
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: ] 
 
   

 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   How to be a Fairy Tale Princess
 
    
 
   Princess Ahira
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   By: K. M. Shea
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
   a Take Out The Trash! Publication
 
   

 
   

Contents 
 
   Chapter 1: Failure of a Princess
 
    
 
   Chapter 2: Digging in Dishes
 
    
 
   Chapter 3: A Pox on Princes
 
    
 
   Chapter 4: Shrinking Spells
 
    
 
   Chapter 5: Dragons at Tea Time
 
    
 
   Chapter 6: Meddling Wizards
 
    
 
   Chapter 7: the Dragon Steward
 
    
 
   Chapter 8: Beauty and Intelligence
 
    
 
   Chapter 9: Princess Visitation
 
    
 
   Chapter 10: Keeper Clichés
 
    
 
   Chapter 11: A Moody Kitten
 
    
 
   Chapter 12: A Princess Outburst
 
    
 
   Chapter 13: Dozing Dwarves
 
    
 
   Chapter 14: Bad News
 
    
 
   Chapter 15: Truths Revealed
 
    
 
   Chapter 16: Dragons on Trial
 
    
 
   Chapter 17: Ardeo Again
 
    
 
   Chapter 18: Stand Tall and Pour Wine
 
    
 
   Chapter 19: The War
 
    
 
   Chapter 20: Happily Ever After
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 1Failure of a Princess
 
   Once upon a time… is how just about every fairytale starts, right?I always wondered why that was. MY story starts more along the lines of, “One dark night my mother grounded me.”
 
   My story doesn’t start like the stereotypical fairytales, but the components are there. I am a princess from the fantastical land of Somnio. I hail from the country of Ardeo.
 
   Somnio is segregated. One half is populated by humans, the side I live on. West of the Enchanted Mountains, however, Somnio is called Tsol and is filled to the brim with dragons, unicorns, dwarves, leprechauns, griffins, fairies, and so many magical creatures and entities I couldn’t hope to name them all. 
 
   Some humans are lucky enough to be born with magic. These wizards/enchanters are able to travel back and forth between Somnio and Tsol. 
 
   Unfortunately I am an unremarkable, unmagical, middle child with three older sisters: Jezbell, (She’s married and out of our family castle, THANK GOD!) Brianna, and Deborah. I also have one older brother, Caspian, age 18, the Crown Prince. In addition to that I have two younger sisters, Annabell and Leah. As you can see my poor father and brother are sorely out numbered. 
 
   My name is Princess Ahira Zipporah, and as far as my mother is concerned I am a failure as a princess.
 
    
 
    
 
   My story starts on the eve before my sixteenth birthday. I was locked in my bedroom tower, again.
 
   “And stay in there until you learn to behave like a lady!” my mother shouted for the third time that day before slamming the door shut. I sighed and I tugged my cape off my shoulders.
 
   “Bother,” I muttered, bending over to brush off my boots, breeches, and white shirt. That was what the fight was over: my clothes.
 
   Mother caught me sneaking into the stables in male clothing. According to her, it was an act only the most barbaric of woman would attempt. (Needless to say I enjoyed every second of it.)  
 
   I kicked my boots off and walked across my bedroom so I could gaze out my window. My bedroom was near the top of the family keep, giving me quite the view.
 
   My bedroom door clicked, and I turned around in time to catch Caspian closing the door behind him. 
 
   Caspian’s features combine into the perfect mixture of a storybook prince. He inherited my father’s golden hair and my mother’s blue eyes. My brother is every bit the dashing lord riding the white horse.
 
   Unfortunately his storybook features twisted into a frown when he got a good look at me. 
 
   “Ahira, is that my shirt?” he asked.
 
   I grinned and he scowled, pointing to my screened off dressing room. 
 
   I purposely gave the most pathetic sigh I could muster before sweeping into my dressing room and changing into a hunter green dress. I hated it, mostly because it made my unattractive dirt brown hair turn into an even more unattractive mousey brown color. “Happy?” I asked, tossing him his shirt.
 
   “Yes!” he said, inspecting the seams. “You didn’t shred it this time.” 
 
   I grunted and walked back over to my window, Caspian joining me moments after. I didn’t speak, I didn’t have much of anything to say. So Caspian filled an hour with chatter about his precious horse: Windfall. 
 
   “So after I brushed him—you know he has certain favorite spots in which he likes to be scratched and the grooms never get him there—I took him out for a ride.”
 
   I liked Windfall enough, but Caspian never allowed anybody else to ride him. I was stuck riding old nags, so it sort of felt like he was rubbing it in my face.
 
   “He got a rock lodged in his hoof so I had to stop and pick it out, but otherwise his gaits were perfectly smooth! I raced Lord Gai’s son, Roland, and beat him by a mile if it was an inch!”
 
   Did I mention Caspian really doted on his horse?
 
   After an hour of equine discussion Caspian silenced himself and stretched. “I have to go. We’re having a feast tonight and Mage Helem is performing,” he grimly said before gallantly handing me an apple he smuggled up. 
 
   “Have fun!” I said as I bit into the proffered apple.
 
   “I will try. But Ahira, please don’t try to anger Mother as often anymore. I think you’re steadily pushing her to the edge of a precipice,” he warned before making his exit, disappearing in all his princely glory.  
 
   I laid down on my bed for a nap and fell asleep—sleeping into stables is hard work you know. Unfortunately I woke up a few hours later. It was dark and I blinked as I slid out from underneath my blankets. I walked over to my open window once more and peered outside. The window was good sized, as high as I am tall and at least as wide.
 
   “Hmm,” I said. “Judging by the constellations… it’s nearly midnight. In mere minutes I shall be 16-years-old,” I concluded. (Ironically, I was staring up at the dragon star constellation as I said this.)
 
   I sniffed the air. It was heavy with the scent of rain and as frigid as ice. Winter had just left us what felt like mere days ago. I was most pleased with my observations when the bells of the cathedral tower started to toll.
 
   
One…
 
   I wondered who was ringing them tonight.
 
   Two...
 
   I hoped it was choir boy, Corinth. That little brat kicked me at the last mass I attended.
 
   
Three…
 
                 I hoped I would get at least one present for my birthday
 
                 Four…
 
                 I was so wrapped up in the sounding of the bells that I didn’t notice the screams or the smoky scent of fire that came from the main entrance of our palace. I also didn’t hear the great gusts of wind, or even feel the faint sizzle of magic. Oblivious dolt, that’s what I was.
 
                 Eleven…
 
                 Just one more toll till I’m sixteen.
 
                 Twelve…
 
                 “…Well that’s cheap!” I muttered. “I don’t feel any different,” I said as I turned away from my window and started to walk back to my bed. It was then that I heard a strange noise. It was a combination of wind and something dragging across stone. I sleepily turned around and my eyes bulged out of their sockets when I spotted a colossal, red dragon flying directly outside my window. 
 
   My shrill screams caught his attention, drawing his gigantic eyes to peer into my room. One of his silver claws snaked out to grasp me, pulling me through the window and into the clutches of his paws. It was then that I noticed the front gate was on fire. The guards were mobilized and standing in the courtyard. They were shouting and gesturing wildly, but I couldn’t hear anything over the steady beat of the dragon’s wings.
 
                 Being held high above the ground, in the claws of a dragon no less, I did what any other person would have done. I screamed bloody murder. “LET ME GO!” I shouted between blood curdling shrieks.
 
   The dragon ignored my screams and instead caged me between his clawed paws. As I increased the volume of my shouts the dragon banked and started flying higher.
 
   I screamed some more. “TAKE ME BACK! I TASTE HORRID, I PROMISE! LET ME GO! CASPIAN!”
 
   The dragon ignored me, and his huge bat-like wings pumped as we soared higher into the air until my castle was a tiny dot. It was then that I had to silence myself, unable to breathe enough in the thin air the dragon soared through.
 
                 I gasped for air as I sat in the dragon’s careful grasp. I could hear a steady whooshing noise grow overpoweringly louder. I peered through the cracks between my captor’s claws saw four other dragons had sidled along side of us. Each dragon clasped its forepaws together, like the dragon carrying me. 
 
                 “It was a raid for princesses!” I hiccupped in revelation. 
 
                  Mother was forever lecturing me about the proper, historical role of a princess. One of the things she used to hold up to me as a shining example of femininity was a captive princess. Once upon a time dragons used to kidnap princesses. These beautiful maidens were always held hostage until a great prince (usually one would emerge after several not-quite-great princes had already tried to save the princesses and were roasted in the process) came and killed the dragon, freeing the graceful and properly cowed girl. 
 
   It was a myth I was always particularly disgusted with because the princesses saw none of the action and apparently never had the brains to try and escape on their own.
 
   Foolish princess drabble aside, I was always taught that it was part of our history. Princess raids hadn’t happened in practically forever. Or at the very least, before my mother was born—which is almost forever!
 
                 This made me very, very mad. Don’t get me wrong, I was terrified of the dragons! But this would undoubtedly make my mother’s year. Now a prince would come rescue me, and I would have no choice but to marry him out of duty and gratefulness.
 
                 I considered swearing under my breath—hanging around the stables does have its perks—but I thought better of it and instead continued to peek through the confines of the dragon’s paw. 
 
   I fell backwards in surprise. We were passing over the Enchanted Mountains, the divider between Somnio and its magic filled counterpart, Tsol. Apparently dragons flew faster than I thought.
 
                 I shuddered from the cold and rolled myself into a ball, trying to hug the flimsy material of my ugly green dress closer to me. I sneezed, and my ears popped as we started to lose altitude. The gradual descent went on for about half an hour. One long, cold, miserable half an hour.
 
                 I was peering through the cracks of my captor’s clasped claws when the ground zoomed into my sight. I screamed as we began to land, convinced I was going to be squashed, but the dragon landed rear first. There was a deafening rumble as he plopped down on the ground, shaking my entire body. 
 
   The dragons slowly waddled forward on their back feet before growing excessively exasperated. My dragon, in a stroke of ingenuity, latched one clawed paw around me, holding me much how I used to hold my dolls as a child. This action freed up one paw, allowing him to move forward in a shuffling, three legged hobble. 
 
                 The other dragons carefully copied his movement, holding their princesses in a single paw. We, the princesses, were set down in a circle in the middle of a giant cave. It was so big that the ceiling didn’t end. It just disappeared into a big black cloud. Giant torches were fastened to the gleaming, marble walls. It looked a little like a coliseum.
 
   About four hundred dragons were perched on the sidelines of the cave. They were watching us with glowing eyes that came in a wide array of colors and shapes.  
 
                 What surprised me most about the dragons, not like I was able to think very brilliantly at that moment, was their elegance. Their scales shone like precious, plate sized gems. The younger dragons were big, proud and glossy. Their body structure was sturdy, but they had a sort of feline grace to them. Their necks were long and their faces were almost equine with their glowing eyes set on the sides of their head.
 
                 A particularly fat dragon lumbered up to us princesses and cleared his throat. “In our scouting of Somnio five dragons returned with princesses. We are ready to divvy them out,” he announced.  
 
                 My mouth dropped to the floor. “I didn’t know they could talk,” I uttered. Mother’s legends never mentioned smart dragons. Princess snatchers were always greedy snarling beasts, not educated creatures!
 
                 Out of all the princesses it seemed that I was the only one who was awed. The others were crying in muddled messes on the floor. Well, all but one of them. The odd ball of the bunch was a fierce looking princess with coarse, black hair. She looked very warrior like.
 
   In a situation like this that would usually endear her to me. However, she appeared to be mad. Insane. Not quite right in the head. How did I draw this conclusion? She was army crawling on the ground in a circle. As she crawled she muttered under her breath.
 
                 “This is all because I pose to be such a big threat to my brother the crown prince!” the nutso princess decided. Her laugh was distinctly horse like. “If I were to remain in my country any longer surely the people would revolt and demand I take the throne! But alas, I am by far the most beautiful princess here! Surely the dragons will eat me to retain their lizard beauty!”
 
                 I was dumb struck by her speech, mostly because she looked like a cross frog.
 
   My attention was only drawn away from the crazed princess when the dragons began humming. It was a musical sound that came from the back of their throats.
 
                 “And Duke Azmaveth here by receives the honor of going first!” the gold dragon announced. Apparently the dragons, going by some sort of ranking system, got to choose a princess to serve them. Interesting, not only were they able to speak, they had some sort of government.  
 
                 The humming grew louder still and I realized it wasn’t that the dragons weren’t singing, but were gossiping with one another. A dragon slowly stalked towards us, presumably Duke Azmaveth.  
 
                 He was huge. A horse could have comfortably stood on his forehead! His scales were a lustrous royal purple, and his intelligent purple eyes were slightly darker than the hue of his scales. He was big, even with his wings tucked against his sides, but still elegant.  
 
                 He sat on his hindquarters, much like a cat, while studying us. I instinctively backed away from his sharp gaze and noticed that the scary, fierce princess was smoldering and shaking her fist at him. The other girls had stopped crying and were instead on the verge of hysteria.
 
   The dragon moved his giant head toward me and blew out of his enormous nostrils, which was like a blast of wind. 
 
                 The purple dragon cocked his head at me before turning to the fat dragon and nodding.  
 
                 “Huh?” I said. Suddenly a giant silver claw swiped out at me and I found myself pressed against a solid, purple surface. I tipped my head up and saw the purple dragon looking down at me, his intelligent eyes watching me. I tried shifting, but I was utterly trapped by the claw. No matter how I wriggled I couldn’t get out of my captor’s grip. 
 
   Slowly, one by one the princesses were chosen by dragons. Predictably, the scary princess was chosen last and her dragon was looking quite reserved as he dragged her out of the cave—which quickly emptied after the ceremony was over. 
 
   The purple dragon abruptly released me. I stumbled forward and jumped as the dragon lowered his giant head to gaze at me.  
 
                 “My name is Azmaveth,” he said. His voice was a smooth and musical sound. He blinked as I stared, too afraid to speak. “You will be spending a bit of time with me, until I get bored with you that is, so you might as well tell me your name,” he said helpfully.
 
                 “Ah-ah-Ahira,” I said, barely able to spit out my name.
 
                 “Lovely name, Ahira,” he said it pleasantly as if this all was normal. “Now climb on my back and we’ll head home,” he instructed. 
 
   I didn’t move. If I did my legs would give out in an instant. 
 
   Azmaveth the dragon sighed, picked me up with his claws, and deposited me on a ridge between his neck and his shoulder blades.  
 
                 He exited the cave, unfolded his wings, and gracefully launched us into flight. We flew over a huge forest, which I recalled from the stories of I’ve heard of Tsol as being named the Endless Forest—not very original, I know—for about ten minutes. We suddenly banked and dove, landing in a huge meadow. I stammered from in my notch and rolled off, his scales digging into my skin.
 
                 “This is my home,” he explained as we stared at a pair of huge doors that were nestled into the side of a hill. I couldn’t see the top of the hill in the darkness, nor could I see the ceiling when the dragon opened the doors, allowing us to enter his domain. 
 
   I heard Azmaveth hiss, and suddenly huge torches on the cave walls sputtered to life. The floor was made of marble and the sides of limestone. The hallway slowly sloped down into the earth.  
 
                 We entered the main chamber, which doubled as a sitting room and a dining room of sorts. “The north tunnel goes to my room and the treasury. The south tunnel leads to the library and dragon washroom. The east tunnel goes to the kitchen, a washroom for you, and your bedroom.  The west tunnel, which we just left, will take you back out of the den.”  
 
                 “Oh,” I carefully said before setting out in the direction of my room. (I was surprised he intended to house me so civily, but then again I still hadn’t quite gotten over my shock of hearing dragons talk.) I heard him lumber after me as I navigated my way through the tunnels.  I finally came to my room, which Azmaveth could only peer into. His head was too big to fit through the doorway. It had a bed, a dresser, a broken mirror, and a dusty, empty bookshelf.  
 
                 I hopped on the bed and Azmaveth blew out of his nostrils.
 
                 “Night,” he said, heading back down the hallway.
 
                 I stared up at the ceiling and considered the irony of my situation. As a child I had always criticized the princesses who were kidnapped by dragons and never attempted an escape. Now that I was in the same mess as those damsels in distress, it occurred to me that zooming outside, head first, into a wild forest in the middle of the night did not sound like a brilliant plan.
 
                 Even so, I was half tempted to try running away, just to prove to Mother that I wasn’t a traditional princess. But I decided a near death experience wouldn’t be worth an “I told you so!” so I went to sleep and cut my losses, resolving to run away if life with Azmaveth the dragon really proved to be a terrible.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 2Digging in Dishes
 
   I woke up the next morning to a shaft of sunlight playing on my blankets.
 
                 I stumbled out of bed, my dirt brown hair was swirling around me in a frizzy mass. I walked into the kitchens, almost tripping on my torn dress with every step, where Azmaveth was waiting for me. He curiously cocked his head and watched me with no small amount of amusement.  
 
                 I was silent for a minute or two before I realized that the purple dragon was apparently happy just to observe me, so I took the initiative to break the silence. 
 
                 “So…what happens now?” I asked.
 
                 Azmaveth shrugged. “I was hoping you would know,” he said with a strange dragon smile. It looked almost as friendly as it did predatorily.
 
                 I tried to restore order to my hair as I replied, “Sorry, but I’ve never been kidnapped before.”  
 
                 “My apologies,” the dragon gravely said, as though it was my loss. Obviously my sarcasm was wasted on him. “I thought, perhaps, you would know because you’re a princess. You are my first princess after all,” he worriedly said, eyeing me as if I might bite him.
 
                 Meanwhile I was getting thoroughly distracted. There was a distinctly foul smell wafting through the kitchen. I wrinkled my face and covered my nose as an atrocious odor invaded my olfactory system. 
 
   “What is that smell?” I coughed as I stumbled across the large kitchen and climbed up a dusty ladder that was placed near a huge counter top. When I reached the top I nearly fell over from the sight that greeted me. Huge dirty dishes that were almost as big as me littered the countertop.  They were fuzzy with mold. 
 
   “This is disgusting! How can you live like this?” I asked as I hopped on top.  “Don’t you have a standard of cleanliness?” I said as I disappeared under a plate that was leaning against a bowl.
 
                 “What?” he asked, sounding a little sheepish. “It’s not that bad. If you wait long enough the mold dies because there’s nothing left for it to eat.”
 
                 “You shouldn’t even know that!” I said as I popped out from the other side. “Well that settles it. Until we figure out what exactly I’m supposed to do I’m going to make myself useful and clean this pigsty,” I said looking around the colossal kitchen. 
 
   This was great, if I worked as a maid for Azmaveth I would be violating all of those historical epics and ballads about captured princesses. That would afford me the pleasure of both offending Mother and getting rid of my guilt of doing nothing so I wouldn’t feel compelled to go hurtling into the wild woods. It was the perfect set up!
 
   There was just one problem with my plan. “I have no idea how I’m going to move all of these giant dishes,” I muttered.
 
                 Azmaveth heard me—apparently dragons have excellent hearing. “What?” he inquired.
 
                 “The plates, they’re as big as I am. How am I going to store them in their proper place?” I asked while poking around on the counter top, sometimes pausing to glance at the purple dragon. “Um, also I would like to make a request for some more clothes, please. The one I’m wearing now isn’t going to be wearable for much longer,” I abruptly said, changing the subject. “And a door, could I please have a door and a new mirror? The one in my room is shot.”
 
                 “So these clothes you speak of,” Azmaveth said, forgetting my original complaint. “I assume you mean these?” he asked daintily picking me up by the collar of my dress.  “I thought those were odd looking scales!” he exclaimed, looking proud of himself as he set me back down on the counter.  
 
                 “This is cloth, I have skin, not scales,” I educated him, swatting his silver claws away. “Perhaps a more experienced dragon would be able to help you?”
 
                 “Very well, I shall go obtain these clothes,” he declared as his wings started to fan out around him. I absent mindedly nodded as I ripped a string of lace off my ugly dress and used it to tie my hair back.  
 
                 “All of that kitchen experience is finally going to pay off! I knew cutting classes was the right choice,” I said with no small amount of satisfaction.
 
   In previous years, before my mother learned my hiding patterns to a beat, I would hide in the kitchens, poorly disguised as a servant, and cut classes. It was always easier to get to the kitchens to the stables, and the cooks and maids would never turn away help. As I was one of many princesses the head cook let me stay there without telling my mother as long as I was willing to assist her.
 
                 I summoned up all my strength before poking around for soap. And hot water. And something to scrape off the mold.
 
    I struggled with scraping the moldy dishes for the better part of two hours. By the time I was finished I had enough mold to patch together a quilt. I was trying to figure out a system for washing dishes when Azmaveth returned.
 
                 “I’m back!” he shouted, flouncing into the kitchen.  
 
                 I yelped and fell into the bowl, which was full with water. I tried to keep myself from barfing as I sat in the mold riddled water in his soup bowl. “Welcome back,” I said between clenched teeth.
 
   Azmaveth flashed me his leery/friendly grin as he fished me out of the bowl and set me on the counter. 
 
                 “I see you’ve been busy,” he said, observing the mold blanket. 
 
                 “Yeah, about that. Is there some way to fix this? I can’t move these dishes, much less clean them, by myself,” I said as I walked around, making squishy, wet noises as I paced.  “Please,” I added, deciding I had better be somewhat polite in case he happened to enjoy the taste of human.
 
                 “I did just invent a new shrinking spell!” he excitedly said. 
 
                 “A what?”  I questioned, apprehension starting to build in the pit of my stomach.
 
                 “A shrinking spell! I’ll bewitch the dishes so when you say something like ‘shrink dishes’ the dishes will shrink to a more manageable size. And when you say something like ‘grow dishes’ they’ll grow back to their original size,” he happily hummed. 
 
   It occurred to me at that moment that I might quite possibly be royally screwed. Not because I was kidnapped by a dragon and brought over to Tsol, but because I was living with a dragon who was both an inventor and a mage—a very dangerous combination.  
 
                 The shrinking spell was a good idea though, it would save my back, and it would make meals easier to prepare. “Are you sure about this?” I carefully asked. I didn’t want to get myself killed for my impertinence.
 
                 “Absolutely! In fact, I’ll get started now,” Azmaveth decided, sounding serious for the first time since daybreak. 
 
   I was slightly assured when Azmaveth’s supposed shrinking spell appeared to be quite harmless and easy. “Everyone, listen up,” he said as all the dishes and cooking ingredients slowly hovered a few feet above the ground. He glanced at me.  “Your new clothes are in the hallway,” he pointedly said before turning his attention back to the dishes.  
 
                 Taking the hint I left the kitchen and wandered out to the hallway where a big bag was carelessly strewn on the ground. I opened up the sack and found four work dresses, a pair of sandals, and another pair shoes along with some white undergarments. To my bewilderment all of my dresses were made of clothe colored a dark purple, the same shade as Azmaveth’s scales.
 
   I sheepishly hid myself in a small corner of the hallway before I changed out of my wet, tattered dress and into one of the soft, new dresses. The material was durable yet comfortable. I was happy, but it made me wonder how the dragon was able to procure all of my necessary clothing items, in my exact size, in such a short amount of time.
 
                 Just as I finished squeezing water out of my hair Azmaveth lumbered down the hallway with a smug smile.  
 
                 “It worked,” he self-righteously announced. “The phrases are ‘glistenblossum’ to shrink them, and ‘weezlesnout’ to make them grow.”
 
                 “What happed to ‘grow dishes’ and ‘shrink dishes’?” I asked.
 
                 “Those phrases are uncreative. They don’t even sound like magic,” he said, shaking his large head.  
 
                 It was in me to argue, but at this point I was still aware of Azmaveth’s size, power, and how easily he could kill me. (This awareness lasted only a short while before I learned I could walk all over him.) “I should get back to cleaning,” I said, pausing for a moment. “But why is everything purple?”  
 
                 He rolled his eyes. “As one of the three Dragon Dukes I have my own colors: purple and white,” he explained. “Because you are my princess you’ll wear my colors. My father was this color too. You see the first-born son of a duke is the same color as his father because he will take over the title once his father is dead. My son, if I ever have one, will be this shade as well,” he lectured. For some odd reason he sounded annoyed when he spoke of his father. 
 
                 “I see,” I thoughtfully said. “If you’re a duke why haven’t you had a princess before?” 
 
                 “I’ve only been duke for about a decade. I never received a princess when my father was the duke. He would take care of all the typical dragon roles,” he admitted. “You and the other princesses have been the first to come in quite some time. Thanks to the previous rotation, I received the honor of going first for princess selection this time,” he explained.
 
                 “Oh,” I said. Azmaveth was continuously proving to me that dragon society was very complex and refined. It actually sounded similar to my father’s court—if you ignored the princess selection part anyway.
 
   A deep rumble shook me out of my reverie. “What was that?” I asked, looking up at the ceiling. It sounded like the den was going to collapse on us.
 
                 “Um…well I haven’t exactly eaten yet this morning…” Azmaveth said.
 
                 “I can prepare a simple breakfast. I am somewhat familiar with cooking, but I guess that depends what your usual meals are,” I carefully said. If he ate raw meat I was not about to offend him.
 
                 Azmaveth rolled his eyes. “I’m not some sort of barbarian. I do eat fruits and plants! Practically anything you humans eat,” he defended.
 
                 “Sorry. I’ll go make us some porridge.”  
 
   Two broken dishes later I poured the porridge into bowls before carrying the dishes to the table. I left mine in the kitchen so when I said the magic word, weezlesnout, Azmaveth’s bowl, and Azmaveth’s bowl alone, grew, porridge and all.
 
                 I went back to the kitchen and retrieved my bowl as Azmaveth sniffed at the food. I climbed up on the table and Azmaveth nodded before politely sipping at the porridge, almost like the way a horse drinks water.   
 
                 After he finished he happily sighed. “Excellent cooking Ahira. Especially for a princess. I truly think this could be a wonderful, working relationship!” he said.
 
                 “What do you mean?” I asked, swallowing the last of my porridge.  
 
                 “Not all dragons get along with their princesses,” he said, sounding surprised that this had never occurred to me. “In fact it is a rare case that a dragon gets along with a princess. Generally speaking a dragon is never killed over a princess. She is merely released into the wild, or goes free with a random prince. We dragons have a lot of patience, but princesses are, in general, stupid creatures,” Azmaveth said, rolling his head.
 
                 I considered his words before agreeing.
 
   After we finished eating Azmaveth went off toward the library and I tackled the kitchen for the second time that day.
 
   “I bet a snail keeps its shell cleaner than this,” I fussed as I washed dish after dish after dish after dish. 
 
   What felt like days later, but was really only a matter of hours, I finished. By this point I was so sick of mold and dishes I was ready to give Azmaveth a piece of my mind, dragon or not. 
 
   I made a beeline down the tunnels and gaped when I entered the library.
 
                   Bookcases were stacked on top of each other so the library was over three stories high. Three skylights filtered light into the room, along with huge stain glass windows at the back of the library. A giant marble staircase had been made, obviously for humans because Azmaveth could easily reach all the books, and big rolling ladders were scattered around the room. The books were about triple or quadruple the size of a regular human book, and they were on all sorts of subjects. 
 
   Azmaveth was curled up, gazing at a book that was titled All About Princesses: Everything You Need to Know to Keep Your Pet Happy and Clean.
 
                 “Interesting title,” I said as I slowly approached him. My anger over the pigpen kitchen had evaporated.
 
   Azmaveth looked up from his reading material. “It is a highly educational read. It’s helping me learn why you do all the interesting things you do,” he started, about to launch into a lecture. “Take your hair this morning, for an example.”
 
                 “What’s wrong with my hair?” I sharply asked. 
 
                 “Um, nothing!” he gulped. “It was positively beautiful. Did you want something?” he stammered, quickly back peddling.
 
                 It was then that I realized my captor was first and foremost a coward. It was highly unlikely I would ever do anything that would make him angry enough to gut me. These ponders lifted a weight from my shoulders. This princess-napping ordeal would be bearable, perhaps even pleasant, if Azmaveth really was a coward.
 
                 I shook myself out of my thoughts in order to answer the purple dragon. He was starting to look increasingly worried. “Yes, I’m all done with the kitchen, and I was wondering if there was anything else to do,” I said.
 
                 “Well…The floor was just cleaned last week, and my room a little over two years ago. No, I guess everything is running smoothly! Perhaps one day, if you feel up to it, we could organize this library. But that is a task better done in the winter when there is not much to do outside,” he supposed.  
 
                 “So what am I supposed to do?”  I dumbly asked.
 
                 “I don’t know. And to be honest, I don’t really care provided you do not destroy my home. Why don’t you go off and do princess-y things?”
 
                 That got a reaction out of me. “I don’t like to do princess-y things.”
 
                 “I assure you, that was apparent from the moment you first opened your mouth. Which reminds me!” he said, getting to his feet which had been neatly folded under him like a cat. 
 
   “Climb on,” he instructed, moving his giant head so I could clamor onto his long nose and forehead. I hiked up his face, clinging to his sharp scales. When I found a suitable position Azmaveth started walking. In mere seconds we were out of the library and moving down the north tunnel.
 
    “This room is the treasury,” he said as we stemmed off the hallway into a smaller corridor. “It’s quite humble, almost embarrassingly so. But it doubles as a laboratory as well,” he narrated as we entered the room and I hopped off. 
 
   There were lots of tables filled with barrels and sacks of strange objects and plants. A few gross looking liquids were boiling over a fire, and towards the back of the room were about 50 chests. All of them were wooden and plated with gold.
 
                 “Let’s see, which one is it?” Azmaveth murmured as he rummaged around the chests. He opened one and a wave of gold coins spilled over the edges. “Nope.” he said, carelessly slamming it shut and pushing it away as my eyes grew wide. I had never before seen so much wealth! He opened four more chests filled with crowns, jewels, and more gold. 
 
   “Ah-ha!” Azmaveth crowed when he came to a rusty trunk. He opened it up and snatched something out as I coughed in the thick dust that hovered in the air.
 
   We stumbled back over to the lab area, knocking over several chests as we made our retreat.  “Here,” Azmaveth said dropping several objects on my head. “My book, All About Princesses: Everything You Need to Know to Keep Your Pet Happy and Clean, says I should give you gifts to make you feel welcome and appreciated,” he explained, ever the scholar, as I looked over my new presents.
 
   The first object was a beautiful dagger, which really would do me zero good because for all of my cutting lessons and skipping out on lectures, I never pulled a cliché fairytale move and tried to learn cool things like how to use a sword or dagger. Oh no, instead I hid in kitchens where I was forced to wash a million dishes, or I hid in the church where I was kicked by bratty little choir boys. Don’t get me wrong, I tried escaping to the armory, but I never managed to get very far while Mother’s spies floated about.
 
   The second gift was a silvery flute that appeared to be made out of a long, pearly unicorn horn.  Again, this present I would be even less likely to use. Long before I started skipping my music classes it became apparent that I was not musically gifted. After awhile even my mother gave up making me attend them.
 
   The third and last present was a silver charm bracelet. The bracelet had five little charms: a unicorn, a dragon, a sword, a crown, and a slipper. It was my favorite gift, it seemed to be a better match for me than the previous two.
 
   Still, I cast a confused look upon the dagger and flute.
 
   Azmaveth cleared his throat to explain. “The dagger is to protect you from any physical harm. The unicorn flute you can use to protect yourself from any mental harm, and I don’t know what the bracelet does. I found it lying around last week. I believe my cousin gave it to me when were kids.”  
 
   I was strangely touched by his flippant words. “Thank you Azmaveth,” I said with my first real smile since my kidnapping. I tucked the dagger into a pocket in my dress and attached the flute to my side via my apron. 
 
   As I moved Azmaveth became distracted with one of his many foul smelling experiments, so I tiptoed out the door and returned to the kitchen to sweep the floor.
 
   Some time later the quietness was shattered by the tolling of a bell.
 
   “Ahira, could you get that!” Azmaveth bellowed from the library. He had moved back to his previous reading spot after tinkering in his lab.
 
   “What on earth is it?” I yelled back.
 
   “The doorbell, it means some one is at the door!” he yelled.
 
   “A door-bell?” I exclaimed as I exited the kitchen, walking to the front door as I marveled at his oddities. “I wonder what crackpot came up with that idea,” I said as I halted at the giant doors.
 
   “Hello?” I asked, pushing one of the great doors a crack open, allowing myself to slip outside.
 
   I blinked in the bright sunlight and blinked again when I found myself addressing a human. A wizard as a matter of fact. A typical, cliché looking wizard.
 
   He had long, gray hair and an equally long and gray beard with bushy eyebrows. He was wearing the traditional blue robes with a tall, pointy wizard hat. The only odd part about him was the strange bag he clutched between his hands.
 
   For some reason he was cowering until he saw me. “Ah! You must be Azmaveth’s new princess! It’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Wizard Marlin, and boy do I have an offer for you!” he said opening his sack and pulling out some thing. It was like a little wooden box with inscriptions on it. He also pulled out a broom, and a towel. 
 
   “Now you may think this is an ordinary broom!” he started. “But wait! It isn’t! It sweeps by itself, giving you more free time to do other important things!” he said as he set the broom on the ground to demonstrate.
 
   Sure enough, the broom started sweeping the entrance. But it was doing a horrible job of it. It wasn’t sweeping so much as it was making lines in the dirt.
 
   “And that’s not all!” Wizard Marlin said, interrupting my observations. “In addition I’ll give you this towel! This is no normal towel either! It can soak up water!”
 
   “Any other towel can do that,” I blankly said.
 
   “Well…This one can soak up more water than a normal towel!” Wizard Marlin quickly corrected himself, stuttering for a moment. “But that’s only the beginning! I’ll also throw in this box for free!” he shouted as if I was standing across the road instead of two feet away from him.
 
   I didn’t want the wretched broom or the raggy towel, but by this point I was wondering what sort of sorry excuse he was going to come up with about the funny, little box. “What does it do?” I asked.
 
   “I-I don’t know…” he said drooping for a moment. “But all this only for the affordable price of ten payments of five gold coins! Yes, amazing! All of these products at least have the value of thirty gold coins, but you can buy them now for only ten cheap payments of five gold coins!” he told me.  
 
   “Go away,” I ordered, turning to go back inside.
 
   Wizard Marlin grabbed me by the shoulder, forcing me to turn around. I peevishly glared at him. “What?”
 
   “Buy it now, while it’s on sale! That’s correct, normally all these wonderful products are sold for twenty payments of ten gold coins! You’re saving a lot of money by buying these amazing goods now!”
 
   “AZMAVETH!” I shouted. “There’s some strange wizard out here and he’s trying to sell me worthless stuff!”  
 
   Marlin whimpered as the doors banged open when Azmaveth appeared. Azmaveth’s giant eyes were whirling as I scuttled out of the way. “Three,” Azmaveth said as Wizard Marlin started to sweat. “Two,” Azmaveth counted as Marlin took off running down the road, leaving his stupid broom behind. “One,” Azmaveth finished.
 
   Azmaveth ground his teeth together and huge orange flames burst from his mouth, jumping hungrily at Marlin who had all but vanished from sight. 
 
   Azmaveth coolly blew a smoke ring and I clapped.  
 
   “Who was that guy?” I asked as we turned to go back in.
 
   “Grubby Marlin. He’s a well known traveling sales wizard. He tries to hoax human ruled kingdoms and sells useless products to princesses over here. Usually he gets away with it too,” Azmaveth added as the giant oak doors closed by themselves.
 
   “Really? He was trying to get me to buy a towel.”  I said as we paused in the dinning room. “For roughly the price of a pair of good horses.”
 
   “Yes,” Azmaveth agreed.  “He charges a lavish price for cheaply made items. But unfortunately most princesses buy the stuff,” he said sounding disgusted.
 
   “Perhaps princess purchase the items out of spite?” I suggested.
 
   Azmaveth chuckled as we parted ways. I left to make a welcome mat for our front door, and Azmaveth returned to the library to read some more about my ‘species’.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 3A Pox on Princes
 
   I finished the rug on the verge of the evening hours and convinced Azmaveth to enchant it so when saleswizards came to our door it would bite them. 
 
   After finishing the rug I cooked a simple meal—chicken soup—and served it to Azmaveth.  
 
   I heaved a sigh as I sipped my soup. Azmaveth glanced over at me and excitedly grabbed his book and opened it to the glossary.  
 
   I rolled my eyes as I heard him mutter. “Sigh—this could mean possibly two things: A) Your princess is tired and needs more sleep, or B) She is feeling depressed. Either way one must proceed with caution because a tired or depressed princess can quickly become crabby and irritable.”
 
   “I can hear you,” I said, my voice sounded hot and bothered to my own ears.
 
   “Hmmm…my guess is that you’re tired because you became irritable instantly,” He concluded.
 
   “It’s not that,” I sighed again. I rattled my dishes as I picked them up and dragged myself to the kitchen.
 
   “Did I do something wrong?” I heard Azmaveth ask himself as I threw my dishes in the sink and clomped off to my room. I flung myself on my bed and gazed up at my skylights in the ceiling.
 
   “Oh bother,” I said as I felt tears gather in the corner of my eyes. As much as I didn’t want to admit it I missed everyone: Caspian, Father, my sisters, (excluding Jezbell) and even Mother! I sighed again and turned over on my side.  
 
   “I wonder if Caspian will come save me,” I thought out loud as I pictured my older brother. I held no doubt in my mind that he would somehow track me down, and when he did I would be waiting for him. He would probably take a long time before finding the free time to come rescue me though. He was the crown prince after all.
 
   But that suited me fine. An extended vacation with Azmaveth wasn’t unpleasant. I could certainly think of worse ways to pass the time. This was the farthest I had ever been from Ardeo. On top of that I had never before left the castle without one of my siblings or parents. Even if I missed my family this was a new and exciting adventure.
 
   “It’s settled then,” I decided, stubbornly holding back my tears. “Even if a prince does come, I’ll hold out for Caspian,” I said while trying to ignore the nasty voice in my mind that wondered if Mother would ever allow him to search for me.
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up the next morning and changed into a different dress. (I was very careful to brush my hair before leaving my room this time.) I hustled to the kitchen where I prepared bowls of oatmeal before bringing it to the table were Azmaveth was waiting, grumbling to himself. 
 
   “Morning Azmaveth!”  I cheerily greeted him, determined to be happy no matter how wrong it was to be cheerful in the morning.  
 
   “Morning. But no, no, that won’t work,” he muttered to himself as he started eating. Okay, so maybe he wasn’t the merry morning dragon I thought he was.
 
   Once we finished I carried the shrunken bowls back into the kitchen and washed them out. After twiddling my thumbs for a few moments I decided to search for Azmaveth. I found him some minutes later, holed up in his lab. 
 
   “Azmaveth, I want to clean your room today,” I told him on a whim.
 
   Azmaveth paused. “I’m not sure you want to tackle that now…,” he slowly and carefully suggested.
 
   “Come on, it can’t be that bad!” I said.
 
   “Perhaps, depending on your definition of bad,” Azmaveth said.
 
   “I’m going to do it,” I decided before leaving to gather my cleaning supplies. I ambled down the tunnels and found Azmaveth waiting by the entrance for his room.  
 
   “This won’t be easy,” he warned me as he pushed open the doors.
 
   “Uh-huh,” I said.
 
   “You just might die,” he added.
 
   “Please, you’re just exaggerating” I scoffed. “No job is…,” I stopped talking when I got a good look inside. The easiest way to describe his room is to say that a herd of pigs would have cleared out of it, too disgusted by the mess, months ago.
 
   His bed was a pile of straw with silk thrown over it, but the silk was torn and ripped. The straw was also starting to grow moldy and was spread across the floor like a ripped scarecrow. 
 
   Random royal purple scales littered the ground. I assumed he had shed them off, which quite frankly disgusted me. It was almost like leaving your toenail clippings or wads of shed hair in the middle of your room.
 
   Huge stacks of books were preciously balanced in strategic places. Some of them tumbled over under my glare.
 
   A huge chandelier hung from the ceiling, but a badly burnt length of cloth hung down from it. If I had to venture a guess I would say one day Azmaveth was too lazy to get up and blow the candles out, and instead threw the cloth at it in a sorry hope that it would smother the flames. Instead it seemed to have caught on fire.
 
    To finish it up, Azmaveth had beautiful glass covered skylights like my room, but his were blackened and unclear. Probably hazed over with smoke.
 
   My mouth dropped as I stared at the mess. A couple of flies buzzed around my ear as Azmaveth had the decency to blush and glance away. I rolled up the sleeves on my dress and shook my head. “This will take me a while,” I said, getting to work. 
 
   I started by pulling the burnt cloth off the chandelier.  
 
   “That kept the light from turning on!” Azmaveth protested as I unsympathetically tisked. I threw away the cloth and Azmaveth whined. “I could still use that!”
 
   “It’s ratty and torn,” I told him as I lugged a ladder under the skylights and started chipping off the smog.  
 
   “Now the light will wake me up in the morning!” he complained as I managed to make a small patch of daylight visible. It turned out his skylights were actually beautiful stain glass windows.  
 
   Azmaveth glared at me as I threw out several bottles filled with rotting potions.  “I might need those!” he claimed.
 
   I pinned him down with one gaze. “Fine, fine. I’ll let you feel useful and do your work,” he meekly said as he sat down.  
 
   “Icky,” I said as I picked up part his ‘sheet’ between my fingers, holding it as far away as possible. “This smells like something died in it,” I said, covering my nose. That was saying a lot. I thought the kitchen smelled horrible yesterday. Azmaveth’s room smelled bad enough to make me gag.
 
   “That’s my sheet! I don’t want it cleaned, or thrown away!” he groaned as I torched it in a fire, creating a cloud of smelly green smoke.  
 
   “Ugh, now it’s worse!” I said as I picked up a bottle of flower scented mist. (I had found it my room the night before. Mostly likely the last princess who served Azmaveth’s father owned it.) I ran around the room, spraying it as Azmaveth made a face.  
 
   “Great! Now I’m going to smell like a girl,” he grumbled.
 
   “Out, out, OUT!” I bellowed, growing sick of his whining.  
 
   “It’s my room,” he complained.  
 
   I started spraying the perfume directly on him. “OUT!” I roared in a reasonable dragon-like impression. Azmaveth quickly uncurled himself and made a hasty retreat.
 
   I sighed with relief and turned back to the mess to pick up a dirty, smelly cloth. I threw it on the throw out pile and Azmaveth poked his head in the doorway one last time. “That’s my lucky sneezing handkerchief I’ll have you know.”  
 
   “LEAVE!”  I yelled, throwing a shrunken bowl of half eaten, moldy oatmeal at him. It hit him square in the forehead and he finally got the point and fled to the library. I turned back to survey the mess with a grim expression when the doorbell rang. “NOW WHAT?” I exploded throwing my dirty apron on the ground.  
 
   I stomped out to the main chamber and saw Azmaveth poke his head out of the library, note my angry face, and disappear back within.  
 
   I continued down the west tunnel and threw the door open, wondering how come my welcome rug hadn’t eaten the visitor yet. To my surprise a human stood before me. Only this time I wasn’t surprised because he was a human, he surprised me because he was quite clearly a prince. He had the obligatory blonde hair with light green eyes. He was also wearing the necessary gold crown and a royal blue cape. To finish it off, his had a black horse that was patiently standing a few feet away from the door.
 
   I didn’t say anything—I was still shocked that a prince had managed to stumble on me so quickly, didn’t this sort of thing usually take weeks?—but the prince brightened when I stepped outside, causing my stomach to sink. 
 
   “You must be a princess!” he beamed. Congratulations, he’s a genius, he figured out my true identity. Because really, who else would be hanging out in a dragon’s den?
 
   “Yes,” I crisply responded. “What do you want?”
 
    “Well if you’re a princess then I’m here to save you!” he brightly said as he fiddled with a sword that was strapped to his side. I highly doubted he knew how to use it.  
 
   “Really?” I drawled.
 
   “Indeed! Who are you, might I ask?”
 
   I sighed, this was dreadfully too close to the ballads for my taste. “Ahira, Princess Ahira,” I said.
 
   “Oh,” he said drooping for a moment. “Well…you’re not Cinders, but you’ll do! Any princess will do.”  
 
   “Cinders?” I inquired.
 
   “I was originally supposed to marry her, but she was kidnapped about two days ago. I came to save her! But I sort of got lost in the forest…,” he said trailing off as he blushed.  
 
   “That’s nice. Good luck finding her,” I said stepping back.
 
   “Wait! You’re supposed to come with me!” he protested.
 
   “Why?”  
 
   “Because you’re a princess, and I’m a prince!” he said, as if that piece of so called logic justified it. This is what those ballads are doing to young minds: rotting them to the core.
 
   “So?”  
 
   “Well, well,” he stuttered.
 
   “Ahira! Who’s there?” Azmaveth yelled from within the safety of his library, hoping I hadn’t killed our visitor.  
 
   “A traveling saleswizard!” I yelled, if I knew anything it would be that Azmaveth would most likely delight in torturing me over this poor prince—he’d research princes in books and reference it for days to come. I wouldn’t put it past him to ask me about human mating rituals or something. So really, it was in my own self interest to send the prince on his way. Besides, if he really did try to fight Azmaveth for me he would probably impale himself on his own sword.  
 
     “Okay! If you need any help, just call,” Azmaveth answered as I sighed in relief.
 
   “That must be the evil dragon who’s keeping you captive!” the prince said as he suspiciously gazed into the darkness behind me. I closed the door and walked down the dirt path that lead to our cave, stopping when I could see the main road.  
 
   “Follow that road and it will take you by the dens of several dragons. Just ask them who’s taken Princess Cinders as a maid and they’ll tell you,” I carefully explained once he stood by my side.  
 
   “Don’t you want to come with me?” he asked.
 
   “No,” I said turning around to go back to Azmaveth’s cave.  
 
   “Why not?” he asked sounding flabbergasted.  
 
   “I just don’t,” I said as I reached the door. Arms locked around my waist and I was suddenly swooped up into the air and thrown over the Prince’s shoulder.
 
   “Put me down!” I yelled pounding my fists on his back. In spite of his pansy, wimpy looks he was surprisingly strong.  
 
   “No!” he said as he walked over to his horse. “I don’t feel like looking for Cinders anymore. She was ugly and scary,” he said shuddering as a memory flitted through my mind of the creepy princess with black hair that was kidnapped in the same raid as I. 
 
   I no longer blamed him for not wanting to search for her.  
 
   “How did you get here so fast?”  I asked.  
 
   “I started out the night she was kidnapped. My country is the Alfing Region, the area directly next to mountains so it wasn’t that far away,” he said with a shrug as I beat my fists on his head. “Ouch! That hurts, stop doing that!”  
 
   “Put me down!”  I demanded.  
 
   “No!” he insisted. 
 
   “Yes,” a deep rumble replied for me. I looked up to find myself face to face with Azmaveth, well not exactly face to face because he is so huge. The prince turned around and Azmaveth was whirled out of my view.  
 
   “Oh,” the prince said, promptly dropping me. I picked myself off the ground and dusted my dress off before I walked towards the dragon.  
 
   His eyes were whirling and his fang like teeth that were usually hidden behind his lips were now bared. His dark purple scales seemed to take on a black hue, and he looked quite dangerous. Not at all like the usual scholary, if not somewhat dopey, Azmaveth. 
 
   “Azmaveth,” I said standing in front of the prince.  “Thank you, you’ve done quite enough.”  
 
   “You want to go with him?” Azmaveth asked incredulously.  
 
   “No, NO, no!” I assured him as I stopped at his side. “But you can just release him into the wild, right? No need to maim or kill him. You promise to leave right away prince, don’t you?” I asked, turning around to find the prince gone and already galloping down our driveway with his horse.
 
   “A pox on you too,” I said rubbing my hands together before turning to go back inside.  
 
   “Why didn’t you leave with him? You easily could of,” Azmaveth said, calm once again as we entered his den.  
 
   I snorted. “Please, give me more credit than that. He was quite obviously an idiot,” I said as I walked off toward his bedroom.  
 
   “Oh, yes, by the way. Three of my friends are coming over tomorrow afternoon,” Azmaveth causally said.
 
   “WHAT?” I cried.  
 
   “Sorry?” Azmaveth cried back.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me so instead of wasting my time cleaning your room I could have cleaned the rest of the cave?” I groaned. 
 
   “I was going to!” he said. “But then you got all bossy on me and decided that you were going to clean my room and that nothing would stop you,” he declared.
 
   “AH!  I’m going have you declawed! This place is a mess! What will your friends think if they see it now?” I yelled.
 
   “That it’s really, really clean for me?”  Azmaveth suggested.
 
   “NO!” I roared. “They’ll think I’m a deficient princess!”
 
   “Truly I’m giving you more time than is expected. They wanted to come today but in my book, All About Princesses, Everything You Need to Know to Keep Your Pet Happy and Clean, it says ‘your princess needs at least two days to adjust to her new surroundings, so don’t let your friends come over until she is comfortable’,” he quoted. He smiled down at me like he had done me a great favor.
 
   I contemplated becoming a professional book burner for a few moments before tearing off—hustling through the halls as I tried to restore order and cleanliness to the cave.
 
   I stopped only to make dinner because Azmaveth was rolling around on the floor, blocking my progress while claiming he was dying of malnutrition.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 4Shrinking Spells
 
   I shook my head as Azmaveth greedily eyed up the cooked chicken, which was roughly the size of a small hut. I cut out a tiny portion for myself and Azmaveth took a piece that was the size of a horse.  
 
   “How can you eat that much?” I asked, turning green.
 
   “How can you eat so little?” he shot back.
 
   I could only sigh and shake my head.
 
   “So, tell me about your family,” Azmaveth ordered.
 
   “I don’t want to,” I stubbornly said.
 
   “Good, then we can talk about my book, which is All About Princesses, Everything-.”  
 
   “I have one older brother,” I said cutting in. I cannot stress to you how much I hated that book. “His name is Caspian, and he’s been my best friend ever since we were young. We tried skipping our lessons together. Caspian always had a tighter guard on him though because he’s the crown prince.”  
 
   “Do you only have one sibling?” Azmaveth asked.
 
   I laughed. “No. I have five sisters.”  
 
   Azmaveth eyes bulged out of his sockets. “FIVE?” he yelped.
 
   “Yes. There’s Jezbell, Brianna, Debrah, Annabell, and Leah,” I said, practically spitting out Jezbell’s name.  
 
   “I take it you don’t like the oldest one?” he asked, his voice colored with curiosity.
 
   I shrugged, “She and I have never gotten along very well. When I was four she took me on a walk in the woods and left me alone there. A troll attacked me but thankfully a sorceress was nearby and saved me. She took me back home, but my parents didn’t believe me that Jezbell had left me behind,” I said as Azmaveth cut another slice of chicken for himself.  
 
   “That’s pretty low. Trying to kill your own sister?”
 
   “I guess. I don’t think she would have really meant for me to die. But it doesn’t matter. I haven’t had to see her for about three years because she got married,” I finished. “Do you have any brothers or sisters?” I asked.
 
   “No. I am an only child,” he said with a tight smile.
 
   “That must have stunk,” I bluntly said.
 
   “Perhaps. I never really knew what I was missing though,” Azmaveth said as he cut yet another slice for himself.
 
   “It must have been lonely… playing by yourself,” I said. I could never imagine life without my brother and sisters.
 
   Azmaveth raised his large head to look up at the ceiling. “Oh, I had a cousin I played with a lot. He was a beastly little thing though. Such an insufferable know it all.”
 
   “Do dragons usually have more then one child?” I asked.
 
   “Dragonets they’re called. Yes, usually they have four or so. My case is a rare one,” he said with a half smirk. “I was not an easy dragonet, so who could blame my parents?”
 
   “What happened to them? Your parents I mean,” I asked. 
 
   Azmaveth cringed.  
 
   “Sorry,” I mumbled.
 
   “No, no. My book says you have a right to know my background. We’re supposed to bond over it. My mother died when I was young and my father was killed in an ogre and valkyrie raid a decade ago. Shortly after I was crowned a duke,” he said. 
 
   “How old are you anyway?” I inquired.  
 
   “Lets see…well in dragon years I’m 124, so translated to human years I’m…about 18 or 19,” he supposed. 
 
   I felt a little taken aback. I had thought he had to be my father’s age! Although after I thought about it, Azmaveth’s age made sense. He didn’t yet have his own family after all.
 
    “And how old are you?” he curiously asked.
 
   “I’m sixteen,” I said. I was still a little sore about the whole kidnapped-on-my-16th-birthday thing. “I’m sorry about your parents,” I added as an afterthought.
 
   “These things happen,” he said, having finally finished eating. “I’m going to retire for tonight. I’ll be up early in the morning to do some testing on a new spell, so I’ll see you then,” he said as he ambled off toward his room. 
 
   I washed the dishes and put the food scraps away before trudging off to my room and collapsing on my bed. That night I slept soundly with a hilarious dream of Azmaveth scorching Jezbell’s hair off in front of our whole court.
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up the following morning and busily prepared breakfast. I put Azmaveth’s food on a tray and left it outside his door after calling through the keyhole to tell him it was there. I then quietly ate by myself and rushed back to my room to ready myself for Azmaveth’s guests.
 
   I threw on a new dress, purple again, and brushed my dirt brown hair. I washed my face and planned on braiding my hair, but right when I was selecting a ribbon to tie around the braid there was an explosion. The ground shook beneath my feet.
 
   I cried out for a moment before it sunk in. “Azmaveth,” I uttered, grinding my teeth. “If that harebrained dragon has destroyed all of my cleaning from yesterday I am going to rip into him,” I glowered as I dropped my towel and ran towards the lab, bare feet and all. I was starting to feel sorry for the palace maids back home in Ardeo—no wonder they always walked around with scowls. Stupid nobles were probably ruining their mop jobs every moment of the day.
 
   I screeched to a stop outside the door. “Azmaveth?”  I called as I pushed on the door, swinging it open.
 
   “Ahira, help!” I heard a tiny voice cheep. I looked around the lab, everything was normal except for a blue bottle that was smoldering like a rain storm. Oddly, Azmaveth was nowhere to be found.  
 
   “Azmaveth?” I called again.
 
   “Over here!” he peeped.
 
   I followed the tiny cry and weaved my way through the treasure chests and tables before I came to a blue bowl that was skidding across the ground. Curious, I bent over and picked it up, revealing a pint sized Azmaveth.
 
   I stared at him for several moments. “Thank goodness,” I said, placing a hand on my chest as I sighed in relief. “I was so afraid you had ruined all of my haphazard cleaning work from yesterday.”
 
   “Who cares about a clean den?” Azmaveth cried. “This is bad! My spell went wrong and all you care about is the state of the stupid cave,” he said in what would have been his impressive, rumbling voice. Instead, because he was smaller than a cat, he sounded whiny, like a cricket. “We are in so much trouble!”
 
   “What? Why?” I asked.
 
   “I was working on another shrinking spell when it blew up in my face, getting all over me in the process,” he said. I actually felt a small piece of satisfaction. I was right, being a mage and an inventor was a terrible combination. “I don’t know how to reverse it!” he continued.
 
   I held out my arm and he hopped on, scurrying around so his butt rested in the crook of my elbow, his muzzle on my wrist. 
 
   He carefully wrapped his tail around my elbow and his paws around my arm. His wings were extended to keep himself from falling over and his tiny claws pricked me as he peered up into my face. “Eventually,” he started. “The spell should wear off, probably some time tomorrow.”
 
   “What will we do for the time being? Your friends as supposed to come today,” I reminded him.  
 
   “Um, I don’t know!” he said and suddenly the loud, clanking toll of the doorbell echoed through the cave.
 
   “Oh bother,” Azmaveth groaned as we exchanged worried glances. I walked out to the main entrance as Azmaveth scurried up my arm and rested on my shoulder. He wrapped his tail around my neck, thoroughly attaching himself to me before hiding in my hair. 
 
   I blushed when I reached the door and realized that I must be a sight to behold. My hair was down and cascading over my shoulders and back, and my feet were still bare. I gently pushed the door open and shook under the gaze of three enormous dragons.  
 
   The first dragon was a rose red female with blood red eyes. She was dainty and pretty with fine features. The second dragon was a sea green male with dark green eyes. He towered over the female but was still a great deal smaller than Azmaveth. The last dragon was silver blue with grey eyes who was roughly Azmaveth’s height and girth.
 
   The female looked down at me. “Why hello darling!” she said in a sweet, honey smooth voice. “You must be Azmaveth’s new princess!” 
 
   She turned to the other dragons. “Isn’t she just the sweetest thing? I can see why Azmaveth picked her!” she cooed before turning back to me. “My name Rose,” she said in her own version of Azmaveth’s dragon smile.
 
   The sea green dragon rolled his eyes. “Knock it off Rose. She’s Azmaveth’s pet, not yours,” he rumbled.  
 
   Rose rolled her eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with being friendly” she scolded.
 
   The sea green dragon ignored her and instead lowered his head to speak to me. “Hello, I’m Shammah. He’s Zerah,” he said, tossing his head in the general direction of the large silver dragon. Zerah completely ignored me, but once my attention was turned back to Rose I could tell he was sneaking peeks at me.
 
   “We’re here to see Azmaveth,” Rose said, her eyes carefully studying my odd appearance.
 
   “I’m not home! We can’t let them see me like this. They’ll never let me forget it!” Azmaveth hissed. “I’ll be the laughing stock of the dragon court—again!” 
 
   “Master Azmaveth isn’t here,” I said respectfully as possible while fighting the urge to pinch the small dragon hanging off my neck.  
 
   “We’ll just go inside and wait, then,” Shammah said, sitting upright again. He paused, as though it occurred to him that it might be considered intrusive to me, the supposed pet. “Is that okay?” 
 
   “No!” Azmaveth hissed.
 
   “Umm…,” I stuttered as Zerah glowered in my general direction. Apparently he was far too good to sneer directly at me.
 
   “Don’t let them inside,” Azmaveth ordered.
 
   “Uh, you can’t!” I said starting to close the door. “I’m cleaning the den and it’s a mess,” I said.
 
   “That wasn’t a very good reason,” Azmaveth scoffed as I moved my hand to the back of my neck and strangled the living daylights out of him.
 
   “That won’t be a problem, sweetie,” Rose soothed me as she glanced at the giant doors. “When I had a princess she never did a very good job at keeping the cave clean,” she said taking a step closer to the door. “Besides, if you cleaned at all I’m sure his den will look better than it does when it’s just him.”
 
   By this time Azmaveth had recovered from being strangled and bit the back of my neck in retaliation. I felt his sharp little teeth bite into my flesh, drawing blood. “You little rat!”  I bellowed as I ripped him off the back of my dress. “That hurt!” I yelled as I felt the back of my neck. Blood colored my fingers when I inspected them again.  
 
   By this time Azmaveth was clamped onto my forearm, dangling precariously as I glared at my bloody fingers. “Gross, who knows what kind of germs you might have in your mouth!” I yelped as I pictured his room.
 
   “Azmaveth?” Rose asked as she squinted down at us.
 
   Azmaveth glared at her before managing to squirm back up my shoulder. He gripped my ear for balance as he cleared his little throat and tried to look as imposing as possible.
 
   

 
   

Chapter 5Dragons at Tea Time
 
   It didn’t work.
 
   Shammah fell down laughing and started rolling on the ground as Rose giggled. “You should know better than to bite your princess, Honey, especially since you’re smaller than her,” Rose said as I glared at Azmaveth who indifferently sniffed.
 
   “She throttled me,” he tisked.  
 
   “If you had kept your mouth shut in the first place then I wouldn’t have strangled you,” I sulked.
 
   Azmaveth rolled his eyes as he unconsciously slipped his tail loosely around my neck again. “Stupid human,” he loftily said with a great sigh as I murderously flexed my hand.  
 
   Finally, for the first time since arriving, Zerah spoke. “Are you going to invite us in, or will we have to hold our meeting on your front stoop?” he said, his voice lined with dislike and abhorrence.  
 
   “Yes, of course. Ahira lead the way,” Azmaveth ordered.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I grumbled, pushing the pulling the doors open. 
 
   I still had a hand clasped to the back of my neck, trying to stop the bleeding, as I led the dragons into the dinning room. They sat down on the floor like cats as Azmaveth climbed up my hair and sat on the crown of my head. I suspect he was trying to get the highest possible viewpoint.
 
   Rose muffled a coy giggle and Shammah didn’t even try to hide his snort. Zerah settled for looking everywhere and at everything but me.  
 
   “Ahira will fetch us some tea. I will accompany her to treat her wound,” Azmaveth announced from the top of my head.  
 
   As the other dragons nodded in agreement I started to walk toward the east tunnel. “You talk like I was bitten through an accident. Take some responsibility, please!” I scolded, knowing the dragons could hear.
 
   “It was your fault!” Azmaveth whined as we disappeared from view. Once in the kitchen Azmaveth quickly worked some healing magic on my neck, closing up the small mark.  
 
   “There will be a scar,” he told me as he hopped out from behind me as I slipped on some plain white shoes.  
 
   “Oh that one will be fun to explain to my mother. “Honest Mum, it’s not what you think. A dragon bit me”,” I mimicked, smiling when I found the silver serving tray.
 
   “Whatever,” Azmaveth said hopping back up on my head, draping his wings over my ears as I picked up the tea and walked back to the sitting room. We reached the dining room in no time. 
 
   I carefully set the tray down and tried to ignore the dragons, who were staring at me. Azmaveth was still lounging on my head without a care in the world as I poured the tea.
 
   “Umm…. Azmaveth?” Shammah started. His eyes were fastened to the cups. The small, human sized cups.
 
   “Watch,” Azmaveth ordered uninterestedly as he flipped onto his back.
 
   “Glistenblossum,” I mumbled self consciously after setting a cup down in front of each dragon. The delicate silver cups grew in size until they were perfect for the dragons.  
 
   “Ooooooh,” Shammah said.
 
   “That’s a useful spell, did you invent it yourself, Azmaveth? You always were so ingenious with magic,” Rose cooed, rapidly raising the miniature dragon’s ego.
 
   Zerah was as animated as a rock.
 
   Azmaveth tapped my forehead with a silver claw to draw my attention. “You may go Ahira,” he informed me as he flew off my head and landed on the chandelier that was hanging from the ceiling.  
 
   I drew a deep breath and walked back into the east tunnel. I paused about halfway down the hallway. I was clearly out of their sight, but the dragons, with their rumbling musical voices, were most certainly not out of my hearing range.
 
   Feeling slightly guilty for intruding on their conversation, I leaned against the tunnel wall and slid down to the ground. I was curious why three dragons would call on Azmaveth. I originally thought it was to show me off, but I was getting the feeling that I wasn’t the only reason.
 
   “She’s sweet. She seems useful too. I bet she actually helps out around this disgusting bachelor cave,” Rose laughed. 
 
   Azmaveth, in his cute little voice, said something sharply in retort, but it was so high pitched I couldn’t make it out. 
 
   It was Shammah who spoke next. “You really should be grateful, Azmaveth. I heard Behemoth is terrified of his princess. What will you do when a prince comes to take her away?” 
 
   “One already tried. I don’t think she’s going to go with anyone other than her brother. I can’t say I blame her. The chap that stopped by seemed to be mentally unstable,” Azmaveth criticized in his small voice.  
 
   “Excuse my interruption,” a said cold, icy voice that could only be Zerah. “As interesting as your human is,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “We need to get to the real matter on hand.”  
 
   “We know, Zerah,” Shammah said as one of the dragons shifted their weight, Rose I imagined.  
 
   “Rose, report,” Azmaveth said. Even with his high pitched voice he sounded serious.
 
   “The goblins and orgs are creeping toward the forest, and a swarm of krakens have swum into twilight bay. The krakens haven’t been doing much damage. The Keeper of the forest has been able to keep them back,” Rose recited.
 
   I had to cover my mouth with my hands to muffle my laughter. Keeper of the forest? How cliché sounding was that title?
 
   “The valkyrie are starting to appear in our lands, so we must be on our guard. Also, trolls and giants have taken to disrupting the human said of Somnio,” Rose finished.
 
   “That’s bad. This is the first time the valkyrie have pulled the humans into our battle,” Shammah worried.
 
   “Remember that the valkyrie prey on humans, Azmaveth,” Zerah’s coldly intoned. “I’d keep a close watch on that princess of yours. You wouldn’t want anything to happen to her,” from the way he said it he clearly wanted otherwise.  
 
   “So we know the movement of the enemy. How about the front lines?” Azmaveth asked. It got boring after this and I left shortly after.  
 
   Throughout the late morning and early afternoon I returned to serve the dragons more tea and a batch of dainty cookies I had baked on a whim. It was about seven hours after the dragons first arrived that Azmaveth bellowed for me for the last time. (I’m not sure how they were able to talk that long about such boring things. My brain would have turned to soup before then.)
 
   I hurried to the room, thinking they would want more refreshments, if not dinner, but all of the dragons were standing and shifting, clearly getting ready to leave.
 
   “Ahira, help me see our friends to the door,” Azmaveth ordered as he relocated from the table to my shoulder.  
 
   “Alright,” I agreed before turning to Rose, Zerah, and Shammah. “This way please.”  I said, leading the way. We reached the doors and I pushed them open, stepping out into the late evening air. The birds were still chirping and the sky was a beautiful shade of dusty pink.
 
   “Until next time!” Shammah dragon grinned, winking at me, before stretching his giant wings and taking flight, doing spirals through the air.
 
   “Show off,” Rose grumbled as she untucked her wings. “Good bye Azmaveth. I had a fantastic time talking with you as usual. It was a pleasure meeting you, Ahira,” she said, giving me a pat on my head with the tip of her wing.  
 
   Azmaveth squawked as the wing tip barely missed smashing his head from his position on my shoulder.
 
   “Thank you,” I called to the red dragon as she leaped into the sky, flying away.
 
   “Azmaveth,” Zerah coolly said with a bow of his head. “Ahira,” he slowly and painfully added before disappearing into the sky.
 
   “Okay, I’m hungry. Let’s eat,” Azmaveth ordered as he twined his tail around my neck again.  
 
   “Right. Just don’t fall in anything while I’m making dinner,” I said.
 
   Cooking was a little awkward, mostly because Azmaveth insisted on sitting on my shoulder during the entire experience. If I moved too fast he went flying off my shoulder and into whatever bowl I happened to be standing over. Additionally, as I added ingredients Azmaveth kept up a steady commentary, lecturing me on everything from the mish mash way I threw in ingredients, to what ingredients I chose to use.
 
   Out of mere spite I made stew with a questionable meat substance I found crammed in the icy cellar. Azmaveth lapped it out of a saucer. 
 
   After a lot of complaints we finally finished our meal. I washed the dishes, fishing Azmaveth out of the soapy water whenever he fell.
 
   I was drying my hands off, finally finished, no thanks to a small purple dragon, when Azmaveth stretched and yawned. “Let’s go to the library,” he ordered, holding the rim of my ear with his tiny paws.
 
   “Why? You go. I’ve got work to do,” I said.
 
   Azmaveth tugged on my ear. “Sheesh, are you certain you’re a princess? One would think you come from a very long, very dedicated line of chamber maids. Come on, it’s been a long day. We can sit in front of the fire,” he lured.
 
   Sitting down did sound nice.
 
   “Okay,” I agreed, tossing the towel aside before busily moving through the hallways. After a few minutes we popped in the dark library.
 
   “Where was this fireplace you mentioned?” I asked, stumbling in the dim light.
 
   “Move towards the left corner. It should be here still. I’m pretty sure I got it replaced after Shammah smashed it with his tail several months ago,” Azmaveth recalled.
 
   “That’s hardly comforting,” I dryly said before yipping when a huge, marble fireplace magically roared to life.
 
   “Ah-hah! I knew it was somewhere back here!” Azmaveth triumphantly cried.  
 
   I seated myself in a comfortable, overstuffed green chair that was pulled up in front of the fire. Azmaveth slid off my shoulder and curled up on my lap like a cat.
 
   “See, isn’t this nice?” Azmaveth yawned. He purred as I ran my finger up and down his neck.
 
   “Yes,” I admitted, staring into the cheerfully snapping orange and red flames. “Azmaveth, Zerah hates humans, doesn’t he” I said, my lap growing warm thanks to hot, little Azmaveth.
 
   Azmaveth snorted. “What gave it away? The way he refused to look at you, or perhaps the fact that he wouldn’t talk to you?” Azmaveth said, his voice vibrating. He was trying to purr while simultaneously talking. “You know the fact that he even said goodbye to you was highly, highly impressive. It’s a first as far as I know.”
 
   “Why does he hate humans?” I asked as Azmaveth curled up into a tighter ball. I still stared at the brilliant flames even as my head started to drop.
 
   “Don’t know, don’t care,” Azmaveth happily sighed. “All I know is that he sees humans as being utterly beneath him. Don’t worry about it though. The worst thing he’ll do is ignore you, which is actually more like a favor. He might act like a porcupine but really he’s quite harmless,” Azmaveth finished.
 
   “Mmm,” I said, my eyes slowly closing as I drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up to a painful cramp in my lap. It felt like an elephant was perched on my knees. 
 
   “Ow,” I muttered, struggling in the chair. Something hard and distinctly scale-like was digging through the material of my gown and into my skin. “Azmaveth, get off,” I muttered, the great weight was holding me captive. 
 
   I opened my eyes and rapidly blinked before stretching. Sure enough, Azmaveth had returned to his normal size of humongous. The tip of his muzzle was resting on my lap. The rest of his body was curled around my chair like a giant dog.
 
   “Azmaveth, wake up,” I grumbled. “Your spell wore off,” I yawned, cracking my neck. “You’re going to squash me,” I added. 
 
   Azmaveth opened one large eye, peered around, and gave an affirming grunt before flipping over to his other side, removing his muzzle from my lap.
 
   I didn’t think much about Azmaveth’s shrinking spell experience besides feel vindicated that being an inventor magician was a horrid idea. Perhaps, if I had thought long and hard about it, I would have noticed that Azmaveth was perfectly willing to try out his newly created spells on himself.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 6Meddling Wizards
 
   About two weeks after the shrinking spell incident Azmaveth came to bother me while I was cleaning the den.
 
   “Ahira, I need you to come with me to the woods,” Azmaveth whined as he watched me sweep.
 
   “Why?” I asked without pausing.
 
   “Well, erm. My do I feel ridiculous. You see I need to collect some flowers,” he said trailing off. “And, well, um…I can’t really pick flowers,” he added helpfully, lifting up a clawed paw to wave in my face.
 
    I stretched backwards, cracking my back as I considered the request. “I suppose.”  I reluctantly agreed. “But why do you need flowers?” I asked the slightly embarrassed Azmaveth.
 
   “They’re used in a spell,” he answered. 
 
   I didn’t think much of it. Azmaveth was always trying to acquire interesting items for a spell. The week after his friends came for a visit I caught him trying to smuggle my hairbrush out of my room.
 
   I skipped down the tunnel to my room to grab a shawl before swinging back through the kitchen to get a basket to place the flowers in.
 
   Azmaveth was waiting for me by the front entrance, the doors already open.
 
   I trotted past Azmaveth and started down the driveway, swinging my basket as Azmaveth hotly pursued me.
 
   “I should lead,” he impatiently called out from behind me. “It is I, after all, who knows where we’re going!”  
 
   “Right right, just keep moving Azmaveth. I don’t care who leads as long as we leave that filthy den behind!” I sang as I skipped along side of him. 
 
   After walking a few paces Azmaveth lumbered off the path and delicately stepped into the forest. I followed him with an even bigger smile spreading across my face. This was the first time Azmaveth was letting me enter the forest surrounding his home. (Usually if I wanted a breath of fresh air he only let me run up and down the beaten path that led back and forth between the den and the main road. Why dragons need roads is still a mystery to me.)
 
   “It’s called the Endless Forest,” Azmaveth lectured as I danced in place. The forest was peaceful and quiet with cool, crisp air that smelled of pine. It was filled with huge, old trees that towered over Azmaveth. I could practically taste the zing of magic.
 
   “What we’re looking for is in a meadow,” Azmaveth continued. “These flowers can only be found in once place, and that’s Unicorn Meadow,” he explained.
 
   I ignored him and grinned at a doe and her fawn that peeked at us as we trampled past. Animals were popping out everywhere. The forest was alive with the sounds of animals and the songs of birds.  
 
   Azmaveth continued to lead the way, and no less than ten minutes later we approached a small meadow. In the meadow were some beautiful white flowers that oddly resembled roses. “They’re called Ever Blossoms, because they can blossom year round,” Azmaveth said as he settled down in a cat like position in the middle of the meadow. “And I need at least a basket full,” he added as I continued to skip around him.
 
   “No problem Azmaveth!” I sang. I sat down with my skirts fluffed around me as I reached out and carefully picked the fragile flowers. Azmaveth craned his neck and rested his head directly behind me so I could lean against his muzzle. 
 
   Azmaveth closed his eyes and rumbled contentedly as the sunlight bathed us. I had the basket filled up in no time, but I was in no hurry to leave. So instead of telling Azmaveth I weaved a crown of flowers for myself. (Weaving flowers another one of my many useless talents I acquired from my flings in the castle kitchen.)
 
   I finished it and placed it on my head before I started making a much bigger crown for Azmaveth. A few minutes into the project I gave up, realizing I would need more flowers than were in the meadow to complete a circlet big enough for Azmaveth.  
 
   I grabbed the flower chain and I climbed up the side of Azmaveth’s face. He snorted in his sleep but remained still enough that he didn’t send me flying. I scratched at the base of one of his giant ears and he purred, opening one of his beautiful eyes when I giggled. My huge flower chain was barely long enough to fit around one of his ears.  
 
   I laughed once more as I scratched his ear again. His nose twitched and he rolled his eyes when he realized I was tying the flowers around his appendage. “What is it with you and your obsession of making me a clean creature?” he asked with unusual complacency over the idea.  
 
   I smiled and didn’t answer as he closed his eyes again. I shimmied across his forehead, stopping when I was exactly in the center. I just settled down when suddenly there was a rush of wings. I opened my eyes, Azmaveth was already alert, and watched Zerah drop into the meadow.
 
   The silver blue dragon frowned as his eyes went from the flower basket to Azmaveth and myself.
 
   “Interesting,” Zerah said, tucking his wings against his sides. “Picking flowers with your Princess, I never would have guessed,” he said, his eyes taking in our Ever Blossom crowns.  
 
   I considered him. “Do you think if I touched him he would die from shock?” I whispered to Azmaveth. 
 
   Azmaveth shot me an expression that told me my humor was sorely misplaced for the moment before he turned back to Zerah, who was ambling over to us with the same enthusiasm one would use when greeting a leper. 
 
   Before he arrived I snagged Azmaveth’s decorative crown off his ear and tossed it next to the basket full of flowers. As adorable as he looked with flowers on his head I had no intention of making him look childish in front lord snobby scales.  
 
   It never escaped me, however, that Azmaveth hadn’t moved an inch since Zerah. He hadn’t even picked his head up from the ground.
 
   Zerah nodded his head at Azmaveth, who opened both eyes again before slowly sitting upright. I clung to his head and noticed with great pride that Azmaveth was just the tiniest bit taller than Zerah.   
 
   “What do you want Zerah?” Azmaveth snapped.
 
   “The Dragon King decided to call up the wizards, witches, mages, and sorceresses from Somnio. They will be crawling all over the Endless Forest by nightfall,” Zerah said, ignoring me. “I thought you’d want to know. After all, who knows. One of them might set their sights on your princess,” Zerah said with a harsh laugh.
 
   The silver dragon dipped his head before elegantly walking away from us. I frowned as he unfolded his wings and prepared for flight.
 
   “GOOD BYE ZERAH!” I shouted with all of my power just as Zerah began to leap into the air.
 
   I shocked Zerah, who tripped over his own paws and nearly went crashing to the ground. He turned to glare at me. I smiled and waved in return.
 
   Zerah muttered under his breath before righting himself and taking off, upsetting the meadow as he beat his giant wings.
 
   Azmaveth growled in his throat. “I don’t know whether you’re extremely foolish, extremely brave, or just suicidal,” he said as Zerah disappeared in the sky. 
 
   “Just because he has terrible manners doesn’t mean I shouldn’t try to extend a common courtesy,” I said as Azmaveth stood up. He snagged the flower basket with a claw and awkwardly passed it up to me.
 
   “You’re so unpredictable,” he grumbled as he started to move. His gate was relaxed and smooth as I clung to his forehead.
 
   “I think he’s crabby because he doesn’t have any friends. He must be lonley,” I announced as Azmaveth left the meadow and plunged into the forest. 
 
   “What on earth makes you say—,” Azmaveth started. He abruptly halted and sniffed the air before twisting his giant head to gaze behind us.
 
   On the very edge of the meadow was a young mage with brown hair and sky blue robes. He was watching Azmaveth, myself, and my flower crown with keen interest. 
 
   Azmaveth rolled his eyes and continued on as the mage trailed us. “Oh bother. It’s one of those dumb wizards Zerah was talking about,” Azmaveth said, loud enough for the young man to hear. “Don’t worry, they wouldn’t dare hurt anyone here. But they can be extremely annoying, over enthusiastic, and they tend to get underfoot,” he said as he left the forest, flicking his tail like a cat.
 
   We continued to chat as Azmaveth carried me back to the cave. Once we reached our den I slipped off Azmaveth’s giant head, landing on the ground with a grunt. As I dusted myself off I noticed the wizard had followed us home. He met my gaze before scuttling back into the forest.  
 
   Azmaveth had not noticed the exchange and was rambling about all the useful things he could do with the Ever Blossoms. He went inside the den as I gave a sigh of exasperation and followed him. Azmaveth ambled on to his lab, still babbling about the flowers, and I finished my previous task of sweeping out the main tunnel. 
 
   Just as I finished I mentally cursed, remembering that I had yet to check for the day’s mail.
 
   Out of all the ideas, incredible and not so incredible, that dragons have come up with the concept of mail has to be the dumbest. Dragons have this stupid little system that allows them to pass messages and letters to each other every day. Ten dragons take these messages and deliver them to whomever you want. All you have to do is stick them in your mail hole, which is basically a hole in the ground. It’s all very useless if you ask me. I mean it’s never like they send anything important! Azmaveth once received a letter from Shammah that described his afternoon tea in great detail. Pointless. Completely pointless.
 
   I walked up our long driveway, (Believe me, it’s really long. I have to walk up it every day.) pulled back the stone that covered our mail hole, and peered in. A few letters were in there. I snatched them up before covering the hole and walking back home.  
 
   I was nosily looking at the addresses on the envelopes, so I didn’t watch where I was going and walked straight into a something hard. I tore my eyes away from the letters and looked up into the face of a human prince.  
 
   “Shoot,” I muttered as I rapidly backed up. And here I had hoped that I wouldn’t be bothered by male royalty, besides my brother, again.
 
   I had to admit, this prince was drop dead gorgeous. It was almost like he leaped out of the pages of one of my sister’s romance books. His golden colored hair blew prettily in the wind. His fair complexion made his deep hazel eyes even more striking. He well toned to boot, and looked positively remarkable in his black armor. His white horse was standing at attention several feet behind him, and the prince’s hand was wrapped around the hilt of his deadly sword.  
 
   I gulped. This prince was a harsh comparison to the previous prince. He clearly knew how to use his weapon. 
 
   “Ahira?”  he asked in cold apprehension as he looked me up and down from head to toe. I felt like a cow being seized up by the butcher.  
 
   “Yes?” I irritably snapped. I hated dealing with princes.  
 
   “I’m here to rescue you,” he said, as though he could hardly believe the idea himself. He was even less enthusiastic of my company than Zerah.
 
   “Huh?” I stupidly said.
 
   “I’m here to take you back with me,” the snobby prince repeated in his artic voice.  
 
   “Oh. Right. I’m sorry, I’m afraid you have the wrong cave. Good luck though. Bye bye,” I said, walking around him. I wanted to have the satisfaction of slamming the front door in his face.
 
   The prince’s arm shot out, and he grabbed my wrist, bringing my parade to a screeching halt. “Let me go!” I demanded. “Why do you want me anyway? I’m average, I have a terrible personality, I’m not pretty and I never shut up.”  
 
   “Prince Caspian is offering a huge reward,” the prince replied with a smirk. “Upon our return I’ll have to marry you. However, I believe that if you wear clothes that are suited for your status and learn to hold your tongue you’ll clean up quite nicely.”  
 
   “Caspian is offering a reward?” I asked, boggled by the idea.
 
   “Yes. Apparently your mother won’t allow him to come rescue you. Tales of your beauty and intelligence has flown through Somnio. Obviously such rumors are falsehoods. But many princes have still gone searching for you,” he said.
 
   “I’ve only seen one prince though,” I reflectively frowned. 
 
   “That’s because your cave is guarded by sorcery. Thankfully I know enough magic to take care of that pitiful wall that surrounded the cave. To a normal prince it would seem that there was a meadow at the end of this road, but not to me!” he proudly said as I rolled my eyes and tried to pry my wrist from his hand.  
 
   The prince unsheathed his sword. “Where is the dragon? If I’m going to rescue you I’m going to do it right and kill that miserable lizard.”  
 
   “Azmaveth!” I bellowed as loud as possible. Surprisingly I was loud enough to rouse Azmaveth from his lab.  
 
   A huge shadow fell over the prince and I, and we turned to gaze at Azmaveth, whose giant head blocked out the sun. His eyes were gaining glints of black as he saw the prince’s hand clasped hard around my wrist.  
 
   “Leave her be,” Azmaveth growled, a sound that started low in his chest and worked its way up his throat. Even I was frightened. The prince, however, was another matter. He pushed me in the general direction of his horse and smirked as he confidently/foolishly strode towards Azmaveth.  
 
   “Perfect,” the prince said. “I have finally met a worthy opponent!” he yelled before jumping at him. He hammered down on Azmaveth rock hard scales. The blow glanced off Azmaveth’s chest and appeared to have broken the prince’s wrists. He cursed and dropped the sword as he shook his hands.
 
   “Does he actually think he can beat me?” Azmaveth asked me over the prince.
 
   “Maybe,” I volunteered with a shrug of my shoulders.
 
   The prince gave up on his weaponry and instead shot a ball of fire at Azmaveth’s head.
 
   Azmaveth ducked and missed it.
 
   “This is stupid,” Azmaveth decided. “I’m just going to kill him now and get it over with,” he said as he flexed his paw and eyed his silver claws.  
 
   “No!”  I shouted startling Azmaveth. The prince took advantage of the moment and tried to stab Azmaveth in the paw with his sword. Instead his sword sparked and made an interesting and promising cracking noise. 
 
   “Why not?” Azmaveth whined when the sparks subsided.  
 
   “I don’t want any blood spilled,” I darkly warned him as he reached out and snagged the prince in one giant paw.
 
   “Fine. Have it your way, fine. I’ll go dump him in a lake then. It will take me a while. The nearest lake is a good half an hour away,” he added, sounding disgruntled and perhaps the tiniest bit disappointed. “Good bye my sweet princess! I’ll be back!”  He dramatically gushed before flouncing off, taking to the sky with the prince and the prince’s horse trapped in his claws.    
 
   I shook my head and went back into the den, confident that Azmaveth would return by morning. I was wrong.
 
    
 
    
 
                 I woke up the next day and happily skipped into the kitchen. I hurried into the main hallway, scuttling to Azmaveth’s room. Without ceremony I flung the giant door open, frowned at the disgusting piggy mess, and set my sights on his bed. His empty bed. I scowled and ran to the lab, the library, his washroom, and lastly I returned to the kitchen. Azmaveth was nowhere to be found.
 
   I considered the problem at hand for several moments before brushing it off. He probably stopped to visit Rose or Shammah. Azmaveth was always doing things like that. One time he told me he was going to get the mail and he didn’t return until the following morning because he had seen Shammah, and then a met wizard who showed him a rabid unicorn, and together the three of them ran into a griffon who wanted so desperately to serve them tea…his story went on, and on, and ON! In fact the only way to shut him up was to assure him that all was forgiven and most certainly forgotten.
 
                 Knowing this I was not worried about Azmaveth, nor did I wonder about his whereabouts. Instead I rolled up my sleeves and worked in the kitchen.
 
                 I cleaned cupboards (That were roughly the size of my bedroom.) for nearly the entire morning and afternoon. There was still no sign of Azmaveth. I shrugged it off and went out to get the mail…again.  
 
                 It was dusk by the time I walked all the way back down our driveway after retrieving the mail. To my surprise there was a dark shape waiting by the doorway.  
 
                 “Excuse me, can I help you?” I politely asked. The giant torches on either side of the door sputtered to life, and I gasped. It was the glacier prince.
 
                 “I said I’d take you, and I will!” he vowed, his eyes gleaming. 
 
   You gotta hand it to that boy, he perseveres. I, however, didn’t like look in his eyes. He stepped closer to me and I backed up, feeling the insides of my pockets for my dagger or flute. I found neither and cursed myself, making a silent promise that if I got through this I would be sure to carry them with me everywhere.
 
                 “What about killing Azmaveth?”  I weakly reminded him, hoping to sidetrack him.
 
                 “Considering I obviously beat him back here, I’ll say that counts. Besides, I don’t have time to waste,” he scoffed as he jumped at me. I leapt backwards, out of his reach and glanced around the driveway. He was blocking the path between me and the cave, and as far as I knew the nearest neighbor was about two miles away. Bottom line? I was in deep trouble.  
 
                 Once more he lunged for me and I leaped backwards again, trying to stay over an arms length away from him. He angrily eyed me. I could tell he never thought I’d refuse him.  “Don’t you want to see your brother?” he coaxed. I paused for a moment, caught completely off guard.
 
                 He took this second to pounce on me, grabbing me by the waist before slinging me over his shoulder.
 
                 “Put me down!” I frantically screamed as I kicked and punched his armor-covered body. He ignored me and mounted his horse.
 
                 “Azmaveth!” I yelled, hoping that by some miracle he would come soaring down from the sky. He didn’t.  
 
                 The prince snickered and placed me in front of his him on his mount, wheeled his horse around, and cued the horse down the drive way. To our surprise another dark shape stood between us and the end of the driveway.  
 
                 He wasn’t close enough to the torches for me to see him, but I could tell that he was wearing sky blue robes.  
 
                 “Stand aside!” the prince snarled as I tried to climb off his horse while he was distracted. He caught me by the waist and hauled me back onto the saddle, my back painfully scraping against his armor.  
 
                 “The lady asked for you to put her down,” the shape respectfully said.
 
                 “The princess is in her wrong mind. Now move or I will run you over,” the prince confidently scoffed as his charger snorted and pawed at the ground.  
 
                 I squeaked and the shape made no movements. “Have it your way,” the prince said, kicking his horse which shot forward.  
 
                 The man in the middle of the road muttered and his hands glowed with blue lights. There was a blinding light and the horse reared, sending the prince and I flying. I screamed and cringed as I prepared myself for the hard landing, but to my surprise I was cradled in the arms of the stranger. I looked up and the light, which hadn’t disappeared, illuminated him.  
 
                 “You’re the stalker mage from yesterday afternoon!” I blurted out as I recognized his brown hair and sky blue eyes.
 
   He cringed at my word choice.
 
   “Thanks,” I added, intending to soften the blow. I blushed when he didn’t release me. His eyes were fastened on the prince who was slowly standing up.
 
                 “Arrogant wizard!” the prince said, glaring as he unsheathed his sword and rushed at us.  
 
                 The mage blinked and a huge fireball shot towards the prince. He dodged it but got the ends of his golden hair singed. The prince, more furious than ever, leaped at us again.  
 
                 This time a river that appeared out of nowhere rushed forth and surrounded the prince and his horse. “Leave and never return to this hallow,” the mage yelled most impressively over the roar of the waters. The river surged and carried the prince and his mount away.
 
                 “They’ll be fine, right? Would you put me down? Why are you here anyway?” I asked, unable to stop the babble of questions that burst from my mouth.
 
                 “Yes, the prince and his steed will survive,” the mage soothed as he set me on my feet. “The river will drop them off at the house of a particularly dumb princess. They will be a perfect match,” he predicted. “That’s what I would like to think anyway. Who knows what will happen to him?”
 
                 My forehead wrinkled. This boy seemed odd. “Thank you for saving me,” I said with sincerity. The mage blushed, his light magic still lighting up the driveway for us. “Erm,” I said. It was only right that I invite him in for a cup of tea. But after that prince experience I wasn’t exactly cheering for male company at the moment. 
 
                 In the end my good breeding won out. “Would you like to come inside for a cup of tea?” I politely asked.
 
                 “Yes, please,” the mage said with a smile before we turned to enter my temporary home. I led him down the hallways, making a beeline for the kitchen. I set the mail on the table and went into the kitchen with the mage behind me. As I prepared a cup of tea I started to pump him for information.  
 
                 “So, what’s your name?” I asked.
 
                 “Aaron,” he answered with a sweet smile.
 
                 “My name is Ahira,” I said as I carefully poured the piping hot drink into a tea cup. “I saw you in the woods yesterday. What were you doing there?”  I asked.
 
                 He looked a little uncomfortable. “I was originally there to pick some of the Ever Blossoms. But I saw you and your dragon, Azmaveth, right?” he asked and I nodded. “Once I saw you and your dragon I became fascinated. Dragons are moody creatures who generally don’t like their princesses. I was astonished to see your loving relationship,” he said as I became minutely disturbed while I passed over his cup of tea.
 
                 “It’s not really like that. Why were you in the area? I’m very grateful that you rescued me, but it is evening…,” I trailed off.  
 
                 Aaron blushed. “I happened to be nearby and I heard you scream for Azmaveth. I thought it sounded like you might need help,” Aaron carefully replied before baiting me and switching topics though. “I walked into a tree when I heard your shout. Amazing, out of all dragons you are placed with Azmaveth.”
 
                 “What do you mean?” I asked as he took a sip of his tea.
 
   “Azmaveth is a duke. That’s the highest possible rank besides the title of Dragon King,” Aaron rambled, his eyes were glowing with happiness.
 
                 “So what?” I asked, unimpressed. Azmaveth, even if he was a duke, was still Azmaveth: a dirty, piggy, little slob with an enormous appetite.
 
                 “So what?” Aaron raved. “You have power,” he said, thrusting a finger in my direction. “He very clearly dotes upon you! Do you know what you could do?”
 
                 I was about to inform Aaron that I would die happy if Azmaveth just learned to pick up his dirty dishes, but instead the tunnels ran with the delighted tones of Azmaveth’s voice.
 
                 “Ahira, I’m home!” he rumbled. “You are never going to guess where I’ve been,” he said as he trotted into the kitchen while concocting possibly the biggest lie I would ever hear in my life. “I know. I’m late, I’m late, but it wasn’t my fault! You see on my way back from the lake I ran into this cat. But it wasn’t really a cat, it was a pig. Don’t ask. I also met a sphinx who had forgotten his riddle, so naturally I had to help him. Then I ran into a wood elf who had ironically gotten himself lost in the woods, and then I—who is this?” Azmaveth said, abruptly cutting off when his purple eyes landed on Aaron. 
 
                 “Azmaveth this is Aaron. Aaron, Azmaveth.”  I introduced them as Azmaveth’s eyes became murderous. “Aaron saved me from that prince you were supposed to take care of,” I wryly said as the wizard shuddered under the dragon’s glare.
 
                 “He returned?” Azmaveth questioned, turning his gaze onto me.
 
                 “Yes. You took your merry old time getting here, so the prince beat you back,” I carelessly flaunted.  
 
                 Azmaveth went back to glaring at Aaron, who bowed. “I was just leaving,” he stuttered, tripping over himself as he all but ran out of the room. Apparently he had all the courage and bravery of a mouse.
 
                 After Aaron appropriately fled I fixed Azmaveth with my own dark glare. “You were being mean!” I accused as Azmaveth still looked mad.
 
                 “He had your scent all over him! What did you do? Hang on him?” he snarled.
 
                 “What is your problem?”  I demanded. “I’ve been alone all day, the prince attacks me, and Aaron was nice enough to rescue me and you dare waltz in here acting like I’m a traitor,” I growled.  
 
                 “What is my problem?” Azmaveth bellowed. He was about to continue but I interrupted.  
 
                 “You’re such a spoiled brat!” I screamed in a pitch so high I’m sure I did permanent damage to Azmaveth’s ears. I ran to my bedroom, slamming the new oak door in Azmaveth’s eye.  
 
                 “You get back out here right now!” he roared.
 
                 “MAKE ME!” I yelled back rolling over as I plugged my ears and folded my pillow around my head.  
 
   Azmaveth continued to roar and growl outside my door, but I ignored him with great determination. Eventually he stomped away.
 
   Several times that night I heard some rather loud explosions come from his lab.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 7the Dragon Steward
 
                 The following morning I rolled out of bed and instantly grabbed my dagger, flute, and charm bracelet. I had learned my lesson.
 
   I washed and readied myself for the day. Explosions were still sounding from Azmaveth’s lab, so I made breakfast and left it on a tray next to the door before I retreated to the kitchen to eat by myself.
 
   I busied myself right away. I scrubbed the kitchen floor and cleaned my room. Before I knew it, it was noon, my most hated hour because that meant the mail was delivered.
 
                 I stomped out of the den, shoving the front doors open, before tramping down the driveway. There was nothing in our mail hole. 
 
   I growled. 
 
   Azmaveth would undoubtedly make me come out later to check it again. He was convinced that he was a spectacular dragon who should receive mail every day. I angrily muttered and grumbled as I started stalking back to the den. I halted in my tracks when I was a stone’s throw from the front door. 
 
                 There was a strange young man standing outside the den, reaching for the doorknob. I immediately panicked, he had to be a prince. (An awfully gutsy prince, but still a prince.)
 
                 “What do you think your doing?” I sharply asked as I felt in the pockets of my apron for my dagger.
 
                 The prince whirled around and I stopped moving. Heck, I almost stopped breathing.
 
                 He was quite tall with a feline feel to him. His hair was a deep black with a purpleish hue, the same shade of Azmaveth’s darkest scales. His hair was carefully kept and was as silky as a girl’s. His eyes were by far the most attention grabbing of his whole persona, though. They were a deep purple with rings of silver in them.
 
                 The prince spoke, snapping me out of my reverie. 
 
                 “I’m going inside,” he said as if he thought it was obvious. He looked only a little older than me. He was handsome, by far the most handsome man I had ever met… but there was something very distinctive about him that irked me. He inexplicably roused my temper.
 
                 “And who are you?”  I asked.
 
                 “Kohath,” he supplied, as if that answered everything.  
 
                 “Ah. Kohath, why are you going inside?” I asked, pinning him in place. “You’re not a prince, are you?”
 
                 Now it was his turn to stutter. “Oh…well…you see, um, I’m Azmaveth’s steward,” he said.
 
                 “Steward?”  
 
                 “Yes. I’m in charge of his lands. I report to him.”  
 
                 “Why haven’t I seen you before then?”
 
                 “Because Azmaveth told me to stay away, something about a book he was reading…All About—.”
 
                 “What’s with your hair and clothes?” I asked, interrupting him. I heard enough about that blasted book from Azmaveth. I didn’t need to hear about it from his steward as well.
 
                 Kohath looked down at his clothes and then back up at me in confusion. He was wearing black pants with black boots, and a baggy dark purple, almost black, shirt.  “What’s wrong with them?” he asked, sounding worried.  
 
                 My, he must be vain. “Your hair is purple,” I observed, and he relaxed.
 
                 “Oh, that. As you know our lord’s colors are purple and white. He had me dye my hair and wear dark colors to match his colors,” he explained. He said it as if it were a very logical process, but he had me worried. Would Azmaveth make me dye my hair?!
 
                 “So what do you want?” I asked as I approached him, satisfied that he wasn’t a prince.
 
                 “I have to talk to Azmaveth,” Kohath said in an annoying, superior tone.
 
                 I gave him a pinched look. Something told me he and Azmaveth got along swimmingly. “Come this way,” I ordered, stepping around him to open the door before stepping into the depths of the cave.  Kohath followed me and we walked to the sitting room in silence. 
 
   “He’s probably in his lab,” I tossed over my shoulder as I continued on to the kitchen.
 
                 “Keh,” Kohath, the ungrateful rat, snorted as he walked on to the lab.
 
                 I rolled my eyes and got lunch ready. Once Kohath roused Amaveth from his lab the dragon was sure to be bellowing for lunch. His stomach was on a strict schedule. 
 
   Sure enough, half an hour later as I set a steaming tray of rolls on the table Azmaveth came scuffling through the cave like a malnourished animal.
 
                 “Where’s Kohath?” I asked.
 
                 “He left moments ago,” Azmaveth replied.
 
                 An uncomfortable silence fell over the table as we ate. Both of us quickly finished and Azmaveth was about to leave when I asked. “Azmaveth?”
 
                 “Hm?”
 
                 I swallowed. The question was weighing too heavily on my mind, I could think of nothing else. I had to ask him. “Um...I was wondering,” I stumbled, looking for the right words. “Are you going to make me dye my hair like Kohath?” I blurted out.  
 
                 Azmaveth stared blankly at me for a moment before cracking into a great belly laugh. He appeared to have spasms on the ground for a good minute before he abruptly straightened up. “No,” he answered before going back to his great, snorting laughter. 
 
                 I wryly scolded myself for breaking down and asking him. There would be no living with him for weeks now. I wandered outside, scowling because I could still hear Azmaveth laughing, and shut the door. 
 
   I heaved a great sigh before I walked into the forest. No, I’m not stupid. I studied a map of the surrounding area so I at least had an idea of where I was at all times.
 
                 I breathed in the fresh sent of pine and happily hummed as I set down my path. Three stone’s throws into the forest I hopped on top of a large rock and sat down, soaking in the beautiful sunlight that peeped in through the foliage. My sunbath was eventually interrupted by a snuffling, sneezing noise. Curious I peered over the edge of my rock and looked down on a short, chubby, stubby unicorn.
 
                 He was dapple grey, and his head would have barely reached my knee if I were to stand next to him. His mane and tail were creamy white, and his forelock was so bulky it covered up his eyes.  
 
   As I stared down at the miniature unicorn, he snorted at me, sending his thick forelock flying to reveal his bulging, big, chocolate brown eyes. He stamped a little hoof at me and tried to toss his neck in a macho way, his pearly horn gleaming.
 
   I wasn’t much impressed by the manly display. He was cute, but by no stretch of the imagination was he handsome or beautiful.
 
   “Well hi there!” I said with a smile as he made some nickering noises. “You’re so cute!” I said, sliding off my rock to pet him.
 
   He snorted as I approached him, and again his bulging eyes were unveiled.
 
                 I giggled and ran my hands through his soft, silky mane. “You’re like a dog!” I cooed before marching further into the forest.  
 
                 I walked down an unmarked path, slightly surprised when the little unicorn followed me. I laughed when he ran into the back of my legs, his horn pricking my back. He looked up and sneezed..  
 
   On an impulse I decided to name him. “Anything as cute as you are deserves a name,” I said, bending over to peer in his little face. “You look like… Tuggles! Because you tug at my heartstrings,” I reasoned.
 
   Tuggles sniffed and released a high pitched whinny, trying out his new name. 
 
                 Together we wandered around the forest for the better part of an hour before I returned to Azmaveth’s den.
 
   Tuggles stood at the edge of the forest, sneezing and snorting at he watched me wave from the door. I opened one of the front doors and walked inside, running smack dab into Azmaveth, who smelled a lot like Ever Blossoms.  
 
                 “Oh, hello,” Azmaveth said. Apparently we were just choosing to ignore last night’s fight. That suited me, but a finer part of my brain reminded me that we were ignoring conflict which wasn’t a very emotionally intelligent thing to do.
 
                 “What time is it?” I asked.
 
                 “Nearly the forth bell. Almost evening. Time for dinner,” he woefully reminded me as his stomach rumbled, shaking our cave.  
 
                 “Ah, yes, I could set a watch by your stomach,” I said as I lovingly patted one of the scales on the side of his stomach as I passed him.  
 
                 “By the way, what did you think of Kohath?” he asked, slowly following me.
 
                 I rolled my eyes. He probably got some stupid idea from that dumb book that I need a love life. “Whatever,” I said as I walked into the kitchen, Azmaveth still trailing after me.
 
                 “If you could change one thing about him, what would it be?” he asked.  I looked up at him. If he got any more technical I could swear he was a scientist studying my habits.  
 
                 “Azmaveth, shhh,” I shushed.  
 
                 I threw together a quick meal and we ate in companionable silence. I would have been perfectly content to keep that silence, even after we finished eating, but of course Azmaveth had to ruin my plans.
 
                 “By the way Ahira,” he said in a tone that I hated. It always meant it was time to go get the—
 
                 “I believe you haven’t gotten the mail yet.”
 
                 See?  
 
                 “Yes I did! There was nothing in there!” I chimed in.
 
                 “Impossible,” he scoffed. “I always get mail. You just checked too early!”
 
                 “I checked in the late morning, which is when it’s delivered!” I shot back.
 
                 “Go check again!” Azmaveth ordered.  
 
                 “You and your PRIDE!” I complained.  
 
                 Azmaveth nodded his head toward the door. With a groan I stumbled toward the cave entrance, opened the door, and purposely slammed it shut as loud as I could.  
 
                 I walked toward the mail hole and I felt something soft press against my legs.  I looked down and Tuggles sneezed at me. My anger melted as I looked at his adorable eyes. “You’re so CUTE!”  I said as I bent over to hug him.
 
                 I released him moments later and Tuggles snorted and blushed, trying to look unphased. 
 
                 I giggled and skipped down the road, Tuggles running after me as fast as his short legs could carry him.  
 
                 I peered in the mail hole and, as I had known it would be, it was absolutely one hundred percent empty. I rolled my eyes at Azmaveth’s foolish beliefs and walked back to the cave. It was sunset, and I squinted in the faint light as I spotted a dark form by the door. If it wasn’t a prince it could only be one person.
 
   “You again?” I snappishly asked as the torches just outside the cave lit up, illuminating Kohath. “What do you want now?” I rudely asked as I stomped up to him. Tuggles disappeared back into the forest. We were completely alone.  
 
                 “Is that the polite way to greet a person?” he teased as I peered around him and scowled. 
 
   His devilish smile deepened as the realization that he was standing between me and the cave entrance dawned on me. Unless the steward moved, which I highly doubted he ever would, I wouldn’t be able to get inside.
 
                 I backed up a few steps as he pushed off against the doors and walked closer to me.  “You never answered my question!”  I said, leaning away as he stopped directly in front of me.  
 
                 “I was in the neighborhood.” 
 
                 Like that was believable! There was a greater likelihood of Tuggles super-transforming into a large, beautiful unicorn and asking me to ride on his back.
 
   “What do you want?” I asked in a sweeter tone, changing tactics. 
 
                 Kohath did his best to look nonchalant but failed miserably. “I was talking with Azmaveth. He needs the feathers of a night griffon. He asked me to go get some for him, and I asked if I could bring you along,” he said with his cocky grin.
 
                 My eyes turned into slits. I started toward the forest muttering, “Azmaveth, you are dead to me! I’m never going to make another meal for you again!”  
 
                 “Wait up!” Kohath shouted as he jogged to catch up to me. To my complete surprise he walked along side of me, reached out, and grabbed my hand.
 
                 I glanced from our hands that were clasped together to him. “Excuse me? What do you think you’re doing?” I asked.  
 
                 Kohath smiled, his white teeth flashing as he led me into the forest, his hand still holding on to mine. “It’s dark and you, being a girl, probably can’t find your way around at night,” he said in a charming voice. It was almost like he hoped if he said it nicely I wouldn’t notice what offensive nonsense he was dribbling.
 
                 “One day a woman is going to murder you, and when that day comes I’m going to stand by and laugh,” I said as I pulled on my hand. He didn’t let go. I grumpily glared but followed him deeper into the forest. 
 
                 I have to admit it. His night vision was far superior to mine. He kept me from tripping at least twice. 
 
                 The Endless Forest was peaceful and calm, even though the sun had all but disappeared in the horizon. The night creatures were beginning to come out, and little lightning bugs glowed and flew around the forest.  
 
                 Kohath broke the enchantment, however, by unconsciously rubbing his thumb against the back of my hand in a soothing movement. At least it would have been soothing if the thumb didn’t belong to a certain egotistical male.  
 
                 “Night griffons are fairly common,” Kohath whispered in my ear, bothering me when his breath tickled my ear. “However, the bigger the griffon the better the feathers. So we’ll be searching for a while before we find a griffon that is worthy of Lord Azmaveth,” he informed me. I wondered if Kohath was the cause of Azmaveth’s vanity.
 
                 “Very well. When I get tired I’m going back with or without you,” I said.  
 
                 “Feisty aren’t we?” he retorted with a smug grin.  
 
                 When I groaned he ignored it and instead tromped forward, tugging me on by my hand. We stopped when we crept into a tiny meadow.
 
                 A small, scrawny, red griffon sat on the ground, watching us. It was clearly shuddering in terror, and it wasn’t much bigger than a house cat.
 
                 “Oh look, there’s your night griffon. Grab a feather and let’s go!” I urged.
 
                 “That’s not a night griffon. A night griffon is either white, black, or midnight blue. And like I said before, we need a big griffon!” Kohath argued, dragging me away from the meadow. As I glanced back one last time at the griffon I could see Tuggles standing next to him, blinking and snorting as he watched Kohath pull me away. I waved as Kohath, completely oblivious to the small unicorn, rambled about griffons.  
 
                 For the next hour we peered into caves, tramped through streams, fell down a hill, and walked into so many meadows I lost count halfway through. We still hadn’t found the “perfectly perfect” griffon. And throughout this WHOLE trip Kohath bossed and dragged me around, still holding my hand.  
 
                 I collapsed in the meadow. “That’s it, I can’t go another step,” I said as Kohath settled down by me.  
 
                 “We’ll rest for three minutes and then we’ll get moving again,” he said. Did I mention that he bossed and dragged me around?  
 
                 “Thank you, your highness,” I said, sarcasm dripping from my voice.  
 
                 “You’re welcome precious!” Kohath replied with a grin as he leaned in closer to me. Disturbed, I leaned away.
 
                 I lifted my eyes to gaze up at the heavens and I felt a smile creep across my lips.  Whenever I looked at the sky it always seemed to make my problems shrink. Amazingly enough it was working with the trouble that held my hand.  
 
                 Or it appeared to, until the said problem opened up his big yap. “So, what’s new with you?” 
 
   Apparently he couldn’t stand peaceful silence.
 
                 I dropped my gaze and turned to face him with the idea that I would sock him in the nose when I saw a huge white blob land in the meadow behind him. “Dfkeagp!”  I stammered as I pointed—with my free hand—to the huge, white night griffon that was settling down in the grass.  
 
                 “Huh?” Kohath said as he turned around and stared at the great griffon. “Okay, he hasn’t seen us yet, which is a good thing because night griffons tend to get a little violent,” he whispered as he lay down and flipped over onto his stomach, effectively pulling me on top of him. I rolled off his back and righted myself when he released my hand for the moment. As soon as I was situated he snatched my hand back and parted the grass with his other hand to stare at our target.
 
                 It was enormous! Kohath, Aaron, and I could have all ridden him together with extra room to spare! He was preening himself, completely oblivious to our presence as he ran his yellow beak through his fine, white feathers.
 
                 “Okay, how are we going to do this?” I asked. I always liked a good plan.
 
                 “Um…I’ll try attacking him with magic,” Kohath decided.
 
                 That didn’t sound like a very good plan.
 
                 “I don’t think that’s a very good idea, WAIT!” I hissed as Kohath completely ignored me and threw a flaming fireball at the griffon.  
 
                 The griffon saw it and screeched. Instantly a white wall of light surrounded the griffon, effectively shielding him from the flames.   
 
                 “What a brilliant plan! I can’t believe it didn’t work!” I sarcastically observed, poking my head up over the grass. The griffon saw me and shrieked again.  
 
                 “What are you nuts?”  Kohath said pulling me back down into the grass. “Now you’ve given our position away!” he angrily whispered.
 
                 “Oh, and your idea to torch him didn’t do that already?” I huffed as the griffon stood up and started to walk over to us.  
 
                 Kohath stood, heaving me up with him, and starting running. The griffon screeched and plodded after us as Kohath switched escape plans. He released my hand, ran at the griffon, jumped on his head, and leaped very, very high into the sky.
 
                 Kohath did a flip in mid air as he soared back down to Earth. He tried to grab a tuff full of feathers from the griffon’s wings, but the griffon batted him away with a paw. Not at all disappointed with his failure, Kohath continued to do all sorts of interesting/difficult but useless moves. He did lots of high jumps, backflips, and cartwheels, not that any of them helped at all.
 
   After it finally seemed to occur to him that this wasn’t going to work, Kohath unsheathed his sword and battled the griffon for about twenty minutes. After a particularly impressive blend of parries and blows, Kohath and the griffon stopped, panting heavily. 
 
   I glanced up at the night sky and broke away from my spot, moving toward the squabbling duo.
 
                 Kohath was bent over, breathing hard, and the griffon had collapsed on the ground. Kohath would probably best the griffon in another twenty minutes, but I wasn’t exactly willing to wait that long. I passed Kohath and continued towards the griffon.
 
                 “Ahira, he’s not safe!” Kohath panted as he stumbled after me. I ignored him and walked up to the griffon.
 
                 “Good evening. Look, we don’t want to fight, we just need some of your feathers!” I told the griffon with the upmost politeness. 
 
   The griffon looked clearly unimpressed. 
 
   I smiled as I sifted through stable memories. Drat my mother for not letting me go visit animals more! I recalled the words of a particularly young boy who worked in the mews. He told me skinship and common knowledge was very important to animals when he made me introduce myself to the hawks under his care.
 
   If it was good enough for hawks I could only hope it would be good enough for griffins. “My name is Ahira,” said with a smile, raising a hand in hopes that he might sniff me or something.
 
   Instead, to my utter surprise, the griffon froze before bowing and untucking his wings. Carefully the griffon groomed a few feathers from his wings and let them fall to the grassy ground before nudging them in my direction.
 
   I made a mental note that the young hawker boy deserved a cookie, and carefully bowed at the griffin before bending over to wrap the feathers up in my white apron.
 
   “Thank you ever so much, kind griffon,” I said with my best courtly manners.  
 
                 I curtsied before making a quick getaway, passing by Kohath. “Let’s go Mr. Hot stuff,” I barked as I walked toward the edge of the meadow.
 
                 “Oh, so you think I’m handsome,” Kohath called, sounding extremely pleased with himself. I groaned and turned around to glare at him, catching sight of an odd situation.
 
   The white griffon was still in the meadow. He was looking down at Tuggles with something akin to reverence. Tuggles was watching me, tossing his head when I met his gaze. 
 
                 I smiled and turned back around, Kohath’s stupid comment forgotten. Sadly, within a few minutes Kohath got his second wind. He ran up to me and reclaimed my hand.
 
                 We returned to the cave at all speed and without any problems. 
 
                 “Thank you for coming with me,” Kohath generously said, as if I was the one saying thank you to him. 
 
                 “Hm,” I said as I walked past him, reaching for the door.  
 
                 “Aren’t you going to say your welcome?” Kohath asked, sounding incredibly confident.  
 
                 “No,” I said, shutting the door in his face. I walked into sitting room and set the feathers on the table before shuffling into the kitchen. I yelped when I set my sights on the sink. There, sitting in MY chair, was Kohath, unconcernedly eating an apple.  
 
                 “Wha?” I said, my mind still trying to register what was going on. I shook my head, thinking my vision may be blurry. Nope, he was still there. “How did you get in here?” I demanded as I glanced around the room, looking for a back door of some sort.
 
                 “Through the front door. Just because you shut it doesn’t mean I can’t enter by myself,” he said.
 
                 “Out!” I bellowed. “Out, out, OUT!” I repeated, pointing to the kitchen entrance.
 
                 “No thanks,” he said while taking a bite out of his apple.
 
                 “You’re unbearable,” I groaned as I walked past him and headed for my bedroom.  He tossed the apple core into the trash and followed me. I glared as I turned around and solidly slammed the door in his face. I sat down on my bed with a happy sigh when I heard the doorknob click.
 
                 In marched Kohath, acting as though he owned the place. I murderously glared at him. “You! Out right now!” I yelled pushing him back toward the door.
 
   “Shh! You’ll wake up Azmaveth!” he shushed. He didn’t even budge as I leaned against him with all of my weight and power.
 
                 “Wow! If you like me that much you could just tell me!” I Kohath teased as I felt arms around my waist. Kohath’s smarmy front reminded me so badly like a bad actor attempting to fulfill a role he had studied copiously.
 
                 “What are you doing?” I said as I tried to break his grasp.  
 
                 “Getting comfortable,” Kohath smoothly said. I stomped on his foot.
 
                 Kohath yelped like a kicked puppy and released me to hold his injured limb.  “That hurt!” he said with a scowl.
 
                 “Good,” I replied as I caught him off guard and pushed him outside, closing the door behind him. This time I was sure to tip a chair under the knob so it wouldn’t budge.  
 
                 “Hey!” Kohath wailed, pounding on my door.
 
                 “Shh! You’ll wake up Azmaveth!” I quoted back to him. 
 
   He growled.
 
   “Goodnight! Kohath I’m sure you have some kind of a home, probably some sort of cave that you hang upside down in, so return to it!” I ordered safely through my door.  
 
                 “I’m gonna tell Azmaveth!” Kohath whined.
 
                 “And what do you think he’s gonna do about it? Rebuke me? Fat chance! Faeries will start living as dwarves the day Azmaveth punishes me!” I snorted.
 
                 Kohath grumbled. “Good night to you too!” he walked away, muttering to himself, as his boots clicked on the marble floor of the tunnel.
 
                 I felt a peaceful smile slide over my lips. Silence, what I loved best.
 
                 “You know tomorrow Azmaveth will probably send us somewhere else again,” Kohath said, somehow soundlessly getting back to my door.
 
                 “Good night Kohath!” I firmly said as I blew my candle out, leaving the steward to his own devices.  
 
   

 
   

Chapter 8Beauty and Intelligence
 
                 I woke up the following morning to a blinding shaft of sunlight. I groaned as I rolled out of bed and stumbled into the kitchen, quickly preparing breakfast. I hummed a little tune as I stirred the oatmeal. Strangely my adventure with Kohath had uplifted my spirits.
 
                 I hurriedly carried the oatmeal to the table, where Azmaveth was waiting with exuberance.
 
   “What are you so happy about?” I politely asked as I placed his oatmeal in front of him before whispering the words to make the bowl grow.
 
                 “Those feathers you and Kohath got were magnificent! Thank you!” he said, his purple eyes whirling with cheerfulness.  
 
                 “You’re welcome, but please warn me the next time you send me off fairy hunting that, that boy,” I complained.
 
                 “Not getting along with Kohath?” Azmaveth asked, looking concerned.
 
                 “No. He’s bossy and keeps trying to hold my hand. He’s also extremely annoying. He acts like he owns the place!”  
 
                 Azmaveth choked on his oatmeal. “So you don’t like him?” he asked after a fair amount of coughing.
 
                 I opened my mouth to reply when I caught sight of his blasted princess book peeping over the edge of the table. If I said anything he was sure to compare it to the book. “I’m going out to beat out the welcome rug,” I declared, leaving the dishes where they were.
 
                 “So you must like him then! You’re avoiding the subject, that means,” he said, flipping the book open. He was about to inform me of my feelings towards Kohath when I turn around and, in a familiar motion, flung my bowl of nearly finished oatmeal in his face before shouting at the dish to expand, seriously decking him in the nose.
 
                 Before Azmaveth could start crying I fled the scene, rushing outside.
 
                 I picked up the rug and was about to start beating it with a stick when Azmaveth burst out of the cave. “I have to go speak to Shammah about the Keeper. I’ll be back in time for supper. I promise,” Azmaveth solemnly swore as he tipped his head by me.
 
                 “Okay, you promised,” I said as I reached out and caressed a scale on his muzzle. Azmaveth made his funny little purring noise before gently nudging me. He untucked his wings and took off, soaring into the sky.
 
                 I took a moment to admire the act before I went back to mercilessly beating the rug, picturing Kohath’s annoyingly handsome face in place of the mat.   
 
                 I groaned as I wiped the sweat off my face and turned around to see Aaron standing a few feet away.
 
                 “Hi!” Aaron smiled.
 
                 “Hello. What brings you here?” I asked as I leaned against my stick.
 
                 “I saw Azmaveth leave,” Aaron confessed as I frowned, remembering their last encounter.
 
                 “Yeah, about your previous experience. Azmaveth can get…protective,” I stated as delicately as possible.  
 
                 “It’s okay. It’s not your fault, and I should have known better. Dragons are known to be overprotective when they become attached to someone,” Aaron rattled on.  
 
                 I smiled and dropped the welcome mat. “Do you want to walk down the driveway with me?” I invited Aaron. “If we stick around here Azmaveth will be able to smell that you were here,” I explained as I slowly wandered toward the road.
 
                 “Sure,” Aaron agreed as he trotted to catch up to me. “So, do you like it here?” he asked.
 
                 I fondly smiled. “Yes. I like it more than my home, although I wish I could see my brother.”
 
                 “What country are you from?”
 
                 “Ardeo. It’s in the south.”
 
                 “I am familiar with it. So what do you think of your dragon?”
 
                  “Azmaveth treats me much better than most dragons do. I’m happy, though I may not necessarily show it,” I admitted with a rueful grin.  
 
                 Aaron’s eyes widened for a moment. “Did you know that most princesses only stay in a dragon’s home for less than a month? Usually the dragons get sick of them and send them packing with a prince.”  
 
                 “I can see why. Most of the girls are annoying,” I observed.
 
                 Aaron grinned. “Yeah, most princesses are airheads, beg your pardon,” he added belatedly.
 
                 “No need. I couldn’t agree with you more actually,” I said, pushing back the stone over our mail hole to peer in and pull out a couple of thick parchments. When I stood up I spun around and found myself nose to nose with Kohath. I yelped and jumped backward as Aaron turned to see what my problem was. He his brow wrinkled when he spotted Kohath. 
 
   Kohath would clearly be as welcoming to Aaron as Azmaveth had been. He was darkly glaring, his mouth an angry slant.  
 
                 “Um, who is he?” Aaron whispered.
 
                 “Kohath,” Kohath growled out.  “And you’re Aaron. Azmaveth warned me about you.”  
 
                 “How do you know Azmaveth?” Aaron said, his eyes taking in Kohath’s clothes.
 
                 “I’m his steward. I take care of all his possessions, including her,” Kohath said, jerking his thumb toward me.  
 
                 “She’s not a possession,” Aaron steadily said. “She can make up her own mind can’t you Ahira?” he asked. He didn’t really want a reply.
 
                 “You so are full of yourself!” Kohath spat. 
 
   I snorted. That was incredibly ironic considering it was popping out of Kohath’s mouth.
 
                 “What about you? I’ve never known a dragon to take on a human steward before!” Aaron shot back.
 
                 I sighed and rubbed my eyes. The last thing I felt like listening to was an argument between magic boy and weird-hair-color guy.
 
                 When I opened my eyes Kohath was ignoring Aaron and watching me with a concerned look. I half grinned and waved off his concern. All too easily he returned his attention to the argument with Aaron.
 
                 “I apologize, I forgot you weren’t from around here. You’re just a mage, you don’t live with the dragons,” Kohath smirked.
 
                 They continued to exchange insults, and I glanced over toward the forest where I saw Tuggles, snorting and snuffing as he watched me with his bulging eyes. I slipped away from Kohath and Aaron and joined Tuggles in the forest, running away from the quarrel. Tuggles and I scampered through the woods, slipping on the moist moss and scrambling over fallen logs. I laughed and sat down on a stump, trying to catch my breath as I watched Tuggles prance on his stubby legs.  
 
                 After a short rest we walked a little deeper into the forest, Tuggles scuttling beside me. His short legs went hyper speed to keep up with my strides. I ran my hand through his fluffy mane and continued on as the dappled pony galloped after me. I paused to leap across a small stream, Tuggles following the suit, and when I looked up I found myself face to face with one of the most beautiful creatures in Somnio, a unicorn.
 
                 Unlike short and stubby Tuggles this unicorn was slightly larger than an average sized horse. His coat was a pearly, glittery, white, and his eyes were cobalt blue. His horn was long, gold in color, and a magnificent sight to behold. He looked at me with his beautiful eyes and I could have sworn I saw a smile creep across his lips.
 
                 “Hello,” he said in a melodic voice. “What’s your name?”  
 
                 I bowed, my clean, purple dress scraping the forest floor. “Princess Ahira,” I said, glancing over at Tuggles to see him scowling. The unicorn didn’t appear to notice him.  
 
                 “So you’re a princess?” the unicorn said in his polite, whispery voice.
 
                 “Yes.”  
 
                 His eyes brightened. “Perfect! We shall stay together forever!”  
 
                 “Pardon?” I asked, now thoroughly confused.
 
                 “You are a princess!” he exclaimed. I noticed his pretty blue eyes were rather vacant. “And since I am a unicorn you have to stay and braid pretty flowers into my mane!” he declared, glancing around the forest. “Although finding suitable flowers will be difficult. After all you can never find a flower that is more beautiful than a unicorn,” he mourned
 
                 “Flowers?” I asked, still not seeing the unicorn’s logic.
 
                 “Flowers. You will weave flowers in my hair, and we shall stay together forever.”  
 
                 “We shall?”
 
                 “Yes, we shall,” he proudly said.
 
                 “Yeah… I need to get going,” I said as I walked around the unicorn, Tuggles trailing after me.
 
                 “Wait!” the unicorn called, hurrying after us. “Aren’t you startled by my amazing beauty and astounding intelligence?” he asked, blinking at me.
 
                 “No,” I replied without hesitation.
 
                 “This isn’t right!” the unicorn huffed as he continued to follow Tuggles and I. “You’re a princess and I’m a unicorn. You’re supposed to sing and play with me in the meadow all day long,” he complained.
 
                 “I get sunburn if I stay in the sun too long,” I said, pulling back a branch to pass through before I released it. It hit the unicorn square in the face. 
 
                 Tuggles snickered as he peered around my legs to watch the baffled unicorn.
 
                 “But I’m beautiful!” the unicorn reasoned.  
 
   To my horror, a previous conversation I had with Azmaveth came back to haunt me. “Beauty is usually a companion to stupidity,” Azmaveth claimed. Shortly after I asked him if he thought I was ugly or pretty. Azmaveth knew either way he was in hot water, so he told me that I was a rare case that didn’t apply to the rule.  
 
                 “So what if you’re beautiful?” I snorted as I glanced around the forest. This unicorn was getting annoying, and I was anxious to be rid of him.  
 
                 “Well, well…. I’m also the Keeper!” the unicorn announced as Tuggles made a sour face.
 
                 The prideful unicorn finally glanced down at Tuggles. “This little beast must have bewitched you! Don’t worry, I’ll free you from the curse!” he trumpeted.
 
                 I rolled my eyes. “Come on Tuggles, let’s go,” I said, crossing a large river via a log. Tuggles scampered along behind me, plenty small enough to pass over the makeshift bridge. The big unicorn, however, stayed at the other side of the river, not wanting to get his glossy fur wet. Even though he was none too bright, he knew the log wouldn’t hold him.  
 
                 He was still standing on the bank, stuttering and stammering the last time I saw him.  
 
                 Tuggles and I walked home together in smug complacency. Once we reached the edge of the forest that straddled Azmaveth’s cave Tuggles stopped. 
 
   “Bye Tuggles,” I called over my shoulder as I walked towards the den. 
 
    
 
                 I cleaned up the cave the rest of the afternoon before I started to make dinner. Halfway through I could hear Azmaveth bellowing something at the top of his lungs from his lab. I guess he finished visiting Shammah and never told me.  
 
                 I put his supper on a serving tray and carefully walked the distance to his lab. Since both of my hands were full with the tray I bumped the door open with my side. When the door creaked open there was a loud explosion before fog and flashing lights filled the lab. 
 
                 I peered into the room with caution, still holding the tray. “Azmaveth?” I called coughing a little when I inhaled some of the smoke. 
 
                 “I’m here!” he said as the fog parted to reveal a smoldering Azmaveth with a vaporous, white potion in front of him.   
 
                 “What were you doing?” I asked, coughing again before setting the tray down on a table.  
 
                 “Nothing,” Azmaveth said, innocently said. He was probably trying to create some sort of anti-Aaron potion.
 
                 I sighed as I turned to go, “Just try not to blow up the den. Eat your supper before it gets cold,” I added before I shut the door behind me, muffling his squawk.  
 
                 I ate by myself, took a bath, and hopped into my bed. I fell asleep, staring up at the stars that peeked through the beautiful skylight.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 9Princess Visitation
 
                 Before I knew it my beautiful dreams (I was riding a horse, dragging Kohath along like a ragdoll) where unpleasantly interrupted.
 
   “Up, up, up!” someone said. I groaned and rolled over, peering at my open door where one huge, violet eye stared at me. “Rise and shine! Don’t make me sing.” Azmaveth added as I glanced up at my skylight. The stars were still out and the sun wasn’t even thinking about rising yet.  
 
                 “What time is it?” I yawned as I burrowed back down in my sheets. A giant silver claw reached in and stole my blankets.
 
                 “Early. Get up!” Azmaveth urged as I threw my pillow at his eye. My pillow flew across the room and harmlessly hit one of his scales. I groaned and realized my folly. Now I didn’t have a blanket or a pillow.  
 
                 “Go find someone else to play with. I want to sleep,” I said, rolling away from him. Again a silver claw reached into my room, only this time it snagged me around the waist and pulled me out, kicking and screaming.  
 
                 Azmaveth held on to me with his right front paw and fished around in my room for my clothes and toiletries with his free claws. After finding them he shifted me to his left paw and lumbered past the kitchen, through the main chamber, down the south hallway and into the dragon washroom. He unmercifully dropped me into the dragon bath, clothes and all. That may not sound very mean, but you probably aren’t taking into account the volume of the bath. If I had to hazard a guess I would say his bathtub is the size of a small lake. A small lake with warm and bubbly water.
 
                 I sunk like a rock.
 
                 I screamed underwater as my skirts dragged me down. Azmaveth quickly noted his mistake and fished me out of the crystal waters. 
 
                 “Get changed into that,” he said, throwing his head in the direction of a large package. “You’re going to Behemoth’s cave today to meet with the other princesses. I want you cleaned and nicer smelling before you go,” he said before setting me down on the edge of his bath/pool, my shouts blistering his ears.
 
                 “What?! Are you implying that I stink? You giant ogre! Couldn’t you have found a better way to tell me rather than just tossing me in your bottomless lake? And why do I have to go meet the other princesses in the first place?” I yelled as I followed him to the door. He didn’t reply and shut the door behind him, I tried to pull on it, but it didn’t budge.
 
                 “When I get out of here I’m going to clean your room, just to spite you!” I threatened as I slumped against the door in defeat. After pouting for a few moments I made a hasty retreat to the warm bath waters. My initial anger had faded, and instead I was delighted with the large bathtub. Swimming in your bath is a wonderful experience!
 
                 When I climbed out I smelled like roses and my dirt brown hair had a dull shine to it. I inspected myself in the mirror and made a face. Azmaveth might have been right. Soaking in the tub removed the layer of den dirt that was stuck to me.
 
   I turned from the gigantic mirror (dragons are vain after all) and opened the package Azmaveth had mentioned earlier. A swirl of cloth flowed out of the box. 
 
                 The dress, when I put it on it, just touched the floor of the cave. The under dress was white with exquisite embroidery on it. The overcoat was a the deepest of royal purples. Azmaveth’s colors. 
 
   It was completed with a violet opal necklace that was set in silver, and opal earrings. Caught up in the feeling, I paid extra attention to my hair and pinned some of it up, out of my face.
 
                 I smiled broadly at my reflection. The dresses I had worn at court were stuffy, but Azmaveth’s dress seemed to be perfect for me. 
 
                 Once I finished cleaning up I pushed against the door, which easily opened. “Azmaveth,” I growled.
 
    The moment I set foot into the hallway Azmaveth pounced on me.  He shoved an apple in mouth as he pushed me through the cave.
 
                 “Now, please hold your tongue for once when you meet the other princesses. I don’t want other dragons to think I fostered your terrible insults,” he pleaded as he pushed me toward the entrance of the cave. “Stay clean, don’t ruin your dress, have as much fun as possible, and be polite,” he finished before shoving me outside and slammed the door behind me.
 
                 I blinked, still confused. I turned around to open the door and found, again, that it wouldn’t budge. “Azmaveth open up!” I yelled after spitting out the apple. “What’s going on?”  
 
                 “I already told you, you’re going to Behemoth’s house to meet with the other princesses. Walk for a mile and then take a left turn, then walk for a half a mile and turn due north, that’s his cave, you can’t miss it!” Azmaveth yelled through the door.
 
                 “What?” I hollered.
 
                 “Shh! Ahira, I’ll show you where it is,” Aaron said, cautiously creeping out of the bushes after watching out for Azmaveth.
 
                 Azmaveth apparently heard the offer and burst out of the den, snatched me, and tossed me up on his forehead before taking to the sky. 
 
                 I was terrified.
 
                 “AZMAVETH, SLOW DOWN!” I screamed.
 
   We were flying fast, it was freezing cold, and this time I was not safely held in Azmaveth’s paws or tucked on a ridge in his back. Instead I was clinging to his forehead like road kill. Before I knew it Azmaveth landed and gently tipped me off. I rubbed my arms and face, positive I had windburn. By the time I turned around to begin scolding Azmaveth, he was already leaping into the sky and far out of hearing range. 
 
   I wondered if he was fleeing my fury or if he really was in a big rush to be rid of me for the day. He was probably doing some more experimenting today and didn’t want me around, screaming bloody murder when he ruined my perfectly good cleaning job on his piggy den.
 
                 With sorry eyes and an angry mutter I watched the sun peek over the dusty pink horizon line. I twisted around and found myself in front of a giant cave blocked by two equally giant doors. It had an eerie resemblance to Azmaveth’s cave, with the exception of the more earthy brown rock color rather than Azmaveth’s shale gray. 
 
   As I stared at the doors with no small amount of trepidation, one of them slowly swung open on a creaky hinge. Three blonde heads poked out from behind the door.
 
   I swallowed, and the blondes zoomed across the yard, stopping to inspect me from all angles.
 
                 “You must be the last princess!” the tallest and snobbiest of the trio stated. She gave me a posed smile, almost like the cheesy/sort-of-powerful smiles my brother used when posing for courtly pictures. She was quite pretty if you could get over the strange smile, but for some odd reason the large unicorn I had stumbled upon days before came to mind when I looked at her. “My name’s Lesha,” she said, bending over in a deep curtsey, beaming at me with her posed smile.
 
                 “Ahhh…” I said as the next blonde poked me hard in the side.
 
                 “Hey. Pay attention to me!” she demanded. “I’m the best painter out of the three of us. My name’s Malory.”
 
                 For some reason I failed to see what art had to do with anything, but the poke hurt so I eyed the princess with trepidation. “A pleasure to meet you,” I said, resisting the urge to poke her back. 
 
                 The last princess got right up in my face. “My name is neeta. tuneete.  Tuneeta,” she finally got out.  I suspected she was drunk, but her face was the same droopy eyed look as Caspian’s hounds back in the kennels. That’s not to say she wasn’t princess material! I’m sure she looked, and acted, darling when she wasn’t so sleep deprived. (Perhaps?) But her lack of personal space and apparent ineptness was most disconcerting.
 
                 “Uhh, hi,” I said leaning back, trying to get away from the freaky princesses.  Suddenly there was a bellow and the scary, dark haired princess, Cinders if the first prince could be trusted, stomped out of the house.  
 
                 She leaned in and gazed at me with beady eyes. She was built like an ox: solid. She was wearing a huge gold dress which vaguely looked like a plucked peacock. “So you finally decided to join the resistance,” she said suspiciously gazing around. “You may be my last hope, even though you aren’t much to look at.”
 
                 While the first three princesses were confusing (and stupid) Cinders was far more confusing (and even more stupid). I found myself wondering what kind of parents spawned such a child when a, blue dragon stuck his head out of the door. I vaguely recalled Azmaveth telling me I would be staying at Behemoth’s den. This blue dragon must be him.
 
                 “Excuse me, you there! Princesses, girls. Girls!” he yelled.  “Please come back inside,” he ordered, pushing the door open a little wider.
 
                 The blonde princesses were apparently satisfied with their inspection of my person and turned on their heels to traipse back into the cave. Cinders gave me a meaningful glance, whispered “the resistance,” and scuttled back into the den like a rare species of crab. I found myself following them with great reluctance.
 
                 When I entered the cave the blue dragon smiled down at me. “Good morning to you, Ahira. I’m Behemoth, a friend of Azmaveth. He was over here the other day bragging about you,” he introduced himself as the other princesses marched past him.  
 
                 I warmly smiled. “I’m pleased to meet you,” I said as he gave me a small but weary grin as we entered his sitting room. 
 
   The cave was spotless, even cleaner than my cave. I was a tiny bit jealous of its cleanliness. But it was a little puzzling: Cinders did not seem to be the cleaning type.
 
                 “Yay!  Look at my pretty picture!” the princess named Malory yelled, holding up a big smeary mess. The paint was slowly dripping onto the table. If she was the best artist out of the three blondes I didn’t want to see Lesha’s or Tuneeta’s work.
 
                 Behemoth cried before reaching down to rub his table with a tiny bit of cloth he held between his claws. That solved the case of the clean cave: Behemoth himself was a neat freak.  
 
                 Lesha and Tuneeta clapped, cooing over the… picture. “Your work is so pretty,” Lesha started. “It reminds me of a boy that liked me two years ago. He was rather ugly, but still I flirted with him. I think he became a hermit because I wouldn’t marry him.”  
 
                 Tuneeta stared.
 
                 I glanced over at Behemoth, who was still rubbing the table and muttering under his breath. That made me wonder…where was Cinders?
 
                 “Attack!” Cinders bellowed from behind me. I turned around to face a broomstick wielding Cinders. I ducked and she sailed over me, landed on the floor, and got back up as if she had meant to do that. 
 
   “You must always be prepared for a fight,” she said, dropping her pearls of wisdom on me with great solemnity. They were all crazy here. I had no idea how Behemoth kept his sanity. 
 
   I glanced once more in his direction. He was still cleaning. 
 
                 “Now it’s time for sewing!”  Malory announced, abandoning her artwork on the table, face down. Behemoth shrieked and speared the painting on a claw tip.  
 
                 The trio gathered up their sewing materials before pushing away from the table.
 
   I was content to observe a sniffling Behemoth, but my gaze wandered when I heard a most efficient string of uttered curses. Tuneeta glared at her needlework.  “I sewed my dress to the tapestry again,” she said.
 
                 “Let me help you, after all I am the smartest and the most artistically gifted,” Malory said, hopping out of her chair before walking over to Tuneeta.
 
                 “That reminds me of this tailor who fell in love with me,” Lesha began as Malory only managed to tangle Tuneeta’s thread. I rolled my eyes and rubbed my forehead, thinking it was strangely still as Lesha rattled on.  
 
                 “Take that!” Cinders yelled, launching herself at Lesha. Lesha wasn’t expecting it and was knocked over in mid sentence. I couldn’t help but clap. Lesha’s incessant suitor related chatter is very much like the buzzing of a pesky mosquito.  
 
                 Behemoth chastised his princess. “Cinders try not to hurt her too much,” he said as he sat down next to me, watching Cinders wail on Lesha. Throughthe whole ordeal Lesha still managed to sputter out some sentences. “He was a very good tailor, but he wasn’t worthy of me. To begin with I don’t think I could marry anyone named Rumpelstiltskin.”
 
                  It was about then that Tuneeta almost fell over. Malory had managed to spin a cocoon of thread around Tuneeta.
 
                 “This would be amusing…if they weren’t serious,” I grumbled, letting my head fall on the back of the red velvet chair.
 
                 “They aren’t just serious, they think it’s normal,” Behemoth grumbled next to me.  
 
                 “Just kill me and get it over with,” I muttered.
 
                 “Only if you kill me first.  They’ll ruin my home at this rate,” he sadly said as Cinders finally got up and crept off to go do some more creepy Cinderish things.  
 
                 “Have any princes come for them yet?” I asked.  
 
                 Behemoth sadly shook his head. “Yes. The princesses sent them off though. They weren’t handsome enough, or so they said. How many have come for you?”  
 
                 I thought for a moment. “I’ve seen two, but Azmaveth installed a magical barrier around our home so I don’t really know. Azmaveth said it was up to five as of yesterday,” I supposed.
 
                 Behemoth looked impressed. “How delightful?”
 
                 “Not really,” I wryly replied. “They’re all after the reward my brother has put out for me.”  
 
                 “How degrading,” the blue dragon observed before cocking his head. “I think I’m going to steal you from Azmaveth, you’re so much more logical than these other creatures,” he lamely finished as Cinders leaped out of the shadows and hit the bookshelf with a mop.  
 
                 “Sorry,” I said with a rueful grin. “I’m happy where I am.”  
 
                 “Yes, I figured as much,” Behemoth sighed and we watched Cinders start to wrestle with a rug, placing bets that the rug would win.
 
                 The flow of the day followed a disturbingly repetitious pattern. The trio would try to do artsy crafty stuff. Malory would make something ugly. Tuneeta would screw up. Malory would start to help her and only make it worse, and Lesha would be reminded of one of her suitors and start to tell dumb stories. Meanwhile Cinders attacked random objects, and Behemoth and I tried to keep our minds straight.  
 
                 “What time is it?” I asked Behemoth for the millionth time that day.  
 
                 “Noon,” he replied as we watched the trio try to make bread. Tuneeta had already given up, a small miracle Behemoths was thankful for. Her first attempt mysteriously and inexplicably exploded, making a flour storm swell up in Behemoth’s spotless kitchen. He had cried.
 
   Just when I thought I would be doomed to watch Malory roll her disgusting bread dough forever, the doorbell rang. Both Behemoth and I bolted. 
 
                 “Please be Azmaveth, please be Azmaveth,” I begged as I chased after Behemoth. The blue dragon threw the door open, revealing a haughty Kohath who was beaming his this-would-be-charming-if-I-didn’t-know-you smile.
 
   “I’m here to pick up Ahira for Azmaveth,” he coolly announced, reaching out to snag my wrist before dragging me out of the cave.  
 
                 Behemoth looked crestfallen and started to beg. “No, please don’t leave me here all alone! I cannot stand this madness! They ruined my kitchen!”
 
   Kohath slammed the door in his face and pulled me out to the road, still holding my wrist.
 
                 “Why did you come to pick me up?” I said, my upper lip curling up slightly.
 
                 “What, not glad to see me?” he asked with faked hurt.
 
                 “I don’t think there is a safe way to answer that,” I supposed. Either way he would twist my words to suit his bloated head.
 
                 Kohath grinned and puffed up. “It’s a well known human convention that girls pretend to ignore the men they find handsome.” 
 
                 My case in point.
 
                 “Oh wow. I am so surprised. You saw straight through me,” I said, yanking my wrist free from his hand.
 
                 Kohath winked. “You can’t hide anything from me, Ahira,” he said as we continued to walk home. I grumbled and stomped around behind. “Was it really that bad?” he inquired.
 
                 “Yes. It was beyond the worst that I could imagine,” I mulishly replied.
 
                 “I would agree, but I also believe watching Behemoth freak about his den is rather amusing,” Kohath said with a wide grin.
 
                 “Maybe, but I was about to lose my mind in there!”  
 
                   He rolled his eyes. “You exaggerate.”  
 
   I squawked and was about to tell Kohath that he was hardly one to point fingers with his illusions of grandeur, when a blue ball of light exploded into existence in front of Kohath. Voices buzzed out of it, as though it were a living thing.
 
                 “We need you at the council right now—”
 
                 “On my way,” Kohath snapped waving his hand through the ball of light. It evaporated as Kohath turned to me. “I apologize, Ahira. You’ll have to walk yourself home,” he said, sounding almost sorry.
 
                 He whirled away before I could cheer and/or object. I watched him depart, disappearing into the woods. 
 
   I shrugged and set down the road. After walking for several minutes I suspiciously checked over my shoulder. Seeing no one, I left the path and plowed into the forest.
 
   Yes, I know it was a very dumb thing to do. Almost every fairytale has a stupid girl who leaves the path and enters the forest. Heeding fairytales no mind, I plunged off the main path and went into the forest, confident that I could find my way back home.  That was a mistake.
 
                 It wasn’t until I had walked for about half a mile that I realized the forest seemed different. Everything was darker, colder, and dangerous.  
 
                 I stumbled around for half an hour, scared and worried. I lost my way, like any good heroine, and was dreadfully frightened. (Mother would be so proud.)
 
                 It was then that the valkyrie stumbled upon me.  
 
                 I was sitting on a mossy log when a cruel, high pitched voice spoke. “So this is the human that’s caught the eye of a duke.” 
 
   Fearing the worst, I looked up. Standing before me was a strange sort of warrior woman, a valkyrie. 
 
   I had heard about the valkyrie before. They were beautiful women who had enchanted voices. When they sang they were able to overtake your senses and manipulate you, essentially cursing you. They weren’t very modest creatures, and they hated humans with a passion that was only rivaled by their loathing for dragons.
 
                 As I stared at this valkyrie I felt some of my fear and respect for the enchanted beings drop. This valkyrie was wearing the shortest skirt I had ever seen paired with high-heeled blue boots and a short, blue blouse. Hardly the clothes of choice to be stomping around in a forest.
 
   Her blond hair was coiled into a braid, which she flipped over her shoulder as her tapered ears twitched. The braid snagged on her black, beetle like wings, effectively yanking her head back. She howled and tugged on the hair until it released.
 
   Really, I shouldn’t have been surprised. The stupid/beautiful unicorn should have been enough of a warning. But even as I watched the blonde valkyrie shriek as she accidentally pulled her own hair out, I felt cheated. Once again the stories had failed me.
 
                 “Who are you?”  I asked, unimpressed. I fingered the folds of my skirt, trying to nonchalantly search for my dagger.
 
                 “I am Trila! I am the spy for the west valkyrie army,” she proudly replied. 
 
                 Even though I was fearful I couldn’t stop my sharp retort. “You must not be a very good spy.”
 
   Another mistake.
 
                 “Why do you say that girl?” she snarled, suddenly looking very scary in spite of the miniskirt.
 
                 I licked my lips and decided I should proceed with care. “If you go around telling everyone that you’re a spy how can you get any secret information?” I logically asked as I finally felt the hilt of the dagger deep in my pocket.
 
                 The valkyrie seethed. “Aren’t you afraid of me? Of my beauty, my voice, my intelligence, my power?” she spat, totally ignoring my point.
 
                 I decided a false bravado might be exactly what the situation called for. “Um, no.”
 
                 Trila looked crestfallen for a moment before she became totally enraged. “How dare you! I’ll make you pay!” she roared.
 
                 Her red face serving as the perfect target, I ripped my dagger out of my skirt and threw it at her. Sadly I had forgotten the legends I knew oh so well. Weapons don’t work against valkyrie.  
 
                 Trila broke off her howl and sang a couple of high-pitched notes. My dagger dropped to the ground a few feet away from her.
 
                 There went that idea. I eyed the dagger, but my mind moved on to a new plan. Instead I discreetly searched my pocket for the unicorn flute. 
 
   “Killing you, pathetic human, will bring me so much pleasure!” Trila declared before launching into a song.  
 
                 I grimaced when I heard the first few words. It was “The Ballad of Sir Frankfort,” a particularly long winded song that I hated with the burning passion of a dragon’s flame.  
 
                 I could feel her voice dislodging my brain and fogging it up. It wasn’t as if her voice hauntingly beautiful or anything. In fact I’m pretty sure a dwarf could sing soprano better than Trila, but the cursing magic in her voice was what got me.
 
                 Even with my hazy mind, I had the good fortune of pulling the unicorn horn out of my skirts.
 
                 I knew I was in trouble, and not just because of Trila. I didn’t know if playing the horn flute would help or hinder me, and worse yet I didn’t know how to play any instrument, much less a flute. I silently cursed my lack of musical talents and my lesson skipping habits (Perhaps Mother did ban me from the stables for good reason) as I brought the flute to my lips. To my surprise my fingers danced across the flute, playing a sweet and beautiful tune.  
 
                 As I played my mind cleared and I started to feel immensely better. I was the only one, however, with those sentiments.
 
                 To put it mildly, the valkyrie became infuriated and gave me a death glare as she sang louder.
 
   As though to match her terrible voice the notes from the unicorn flute increased in volume as well, drowning out the effects of her bad singing. 
 
                 Trila stopped and unsheathed her sword. Unfortunately, I was lost in my own word, continuing to play the flute.
 
                 “Be quiet! Stop it!” she yelled as she flew towards me, her sword poised to stab me.  
 
   I dropped my flute and froze in terror of the miniskirt and the sword. I clenched my eyes shut and prepared myself for a blow, which never came.  
 
                 The clang of metal meeting metal echoed through the forest, and I slowly opened my eyes. Kohath was standing in front of me, his beautiful and regal sword locked in combat with Trila’s puny blade.  
 
                 They both jumped backwards, Kohath landing scant inches in front of me. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll leave Princess Ahira alone,” Kohath rumbled, looking dangerous and dark.  
 
                 “Possessive are we?” the valkyrie taunted. Kohath growled, and panic broke out on Trila’s dim looking face. “Well I’ll be back, you can be sure of it! Remember, valkyrie don’t retreat. We just disappear for the time being!” she taunted before a puff of smoke gathered around her. There was a popping sound and the smoke cleared. She was no where to be found.
 
                 Kohath, needing some way to vent his frustration, turned on me. “What did you think you were doing?” he roared. “Why did you go off the path?” he yelled as he took my shoulders and pushed me into the trunk of a tree, his hands forcing my shoulders to stay still.  
 
                 “I wanted to go into the forest!” I squirmed.
 
                 “The forest is dangerous now!” he yelled.
 
   I opened my mouth to sharply reply when my gaze caught hold of his eyes. Even though Kohath looked furious beyond all belief his eyes were glazed with fear.
 
    A part of me snidely thought he was probably afraid what Azmaveth would say if he lost me. But the pleasanter side of me chimed in that he was quite obviously worried about me.
 
                 “I’m sorry,” I said after a moment.
 
   He shocked me out of my mind when he reached out and dragged me into a close embrace. 
 
    “Be more careful next time,” he whispered in my ear before releasing me and spinning around, stomping off into the woods. I assumed I was supposed to follow, which I did so after picking up my flute and dagger.  
 
                 He silently led the way back to the road and we walked down the boring dirt path all the way back to Azmaveth’s den.  
 
   At the cave entrance I thoughtfully paused. “Kohath, why is the forest around our cave so nice, but around Behemoth’s place it is scary and dark?” I asked.
 
                 Kohath carefully considered his words. “The Keeper is missing.”
 
                 “The what?”
 
                 “The Keeper. He’s a unicorn that watches over the Endless Forest. He keeps everything pure and untainted. Now that he’s gone parts of the forest are misbehaving. Like this area. It’s too pure, too clean. The other day I saw a wolf let a squirrel ride around on his back,” Kohath marveled.
 
   “Other parts are so dark even dragons have to travel in pairs for safety. We don’t know where he is, but we have to find him if we want to be able to fairly fight the valkyrie. He’s able to keep them out of the forest,” Kohath called to me as he started to walk away. 
 
                 “Kohath?” I asked.
 
   Kohath stopped walking and didn’t turn around. Clearly he hadn’t quite forgiven me yet.
 
   “Thanks for saving me.”  
 
   Kohath twisted to face me and nodded before heading off.
 
                 I stepped into the cave before closing the door. I hummed a little as I made my way to my bedroom. I had just entered the kitchen when the doorbell rang. I groaned before turning around and heading back to the door. It was probably a traveling saleswizard. Those guys were getting more persistent recently.
 
   When I reached the door I yanked it open and barked, “What?”  
 
                 It was only Aaron, looking scared and bashful. “Um, I was just wondering how you were,” he whimpered.
 
                 I smiled, feeling the tension sliding off me. “Sorry Aaron, it’s been a rough day,” I said, walking outside so I could sit on the edges of the cave with him.
 
                 “Wanna talk about it?” he sweetly asked. 
 
                 “No,” I said with a big sigh. “Not really.”  
 
                 “Oh. Are you homesick?” he gently asked.
 
                 I blinked. My day was so busy I didn’t even have time to be homesick. “No, not at all. Although now that I think about it I do miss my brother.”  
 
                 “What’s his name?”
 
                 “Caspian.”
 
                 “I take it you two were close?”  
 
                 “Very much so. I always tried to get him to skip lessons with me, but Caspian was too studious and not nearly devious enough. It’s probably just as well because he’s the future king and all,” I dryly recalled.  
 
                 “That must have been nice to have a relationship like that,” Aaron wondered.
 
                 “It was. We’re an odd match, but we always have fun,” I said with a smile. I felt a fiery zing of magic in the back of my head. “Azmaveth’s coming, you’ll want to scat,” I said standing up.  
 
                 “How can you tell?”   He asked sounding interested.  
 
                 “I don’t know. It’s like a sixth sense I grew out of necessity,” I said.
 
   Aaron sweetly smiled at me before gallantly reaching out and kissing my hand. He blushed a deep red color and fled to the woods the second he dropped my hand.
 
                 I chuckled as I wiped my hand off in the grass. (If Azmaveth smelled Aaron on me I was dead meat.)
 
                 I ran as fast as I could back into the cave and quickly filled a bucket with soapy water so I could start cleaning the sitting room floor.
 
    Azmaveth was on me within seconds.
 
                 “Are you okay? What did the valkyrie do to you? What possessed you to travel off the path!” Azmaveth raved. “Kohath told me everything,” he added when I stared at him.
 
                 “I’m fine,” I said with a bright smile.  “Kohath saved me before she could do any harm.”  
 
                 “Are you sure you’re okay?” Azmaveth suspiciously asked.  
 
                 I sincerely nodded. Overwhelmed with a sudden wave of warmth I stood up and embraced the tip of Azmaveth’s muzzle. “Thanks for worrying about me though,” I said. I kissed one of his scales before stepping away.
 
                 His scales started to gain a faint pink hue as he stared at me with wide eyes. “N-n-n. No problem,” he stammered.
 
                 “Why Azmaveth, are you blushing?” I teased.  
 
                 “I am doing no such thing!” Azmaveth protested, turning even pinker. 
 
                 “Why yes, yes you are!” I said with a grin, enjoying one of the few chances I got to taunt him.
 
                 “And why would I?” he jeered.  “It’s not like I, a mighty dragon, care for you, a lowly, not to mention puny, human being!” he joked, adopting his “Zerah Face”, which he used whenever mocking the haughty dragon.
 
                 “We’ll see about that!” I challenged between gusts of laughter. In spite of what Azmaveth claimed about not caring about me, he stuck to my side for the rest of the day. He followed me everywhere, it was very cute and enduring, although that one time he tried poking his eye in my bathroom I nearly killed him.
 
   For the rest of the evening we reclined, enjoying each other’s company. I rested well that night, knowing I was truly cherished.  
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 10Keeper Clichés
 
                 When I woke up the following morning I frowned. There was something on the tip of my mind that was dying to be told. “Ah!” I shouted as I recalled it before striking myself on the head. “How witless can I be?” I muttered as I rushed out of my room and zoomed to Azmaveth’s room, barefoot and in my nightgown.  
 
                 I threw open the door and Azmaveth snapped to attention. “I swear I wasn’t sucking on my claws,” he blearily announced as he craned his neck in my direction. 
 
                 “It’s just me Azmaveth,” I said as I crawled up onto his hay bed and tugged on one of his scales.  
 
                 “Mm. Ahira. What’s the problem?” he asked as he yawned, his white teeth sparkling in the morning light.
 
                 “Yesterday Kohath told me that you dragons couldn’t find the Keeper, right?” I asked.  
 
                 “Right,” Azmaveth slowly said, clearly still trying to wake up.
 
                 “Well a few days ago I went into the forest around our den and there I met a unicorn who claimed to be the Keeper.”
 
                 Azmaveth was instantly wide-awake. “Really?” he asked. “Are you sure?” 
 
                 “Positive,” I answered as Azmaveth got up and started circling his room. “He seemed pretty vain,” I added. Azmaveth didn’t hear me.  
 
                 “Thank you Ahira. I’m going to go search for him now. I’ll be back for dinner. When Kohath comes tell him to wait for me in my lab,” he said before exiting his room.  
 
                 I stumbled after him, but by the time I got to the hallway he was gone. I sighed and made breakfast, got changed, and started scrubbing the tunnel floors again. (It was an endless task.) I took a break at noon and went outside to catch a breath of fresh air when I saw Kohath amble down the road.  
 
                 “Good afternoon,” he said as he raised his hand in greeting.
 
                 “Hello,” I smiled. “What are you doing here?” I asked as a couple of dragons flew overhead, combing the woods for the Keeper I presumed.  
 
                 “I’m supposed to go look something up in the library and wait for Azmaveth in the lab. He won’t be back for some time, however, so I can talk to you for a while,” he said with a charming grin that told me I should thank my lucky stars that he was bestowing his time upon me.  
 
                 “I feel honored, really. Have they found the Keeper yet?” I asked.    
 
                 “Nope. Not yet. He’s a difficult unicorn to find,” Kohath admitted.  
 
                 “Is it possible that the unicorn I met lied when he said he was the Keeper?” I asked. 
 
                 Kohath frowned. “It could happen. Usually unicorns wouldn’t do that though because it could enrage the Keeper. They may be dim, but they’re not totally without brains.” 
 
                 “What does the Keeper look like?”  
 
                 “He’s not very impressive,” Kohath bluntly stated. 
 
                 “The unicorn who told me he was the Keeper was quite gorgeous,” I said, feeling dumb that I had sent Azmaveth and the other dragons chasing after a liar. 
 
                 Kohath shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter. They were going to comb this part of the forest anyway because this is the only place that hasn’t gone bad,” he glanced toward the woods with a wry look.
 
                 I smiled “I have to go make some tea. You can go in though,” I said as I walked into the cave. To my surprise Kohath decided to follow me to the kitchen and watched me make the tea. We actually ended up having a civil conversation… until the doorbell rang.  
 
                 I sighed and scowled at the direction of the door as I swatted Kohath’s hand away from the cookies I just made. “Probably a traveling saleswizard,” I grumbled as I left Kohath and stomped down the tunnel. My biting welcome mat had stopped working several days ago when the saleswizards figured out that all they had to do was step around the mat instead of on it to avoid being bitten.  
 
                 I opened the door only a tiny crack, just large enough for me to fit my eye through. To my surprise Cinder’s large and ugly face filled the tiny space. I swung the door open and stepped into the doorframe.  
 
                 “Cinders?” I asked.
 
   “Quiet! You must come with me,” she hissed, her eyes darting every which way.  
 
                 “What are you doing?” I inquired.  
 
                 “SHH! I finally managed to escape from the giant blue dragon,” she whispered. 
 
                 “You mean Behemoth?” I said, still speaking in a normal volume.
 
                 “He has a name?” Cinders asked, sounding surprised.
 
                 I rolled my eyes and slammed my head against the doorframe in exasperation. “What did you want, Cinders?” 
 
                 “You’re coming with me! We will escape together!” she declared.
 
                 “I don’t feel like leaving,” I said in a bored tone.
 
                 “I have it all planned,” she said, ignoring me. “We’ll weave through the forest, being careful for the dragons of course. You see all these dragons? They’re searching for me, but I have cleverly avoided them!” she beamed.  
 
                   “Yes, I’m sure you have,” I assured her.
 
                 “So you see we have to go so we can escape!” she told me.
 
                 “What’s going on?” Kohath asked, appearing behind me. I guess he got sick of waiting for me and came to investigate what was holding me up.  
 
                 “Nothing,” I dryly said as Kohath crowded me from behind. “Cinders is running away and she’s taking me with her,” I said as I kicked backwards, nailing him in the shins.
 
                 I cocked my head while observing Cinders with idle curiosity. Her mouth hung open as she stared at Kohath, who was cursing in pain. She blinked her beady eyes, and was speechless for a change of pace. Obviously someone was smitten.  
 
                 I grinned and nudged Kohath. “You have an admirer,” I announced with a sassy grin when he properly recovered.
 
    Kohath grimaced. “I see, that is how a female looks when she finds someone attractive? It’s terrifying,” he said as he tried to hide behind me. Thanks to his height it didn’t work so well.
 
                 “Who is he?” Cinders loudly whispered to me, as if Kohath couldn’t hear her.  
 
                 “Don’t tell her!” Kohath begged.  
 
                 “Who is who?” I asked, trying to play dumb.
 
                 “Him!” she said pointing to Kohath’s dark purple hair.  
 
                 Kohath squeaked and I figured I might as well tell her. Maybe then I could get rid of her easier. “Kohath. He’s the steward for my dragon, Azmaveth,” I supplied as she drooled.  
 
                 Kohath pinched my back. I winced in pain and retaliated by stepping on his foot.  
 
                 “He’s so handsome!” Cinder’s dreamily said.  
 
                 “Um, sure,” I replied.  
 
                 Cinders started to walk away from my cave, thankfully, muttering to herself. “Perhaps, living here is not so bad, if it means I can see him!” she said, turning around to gaze at Kohath, who was peeking out from behind me.  
 
                 I waved to her as she disappeared down the road. “That was amusing.”
 
                 “No, it wasn’t. It was disgusting,” Kohath scowled.  
 
                 “No, it was hilarious!” I grinned as I shut the door and fluttered my eyelashes. “Just think of it this way Kohath, you’re finally getting the attention you deserve!”
 
                 Kohath objected with a squawk. “I’ve never sought to attention of that, that, that princess,” he complained as he followed me down the hallway.  
 
                 “I think you deserve it,” I shrugged before we went our separate ways, Kohath to the lab and I to the kitchen. To my surprise Azmaveth lumbered down the hallway minutes later.
 
                 “Azmaveth, how is the search going?” I asked, poking my head out of the kitchen as I saw him walk past. He paused and sat back on his haunches.
 
                 “Okay. We found a white unicorn who claimed that he was the Keeper, he was probably the one that you met,” Azmaveth shrugged.
 
                 I nodded. “Kohath and I thought he lied too.”  
 
                 “We did conclude that the Keeper has to be in this section of the Endless Forest. We need to keep an eye out for him.”  
 
                 “Okay. Kohath is waiting for you in the lab,” I shouted as I disappeared back into the kitchen.
 
                 “Thank you,” Azmaveth bellowed back before walking away.  
 
                 He and Kohath stayed up late that night. Actually, I never heard Kohath leave. 
 
    
 
   It was about a week later before anything interesting happened again. It was the middle of the day and Azmaveth had sent me out to get some herbs for a potion for him.  
 
                 I was walking around in the forest, thinking it was pretty odd that Tuggles hadn’t appeared by my side yet. Usually the second I entered the forest Tuggles was with me.
 
                 I reached the meadow and picked the herbs, setting them in my wicker basket. I rose to leave when I heard a loud, angry voice. Still not learning my lesson from Trila, the miniskirt spy, I decided to investigate.  
 
                 As I neared the voice I was able to tell that it was a very angry Kohath. I scowled when I found him. He was kneeling on the ground, holding on to Tuggles by the tiny unicorn’s mane while bellowing in his face. “What do you think your doing over here?” Kohath yelled, unaware of my presence.  “Do you have any idea about how much trouble you’ve caused?”
 
                 “Excuse me,” I said, my eyes narrowed into slits. Kohath’s head snapped up. 
 
                 “What?” he growled.
 
                 “Why are you yelling at Tuggles?” I said, patting the side of my leg to call the small unicorn. Tuggles responded by struggling out of Kohath’s hands and trotting over to me on his short, stubby legs. He huffed and snorted as he rubbed against me. I bent over and cuddled the tiny unicorn.  
 
                 “Tuggles?” Kohath asked, his eyes raging with irritation as he watched us.                “Tuggles,” I firmly replied.
 
                 “That unicorn which you have named ‘Tuggles’ is the root of our problem. He is the Keeper who has been irresponsible and absent from his duties, causing mass chaos in the Endless Forest,” he spat as Tuggles snorted at him.  
 
                 I cupped Tuggles gray velveteen muzzle in one hand. “Is this true?” I asked.  Tuggles snorted and avoided my gaze before stomping a glossy hoof. “Why would he do that to begin with?  I asked as Tuggles rubbed his small head against my arm.  
 
                 Kohath stood and stalked over to the spot were I was sitting. “Perhaps it was because of you.”  
 
                 “Me?”
 
                 “Yes, I’ve never seen the Keeper so… affectionate before,” he said as he knelt beside me. “Usually he deviously plots and makes a great pest of himself. How he can handle that in his tiny form even I can only guess.”
 
                 Tuggles scowled at him and pushed against my side. “Exactly what does he do?” I asked as I pet one of his smooth ears.  
 
                 “He’s the most powerful animal in all of the Endless Forest. He knows everything that happens in the forest and protects it from any enemy, like the valkyrie,” Kohath said.  “That’s probably why no animal has hurt you. Since he obviously favors you, you are safe wherever you go. In the forest at least,” Kohath amended, cooling down as he watched Tuggles sniff the air.  
 
                 “So that’s why the griffon didn’t mind me taking his feathers,” I said, thinking back to the giant night griffon.
 
                 “You already knew him then?”
 
                 “Yes, I met him that day. What will happen to him?”
 
                 “He won’t get in trouble if that’s what you’re worried about. It’s impossible for him to get into trouble. He rivals the most powerful dragons in strength and magic,” Kohath said as he plucked a piece of grass out of the ground.
 
                 I stared at Tuggles who snorted, sending his fluffy forelock flying so you could actually see his bulging eyes. “You’re joking.” 
 
                 Kohath shrugged. “No. He may not look like much, but remember Azmaveth’s rule of beauty. It’s often a companion to stupidity,” he quoted, he sounded very much like Azmaveth himself. “But right now he is cursed.”
 
                 “But what will they do with him?” I repeated.
 
                 Kohath sighed. “They’ll probably just make him do his job. With any luck they’ll allow him to come visit you,” he added as he eyed up the unicorn who was practically crawling on my lap. “I don’t think they’ll have much of a choice, unless they want this to happen again.”  
 
                 “As long as I’m able to see him again I don’t mind,” I said as the small unicorn fell asleep, his head on my lap.
 
                 “Rest assured, you will. You’d never be able to get rid of him that easily!” Kohath snorted as he watched the small unicorn.  
 
                 I ruefully sighed. “You should probably take him to the council then. I don’t want the forest to get any worse, and to tell you the truth this part of the forest has become so sugar coated its almost stuffy,” I said as I gently pushed Tuggles off my lap.  The three of us stood up and started walking down a new path.  
 
   As we walked something glimmered through the forest. “What’s that?” I asked, pointing in the glimmer’s direction. Tuggles rolled his eyes, and Kohath joined him.  
 
                 “That’s the Hanzel and Gretel’s house. Actually, when I think about it, it’s not really theirs.”  He corrected.  
 
                 “Can we go look?” I asked. 
 
                 “Sure,” he said. I jogged ahead to find a small cottage that was made entirely out of sugar. The walls were made of golden baked ginger bread, and the roof shingles were plate sized gumdrops. The shutters for the windows were made of solid chocolate, and the chimney was constructed with sugar blocks and syrup. Lemon drops formed a sidewalk, and delicious peppermint flowers sprouted out of green, frosting grass. Every candy you can imagine was used to decorate the house and the yard. My teeth throbbed as I stared at this sugar overload waiting to happen.
 
                 Two angelic, golden haired children peered through a window. One was a boy, Hanzel I assumed, and the other was a girl, Gretel. They were watching an old woman/hag who was sitting on the front porch, scowling at the yard. She was wearing gray clothes, had a large crocked nose, and her back was frightfully curved.
 
                 “What happened?” I asked. 
 
                 Kohath pointed to the children.
 
                 The two kids, who had appeared to be angels mere moments before, grinned like evil spirits as they watched the old woman.  
 
                 “Let me in you brats!” she yelled, pounding her fist on the cookie door. “I feed you and clothe you, and then you lock me out of my own house!” she bellowed.
 
                 “Excuse me, what’s going on?” I asked the old woman, who frowned.
 
                 “What’s going on?” she repeated. “Look here missy. I own this here candy cottage. Me! And when I find two poor, little children who ran away from home I take them in out of the kindness of my heart. Hanzel and Gretel they say their names are,” she said as more gold haired children joined the original two at the window. “But one pair isn’t enough! NOOOO. Instead they keep coming, and coming, and they all say that their names are Hanzel and Gretel. It’s a popular name for these times I’ve heard, but this is ridiculous! I’ve got ten kids in there! Count em, TEN! The oldest two are 13 and the youngest are four. Between all of the little monsters there’s only TWO names!” she growled as she shook her cane at the bratty children.  
 
                 “We should go,” Kohath whispered. I walked away, glancing back to watch the old woman curse at the children.
 
                 “Darn kids! That’s it, no dessert after dinner! And if you eat my flowers again it will be an early bed time!”  
 
                 I shook my head in disbelief as we walked on. Once we reached the den Kohath bowed.  
 
                 “Sadly, this is where we must part,” he mournfully sighed.
 
                 “I’m so heart broken,” I blankly replied.
 
                 “Be strong for me Ahira,” he teased.
 
                 “Each second your away from me I feel faint,” I shot back, my voice dripping with sarcasm.  
 
                 Kohath laughed and waved as he and Tuggles started down the road. I watched them until they disappeared from sight before I went into the cave, planning the rest of my day.  
 
    
 
                 The next morning started out normal. I got up, dressed, made breakfast, ate with Azmaveth, and started getting ready for cleaning. I pushed my dress sleeves up and reached for the charm bracelet Azmaveth had given me. I usually took it off when I scrubbed the floors, there was no sense in getting it dirty. However, the bracelet, oddly enough, was not dangling from my wrist like it always did. 
 
                 A frown crossed my lips and I twisted around a few times and shook my clothes. The bracelet must have fallen off…
 
                 “What’s wrong?” Azmaveth asked, noting my odd behavior before stuffing his mouth with food.
 
                 “I can’t find my charm bracelet. The one you gave me,” I said as I bent over to look for it on the floor. It’s a good thing I did too.
 
                 “What?” Azmaveth said, spitting the oatmeal out, spraying it all over the kitchen wall.
 
                 I glared. “Now I’ll have to wash the walls too!” I moaned.
 
                 “You lost the bracelet?” Azmaveth all but roared.
 
                 “Sheesh! What’s your problem? I’m looking for it right now! Besides, you told me yourself it was just something you found laying around. It’s not like you can wear it anyways.”
 
                 “Yeah, well that was before I found out what it was!” he stormed. “FIND IT!”
 
                 “I’ll go look in my room Mr. Crabby Claws!” I replied as I flounced away.  
 
                 Azmaveth followed me, babbling as we went. 
 
   “If you don’t find that bracelet, Ahira, I just might have to fling myself off a cliff and drag you with me,” he said as I walked into my room.
 
   He paused outside the human sized entrance and placed his eye over the opening.
 
                 “Nosey is your middle name,” I said.
 
                 “No it’s not it’s…” he trailed off.
 
                 I rolled my eyes. “You can’t even remember your middle name?” I asked as I inspected my bed stand.
 
                 “It’s not that,” he protested.
 
                 “Oh? Then what is it?” I questioned, hoping it would be ridiculous, like Goodbert or Humphrey. I had a cousin named Humphrey. 
 
                 “Uhh…,” he started, his eye roaming around my room. “There it is!” he crowed, gazing at my dresser.
 
                 “Ah, so it is,” I replied as I walked over and picked it up off the dresser top. “I must have forgotten to put it on this morning. Oh well,” I shrugged. “Now about your middle name,” I gleefully snickered while turning around. The doorway was empty. I suspected that he had retreated to his lab, and I was not about to follow him. (Especially when I had that oatmeal mess of his to clean up.)
 
    
 
                 Later that day I heard a doorbell ring, but the toll was almost complete eclipsed by a mournful wail that strangely sounded a lot like Behemoth.
 
                 I abandoned my task of sweeping floors and walked to the den entrance, Azmaveth following me. We opened the doors and sure enough, Behemoth was standing outside our doorway looking droopy, tired, and depressed.
 
                 “Hello Azmaveth,” he sniffed, on the verge of tears. “Ahira!” he brightened.  “Hello! How are you?”  
 
                 “I’m fine, thank you,” I said, watching Cinders amble out from behind Behemoth.
 
                 “What is the problem Behemoth?” Azmaveth asked as he slowly and carefully used a silver claw to pull me closer to his side, almost like he was politely dragging me away from a madman.
 
                 “Well…I was wondering if you would like to switch princesses!” he cheerfully asked.
 
                 “No.” Azmaveth flatly said and shut the door in Behemoth’s face.
 
                 “Come on Azmaveth! It’s not fair!” Behemoth whined.
 
                 “Yes it is, now go away,” Azmaveth said, starting to walk back to his lab.
 
                 “Azmaveth let him in. It will give him a break from Cinders, which I’m sure he needs,” I said as I started to open the door.
 
                 “If you insist,” Azmaveth sighed as he sat on his haunches and watched Behemoth stumble in. “You might as well let his princess in too,” he added as he walked down the hallway with a sobbing Behemoth.
 
                 I did so with great reserve. 
 
   “I am expecting to be told all about him,” the odd princess informed me as she stomped around the kitchen while I finished sweeping.  
 
                 “And who exactly is him?” I asked, getting a feeling of dread.
 
                 “You know who I’m talking about!” she crossly said. “He is so handsome,” she dreamily added.
 
                 She could only be referring to Kohath, so I frowned. Handsome was one way to describe him. So was bossy, rude, and annoying.  
 
                 “Where does he live?” she asked.
 
                 “I don’t know,” I said, honestly answering her.
 
                 “Where?” Cinders demanded.
 
                 “I don’t know!”
 
                 “I want to know where him lives!” she stormed.
 
                 Apparently English was her second language after Idiot. “I. don’t. know!” I said, emphasizing every word.
 
                 “Where?” Cinders stubbornly repeated.
 
                 “He lives in a hole, clothing himself in squirrel skins and eating only nuts,” I said, inventing a reply because she obviously didn’t believe my lack of knowledge. I highly doubted she would believe me anyways unless I spun an unbelievable tale.
 
                 “Holes are nice,” she said with a nod. “Who are his parents?”
 
                 I paused, another question I didn’t know the answer to. “I’ve heard they were a beautiful human lady and an ugly dwarf man. His father died, and shortly after his mother died too. She couldn’t bear to look at him because he is so ugly,” I invented.  
 
                 “I’m related to dwarves!” Cinders excitedly exclaimed.
 
                 “Big surprise there.” I muttered.
 
                 “Does he have any siblings?” she continued.
 
                 At this point I was starting to realize how little I knew about my vain friend. “He has a pet mole,” I offered. He really didn’t but I wish he did. Maybe the little creature would bite him.
 
                 This question and answer period went on for about an hour before Azmaveth came and forcefully escorted Cinders back over to Behemoth.
 
                 “I still don’t get why you won’t consider trading,” Behemoth sadly said. 
 
                 “Good bye Behemoth,” Azmaveth stonily said.
 
                 “It’s not like Cinders is evil or anything!” Behemoth got in before the door was slammed shut in front of him for the second time.
 
                 “Dragons,” I said, shaking my head.
 
                 “Indeed!” Azmaveth added.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 11A Moody Kitten
 
   Princes started stalking our cave again while I was gone at Behemoth’s, herb picking, and doing other various chores earlier that week. Azmaveth threatened to start killing them, for they always interrupted him in the middle of a so called Important Experiment, until we came to an agreement. I would come up with a defense system for our cave and Azmaveth wouldn’t hurt them. 
 
   He made me throw in two daily ear scratchings before we had a deal.
 
   Now I didn’t want to deal with these princes either, so I was very enthusiastic and eager to come up with prince deterrents. 
 
   I decided that first and foremost a plan was necessary. So I wandered around our cave for a while, getting a lay of the landscape before brainstorming. 
 
                 My first idea was to place signs with discouraging messages on our driveway. That might seem like a stupid idea, but if these princes were as bright as Lesha and her pals, the signs just might work. So I painted and pounded signs with catchy phrases in place. A few of my favorites were: Caution: Ugly Princess, WARNING – LOOSE RABID DRAGON, and my all time favorite, SAVE YOURSELVES – the dying message of Princess Ahira. I spattered the dying message sign with red paint, hoping it could be mistaken for blood.
 
                 I was pounding the last sign in (All You Can Eat Human Barbeque TODAY) when Aaron strolled up the driveway.  
 
                 He read the sign before smiling at me. “Having prince trouble?”
 
                 “You have no idea,” I grumbled. “Say, are you busy?” I inquired, glancing around the landscape.  
 
                 Aaron laughed, immediately sucked into my battle plan. “What did you have in mind?”
 
                 “I was thinking of something along the lines of a big trench,” I sweetly smiled, standing in the middle of the road, waving my arms like a chicken for emphasis. 
 
                 “No problem, where did you want it?” he asked.
 
                  Ever prepared, I traced out a large circle with a stick.  
 
   “Okay, stand back please,” he pleasantly ordered.  
 
   I backed up a few steps and immediately the sand started to fly. A huge dust cloud swallowed up the driveway and I closed my eyes, coughing and sneezing. After the dust cleared a huge, eight-foot crater gaped in my driveway.  
 
                 Aaron created a magical grid that would hold a person if they walked across it. It would only collapse if a human, more specifically a royal human, stood on it. We covered it up and smiled with satisfaction at our work. (Thankfully Aaron had also worked into the spell an immunity spell on my part, so whenever I walked over the hole the grid would stay up.)  
 
                 “What next?” I asked.
 
                 “How about an alarm system?” he suggested.
 
                 “How would we do that?”
 
                 “I could work the entire alarm system into all the spells, for example, whenever the grid collapsed and trapped a prince the alarm would go off. We could hook the alarm up to your doorbell. The only difference would be is that it would ring quicker for the alarm instead of the door.”  
 
                 “Sounds good to me,” I said, immensely pleased. 
 
   Aaron quickly hooked up the spell as I sat and thought of other ideas. Next we rigged up a trap so if a prince (or saleswizard) stepped on a patch of moss that covered the road, they triggered two logs that would swoop down and hopefully knock the princes down and set off the alarm. We also assembled a snare so when someone stepped on a rock they prompted a caldron full of a smelly potion to pour over their heads.  
 
                 Thankfully Aaron was able to work Kohath, Azmaveth, myself, and his own immunity into the spell so none of us would be injured while walking to the cave. I think Aaron was a little surprised when I asked that we included Kohath in the immunity spell. Actually, I was a little shocked myself! 
 
                 We had just finished and were grinning ear to ear with happiness when a dark cloud descended on us.  
 
                 I glanced up and silently cursed my luck. Azmaveth was back. I watched the stormy dragon glare at Aaron. If looks could kill Aaron would have been dead and buried a decade ago.  
 
                 “I thought I told you not to come back, human!” Azmaveth spat. I slowly approached him and gently patted his silver claws.
 
                 “Azmaveth mind your manners,”  I ordered, hoping to draw his attention away from the young, blue robed wizard long enough to allow Aaron to flee.
 
                 Aaron, surprisingly held his own for once, which amazed me. Magic boy actually had a spine! “As Ahira’s friend I thought I had the right to visit her,” he bravely told my dragon. 
 
                 “Leave mage!” Azmaveth thundered, his eyes starting to grow murky as his scales went from royal purple to night sky black.
 
                 Aaron wisely lost his courage and didn’t need to be told twice. He squeaked before scurrying off into the forest.
 
                 I watched him go before kicking Azmaveth on the claws. “What part of ‘mind your manners’ did you not understand?” 
 
                 “It’s not me, it’s that mage!” he objected.
 
                 “That’s a ridiculous statement. For starters, he didn’t do anything. Secondly, as a dragon you are undoubtedly more powerful, therefore you are supposed to be responsible and nicer.”
 
                 “Just keep your friend away,” he snarled as he gazed at my work.
 
                 “Your case is a hopeless one,” I groaned, leaning against his paw.
 
                 “Looks like you got quite a bit of work done,” Azmaveth said while disdainfully sniffing the air. “But the spells were cast by that wretch,” he huffed. He wordlessly redid the entire job, his own dark black/purple magic overpowering Aaron’s sky blue magic.  
 
                 “Be sure to keep EVERYONE in the immunity spell,” I told Azmaveth.
 
   He grumbled, but did as I requested.
 
    
 
    
 
                 The rest of the night was pretty quiet, and I enjoyed the peace and harmony that ruled in our cave. But I should have known better. My life is never completely without chaos.     
 
    
 
                 I got up early the following day and yawned as I stretched like a cat. I stumbled out of my bedroom and saw Azmaveth, sitting in the kitchen, flexing his wings as he impatiently waited for me.  
 
                 “There you are! Sleeping all day! Really, you should have been up hours ago.”  
 
                 “The sun is barely up, and who made you Miss Merry Sunshine? What happened to the Morning Monster?” I yawned.
 
   Azmaveth rolled his eyes and ignored the comment. “I’m leaving. I have to speak to the council about Tuggles. I won’t be home until later tonight, perhaps tomorrow morning, so don’t wait up for me,” he informed me.
 
    I nodded and dished out some oatmeal he had made for me.  
 
                 “Good bye Azmaveth,” I called as he exited the cave. He didn’t reply and I rolled my eyes as I shoved a spoonful of oatmeal in my mouth. My eyes widened as and I spat the oatmeal out. I had forgotten what a terrible cook Azmaveth was! “Icky,” I said as I dumped the oatmeal outside before returning to the kitchen to prepare some edible food for my breakfast. 
 
   I just finished dressing and washing up when the doorbell rang. 
 
                 “I’m coming!” I yelled as I walked down the tunnels, tying my creamy apron as I went. I threw the door open, greeting my guest, “Can I help you?”  
 
   I stepped outside and my jaw dropped as I lifted my head up to gaze up at Zerah.  His silver blue scales were shimmering in the morning light and he eyed me with his grey eyes.  
 
                 “Move it human,” he spat. “I need to speak with Azmaveth.”
 
                 I shuddered under his dark gaze but held my ground. “He’s not here right now, and he won’t return until night.”  
 
                 “Then I’ll wait for him in his lab,” he said with narrowed eyes as he stepped toward the open doors. I gulped and backed into the tunnel. (After all, who was I to try and stop a two story tall dragon?)
 
                 “He said he might possibly return tomorrow morning. I don’t think you want to wait around that long,” I volunteered as he entered the cave.
 
                 “I don’t care! You’re wasting my time. Move,” he bellowed.
 
                 “As you wish,” I said, walking back to the kitchen with Zerah hot on my heels. We parted in the main chamber, but I called out after him. “Be careful when you enter his lab, he usually booby traps it!” 
 
   Zerah snootily snorted and walked on. 
 
   I found myself shaking my head as I entered the kitchen. Azmaveth’s booby traps were not so much dangerous as they were embarrassing. Once he rigged his door with a burping potion. (He forgot to disarm the spell and the trap exploded in his face. He burped bubbles for two days after that incident.) Another time he forgot to disarm a spell that turns things pink. I was the unfortunate recipient of that spell. Even now I sometimes suspect that the russet hues in my mouse brown hair aren’t so much red as they are pink. But, just this once I hoped the booby trap would be something nasty.  
 
                 I was kneading bread dough when sure enough, a huge explosion shook the very foundations of the cave. I abandoned my post, ran down the hallway, and skid to a stop at Azmaveth’s lab. 
 
   A huge, gooey lavender potion had splashed all across my clean floor. I peeked into the lab and coughing in all the smoke.
 
                 “Zerah?” I called. He was nowhere to be found. “Maybe it was another shrinking spell?” I muttered. I dug around the lab for a few more minutes, looking for the snobby dragon. I was just about to give up when I spotted a frightened kitten wedged next to the open door. 
 
   “Well hi there little guy,” I greeted, holding my hand out to the kitten. The wretched creature hissed. 
 
   I stared. The kitten was silver with gray tiger stripes… and he distinctly wrinkled his nose as he tried to scoot as far away from me as possible. “Zerah?” I asked on a crazy hunch.
 
                 The kitten scoffed, opened its mouth, and pitifully meowed. His eyes bulged out of their sockets as he coughed. As he persisted in trying to make some resemblance of speech he continuously coughed, almost like he was hacking up a hairball.
 
                 “Hooooo Zerah,” I found myself smirking. This was better than anything else I could ask for.
 
   Zerah the cat growled at me, but I ignored it and mercilessly picked him up by the scruff of his neck.
 
   Zerah snarled and spat as I walked to the kitchen, holding him out in front of me until my arms grew tired. I cradled him in my arms instead, and the dragon-cat protested greatly, savagely clawing me and spitting as we entered the kitchen.
 
                 He was yowling his head off when I calmly set him down, picked up a bucket of water I had prepared for cleaning, and dumped it over him.
 
                 Zerah coughed, his kitten eyes wide as his silver fur dripped, hanging off his wiry, wet frame. He looked like a shell shocked, drowning rat.  
 
                 He pitifully wailed.
 
   I chuckled as I snatched up a towel and began drying him off. “Now Zerah, listen to a human for once in your life and behave,” I started, rubbing his tiger striped fur. “I’m far bigger than you right now. And you don’t want to be a cuddly kitten forever, right?” I asked, pausing my motions to listen for a response.
 
   He hissed.
 
   “I didn’t think so. We’re going to have to establish some rules here. No biting, scratching, or clawing,” I said, pulling the towel back.
 
   Zerah tried to bat at my hand with a paw, his claws extended. I ruthlessly flipped him around and grabbed him by the scruff of his neck, again, before holding him over a soapy, water filled sink. 
 
   “I’m serious Zerah. Don’t even think about crossing me,” I sweetly said before dropping him. 
 
   Zerah-the-cat yowled as he tried to swim in the sink. In the end I rescued him and dried him off again. This time the little brat did not protest as much, nor did he try to injure me.
 
   When he was dry, or at least close to it, I set him on the ground and walked away. (I had no desire to entertain such a bad humored feline for the rest of the day.) I moved off in the direction of the library, and I was faintly surprised and amused to hear the wobbly padding of Zerah waddling after me with his soft, kitten paws.
 
                 When I entered the library I carefully navigated my way through the stacks upon stacks of books until I found my stack of books. I was carefully arranging the books and sorting them (stupid Azmaveth and stupid alphabetizing.) when I heard a crack before a stack of books tumbled like a chopped tree.
 
                 Zerah, forgetting his size, had tried to jump to the top of a pile of books. He missed, and instead smashed head first into the stack, knocking them to the ground.
 
                 “Zerah,” I called, hurrying over to the settled avalanche. I dug through the books until I found Zerah at the bottom of the pile. “Be more careful,” I said as I lifted him out before setting on the ground. Zerah hissed at the books and slashed one with his kitten claws.
 
   I politely muffled a chuckle and returned to work.
 
                 The sorting and stacking stretched on for hours, but working in the library was my favorite chore. I loved seeing the incredible books Azmaveth had. I often would forget myself and start reading instead of cleaning.
 
                 In fact, on this particular day I began to do just that. I had unearthed a particularly fascinating account of the Great Gnome Wars. Zerah hopped up on my desk, no doubt trying to find a way to maim me. I was so involved with my book that I ignored the vile creature and instead absent mindedly reached out to pet his head.
 
                 He endured the gesture, glaring at me with his little cat eyes. But it wasn’t long after I started rubbing his chin that a deep purr broke the surface of his scowl.
 
                 Zerah looked quite startled with himself, and I looked up from my book to wink at him.
 
                 Zerah huffed and fled.
 
                 It wasn’t long before he was back, though. This time he started pawing at a loose thread on my sleeve. I ripped the string off and tossed it too him. Zerah eagerly played with it, flinging it in the air before pouncing on it like a “great predator”.  (Then again, I guess he was.)
 
                 After several hours of reading on my part and playing on Zerah’s end, my stomach began to growl.
 
                 “I want lunch,” I decided, shutting a thick book. “Come on Zerah,” I called as I left the grand library, sweeping down the hallways.
 
                 Zerah ran after me, his little kitten legs pumping to keep up with me. Might I add that his personality seemed to greatly improve in his feline form. Perhaps relaxing and playing with string was therapeutic for the normally giant dragon?
 
                 We skidded into the kitchen and Zerah leaped on top of the human sized counter and watched me prepare our lunch. I was making bacon and bread, occasionally swatting Zerah’s paw away as he tried to snatch a piece of meat when the doorbell rang.  
 
                 I quickly shed my apron and removed the bacon from the fire before running to the door, Zerah right behind me. I shoved open one of the giant doors and smiled. “Aaron! What a pleasant surprise! Come on in!” I cheerfully invited.  
 
                 “Hi,” Aaron shyly smiled as he came in. “I figured I’d come over and see how you were.”
 
    I felt a claw dig into my foot through my shoe. I glanced down to find Zerah scowling at me. I shook my head and bent over to pick him up, about to purposely squeeze his guts out when Aaron interrupted me. “I see you have a new cat.”
 
                 “Um, yeah, something like that,” I said as Zerah climbed onto my shoulder and stared at Aaron with his unnatural grey eyes. “I was just making lunch for us, would you like to join us?” I asked. 
 
   Aaron beamed in affirmation.
 
   I spun on my heels before Zerah got the chance to hiss at Aaron. I made sure I walked quite a bit faster than Aaron, so I could shush under my breath. “What is your problem?” Zerah growled and turned around to unmistakably glare in Aaron’s direction.  
 
                 We reached the kitchen and Zerah once again jumped up on the table and turned to growl at Aaron, who had taken a seat next to me. Aaron reached over and tried to pet Zerah, but Zerah batted at him with his claws. “Sorry,” I apologized.  “He’s pretty moody,” I said as Zerah hissed.  
 
                 I quickly finished up the bacon, intending to get this whole affair over as fast as possible. Zerah jumped off of the counter and ambled over to me, rubbing around my ankles as he meowed.  
 
                 I smiled and reached down to pet him before removing the bacon from the pan.  “It’s almost done Zerah!” I soothed as I returned to the bacon.
 
                 “Zerah?” Aaron asked as both Zerah and I froze, realizing my mistake. “Isn’t that the name of another duke dragon?”  
 
                 I stared at Zerah. The cat, erm, dragon, ignored me and glared at Aaron. I turned toward the wizard with a fake smile. “Yeah, Azmaveth and I decided to name my kitten after him!” I said.  
 
                 “Why?” Magic boy asked.
 
                 Shoot, why did he have to be so curious? “Because…well, because he looks like him! I mean both of them are silver colored, and he’s just as snobby as the real Zerah” I acidly added. “There, all finished! Let us eat,” I diverted, quickly changing topics as I started for the dinning room. Zerah ran ahead and jumped up on a chair at the table. Aaron walked behind me, grumbling under his breath.  
 
                 I was setting down the bacon tray and Aaron was sitting down when there was a loud crunch and a yowl. I looked up and watched a smushed looking Zerah jump out from underneath Aaron. It took a few seconds before it all clicked. Aaron had sat on top of Zerah!  
 
                 Zerah whined and he limped over to me, I had a feeling he was playing up his injuries but I ignored that for the time being. “Oh you poor thing!” I said, scooping him up as Aaron apologized numerous times. “Are you okay?” I asked rubbing under his chin. Zerah glared at Aaron through my arms.  
 
                 “I’m really sorry! I didn’t see him, but don’t you think he’s exaggerating his injuries?” Aaron asked.
 
                 I had to agree with him, but still… for the sake of keeping Zerah a little more pleasant it was probably best if I got rid of Aaron.. I purposely paused and made my eyes go wide. “Uh-oh. Run! Azmaveth is coming!” I bellowed as I pulled Aaron up and pushed him down the hallway. “Hurry! He’s coming! Run as fast as you can!” I assured him as I propelled him out the door.
 
                 “Thanks for warning me!” he yelled before disappearing into the forest.
 
                 “No problem... There. Will that improve your mood?” I asked the cat as I closed the door. Zerah purred.
 
                  We quickly ate and then I spent the rest of the day sweeping out the hallways. Zerah followed me or batted at whatever caught his interest for the moment or purposely got in my way. It was just about sunset when I stopped. 
 
                 “Come on Zerah. I’m ready for a break,” I said as I wandered into the library and sat down in what I had dubbed my corner. (It was the spot where I had sat earlier with Azmaveth when he shrunk.) The fireplace roared to life and I sat down in my chair before Zerah hopped up on my lap and kneaded his paws on my legs. 
 
                 “Ouch,” I said as I felt his sharp claws prick my skin. Zerah ignored me and started purring.  
 
                 I smiled and stretched, momentarily upsetting Zerah before I settled back into a comfortable position. I stroked his soft silky fur and smiled as his purr grew louder.
 
                 I drifted off to sleep staring into the orange flames that danced before me. I’m not sure how long I was asleep, but I remember hearing Azmaveth creep into the library. For a moment there was a stunned silence until Azmaveth burst out laughing. I easily ignored my dragon, he wandered around the den laughing like this before. It was a regular occurrence really.
 
   But Zerah yowled as Azmaveth rolled around on the ground in laughter.
 
                 There was an explosion and I felt a huge weight smother me. Zerah carefully lifted his giant head off my lap. “It’s not funny!” he snapped at Azmaveth, who still had yet to recover. Some how he had managed to undo the spell while laughing. He must be more talented than I thought.
 
                 “Yes, it is!” Azmaveth wheezed between loud, almost painful sounding, bellows of laughter.  
 
                 Zerah’s ears flattened against his skull as he glared at his fellow, giggling dragon.  “Azmaveth,” I sleepily said, unable to ignore him any longer.  
 
                 “Yes Ahira?” he asked, still chortling.
 
                 “Be quiet.”
 
                 “Okay,” he said, straightening up and shaking his head.
 
                 Now it was Zerah’s turn to laugh.
 
                 “Oh I give up,” I groaned. “I’m going to bed,” I announced as I flounced out of the room, using all the strength I could muster.  
 
                 “Say Azmaveth?” I could hear Zerah ask between chuckles as I left.
 
   “What?” Azmaveth sourly asked.
 
   “How did you end up with that human?” 
 
    
 
    
 
                 After that night Zerah came around more often, he wasn’t as rude to me either. By the end of the month I daresay we could be considered friends! Zerah and Azmaveth ended up getting along much better. Actually, they pretty much turned into cohorts, mutually devising devious plans.
 
   They would spend hours in Azmaveth’s lab. Often times I would hear loud explosions come from the room, but I kept my curiosity in check and steered clear of that area. After all I didn’t want to be the victim of their latest spell.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 12A Princess Outburst
 
   About two months later, in the cold wind of winter, Cinders came for an unexpected and unpleasant surprise visit.  
 
                 I was walking out to get the mail (digging was more like it. The snow drifts were well over my waist.) when I walked by one of my prince traps. It was the pit, and it looked like the magic grid had collapsed. I peered down into the pit, trying to see who it was. I mean come on, what kind of a nutty prince would travel in this weather?  Azmaveth currently was not at home, but Zerah was. (Since the kitten episode he practically lived at Azmaveth’s den.  I didn’t mind so much. He was neat, unlike Azmaveth.) 
 
                 So after retrieving the mail I went and got Zerah. He reached into the hole and pulled out a spitting, babbling Cinders.
 
   I groaned.
 
                 “Do you know this…thing?” Zerah asked while holding Cinders by the very fringe of her dress, between two claws. Just because he liked me didn’t mean he accepted humans. 
 
                 “I wish I didn’t,” I groaned as Zerah eyed the screaming pile of petticoats “We might as well take her indoors,” I said. “It would be the polite thing to do.”
 
                 “We don’t have to be polite,” Zerah suggested said as we entered the den.
 
   He dropped Cinders on the marble floor. The silver dragon could still be such an icicle. It’s very hard to tell when he is teasing. Unlike Azmaveth he can keep a straight face and not giggle. It’s also difficult to tell because his jokes generally sound like threats.
 
                 Cinders stood up straight and glanced at Zerah before huddling next to me.  “Listen very carefully,” she urged. Her breath smelled like onions and garlic. “I am here to see the Prince.”
 
                 “The Prince?” I asked before remembering her fascination with Kohath. “Oh, you mean Kohath, Azmaveth’s steward!” 
 
   Luckily for Kohath, Azmaveth had sent him on another wild goose chase to hunt down Snow Flower petals.
 
                 “He’s not a steward!” Cinder’s scoffed. “He’s a Prince. Or at least he will be when I rescue him!” she continued with a dreamy sigh.
 
                 I glanced up at Zerah and saw a revolted look pasted on his face. “Absolutely disgusting,” he muttered.
 
                 “My thoughts exactly,” I dryly replied as Cinder prattled on. 
 
                 Unfortunately for Kohath and rather fortunately for Zerah and myself, Kohath finished his errand and entered the den, pushing the large wooden doors aside long enough to allow himself to slip in.
 
                 “I’m back!” he called out. He gave me a charming smile, which I sweetly returned and pointed to the dripping mess of Princess Cinders. He followed my gaze and instantly paled. “No I’m not,” he amended before bolting for the door.
 
                 His words confused Cinders for only a moment before she brushed them off and leaped at him. “Albert!” she cried, wrapping herself around his leg.
 
                 “Albert?” Kohath asked.
 
                 Zerah and I shrugged. “She thinks you’re a prince,” I smirked. This was payback for everything he had ever done to me.
 
                 Kohath groaned and stomped around, trying to pry Cinders off his leg. “Any bright ideas?” he asked.  
 
                 “Perhaps you could get rid of her…permanently,” Zerah graciously offered.
 
                 “That’s not very nice,” I scoffed, although deep in my mind I had pondered the thought before.
 
                 “It’s not like anyone would miss her,” Kohath snorted.
 
                 “None the less it is wrong to kill,” I firmly said.
 
                 “We wouldn’t have to kill her,” Kohath coyly said. “We could just drop her off on the other side of Somnio! She was their problem to begin with.”   
 
                 I rolled my eyes. “Well, I’m sure Behemoth would love you for the rest of your life, but I choose my sanity over you,” I said pushing Kohath, complete with Princess Cinders, outside. “Bu-bye!” I cheerfully wished before shutting the door.
 
                 “Ahira! I demand that you open up this door instantly!” Kohath shouted as he pounded his fist on the doors.
 
                 “Make me!” I yelled back. Zerah looked most amused.
 
                 “Don’t leave me alone with her!” Kohath pleaded.  
 
                 I stayed silent and I heard Kohath mutter something, which was followed by the sound of uncorking a bottle. There was a loud explosion, and seconds later Cinders screamed bloody murderer. There was another explosion and I opened the door to behold a smoldering Kohath watching Cinders run down the road, getting caught in my traps as she fled.  
 
                 “Watch out for the logs!” Kohath warned, she didn’t and got hit in the head. She got up, still screaming, and ran all the way home. 
 
   “And that takes care of that!” Kohath said, rubbing his hands together before turning to enter the den.
 
                 “What did you do?” I asked, stepping aside for him.
 
                 “I scared her with a potion Azmaveth had given me, which was to be used only in times of dire need,” Kohath said grinning with great pride. “The refinement process really helped speed up the potion effects,” he said to Zerah.
 
                 “I don’t want to know what it was,” I said while rubbing my forehead as Zerah studied Kohath.
 
                 Kohath shrugged. “I’m hungry, let’s eat!”
 
    
 
                 About two to three weeks later Azmaveth gave me some bad news.
 
                 “Tomorrow you have to go to Behemoth’s to meet with the other princesses again.”
 
                 I was thunderstruck. “No! No way am I going back! You can’t do this to me Azmaveth!” I said tugging on one of the scales on his paws.  
 
                 Azmaveth sighed.  “I’m sorry Ahira. Behemoth begged me to send you. He started crying.” 
 
                 “But Azmaveth!” I whined. “You don’t know what it’s like being with them!” I said in a panicked voice.
 
                 “Look,” Azmaveth started.  “It’s sort of tradition that all princesses attend. But perhaps I could send Kohath to come for you with an urgent situation. Tomorrow is your scheduled visit with Tuggles, and we wouldn’t want you to miss that now would we? 
 
                 I sighed in relief “Thanks Azmaveth!” I smiled as I hugged one of his silver claws.
 
   Azmaveth lower his head, so I turned and embraced his muzzle. A deep rumbling purr echoed in Azmaveth’s throat. “You’re just a big sweetie,” I said, kissing one of his scales before skipping off to finish cleaning the kitchen.  I laughed as Azmaveth blushed and snorted.
 
                 “Am not,” he mumbled.
 
    
 
    
 
                 The next morning I prepared myself for the princess visit, this time Azmaveth didn’t throw me in his large lake like bathtub. (Thankfully.) But we encountered a problem upon opening the front door.  
 
                 “Snow.”  Azmaveth said.
 
                 “What an astute conclusion,” I said as I glared at the white mass before me. After a great struggled we finally got the doors open. However, the snow was chest deep for Azmaveth, high over my head.
 
                 “This could prove to be a problem,” Azmaveth thoughtfully said.
 
                 “Oh well. I can’t go. That’s too bad!”  I said as I turned around and started walking away. Azmaveth reached out and snagged his claw on my purple dress.  
 
                 “Not so fast there my dear,” he said. “I can easily deal with this.” 
 
   As soon a he finished speaking huge pillars of fire shot out of his mouth and melted the giant wall of snow before us.
 
                 “That is an unusually bad case of heartburn you’ve got there,” I obnoxiously observed as Azmaveth threw me on top of his head.
 
                 He ignored me and leapt into the air, stretching out his wings to take flight. 
 
                 To my great sorrow we reached Behemoth’s cave in less than five minutes.  “Don’t leave me!” I begged Azmaveth as I clung to his ear and Behemoth tried to pry me off. “It’s horrible in there!”
 
                 “How do you think I feel? I have to live with Cinders,” Behemoth snarled as he wrenched me off.
 
                 Azmaveth sulked and rubbed his stinging ear.
 
                 “Wave bye-bye Ahira,” Behemoth said as he delicately picked up one of my arms with two claws and made a waving motion. 
 
                 Azmaveth glared at Behemoth as I gave Azmaveth the look of a desperate, pleading, and depressed girl. “Sorry about this Ahira. Kohath will come here soon,” he whispered.
 
                 “Oh no he won’t!” Behemoth crowed, cradling me in his claws as he lifted me up and away from Azmaveth. “Now that I’ve got her, I’m going to keep her!” he cooed.
 
                 “Behemoth…” Azmaveth warned, his purple eyes turning black.
 
                 “Until Kohath comes!” Behemoth hastily corrected himself.
 
                 Azmaveth nodded in approval and looked at me one final time. He heaved a sigh and took to the air, circling overhead a few times before disappearing in the horizon.
 
                 Behemoth braced himself as he put me down, and together we ventured into the lair of the princesses.  
 
                 To my great chagrin Lesha, Malory, and Tuneeta hadn’t changed, at all. Behemoth and I stared at each other with glazed expressions as Lesha ranted and bragged about her suitors. Malory scribbled a picture on a piece of paper, and Tuneeta stared at nothing with a dumb expression on her face. 
 
   Cinders was wandering around in a daze. Apparently she hurt herself after walking into a wall. I had thought that Cinders had no brains, but when she hit that wall what little brains she had left must have leaked out of her ears. She was walking around with a dazed expression on her face while muttering “dragons, everywhere, dragons.” Idiotic girl.
 
                 “I…can’t….take….much….more,” I slowly said as if each word I formed hurt my brain.
 
                 Behemoth gazed at me with empty eyes.  I wondered if the princesses’ conversations had dropped his brain to such low levels that he could no longer understand me.
 
                 As Lesha babbled I could feel irritation welling up inside me. Any move, word, or thought the princesses had done or said was starting to provoke me. Lesha was just about to launch into a new lecture when I screamed. “CEASE YOUR PRATTLE!”
 
                 Everyone, excluding Behemoth who was still in a stumped stupor, turned and looked at me with wide eyes. “Everything that comes out of your mouth is purely annoying!” I spat. The three blonde princesses stared at me. I was pleasantly surprised, I was sure they would have started crying by this point.
 
                 “You mean you don’t like hearing about my suitors?” 
 
                 “And you don’t like my artwork?”
 
                 “And you don’t like…” Tuneeta trailed off, realizing she never did anything but act stupid, probably.
 
                 “Lesha your stories are boring. Not sort of boring, not only partially boring, but absolutely boring. Malory your art work stinks. Tuneeta you, you,you... Can you even think straight? No one can stand being around you three for long! If you’re all princesses why don’t you act like a princess?”
 
                 Kohath appeared in the room as the three princesses stared at each other with surprised and shocked looks. He glanced cautiously at the dazed Behemoth while motioning for me to follow him. “Come, let’s leave while we can.”  
 
                 We crept through the cave and quickly left the perimeter. We were a good half a mile away before we heard an earth shattering bellow. “NO!! AHIRA!”
 
                 Kohath grabbed my hand and pulled me along through the incredibly high snow.  Somehow, magically no doubt, a small path was sliced through the snow. It went all the way to Azmaveth’s den.  
 
                 “Azmaveth cleared it for us before he left,” Kohath explained, noticing my suspicious expression as we walked down the driveway. 
 
   I was freezing and blue with cold by the time we entered the den. Oddly Kohath hadn’t seemed to mind the freezing, outdoor temperature, but when he saw my frozen face his eyes widened.
 
                 “Sorry, I forgot about that! Come on to the library, we still have got an hour before the Keeper should arrive,” he said.  
 
                 I slowly stumbled to the library and sat down in the huge leather chair before my fireplace, which promptly roared to life. I sat there, shuddering and shivering, as I cursed myself for not bringing a coat along with me.  
 
                 Kohath materialized next to me as my teeth chattered. “You’ll be okay,” he cooed in my ear as he wrapped a warm blanket around me.  
 
                 I relaxed in the warmth as Kohath removed my shoes and slipped on new warm socks. He took my hands and rubbed them between his own, slowly warming them up.
 
                 My eyes felt so heavy! Slowly they drifted shut, and even when I felt Kohath pick me up and sit down in my chair before placing me on his lap I did not protest. 
 
                 I’m sure that I smiled as I drifted off to sleep, clutching the open collar of Kohath’s shirt.  
 
                 I woke up about an hour later when something soft rubbed against my hand. I opened my eyes and saw a throat. Further up was Kohath, sleeping. His warm breath ruffled his black hair. 
 
   I screamed.
 
   He yelped.
 
   I leaped off the chair, screaming again in reaction to his shout.
 
                 “What?” Kohath asked when our hearts finally stopped pounding.  
 
                 “I was sleeping on your lap! EWWWWW Now I have to go take a bath!” I exclaimed as Tuggles snorted before waddling over to me to shove his little muzzle in my palm.  
 
                 Kohath rolled his eyes. “That’s not what you said while falling asleep,” he smirked as I ran my hand through Tuggles’ creamy mane.  
 
                 I ignored him and picked up my blanket, throwing it over my shoulders like a cape before storming out of the room, Tuggles on my heels. I walked straight into silver-blue wall.  
 
                 I rubbed my smarting nose and looked up at Zerah. “What are you doing here?” I asked.
 
                 Zerah scoffed. “What, do you think the Keeper magically plunged through all of that snow?”
 
                 I huffed and pushed my nose up into the air. Zerah lowered his muzzle, gently butting me with it, and breathed in. My cape and hair flew over my head, disrupting my appearance.
 
                  I glared at Zerah from under my blanket. “What was that for?” I shouted while straightening my hair and clothes.  
 
                 “You smell like Kohath,” Zerah informed me.  
 
                 “Thank you cupcake,” I snarled. “Way to use your nose,” I added before storming past him and into the kitchen.
 
                 Kohath came out of the library and the dragon and steward exchanged glances before chorusing. “Women.” 
 
    
 
                 When Azmaveth finally returned home he and Zerah teased me nonstop about Kohath’s scent. I was most irritated, mainly because before Azmaveth arrived I had taken two baths. I endured much teasing for the next three days, so when the doorbell rang it was a welcome break.
 
    
 
                 “I’ll get it!” I screamed as I bolted from the kitchen where Zerah and Azmaveth were currently seated and snickering. (Correction, Azmaveth was snickering. Zerah was doing his scary, threatening jokes again.) I scrambled to the door and carefully opened it. The visitor was a prince. I groaned and slammed the door shut
 
                 “Ahira? I have a message for you from your brother,” he called through the wooden door.
 
   Instantly I was outside, inquisitive and quite friendly. It was then that I noticed Princess Lesha sitting on the prince’s horse. Apparently the girl had smartened up and finally stopped yodeling about her beaus. She shyly waved as her newly acquired prince dug into his pocket. “He gave it to me about a month ago. Sorry I can’t save you…” He trailed off before glancing at Lesha with a happy grin.
 
                 I smiled, “No, no! You have done a far greater favor for me by delivering this.”
 
                 The prince gave me a grateful look before swinging up on his horse.
 
                 Lesha leaned back to speak with me, and to duck the prince’s foot as he mounted. “Thank you Ahira. I’m not convinced all my stories are boring, but I shall certainly keep what you said in mind,” she graciously stated. As I watched the duo disappear into the snowdrifts I wondered if maybe Lesha wasn’t more princess-like than I thought. Perhaps one day, if she could be convinced to stop babbling, she would make a fine queen.
 
                 I anxiously ran inside and scurried past the giggling Azmaveth and rigid Zerah as I made a beeline for my room.
 
                 When I reached my living quarters, I jumped on my bed and started reading. If I hadn’t been so excited I would have heard the giggling stop and the soft padding of two nosey dragons walking down the hallway.
 
                 I ripped open the cream colored envelope, revealing a letter written in my brother’s familiar handwriting.  
 
   
              Dear Ahira,
 
                 I know, I know that you’re terribly disappointed that I haven’t come for you yet!. I want to come and rescue you, really I do! However, mother won’t allow it. She’s extremely angry that you have not returned with a prince yet, but tales of you and the dragon who enslaves you have come as far as our lands.
 
   Father has been skipping out on his King duties, but I think I can arrange to come pick you up at during the Autumn Festival. That festival is just shy of being three seasons away.
 
                 The tales I hear of you make me wonder Ahira. Are you happier over there then you were here? Will I ever see you again? Please, Ahira, please remember that dragons are dragons. They are wonderfully intelligent creatures, but deceptive all the same.
 
                 With Love,
 
                 Caspian
 
    
 
                 The letter fell from my hands. Was I happier here? Why was Caspian waiting so long to come and get me! I knew during the summer he would not be missed. What was happening?
 
                 A frown passed over my lips and tears oddly stung my eyes. Caspian’s harmless letter for some reason raised a lot of emotions in me. Tears started to roll down my cheeks and I turned around to see Azmaveth’s giant eye in my doorway. For once I was not mad and instead I walked out of my room and hugged his nose, taking a calming breath.
 
                 Zerah took that as his cue to leave. Azmaveth stayed put and curled up like a cat, allowing me to be cradled between his head and chest.  
 
    
 
    
 
                 About a month later Kohath found me in the kitchen doing up some dishes. The snow was just barely covering the forest floor, and spring was just around the corner.
 
                 “Hello,” he greeted, eating a dried apple as I cleaned the last dish.
 
                 “Hello. And to what do I owe this unpleasant surprise to?” I asked.
 
                 Kohath snorted. “Gnomes. I have to go speak to a gnome elder and Azmaveth said that I should take you along. He said it would be a ‘learning experience’ for you.”
 
                 “Gnomes?” I asked, wrinkling my brow. “Aren’t they really short and fat and look like little old men?” I asked.  
 
                 “That would be them,” Kohath said while finishing his snack.  
 
                 “Why do you have to speak to them?” I asked as I wiped up my counter, which he had just gotten dirty.  
 
                 “Azmaveth needs me to give them a message about our battle plans against the valkyrie.”
 
                 “I thought the valkyrie left when Tuggles went back to doing his job!” I exclaimed.
 
                 “Nope. They left the forest, not Somnio,” he replied after licking his fingers.
 
                 “Fine just let me get my cloak,” I said walking toward the den entrance, Kohath slowly ambling after me.
 
                 “What? You don’t want a repeat of our cozy library time?” he asked.
 
                 “No,” I said while whipping my cape on.
 
                 He chuckled and gently took his hand in mine, again. Sadly I was pretty used to it by this point. Kohath opened the door and together we walked, Kohath leading us deep into the forest.
 
                 After a thirty minute walk we reached a huge tree that was surrounded by five smaller trees. Kohath released my hand for the moment and rapped on the wood. 
 
                 “Who goes there?” a tiny, gruff voice asked.
 
                 “Kohath from Azmaveth.”
 
                 “Oy, Brother Ten, do we know an Azmaveth?” the rough voice questioned.
 
                 “I am not sure Brother Fifteen. Perhaps you should be asking Brother Eight,” a similar voice answered.
 
                 Kohath rolled his eyes. “They are very eccentric,” he said before reaching the bottom of the tree and flipping a switch. Instantly a hole big enough for a tall man to fit through, if he crouched down, appeared in the tree.
 
                 Kohath beckoned for me to follow him before he disappeared inside. I dutifully followed and stifled a scream as I slid down into the earth. After a wild ride of twenty seconds I fell on my rump on a patch of moss. I peered around and spotted Kohath about ten feet away from me, standing up.  
 
                 “Sorry, I should have warned you about that,” he said, giving me a hand up.  
 
                 “Yeah, that might have helped,” I grumbled.  
 
                 The room was just tall enough for Kohath to stand in. It was dim, but magical torches were fastened to the walls, illuminating the room. Hundreds of tunnels left the room and weaved all around, going nowhere in particular, or so Kohath told me. The floor was covered in a soft moss, and the sides of the room (as well as the roof) were made of glistening, damp stone.  
 
                 I felt a tugging on my skirt and I looked down to see a little gnome pulling on my dress. He came just to my knee, but his pointy little hat reached up to my waist.  
 
                 “Who is you?” he asked. “I is Brother Thirty Four.”
 
                 “I’m Ahira,” I said.  
 
                 “So you two is being from Azmaveth?” the little gnome asked.
 
                 “Yes, we need to speak with the elder.”
 
                 “Brother One is expecting you that he was,” the gnome grunted. “Follow,” he beckoned, waddling into one of the tunnels.
 
                 Kohath and I were forced to bend over and scoot down the narrow and short hallway. Our gnome guide knocked on a wooden door and shouted.  “Brother One, there is waiting two messengers are from Azmaveth!”  
 
                 “They haven’t quite mastered languages yet,” Kohath whispered. 
 
                 “You be then sending them in!” a voice bellowed from inside.  
 
                  “Affirmative.” 
 
   The door opened up and Brother Thirty Four spoke one last time before waddling away, “You can in go!”
 
   I considered his speech as Kohath pulled me into the room.
 
                 This room had a high ceiling so Kohath and I were able to stretch and stand at our full height. “Sit, sit, do please!” a portly gnome said. He was by far the tallest gnome and came just shy of reaching my waist.  “I is being Brother One. Elder of gnome clan that I am,” he beamed.
 
                 “Uh, right,” I said.  
 
                 “Brother One, I am Kohath, steward of Azmaveth the dragon. I bring news of the war,” Kohath said.
 
                 “Brother One would like to hear news that I would.”  
 
                 “We are gathering a large force of dragons, enchanted creatures, and all magical humans. We need your leadership and your clan’s help. We need you to go to our home base where we are building our resistance group. It’s near the Forgotten Mountains. How many gnomes, erm, soldiers do you think you could send?” Kohath asked.
 
                 “You be gathering energy? Ohhh! You is wanting gnome coal! Gnomes mine coal good!” 
 
                 “No, that’s not it,” Kohath said massaging his forehead.  
 
                 “Oh…Then you be building home? Knomes gladly help will!”
 
                 “No!”  Kohath said appearing to be frustrated, and rightfully so.
 
                 “No? What that you say? You is needing gnomes to be showing you where you has forgot your mountain?”
 
                 Kohath looked like he was about to cry so I offered my assistance. “Let me see if I can make him understand,” I said before turning to Brother One.  “Kohath is saying we gathering army big of dragons, enchanted creatures, and magical humans all.  Need we Brother One’s help, and help of clan that we do. We is wanting Brother One and clan travel to base our, where all friends be. Near is Mountains Forgotten. Many gnome soldiers you send?” I asked.  
 
                 “Ohhhh! All clan gnome will help, that we will!” he merrily said.
 
                  I smirked at Kohath, who was stuttering.  
 
                 “How did you do that?” he asked.
 
                 “Well they aren’t the brightest creatures, so I just took a wild guess and changed some words and mixed up the rest.”  
 
                 “Brilliant!” he told me, still shell shocked.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 13Dozing Dwarves
 
                 After a few more minutes of Kohath speaking and my translating, we quickly exited the gnome lair and walked back toward the den.
 
                 “Augh! My head hurts from forcing my intelligence to dim,” I said as I covered my eyes with my free hand. (Kohath was holding on to the other one.)
 
                 “Which brings up the fact as to why you spoke so fluently in the gnome language.  I suspect it’s because most princesses have a similar intelligence factor?” he teased.
 
                 I glared at him. “If you is not shutting up, I will be calling gnome clan that I will!” I sneered, my eyes suddenly widened. “NOOOO now I’m talking like them!” I moaned.  “This isn’t fair!” I bitterly complained as Kohath muffled a snicker.
 
                 “Don’t worry,” he said with a grin as he tapped my nose.  “You would be the cutest gnome around!”  
 
                 I scowled and opened my mouth to bless him with a vehement reply when the noise of frantically shaking silver bells cut in.
 
                 Kohath frowned and quickly flashed a golden bauble before him before frowning deeper. “I’m sorry Ahira, but I have to go, it’s an emergency,” he glanced around the harmless forest. “Do you think you can find your way back?”
 
                 “I believe so!” I scoffed. “What do you think I am? A Princess?”
 
                 “…Ahira…you are a princess.”
 
                 “Well I meant that I’m not as dumb as one.”
 
                 “…I see… All right then. I’ll see you soon, I’m sure of it,” he called over his shoulder.
 
                 “Okay, ta, ta,” I said waving to him, but he had already disappeared into the undergrowth.  
 
                 I shrugged and started stumbling in the direction I vaguely believed home to be in, whistling a tuneless song when Aaron popped out.
 
                 “Hello!” he cheerfully said, materializing in front of me.
 
                 I screamed. “Don’t do that!”  I said after my hysterics subsided, calming myself.
 
                 “Do what?” he blinked.
 
                 “Randomly jump out like that! You scared me!” I scolded.
 
                 “Sorry,” he insincerely apologized. “So, how are you?”
 
                 “I’m okay, I’ll be glad when spring is here though,” I said, my teeth chattering as I kicked up a little snow.  
 
                 “Yeah. I will too, it’s always a little harder for me to use my magic in the winter,” he grumbled. “Mainly because my fingers get frozen.”
 
                 “Has there been any trouble in the Endless Forest?” I asked.
 
                 “No, not really. Since the Keeper is back it’s going pretty smooth. Of course we do have the occasional breech of security, but that’s to be expected,” he explained, leading me back to the den.
 
                 We chatted the rest of the way back, and in five minutes we surfaced directly next to my den.
 
                 “Thanks Aaron!” I said waving to him.
 
                 “No problem!” he said with a smile before disappearing into the woods.  He almost seemed like a hermit, scurrying around the woods all the time. He conveniently popped up whenever I was alone too…
 
    
 
    
 
                 Days crept by and the frozen winter turned into a flowery spring. As winter thawed Aaron visited me often enough. He was a good friend and usually showed me my way back home whenever I got lost in the forest. Kohath ambled around our den for at least a few days out of the week. Usually it was when Azmaveth was gone. I suspected it was because Azmaveth didn’t want me home alone, and I also thought both of them were convinced that Aaron and I had a thing going on.
 
                 Azmaveth was gone a lot, mainly because he was preparing for the battle that would take place sometime in summer. When he was home we had fun playing together. (And I use the term loosely. Cleaning his room was fun for me but torturous for him. Similarly listening to his cursed book was fun for Azmaveth and hellish for me.)  
 
    
 
                 I’ll pick up my story on an interesting day in early spring. 
 
   I was standing along side the dusty driveway. Tuggles and I were playing at the edge of the forest, in the grassy area directly next to it. He had my creamy white apron clenched between his teeth, and I was tugging on it while ordering him to release the fabric.  
 
                 “Come on Tuggles!” I grumbled. “Let it go!” I said while pulling as hard as I could on my apron. 
 
   Nickering wickedly, the miniature unicorn complied.
 
    I lost my balance and fell on my rump. I glared darkly at Tuggles, who was contently chewing on a mouthful of grass with an innocent look pasted on his face.
 
                 I grumbled under my breath and tossed the apron at Tuggles in a gesture of defeat. My mood worsened when I heard Kohath’s voice.
 
    “Aiming for the auspicious title of mud princess are we? Oohh, or is it pig princess?” he laughed.
 
    I hastily stood up, brushing the dirt off my clothes before swinging around to darkly watch Kohath, accompanied by another man, stroll down the driveway.
 
                 Kohath was in his standard black and purple clothes. His black eyes glinted with silver specks as he grinned at me. I had the burning desire to throw mud at his perfect face and white smile.
 
                 The man beside him appeared to be the same age, but beyond that the two were as different as night and day. This man had long silver-blue hair that fell as low as his waist. Stormy grey eyes stared at me from behind a fringe of bangs. His features were equally fine and pronounced as Kohath’s, but he struck me as being a snob. He wore a silver overcoat, which was similar to Kohath’s, and white breeches with black boots. Judging from his appearance and hair color I’d have to say that he was most likely Zerah’s steward. 
 
                 “Ahira this is Levi, steward of the dragon Zerah,” Kohath introduced as they drew near.                
 
                 “What a surprise,” I dryly said before smiling at Levi. “I’m Ahira, nice to meet you.”
 
                 But Levi had cut me off and was hissing at Kohath. “My name, you idiot, is—,” he never finished because Kohath elbowed him directly in the stomach.
 
                 “I see Tuggles is here,” Kohath interrupted while crouching down by the mini unicorn.  
 
                 “Yes,” I said as Tuggles impatiently stamped a little hoof. “Behemoth is supposed to arrive soon to pick him up,” I added as the unicorn snorted.
 
                 I fluffed Tuggles’ hair as Kohath stood and elbowed Levi, giving him a meaningful glance.
 
                 Levi rolled his eyes, looking every bit as snobby as his master, and barely shook his head. “You only wish you could,” he told the purple haired steward.
 
                 “I can! I said I would show you and I will,” Kohath, clearly outrages, announced.
 
                 Tuggles purposely sneezed on my hand, showering it with snot and grass slime. “Ew,” I said as Kohath slowly approached me.
 
                 “Ahira,” Kohath said.
 
                 “What?” I sweetly said, reaching out to wipe my filthy hand on Kohath’s clean shirt. To my disappointment he didn’t even notice.
 
                 “You have something on your face,” he continued.
 
                 “Where?” I asked inspecting my sneezed on hand. I could only imagine what I looked like. Whenever I played with Tuggles I always returned to the den looking like a muddy piglet. 
 
                 “Right here,” Kohath said before yanking me to his chest and abruptly kissing me.
 
                 My mind broke and the universe exploded.
 
                 I’m only kidding. It did take me a few moments to react. First I couldn’t believe that Kohath dared to do something so stupid, and then I was a little disgusted with myself because I thought it felt nice.
 
                 Finally my brain connected and I bashed the purple haired steward in the face, making him release me.
 
                 “In the name of all that is magical, you did NOT just do that!” I shouted, my voice growing shrill.
 
                 “I think I did,” Kohath said with a smug grin.
 
                  “You’re so abominable!” I shouted as my face turned bright red. I turned on my heels and fled, Tuggles galloping after me. 
 
                 Levi was chuckling as I left. “Oh yes, I can see now that you can kiss her. But that doesn’t mean the lady likes it,” he snickered. 
 
                 My fury grew hotter, if possible, and I ran into the den with Tuggles. I slammed the doors and barred them shut, locking the stewards outside.
 
                 I played with Tuggles for a good hour before I heard Azmaveth mournfully cry, “Why am I locked out of my own home?” 
 
   I moodily opened the door and glared at Azmaveth before flinging both doors open. “Have a good time with Kohath?” he asked innocently. Too innocently.
 
                 “Don’t even say a word,” I snarled before turning on my heels and disappearing back into the depths of the cave, leaving Tuggles and Azmaveth to stare at each other.
 
    
 
    
 
                 The following morning I had a rude awakening call.  “Wakie, wakie, wakie!” Kohath called. 
 
   I snarled and turned over, never believing he would dare enter my room.
 
                 He didn’t get the hint and tried again. “Rise and shine Princess,” he sang.
 
   I opened my eyes and mouth to angrily reply, but instead I screamed when I found that Kohath and I were nose to nose. The impudent boy had crawled into my bedroom and was perched on my bed like a king surveying his kingdom.
 
                 Kohath faked a hurt look. “No good morning cupcake?” he asked.
 
                 “Out, out, out!” I bellowed as I kicked him with my feet. I was still under my blankets though so it was more of a thrashing movement.  
 
                 Kohath hopped up so he was a safe distance away, but he paced around the room instead of leaving. “We have to go get some Thimy herb,” he informed me.
 
                 I simultaneously frowned and yawned. “Why? Azmaveth told me that he doesn’t use Thimy herb in his potions. I just use it for seasoning.”  
 
                 “Exactly,” Kohath said, perfectly smug. “Rose, Shammah, and Zerah are coming over for dinner tomorrow,” he explained.  “Shammah loves that herb. He adds it to his food in amounts that can only be reflected in a ratio that compares that pesky Aaron and the annoyance his presence brings. In other words: a lot. So we need more.”
 
                 I rubbed my mussed hair. “You’re still not out of my room!”  
 
                 “You just said out, you never said get out of your room,” he offhandedly added.
 
                 I paused and took a deep breath. “KOHATH, GET OUT NOW!” 
 
   He scampered out and left me to my morning routine.  
 
                 I managed to eat a quick breakfast before Kohath whisked me out of the den and into the forest. Now I could tell you how we got lost while trying to find the herb, and how it took us about two hours to finally collect enough herbs, but I still feel a little bitter about that wasted morning. (Getting lost with Kohath is never a pleasant experience because he refuses to admit we are lost and will not ask for directions, ever. We passed the same phoenix FOUR TIMES.)
 
                 The afternoon did provide a bright spot for my day, however. 
 
                 We were walking back to the den when I saw it. Kohath, of course, was in the lead while I trailed behind him, mocking him behind his back. I was a little touchy still from the whole kissing incident the day before. So naturally I avoided looking at him.
 
                 “You can’t ignore me forever. I’ll just come into your bedroom in the morning and hop on your bed again,” Kohath called while I was Not-Looking-At-Him.
 
                 Normally this would have drawn my ire, but I was somewhat captivated by an odd sight.
 
                 There was a perfectly nice looking girl sitting in a tiny clearing, morosely sighing.
 
                 Without glancing at Kohath, because as I mentioned I was Not-Looking-At-Him, I scampered off the trail and headed for the girl. 
 
                 Kohath heard me and quickly gave chase, but by that time I had gotten close enough to the girl to draw her attention.  
 
                 She was about my age and was slouching on a tree stump, her delicate hands tucked under her chin. She had shiny, black hair that was tucked into a braid, and soft brown eyes that were originally narrowed in concentration, but widened at the sight of me. 
 
                 I instantly liked her, not because I’m a great judge of people or anything, but because she was quite tan, even more so than me. At home I had to listen to hours of lectures delivered by my mother that were usually titled something along the lines of “Proper Ladies Are Not Tan.” So whenever I met another sun kissed female I felt a great bond with them.
 
                 “Excuse me,” I called, taking in her troubled expression. “Is everything alright?” I asked as Kohath nearly rammed into me, having finally caught up.
 
                 The girl heaved a sigh and leaned back on her stump. “I’m fine. But they are not,” she explained, flicking her hand in the air.
 
                 I followed her gesture and my eyes landed on seven small men. Each man was spread out on a stone table, his eyes closed.
 
                 “Who are they?” Kohath inquired.
 
                 The girl took a breath and pointed to each little man as she named him. “Leader, Grouchy, Giddy, Lethargic, Timid, Sicky, and Daft,” she paused. “Hello by the way. I’m called Snow White.”
 
                  “Snow White?” I asked, a little more than perplexed. The girl was bronze with dark hair and dark eyes. Her name was a little strange, never mind the small men.
 
                 Snow White sighed and rolled her eyes. “My mother loved winter and thought names should be advice. Mine was something about making ice desserts with white snow only.”  
 
                 “Ah, I see. That is wise advice,” I said, scuffing my shoes in the grass before speaking again. “Are the little men dead?” I bluntly said.
 
                 Snow White laughed. “No. First of all they are dwarves, not little men. Secondly they are sleeping.”
 
                 I glanced around the meadow once more. Animals had gathered and were watching the dwarves with bored expressions and Snow White’s brow was wrinkled in concentration again.
 
                 “So what’s wrong with them?” I asked. It seemed Kohath was taking a vow of silence.  I was pleasantly surprised he wasn’t ogling Snow White. He seemed to be more disturbed with the small rabbit that had taken up residence on the tip of his boot.  
 
                 Snow White snapped out of her reverie. “Oh, I can’t wake them up,” she said. Seeing my confused expression she quickly added. “You see they are like my adopted uncles. When I was eight my step-mother, a beautiful and kind lady who loved me with all her heart, died. The dwarves found me and took me in. Today we were walking through the forest when we came upon an apple tree. I climbed it to reach the good apples at the top. However, with my uncles being so short they were unable to grab the apples off even the lowest branches. So they did the next best thing and ate the finest ones that had fallen on the ground.”  
 
   Snow White paused and gave the rabbits a meaningful glance. I swear they blushed in response.
 
                 “That’s where the problem started. The rabbits, immune to magical plants, had been eating the Dozy Plant, an herb that makes you fall asleep. The rabbits, upon finding themselves full, decided to relieve themselves under the apple tree. Now the apples that my uncles ate did not touch the bunnies’…waste. However the waste gave off the fumes from the Dozy Plant, which contaminated the apples,” she finished.
 
                 “Won’t the effects wear off?” I inquired.  
 
                 “Not for two years,” Snow White grumbled.
 
                 “Is there any way you can wake them up?” I asked as I walked over to the apple tree to place some distance between Kohath and myself. He followed me, toting the basket filled with Thimy Herb.
 
                 Snow White sighed again. “Yes, but it’s next to impossible. I have to find seven dwarf women to wake them up. I’m not even convinced that dwarf women exist!” she said.
 
                 “I wonder how you would find one,” I mused out loud as I studied the dwarves. “I mean, what does a dwarf woman look like anyway?”
 
                 Snow White brightened up.  “I heard that in order to catch one you need to sprinkle gold dust on a patch of mud and they’ll take a bath in it.”
 
                 “That sounds more like something a troll would do,” I said, scratching my head.
 
                 “Perhaps you’re right,” Snow White drooped.
 
                 “Maybe we should try mining,” I suggested. “Dwarves like mines, right? They’re always singing about it.”
 
                 “Oh that’s only in the legends,” Snow White said. “My uncles are jewelers, but they don’t even work in the mines. The dust aggravates their lungs.”
 
                 “So where on earth would we get ourselves a few dwarf women?” I groaned.
 
                 “Actually,” Kohath said as he slung his arm around my shoulders.  “They’re pretty easy to find.”
 
                 “You mean you’ve seen some before?” Snow breathlessly asked.
 
                 “Hm?” Kohath said, responding as if he finally noticed that Snow White was there, with us. “Oh yes. They are quite common if you know where to look.”
 
                 “So?” I asked, prodding him.
 
                 “So what?” he replied, blinking as he looked at me.  
 
                 “So where can we find them?” I asked.
 
                 Kohath glanced around. “Oh it’s easy. They have a theme song. If you sing it they will come.”
 
                 “What is it?” Snow asked.
 
                 Kohath retracted his arm for the moment and snapped his fingers. Instantly a big, leather bound book popped into existence and hovered in the air in front of him. He dropped the Thimy Herb basket and paged through the book for a few seconds before stopping and ripping out one of the pages. “Here it is,” he said, handing the page to Snow White.  
 
                 “So I just have to sing it?” Snow White asked.
 
                 “Yep,” Kohath said, dismissing the book with a wave of his hand before picking up our basketful of herbs again.
 
                 Snow White paused, but reluctantly sang the words. She had quite the pleasant voice.
 
    
 
   Dwarf men are dumb, that’s why I’ve sung
 
   Dwarf girls I call, I need you all!
 
   We’re in such trouble, so on the double
 
   Please come and save us and you’ll be famous
 
    
 
                 When the last note faded we waited, silence met our ears. 
 
   “Wow, talk about dissing males,” Kohath muttered.
 
                 I ignored him and listened. 
 
   I could faintly hear the song echoed back to us in husky, low voices. Minutes later a band of seven dwarf women plunged through the trees, riding small, white donkeys.  
 
   The donkeys were about Tuggles size and the women were wrinkled with rough skin. In spite of this they had long shiny hair and pretty eyes. They each wore a billowing, colored cape and a colorful dress.  
 
                 “Some one sang?” the lead female dwarf asked.
 
                 “Um, yes. We have a situation,” Snow White said, pointing to her dwarf uncles. 
 
                 “Ah, say no more,” the leader said, she and her band each walked over to a male dwarf and leaned over them.
 
                 “Hey, they’re going to kiss them,” Kohath said, elbowing me.  
 
                 The ladies leaned closer to the men until their faces were nearly touching.
 
                 “GET UP YOU LAZY SON OF A BUM!” the leader hollered into one dwarf’s face. His features contorted before he opened his eyes.  
 
                 The rest of the women were yelling similar expressions into the dwarves’ faces.  They all rose, one by one, and sheepishly rubbed their heads with their grubby hands as they looked around.  
 
                 “They’re going to kiss them huh?” I wryly asked Kohath looked truly disappointed.
 
                 “It looked like they were going to,” he retorted.  
 
                 Snow White smiled, running around her uncles. “Oh Lethargic, Giddy! I’m so happy to see you’re all awake!” she paused for a moment, turning to face Kohath and I. “Thank you for your help!” 
 
                 “It was our pleasure,” I called over my shoulder as I walked back toward the path, Kohath on my heels.  Snow White, her uncles, and the dwarf women who were still furiously yelling in the male dwarf’s ears (“You idiot! What did you do this time?”) slowly disappeared from view as Kohath and I finished the trek home.  
 
                 I yawned once I reached the den door. It was just past noon but I was oddly tired. “Are you coming in?” I asked, muffling yet another large yawn.
 
                 “Sure, why not,” Kohath shrugged. He watched my tired face confusion. “Are you okay?” 
 
                 “Yes. Why wouldn’t I be?” I said before I blacked out and fell to the floor in a heap.  
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 14Bad News
 
                 I woke up several minutes later to find myself sitting in Kohath’s lap. “What are you doing?” I asked as my eyes fluttered open.  
 
                 Kohath was staring off into the distance, but a smirk crept across his lips. “You must have inhaled some of that Dozy Plant. You did stand under that apple tree for a while, and humans are easily influenced by the Dozy Plant.” 
 
                 “So why weren’t you affected?” I questioned.
 
                 Kohath shrugged but turned his face to look down at me. “Who knows?”
 
                 I narrowed my eyes. “Wait a second, how did you wake me up? You didn’t bellow in my face like the dwarf women did,” I suspiciously said.
 
                 Kohath avoided my gaze. My glared deepened and I was about to hiss in his ear when I suddenly remembered. Shammah, Rose, and Zerah were coming over tomorrow.
 
                 I yelped and leaped off of Kohath’s lap, scuttling away. “Where are you going?” he called.  
 
                 “I have to hurry and clean the den! Shammah and Rose are coming over tomorrow!” I said, heading for the kitchen.
 
                 In record time I had a bucket and broom and was wreaking havoc in the dinning room.
 
                 Kohath slunk out of the library and passed me before angling out of the den, slinking around like a kicked puppy.
 
                 I, however, was too focused on the task at hand to notice and instead viciously swept the floor.
 
                 
 
   I fell asleep scrubbing the kitchen that night, but I managed to wake up in my bed. Obviously Azmaveth had some how tossed me into my room without waking me. I yawned and stretched before glancing out my door. Azmaveth’s big luminous eye filled the doorway.  
 
                 “Good morning,” I sleepily greeted as I stumbled into the hallway and embraced the tip of his nose.  
 
                 “Good morning to you!” he cheerfully replied. Somehow his voiced joy didn’t exactly ring true. His eyes didn’t shine with his regular mischievousness. 
 
                 I thought it was odd, but I soon forgot about it when he began bossing me around. “Shammah, Rose, and Zerah will be here in an hour. I need you to look your best,” he ordered.
 
                 “Whatever you say,” I said as I trudged back into my room and shut the door, readying myself for the full day ahead of me.  
 
                 After preparing myself and eating a quick breakfast, I discovered that Azmaveth had let me sleep in several hours, making me a little behind schedule. In fact, just as I finished braiding my hair the doorbell rang.
 
                 When I reached the door Azmaveth, who was already waiting, inspected me with a critical eye before nodding his approval. Turning to face the door he took a deep breath and settled his wings.
 
   I frowned, he looked quite serious and almost a little cold. It wasn’t the usual expression he wore when meeting with the sweet tempered Rose and the practical jokester Shammah.
 
   Azmaveth opened the door and sat back on his haunches. Rose and Shammah were quietly talking but finished after several moments. Zerah was standing a ways down the driveway, his usual mask of snobbery in place.
 
                 I stared at the dragons I thought I had come to know. Rose’s usually rose red scales were an angry blood red that matched her eyes. Shammah’s shiny sea green scales had taken on a sullen gleam, and Zerah’s silver blue hue looked more icy and irritated than usual.  
 
                 “Come in,” Azmaveth stiffly invited.  Rose and Shammah shuffled inside, ignoring me. Zerah paused in the doorway, lowering his great head to affectionately nudge me. Rose turned and darkly glared at him as he lifted his head up and glided past her.
 
                 We reached the main room of the den and Azmaveth dismissed me. I walked down the kitchen hallway but, as was practice, I stopped and sat down when I was out of sight.
 
                 “The war is not going well,” Shammah bluntly started. “We are gathering all of our available resources, but I don’t think the result will be in our favor. The valkyrie are starting to use higher level curses when they sing. We dragons have no natural defense against that.”  
 
                 “We are in trouble,” Rose uttered in a dark voice.
 
                 There was a paused and then Zerah spoke. “Ahira is loved by her country, Ardeo, perhaps we could ask her to rally her people and help us. They are mere humans, but we do need all the allies we can get. Besides, I’m sure they can at least do as much as the gnomes.” 
 
                 “Humans can do nothing!” Rose spat. “They are useless creatures who have no point in life except to feed off of others. And Ahira, what could she do? She’s nothing but a princess,” she sneered.
 
                 “Leave Ahira out of this,” Azmaveth growled, shaking the floor. He sounded murderous.  
 
                 There was an uncomfortable silence. “The King wants you and Zerah to lead us into battle,” Shammah finally said. “He can’t be at the front lines, being king and all. You’re the next best thing, Azmaveth.”  
 
                 “What of the Keeper, how much can he help us?” Zerah asked.
 
                 “Very little. He is utterly useless unless he can break his blasted curse and return to his real form,” Rose scorned. “It’s taking everything he’s got to keep the valkyrie out of the forest.”
 
                 “It is hopeless,” Shammah said, sounding weary and defeated.  
 
   They continued to talk and argue late into the night, but it was Shammah’s words that stayed with me. 
 
   I went to bed that evening, wondering if Azmaveth, Kohath, Zerah, Levi, Behemoth, Tuggles, and all the other friends I had made would be safe.
 
    
 
   This meeting marked the beginning change. After this day those around me began to act differently. Azmaveth had more mood swings than my mother. Some days he would howl for me at all hours, and other days he would be gone from sunup to sundown. 
 
   On the days that Azmaveth was gone Kohath stuck to me like a burr. It was like everything, from beating out rugs to reorganizing the library, was absolutely fascinating and needed supervision. What really weirded me out was that sometimes Kohath wouldn’t even talk when he watched me. He would just sit and stare, as though he were memorizing my movements for a mental collection.
 
   Whenever Zerah came over he would speak softly, as though I might break. Levi, his steward, would come over for tea every few days. It was a little awkward because I really didn’t know him that well. He would do nothing but uncomfortably stare at the china set as I poured the tea. All the same, he always returned at another date, determined to have tea with me.
 
    
 
   In the midst of those changes Kohath dragged me to a large meadow right before dusk. The fairies danced on the dewy leaves and vibrant grass, occasionally flying across the dusty pink sky. A few of them played in my hair, messing with my braids.
 
   A little nymph had even ventured far enough out of her stream to greet us. She wrapped a little, blue, webbed hand around my thumb while peering into my face. She occasionally glanced over at Kohath, clearly able to sense his melancholy spirit.
 
   I played with the nymph and kept quiet. Kohath had something on his mind, and disturbing him wouldn’t help. Sure enough after several quiet minutes he spoke up. “Ahira, no matter what happens, you will be safe. I promise.”
 
   I turned to face him, careful not to upset the daisy fairy sitting on top of my head. “What?” I asked, barely shifting from my sitting position.
 
   Kohath refolded a leg and glanced in my direction. “Even if the dragons lose the war, Azmaveth will make sure you are safe.”  
 
   As my eyes bugged out of my skull, and while I thought about the implications of this message Kohath laid down on the dewy grass.
 
   “The dragons will win,” I surely said.
 
   “They’ll try,” Azmaveth grimly replied.
 
   “Dragons are dragons! There’s nothing more powerful than them!” I announced.
 
   “The valkyrie are messing with the dark arts though,” Kohath shrugged. “They’ve already killed three dragons with death curses.”
 
   “They’re dragons! They can beat curses,” I shakily promised.
 
   “No, Ahira. Even dragons aren’t all powerful. They have no natural defense against cruses,” Kohath said. His words reminded me of Shammah’s warning. 
 
   “Well surely there must be something that can help them,” I tisked.
 
   Kohath shrugged. “We’ll have to depend on the human wizards. The dragons have only a few tools that can be used to break curses, and none of them are dragon compatible.”
 
   While I tried to sort out what this meant a leafy tree spirit ambled through the meadow, bowing at Kohath and I with willowy limbs.
 
   Kohath had to be wrong. There had to be a way to keep the valkyrie from winning.
 
    
 
    
 
   A few days later I was strolling through the forest, searching for mushrooms. Mushroom hunting is a pretty fun activity, but it’s a lot easier when you have a pig that can sniff them out. Because I had no swine to my name, instead I had to scrounge around on the ground. 
 
   I didn’t mind too much. It was nice to get out of the den for a breath of fresh air, and dirt was never anything that majorly disgusted me. (Unless it was in Azmaveth’s den.)
 
   I was so concentrated on my dirty task that I barely heard the overtly evil laughter that drifted through the forest.
 
   I straightened up and felt my heart increase its pace. “Oh great,” I muttered. “It’s that stupid valkyrie spy, Trila.”
 
   Now a part of me had a very healthy fear of Trila. But another part of me found her intolerable and annoying. Both parts of me were voicing their thoughts as Trila fell out of a tree, practically landing on me.
 
    “Hahah! I have found you again you pathetic and wretched human!” Trila laughed.  
 
   I frowned and felt the inside of my skirt for my flute, but she was too fast. In a flash she had me pinned up against a tree. She snatched the flute out of my grasp and scowled.  
 
   “This time I’m prepared too!” she sneered as I gulped. She let me go and I slid to the forest floor.
 
   “So to beat a puny, human princess you have to be prepared?” I asked, internally horrified. I had to start controlling my tongue, one day it would be the death of me.
 
   Trila turned an interesting shade of red that clashed horribly with her beetle-like outfit.
 
   “Impudent girl!” she roared. “I could kill you any moment I want! It’s your allies that are worrisome.”  
 
   “Oh. So it’s Azmaveth you’re scared of.”
 
   Trila scoffed. “This valkyrie is never scared! Just worried…”  
 
   I picked up a rock and inspected it, appearing to be uninterested and bored with her. “Uh-huh, I’m sure.”
 
   Trila ruffled her beetle wings and narrowed her eyes. “You, girl, do not understand the severity of the situation! Be grateful that I, not the Grand Master, am killing you!” 
 
   “Pft! Azmaveth or Zerah could sit on her and then there would be no more Great Moron,” I said, tossing the rock aside.
 
   “It’s Grand Master!” She howled.
 
   “You say master, I say moron,” I shrugged while plucking a piece of grass. I tried to keep my hands busy so Trila wouldn’t notice they were shaking. I was worried. No one had come for me yet.
 
   Trila huffed and tried to think of a comeback. Her mind was coming up with a blank so she decided attacking me was the next best thing.
 
   “Die human!” she screamed as she launched herself at me.  
 
   Poor, poor Trila. She always tries to stab me at the worst possible moment.
 
   Once again a sword blocked her brandish. This time, to my surprise, it was Levi instead of Kohath who waltzed in to save me.
 
   “I believe Kohath made it perfectly clear before that this girl was to be left alone,” Levi said in his silky cold voice. “Since you did not listen to him I will administer a proper punishment.”
 
   Trila screamed but was silenced when an ice casing covered her entire body. A blinding, chilly light appeared and Trila was gone. Only her wimpy blade remained.
 
   Levi sheathed his sword and walked over to me, shaking his head. 
 
   “One day your mouth is going to get you in a lot of trouble, Princess. Come to think of it, it already has,” Levi sarcastically announced.
 
   I pinched my face, trying to control my raging emotions before thanking the snobby steward. Levi, however, shocked the petticoats off me by sauntering up to me and pulling me into an embrace.
 
   “Thanks?” I said into his shirt. I waited for several moments before carefully lifting my arms around Levi’s neck, settling them on his shoulders.
 
   In spite of the cool air he seemed to radiate he was quite warm.
 
   “Ahira, Ahira, Ahira,” Levi sighed, disengaging the hug. He lifted my chin up, forcing me to stare into his grey eyes. “Whatever are we going to do with you?” he asked without really expecting a reply. “Ahira, no matter what happens, you must trust Azmaveth and Zerah. No matter what, do you understand?” he asked, holding me by my arms.
 
   “Yes. But why do you say that?” I asked, struck by how similar Kohath and Levi were acting. It was almost as if they were parroting each other.
 
   Levi smiled. (Smiled! In all of our awkward tea conversations Levi had never once smiled.) “Nothing. Come, I’ll escort you back to Azmaveth’s den,” he said as he released me and started to walk away.
 
    
 
   After several minutes of silent walking we popped out by the den where Azmaveth was fretting. Levi explained the situation quickly and tersely. Azmaveth snorted, I’m not sure if he was angry on my behalf because a valkyrie attacked me, or if he was just pouting because Levi’s scent was all over me.
 
   After comparing Trila’s intelligence level to that of a chipmunk, Levi took his leave.
 
    “Ahira, one of these days you’re going to get yourself killed,” Azmaveth said, entering the den while Levi trekked down the driveway.
 
   “You’re probably right. I’ll keep you in mind when I need someone to write my epitaph,” I replied, clinging to some scales on the ridge of his neck. (Never walk in a gigantic dragon cave when you can conveniently hitch a ride with a dragon.) 
 
    “Well you’re going to be the end of me,” Azmaveth continued. “I worry about you all day long, and what do you do? You go out and nearly get yourself killed by a valkyrie!” he scolded.
 
   “Nothing really happened. Well, unless you’re looking at it from Trila’s perspective,” I supposed, griping a purple scale tighter.
 
   “Humph. You’re just lucky Levi was around!”
 
   “Azmaveth?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Could you be a doll and STOP LECTURING ME?!”  
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   There was a long pause before Azmaveth released an indignant snort.  “Wait a moment! Why do I have to listen to you?”
 
   “Because if I go on strike you’ll starve.”
 
   “Oh, that is very true.”
 
   I beamed, excited that I won one of our verbal matches for once. My joy lasted until we reached the kitchen.
 
    “Wait! So? I got along perfectly well before you arrived!”
 
   “Azmaveth… your dishes were growing mold.”
 
   “But I—,”
 
   “Mold, Azmaveth. Mold.”
 
   Azmaveth grumbled under his breath about high maintenance princesses before halting outside my door.
 
   I let go of Azmaveth’s scales and slid down his side, pausing to pat one of his silver claws. “Don’t worry. I love you too you big softy,” I said before turning on my heels and entering my room.
 
   Just when I closed my door Azmaveth’s brain finally processed my words.
 
   “WHAT?!?”
 
   I snickered under my breath and hummed a song. Today was a good day.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 15Truths Revealed
 
   One week later, on a gorgeous spring day, I was sweeping dirt out of the front doors. The valkyrie may attack and Tsol may change forever, but I vowed I would face them with a clean cave.
 
   Azmaveth was skulking around in his lab. It was one of the few moments I had to myself. It seemed like even with Tuggles around evil creatures lurked in the forest. The valkyrie were only the tip of the iceberg.
 
   I was pleasantly surprised this day when I spotted Aaron strolling up the driveway.
 
   I waved my arm, waiting until he was closer to say, “Hello Aaron!” (No sense in alerting Azmaveth to his presence.) 
 
    “Good afternoon Ahira,” he smiled. “Can I drag you away from your work long enough to take a stroll?”
 
   I quickly weighed the option. As long as we stuck close enough to the den Aaron was probably strong enough to protect us from any less than friendly creatures in the area. “Sure, sounds great,” I chirped.
 
   “We can’t go too far though,” I continued, following Aaron away from the den and into the forest. “If I stray too much Azmaveth will come looking for me. And the woods aren’t really safe anymore either.”
 
   “I’ve noticed that too,” Aaron agreed. “We wizards have taken to traveling mostly in packs.”
 
   “You guys will be fighting with the dragons, right? Against the valkyrie?” I asked.
 
   “We will try,” Aaron grimly said, holding a tree branch back so I could walk through without being poked. “We’ve been asked to help, and it’s not like we can refuse.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “The dragons are the ones who taught us magic. They’re much stronger than us. They’ve got better magical artifacts too,” Aaron said, his eyes darkening.
 
   “They have been around a lot longer,” I reasoned. “I mean, Azmaveth is like… older than my grandmother, and he’s pretty young,” I said, hopping over a small creek.
 
   “I suppose that is true,” Aarong reasoned.
 
   “Whew. Can we take a breather? It is hot,” I said, plopping down on a log.
 
   “Sure. We probably shouldn’t venture much further anyway,” Aaron agreed, sitting down next to me before continuing. “Say Ahira?”
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “If Azmaveth is gone sometime, would you mind taking me to see his treasury?”
 
   “Why?”  I asked, turning to gaze at him with a suspicious eye.
 
   “Because, do you even know the amount of educational treasures he has? Why I bet I would grow smarter just looking at it! I believe he has the treasure of Atkaperns, which allows you to heal warts. I think he also has the silver toothpick which cleans your teeth for you!”
 
   “Aaron.”
 
   “Oh, oh! He should also have the Marvelous Mayfair Mender! I’m not sure what it is, but it sounds interesting!”
 
   “Aaron!” I tried again.
 
   “And I wouldn’t take anything! I’m sure if I could just see the treasures I could figure out how they work and perhaps make a copy of them!”
 
   “Aaron!” I all but yelled in his ear.  
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I’ll take you!” I smiled once I was convinced I had his attention.
 
   “You will?” he dreamily said, looking as though I had just offered him the moon.
 
   “Yes. What are friends for?” I asked with a lopsided smile.
 
   He paused and his smile wilted. “Yes, thank you.”
 
   “No problem. Just don’t touch anything!” I warned. “Or Azmaveth will be sure to kill you.”  
 
   He laughed. “Don’t worry about it. I give you my word not to touch a single treasure!”  
 
   I leaned back, stretching my arms before awkwardly fanning my face with a hand. It was still hot and muggy, and I was wearing a long sleeved dress because Azmaveth hadn’t gotten around to getting me some new summer dresses. 
 
   “We’ll just have to do it sometime when Azmaveth is out,” I decided as pushed up the sleeves of my dress. It hitched halfway up my arm when loose thread tangled around one of my silver charms.
 
   I absentmindedly fixed the bracelet, pushing it back down to my wrist before folding up my sleeves. I shook my wrist once to hear the reassuring pings of the charms hitting one another.
 
   The noise drew Aaron’s attention. He glanced at the bracelet before doing a double take and freezing. “May I see this?” he asked.
 
   “Sure,” I said, offering out my wrist.
 
   Wonder flashed across his face before he carefully wiped it clean, as though he was wearing a mask. “Could you take it off so I could look at it? It’s very pretty,” he said with a charming smile.
 
   “Sorry, I can’t. Azmaveth gave it to me and last time I misplaced it he nearly took off my head,” I said, removing my wrist from his grip so I could straighten my white apron. I figured that would be the end of the conversation.
 
   It wasn’t. 
 
   Oh how little did I know the true nature of the human next to me.
 
   “Do you even know what that is?” Aaron asked, his voice dark and unfamiliar. 
 
   I twisted to face him. “Pardon?”
 
   Aaron leaned forward, his face was hard as though it were chiseled from stone. “That is one of the great dragon treasures. It’s called Guardian Charms.” 
 
   “…What?” 
 
   “Dragons can’t naturally break curses. It’s one of the few techniques their magic fails to cover. So to guard that base the Guardian Charms were forged. Only a human can use it. When they wear it they have the power to break any curse that crosses their path,” Aaron said as he slid off the log.
 
   “Any curse?” I murmured, my thoughts jostling in my head. If I could break any curse while wearing this bracelet I could help in the war against the valkyrie!
 
   I was knocked out of my thoughts when I heard the sizzling sound of magic. I yelped and rolled off the log which exploded into fire moments later.
 
   “Aaron, what the—why?” I said, stumbling on my feet.
 
   “I’m going to ask you one more time. Remove the bracelet and give it to me,” he ordered, holding one hand out as his eyes narrowed.
 
   I’m not sure if he thought I was blind or something, because his other hand was clearly charging up a fireball.
 
   My instincts finally took the chance to kick in, and I twisted and plunged through the forest without looking back.
 
   Aaron caught up with me in seconds, slamming me into a tree before pinning my neck to the bark with his hands.
 
   “Why?” I whispered, clawing at his hands as I tried to conserve oxygen.
 
    “Stupid girl. Haven’t you figured it out? Whoever has that charm bracelet can save or destroy the dragons!” Aaron growled.
 
   “So we’ll save them,” I said, tears stinging my eyes.
 
   “Wrong. Bartering is the best route. If we can save their precious Tsol they’ll do anything, even if it means submitting themselves to humans,” Aaron said with a smirk as the world started to grow hazy.
 
   I choked, trying to get more air to my lungs as my arms fell limply to my side.
 
   Aaron released me at the last moment, and I fell forward. I slammed face first into the ground, only vaguely aware that he had my arm pinned behind me and was removing Azmaveth’s charm bracelet from my wrist. 
 
   “Finally, after chasing after it for years, I have it,” Aaron purred, placing a hand on the back of my neck before pressing down, pushing my face into the dirt. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to get rid of you. Can’t leave any evidence behind, after all,” Aaron said, not sounding sorry at all. The hand on the back of my neck was growing hot, and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end.
 
    “Good bye, Princess Ahira,” Aaron said.
 
   I twisted my neck and spat dirt out of my mouth before screaming. “AZMAVETH!”
 
   “Quiet!” Aaron hissed, almost snapping my neck in his hands. “Don’t even dream that your precious dragon can save you now!” he sneered as I choked on dirt and my tears.
 
   Both Aaron and I froze when a dangerous, murderous voice spoke. “Don’t count on that, wizard.”
 
   Seconds later Aaron went flying through the air, tumbling head over heels. 
 
   I immediately pushed up and coughed up the dirt chunks and leaves that had gotten stuffed in my mouth when Aaron pushed my face into the ground.
 
   I wiped dirt off my face and glanced at Kohath. My body went paralyzed with fear.
 
   Kohath looked absolutely murderous. Never before had I seen him so furious, including our run in with Trila. His eyes were swirling black pits and every one of his muscles was tense with rage. 
 
   Aaron righted himself and stumbled to his feet. “I knew you would be a problem,” he shouted at the steward before throwing a fireball at him.
 
   Kohath flicked it away with a single hand gesture.
 
   I stared, open mouthed, at him. This was the precocious, vain, and perhaps some what inept Kohath, right?
 
   “That is where you are wrong, feeble human,” Kohath said. One moment he was next to me and the next moment he popped up by Aaron, slamming the boy in the jaw with the hilt of his sheathed sword.
 
   Aaron went down like a sack of grain, clutching his most likely broken jaw. Kohath snatched my charm bracelet out of his hands and tossed it to me.
 
   Kohath stood over Aaron, his eyes whirling. “I’m not just a problem,” he said as he carefully slid his sword out of its sheath. The sword itself started to pulse with purple light. “I’m you’re worst nightmare,” Kohath snarled before slicing his sword through the air.
 
   The blade sang, and the forest exploded.
 
   When the dust settled Kohath was standing in front of me, brushing off his clothes.
 
   Aaron was crumbled on the ground, unconscious at the very least, most likely severely injured, perhaps even dead. The trees around us were twisted on their sides liked snapped twigs under Kohath’s incredible power.
 
   I stared blankly at Aaron. Even as I tried to understand the situation I could feel that the back of my mind was gnawing at a nearly finished puzzle.
 
   “You didn’t kill him?” I asked.
 
   “No. Not yet,” Kohath said, smartly sliding his sword back into its sheath.
 
   “Don’t, please,” I said as I pushed myself into a standing position. My legs wobbled beneath me. 
 
   “Oh no. That would be too merciful,” Kohath said, a smirk crossing his lips. He abruptly shook it off. “Are you alright, Ahira?” he asked, closing in on me.
 
   My forehead wrinkled as I tried to sort through all the facts. “Maybe… I think so?” I said, rubbing my head. I felt funny. Something wasn’t adding up, and it wasn’t the new information about the Guardian Charms. I could have sworn that Kohath, when he first started talking, sounded exactly like Azmaveth.
 
   I was unperturbed, for once, when Kohath reached out to hug me. “Aaron will be out of it for a day at least. I’ll send Levi by to come pick him up. For now we need to get home,” he said, glancing at the sky.
 
   He took my hand before carefully leading me through the woods. I followed him, squinting at the back of his head.
 
   Within minutes we left the forest and started to walk down a dirt road, still hand in hand. We only broke contact for the short while it took me to re-clip my bracelet on my right wrist.
 
   As we walked I was finally able to sort through what was bothering me. Kohath and Azmaveth. It wasn’t just one isolated incident. In fact, it started as far back as I met him, when I noticed his weirdo purple hair. There was the way that Kohath seemed to move around the den, as though he owned it. His stupid support of Amaveth’s dumb princess books, not to mention that he seemed almost completely clueless about the processes of the female heart. And his magic, his magic was so familiar. 
 
   I released my grip on Kohath’s hand and abruptly stopped in the middle of the road.
 
   Kohath, who was gazing at the sky, stopped to stare at me. “Ahira?” he asked.
 
   I tipped my head back as I considered him. “I don’t believe I have ever seen you and Azmaveth in the same room together,” I announced.
 
   Wrinkles creased Kohath’s forehead. “What are you talking about? We—,”
 
   He was cut off when four dragons circled overhead, casting black shadows on the ground.
 
   Kohath cursed under his breath and reached out to take my hand. I yanked it away, still staring at him.
 
   “Ahira—,” Kohath started. He was cut off when the dragons landed around us, stirring up dust and shaking the ground.
 
   “Come, Azmaveth,” a large emerald dragon said, his glorious eyes pinned on Kohath. “You know the rules.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Kohath said, carelessly swiping a hand through the air before turning to me. “Everything will be okay, Ahira,” he promised as a crimson dragon shuffled forward to offer out his claws.
 
   Kohath stepped in the dragon’s paws first, and I followed, staring at his back.
 
   “When we reach the court, try to stay close to me Ahira,” Kohath said, reaching for me.
 
   “No,” I said, staring back as the dragon closed his paws around us before leaping into flight.
 
   “No?” Kohath said, looking surprised and perhaps a little hurt.
 
   “All of this, the magic, the similarities, the same obscene impertinence, it only makes sense if you, Kohath, are really Azmaveth,” I said, my voice was wooden and dangerously calm to my own ears. “And that means that all of this time you’ve been lying to me.”
 
   Kohath stared at me in stunned silence, and for a moment I breathed easier. It was a preposterous idea, of course I was wrong!
 
   “I didn’t mean for it to go this far!” Kohath-who-was-really-Azmaveth shouted as he slumped forward.
 
   A part of my heart crumpled. I had hoped he would deny it.
 
   “From the first month you’ve been lying to me,” I calmly continued. “That’s why you wanted to know what I thought of Kohath. I was just a research topic. A way educate and entertain yourself. Oh what fun you two must have had at my expense. You and Zerah, I mean. After all, Levi must be Zerah if you are Azmaveth.”
 
   “Ahira, it’s not like that,” Azmaveth in a human body argued.
 
   “I’ve been a proper fool for not realizing it earlier. You’ve said before that breaking curses is really the only magic dragons cannot perform. Naturally you would be very skilled at the art of transfiguration, which I suppose would allow you to take on a human body,” I ruthlessly continued.
 
   “Look, I may have started this as an experiment, but really Ahira, you’ve got to believe me—,” Kohath started.
 
   “Believe you? When you’ve been lying from the start!” I snarled.
 
   “This is not the right time to try and properly explain,” Kohath groaned, rubbing his forehead. “I honestly didn’t think she would squeal so soon. Really, Ahira, I would have told you sooner, but—.”
 
   My ears popped as we landed with a thump, the dragons paws jiggling in spite of his efforts to keep them relatively stable.
 
   The crimson dragon unclasped his paws, allowing Azmaveth and myself to crawl out of his claws.
 
   The same gold dragon who had divvied out the princesses the day I arrived was waiting a few feet away.
 
   Azmaveth and I had been dumped in the center of the cave. Dragons sat around us in a ring, whispering and talking to one another.
 
   The gold dragon cleared his throat before speaking in his rumbling voice. “Hear ye, hear ye. The Dragon Court is now in session for the trial of Azmaveth, a Duke of the Dragons. Long live the King,” the gold dragon finished with a complicated bow in my direction.
 
   I spun around. Behind me was a gigantic platform where three dragons were seated, their silhouettes barely visible thanks to the bright lights that beat down on me. I could see that the dragon in the middle was the biggest.
 
   It was that big dragon who rumbled, “Azmaveth, it is best if you reverse your transformation.”  
 
   Human Azmaveth sighed. “As you wish,” he said before muttering a stream of words under his breath.
 
   There was a boom, and the magic was filled with purple smoke. When it parted Azmaveth, in his usual, elegant dragon body was revealed.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 16Dragons on Trial
 
   Another piece of my heart crumbled. I had hoped that he really wasn’t Azmaveth and that he wouldn’t be able to transform.
 
   “I’m so sorry Ahira,” Azmaveth whispered to me, his lean, cat-like body stretched out behind me as he lowered his head to try and nuzzle me.
 
   I stiffly stood like a stone statue and did not respond, much less acknowledge the change.
 
   Was everything I encountered in Tsol a lie, just like Kohath and Levi?
 
   “Explain what you have done Azmaveth,” the middle dragon ordered as the lights dimmed some. This dragon was a lovely royal blue and the edges of his scales were plated in gold. He had to be the Dragon King. “Why have you betrayed the codes of our kind and shape shifted into a human?”
 
   Azmaveth raised his head to meet the King’s gaze. “It’s very simple, cousin,” he said.
 
   The rest of the dragons in the cave erupted in shouts, angry that such a traitor would refer to their king so familiarly.
 
   “I fell in love with a human,” Azmaveth continued. 
 
   Everyone froze for a second before the shouts were renewed. The room was occasionally pelted with purrs of surprise and thrums of irritation in addition to shouts of outrage.
 
   “So it is true,” the King said. “Lady Flaming Rose did not lie,” he said, shifting his magnificent gaze to Rose, who was staring at me with intense dislike.
 
    “I did break our ancient laws and create a potion that allowed me to change into a human, yes,” Azmaveth easily admitted, shrugging his shoulders as though such a taboo was commonly preformed.
 
   “You will further explain yourself, Azmaveth,” the king said, shifting back to his haunches.
 
   The tip of Azmaveth’s tail made a steady beat on the ground, like a cat’s tail. “I started researching the potion out of sheer curiosity. Ahira was, and always will be I suspect, an interesting sample of her kind. I wanted to see what made humans tick. But it wasn’t enough just to study their anatomy or psychology. Living with Ahira made me want to try it for myself. As everyone knows, if anything I am a scientist at heart.”
 
   Dragons in the crowd murmured, agreeing with him.
 
   I tried to hold back tears.
 
   I was right, I was nothing but an experiment. A scientific discovery, a testing ground for his dratted research. All of our times, our memories, were created because he wanted to experience being human.
 
   I unconsciously rubbed my lips with a hand. That meant that even that day, what I thought was a bet between himself and “Levi” to see if he could kiss me was probably nothing but a scientific wager between two dragons.
 
   “After days of research I was able to create a potion that would grant a dragon a human transformation. It was only temporary, and it was shaky at best. I spent weeks and months perfecting it and prolonging the periods of time it allowed me to move about as a human,” Azmaveth said, his dark eyes rested on me as he shifted.  I could feel his gaze even though I refused to look up at him. His front paws were carefully placed on either side of me.
 
   “I made up an identity that would allow me to roam like a human. I used my middle name, Kohath, and gave myself the title of Azmaveth’s steward. Ahira, the main attraction of my experience, didn’t know a thing about dragon culture. Of course she wouldn’t know that dragons don’t have stewards. As long as I, acting as both myself and Kohath, affirmed the false relationship Ahira wouldn’t question it.”
 
   I grit my teeth so hard I thought my they might crack. I had trusted him.
 
   “I grew fond of my princess and disliked some of the company she kept, particularly that of Aaron, a wizard. He constantly tried to cozy up to Ahira, an action I didn’t appreciate. I decided to use my Kohath identity to win her heart and make the wizard keep his paws off her,” Azmaveth said, spitting out the last part of the sentence.
 
   “Unfortunately, like many scientists before me, I failed. Ahira found my human form to be a friend at best, and more annoying than loving at worst. She remained friends with Aaron, and in a superb twist of irony, I fell in love with her instead.”
 
   I couldn’t hold back a snort. The King noticed my action and cocked his head. Azmaveth’s paws stiffened. He must have heard me as well.
 
   I didn’t care if he was hurt, it was a ridiculous claim. If Azmaveth had really cared so much about me he would have told me. He would have spilled his purple guts the moment he started feeling guilty. Instead Rose, Rose who didn’t even live with him like I did, had sniffed out his secret, and I had not.
 
   A few tears spilled out of my eyes, hitting my cheeks like hot coals.
 
   A shifting on the platform gained my attention, and I finally realized that one of the dragons sitting next to the King was Behemoth. The other was a large, black dragon that I had never seen before in my life.
 
   “Fellow dragons,” Behemoth shouted over the whispers and hums. “You have heard Sir Azmaveth, a Duke of the Dragons, confirm with his own mouth the charges against him. What do you say?”
 
    “Kill the girl!” Rose spat. “She is the one who caused all of this.”  
 
   “Ahira did nothing!” Azmaveth roared, twisting his neck to stare at the red scaled female. “She didn’t know about any of this. It was you who went through my lab, without my gainsay, when we were gone!”
 
   “It’s a good thing I did,” Rose snarled in return. “Who knows how long this little charade would have continued if I hadn’t!”
 
   “My King, let it be noted that Rose obviously has feelings of hatred for the girl. Not because Azmaveth broke the dragon code and turned into a human, but because he fell in love with the Princess,” Behemoth sharply said, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye.
 
   I bowed my head to show my thankfulness towards him. 
 
   The King twitched his tail. “Behemoth is right. Rose is too emotionally involved with this case, even if we ignore the fact that she’s been rallying to be Azmaveth’s betrothed for decades.”  
 
   Even in my cold fury, a part of me goggled at this news. Yet another thing I wasn’t aware of. Perhaps I really wasn’t a big part of Azmaveth’s life like I had thought. I considered Azmaveth’s love confession with a great deal of disbelief and scorn. I didn’t know what Azmaveth was trying to accomplish, but he was very obviously not in love with me.
 
    “If Azmaveth is guilty then I am as well,” an icy voice announced.
 
   I winced. Oh please oh please no! Facing public humiliation due to Azmaveth was enough. I didn’t want Zerah ratting about their little jokes as well!
 
   “Wait, two of my dukes broke a sacred law for one human girl?” the king demanded, completely incredulous.
 
   “Azmaveth left out one part, as usual,” Zerah said, strolling up to stand next to Azmaveth in his usual, elegant glory. “He might have wanted to spare me, but it is my burden to bear as well. Rose, the inglorious rat, didn’t bother to discover that I too had taken on a human identity as well.”
 
   I twisted to stare at Zerah who was gazing back. His face was emotionless as ever, but affection warmed his grey eyes.
 
   He broke the eye contact when Azmaveth nearly bashed his skull in. “What are you doing?” Azmaveth hissed.
 
   Zerah ruffled his wings and ignored Azmaveth. “Of course I introduced myself to Ahira as well. It was interesting and daring to talk to her as a human. I tried to befriend her and ingratiate my human self with her. As you can obviously see, I am guilty as well.”
 
   There was a stunned silence in the cave. No one had ever expected Zerah, hater of humans, to become one and admit to being friends with me.  
 
   I considered Zerah’s speech. I wasn’t boiling mad at him. His betrayal did not sting nearly as bad as Azmaveth’s. Zerah and I had not lived together, and I had only known Levi for a short while. Zerah had not carried on with such an elaborate scheme like Azmaveth had.
 
   The black dragon sitting on the King’s other side spoke up, staring at me with glowing, red eyes. “My King,” he hissed. “I find myself more sympathetic to Lady Rose’s argument. Tempting Azmaveth is one thing, but Zerah is an entirely different matter. If she can change the mind of Lord Zerah it is quite possible she may be some kind of enchantress. If we let her walk free who knows what she’ll do?”
 
   Amaveth’s betrayal may have robbed me of my voice, but I found it again as I entered a staring match with this black dragon. “Excuse me?” I asked, leaning back on one heel. “I, as everyone here must know, am a princess. I come from a human country. It was you dragons who ripped me from my home, and you have the audacity to act as though this is all my fault?” I asked, cold anger building in my voice. “I have been lied to, made into a test subject, mocked, and publicly humiliated! None of you want to admit that your stupid, precious dukes might have made a mistake so you’re going to make me the scapegoat? You know what? I don’t care about your asinine politics. I don’t care if Zerah hates humans or not, I don’t care if Rose has the hotts for Azmaveth, I don’t care if these dukes broke your stupid code, I don’t care if you win your dumb war against those stupid valkyrie!” I shouted, venting my anger.
 
   As quickly as the inspiration came to speak, it left me.
 
   I swallowed and shut my eyes, hoping I didn’t just get myself killed.
 
   There was silence.
 
   “I may believe her,” the king said.
 
   My eyes snapped open.
 
   He was watching me with a thoughtful frown. “At the very least she is brave. Perhaps foolishly so, but brave all the same.”
 
   I raised my hand to run it through my hair, relieved for the moment. The charm bracelet on my wrist fell down my arm, the charms clicking as they hit each other.
 
   The King’s face was suddenly mere feet away from me. “What do you have?” he asked, his voice dangerously quiet.
 
   “N-n-nothing!” I squeaked.
 
   “Ask Azmaveth, my King,” Rose snarled from her seat. “Ask him why that miserable maggot wizard was after her and tried to kill her this afternoon,” she hissed.
 
   The King turned to Azmaveth and waited for an explanation. “She has the Guardian Charms,” Azmaveth admitted.
 
   “Are you a complete imbecile?” the King roared. “You GAVE her one of our greatest national treasures?”  
 
   “Like you’re one to talk! You told me it was the Gaffer Charms of Gentlery! I gave it to her before I was properly able to identify it because of your false advertising,” Azmaveth snarled, shaking his long head.
 
   “Silence!” the black dragon hissed. “You will address our King with proper respect!”
 
   “It’s a family feud, Blackie. Keep out of it!” Azmaveth snorted.
 
   The King rolled his eyes. “It’s fine, Blacksford. Azmaveth is not entirely wrong in his accusation. This, however, does change matters. Before I withdraw to consider the case are there any other comments?”
 
   “Let it also be known that the Keeper is smitten with her,” Shammah said, avoiding looking in my direction. “He doesn’t love her, but he is incredibly fond of her. That fondness might possibly outweigh his loyalty towards us.”
 
   “That is beyond dangerous,” the black dragon, Blacksford, hissed. “He is only the first of a long line of creatures that will turn against us if we let her live.” 
 
   I was surprised when another voice jumped to my defense. “May I point out,” a dainty, white, female dragon started. “She is a mortal. It’s not like she will remain here long, she has perhaps 50 years left to live, max. Plus it seems to me that she doesn’t really seem to be very excited about Azmaveth’s deception.”
 
   I was so grateful to this white dragon I could have kissed her. That Blacksford seemed bent on getting me killed.
 
   “It is so,” the King said before turning around and leaving, Behemoth and Blacksford trailing after him.
 
   My life was in the claws of the Dragon King, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 17Ardeo Again
 
   The second the King disappeared the dragons started to murmur to each other. Azmaveth, who still had his paws placed on either side of me, whispered. “Ahira.”
 
   I stonily ignored him.
 
    “Ahira, I’m sorry, we’re sorry,” Azmaveth said as he and Zerah drew closer to me. He moved so he could see my face, and he stared at me with his beautiful, deceptive eyes.
 
   “Please leave me alone,” I politely said through gritted teeth.
 
   Azmaveth recoiled, as though I had hit him. My politeness was a stone wall thrown between us. 
 
   “Ahira… I—.”
 
   “Please,” I stiffly repeated.
 
   Azmaveth looked hurt.
 
   He expected me to throw a temper tantrum, to sob and collapse in a miserable heap. Instead I managed to keep myself standing, my chin held high as I stared straight through him as if he were a wisp of fog.
 
   I was a princess.
 
   I was royalty.
 
   I would hold myself together until I heard my sentence. Even as my legs buckled and tears threatened to burn at my eyes, I stared forward with a dignity that would have surprised and delighted my mother.
 
   It seemed like hours before the King returned, but really it was only a few short minutes.
 
   Behemoth looked absolutely worse for the wear. His scales were dull and his ears were pinned back. But when he met Azmaveth gaze he nodded and smiled in a reassuring matter. (I suspect he had earned a scolding for knowing about “Kohath” and not telling the King.) 
 
   Blacksford was not so content. He looked furious and had a hard time looking anything but murderous. Rose picked up on his anger and started to grow irate as well.
 
    “I have made my decision,” the King announced as the dragons hummed with apprehension.
 
   I held my breath and waited.  
 
   “The princess shall be returned to her homeland, uninjured. Azmaveth will not be punished, however, he will not be allowed to see the girl again. Let us put this predicament behind us. It is only foolishness. May this be a lesson unto all. Lord Zerah is to take the mortal back to her home,” the king decreed before unfolding his beautiful wings. He made a quick and determined exit out of the cave, ending the trial. 
 
   My knees crumpled up underneath me in relief. I sat down on the cave floor and tried to take steady breaths.
 
   Azmaveth passed through the corner of my vision. Behemoth was escorting him out of the cave. He watched me as they walked past, but I unflinchingly ignored his gaze.
 
   Zerah slowly approached me. He bowed his head once before scooping me up in his claws. His sadness was apparent in his dulling scales.
 
   Without exchanging any words we flew out of Tsol and to Ardeo. Zerah thoughtfully flew lower than when I had first come to Tsol, making it much easier for me to breathe. 
 
   The flight gave me an hour or so to think. I still wasn’t completely sure how I felt. Azmaveth’s betrayal had hurt me deeply. All of this time I thought we were friends, comrades, when really I was just some silly science experiment.
 
   I should have known better.
 
   Zerah’s deception hurt less, and perhaps even made some sense to me. Zerah hated humans, but he had always been curious about our ways. His observation from a human form made sense.
 
   Not Azmaveth’s. Azmaveth didn’t have a single good reason after our initial meeting as Ahira and Kohath.
 
   My ears started to pop, signaling our decent.
 
   Human screams, squeals, and shouts squirmed through Zerah’s paws. The peasants/farmers were hysterical, I was sure.
 
   Zerah landed, rocking me in his paws when his hind legs touched the ground. He slid down to his belly and slowly opened his paws, allowing me to crawl off his claws.
 
   Zerah stared down at me with big, grey, regretful eyes.
 
   I cast my own gaze around. Zerah had landed in a field. All of those who had spotted us were running towards a castle. My family’s castle. It didn’t really feel like my castle anymore.
 
   As I stared at my family’s residence there was a giant explosion. I jumped in the air, surprised and a little terrified when a huge cloud of smoke gathered around Zerah and I.
 
   I nearly shrieked when I felt human arms encircle my shoulders as the smoke cleared. “I’m sorry Ahira,” Zerah whispered into my hair.
 
   He had switched into his pseudo-human form. 
 
   I tried to stay as stiff as a board and as emotional as a rock.
 
   “We weren’t fair to you, and we never meant to hurt you. Things just got… out of hand,” Zerah said. “And now the dragons have thrown you out like some kind of unwanted child. I’m so sorry Ahira.”
 
   I will shamelessly admit that I gave in.
 
   Unable to keep my granite mask from cracking, I reached out and wrapped my arms around Zerah’s waist. I squeezed so hard I suspect I might have cracked one or two of his ribs.
 
   It wasn’t fair.
 
   I wanted to boil with anger and rage at Azmaveth and Zerah, but I didn’t want to leave Tsol. I didn’t want to leave Tuggles, and Behemoth, heck even Cinders. I wanted to find out what the dragons would do to Aaron, and how they would fight off the valkyrie.
 
   If I was being honest I also wanted to rail at Azmaveth. I wanted to kick him for making me his little experiment. And now I never would see him again.
 
   I was split between feeling hurt and lost.
 
   My introspective thoughts were ruined when I inhaled a piece of Zerah’s silky silver-blue hair.
 
   “They’re coming,” Zerah said, his arms slowly sliding off me as I coughed. He smiled sadly. “This might be for the best. You’ll be safe here, far out of the valkyrie’s reach.”
 
   My lips formed a sad smile. “Take care Zerah.”
 
   Zerah half smiled. “I will try,” he said before glancing at the castle. A large party of soldiers and prancing horses were moving through the field, heading in our direction.
 
   “Tell everyone I say farewell,” I added.
 
   “I will. Ahira, you surely can’t believe that Azmaveth really thinks of you as an experiment,” Zerah said.
 
   I twisted my neck to look at the rescue party. “That’s my brother,” I said, my eyes landing on Caspian and his white horse. “You had better go. Good bye Zerah.”
 
   “Good bye, Ahira,” Zerah said before muttering words under his breath. He reversed the transformation, returning to his dragon body, and instantly launched himself into flight.
 
   The horses in the rescue party reared and squealed, frightened by the silver dragon.
 
   It was only when Zerah disappeared on the horizon that they were able to draw closer. 
 
   “Ahira!” Caspian called. His white steed was galloping, full speed, towards me.
 
   Caspian flung himself off Windfall, his mount, while the horse was still moving and scooped me into a bone crushing bear hug. “Ahira, Ahira!” he laughed.
 
   “Caspian, it’s so good to see you!” I laughed as well when he finally released me, allowing my lungs to take on more oxygen.
 
   It surprised me. Caspian had changed in my absence. He was several inches taller again. He was thicker, his build more muscular. His face had lost some of its boyishness as well.
 
   I had been gone almost a year. It made sense. It wasn’t like the world stopped turning because I wasn’t here… and yet I couldn’t help but feel surprised.
 
   “You look… different,” I said, waving a hand in an attempt to illustrate.
 
   “As do you,” Caspian said, giving me a head to toe inspection as the rest of the riding party caught up to us, my father leading the charge.
 
    “Welcome home, Ahira,” my father greeted with a kingly smile.
 
   “Thank you,” I replied as Caspian mounted his horse and pulled me up behind him.  
 
   “Mother is going to be so disappointed that you haven’t brought home a prince,” Caspian told me as we walked back to the castle. “I take it that was your dragon that dropped out off?”
 
   “No, that was Lord Zerah, a friend,” I stonily said, making it clear that all questions about dragons were off limits for the time being.
 
   Caspian nodded and glanced back at me before shaking his head. “What?” I asked.
 
   “You, you, you really changed,” he fumbled.
 
   “What, you can tell I’m not as bratty?” I teased.
 
   Caspian laughed and shook his head.
 
   My father narrated our trip back to the castle, catching me up with the politics at home. Two of his lords were squabbling over a river that ran between their properties. A prince from another nation had come to study with Caspian at our university. My mother had bought an exotic tiger as a pet, and my father had finally managed to finagle a private ship for the royal family.
 
   It was pleasant enough until we reached the castle gates. I observed, with dread, that Jezbell’s flag was flying over head with our family’s flag. That could only mean my trollish sister was also present.
 
   When we reached the inner courtyard of the royal castle I slid off Caspian’s horse. Caspian hopped off after me and handed Windfall over to a stable boy before dragging me to the castle. “Mother! Ahira is back!” he yelled. “A dragon dropped her off!”  
 
   I was ready for the scolding of a lifetime. After all, I’m sure my mother had counted on me returning on the horse of a lovely prince, not being dropped off by a dragon, plopped at their doorstep like dirty laundry.
 
   My mother poked her head out of the door before exiting the castle. She blinked twice and stared at me for several awkward moments.
 
   “Um… Ta da,” I awkwardly joked, waving my hands like a wizard.
 
   One of my mother’s eyebrows nearly disappeared into her hairline, but for some odd reason she looked relieved. “I suppose it would have been too much to ask that those dragons would have ironed out your flashiness while you were over. Perhaps observing Jezbell would do you some good,” she dryly said. “Welcome home Ahira,” she said, a small smile flitting across her face before reaching out to lightly embrace me.
 
   I was shocked.
 
   Where were the horrified screams? Where were the accusations that I’m trying to ruin all of her plans?
 
    “I’m going to take Ahira back to her room, Mother. I’m sure she is tired,” Caspain called as he lugged me away. He pulled me through the storm cloud that was my sisters. (Well, most of them. Jezbell was blessedly missing.)
 
   My sisters regarded me with wide eyes and whispered to each other while singing out in sweet voices that they were glad I had safely returned home.
 
   Caspian didn’t let go of me until we reached my room.
 
   “What was that, down there?” I asked, rubbing my head in awe and surprise.
 
   “What?” Caspian asked.
 
   “Mother! She didn’t scream, she didn’t lecture! She didn’t even mention the fact that I had no prince! All she had was one little, lame remark about how I should watch Jezbell!”
 
   “Well that should hardly be a surprise. Jezbell has always been her favorite,” Caspian logically pointed out.
 
   “But, but she wasn’t really mad!” I said, my eyes wide.
 
   “Why would she be?” Caspian frowned. “Ahira, I know you and Mother never really saw eye to eye…”
 
   I snorted.
 
   “I mean, you never understood why she was so worried about her daughters being perfect and beautiful so they could all land good husbands, but surely you know that she loves you.”
 
   I turned my surprised mind to Caspian. “When did you start talking like an emotionally intelligent human being?”
 
   “Diplomat training,” Caspian wisely nodded. “Comes with the territory of being king.” He shifted uncomfortably for a moment. “Ahira, I’m sorry I wasn’t able to come get you.”
 
   I sighed. Truthfully I had been a little hurt that Caspian hadn’t instantly trekked across Somnio to find me… but also truthfully I had pretty much put my family out of mind in my latter days of living with Azmaveth
 
   “It’s okay Caspian,” I said. How could I begrudge him when the thought to come home hadn’t entered my mind in months?
 
   Outside the church bells rang.
 
   “Oh, I have to go,” Caspian said.
 
   “Where?” I asked.
 
   “Class. In agriculture today I’m being taught about the different grains our lands can produce. I’ll see you later tonight!” Caspian said before hurrying out of my room while looking as stately as possible. “I’m going to be late,” he muttered before he moved out of hearing distance.
 
   I was still staring at the door as though seeing a ghost. Caspian!? Willingly going to class?!? On TIME?!?
 
   “This is so weird,” I quietly whispered.
 
    
 
    
 
   Life in Ardeo had changed in the short period I was gone.
 
   During the days Caspian went wildly dashing about the castle and our university, checking in to see me for short time increments before rushing off to his next class.
 
   Several times he brought his friend with, Prince Edward from the northern country of Madalia. I had vague recollections of meeting Prince Edward before, but from what I recalled Caspian used to hate him and complained that he was too stuffy and emotionless.
 
   Apparently that was no longer so. Caspian and Edward were great chums. Many times when I was alone with my brother Caspian babbled about all of the pranks he and Edward had pulled over the school year.
 
   Clearly I had been replaced.
 
   My sisters chased after me, always wanting to hear tales about my stay with the dragons. I found my sisters more likeable on my return, probably because the other princesses I had a prolonged period of contact with in Tsol were incurably stupid.
 
   But similarly, when I was with my sisters I was neither relaxed nor restful. Being with them drained me. They often didn’t get my jokes, and half of the time they didn’t believe my stories.
 
   While Caspian and I had always been closest, I always had friendship in my sisters. That wasn’t so anymore. Now they treated me as though I was a charming, eccentric aunt that they dearly loved but found a little ridiculous.
 
   My mother continued to surprise me. Her verbal attacks were hardly up to par anymore. She didn’t criticize my appearance, although she often enough remarked that she wished I would stop acting so odd on occasion. 
 
   Such observations were easily shrugged off on my part, however. It made me wary that she hadn’t leaped for my throat yet. I had wonder if old age was getting to her, or if I had previously found her lame remarks hurtful before. After living with Azmaveth and Zerah I could see they were nothing.
 
   My greatest relief in returning home was my Father. He was quite possibly the only one who hadn’t changed at all. He still gave way to all of my mother’s suggestions and observations, and he still tried to slip off whenever he could.
 
   Oddly enough it wasn’t such a big upset when he did. Apparently Father had it rigged with his advisors that Caspian could replace him whenever he left for an outing with his honor guards.
 
    All of these changes weighed heavily in my heart. Clearly Caspian and I were no longer best friends. I couldn’t even really count on common friendship with my sisters. While my mother’s lack of verbal outrage was a pleasant change, I still hated being told to mind Jezbell. (Who thankfully had yet to turn out.)
 
   Additionally, thoughts of Azmaveth weighed down my mind like a troll. A part of me was ready to forgive him. Zerah was right, I knew that Azmaveth regarded me with the warmth of friendship, not intellectual curiosity.
 
   However, another part of me couldn’t forgive him. I had told Azmaveth so many things. So many things, things about Kohath! If he and Azmaveth were the same person… 
 
   It was mostly my embarrassment that kept me bitter towards the purple dragon.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 18Stand Tall and Pour Wine
 
   Perhaps two weeks after my return Jezbell made her first public appearance. (At least, her first public appearance that I hadn’t managed to wriggle out of.)
 
   It was a court dinner. My siblings and I were arranged around my father and mother before the tables spanned out to our court.
 
   Caspian was sitting by my father, as far away from me as possible. Unfortunately, under my mother’s insistence I was sitting next to Jezbell.
 
   We had just finished the soup, and I was carefully playing with my charm bracelet, the Guardian Charms.
 
   I guess in all of the fuss the Dragon King must have forgotten that I had it. I was idly wondering if they would ever send someone to collect it when my terrible sister interrupted my thoughts.
 
   “So, Ahira. I hear you weren’t even good enough to be a servant for dragons, so they returned you,” she simpered.
 
   I slowly raised my head to meet her gaze.
 
   Everyone was staring at us. The music was still echoing in the hall, but everyone’s attention was fastened on us. 
 
   It was no secret that we hated each other and that Jezbell was Mother’s favorite. She had embarrassed me in court before, and usually I was powerless to defend myself.
 
   I glanced up at Caspian, hoping he would help.
 
   He was also watching the two of us, swirling wine in his cup with a graceful air while staring at me. He was waiting for my reaction. He would not help.
 
   Mother seemed to be completely oblivious to the tension in the air. Father ignored my gaze and stared at his food.
 
   “Well?” Jezbell asked.
 
   I didn’t reply 
 
   “And your dragon! Ugh! I hear he was a beastly creature. As ugly as they come. I even heard that he loved you! Imagine that! Someone was actually stupid enough to fancy you,” she chattered on.
 
   I swallowed and bit my tongue to keep from screaming. I wondered why on earth I took this treatment. She couldn’t hurt me like a valkyrie. She couldn’t nearly kill me like Aaron. Exactly what was keeping me from putting her in her place? I also searched my memory to figure out how she heard rumors about Azmaveth’s love life.
 
    “Talk about exceeding the rules of nature. But it doesn’t matter, does it? In the end even he dumped you back home. Poor, poor Ahira. No one wants you. Not even your dreadful dragon.” 
 
   Jezbell cut off when I abruptly stood. I folded my napkin and placed it on the table. 
 
   “Running away are you?” Jezbell asked with an arched eyebrow. “That’s all you do, isn’t it. Too stupid to respond?”
 
   I turned to Jezbell and placed an utterly pleasant, polite smile on my lips as I reached for my wine goblet.
 
   “Jezbell, you sound exactly like a creature I ran across in Tsol. Her name was Trila. She was a valkyrie. She talked and talked nonstop about situations and events that she knew nothing about. She was ridiculously stupid, and I felt sorry for her because really she was the only one who didn’t know how inept and idiotic she was,” I said in a pleasant, charming voice.
 
   Jezbell flushed red with anger.
 
   “But in the end one of the dragons grew tired of her, and now she is no more. That generally happens to people who are as annoying as she was. Perhaps, sister of mine, you should cool down and try to sweeten your temperament so you are not picked off in a similar matter. Here, let me help,” I said before dumping my goblet over her head.
 
   Wine dripped off her face and hair, trickling down her back. “Y-you!” she sputtered.
 
   “Good day, sister,” I breezily said before leaving the table. As I walked through the dining hall the only noises were my steady footsteps and Jezbell’s surprised huffs. Even the musicians were frozen, watching my progress as I trekked across the room. 
 
   I left, closing the door behind me, and pandemonium exploded in my wake.
 
   I took one deep breath before heading for the courtyard. I haled a stable boy who was leading my brother’s white horse. Windfall was already saddled, having just finished being exercised by the stable master.
 
   “I need to use a horse for a while,” I said, glancing from the small boy to my brother’s beautiful mount.
 
   “Yes Milady. Windfall here will carry you gently as you please,” he said, nodding his head before quickly setting about adjusting the stirrups for me.
 
   “Um, this is Caspian’s horse. He has a ridiculous crush on it, no one can ride it,” I corrected, reaching out to pat the horse’s thick neck.
 
   “Yes Milady, no one except for you and Prince Caspian,” the stable boy agreed.
 
   I observed him with suspicious eyes. “You must be joking. I don’t know how many hours I’ve spent trying to convince Caspian to let me ride him,” I said, gesturing to the horse.
 
   “Yes Milady. Prince Caspian announced that you would be allowed to ride Windfall the day you returned. Do you require assistance to mount up, Milady? Or would you prefer a side saddle?”
 
   “This is fine, thank you,” I said, taking the reins. I lightly sprang into the saddle, sitting astride. (I knew this really would give my mother a heart attack if she saw me.) I waved to the stable boy, who smartly bowed, before riding out of the castle courtyard.
 
   I rode through the city and popped out of castle, heading for the edge of the field where Zerah had dropped me off.
 
   I dismounted, patting Windfall as I reflected. Tomorrow would be my seventeenth birthday. It was a year from tonight that I was taken to Tsol and met Azmaveth.
 
   Azmaveth. I was starting to register his name with less anger and more regret. I shouldn’t have been so harsh. Really, it wasn’t completely his fault. I wasn’t mad at him per say, I was mad at myself. I had told Azmaveth things about Kohath, like the fact that I thought he was handsome.
 
   I groaned, my cheeks turning red as I thought of it. No wonder Kohath always seemed so smug. Azmaveth knew what I thought of him, I told him myself!
 
   Windfall nickered, calling me back to reality as an animal stumbled through the underbrush. I started to shy away, but Tuggles popped into view.
 
   He was breathing heavily, his nostrils were wide and red and he had a wet rasp to his breath.
 
    “Tuggles?” I whispered.
 
   The little unicorn tried to walk towards me. I broke away from Windfall and hustled to his side. “Tuggles, what’s wrong?” I asked as I approached him.
 
   I broke off in a gasp. A huge gash was taken out of Tuggles. Blood dripped down his side, spattering the grass below him. His face was filled with weariness and I could feel his small body leaning against me for support.  
 
   His heaved, gasping for air as I cradled him close to me. “Tuggles! What happened?” I demanded.  
 
   The little unicorn tried to breathe harder as his body trembled and collapsed.  “Tuggles? Tuggles!” I screamed petting my small little friend as he took in some last shuddering breaths. The Keeper was dying.
 
   “No, no! AZMAVETH! ZERAH! SOMEONE!” I screamed. Surely they wouldn’t allow the Keeper to venture over to Somnio alone. Surely they needed him for the battle! “Tuggles, hold on!” I pleaded. “Come on Tuggles. You’re a unicorn, you can survive this,” I said, tears leaking out of my eyes, blurring my vision.
 
   Tuggles’ throat hitched and his breath caught.
 
   “NO! TUGGLES!” I screamed. The Guardian Charms on my wrist clinked together, and wind suddenly blast through the field.
 
   I shut my eyes and leaned back against the onslaught.
 
   Just as quickly as the wind came, it disappeared.
 
   I slowly opened my eyes and blinked before panicking. Tuggles was no longer there.
 
   I scrambled to my feet and I ran smack dab into a grey wall. I rubbed my smarting nose and I looked up to see what I had collided with.  
 
   It was a huge, dapple grey unicorn that had a long, thick, creamy white mane and tail. His eyes were a brilliant blue color, and he blinked in a strangely familiar way before nickering.
 
   I stumbled backwards as I stared open mouthed at the giant unicorn. Behind me, Windfall neighed.
 
   The large unicorn caught sight of me and started crooning. He walked over to me and rubbed his head against my shoulder in a familiar manner as I stiffened.  
 
   His eyes were blue, yet he seemed so familiar. It couldn’t be.
 
   “Tuggles?” I asked.  
 
   The unicorn happily nickered.
 
    
 
    
 
   That’s when Rose’s words returned to my mind.
 
   “He is utterly useless unless he can break his blasted curse and return to his real form.”
 
   “You were cursed?” I asked. 
 
   Tuggles nodded.
 
   “And now you’re not?”
 
   He proudly tossed his head.
 
   “What is going on?” I asked. 
 
   Tuggles snorted and looked west, towards Tsol. The sky was blood red.
 
   I bit my lip, my previous thoughts still flickering in my brain. The dragons wouldn’t freely let Tuggles go. He was necessary in the battle with the valkyrie. But why would they send him here?
 
   There really was only one way to find out.
 
   “Take me to Azmaveth,” I said. Tuggles pranced over to a fallen stump that I hopped on before sliding onto Tuggles’ back. I nearly slipped off his glossy fur. He had to crow-hop to keep me in place.
 
   As I adjusted for a death grip of Tuggles’ name, Caspian called out.
 
   “Ahira!” he shouted, zooming towards us on the back of a black gelding. Windfall happily greeted his owner as he stuffed his face with grass.
 
   Caspian pulled his horse to a halt. “So you’re leaving then?” he asked, his eyes briefly resting on Tuggles’ pearly horn.
 
   “Yes. I need to be in Tsol for just a little while longer,” I said.
 
   “So it is true, that dragon, Azmaveth did fall in love with you.”
 
   I did not reply and instead asked, “How did Jezbell find out?”  
 
   “A rose red dragon came here two nights ago while you were off, trying to avoid seeing Jezbell,” he paused.  She explained to father and I that she had made a horrible mistake and she was here to correct it. We said you were unavailable. She told us everything and asked that we give you this letter,” Caspian said handing me a crumpled piece of paper.
 
   “And you waited until now to give it to me?” I harshly asked.
 
   “I love you Ahira. You’re my sister and best friend. I didn’t want you to go, again,” he said, staring down at his saddle. 
 
   I felt the hot flash of anger instantly leave me. I smiled and pushed Tuggles along side Caspian and his mount so I could properly embrace my brother. It did my heart good to know he still cherished our friendship.
 
   My family had perhaps not changed as much as I thought. Maybe the truth was that I had changed as well. “I’ll be back.  I promise,” I said.
 
   “Take care. Try not to get yourself blown up,” Caspian laughed, swallowing uncomfortably.
 
   “Thanks,” I laughed over my shoulder as Tuggles started for the woods at a trot.
 
   The second we disappeared into the forest I rolled the letter open. 
 
    
 
   Dear Princess Ahira,
 
   I suppose I am the last dragon you ever thought you would hear from. I so viciously opposed you at Azmaveth’s trial, and I am sorry for that.
 
   I will not pretend that I understand your… complex relationship with him, but I do know we need you.
 
   Two days from now we march against the valkyrie. Azmaveth and Zerah will be leading us. It is not likely that we will make it out, but I felt I should try to explain something to you.
 
   The Guardian Charms, which I believe you still may have in your possession, has the power to break curses. It is a power the dragons have long wanted, but unfortunately, I doubt we will ever receive it. Only a human with a strong will can use the Guardian Charms. We need you Ahira. With the power of the Guardian Charms you can break the Keeper’s curse. With the power of the Guardian Charms you can save us from the valkyrie. 
 
   Now, I suppose, the only question is if you want to save us.
 
   Lady Rose
 
    
 
   “Now that I think about it, I guess Aaron said as much as well,” I murmured as I stuck the note in my pocket.
 
   Tuggles, sensing I was finished reading, sped up until we were going so fast that I couldn’t see. Everything was blurry and my eyes were tearing up. It was freezing cold, and I could feel the familiar zing of magic.
 
   Tuggles was using his magic to get us there as fast as possible. I don’t know how long he ran. An hour, five minutes. Time almost seemed to stand still as Tuggles galloped. 
 
   When Tuggles locked his legs and skid to a stop I nearly went tumbling off his back. He had to crow-hop, again, to keep me seated.
 
   Stabilized, I slid off Tuggles, rubbing my watering eyes before trying to restore order to my windblown hair.
 
   Tuggles walked up to edge of a sheer drop. He nickered, calling me to his side.
 
   I stumbled over to him, rubbing my hands together to try and warm them up. I froze when my eyes landed on the plateau before us. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 19The War
 
   Two huge armies had amassed and were fighting on the plateau. 
 
   One side was the valkyrie and their allies: the trolls, ogres and other less savory fairy tale creatures.
 
   The other army was the dragons, leprechauns, fairies, griffins, centaurs, wizards, gnomes, dwarfs, and every imaginable good fairytale creature. I think I even saw an elf or two in the crowd.
 
   The valkyrie were singing, using their horrid voices to create mass chaos among the dragon army. Ogres and trolls attacked the smaller fairy tale creatures, like the gnomes and leprechauns, with their giant clubs and chains. 
 
   The dragons were fighting back with their powerful brand of magic. Some shot fireballs, others summoned huge bolts of lighting and those who were strong enough shot ice from their mouth. 
 
   However, most of the dragons were blindly shooting off their magic, unable to perfectly concentrate as the valkyrie songs reverberated across the plateau. (Some of the dragons were even taking out their fellow allies.) The dragons were at a disadvantage. None of them could fly thanks to the mind-numbing music created by the valkyrie. It was too risky.
 
   They were in the middle of a battle, but my eyes scanned the landscape for Azmaveth. I spotted him fighting about twenty valkyrie.
 
   He disposed of them with dangerous elegance by calling forth lightning from the sky. The electricity ran across the ridges of his scales, frying the valkyrie who clung to him. He remained unaffected. 
 
   When the lightning stopped he shook the wilted creatures off his back.
 
   I felt my chest heave with relief. I wanted shout to him, but over the roars of thunder, the pounding of the earth, and the hundreds of battle cries I wouldn’t stand a chance.
 
    It was sheer luck that Azmaveth turned in my direction. He was glancing back to check on the dragons behind him when his eyes caught sight of Tuggles and I on the cliff’s edge. 
 
   His eyes nearly popped out of their sockets and he almost started to smile before the silly grin was wiped off his face, replaced with worry. 
 
   The ground started to shudder and shake. Tuggles and I whirled around to look at the forest behind us.
 
   The valkyrie had hidden some of their army in the forest. They poured out of hiding and swarmed around the dragon army like a black cloud. The air was filled with war cries and the beating of drums as the second wave of Valkyrie flew in on their black beetle wings.  
 
   The dragons had been hurting before, but now they were smashed between two fronts.
 
   Dozens of valkyrie, in their black battle gear, launched a surprise attack at Azmaveth, leaping at him while hundreds of the valkyrie raised their voices in song.
 
   Azmaveth bellowed in pain as they stabbed him with their swords, slipping their blades in the gap between his scales. 
 
   Zerah rushed to his aid, shooting sheets of ice at the warrior valkyrie. The valkyries’ voices hit him like a landslide, and he was physically knocked backwards as their warbling voices throbbed.
 
   The entire dragon army was being crushed. 
 
   Behemoth roared, his snarl overpowering all other noise. He took out a great number of evil immortals with a fearsome wall of fire. However, a large group of ghost like creatures drifted up to him and clamped his mouth together while blocking his nose. He passed out, unable to breath. 
 
   One by one I saw the dragons I knew, Rose, Shammah, the white female who had spoken for me in the trial, even the evil Blacksford, fall to the ground as the valkyrie swept over them like a tidal wave.  
 
   Tiny gnome warriors bravely hurled stones at the valkyrie. A huge troll scattered their forces with one giant swipe. The night griffon Azmaveth, as Kohath, had fought took flight with a legion of griffons, not affected by the valkyries’ voices as the other creatures were.  They attacked the valkyrie with their claws and magic, but half of the valkyrie army rose to meet them in the air, armed with bows and quivers full of arrows.
 
   The ground continued to tremble and Tuggles and I fought to stand upright as the earth shook under our feet.  
 
   An unearthly cry echoed across the plateau.  It was Azmaveth, blood dripping down his side as the valkyrie continued to pour over him.  
 
   Their singing was starting to fog up my mind, but I felt the edge of the cliff I was standing on break. As the rocky ground broke off and fell down, I went down with it.  
 
   Through the hazy depths of my mind I saw Azmaveth as I plummeted toward the ground. 
 
   My left shoulder scraped along the cliff wall and I cried out in pain. I closed my eyes, expecting to die any second, when I was unpleasantly jolted into the cliff. My backside burnt like fire, and my feet dangled in the air. 
 
   I was still about twenty feet above the ground. The collar of my dress was pulled tight, nearly choking me. I wrenched my neck up. 
 
   Tuggles was holding me by the neckline of my dress, his legs carefully planted on the cliff side. He had slid down with me, but he had managed to wedge his hooves into the cliff side and snatch me from the air as well.  
 
   We slowly skid down the wall at a much slower rate, and five feet before we reached the bottom my collar ripped and I dropped to the ground in a heap.
 
   Tuggles leaped to the bottom and stumbled before gently righting himself. I think he might have hurt his leg on the way down. He tossed his head, his pearly horn gleaming.
 
   I ran up to him and threw my arms around his neck.
 
   “Thank you Tuggles,” I said before turning around and running. I heard him neigh as I plunged into the battlefield. 
 
   Now this might have been the craziest, dumbest, and stupidest thing I have ever done, but I’ll let you be the judge of that. 
 
   The valkyrie were too busy subduing the dragons to bother with the rest of the army. So as I scampered past a group of mages, who didn’t see me, my biggest worry were the ogres and trolls.
 
   By now I believe you must at least have some idea of what my luck is like, so you can guess what happens next. A huge troll blocked my pathway, and of course it had to be the biggest and baldest troll in the entire valkyrie army.
 
   I turned around, about to call the mages for help, but they were teaming up against an ogre. 
 
   I studied the big troll with a wrinkled forehead. I didn’t have time for this, I had to find Azmaveth. “You remind me of Jezbell,” I told the troll before diving between its legs. I picked myself up and ran off before it could process I was gone.
 
   I wove in and out of the two armies, miraculously coming out by Azmaveth unscathed. I crawled up his neck and slid onto his forehead where I leaned back and gazed at one of his giant eyes. His body shuddered as he opened his eyes.
 
   “You shouldn’t have returned,” he gurgled.
 
   “Azmaveth,” I cried. “I’m so sorry,” I sobbed on his forehead. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Aww, isn’t this a touching scene?” a nasally, high-pitched voice screeched.
 
    I looked to stare at a valkyrie who was decked out in emerald green armor. A ridiculously giant gold crown perched on her head. She could only be the Grand Master that Trila had told me about so long ago. How did I know? (Besides the giant giveaway of the gold crown.) Well, she was preeetty ugly.  
 
   “The great Azmaveth and his little princess!” she sneered. “Even battles cannot separate them,” she laughed.
 
   Slowly I reclined back against Azmaveth’s head. “Azmaveth,” I hissed, trying not to move my lips. “How do I use the bracelet?”
 
   “So revoltingly sweet, isn’t it?” the Grand Master asked some of her guards.
 
   “What?” Azmaveth whispered.
 
   “The Guardian Charms! How do I use them?” I urgently growled.
 
   “You’ll never have Tsol,” Zerah promised, some distance behind Azmaveth and I. His voice was catching, as though he found it hard to breathe.
 
   The Great Moron laughed. “Why master duke, I’ve already won! Your little army has been dashed to pieces. Speaking ill of me will not earn you an early death,” she promised with a smirk.
 
   “You want to use them?” Azmaveth asked.
 
   “Of course I do! So shut up and tell me how!” I hissed, hoping the valkyrie wouldn’t notice our hushed conversation.
 
   “I don’t know,” Azmaveth admitted.
 
   I hoped he would turn back into Kohath some time in the future just so I could throttle him with my own two hands. “What do you MEAN you don’t know?!” I hissed.
 
   “I don’t know! My cousin was always more of the researcher! I prefer experimenting!” Azmaveth laughed, before choking on, I suspect, his own blood.
 
   “Azmaveth,” I warned.
 
   “Putting that aside, Ahira, there’s something I-I have to—,” He broke off, choking again. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m not sorry I love you, but I’m sorry for causing you su-such pain.”
 
   “Apologize to me later,” I soothed as the Grand Master rattled on and on about world domination.
 
   “I don’t think I’m going to be able to,” Azmaveth said, laughing a little.
 
   “Yes, you will,” I countered.
 
   “Ahira, I’m dying.”
 
   “No,” I stubbornly wiping away the tears in my eyes. “We’ll get you off the field. Someone will be able to heal you.”
 
   “It’s too late, Ahira,” Azmaveth gently said before coughing.
 
   “No! I love you,” I said. The words were much louder than I meant for them to be. (Truthfully speaking, I didn’t even mean to let them escape from my mouth.) Everyone in our area heard it, Grand Master included.
 
   “Aww how cute, they’re confessing their undying love together,” the Grand Master cruelly laughed.
 
   I hopped off Azmaveth’s head and walk in her direction.
 
   “Ahira, Ahira stop!” Azmaveth wheezed.
 
   I was too busy trying to remember how I broke Tuggles curse to notice. Only the Guardian Charms could have broken that pony’s curse. If I could do it once, I could do it again.
 
   “Curse STOP!” I shouted, pointing in the Grand Master’s direction.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   “Curse BREAK!” I tried.
 
   Everyone stared at me.
 
   The Grand Master erupted into giggles. “She’s finally lost it!” 
 
   “Break curse?” I continued.
 
   “It amuses me to see that one of the dukes fell for such a dingbat,” a valkyrie laughed.
 
   Apparently my love life had become the stuff of enemy gossip. “BREAKER!” I tried. 
 
   Nothing.
 
   My mind whirled as I thought of the possibilities. I didn’t have to say anything when I broke Tuggles’ curse, which was weird. Generally with dragon magic you had a keyword or two to start it up.
 
   There was an explosion behind me, but I ignored it and kept trying. “Crush the curse! Curse Crusher! Freeze! Halt, crack, disband?”
 
   The Grand Master covered the distance between the two of us and grabbed my arm. “Shut up, girl.”
 
   “Shut up,” I mimicked, kicking her in the shins, quite possibly the only place that wasn’t covered in armor. “Break, break, BREAK!” I shouted, thinking perhaps I had to want it enough.
 
   Then again, I didn’t even know what curse I was trying to break. All I knew is that Shammah and the other dragons had mentioned how the valkyrie had the power to cast curses which the dragons had no defense against. I remembered it was somehow tied to their voices, but I didn’t know how that knowledge would help.
 
   “You little witch!” the valkyrie shrieked, rattling me with one arm while she reached for a dagger with her other.
 
   I was ripped out of her clutches by human hands.
 
   I whipped around to stare at a human Azmaveth with wide eyes.
 
   He looked terrible.
 
   His hair was disheveled, he was bleeding all over, and a black eye was clearly forming. His clothes were torn and dirty. He looked more like a peasant who had gotten in a drunken knife brawl than a duke, but to my love addled eyes he was the most wonderful thing on the face of the planet.
 
   “Ahira,” he said, leaning on me.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   He abruptly tipped and sloppily kissed me. I can’t say it was a fairytale wonder. He was half dead and I was desperate. But when he finally pulled back very little was on my brain.
 
   “Holy freak,” I said in a way that was very unbecoming and not at all princess-like.
 
   Azmaveth managed a grin. “Gotcha. That’s the third time now.”
 
   I stared at him before exploding. “I KNEW IT! I KNEW IT ALL ALONG! YOU SNEAKY LITTLE JERK KISSED ME THAT TIME WITH THE APPLES AND THE DWARVES WHEN I FELL ASLEEP!” 
 
   The plateau literally exploded in light after when I finished my tirade. Wind blew across the surface, creating giant dust clouds, pelting everyone with dirt and pebbles.
 
   After one minute the clouds and wind instantly evaporated, dropping dust everywhere.
 
   Everyone coughed and shook themselves off.
 
   The Grand Master hacked as she stumbled towards Azmaveth and myself. She brandished a finger in the air and opened her mouth to speak. Nothing came out. She looked shocked and tried to talk again. Still nothing.
 
   Around her all of the valkyrie found themselves unable to speak a single word.
 
   The Grand Master clutched her throat and stared, with dread, at the dragon’s and their toothy smiles.
 
   “What was that about taking over Tsol again… hmm?” Zerah smartly asked, standing up with help from fellow dragons. 
 
   Azmaveth sat on the ground, completely exhausted and sapped. Somehow he managed to rally enough strength to shout “Push our army back to the forest and guard Tsol. The second we have our rearguard in place take to the skies and rain magic down on them. They don’t stand a chance anymore.”
 
   The dragons and their allies cheered while the valkyrie released silent screamed.
 
   I blinked twice and unexpectedly blacked out.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter 20Happily Ever After
 
   I woke up a few hours later and opened my eyes to find myself nose to nose with human Azmaveth. “She’s awake,” he announced before smiling and pulling away. 
 
   I blushed and shyly smiled until a giant dragon head filled my vision. It was the Dragon King.
 
   The King wryly smiled. “How strange. One day I find you in my courts, facing a possible death sentence, and only a short time later I find myself utterly in your debt and grateful that you love my stupid cousin. Princess Ahira, I must thank you on behalf of the dragons.”  
 
   “Wh-what?” I stuttered.
 
   His smile turned gentle as I went pale. “You, Ahira, saved us.”  
 
   “Uh-huh?” I said. My mind was more than a little fuzzy.
 
   “The Guardian Charms,” the King said, glancing at my wrist. “You got them to work.” 
 
   “How?” I asked.
 
   The King laughed. “Sheer, dumb luck.”
 
   “Please, I had it all planned. Maybe,” Azmaveth snorted.  “The bracelet, we think allows its user to use their own emotions to crack and break curses. The stronger the curse, the stronger the emotion needs to be. The Keeper, or Tuggles, has been cursed for decades. His curse has been weakened through the ages, all he needed was a quick outburst of emotions. The valkyire use their voices to cast curses. It wouldn’t be unfounded to say that their voices are a curse. There were so many of them at the battlefield, and they were so strong that you really needed a powerful emotion to counter that.”
 
   “So you ticked me off on purpose,” I blinked.
 
   “Well, I would like to think it was a combination of your love for me and perhaps a little bit of your anger,” Azmaveth said with a winning smile.
 
   “You said you didn’t know how the bracelet worked,” I accused, slowly sitting up.
 
   “He didn’t,” the King dryly said. “He went on a hunch. Speaking of responsibility, Azmaveth, if this is how you treat the treasures I give you, you aren’t exactly encouraging me to give you more.”
 
   “Oh please! When you gave it to me it was a tarnished trinket. At least I made it look better,” Azmaveth said, swatting a hand through the air.
 
   I leaned back on my hands. “Let me guess, the Dragon King is that cousin you always played with when you were younger?”
 
   “Yep. He’s my favorite cousin,” Azmaveth nodded.
 
   “I’m you’re only cousin you nitwit,” the King insulted.
 
   “Which is the only possible way you could be my favorite. If Zerah was related to me I would chose him over you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You sent me to the FRONT LINES! What do you expect?”
 
   “Oh that’s it. No magical boon for you!” the King hissed.
 
   “Like I care!” Azmaveth snarled in the face of his much bigger relative.
 
   The King sniffed, elegantly twitching his tale. “And to think. I was going to give you Haven, that dreadful island the valkyrie used to live on, to rule with Ahira.”
 
   “Cooouussiinn!” Azmaveth sang, throwing his arms open wide while cheerfully smiling.
 
   “Oh no. Sucking up will get you nowhere this time,” the King said, shaking his beautiful head.
 
   “Azmaveth,” I thoughtfully started. “Why are you still human?” As funny as it was to watch a human and dragon argue like siblings, I was curious.
 
   Azmaveth turned to face me
 
   “Right… hah-hah, about that.”
 
   “When he kissed the bajeebies out of you he decided he was going to become a human, permanently,” the King extolled, tattling with the eagerness of a four-year-old.
 
   “You didn’t,” I said, staring at Azmaveth.
 
   “Oh I did! Because I’m a wonderful scientist I was able to create a permanent potion last week!” Azmaveth laughed. “Now we can be together forever!”
 
   “AZMAVETH!”
 
   “I love you too, cupcake!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 In the end the King gave the island of Haven to Azmaveth and I as our wedding gift. Haven is a beautiful land that is now filled to the brim with magical creatures and humans alike. It’s almost like a mixing ground of Somnio and Tsol. 
 
                 Azmaveth had a large castle built there, which we live in. Tuggles came with us, along with a few dragons.
 
                 Zerah drops by frequently. He’s the self styled ambassador from Tsol to Haven. He still occasionally turns into a human when it suits his mood, usually only when there are parties and he can purposely tick Azmaveth off by sweeping me around in a dance.
 
   Behemoth is as obsessive compulsive as ever. I enjoy having him stay with us at the castle occasionally. Whenever he leaves our grounds are sparkling clean. He managed to dump Cinders off in an abandoned castle after feeding her a sleeping potion. Together he and Zerah spread rumors about a “sleeping beauty”. If any of us ever need a laugh we swap stories about the horrified princes who ride and battle their way to Cinder’s room, only to discover that she isn’t sleeping, nor is she a beauty.
 
   I soon suspect that Blacksford and Rose will be getting married. Rose and I have managed to patch things up between us, and she recently confessed that she finds Blacksford’s wild temperament delightful compared to Azmaveth’s odd eccentricities. 
 
   Caspian is officially King of Ardeo. Azmaveth and I attended his crowning ceremony, and in turn he attended ours.
 
   My father is still alive, but he very gratefully turned over his kingship to his son. Instead he travels the sea in his private ship. He visits us often, usually Mother comes with him.
 
   Jezbell has thankfully stayed away from me. I have not seen her since the dinner incident, which is probably just as well. Maybe one day I’ll mature enough so I can face her without wanting to scream, but I fear that day may be a long ways off.
 
   I’m not exactly sure what happened to Aaron, but I do know he’s alive. Azmaveth alluded to perhaps forcibly marrying him to Cinders. Zerah told me several weeks ago he’s still under the custody of the Dragon King.
 
   And Azmaveth and I?
 
   We just finished celebrating my twentieth birthday. We don’t have any children yet. Honestly I’m not sure the world is ready for little Azmaveths to be running around in it, but Tuggles is trying to persuade me otherwise. When we finally have a brat he will be its faithful honor guard.
 
   Life is pleasant. We still have the occasional outburst of renegades left over from the battle. Haven is generally peaceful, filled with unicorns, griffins, fairies and more.
 
   Really, I guess I’m livinghappily ever after. 
 
    
 
  cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg
dud&.ﬁ w&.w

Oub

Take





images/00001.jpeg





