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Through the pitch-black darkness of the
night the cold, torrential rain bit into Astel Farkas. The darkness
broken only by the occasional lightning playing about the underside
of the storm clouds.

Astel ignored the cold water biting into her
skin. Nothing could ruin this night for her. She pulled her cloak
about herself and twirled in mid-air. Flying exhilarated her.

She took a moment to wipe the water off her
face and slick back her long, damp, brown hair. As she did this,
she took a moment to look down at the ground. A flash of lighting
lit up the area. The ground looked so different from here than it
did from her tower balcony.

After giving her cloak a useless shake, she
wrapped herself in its wet embrace and sped higher into the clouds.
A bolt of lighting sped past and she tried to follow but the light
quickly faded. Slowing down she had an odd sensation of rising, but
not under her own power. An updraft of icy wind pushed her higher
than she intended to go.

Bursting through the top of the clouds the
most beautiful sight she'd ever seen in all her thirteen years
unfolded before her; the top of the clouds. The full moon shone
down onto of the black, lumpy masses giving them the appearance of
a crumpled silk pillow. The winds pushed and reformed the clouds in
ever-changing shapes. Astel had difficulty pulling herself away
from the sight, but, after a moment of chill that sent gooseflesh
across her body and when she saw more lightning dance below, Astel
dove and again chased the lightning's tail.

Her body, chilled slightly from being out of
the rain, didn't react as strongly as before and the cold rain
didn't feel as cold as it had a just a moment before. Once again
she zipped through the clouds, eyes closed and enjoying the
freedom. Her life in the castle kept her contained within its walls
and she was never allowed to have this freedom. Now she was
boundless of castle walls as well as all the rules she'd learned in
her lessons.

Astel's thoughts were interrupted by a
sudden, all-encompassing silence. The clouds pushed away and
solidified as though she'd flown into a room within the clouds. Her
heart raced and her chest tightened. The area continued to take the
shape and all traces of water sucked back into the clouds leaving
an empty, circular room. She gasped as a face formed on the
wall.

The face grew to nearly twice the height of
her body and the eyes stayed closed as if in sleep. It continued to
grow until the nose was taller than Astel. She had no way to back
up. She watched as the face sprouted a beard and hair; all composed
of clouds. The lightning danced about the inside of the cloud face
and as it lit up, the eyes opened on the now fully-formed and
ancient features. Astel gasped as she hung in the air.

The eyes looked over the girl for a moment
as if analyzing both the youth and the situation. The moments of
silence made Astel realize she was holding her breath; experiencing
the most fear she'd ever felt. A pensive look crossed the massive
face and then it spoke.

"Who are you?" its simple question spoken in
a thunderous voice.

Astel took a moment to gather her wits. Her
mouth felt dry and she had difficultly finding words. The sound of
that voice still rang in her ears. Finally she answered; eyes still
wide. "I'm Astel."

The face's lips pursed and brow furled as if
it was trying to call up the memory of this name. Astel, though no
longer being buffeted by the wind and rain, had a hard time keeping
from shaking both from fear and the chilled air. She pulled her
damp cloak about his body, but it aided little in either comfort or
warmth. Her teeth chattered.

"You are but a child," the face finally
boomed. "How is it that you came here?"

Through her shivers, Astel answered, "I am
unsure. I was asleep and when I woke, I was flying among the
clouds."

The face raised its eyebrows in a
combination of confusion and disbelief. The eyes looked to Astel to
be trying to penetrate through her and ascertain the truthfulness
of the answer.

"You've not been here before," the face
said, its voice so loud it made Astel's eyes water. "I do not think
you are ready to be here."

Astel had a hard time following the meaning
of what this face was saying. She was also having a hard time
grasping the reality of everything that happened. Never had her
dreams been so real and surely this must be a dream for the clouds,
though taking many different forms and sometimes faces, never
spoke. But she had a difficult time convincing herself that the
chill she felt and the pain from the loudness of the voice could be
anything but real. She tried to think of a way to respond to the
face's statement and decided to chance a question.

"If I may," she began. "I do not know why I
found myself among the clouds, but I would ask, now that you know
my name, who are you?"

The eyes widened as if shocked at being
asked a question then narrowed and a thin smile grew. "I am
Agdon."

Astel ran the name through her mind as
quickly as she could. She had heard the name during her teachings
in the castle. Her instructor, the wizard Sangdanee, would be
disappointed his pupil couldn't recall where this name originated.
Buried deep in her mind the answer lay, but she couldn't pull it
forth.

"I am the Elemental of Air," the voice said.
Astel's eyes widened in revelation. Just last week she'd learned
the name of Agdon the Air Elemental. Sangdanee had spoken as if the
name was one of myth. The name was not associated with any real
being, but spoken as if to explain how things happened in a manner
that a young pupil could grasp their meaning. Sangdanee, being much
older and wiser, knew how things really worked and the Elementals
were created to explain things to the young so they were not
overwhelmed with the reality of how the world worked. Astel was now
sure she was in a dream.

"This is a dream," Astel said in childish
excitement. "You're not real."

"Not real," the face said in a deeply
offended tone as the eyes narrowed. "I assure you I am quite real."
Lightning danced about the angered face.

Astel apologized.

"I am as real as you. You have much to
learn, young one."

"I am studying with Sangdanee and I am
learning a lot," Astel quickly responded.

"Sangdanee, the wizard. I know this name. I
also know he will teach you stories as though that is all they are
and not truth. He is a wise man, but you must also learn from
another. One who will teach you the truth."

Never had anyone accused Sangdanee of not
knowing the truth about the world; quite the opposite in fact. Even
King Ograel, Astel's father, would go to Sangdanee for answers with
the most difficult questions and always the aging wizard would come
up with the answer. It was one constant Astel held to.

"How could it be that Sangdanee does not
teach the truth?" Astel asked.

"He is," the voice said then took a long,
thoughtful pause. "old. He has a different agenda to attend to.
Many, such as yourself, may hear the stories of days gone by and
think them fantastic. Others, such as your teacher, Sangdanee, have
explored the world in search of answers only to come up with his
own explanation for events and wishes to erase certain facts from
history. It is good to know the stories are still told, but sad in
the same manner as they are no longer taught as truth."

"How could they be true?"

"Are you not before me now?" Agdon
boomed.

"I meant no offense," Astel said, trying to
correct her statement. "I only meant that no one has ever seen you.
Well, that's to say, except me seeing you here and now."

"It is true the Elementals have remained
hidden from mankind for a great time," Agdon said. "Our
relationship was strained long ago. The teacher I will send to you
will be able to explain this history far better than your
teacher."

"Why do I need another teacher? Why can't
you answer my questions" Astel asked.

"Your head has been filled with untruths.
Those untruths must be dispelled. This is not something that can be
done in just one meeting. You must learn what the world is really
about. I will send you a new teacher who will be able to spend the
time doing just that."

"I'm confused. Why must I learn these
things? Isn't Sangdanee a good enough teacher? Maybe if I just told
him he was wrong."

"Astel, young one, you must first learn to
be patient. All things will be revealed to you in due time. Now go
home. Go to bed."

Agdon's face rounded its lips and a gentle,
warm wind blew against Astel. It blew her backward through the air
and carried her across the land. She watched as the landscape sped
by faster than before. Her mind reeled in fear as the white castle
loomed closer. She feared the speed would cause her to crash
through the tower she currently flew at. The glass door on the
balcony that encircled the tower grew quickly and she blacked out
before she knew if she'd made it safely.
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Astel vaguely recalled being pulled out of
the rain from the balcony by someone. She did clearly recall her
mother's voice, but was unsure of what she said. Everything that
happened had a dreamy and foggy feel to it. She couldn't focus her
thoughts or use her body. She felt weak beyond any sickness she had
ever experienced. Those who attended her pushed on her stomach and
chest to force water from her lungs. The pain of vomiting proved
unbearable and quickly she passed out.

When she finally awoke the sun shone through
the windows and open doorways. Despite the warmth, Astel felt cold
and shivered. She rolled over and pulled the heavy blankets over
herself.

"She wakes!" a young girl cried.

Chastain Tetera, daughter of the castle's
head chef, Osgom Tetera, was one of Astel's personal chambermaids.
She was the same age as. She wore a simple, white gown and matching
bonnet that starkly contrasted her rich, olive skin, dark-brown
eyes, and raven hair.

Her younger sister, Deidre, was also in the
service of the Princess. Only twelve, she already stood as tall as
her sister, but much thinner. Her pale-blue eyes, red hair, and
thin face were drastically different than her sister's rounder,
softer features. They didn't look much like sisters at all.

The only other person in the room was Queen
Esture Farkas. A tall, imposing woman with a scornful face, she had
been pacing the room since Astel had been found on the balcony and
when Chastain spoke up, her expression changed from stressful
pensiveness to enduring compassion. Brushing her blue, silk gown
back she rushed to Astel's bedside.

"Astel," she said softly. "Are you awake my
princess?"

Astel pulled harder on the blanket and
struggled to cover her head, but Esture pulled them back at the
same time.

"It's cold," Astel complained and still
struggled with her mother to get the blanket back.

"If you'd not been outside, you would be
warm now," she said sternly. "What were you doing outside?"

"I don't know," Astel said. She remembered
dreaming, but she didn't recall actually going outside.

"Well, this isn't the first time this has
happened and possibly won't be the last. Chastain." The queen
turned and addressed the girl. "I want you and your sister to head
down to the kitchen and get a meal up here. While you're down
there, have hot water sent up so the princess can bathe."

"Yes ma'am," Chastain said and with a nod to
her sister, they ran off to fetch breakfast.

"Astel, I am going to send for Sangdanee. He
must attend to you. You are sick, that much I know, but we must
also see what he can do to keep you from wandering outside into the
rain. It is only on rainy nights you go out and I cannot understand
why. I do not wish to have you locked inside, so perhaps he will be
able to help us understand how to keep you inside."

"Mother," Astel said as she sat up and
weakly rubbed her eyes. She removed a heavy shawl she was wearing
to prove she wasn't sick and then wished she hadn't for chill
lingered in the room despite the fire. Still she said, "I'm
fine."

"You are not fine. You're going to
have a nice warm bath. Then you'll eat. Sometime today Sangdanee
will be here to attend you. Until that time, you are to stay here
in your room and in your bed. Your father and I have been planning
tonight's party all week and you need to be well enough to attend.
So you rest now and get your strength up." The Queen placed the
heavy shawl back on Astel's shoulders.

"Yes, mother," Astel conceded. She knew it
did no good to argue with her mother. At least she'd be able to
stay in her room as long as possible. If she was lucky, she'd be
able to miss the party. Her mother and father felt the need to
introduce Astel to as many suitors as possible even though she
wouldn't be old enough to marry for three years.

A procession of men and boys brought hot
water for Astel's bath and did so under the watchful eye of the
Queen, the disapproving frown never leaving her face. She had other
things she'd rather attend to, but she wasn't about to turn over
her sick daughter to the chambermaids just yet. Astel wasn't sure
if it was out of love that she did this, or personal assurance that
she'd be in attendance of the evenings introductions.

The warm bath felt great, but the glowering
gaze of her mother made Astel uncomfortable. She was glad when the
ordeal ended and she crawled back into bed under the warm
covers.

"Now I want you to stay put. You must be
well for tonight. Do you understand me young lady?"

"Yes mother," Astel said as weakly as she
could manage. Though she felt much better she didn't want her
mother to know so that she may be able to skip the party. How she
dreaded meeting boys, especially other princes. They could be such
boorish bores. On more than one occasion there had nearly been a
fight, something Astel personally hoped for and had provoked on
more than one occasion, but the boys both chose to remain
'gentlemen' in front of a 'lady'. Just once she'd like to see chaos
erupt. Just once.

Esture stared at Astel with an appraising
glance for several long seconds before finally turning silently and
leaving. Astel let out a huge sigh of relief and sank deeply into
her pillows.

The silence in the room didn't last. The
door burst open and Chastain and Deidre came in carrying two large
trays laden with food. Small loaves of steaming, buttery bread, a
plate of eggs, even an entire ham, and plenty of fruit. Astel's
stomach cried out, demanding to be satisfied.

"Bring it over here," called Astel,
summoning the two to the bed. "My mother doesn't want me to get
up."

The trays were placed in the middle of the
bed and the two girls sat across from Astel. Chastain and Deidre,
though her chambermaids, were Astel's best friends. Only when they
were alone would they dare such behavior. When the queen was
present, everything had to be much more formal.

"Was she mad?" Deidre asked.

"Shush, Deidre," scolded Chastain.

"It's alright, really. She never said she
was upset, but she's sending Sangdanee up later to see what he can
do about me going outside in the rain."

"I was so scared," Chastain said. Deidre
nodded in agreement.

"I wish I knew what happened," Astel said.
She could recall vague events from her dream, at least she still
thought it was a dream, and she wasn't ready to share everything
with them just yet.

"Maybe you're getting scared when it rains,"
Deidre offered.

Astel snickered, and then wished she
hadn't.

"Dummy," Chastain said, giving her sister a
push on the arm.

Astel cleared her throat and picked up a
plate from the tray with the ham. "Let's just eat. I'm sure
Sangdanee will send you two away when he gets here."

Secretly she was glad that her mother
trusted Deidre and Chastain to be alone in the room with her. Over
the past two years they had been the only two girls she was allowed
contact with. All the other women in her life were just that,
women. She had a trainer for etiquette, one for horse riding, one
for fencing (though she was never sure why she needed to know how
to use a sword), and even a tutor. The only man she was allowed
contact with on a regular basis was Sangdanee. All of them were
old; much older than her. It was great to have two people her own
age that she could talk to and have them tell her stories of what
real life was like in the castle.

Other than parties, Queen Esture dictated a
very strict list of associations for the young princess. The
over-protectiveness grew tiring. Just once she wanted to ride a
horse alone, without her trainer, and see what it felt like to be
all alone in the woods or on the open plain. Perhaps her dreams of
flying were so vivid for that very reason. She longed to be free of
the castle.

Breakfast passed with little conversation,
but a lot of eating. Many wry smiles and shifting glances were
exchanged and Chastain finally nudged Deidre.

"Let's clear the dishes so the princess can
get some rest before Sangdanee arrives."

Deidre didn't resist, but conceded.

"Thank you," Astel said as she snuggled
under the blankets once more. Again she let out a sigh when the
door closed. Finally alone, she could think about what the face in
the clouds, Agdon, had told her. He would send her another teacher.
Another teacher?

Her thoughts were disrupted by a scratching
at the balcony door, the sound of metal scraping across
cobblestones. She winced and looked toward the door. She gasped and
nearly shrieked at the small dragon scratching to be let in.
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As if it would do any good, Astel hid her
head under her blankets. She didn't know what else to do. Perhaps
Sangdanee would show up and shoo the creature away. Perhaps it was
just lost and would fly away on its own. Perhaps.

But the scraping noise on the glass door
grew more persistent. Astel feared that the creature would try to
push its way through if she didn't do something.

She chanced a quick peek out from under the
blanket when the noise abated. The dragon spotted her. Its ears,
which were difficult to see with the mass of horns on its green
head, perked up like a small puppy. A dozen thick whiskers on its
stumpy snout pawed at the glass and tiny wings that didn't look
large enough to allow the creature to fly flapped wildly. Even the
beady black eyes brightened.

[image: tmp_bf405872bc1b73c6f29fe52c008de42f_13VKoz_html_65c2ab65.png]

It pawed at the glass with reckless abandon
as if it wanted in desperately. With both its front paws it
scratched at the door. Astel did the only thing she could. She
pulled the blanket back down and continued to hide, holding her
breath to keep the blanket from moving up and down.

What was that creature doing here? It was
small, no bigger than a large dog, but still, it was a dragon.
Dragons and girls just didn't mix. Sangdanee had told her stories
about dragons that ate maidens. But in those stories the maidens
always stumbled upon the dragons. Never did a dragon come to the
maiden. What was she going to do? The scratching again grew louder
and more intense. Astel shivered under the covers.

Then the sound stopped.

A soft knock came from the door. Sangdanee!
It must be Sangdanee. The dragon perhaps sensed him and fled. With
a quick peek she saw that indeed the dragon no longer sat on the
balcony. After several deep breaths to regain her composure, she
called out.

"Come in!"

The door to her chamber opened and Sangdanee
entered. He wore his orange robes that billowed out making him look
much bigger than he really was. He was, in fact, a thin man on the
verge of being unhealthy. The few hairs on his head were long,
twisted, and wiry. Spectacles balanced precariously on the tip of
his nose making him tip his head back to see through them.

"Ah! There you are, dear Astel. Your mother
advised me that you were out in the rain again last night. Tsk
tsk." His voice was weak and cracked, but filled with grandfatherly
concern. "We shall have to do something about that, now won't
we."

Astel smiled weakly. She wanted to cry and
tell him about the dragon that had just been on her balcony, but
worried that he may lock her balcony door and keep her from going
out there anymore. She wanted to tell him about Agdon in her
dreams, but she thought that would be a bad idea as well. She
thought about lying, but with her trembling lower lip, knew that
would be a problem. Instead she just started crying.

"There, there, Astel," said Sangdanee as he
approached her bed.

He placed a large, black satchel at the foot
of the bed and pulled up a chair from the corner of the room. He
sat next to her and picked up her hand in his wrinkled palm. She
was always so surprised the size of his hands. She sniffled and
looked into his eyes.

He looked at her with a warm smile and
sorrowful, blue eyes. "Something has upset you. We shall talk about
that tomorrow, I think. Today your mother's greatest concern is
that you get sleep. I brought just the thing to help you get some
well needed rest."

"Sangdanee," Astel said in a trembling
voice. "There was a dragon on my balcony."

It had been out there. She couldn't help
herself from telling him. Something about his eyes always brought
forth things she often wished she'd held back.

"I don't see how's that's possible,"
Sangdanee responded, with a quizzical look on his face. "Dragons
are massive beasts. Should one land on your balcony..."

"It was about the size of a dog. A
full-grown dog. It left just before you got here," she blurted and
pointed at the door.

Sangdanee followed her point and looked at
the glass panes of the door. Astel had thought there would be
scratch marks in the glass or smudges from the thick, worm-like
whiskers or some other sign that the creature had been there, but
nothing revealed the dragon's presence. Not a scale or a scratch.
Nothing to show that the beast had been there for at least five
minutes pawing and clawing to be let into her room.

Astel struggled to get out of bed and throw
the door open, Sangdanee held her back.

"I don't think your getting up is such a
good idea," he said firmly. "As sick as you appear to be, you need
some sleep. Delusions are common when a person is sick."

His gentle expression had shifted to a look
of stern reproach. He placed his hand on her shoulder and eased her
back down onto the pillow; his face relaxing as she did.

Astel wanted to cry once again. If he didn't
believe her about the dragon, something that had just been there,
he would never believe her about flying in the clouds and talking
with the Air Elemental, Agdon. She pounded her tiny fists on the
blankets in frustration.

"I know I saw it," she pouted.

"I'm not saying that I don't believe you saw
the dragon, I'm just saying that perhaps it really wasn't
there."

"Isn't that the same thing?"

"No. In fact it's quite different. Something
that I think we should explore tomorrow. For now I think you need
rest." Sangdanee pulled a vial of purple liquid from his satchel.
"This should do the trick I think."

He pulled the cork stopper and handed her
the vial. Without question, she drank it down. A warming sensation
flowed down her body it went down her throat and instantly she felt
at ease.

"I feel like I can talk to you about
anything," she told him.

"I'm glad you feel that way, Astel." He
reached up and caressed her head, pulling a stray hair from her
face. "There are things in this world that are far more fearsome
than talking with me and I want you to know that I will always
listen."

His voice sounded distant. Astel's eyes
started to close. Yes, rest was what she needed. Perhaps after the
party tonight, in another dream, she would be able to fly away once
again. As her eyes closed she could just make out something that
Sangdanee said in a soft, whispery voice.

"Most interesting. Out in the rain again,
and now a dragon visitor. It appears I have the right child after
all. I was beginning to think you were the wrong one. Sleep now,
little one. Tomorrow your training will take a different direction.
A different direction indeed."
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Her dreams were filled with horrible images.
She was chased by several small dragons. No, not chased. She felt
as though they herded her. They didn't attack her as much keep her
flying in a specific direction. She was pushed and prodded to go
faster and faster. She didn't like their snorts and grunts. When
she would try to steer off course, a tiny jut of flame would move
her back.

A mountain loomed in the distance; a tall,
lonely mountain in the middle of the land. She didn't recognize it.
Sangdanee had taught her geography, but never had he taught her
about this place. It was new and strange. She had to be quite far
from home.

"This is only a dream, this is only a
dream", she told herself over and over. She even shut her eyes in
her dream body, but it did no good. The mountain still drew
closer.

The dragons pushing her onward looked
nothing like the cute, puppy-like one that was on her balcony.
These had evil eyes and pointed snouts. Their bodies were black and
sleek. Not the easy-green of the one on her balcony. She suddenly
wished these would transform into that creature. At least it only
looked like it wanted to play.

They all seemed to laugh at her. Taunting
her. Teasing her. One reached out and pulled her hair. She screamed
and it let go. She thought of stopping in mid-air, but a blast of
flame from one behind her urged her on.

As the mountain grew larger, they pushed her
lower toward its base. She squinted to see what she headed toward
and could see tiny pinpoint of darkness. As she got closer it
proved to be a small cave. Not a small cave, a large cave. It was
huge. She glanced upward and could see that the mountain's massive
size dwarfed the large cave. If the sun hadn't been behind her, the
mountain's shadow would cover all the land. Her eyes widened in
fear as she plunged into the darkness of the cave.

"No!" Astel screamed.

Her chest heaved up and down and she could
feel sweat on her brow. She sat up in her bedroom chamber. Chastain
and Deidre both had concerned looks on their faces. Deidre had been
wiping the sweat from Astel's face and now held the towel tightly
to her chest. The scream had frightened her.

"I'm...I'm sorry," apologized Astel.

"Are you alright?" Chastain asked, pulling
Deidre back slightly.

"I was having a dream."

"At least you were not outside while you had
this dream."

"Yeah."

Deidre stepped forward. "Astel, are you
going to be okay? You were thrashing about really badly."

Astel smiled at her. "I'm going to be fine.
Really."

"It's getting late. Your mother has sent us
up twice to see if you were awake. The sun is nearly down and
Sangdanee had said you'd be awake by nightfall."

"I've been asleep all day?". It had felt
like she'd just laid down. Though still weak, she felt better than
when she had gone to sleep. Her body tingled slightly, but all in
all she did feel better.

"We got your dress ready," Deidre said, the
look of fear now off her face. The younger of the Tetera sisters
ran to the closet.

"She's really excited," explained Chastain.
"This dress only just arrived today. Your mother gave us explicit
instructions to make sure you wear it. I don't think you're going
to like it."

Astel looked up at Chastain. The girl's look
shifted between a frown and an attempt not to laugh. Astel
groaned.

"What did my mother do?"

"Come see."

Chastain pulled back the blankets and helped
Astel up. They made their way to the closet. Deidre fluffed out the
dress; a white and pink nightmare of a dress. Not just white and
pink, but a terrible combination of off-whites, and every shade of
pink imaginable. It looked as if it had been a white dress that was
in a fight with pink paint. And lost. It was hideous. It was
hideous and it was all her fault. Her mother had asked her what
color of pink was her favorite and she'd said they all were. That
she didn't care what color of pink her new dress was. She now
wanted to take that back.

"Don't worry, Deidre and I can fix it for
you," Chastain assured. "Most of the pink on it is scarves and we
can take those off. We've already got the worst of them off."

There was a pile of pink scarves piled up
behind the dress in the corner of the closet, but the worst of it?
Astel doubted that. Deidre had a small, knife and cut as best she
could to get the scarves off. Chastain joined in and in a few
minutes they managed to get most of the clashing scarves. When they
were done only the white dress remained trimmed with light pink
scarves, and a slightly darker shade of pink piping.

While the girls put the dress on Astel, she
felt compelled to ask.

"Have either of you ever seen a dragon?"

Chastain gasped as if she'd just been stuck
with a pin. Deidre clasped her hand over her mouth.

"Dragons are monsters. They eat girls! I
should hope to never see one," Chastain said. "If you ever see one,
you should run and hide. You know what Sangdanee told us about
dragons. They're evil, evil creatures. The only purpose they serve
is to give knights something to kill when not at war."

"I know Sangdanee has told us that, but
perhaps not all dragons are mean." Astel kept thinking of the
puppy-like expression of the one on her balcony. Surely it couldn't
be evil or even mean. It seemed different from the ones in her
dream. It wasn't mean at all. Couldn't be mean at all.

"Have you seen a dragon?" Chastain
asked, her voice shaky.

"What would you say if I told you I had? And
on my balcony I saw it?"

"We should tell Sangdanee!" Deidre almost
yelled in a high pitched squeal.

"She's right. If there was a dragon on your
balcony, Sangdanee could put a ward there or something. That would
keep it away."

"I did tell him. He thought I was seeing
things."

Chastain's eyes shifted around as if looking
for a response. "If you see it again, you need to tell him right
away. We could be in great danger if a dragon knows there are three
girls in this room most of the time."

"It could eat us!" Deidre cried and
shrieked.

"I don't think this one is mean. It's small,
like a dog. On the balcony, it pawed at the door like it wanted to
be let in."

"Of course it wanted to be let in. It wanted
to eat you!"

"Deidre, shush!" Chastain snapped. "What do
you mean wanted to be let in? Why would a dragon want to come into
your room?"

"I'm not sure. I think it has something to
do with the dream I had when I was on the balcony last night."

Astel bit her lip. Had she revealed too much
to the sisters? Perhaps. Perhaps they would think she'd lost her
mind as Sangdanee had. She wanted to tell someone. It was all so
fantastic, how could she not tell anyone. There was always the
chance that it was just a dream and she was seeing thing like
Sangdanee had told her. But it all had seemed so real.

"I think we need to take you to Sangdanee,"
Chastain said.

"No!" Astel yelped, surprising herself. "I
remember now. I can't tell Sangdanee. Neither can you and you. You
must promise me that you'll not tell Sangdanee anything of what
I've told you or may tell you about this later. Promise?"

The two sisters did. Deidre's complexion
went from ashen to flush. The younger sister loved to hear secrets
and had always been able to keep them. Astel knew that. She was
more concerned with Chastain, but wasn't sure why.

"Chastain, Are you sure? You wanted to tell
Sangdanee. I need to make sure I can trust you."

Chastain held up her pinky, her hand
shaking. Astel gripped it with her own pinky and they shook.

"I will tell you two more tonight after this
dreadful party. The sun has already gone down and I'm sure my
mother will be sending someone up soon to retrieve me. I had better
finish getting ready."

"Agreed," Chastain said flatly.

They said nothing else while the two girls
finished preparing Astel for the party. Half an hour later, when
Astel's preparations were finally complete, a knock came from the
door.
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"Is Astel ready?" a boy's voice asked Deidre
when she opened the door.

Astel recognized the voice. She groaned. It
was Resmoran Thorneduke IV. Just as Astel's parents were King and
Queen over the land of Strell, his parents were King and Queen over
the land of Ursum. Ursum was the second largest kingdom for a
thousand leagues, second only behind Strell. It was also a
neighboring Kingdom. For this reason, there were tensions between
the two, but never had there been a war. There was always a threat
of war, but that wasn't anything that Astel wanted to think
about.

She did know what Resmoran was doing here,
though. Her parents wanted to try and get the two better
acquainted. They figured if they could get their daughter to show
an interest in the boy, any threat of war could be postponed if not
staved off. It was times like that she disliked her mother.

"She is, but she is not ready yet, my Lord,"
Deidre said with a brief curtsey. "Would you like to wait?"

"Indeed I would." Astel could almost here
the joy in the boy's voice as he stepped into the room.

"It'll be alright," consoled Chastain.
"You're almost ready and you can get him out of your room."

"It's more than that."

"I know, but you must put your best face
forward. You know your mother, the Queen, loves you, but she has a
duty to the kingdom and you do as well. So just make nice with him
and all the other boys downstairs."

"I will try."

"And Deidre and I will be watching." There
was a glint in Chastain's eye. Astel knew that glint. The two
sisters loved the parties and loved to hear stories of all the boys
she talked to and danced with during those parties. They had been
born to serve the King and Queen whereas she was born to serve the
entire kingdom of Strell.

She mustered up as much dignity as she could
and strode out of her dressing room; head high, shoulders back just
as she'd be taught.

"Good evening, Lord Resmoran," she greeted
and curtseyed. Resmoran, who had been smugly bragging to Deidre
about something, turned. He gasped.

Resmoran was dressed in a light-blue shirt
that fit loosely and tight, black pants and black boots. His blond
hair had been neatly combed back and slicked with oils to keep it
that way. He quickly regained his composure and bowed. "My
Lady."

At least she had the upper hand at the
moment. That of course could change at any time. She had to watch
herself with this one. He was sly.

He offered her an arm, which she interlaced
with her own, and escorted her out of the room and downstairs.

He filled the air with small talk; most of
it about himself. She tried not to listen, but nodded her head and
smiled in all the right places. He felt contented enough to drone
on.

Her mind wandered elsewhere as they walked
down the nearly empty hallways to the ballroom, passing only a few
guards and cooks who went about castle business. She thought of
Agdon. She thought of the dragon at her balcony door. Her mind
still tried to grasp what Sangdanee had said. And the dream she had
just before she woke. None of it made any sense. It was all so
disconnected from each previous event. Yet each event had the same
dreamy feel to it.

Something Resmoran said caught her ear.

"What did you say?" she asked with genuine
interest, cocking her head in curiosity.

"I said during the rain last night I was out
for a walk. It was frightfully cold. I kept watching the clouds.
The lightning was brilliant and beautiful."

That wasn't what he had said a moment ago.
He had said something about the clouds. "What were the clouds
doing?" She gently pulled him to a stop.

"Oh, well that's quite interesting, you see.
The clouds for a long time were all blowing East, as clouds do.
Some time late last night, I know I should have been asleep, but
just couldn't sleep at the thought of being here with you
tonight..."

"What did the clouds do?" she asked in an
annoyed tone. He could go on for so long before getting to the
point. She instantly wished she hadn't snapped at him. "I'm sorry,
it's just that I was outside, um, watching the clouds too. I fell
asleep outside and got sick. Please tell me what you saw."

He seemed mollified by her response. "Well,
they grouped together. Over my head in fact. Rather than drift East
with the wind as they should have been doing, they swirled
together. It was quite frightening in fact."

She pulled him along and let him continue
talking. So the clouds had come together. She tried frantically to
think of where it was that she was flying over in her dream, or was
it a dream? Unwittingly Resmoran had just confirmed that at least
part of her dream was true or could have happened as she dreamt it.
Was it possible that she really saw the dragon as well?

"Astel? Astel?"

Astel realized she had stopped acknowledging
Resmoran.

"I'm sorry I'm so rude. Being sick this
morning must have muddled my brain."

"That's fine. We're here. Promise you'll
save at least one dance for me?"

"Promise."

Resmoran's face glowed as he led her into
the ballroom.

Astel wasn't used to surprises, but when she
turned the corner into the ballroom she lost her breath. She had
known there was going to be a party today. Carriages, carts, and
horseback riders had been arriving all week. She had been
sequestered to her tower, but she had watched from her balcony.
Even Sangdanee had told her during her weekly class just two days
before that three of the guest houses and all the guest chambers in
the main castle were full and the last guest house was filling
quickly.

What she had failed to remember was that
today she was no longer thirteen. She had forgotten her own
birthday! She was sixteen today. Though the party was no surprise,
the fact that it was for her was.

All the royalty from a hundred leagues were
here. Perhaps from further away than that. Many she knew and waved
to, many she did not, but she was certain they would take the time
to greet her.

A fountain in the center of the main
ballroom spouted pink liquid. Pink banners descended down from the
high ceiling each with an embroidered picture of the princess. She
blushed when she saw those. A band played in the far corner, but
with so many people in the room it was impossible to hear them.
Clowns popped up and did tricks within the crowd, usually followed
by laughter.

The crier seeing the princess put his
trumpet to his lips and announced her arrival. A hush fell over the
room before erupting in applause. Astel smiled and curtseyed to the
crowd. She noticed that Resmoran applauded and bowed to her. Once
she rose back up, he approached her, took her hand, and kissed
it.

She wanted to pull it back, but didn't. She
didn't want her mother to get upset, or anyone else. She smiled
politely. She would dance with him later, as promised, but for now
she wanted to enjoy being sixteen.

 


She danced with several boys, including her
promised dance with Resmoran, drank pink punch from the fountain,
it was delightfully refreshing, and thanked her mother and father
for such a wonderful party. Her father, King Ograel, with his dark
hair and a fluffy black moustache stood taller than most men at the
party. The only man taller than King Orgael was General Bostian,
surprisingly present at the party, though not enjoying it.

It was well past midnight before the first
of the guests left the party. Astel decided to get some fresh air
and secreted herself to the garden adjoining the ballroom. After
being in the hot ballroom, the cool air felt wonderfully
refreshing. The rain the night before gave the night a crisp
sensation. She wanted to strip off her dress and allow her entire
body to cool down, but knew she would never be able to do that.

To ensure she wasn't found, she walked off
to a dark corner. With so many torches outside, she found it
difficult to find a dark corner to hide in, but she managed. As she
made her way along she brushed her hand over the tops of the
square-cut shrubs and paused for a moment in front of the
bear-shaped topiary. All the while she kept an eye on the door and
as she knew would happen several boys poked their noses outside
looking for her. Each time she would duck behind a bush to ensure
she wasn't seen.

At the far corner sat a stone bench. The
cold of its surface felt so good she lay down across it. Just for a
moment she would stay there and regroup her thoughts. It was her
birthday after all. She laughed at herself for forgetting. She was
going to tease Chastain and Deidre for allowing her to forget. Oh
yes, she was going to be especially rough on them.

A grunting snort over her head caught her
attention but before she could open her eyes she felt something
like worms on her face slither and feel about. Then something wet
licked her cheek. She fought off whatever it was and sat up. She
looked across the bench and there stood the dragon she'd seen only
that morning. It sat back on its haunches and cocked its horned
head to one side like a curious puppy waiting to be
acknowledged.

Astel acknowledged. Astel screamed!
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Sangdanee brushed his hair back out of his
face. He had to lean close to read from the large tome he had
opened upon his workbench. Across the desk he'd scattered several
other volumes as well as a several scrolls, some unrolled, others
still furled. He mumbled to himself as he read.

"...once the child has spoken to the dragon
time will run out and fast action will need to be taken."

He sat back on his stool and stroked
thoughtfully at his beard.

"She claims to have seen a dragon. I must
assume she has therefore spoken with one of the elementals for it
to have appeared to her. This may undo much of my work. The
Wizards' Guild placed me here to ensure this would not happen. All
our years of work putting the elements out of people's minds has
now been put at risk."

Under the table slithered an eight foot boa,
its tongue flicked in and out to test the air.

"My good friend, I'm afraid I will have to
put you to work. Our fair Astel has seen a dragon on her doorstep.
You will have to make sure she does not speak with it. I truly
think she is the Chosen One that the guild has been waiting
for."

Sangdanee picked up a pipe from under a
stack of scrolls. He gave it a couple test puffs as he strode over
to the fire place where he removed a poker and touched it to the
pipe's bowl. After blowing a plume of smoke he replaced the
poker.

"Prentice, my pet, come here," said
Sangdanee with a wave of his hand. He sat down on the fireplace
hearth.

He had to do something quickly. There was a
party going on now, and he knew the dragon would not dare make its
presence known to all at the party. It had only been there that
morning so it would wait before trying to make contact with the
girl again. Steps would need to be taken to ensure that even if the
dragon did speak with her, nothing would come of it.

Prentice slithered across the floor and
coiled in Sangdanee's lap. He stroked its scaled head for a
moment.

"You are to go to the girl's room. There you
will wait atop her bed. If you see a dragon come near her, you are
to strike. Do you understand, my pet?"

The snake rubbed its head against
Sangdanee's hand in acknowledgement. With little prompting, the
snake disappeared into a hole in the wall, headed to Astel's room
to wait.

"Now that I've taken care of that little
problem, I doubt I'll get any rest tonight. Tomorrow will prove
most interesting. The girl needs to have her training schedule
modified and I've a lot of work to do. I must also send message to
the guild that I've found the chosen."

Sangdanee stroked his beard.

"No, I shall wait before I notify them, I
think. I must be absolutely certain I am not mistaken. No need in
getting other wizards here until I know for sure she is the one
we've been waiting for, now is there?"

With a little laugh, Sangdanee returned to
his workbench.
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Astel didn't know what else to do. She
froze. Her scream had obviously scared the creature, but it hadn't
left. It just sat there, looking at her. It didn't look like it
wanted to eat her, in fact it looked just as scared as she
felt.

Slowly she reached up and wiped the wet
slime from her face. Its tongue had been soft, not rough as she had
suspected a dragon's tongue would be. Sitting there with its ears
pinned back against its horned head and eyes wide in anticipation
it really did look like a large dog. It was much bigger than she
had at first thought when she'd seen it.

What now? They were just looking at each
other. She had thought it would make the first move. Perhaps it was
just as frightened as she was. Should she talk to it? Run from it?
What?

"Um...Hello," she chanced.

She hadn't thought it possible, but the
beast smiled. It actually smiled. Its eyes lit up and all its thick
whiskers wiggled energetically.

"You are the one I seek," it said with a
giggle.

Astel gasped. It spoke! No one ever told her
that dragons could talk. She had just assumed they were mindless
man eaters. Once again her body paralyzed with fear. Then she
forced herself to imagine it as just a large dog. That's it. Treat
it like a large, talking dog and everything will be alright.

"There's a good, um, doggie?"

Its ears twitched and its eyes narrowed.

"Doggie?" it asked.

"Well, what should I call you?"

"You could call me," it started to say then
looked skyward in thought. "Call me Sess. My real name would be far
too difficult for you to pronounce."

"Sess?"

"Yes."

"Yes?"

"No, Sess."

"You want me to call you Sess?"

"Yes, Sess."

Astel shook her head. This was going to be
difficult dealing with a talking dragon. Despite her efforts she
couldn't calm herself down enough to stay sitting.

"I've got to go," she said hastily.

Sess cowered back and frowned. "I must speak
with you. Please sit back down. It is important that you listen to
me. Please."

It sounded so sincere. Astel couldn't help
but wonder if it was a male or female dragon. Perhaps that would
break the ice.

"Are you a boy dragon or a girl dragon?" she
asked.

"Well, that's not easy to answer," Sess
said, motioning for Astel to sit. Astel sat and Sess got back up on
her haunches.

"You see, dragons aren't male and female
like humans are. Dragons are quite different in more ways than just
that in fact."

Astel found that little bit of information
interesting, but didn't want to keep talking to this beast. All her
training from Sangdanee and fears from Chastain and Deidre welled
up and made her suddenly feel sick. Sess obviously noticed.

"What is it? Have I said something
offensive? Does my breath smell?"

Astel laughed as this last comment. When she
thought of it, she had expected the dragon's breath to smell bad.
In fact it smelled like...

"Roses. Your breath smells like roses."

"I was snacking on a few of the flowers in
the garden while I waited for you. I so hoped you would come out
and talk to me."

"Why didn't you come in and talk to me?"

"You've not been alone the entire day. When
I did try and visit you, you were quite asleep."

"Yes, Sangdanee had given me something to
sleep. I was quite sick this morning."

"Agdon told me you may be ill. I had hoped
not."

"Agdon!" Astel was shocked to hear that name
out loud. "How do you know that name?"

Sess cocked its head to the side and furled
its brow. "I thought he told you I would be here. This is most
confusing."

"He had said he was going to send me a new
teacher. Yes, that's what he said. I had told him that I was
learning from Sangdanee and he said that Sangdanee wasn't teaching
me properly and that he'd send me a new teacher. He never said
anything about sending a dragon."

"Oh my," said Sess in surprise. "I guess
things have been lost more so than he had let on. He had told me
that you didn't know about the elementals, or that you thought they
were so much myth. But to not know that dragons are the finest
teachers, do we ever have a lot more work to do than I
anticipated?"

"I don't understand. You're my teacher?"

"Indeed."

"But, what can you teach me? You're a
dragon!"

"Astel, I don't think you heard anything I
said. Perhaps this is something that you need to sleep on."

"No, I must hear more. What you're telling
me is so different from what everyone has ever told me. It's like
I'm hearing the truth for the first time in my life."

The feeling was like that; as if a block in
her mind had been removed and the truth allowed to enter. Suddenly
her fear of the dragon dissipated. She had scooted closer to Sess
without even thinking. Being closer to the dragon made her feel
better in a way. She wanted to hear everything it had to say and
she wanted to hear it now. The lateness of the evening, the chill
of the air, the suitors in the ballroom, even her own parents were
all forgotten. All that mattered was what this dragon had to
say.

"Sangdanee has taught you much. Alas, that
which he has taught you that are not basic life's skills has been
for naught, I'm afraid. Some of it, I'm sure, has been good
information. You must be willing to unlearn nearly all of it."

"I'm willing," Astel yelped with
excitement.

"It is late..."

"No it's not!"

"Astel, please. It has been a long day for
you. With your party and all. I think it best if we start
tomorrow."

Astel felt as though a butterfly, beautiful
in its flight, had just slipped though her fingers. She
frowned.

"I don't want to wait," she pouted.

"I must ask that you not tell anyone that
you have met and spoke with me. Don't even tell anyone that you saw
me."

Astel frowned and looked away. "I already
did."

Sess leaned in closer. "Who have you told?
Obviously you've only told them you've seen me and not spoken with
me."

"I told Sangdanee, of course, and I told
Chastain and Deidre. They're my chamber maids. They're also my best
friends. I tell them everything. You can't make me keep this a
secret from them. Please don't do that."

With one clawed paw, Sess rubbed its chin.
The whiskers flattened on its face. "I think it best that you wait
before you tell them anything. It is possible that they may tell
someone else and that information would get back to Sangdanee. It
is most important that he not learn of our meeting."

"Why?"

"We have reason to believe that he is going
to use you for his own purposes."

"Use me? You make me sounds like a common
garden rake or something."

"Not anything so common, but he views you as
a tool nonetheless. He will take steps to ensure that you and I
never meet. The more he thinks that you and I have not spoken, the
better."

"A tool. Me? Why would he see me as a
tool?"

"I think it is much too early for that."

"I thought you said it was late."

"Astel, you know what I mean." Sess's tone
took on that of annoyed parent.

She knew that tone quite well. It meant to
hold her tongue and not to ask any more questions. But her head
swam with a million thoughts and questions. She wanted them all
answered now. How could she be expected to wait? It just wasn't
fair.

"Now you go on to bed. I will seek you out
tomorrow. If you have already told Sangdanee that you've seen me, I
think he may be doing the something right now to ensure we do not
meet. You must keep your eye on him and let me know if he is acting
differently. On the same note, you must make sure to not act
differently around him. If he suspects anything, he may attempt to
steal you away before I can begin your training."

"Training in what?" Astel was quite confused
now. "You make it sound as if I'm a treasure to be had. Like there
are two sides, each wanting me on their side."

"In a way, you are right. I can tell you no
more at this time."

"How do I know which side is right?" Astel
asked desperately.

"Not tonight. Go back to your party before
you are missed."

Astel chanced a glace back at the door. It
was obvious that many more people had left the party. Sess was
right that with many gone, she would be missed. But she had to ask
one last question.

She turned and opened her mouth only to see
that Sess was already gone.
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Astel had been missed and Queen Esture
scolded her. Several boys asked for dances, but she declined them
all claiming she wasn't feeling well anymore. She had told them she
had too much pink punch and just wanted to go lie down. This had
earned her an even more sour look from her mother. Her father, on
the other hand, gave her a gentle hug and a kiss on the cheek and
had her escorted back to her room by Resmoran.

She didn't speak to the suitor, though he
didn't mind and spent the entire time telling her about a time he
went horseback riding across the Ursum plains. He had spent the
entire day riding alone and slept under the stars that evening.
Astel, though tired of his voice, enjoyed hearing the story. She
gave him a peck on the cheek when the arrived at her door. He
blushed, kissed her hand, and then turned and left back down the
stairs.

It was a relief to enter her room. Sitting
on the bed were Chastain and Deidre. They both leapt up as the door
opened.

"Oh! Astel. It's you," Chastain said in
surprise as if she was expecting someone else and looked past
Astel.

"Isn't Resmoran with you?" Deidre added.

"He's gone back downstairs. I'm quite tired.
Could you help me out of this dress and into my evening gown?"

"Of course. Is your mother coming up?"

"I don't think so. She was upset with
me."

"Why?"

"I had wandered into the garden and was gone
for some time."

"Why ever would you go into the garden with
all those princes and young lords at the party?"

"Oh Chastain, you just don't understand.
It's so much more than just a party. And speaking of which, you
two," she waved an accusing finger at them. "Forgot to remind me
it's my birthday today."

The two sisters hugged Astel. "Happy
Birthday!"

"And I didn't even get any cake," said Astel
with a frown.

"Have we got a surprise for you!" Deidre
exclaimed.

"But first," Chastain added, pulling Deidre
back by her arm. "We must get you out of that dress and into your
sleeping gown."

Sleepily Astel allowed herself to be
changed, still thinking about what Sess had told her. She wanted to
make small talk with Chastain and Deidre, but found it
difficult.

Deidre snuck off as Chastain started
brushing Astel's long curls. Every night before Astel went to bed,
Chastain brushed it out. Deidre usually would be washing Astel's
hands and feet. Her feet hurt so much from all the dancing that she
wished Deidre would return.

"Surprise!" Deidre yelled.

Astel nearly leapt out of her skin. She had
enough surprises this evening. One more was too much.

"Deidre, I told you to wait," snapped
Chastain.

"I know, but I couldn't help it. It's such a
beautiful cake."

It was a beautiful cake, domed with sky-blue
frosting and puffy meringue clouds. Astel smiled as she looked at
it. She froze when she saw the deep red dragon flying across the
top.

"We were talking so much about dragons
today," Deidre said. "That I told daddy to add one to your cake. I
thought you'd get a laugh out of it."

Deidre looked at Astel's ashen face. Astel
forced a smile. "Thank you. It's...lovely. It really is. Let's eat
it."

She struggled not to tell the sisters of
what had transpired in the garden. For as long as she could
remember the three of them had shared everything. From little
things like which foods each of them liked to big things like
Deidre's obvious crush on Resmoran. Even about Chastain's still
lingering sorrow over losing her mother, something that Deidre was
too young to remember when it had happened. The girls had shared
everything with Astel. She had to fight not to tell them of
Sess.

They ate cake and Astel remained quiet
despite the sisters' urgings to tell them everything about the
party. She blamed it on being tired, but was certain that the two
could tell she lied. She'd never had to do it before and she hoped
she'd never have to do it again. Holding back on saying something
was easy, that wasn't lying. Lying, that was completely different.
She couldn't look either of them in the eyes.

They didn't say anything. They let Astel be.
She was thankful. She had really enjoyed the cake, and had she been
able to share her story with them, she'd have enjoyed it even
more.

It was a bitter-sweet moment when Chastain
and Deidre finally left for their own chambers. They had put Astel
in bed, but she wasn't about to stay there. Her body was tired, but
her mind more awake than ever before. Talking with Sess, a dragon,
had been so exciting.

She knew she should be getting some sleep,
but how could she. What an exhilarating prospect of being taught by
a dragon! Classes with Sangdanee were great and she had learned so
much, but no she had to 'unlearn' all that. Well, most of it
anyway. It would be difficult as she always looked at Sangdanee as
a grandfather of sorts.

She got out of bed and opened the door to
her balcony. The night air had grown chillier. She fetched her robe
from the bed and wrapped herself in it.

Far below she could see the last of the
party guests being escorted to their carriages. The King and Queen,
her mother and father, waved goodbye. The lamps in her room had
been dimmed so she didn't fear them seeing her out on the tower
balcony.

Once the final carriage was gone from the
castle courtyard, King Ograel and Queen Esture retired inside the
castle. Astel continued to watch as guards took up posts along the
castle wall and in the open gate. The moon was full as it had been
the night before, but tonight was allowed to shine in the cloudless
sky.

Just before returning inside, she thought
she saw a shadow cross the courtyard. At first she thought it was a
shadow from a small cloud, but it moved far too fast. Quickly she
scanned the sky, but it was difficult to make out anything.
Scratching from the roof of her tower caught her attention. Perched
there was a black dragon. One of the dragons from her nightmare
that day.

It was longer than she remembered and its
sleek body glistening in the moonlight wrapped around the top of
the tower allowing its head to be lowered toward the balcony. Tiny
flames tickled the inside of its slender nose as its thin lips
peeled back to expose rows of razor sharp teeth. If she could have,
Astel would have screamed. Instead, with her insides twisted with
fear, she fainted.
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Astel awoke to the sensation of falling. Not
gentle falling as if stumbling on the ground, but as if she had
tumbled off of her tower balcony and plunged toward the ground
below. She had this feeling before in her dreams, the ones where
she flew. She suspected that this was not a dream, but desperately
wished it would prove to be.

She opened her eyes. She was flying. She
could feel the cold night wind rush past her face, but something
was different about this dream though. It was so unlike any other
dream she had that it took her several second to grasp the reality
of the situation.

She wasn't flying under her own power.

Her hands were pinned to her chest by
massive black claws. She looked up and could see the long, black
underbelly of the dragon she assumed was the same as the one she'd
seen atop her tower. The claws weren't gripping her tightly, just
snug enough to keep her from moving about. She wiggled slightly,
but the claw held tighter than any irons bars.

"I see you're awake," a low, rumbling voice
said. It was deep and resonant and loud.

"Where are you taking me?" she asked. She
assumed the dragon spoke, for no one else was around. She was
right.

"Someone wants to talk to you."

"I'll be missed!" lied Astel. Everyone had
gone to bed and no one would check on her until the morning.

"You've been watched for many weeks. We have
watched you since your first flight. It is quite well known that
you won't be missed."

Astel gritted her teeth as the dragon
swooped low and then rose again. It was fine when she did the
flying, but the lack of control made her feel sick.

"Who wishes to speak with me?" Astel asked,
trying to keep the quaver out of her voice.

The black dragon laughed. It only
laughed.

She was on the verge of crying. Before today
her life had been so normal for a princess. Sure she had always
wished for more, but what girl didn't wish her life was more
exciting? Chastain and Deidre wanted to have a life more like
Astel. Astel wanted more freedom from her rigid schedule. Time to
just be a little girl. Time to do what she wanted to. That's all
she asked. Now, just when she had guessed that her dreams of flying
were no longer dreams, everything in her life had gone crazy on
her.

Through her tears, both from crying and from
the wind blowing in her face, Astel could make out the shape of a
mountain; the same one from her dream. Only this time she was
certain she wasn't dreaming. It looked far too real to be a
dream.

The black dragon dove toward the base of the
mountain. She knew there would be a cave there. It would be dark.
It would be cold. She didn't want to be in there. She wanted to be
at home in her bed.

The cave laid exactly as she'd seen it in
her dream. The full moon's light didn't penetrate into the
interior. She found herself engulfed in the purest darkness she'd
ever know. As soon as the darkness wrapped about her, she noticed
she the dragon's claws' grasp was gone.

She turned around to try and get her
bearings, perhaps to see the entrance of the cave, but she was in
blackness. With her hands out in front of her she felt around, but
there were no walls. She could not feel or even sense where the
ceiling might be. She reached down and touched the rough stone
floor. She tried to follow it along, but it was difficult to tell
in which direction she was going. She had hoped that perhaps she'd
be able to detect the slope of the floor to tell where the exit
might be. The floor was completely flat.

"Welcome," a rough, flat voice said. It was
deep, nearly as deep as that of the black dragon. The sound of the
voice didn't echo off the walls of the cave. "I must apologize for
any mistreatment you may have received at the hands of my
underling. I assure you, he meant you no harm."

Little good that did her now. She was in
darkness, frightened, and far from home. The last thing that would
comfort her was a strange voice in a strange cave far from
home.

"I can't see you," she said as she wiped
tears from her eyes. "It's dark."

"I think it's better that you don't see me,"
said the phantom voice. It seemed to resonate from all around her.
"I've little time, but would speak briefly with you."

Astel didn't know if she should be angry or
scared.

The voice continued. "Long awaited events
have been set into motion. Your are at the center of those events.
Many will try to sway your choices and shape your future. In the
end, all choices must be made by you and you alone. Others will
have their own agendas and plans, but you must try to see the clear
path."

"How am I to know that? And how do I know
you're not trying to do the same thing?"

"I am a neutral observer. I care not which
side wins and which loses."

"One side will lose when I make my
choice?"

"Losing will be the best possible outcome
for one side. The choices you make could be disastrous. Be very
careful in what knowledge you choose to partake in. Much will be
offered to you, and at your age, it will be tempting to take it all
and use it. You must pick and choose with great care."

Astel tried to guess at what the voice was
getting at, and getting no where. It was speaking in vague terms
that didn't give her anything firm to grasp to.

"Please help me with this decision," she
pleaded.

"I cannot. You are now of an age where you
must answer for yourself. You must make your presence in these
decisions known in due time, but be sure you understand both sides
before you choose."

"Is one right and one wrong?"

"The choice is not as simple as that. One is
different than the other. Both will change life for mankind
forever. You must decide which it is that you will help and which
you will not."

"Who are you?"

"I am only an observer."

"What is it that you are observing?" Astel
asked, trying to get the voice to reveal anything about itself.

"The change."

"Change of what? What is going to change?
How is it going to change? Why am I at the center of the
change?"

"No more can I tell you now. It is far too
soon. I will send you back to your tower now. Take with you one
piece of advice. More flies are caught with honey than with
vinegar."

"Honey? Vinegar? What's that supposed to
mean?"

The voice fell silent. The chamber in all
its darkness was still and cold. Astel felt alone; desperately
alone. She wrapped her arms about herself and shivered. She laid
down on the ground and in her exhaustion and confusion fell
asleep.
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Astel found herself awoken the next morning
by giggles. Chastain and Deidre served breakfast and prepared her
clothes for the day. She thought about telling them of what
happened in the cave, and then thought better of it. She was scared
that she had arrived back in her bed before the girls were awake
and had no idea how she had gotten there. She would have time to
think about that later. If she got time alone.

Deidre spotted the princess getting out of
bed. "She's awake!" Deidre called out. "Princess, you're
awake."

Why the girl felt the need to point out the
obvious was beyond Astel. She rubbed at her eyes and tried to focus
on what the two were doing. By the looks of it, they were prepared
to open a huge, wooden crate with green and pink paint in vertical
stripes that looked to be a representation of wrapping paper.

"What's that?" asked Astel after a brief
yawn.

Deidre jumped up and down clapping her
hands. "Resmoran had it sent up this morning." By the way she
squealed after each word Astel thought the gift might as well be
for Deidre. "Open it now! Open it now!"

Astel, for only a moment, wanted to make her
wait, but she wasn't in the mood to be so mean. This early in the
morning, she wondered how early it really was, all she wanted was
to go back to sleep. She knew that wasn't going to happen now. She
got up and looked about for her robe. It was not near her bed. It
might be on the balcony, but a cursory glance revealed nothing.
Best not keep those two waiting, she thought.
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