouth.” Relinquishing his larynx, I brush his ruffled robes with tender finesse. I smile apologetically. “No one is to know about the other. There are spies everywhere.” 
 
    Rubbing his throat, Dragoron apologizes in a coarse voice. “My sincerest apologies, High Mistress Daeris Darkthorne.” 
 
    Swiveling around, I swing my long black hair across my slender shoulders. I swagger back to the opening of the tent to peer out at the progress of the mining operation. “The dwarves assure me that we will have it by nightfall. And then…the real war begins.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s wise digging it up after all these years? There was a reason it was sealed and buried in the first place. There wasn’t one in all the realms could harness its power.” 
 
    “My dear Dragoron.” I laugh. “I don’t want to harness it…” I pause and glance over my shoulder at Dragoron. He stands gazing out alongside me, his long robes flowing in the dusty warm breeze. “I want to unleash it.” 
 
    “As you wish, Mistress,” Dragoron says, without so much as a hint of trepidation. I smile to myself and think that Dragoron might someday be just as ruthless and powerful as me. But, then again, if he ever approached my level of power, I’d be forced to kill him. After all, I’m afraid there just isn’t room at the top for two supreme rulers. 
 
    “What of Lord Dathrium?” I inquire. “Does the good king expect anything out of the ordinary?” 
 
    “Not a thing, Mistress. He believes me dead. He now wallows in remorse locked away in his palace, alone, while Queen Sabine leads his and her armies to Sabolin to face off with the army of the dead. A better diversion there never was.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, smiling curtly and accepting Dragoron’s rare compliment. 
 
    Looking back out across the hard laboring and toiling of the several hundred slaves I’ve amassed to dig my pit for me, I lick my lips in anticipation of the amount of blood I am about to spill in the name of Vulcanus, the God of Death. 
 
    “I am curious about one thing though,” Dragoron inquires, never taking his eyes off the delicious suffering of the pit. “What of Arianna De Amato? If she is an Outlier, she may threaten to undo everything we’ve worked for.” 
 
    “We’ll deal with her when the time comes, Dragoron. For now, the distraction in the north allows us to excavate the most dangerous artifact in the all the realms without any suspicion. Once we have reclaimed it, true power will be ours. There will be no one to stop us. Not Lord Dathrium, not Queen Sabine, not even that little pain in our backside, Arianna De Amato.” 
 
    Suddenly a horn blows and there is a lot of commotion down below amid screams of joy and relief. After several minutes two servants and one of my Dark Elf legionnaires arrive atop my perch. Stepping out of my tent, I look greedily upon the long-lost relic they bring me. 
 
    “High Mistress Darkthorne,” the elf says looking up at me, “after much toiling in the muck, we have finally found it.” The elf slave’s voice can barely conceal the great relief he feels now that he has completed his laborious task. 
 
    “Remove your gaze from High Mistress Darkthorne or I shall remove your eyes from your skull, you half-breed ingrate,” the legionnaire growls. He whips both slaves back into submission. The two slaves kneel and cower before me, yet the fear of provoking my ire any further causes them to take their lashings without a single word of protest.  
 
    I nod to Dragoron, who throws out a hand and orders, “Open it!” 
 
    The slaves, one elf and one human, scurry forward. They place the box on the ground at my feet and pry it open. Inside is a long slender sheath made of tempered black oak and polished so finely that its sheen is as glossy as the blackest obsidian.  
 
    A smile pulls my thin red lips tight across my white teeth, my fangs baring themselves as I gaze down at the artifact with a most covetous delight. 
 
    Dragoron picks up the massive casing and presents it to me. The moment my fingers touch its outer shell I can already feel its power drawing me to it like a lodestone, enticing me to take it out so that its power may be finally unleashed. 
 
    My eyes grow wide with excitement as I finally clasp the one thing I’ve been searching for these three excruciatingly long decades. “At last,” I say in a low, excited voice. “After all these years, it’s finally mine.” 
 
    As I unsheathe the sword, a shrill sound rings out, as though the sword has let loose the screams of a thousand victims who cry out from beyond the grave, warning all who are present of its destructive power.  
 
    Once I have freed it from its thirty-year prison, I hold up the red glowing blade high into the sky. The rubicund Dragon’s Eye crystal embedded in the baroque crosspiece abruptly flares up, letting loose a radiant reddish-orange light that bathes us all in its errant glory. 
 
    “Behold!” I announce to Dragoron, all my legionnaires, and all the slaves in the pit who now stare up in awe at the numinous sword I raise high into the sky. “The Dragon Blade!” 
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