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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Kalina stood in the small waiting chamber, sweating like mad.  It was the tail end of summer and the mountain air around her was almost unbearably hot.  She looked down and straightened her new red leather broad belt, making sure it wasn’t riding up.  Her palms were sweaty but not because of the heat.  It had been two months since her father Hakon, the king of the Valdir, had died in a battle along with his dragon Kaya. They had been at war with Ethea ever since.  Kalina was now taking up his crown. 
 
    Eira, Kalina’s aunt, entered the chamber, her silver hair elaborately braided back from her lightly wrinkled face, her red Runark tattoos and bright blue eyes matching Kalina’s.  She smiled at her niece and set down the small wooden box she carried.   
 
    “You look beautiful,” she assured, brushing a hand over Kalina’s scarred cheek. “Are you ready?”   
 
    “Not really.  But I don’t have much of a choice do I?”  
 
    “You always have a choice, my dear.”   
 
    Kalina gave a nervous smile back. 
 
    Her own father had said something similar.  That she had a choice in her future, she didn’t have to do anything, be anything she didn’t want.  But she knew in her gut that her father would approve of this, be proud of this.  So, it didn’t really feel like she had much of a choice.  
 
    “Okay,” she breathed, “I’m ready.”  
 
     Eira smiled, picking up the small wooden box.  Kalina followed her aunt from the chamber, patting her own intricately braided silver hair, making sure everything was still in place.  Leif, Kalina’s second in command and Geir’s son, met them in the hallway, his handsome face smiling softly as she approached.  He reached out an arm and Kalina snaked her arm through his, resting her hand on his muscled forearm.  Eira led them into the crowded chamber.  
 
    Silver haired Valdir filled the entry chamber, making Kalina’s body feel hot and cold all at once with fear and panic.  She clutched Leif’s arm, trying to ground herself. She had gone from an orphaned nobody, to finding out both her parents were alive, to becoming Princess of the Valdir, and now she was to become queen.  It was a lot to handle in such a short amount of time.  
 
    Her friend Talon, who’d been with her on this crazy journey, stood at the front of the audience, his floppy brown hair standing out vividly against the sea of silver hair that surrounded him.  He smiled at her, giving her a subtle thumbs up.  She gave him a weak smile and continued to the raised platform at the front of the chamber. Her cousins, Kari and Rangvald stood beside Talon, grinning. Leif walked her to the center before patting her hand and stepping back.  Suddenly she was alone, in front of the entire crowd.  She took a deep breath in through her nose, releasing it slowly through her mouth. The commander of her Valdiran armies, Geir, stepped forward, and together, he and Eira flanked her. A hush fell over the chamber. 
 
    Eira raised a hand in the air. 
 
    “Today, we gather here not as individuals, but as one tribe, one family, to support and raise up one of our own.  Kalina, daughter of Hakon, wishes to take the throne vacated by her father.”   
 
    Kalina swallowed down the lump of sadness that rose at her father’s name. Eira turned to Kalina, opening the box.  Geir came forward and took it from her, allowing Eira to pull a crown from its depths. It was made of beautifully twisted iron and jet-black stones that sparkled with some inner fire in the sunset light that filtered through the openings that dotted the side of the mountain.  Eira raised the crown into the air for all to see.   
 
    “This crown represents the hardships and toil of our people, the living we eked out of the ground before the long war, and what we fought to protect for Ethea during it.  It represents the bond we share with the dragons, and their role in our culture and our lives.  It is not an easy burden to bear, it is supposed to weigh heavy on the one who wears it.  But it is supposed to also bring them strength, because they are supported by the strength of their people.”  She turned to Kalina who felt vaguely like she was going to be sick right there in front of everyone.  “Kalina, daughter of Hakon, I present you with this crown.  Do you swear to serve your people in everything you do?”  Kalina swallowed again, trying to wet her dry mouth before answering. 
 
    “I do.”  Her voice came out strong, much to her surprise. 
 
    “Do you swear to put your people’s needs before your own, to work towards the common good, and protect the safety of our people and culture?”   
 
    “I do.”   
 
    “Then I crown you Queen Kalina, Daughter of the Valdir.”   
 
    Eira lowered the crown onto Kalina’s elaborately braided hair.  It settled there, the weight strange and foreign to her. As Eira stepped back, the crowd erupted in cheers and chanting.  Kalina surveyed the gathered people, searching for familiar faces, for friendly ones to bolster her up.  But her eyes fell on the faces of a group of men and women standing off to the side.  Their eyes were stony, their mouths set in grim lines.  She did not recognize any of them, but the anger and distrust radiating off them dulled the joy that was in the rest of the chamber.  Finally, Geir raised his hands for silence. 
 
    “Tonight, we will celebrate while the Queen is fasting and preparing herself to serve her people.”   
 
    She had almost forgotten about that, in the excitement and fear of the day.  The crowd began to disperse and she took Leif’s arm once again and left the chamber.  She glanced behind her, making eye contact with a stocky, muscled and bearded man at the forefront of the small knot of unhappy Valdir.  He glared at her; arms crossed before him.  She watched until a curve of the tunnel blocked him from view.  
 
    “Who was that?” she whispered to Leif as he led her to her isolation chamber.   
 
    He looked down at her with his soft grey eyes. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The group of Valdir who seemed angry I was crowned.”   
 
    His grey eyes went cold and hard as stone. 
 
    “Jormungand, Halvor and their people.  They came from Windpost, a small village along the Great Grey Mountains.  They have been spreading dissent since they arrived, trying to convince us that you shouldn’t be crowned, that you aren’t true Valdir since you were raised elsewhere.”  He squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry about them now.”  
 
    In the months since her father had passed, Leif had been one of her staunchest allies and they’d begun to build a friendship that Kalina treasured.  She trusted his opinion and if Geir wasn’t her second in command, his son would have been. They arrived at the same small chamber that she had sat in before her coming of age trial by fire.  It had one small window and a bench carved from the rock. Leif took her hand from his arm.  Eira was within earshot but Leif spoke quietly in Kalina’s ear, his breath tickling the little hairs at the base of her neck. 
 
    “I will come by to check on you later.”  He winked at her and then left, walking off down the hallway carved from stone.   
 
    Eira ushered her inside. 
 
    “You will remain in this chamber until tomorrow night, when I will fetch you for the final choosing ceremony.”  She handed her niece a pitcher of water.  “Anything you need me to do before you are left alone?”   
 
    Kalina shook her head. 
 
    “Thank you, Aunt Eira.”   
 
    Suddenly, she was alone, for the first time in what felt like years.  But she distinctly remembered feeling very alone just months ago.  The moment her father died she had felt alone, unsettled, like now that he was gone, she didn’t belong.  She knew it wasn’t entirely true, but with the mounting pressure of being queen, she was feeling more and more isolated. She settled herself on the stone bench, trying to find a comfortable position to sit and wait out the day.   
 
    Concern about Jormungand sowing dissent among her people bounced around in her head.  Being a queen was so much more than she had originally thought, and for a moment, she wished she could go back to just being a nobody orphan.  She had thought she was more of a figurehead, but she was now involved in so many decisions she could barely keep track. But as much as she longed for the simplicity that her old life held, she wouldn’t trade the adventure she’d had in the last few months for anything.  And tomorrow, after she fasted, she would get to pick her very own dragon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Kalina touched her tender face gingerly as she followed Eira down to the dragons’ chamber.  When her fasting was over, she had been taken to a room with incense and candles burning, giving it a hazy look and making her feel lightheaded.  The elder women of the Valdir made her lie on the floor of the chamber and then they had tattooed her face and body with the Runark symbols many Valdir had.  She knew that now she finally looked like she belonged; her face looked similar to her aunt’s, or even to Leif’s.   
 
    Each Valdir who was of fighting age had reddish tattoos covering their faces and bodies, each a different Runark with a different meaning depending on where it was placed on the body.  She now had a series of lines circling her right wrist that represented responsibility. They had tattooed her with the symbols for wisdom, cunning, and strength on her face.  Wisdom was three dots above her right eye, strength of mind was three lines below her right eye, and cunning was the top part of a triangle above her left eye.  They had even tattooed the Runarks for strength, courage, and grace along her spine. 
 
    It had hurt.  Hurt more than even walking through the fire had.  But the pain had since faded to a dull burning, an ache she cherished because it meant she was a part of something. The old women had chanted and sang as they worked, giving the entire scene a sense of unreality.  Kalina felt as though she were floating, the pain the only thing anchoring her to the earth.   
 
    On the nights she couldn’t sleep, which was often since her father had died, Kalina wandered the halls of the mountain, often finding herself here, on the edge of the dragons’ chamber, imagining today, the day she got to pick an egg for herself. Dragon eggs only hatch once the deep magic is activated, and finding a Valdir rider was something that triggered that magic.  No one really understood it, although Kalina had asked.  All the elders referred to it as a mystery, something to be grateful to the gods for.  Eira did mention the god Skaldir whom the Valdir worshiped above all others, and that he had gifted it to the Valdir when he made them. 
 
    The dragons however worshiped their own pair of dragons, and their story states that the first dragons recognized that their children were lonely, and therefore breathed the deep magic into existence in order to allow their children to bond with the Valdir, and have a partner for life.  This ensured that if a dragon or a Valdir never found a mate, at least they had each other.   
 
    At this exact moment in time, as she wound her way among the gathered dragons and Valdir, following Eira to the egg pit, Kalina didn’t really care how or why there was the deep magic.  She just wanted to meet her dragon.   
 
    The egg pit was a huge sandy depression in the center of the chamber, similar to the holes the dragons dug for themselves.  The sand was naturally warm, heated from deep within the mountain by some hot spring, its heat radiating up through the ground.  Eira stopped on the edge of the pit beside Geir, Leif, Rangvald, and Kari.  Kalina swallowed before stepping down into the soft sands, letting their warmth fill her up as she descended.  Soon she stood at the very bottom of the pit, looking up at all the Valdir faces above her, the eggs ranging around her in different shades of color.  The Valdir began to chant in Valithan, the language of the Runark and Skaldir. Much of the language was lost to time, but their symbols and a few words remained. They chanted “Lay-atha” over and over.  
 
    Kalina put a shaking hand out, laying it on the nearest egg which was a rich reddish orange in color.  When nothing happened, she moved on to the next egg, and then the next, making her way in an ever widening spiral up the pit. Her stomach began to drop as she moved farther up the pit without anything happening.  She didn’t even know what to expect if she did manage to find her dragon.  
 
    When her hand alighted on an emerald green egg, a shock spiraled up through her body, making her gasp.  It was like nothing she had ever felt before in her life.  Energy seemed to sing along every muscle and tendon, along her very bones, and a connection settled deep into her chest; a bond that felt like coming home, like a warm hug, like the adrenaline and joy of flying. She fell to her knees before the egg, which was about a high as her waist, and watched, fascinated and in awe as micro cracks fissured out from her hand.  Finally, she was forced to take her hand away as the egg burst apart, and a dragonling about the size of a dog spilled out into her lap, legs and wings all akimbo.   
 
    The crowd around her began to cheer, but Kalina barely even heard them, so entranced was she with the creature in her arms.  The dragonling pushed itself upright into a sitting position, putting its soft claws against the skin of her forearm, and looked up into her eyes.  Suddenly, she felt as though she were falling into an endless sky of stars.  For a few unending moments they gazed at each other. The dragonling’s eyes were a deep black from edge to edge, speckled with lights.  Finally, the dragonling hiccupped and Kalina began to laugh in utter joy at the creature.  She gathered him up, for she felt in her gut that it was a male dragon, and carried him from the pit, up through the still cheering crowd, and down the long corridors of the mountain until they were finally alone in her quiet room.   
 
    She spent the remainder of that night watching the dragonling, which acted much like any newborn creature.  He ate the meat Eira had brought with a voracious appetite before curling up like a cat in Kalina’s blankets and sleeping.  Leif came to her rooms not long later, carrying her first meal in two days.  Two huge slabs of beef from the farms the Valdir had in the foothills of the Great Grey Mountains along the edge of the Wastes, each cooked to mouth watering perfection, were on the tray he bore.  A bowl of roasted potatoes and carrots, as well as a pitcher of water, made Kalina’s stomach rumble loudly.  She put a hand on it, laughing softly as he set the tray on the large table that dominated the other half of her room.   
 
    “I guess I was so distracted that I forgot how hungry I was,” she said as she joined him.  
 
    Leif sat at the table and pulled one of the plates of food towards himself.  
 
    “That happens with everyone when they choose a dragon.  I think I forgot to eat for two days, I was so caught up feeding and taking care of Arikara.”   
 
    Kalina smiled as she chewed a mouthful of beef, the juices running down her chin.  She wiped at it with a sleeve and gestured with her fork to Leif. 
 
    “How did you come up with her name?”   
 
    He shrugged and kept cutting his steak. 
 
    “It’s a family name.  My great grandfather's dragon was named Arikara.”   
 
    “Do you know if my family has any?”   
 
    “Yes.  You have a few famous ones.  Your grandmother’s dragon was named Sike, and your great-grandmother named hers Maska.   I think your great aunt had a dragon named Dohasan. Do any of those ring for you?”   
 
    One did. 
 
    “Maska.  It just feels right somehow.”   
 
    He laughed a bit. 
 
    “Yes, that’s often how it happens.  One just seems to fit.”   
 
    “Maska,” she said, rolling the name around in her mouth, getting the taste and feel of it.  It seemed to match her little green friend. She watched him from across the room, a strange longing welling up in her chest.  “Does it always feel like this?”   
 
    Leif smiled at her sympathetically. 
 
    “No.  Not always.  The connection is still there, and they are your greatest companion, but those intense feelings seem to be there at the beginning for a reason.  It’s like the love a parent has for their child, and it makes them care for that child.  The deep magic makes our feelings almost overwhelming at the beginning so we bond deeply with our dragons.” 
 
    “Huh.”   
 
    Kalina had stopped eating at this point, staring at her bonded dragon asleep on the covers, twitching slightly at some dream.  A cool hand touched hers and she jumped, coming back down to reality and the man before her.   
 
    “It gets easier.  Now, eat, before you fall over,” Leif said, a soft smile on his face.  
 
    Suddenly, she realized just how exhausted she was from the last few days.  She dug into her food with zeal, finishing off her last potato in record time.   
 
    That night, she slept through the night for the first time in months, comforted by the little warm body beside her, lulled to sleep by Maska’s tiny whistling snores. All her fear at becoming queen, and all her grief after losing her father, temporarily forgotten.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Maska grew quickly.  Kalina fed him daily and soon he was eating huge sides of beef for every meal and still begging for more.  She realized she’d never thought about how the Valdir fed the dragons, and when she asked Leif, he laughed, saying they had villages along the foothills to grow their crops and raise cattle.  One village, called Harrowing grew their crops in huge swaths of fields.  The other village was called Windpost and had vast herds of cattle that the dragons helped keep safe.  That was the village run by Jormungand and Halvor, he explained.  
 
    “What if Jormungand and Halvor decide to cut off our beef supply?”  She remembered the look on the young man’s face. 
 
    “He may not be happy you were crowned, but he is actually your cousin and he cares for your people.  He won’t cut off the mountain.”   
 
    Leif seemed so sure, but Kalina wasn’t.  This man was competition, and if she was being honest with herself, if it came down to it, she might give up the crown. 
 
    “How are we related?”  The young man’s eyes had been the same blue as hers, her father’s, and Eira’s. The same as Rangvald and Kari. 
 
    “His mother is your father’s aunt.”   
 
    Kalina nodded, worry churning her gut.  She tried to take her mind off it, for there was nothing she could do to convince Jormungand she was a good queen.  
 
    She stroked Maska who lay curled beside her, full and satiated from his meal.  Eira had warned that all young dragons did was eat and sleep since they were busy growing.  Maska had almost doubled in size in the week she’d had him, and was rapidly approaching the size of a pony.  Eira had also told her that it took about six months for dragons to gain adolescence and be able to fly with a full-grown human.  They didn’t possess the size and speed and agility of a full-grown dragon, but they were large enough to bear their riders weight at that size. Most dragons grew as large as a house, but some stayed smaller.  It varied from dragon to dragon. 
 
    Maska was doing wonders in terms of keeping Kalina’s mind off the recent death of her father.  She hadn’t had much time with the man, but what little time she’d had, she’d begun to feel like she had found her place, like she belonged here.  When he died, she’d been flung into an alien world where nothing made sense anymore and she felt more lost than ever. Her heart ached every time she thought of him, but Maska’s warmth and rumbling purrs comforted her when she cried at night for his loss.   
 
    Talon came to visit her every day.  Most days they talked about the dragons, or her struggles as queen.  But some days Talon was withdrawn and moody, and Kalina had to poke and prod to get him to speak. One afternoon he came wandering into her room as she was playing on the floor with Maska. The dragon was big and clumsy, still learning how to use his large wings to help him maneuver both on the ground and in the air.  He was beginning to fly, but only using his wings to propel himself across a room in a long leap, or to jump to the top of the table to eat.  Kalina was throwing a soft ball high into the air and letting him chase and catch it.  He was getting quite good. 
 
    Talon crossed the room and sat on the floor beside her, his mood lightening slightly as he watched Maska leap and jump across the room. Kalina watched him from the corner of her eye.  He was dear to her, her best friend and someone she cared deeply for, but the fond romantic feelings she’d once felt for him had begun to fade after her father died.  
 
    “What’s bothering you?” she asked, throwing the ball high.  
 
    He sighed heavily. 
 
    “I don’t really fit in here, Kalina.”   
 
    She knew.  Once he’d recovered from his injuries, he’d tried to make friends by training with the Valdir, but many of the Valdir were wary of outsiders and he’d never quite integrated himself. Rangvald had tried, taking him on flying patrols but flying was not Talon’s favorite activity. 
 
    “I know,” she said, laying a hand on his arm. “It’s been difficult for both of us.”  She was thinking of Jormungand.   
 
    “Why don’t you come back with me?  We can tell the Queen who you are and you can take up your place as heir?”  The light seemed to flood back into his eyes at the thought.  “I’m sure she would accept you back.”   
 
    She was shaking her head before he even finished speaking. 
 
    “I can’t, Talon.  I can’t leave my people.”   
 
    His face fell.  She watched his jaw clench.  
 
    “And the King would still try to kill me. I’d die by some accident or something.”  
 
    “Well, I can’t stay.”   
 
    They were both quiet for a time, watching Maska play.   
 
    “Where will you go?”   
 
    He couldn’t go back to the capitol.  The king knew he’d helped her escape, and she was sure if he returned, he’d be stuck in the dungeons.   
 
    “Anywhere else.  Perhaps back to your abbey.  They seemed nice and I bet I could get a job in their town.”  
She nodded.   
 
    “I’ll write you a letter for Father Martin.”   
 
    A sadness settled over them both.  Sadness that their friendship was changing, coming to an end. He would always be her friend, she knew, but his absence would still hurt.   
 
    He left a week later, Leif flying him to the edge of the Wastes.  Kalina cried when he left, adding another loss to the list that seemed to keep on growing.  She spent the remainder of the day training hard in the training chamber with Geir, using her sadness and frustration to fuel her spear and bow practice.  She was getting very good; her spear throws accurate to within a few inches of the target dot Geir had painted on the stone.  Her bow shots were also well grouped and her shoulder muscles were building nicely.  But it was the twin axes she preferred to fight with.  They felt the best in her hands, like extensions of her arms, and she performed the best when she fought with them. 
 
    Maska was down in the dragons’ chamber with his own teacher.  Dragons spoke their own language first, and then the human’s many languages.  They learned fast and Maska was already picking up on the words she would say to him.  
 
    Towards the end of the training session Leif entered.  Geir was still her second in command, but Leif was her closest ally and friend under the mountain.  Kari and Rangvald were close, but neither of them seemed to possess the patience and understanding that Leif had.  She paused as he approached, panting from the effort. 
 
    “You’ve really improved,” he commented.  
 
    She smiled, wiping sweat from her eyes.   
 
    “I’d hope so.”  
 
    “Why are you here?”  Geir said, approaching and taking Kalina’s bow and quiver of arrows.  
 
    Leif’s face fell. Whatever he had to say wasn’t good. 
 
    “There’s been a report of a small host approaching the mountain across the Wastes.  They are using wyverns to drag their supply wagons and it’s clear they are in it for the long haul.” 
Kalina put her hands on her waist, a stitch in her side, hurting. She hadn’t seen a wyvern since one named Savath had flown her and Talon to Long Lake.  They were smaller than dragons, and did not possess front legs, only claws on the ends of their wings that they used for crawling along the ground.  If they were using wyverns, then they must have extremely heavy wagons to transport, for there were other, more land friendly beasts to pull them.  
 
    “Who reported it?”   
 
    “Nash.  He was flying patrols this afternoon.”  Leif gestured behind him.  
 
    Kalina looked over to the young man who was waiting by the entrance to the cavern, hands held behind his back. She hadn’t noticed he was even there. He was about her age, perhaps a year or two older, his hair was braided back from his face like most Valdir warriors and he had laughing green eyes. He smiled at Kalina as he approached.   
 
    “Report,” Geir barked at the Valdir soldier.   
 
    Nash swallowed, looking up at the much larger man. Geir crossed his muscled arms, waiting.  
 
    “I was flying over the Wastes to the west of us and saw a dust cloud.  I flew lower to investigate and saw a host of about five hundred along with enormous wagons being pulled by captive wyverns. I flew straight back here to report.”   
 
    Kalina’s blood began to run cold, a chill traveling up her spine.  Since being crowned she had focused on Maska, on training, and on winning her people over slowly.  Eira had cautioned her against rashness, advising her to do things like attending birth celebrations, name days, dragon bonding ceremonies and the like, in order to get to know her people and show she cared.  This was her first big decision, and her knees wobbled when Geir and Leif looked to her for leadership.  She swallowed, running a hand down her face.  
 
    “Gather the council in my chambers.”   
 
    And then she left them, breaking into a run the moment she left their sight. She bathed quickly and asked the kitchens to send up some food, all the while she worried over the decision she had before her.   
 
    Her chambers held a large stone table with chairs set around it for her council members. It was the same table she and her father had sat at and eaten their meals for the few months before he died. That thought made her sad. The council members filed in as Kalina finished braiding her wet hair in the traditional manner of her people.  
 
    She strode to the head of the table, looking at each face in turn.  To her left was Geir, her first in command, and to her right was Leif.  Next to Leif sat Rangvald and Kari, both watching her with their familiar blue eyes that caused a pang to run through her at the reminder of her father. The others around the table were her teachers and mentors among the Valdir.  Eira, her aunt, sat beside her children, and on the far side of Geir sat Arvid, Asta, and Ingvar.  All were previously her father’s council members and captains in the army.  
 
    Arvid was the youngest of the three and a fierce fighter.  When Geir was unable to train Kalina, Arvid often took over, teaching Kalina dirty tricks to outsmart or incapacitate her enemies.  Asta was older, wiry, and wise.  Ingvar was Geir’s right hand man.  He never did anything without Geir’s approval and the two had become close since Kalina’s father’s passing.  They were all good people, all solid.  But Kalina still felt like an outsider. Despite the position she held, she didn’t quite fit in.  She hoped deep in her heart that one day that would change.   
 
    She cleared her throat before speaking. 
 
    “I called you all here to hear what Nash saw on patrol.”   
 
    Everyone sat up a little straighter, interest and some trepidation lighting their faces.  She called Nash in from the corridor and made him give a more detailed report. When he finished, the room went quiet.  Everyone’s faces were horror struck when she finished speaking.  
 
    “That’s the largest force the King of Ethea has sent against us to date.”  Geir said over the murmurings of the rest of the group.   
 
    “We can’t let them just waltz into our territory unchallenged.”  Kari’s strong voice broke through.  “Let’s crush ‘em!”  She pounded her fist into her palm and smiled viciously.   
 
    Kalina tried to hide her own smile.  Kari was always rash and the first to jump into a fight.  Beside her Rangvald rolled his eyes. They were two sides of the same coin. 
 
    “Caution is going to be our best ally.  Send out a small group of scouts, watch them for a while, identify some weaknesses,” Rangvald said, ever the cautious thinker.   
 
    Kalina nodded. 
 
    “I agree with Rangvald.  But we can’t just sit back.  Let’s start with sending a few other riders to investigate further.  Once we have their reports and know what we are up against, we can organize a larger force.”   
 
    She looked to Geir and Leif who had remained quiet on the subject. Geir nodded his approval. 
 
     “Can you choose a few riders to go? I also need to know what those large wagons contain.  Supplies?  Or more catapults?”   
 
    “Supplies seems likely if they are planning to make it to the mountain and attack us.  They would need supplies for a siege,” Arvid said.   
 
    Kalina scratched her chin, thinking. Leif nodded at her, his calm grey eyes watching her steadily.  She looked away, her cheeks warming with his attention, and refocused.  Finally she spoke. 
 
    “The rest of you, assess the number of fighters we have and begin to develop a defensive strategy.  We will have to confront them soon and we’ll need to act quickly.”  Heads nodded around the table. Being authoritative had never been her strong suit but she was brave, and that bravery allowed her to pretend she was in charge, in control.   
 
    Everyone filed out, talking amongst themselves, and she let out a long breath, trying to settle the shaking that had started in her middle.  She wished suddenly that Maska was there with her.  Leif stayed behind, going to the tray of food that had been left for her.  Kalina joined him, picking up a piece of bread filled with dried fruit as he poured her a glass of milk.  
 
    She took the glass gratefully, finally filling her empty belly with much needed food. Once the edge of her hunger was abated, she turned to Leif, eyeing him.  He had grown up even more since she’d first met him.  Not so much physically: he’d always been tall and muscled with a strong jaw.  But since dealing with her father’s death and being placed in the higher position he was in, he had grown much quieter, more circumspect, more reserved. They’d both had to grow up these last months: trial by fire.  
 
    “How are you?”  His voice was quiet, soft, caring.   
 
    Kalina grimaced slightly.   
 
    “I’m surviving.”   
 
    He smiled sideways at her.   
 
    “You look like you’re doing more than surviving.  That was a great show of leadership back there.”  He said, nodding towards the table.   
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “I decided to fake it and hope no one noticed.”  She laughed softly. She took her milk and sat down on the couch.  “Besides, I knew if I faltered, you’d be there to pick up the pieces.”   
 
    Her heart was fluttering in her chest, the aftermath of public speaking and pretending she knew what she was doing combined with Leif’s nearness. He sat beside her, the leather, wind, and dragon smell of him wafting to her.  Most Valdir smelled mostly the same, like the musty dragons, dirt and rock, leather, and the wild wind they rode through over the wastes. But the smell always reminded her distinctly of her father.   
 
    She took a deep breath and let it out in a sigh, trying not to let memories and sadness overwhelm her.  Being queen was proving to be a serious challenge, and the time between finding out she was a princess to becoming queen had been only a matter of a few short months.  She went from orphan raised in a remote abbey, to kitchen maid, to scribe, to enemy of the crown, to princess, to queen.  And she was barely seventeen, young even by Valdir standards. She was overwhelmed and constantly exhausted, and she was always wondering when life would resume some form of normalcy, if that was even possible. She didn’t know what normal was anymore. 
 
    Leif was watching her as these thoughts ran through her mind.  She wondered what he was thinking.  Finally, he finished his own milk and stood to leave, but turned back to look at her. 
 
    “You are doing fine, my Queen.”   
 
    Kalina smiled at his retreating back. She didn’t really believe him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Kalina’s hands shook slightly as she tightened the leather straps of the saddle on Arikara’s back.  All around her in the entrance chamber, dragons and their riders were preparing for battle.  Leif was securing water skins to the saddle and making sure their weapons were ready.  
 
    She had opted for a bow with a short draw and arrows so she could easily wield it from dragon back, and the traditional long spear of the Valdir.  Once they were on the ground, however, she had chosen the twin axes that were currently strapped to her back in leather sheaths that stuck up over her shoulders for easy access.  Her armor included a thick leather vest with chainmail that covered her shoulder joints.  Chainmail also hung down across her lap, protecting her vital parts but still allowing her to move.  She wore stiff red leather leggings and bracers on her arms. She remembered seeing knights at the castle clanking around in heavy metal armor.  Hers seemed to provide more movement but also less protection.  
 
    The noise in the entrance chamber began to overwhelm her and she wished with all her heart, not for the first time, that Maska was big enough to ride.  She stood with her eyes closed, leaning against the slightly reassuring bulk of Arikara, trying her best not to imagine the battle looming ahead.  If she did, the fear would overwhelm her.  She had never fought someone to kill them.  She’d been in her fair share of fights and scrapes but none where she was responsible for her peoples’ safety, or the dragons’.  None where she was the queen and was expected to lead. 
 
    Her name being called jolted her from her quiet meditation.  Her long silver hair was half braided close to her scalp; the rest pulled away in twists to keep her face clear.  She wore her dark red leathers, along with her entire army but on her head, instead of the traditional leather band to hold the hair back, Kalina wore her crown. She had argued against wearing it but Eira insisted it was tradition. She had told Kalina that it would help her people to see her on the battlefield and to easily identify her.  It seemed an unnecessary risk to her but she didn’t argue. 
 
    Leif stood waiting for her, the entire chamber going quiet as she stepped up beside him and Geir, her second in command.  She surveyed her warriors faces, trying to shove down her own trepidation and fears and be seen as the queen she knew they expected.  Sometimes it was exhausting having to be so in control all the time.  That was why she treasured her time alone with Maska, where she could be herself. 
 
    “People of the Valdir.”  She tried to look into each of their faces but they began to blur.  “Think about what we are fighting for.  Our people, our home so hard won and carved out of the rock. Our very freedom. This peace we’ve had for more than a decade is over.”  Every person’s face looking at her held a fierceness she couldn’t quite fathom.  Somehow, her words were working.  “I don’t want to ask you to fight, to sacrifice what little ground we have regained, but preserving our life, our culture, is of utmost importance.  We must fight for that.”  In the following silence a cheer went up from the crowd and they all began to mount their dragons.   
 
    Kalina felt relief flood through her as she followed Leif to Arikara.  Her job was done now.  She had placed command of the army into Leif and Geir’s capable hands.  The father-son duo had been holed up for a day making a battle plan after they got the reports back from their scouts. She was just along for morale and for the ride. 
 
    Leif helped her up onto the double saddle, she seated behind him.  Once he was mounted and settled, Arikara’s huge claws dug gouges across the floor of the entrance chamber as she made her way to the edge of the mountain. Below them, the plains of the Wastes stretched away into the distance.  Without warning, Arikara launched herself out and fell, snapping her wings out just when it seemed they’d hit the ground. Kalina’s heart was in her throat as they caught the air currents and soared into the sky behind the rest of the advancing army.  
 
    The Valdir army made an impressive display, as close to five hundred dragons filled the eastern sky, the sun bouncing off their varying scales, creating a riotous rainbow of color.  Kalina’s breath was taken away, and despite the sheer force and might spread out before her, she still felt small and fragile somehow. She always prided herself on her bravery; it had gotten her this far, and she hoped it wouldn’t fail her again, but her fear had been building steadily over the last few months. She felt she was only a few moments away from breaking apart. 
 
    Geir lead the charge through the skies.  They all stopped at a rocky outcropping and each dragon grabbed a large rock with their powerful forelegs.  These were to be dropped on the enemy in an aerial assault.  Kalina had asked Geir why they hadn’t used this tactic before, and he told her that during the long war, they were often the aerial support of troops on the ground, and it was too dangerous to drop projectiles since they never knew where they would land. But now that they knew none of their own were on the ground, he agreed to implement the tactic.  
 
    Within an hour they were flying over the approaching Ethean army.  The Valdir circled once, releasing the large boulders their dragons carried down onto the unsuspecting heads of the soldiers below, before descending, and her heart began to pound as they drew closer to their target. The soldiers on the ground had not expected the attack from the sky, but after a moment gathering themselves, they began to scatter.   
 
    At first, Kalina thought they scattered in fear, but just as they came within shooting range, she realized they were scattering with purpose.  From the top of the three large wagons sprang catapults, huge ones, large enough to take down a dragon.  None of their scouts had seen this coming.  They had reported on a fairly innocuous army filled with foot soldiers.  But now Kalina saw the truth, and it filled her with a cold dread.   
 
    She screamed, trying to call her people back, to fly higher and gain some distance from the death machines.  But Geir was too far away, and too close, the first wave of their aerial legion at his heels.  Leif, seated in front of Kalina, realized a moment after her the danger his father was in.  He dove, Arikara tucking her golden wings and plummeting, desperate to get to his father in time.  Kalina screamed again, fear clawing at her throat as they fell. The wind whipped her face, making her eyes stream with tears as they raced to warn their people. 
 
    The catapults released. Fiery projectiles flew through the air, and it was a blur of motion before the first one struck home.  Kalina watched in horror as it struck Geir and his red dragon, Enola.  The second and third projectile hit home and her army scattered. The number of dragons between Kalina and Leif and Geir became too many, and she could not see what had become of him and his dragon.  Were they lost?  Fallen?  Or were they alive, struggling to gain altitude?  She searched the skies for a flash of red, fear and panic beginning to cloud her mind, the same panic she had grown up with, that she thought she had begun to master.  Where was he?   
 
    She took some deep breaths, pushing the panic to the back of her mind.  It took tremendous effort, but she knew her family, people she loved were in danger.  She finally pulled her bow from its spot on the saddle and notched an arrow.  She called to Leif and they dove, the world dropping away.  Arikara was smaller than many of the other dragons which meant she could weave in and out of the aerial chaos happening around them.  Kalina pressed herself flat against Leif’s back, trying to make herself small in the howling wind, the gold dragon’s wings were tucked in tight, the air rushing over them.  
 
    The battle field below her came into view.  Many of her people had landed on the ground, fighting atop their dragons like a mounted legion.  A few were attacking the catapults, trying to dismantle them.  
 
    The scout, Nash, was fighting beside his brown dragon, who was deadly when confronted.  His dragon was atop a siege tower, the neck of the catapult in her massive jaws.  Soldiers swarmed around her, trying to hack at her near impenetrable scales.  Nash was beside her, fighting, men falling around him.   
 
    Kalina, Leif and Arikara flew in to join them, her bow string twanging as she fired arrow after arrow, Leif’s doing the same beside her.  Each one found its mark, Ethean soldiers falling left and right.  Arikara landed on top of the main structure of the catapult.  She used her smaller talons to snap the ropes and pulleys holding the catapult together.  The long arm Nash’s dragon held was now worthless.  She yanked it, and it snapped from the main mechanism.   
 
    Leif paused his shooting, breathing heavily, as Kalina killed the remaining soldiers atop the siege tower. Nash stood and looked to his queen, a grim, wolfish smile on his face. Kalina sent him a strained smile back. 
 
    The battle raged around them. Their original plan had fallen apart when the catapults had sprung.  Rangvald and Kari had disabled the catapult to their right and Kalina could see Eira and Arvid trying to take down the third.  She pointed, yelling to Leif. 
 
    “Should we help them?”   
 
    Leif followed her arm and nodded, and Arikara plunged down the side of the tower and out across the battlefield.  As they approached, Kalina notched an arrow, taking aim over Arikara’s shoulder and let it spring away from her as they flew by the second catapult.  It plunged into the neck of a soldier that was about to attack Kari from behind.  He fell without a noise.   
 
    The third tower rose into view before them and Kalina swallowed as they rose above it with a few strong wingbeats. Arvid and Eira were struggling, Arvid locked in battle with two opponents, her long battle braid swinging as she fought.  Eira was trying to dismantle the catapult as Arvid’s and her dragons fought off attackers.   
 
    Arikara dove, crashing with her full weight onto the catapult, smashing it in half.  Kalina continued to pick off soldiers until suddenly there were no more left atop the tower.  She paused to breath, surveying the Wastes around them.  Small knots of men and dragons still fought, but it was clear now that the battle field was slowly going quiet, their enemies defeated.  The Valdir had won. 
 
    They followed Eira and Arvid as they began a sweep of the field, searching for survivors.  Kalina began to shake as the adrenaline that had been pumping through her moments before began draining away, leaving her exhausted and cold. She and Leif landed on the battlefield, dismounting Arikara and stretching their aching muscles.  She was cramped and sore from gripping the dragon so hard during their headlong dive and fight. 
 
      A young man came sprinting up, his silver hair soaked in red blood.  
 
    “Captain!”  He gasped, bending over to catch his breath, pointing away behind him to the first siege tower they had dismantled. “We found your father.”  He said between gasps.  
 
    “Where?”  Leif’s voice was hoarse when he spoke.   
 
    The man pointed back over his shoulder towards one of the other catapult towers. Leif gripped the young man’s shoulder, squeezing before vaulting up onto Arikara’s back, Kalina groaning as she followed him up.  Arikara leapt into the air, skimming along the ground until she was close to the base of the tower before landing at a run, her huge claws digging deep into the churned up and bloodied earth below.  Leif slid off her back, Kalina following, her heart racing, hope blooming in her chest. There was a small knot of people gathered around the red hulk of Geir’s dragon.  But as Leif pushed his way past the people, he fell to his knees, a sound like a wounded animal escaping him as he beheld his father’s mangled and dying corpse, crushed beneath his own dragon’s enormous body.  Kalina’s hand flew to her mouth at the scene before her. 
 
    Geir was alive, but barely.  Leif reached out to grasp his father’s hand.  Geir’s eyes, bloody and clouded with pain searched for son’s face.   
 
    “I’m here, Father.”   
 
    Leif’s voice was barely audible.  Kalina knelt beside him, placing a hand on his back. He lowered his head until his forehead pressed against his father’s, the blood mingling with their sweat and tears.  His father’s breathing was labored, and wet, a sound that tore at Kalina’s heart. Leif’s father tried to speak but couldn’t as blood bubbled up through his lips.  Leif hushed him.   
 
    “No need to speak.”  Leif’s voice cracked as he spoke.  “I love you, father.”   
 
    Kalina’s heart shattered within her.  She didn’t think she had enough heart to shatter anymore. The loss around her was too great. 
 
    Geir’s eyes went wide, his eyebrows rising as he flicked his gaze between Kalina and his son, but Leif seemed to know what he was asking, communicating in the ways only fathers and sons could. 
 
    “I’ll take care of her.  I promise. You don’t have to worry.”   
 
    Geir’s body relaxed in Leif’s arms at those words, his eyes drifting shut, his breath becoming shallow. Leif gripped his father’s hand more fiercely but the man slipped away, going limp, his chest no longer rising and falling.  
 
     “Goodbye,” Leif whispered.   
 
    Kalina longed to hold him as he had held her when her own father died.  But she hesitated, her hand still on his back.  She hadn’t been a queen then, and they hadn’t been in public, so she tried to convey her support through that one touch. Perhaps later, when they were alone, she could hold him and they could cry.  
 
    Eira came through the crowd, laying her comforting hands on Leif’s bowed and shaking back, rubbing in small circles. She smiled at Kalina as if to say I’ve got this. 
 
    “He is with the gods now, Leif.  He died honorably, in battle, as all Valdir should.  Not old and alone in bed.  You should be proud of him and his death.  It was a good death.”  
 
    Leif relaxed slightly at her words but Kalina didn’t. Her people believed that death was not a bad thing, not something to fear.  They believed that when your physical body died it went to join the gods in their realm, to feast and fight by the gods’ side.  She knew Geir and his dragon Enola were now feasting with Thrane and Thrire, the gods of death, but that didn’t stop the pain.   
 
    “Thank you, Eira,” Leif said before turning back towards Arikara who waited for him just outside the circle of onlookers.  Arikara had her head low, in sadness.   
 
    Kalina stood and followed him. He paused beside his dragon, putting out a hand.  Then he raised his grey eyes to look at Kalina.  She nodded, knowing what he needed from her.  She turned to face the gathered crowd. 
 
    “You know what is needed.”  She looked to the chained wyverns.  “Release them, and then return home as soon as possible.  There’s a storm coming.”  She glanced up to the gathering grey clouds in the sky. They had been building all day. 
 
    Then she turned and mounted Arikara with Leif.  The dragon pumped her golden wings fiercely until they were high in the sky, and skimming the low, dark clouds.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Kalina cried the whole way back to the mountain, tears streaming down her cheeks and away behind them and she was grateful she was sitting behind Leif.  She couldn’t imagine what he must be feeling.  She was utterly spent, all her bravery gone for the day.  She knew Geir was dead.  She knew many of her people had died in the battle. The appearance of the catapults had been an unwelcome surprise as well. A mounted aerial legion with highly trained fighters and dragons the size of a house usually crushed whatever it faced.   
 
    But her own father had died in a skirmish with this king’s soldiers, and now so had his second in command. Leif’s father.  He looked so defeated sitting before her, his body hunched over the saddle.  When they landed and dismounted, she looked at his face, covered in dirt and blood, and drawn in a way she had never seen before. It scared her down into her bones. Her first instinct was to hold him, tell him it was alright, as he had done for her.  But he was now her second in command, so she hesitated. 
 
    “I’m sorry.”   
 
    He turned to look at her.  His grey eyes, so like his father’s, were filled with such sorrow it nearly broke her heart.   
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said again, searching for the right words to apologize.   
 
    But she didn’t have them.  How could she make him see that she, too, was heartbroken and lost. That the pain and fear had battered her until she felt like she was going to blow apart.  There was no way to say that. Leif nodded at her swallowing and Kalina could see that he just needed time. So instead she laid her hand on his cheek. 
 
     He looked down, as though she was some foreign thing, before reaching to take her hand and press his face into it briefly before squeezing.  She let him drop her hand and walk away then.  She looked sideways at Arikara and the dragon’s golden eyes peered down at the queen.  She reached out and patted the golden dragon, suddenly longing desperately to go find Maska and spend some time alone with him.  
 
    Kalina sighed and left the chamber, letting Leif be alone with his dragon.  She made her way down the deserted halls of the mountain, the brewing storm rumbling the air outside, reaching her as she travelled deeper.  A storm like this could destroy part of their mountain home, but Kalina felt like the weather matched the way she felt inside. 
 
    The storm hit just as the rest of the Valdir made it back to the mountain from the battlefield. Over five hundred had left to fight and only four hundred had returned.  Kalina wanted the warmth of the dragons, their musty smells, the quiet rustlings and murmurs. She needed their quiet distraction from the gaping hole of loss within her. The air grew warm as she descended, the many large bodies of the dragons heating up the space and sending it throughout the tunnels.  Their heat, plus the hot springs that naturally ran through the mountain, heated the mountain just fine. 
 
    Kalina came out into the dragon cavern, its enormous ceiling rising above her, deepening into a velvety darkness.  The musty smell of the dragons hit her and she breathed deeply, letting its calming scent wash over her.  She opened her eyes and searched for Maska’s small green form but he was impossible to spot amongst the full-grown dragons in the chamber.  She began weaving her way through the dragons, trying to avoid stepping on tails, or getting jostled or squashed between their huge, hulking bodies.  She politely asked to be let through and the dragons obliged. Finally, she made it to a large outcropping of rock and paused, her back pressed up against it.  She was about to yell for Maska when she heard a voice. 
 
    “Your Majesty.”   
 
    The voice sounded young and male and Kalina whipped her head around, trying to spot the speaker.  Finally she looked up and saw a lone figure in riding leathers sitting atop the rock.  In his hands he had a loaf of bread and it looked like he was eating his evening meal with the dragons. His silver hair was hanging down in his face, his battle braids partially unraveled, and he was still spotted with battlefield gore. He seemed familiar and finally it came to her. 
 
    “Nash?”   
 
    The Valdir smiled, his bright green eyes flashing. 
 
    “Good to see you again, your Majesty.”   
 
    Kalina flinched slightly at the title.  Today in particular she didn’t feel much like a queen. He sat back, tearing the bread in his hands and biting a chunk out of it.  
 
    “What are you doing down here?” she said.  
 
    She continued to look for Maska among the dragons but so far was unable to find him.  She had come for peace and quiet but instead, this interloper was disturbing her hard won calm.   
 
    “Well, I live here.  And this is my dragon, Sitala.”   
 
    He gestured to a chocolate brown dragon, almost fully grown, beside the rock outcropping.  The dragon raised her head from where she was lying and eyed Kalina with two dark pools for eyes.  Kalina nodded to the dragon in greeting and then looked back at Nash.  
 
    “I meant, what are you doing down here.  No one ever comes down here.”  She meant that only she did, and she wanted to be alone.   
 
    He grinned at her. 
 
    “I come down here all the time. I like it better than being up there.”   
 
    He motioned to the mountain above.  She understood that sentiment.   
 
    “I just don’t fit in with them.  I’m different.”  His green eyes came to rest on her own blue and she shivered, both in profound understanding and sorrow.   
 
    “I understand,” she whispered.   
 
    “Besides, if I had been up there how would I have been able to talk to you?”  He abruptly slid down off the rock, his sudden nearness making Kalina freeze.  “You still have blood on you.”  
 
    He reached out gently and brushed a fingertip along her left temple.  Kalina shivered at his touch. For some reason, in light of recent events, she wanted someone to touch her and she missed it when he removed his finger. 
 
    “I haven’t had time to bathe since the fight.”   
 
    He smiled and gestured down at himself. 
 
    “Neither have I.”  
 
    His nearness was making her feel strange, a little light-headed.  
 
    “I should go and bathe.  Long day tomorrow.”  She tried to turn, and made to leave the chamber. 
 
    “But you didn’t see your Maska.”   
 
    She froze with her back to him.  How did this stranger, know her dragon?  
 
    “He’s just over there.”  
 
    She turned to see Nash pointing just past his own dragon.   
 
    “I can take you to him if you’d like.”   
 
    She shook her head.   
 
    “No, thank you.  I can find him.”  She marched past him, her battle braids flying out behind her as she hurried to get away from him.   
 
    “Nice to meet you, Queen Kalina,” he called after her cheerfully.   
 
    She rolled her eyes and rounded a large grey dragon to find Maska, already curled in a small emerald ball, asleep.  Kalina stood near him, a hand on his warm side as it rose and fell, feeling his heat soak through her.  She needed sleep too.  Every muscle in her body ached and the caked blood was becoming uncomfortable, irritating her skin.   
 
    “Maska,” she whispered. He only raised a wing, inviting her into the space between his wing and his side.  She slid in, forgetting her desire to take a bath, and lay with her back against his warm belly, letting his heat permeate her as he covered her with his wing. She closed her eyes and let out a long sigh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Kalina’s chambers were cold and slightly wind-whipped.  Freshly washed, she shivered, her silver hair wet and plastered to her clean linen shirt.  She curled up in her bed, pulling the thick covers over her head and slept. Her dreams were filled with the blood and screams of her people. She saw Geir and his red dragon falling from the sky over and over, and when she tried to save him, she saw him lying dead on the battlefield, and felt helpless. 
 
    Sunlight streaming in her window, falling across her face, woke her.  She stretched, her entire body aching from the fighting the day before.  She took her time making her way to breakfast; once she was finished, she would have to face her council, and right now, she wanted to be alone.  She went to visit Maska in the dragons’ chamber before grabbing food.  He told her he preferred it there because he was with his own kind.  It tore at her heart, but she knew he was getting too big to fit on her bed anyway and soon he wouldn’t make it into her rooms at all, he was growing so fast. 
 
     The dining cavern was crowded but quiet, the whole mountain subdued after the loss they’d suffered. Her people watched her as she crossed the chamber, heading for the food line and then for her rooms.  Kalina couldn’t stomach eating in front of them, their eyes on her, judging and questioning her ability to lead, to be their queen. What kind of queen leads her people into a slaughter? 
 
    Her council members filed in a half hour later.  She had barely touched her food, pushing it around her plate and nibbling. Her stomach was churning from the previous day’s events, for Geir’s loss, and for what her council might say.  Everyone’s faces were set as they entered, taking their seats around the table.  Kalina sat at the head, her back stiff, her stomach churned with anxiety.  Leif was the last to enter.  Rangvald and Kari looked sympathetically at the commander but Leif’s face remained cold, frozen in a mask.  Kalina’s heart clenched at the sight, threatening to break apart, but she tried to hold herself together.   
 
    Arvid looked angry, and as Kari looked back towards the table her face held the same expression.  Ingvar, usually quiet and mild tempered also looked ready to tear something to shreds.  Asta and Eira looked calm, but sad.  Finally, Kalina spoke. 
 
    “I think we need to recognize Geir’s loss in a public way, and the loss of the others on that battlefield.”   
 
    Heads nodded around the table.  Asta spoke up. 
 
    “It used to be Valdir tradition to fire a burning arrow onto a funeral pyre.  Perhaps we should build a large funeral pyre on the top of the mountain and light it.  Give people a chance to publicly grieve.”   
 
    Kalina smiled.  It was perfect. 
 
    “Yes.  Let’s do just that.  Honor the old traditions, before we came to this mountain, as well as show our people that we care.  Remind them we are mourning alongside them.”  
 
    Leif looked up at her as she spoke, his face still stony but Kalina could see in his eyes that he was grateful.   
 
    “There is news.  Some of our people left yesterday. Fled the mountain for Windpost and Jormungand,” Rangvald said into the silence that followed the funeral plans.   
 
    “What? Why?” Kari spoke up.  
 
    Kalina was stunned and she sat back in her chair as Leif explained the situation. 
 
    “Even though the catapults were not Kalina’s fault, some of our people are worried about the path we are heading down as a people.”  He looked at Kalina, apologies swimming in his eyes.  “They think that Kalina coming here and being crowned Queen has placed us in danger.  Danger we haven’t faced before.”   
 
    They weren’t wrong, which was what hurt her so much.  It was her fault people were dying. Kalina glanced at Leif but his handsome face remained closed. 
 
    “Then what are we going to do about Ethea’s King?”  Kari’s voice was sharp, cutting through the tension in the room, fraying the ends.  
 
    People around the room shifted. Kalina knew she was queen, that she needed to have a plan, but she didn’t.  She felt completely lost. She felt that all too familiar panic beginning to rise in her, flooding her body and making her brain feel fuzzy and stuffed with cotton, like she couldn’t think straight.   
 
    “What, no one has a plan?”  Kari looked at them all incredulously.  “Fine.  I have one.  Let’s attack them, go right to the source, right to the capital. Take the throne by force.”   
 
    The table erupted in talk, voices flying everywhere. Rangvald was of course against it, and he began citing the ways in which it could go wrong.  Eira and Leif were quiet. Leif reached under the table and took Kalina’s hand, his warmth helping to dispel the panic welling up. Kalina needed to lead, no matter how badly she wanted to run from this room.  Releasing Leif’s hand she stood, he shouldn’t be the one comforting her right now. The voices around the table went quiet, and Arvid and Ingvar’s eyes darted to her.  She braced her hands on the table top, putting pressure on them until they turned white.  
 
    “We won’t be taking the throne.  Not now, maybe not ever.”   
 
    Kari’s voice rose in protest and Kalina just raised a hand.  Rangvald put a hand on his sister’s arm, forcing Kari into silence.  The girl’s face hardened in anger and Kalina worried for a moment if Kari would do something reckless. But she felt her own conviction in her guts.  She had no desire for the throne of Ethea.  Only for peace.  
 
    “We will put permanent patrols along our borders, and we will send a small contingent to stay with our farmers in the foothills of the Great Grey Mountains. I won’t risk being unprepared, or leaving our people vulnerable.”  Her eyes cut to Leif who sat beside her.  He offered her a small smile and a slight shrug.  She knew he didn’t entirely agree with her course of action.    
 
    “With respect, your Majesty,” Kari said, her voice like ice.   
 
    Kalina had never heard her sound this distant, this cold.  Kari was always a bundle of energy and usually had a joke to crack, but this Kari was sick of losing people and clearly wasn’t going to just let it go.   
 
    “This won’t end until the king is defeated.  We all know that.” She looked at each of the advisors in turn. “Just patrolling our borders, going on the defensive, will only drag this war out, make it last for years.  We can’t survive a war like that again. And frankly, you always playing it safe is just going to get us all killed.  If you won’t listen to your advisors, then why even have them?”  
 
    Kalina clenched her fists at her cousin’s words, digging her nails into her palms, trying to calm her own frustration and fear. She knew Kari was right, but knowing she would be sending people into the heart of the country to die, for her, she just couldn’t justify it. She couldn’t lose any more people, and her gut told her to wait. 
 
    “I understand.  I will search for a way to make peace, but I won’t attack Ravenhelm.”  Kalina turned and walked from her own rooms.  “Council is dismissed.”   
 
    The others stirred behind her as she crossed the threshold and began to head down through the mountain towards the dragons.  Emotions rolled through her, churning her gut, making her head ache.  She longed for Maska and the open skies and, not for the first time, wished he was big enough to ride.   
 
     A general din filled the dragon’s cave, and despite the noise, Kalina felt her heart settle slightly at the sight, sound, and smell of them.  She began weaving her way through the dragons, asking a few if they’d seen her Maska, making her way towards where she’d seen him sleeping the night before.  She had to pass that same rock outcropping where she’d met Nash.   
 
    Kalina tried not to look like she was searching for him, but when her eyes alighted on his lanky figure lounging atop the rock, she immediately pretended she hadn’t seen him.  A soft laugh echoed across the chamber, blending with the sounds of the dragons.  
 
    “Tough morning, your Majesty?” Nash’s voice rang out.   
 
    She winced before turning to face him.  He was always so happy, smiling.  It annoyed her but her own chaotic feelings felt strangely calmed by him.  Nash stood atop the boulder, a rag in his hand.  It looked like he had been cleaning his dragon’s saddle.   
 
    “You could say that,” Kalina said.  
 
    She began to walk past, not really wanting company, when he hopped down beside her.  He placed a hand on her shoulder and she stiffened.   
 
    “Sorry,” he said quickly, withdrawing his hand as if she’d burned him.  “I just thought that you could maybe use a friend.”   
 
    She relaxed slightly and turned back to the young Valdir.  His handsome face was full of concern as he watched her blue eyes.  She let out a heavy sigh, and rubbed the space between her eyes.  
 
    “Maybe you’re right.  Maybe I do need someone to talk to.”   
 
    She realized she had no one, that she was alone in this mountain.  Normally she would have talked things over with Leif, or even Kari or Rangvald, but Leif was grieving, so were Kari and Rangvald, and Kari had made her stance abundantly clear at the meeting.  Kalina felt like she had no one she could turn to.  Talon was gone, and Eira was burdened enough as it was with her own children. 
 
    “Want to sit?”   
 
    He gestured towards the top of his rock and Kalina nodded.  Nash’s dragon lowered her chocolate head, letting him and then Kalina climb on, and then she lifted them to the top of the rock.  Kalina looked the warm brown dragon in the eyes. 
 
    “Thank you, Sitala.”  
 
    The dragon smiled lazily. 
 
    “You are more than welcome, your Majesty.”   
 
    Sitala then turned in a circle and laid down in a slight depression in the rock floor.  Kalina often wondered at the similarities between dragons and cats.  She distinctly remembered Moose, the cat from the library at the capitol doing the exact same thing.  It made her smile as she settled onto the warm rock beside a lounging Nash. 
 
    “So, what’s on your mind?”   
 
    She hesitated before speaking.  If she told this man what her problems were, would it be proving that she wasn’t ready to be queen?  That she wasn’t meant to be here, leading these people? That those others were right to leave and join Jormungand? Would someone like Nash tell others that their queen had doubts and they would then lose all faith in her?  Her stomach began to churn at the thought and she remained quiet.  Nash shifted beside her.  
 
    “It’s okay, your Majesty.  You don’t have to tell me anything. We can just sit here. In silence.”  
 
    He smiled at her, his eyes laughing.  She finally smiled back, his humor helping to melt away her stress. 
 
    Before she could answer there was a faint whistling sound and something struck her shoulder, a sharp pain lancing through her.  She gasped, falling backwards into the rock, looking around her wildly.  She saw a figure running through the dozing dragons, silver hair and dark leathers marking them as a Valdir, but they were too far away to identify.  Nash was yelling and the dragons in the cavern were waking up.  A few began to fly off, and Nash cradled Kalina’s head.  She looked down at her chest, a black arrow protruding from it.  She looked at it curiously. 
 
    She looked up into Nash’s green eyes, wondering vaguely why he was so angry, the pain from her shoulder clouding her mind. The edges of her vision were slowly going black and with a sudden panic she wondered where Maska was and began to ask for him. 
 
    “Shh, your Majesty.  Just lie still.  Help is coming,” Nash said above her, his face filled with fear and worry.   
 
    Finally, she sank into a soft, velvety blackness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    When Kalina woke, her shoulder was throbbing.  Every little movement sent pain shooting up her neck and down her spine. She opened her eyes, searching for Maska, for Nash, for Leif.  But Eira sat beside her bed, her wizened face drawn in worry.  Kalina swallowed, her mouth dry and sticky.  She tried to talk and a croak escaped her, alerting Eira.  Eira sat up in her chair, reaching for the pitcher of water beside the bed and handed Kalina a mug of water to drink.  She downed the whole thing in just a few gulps, handing the mug back for more.  
 
    “How long?” she managed to croak out.  Her throat hurt vividly when she spoke.   
 
    “Three days.”   
 
    Eira poured her another mugful and Kalina drank it gratefully before allowing Eira to help her sit up, propping pillows behind her.  
 
    “What happened?”  She had vague memories, just flashes of an arrow, Nash’s green eyes and a figure running out of the cavern.   
 
    “It seems you were shot by one of our own.  An assassination attempt while you were down in the dragon’s cavern.”   
 
    “Did you catch them?”  Eira shook her head sadly. 
 
    “No.  They got away.  We suspect Jormungand, but no one has been able to prove it.”   
 
    “Jormungand?  Why would he do this?”   
 
    Her pain-muddled brain tried to make sense of the move. She knew he was unhappy she was queen, but to try to assassinate her?  It didn’t make sense. Why not challenge her openly? 
 
    “It’s just a theory.”  Eira patted her arm and changed the subject. “Feeling up to some food?”  
 
    Just then, her stomach growled loudly, making them both laugh.  Kalina’s laugh devolved into wincing though as pain shot through her. Eira stood.  
 
    “I’ll be back with something to eat.”   
 
    Kalina lay back against the pillows and closed her eyes. She longed for Maska but knew he was safe in the dragon’s chambers.  Leif came with her food a little while later, helping her tp sit up and eat a thin broth.  It hurt to move but she knew she needed to eat. 
 
    “What happened to Nash?” she asked after she was done eating.  Leif took the bowl away and set it on the side table next to her bed.   
 
    “He was questioned.  We didn’t know if he’d been a part of the plot or not but his answers checked out with the story of the dragons nearby.”   
 
    She relaxed back; glad Nash wasn’t being blamed.   
 
    “Where’s Maska?”   
 
    Leif smiled at her. 
 
    “He was nearby when you were shot and he was there when we found you.  He’s been asking after you every day.”   
 
    “I need to see him.” She tried to sit up further, making as if to climb out of bed, but a wave of pain hit her and she fell back onto the pillows.  Leif was there in an instant, supporting her and helping her to lay back down. The feeling of his hands on her back and arms distracted her from her pain momentarily. 
 
    “You need to recover.  You’ll be up and about soon enough.”   
 
    Kalina sighed as the pain subsided and she relaxed, resigned to her fate as a bed warmer. 
 
    Leif launched an investigation while she recuperated, throwing himself into the work to distract from his own grief at losing his father.  But it dead-ended after Nash’s and the dragons’ questioning.  No one had seen who the assassin was, just that they were Valdir. It frustrated Leif that he couldn’t keep her safe as he had promised his father. So he had taken to pacing her rooms, constantly on the lookout for any more danger. Kalina doubted they would try to come back and finish the job when everyone was on such high alert. 
 
    They held a funeral honoring Geir and their dead warriors.  Atop the red rock mountain from which they had carved their home was a graveyard of sorts.  It contained markers for every Valdir who had died and pyres for the burning of bodies.   
 
    Kalina wore her cleaned and oiled red leathers along with a new white linen shirt for the ceremonies.  Leif stood tall beside her, his own clothing equally pressed and clean.  Kalina swallowed and reached to touch his hand with her good arm as they stood before the tallest pyre.  Geir’s body was laid out, surrounded by the discarded scales of his blood red dragon.  The night before, the dragons had carried out their own ceremony, sending his dragon Enola to their gods.  Now it was the Valdir’s turn to send Geir to be with theirs.   
 
    Leif let go of her good hand as he was handed a lit torch.  Kalina saw his throat bob as he stepped forward and lit the pyre, watching the flames spread hungrily along the fuel. Soon, Geir’s body disappeared into a towering inferno of flame, and Kalina was forced to take a step back from the heat.  
 
    Almost every single Valdir within the mountain was attending, making the flat plateau atop their mountain seem dangerously crowded.  Kalina had to take deep breaths to calm the panic within her, all while trying to stem the flow of tears that slid down her cheeks.  But she was undone when she saw Leif’s own grief-stricken face and she let her sobs come. She couldn’t imagine a life without Geir, and yet, here they were. 
 
    They burned the other bodies of their fallen that day as well. The mountain’s grieving filling up each room and hallway until it was an almost palpable thing.  Kalina tried to move past her grief but small things continued to send her into spasms of sobs.  Eira told her to focus on healing, and Kalina tried her best. 
 
    It took three more days for her to heal enough to walk without pain, and another three weeks to be able to use her shoulder.  It was a long process and one that Kalina was impatient to finish.  She grew more and more anxious as the weeks dragged on, and she knew she needed to find a way to distract herself.  Eira had a small library full of books and scrolls containing relevant Valdir histories as well as some histories about Ethea and neighboring kingdoms. When Kalina could walk she spent hours in the small chamber where the books were kept, poring over manuscripts, partly out of boredom and partly in an effort to understand her own history and that of Ethea’s.  As much as she was accepted by the majority of the Valdir, she was also heir to the Ethean throne.   
 
    Leif sat with her for hours discussing the ways in which she could keep her people safe, how she could win back those who were defecting daily to Jormungand’s village.  Every morning when Eira brought her breakfast, she reported that another few people had left during the night. The Valdir numbers within the mountain were dwindling, and Kalina felt helpless to stop it.  The responsibilities were piling up and she was overwhelmed.  Sometimes she wanted to run away herself, but her duty kept her in place. 
 
    “What about setting up a warning system?  Along the Grey Mountains,” Leif said. 
 
    Kalina looked over at him. He sat beside her in the small library chamber one evening.  
 
    “What kind of warning system?  What can travel faster than a dragon can fly?” she said, turning the pages of the book on Askor before her.   
 
    They had been discussing the king’s ties to Askor, and what help they could provide the king via the sea. 
 
    “Fire.  Light travels faster.”   
 
    Kalina sat up straighter at this, listening.  
 
    “It takes two days for a dragon to cross from one end of the mountains to the other.  If we put two people atop the mountains within eyesight of the next and have them rotate watches, we could signal down the mountains within a few hours. They could dispatch a rider from the last post directly north of us. They could be here in half a day.”   
 
    Kalina mulled the idea over.  They had the resources to do it, and it wasn’t a bad plan.  It would give them a heads up if the king called for aid. Askor was known for its military might, but they were an icebound land hemmed in by the sea on three sides, and the Great Grey Mountains on the fourth.  The only way they could provide significant help was by sea or by crossing the mountains themselves; either way the Valdir would know about it.  
 
    “It’s not a bad idea.  Regardless of whether we attack the capitol, it’s a good idea.”   
 
    Leif stood and stretched. He then broached a subject he’d clearly been mulling over for a while. 
 
     “I am allowed to appoint a second in command. I’d like to appoint Rangvald.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement. 
 
    “He’s a good choice.”   
 
    Leif began to leave the chamber but turned to face her. 
 
    “I’ll go tell him.”  He waved as he left the room.  
 
    Kalina finished reading the chapter she was on before standing and stretching herself.  She wanted to see Maska.   
 
    Maska was laying atop the rock she’d been shot on, Nash and his dragon Sitala with him.  She hesitated before approaching, the very sight of the rock making her feel anxious.  But she wanted to see her dragon so she pushed forward, through the crowd of heated, scaled bodies until she was below the rock. 
 
    “Maska?” she called up and soon an overly large green head stuck out over the edge of the rock, followed by Nash’s beaming face. 
 
    “I was hoping I’d see you here.”   
 
    She shrugged in response, a small smile on her lips. 
 
    “Well, here I am.”   
 
    Sitala snaked her head around the rock and offered Kalina a lift up which she took gratefully.  Once atop the rock she ran forward a few steps, throwing her arms around Maska’s neck.  He had grown so much in the last month, he was almost the same size as Savath, the wyvern Kalina had first flown on.  It wouldn’t be long before they were learning to fly together. 
 
    “I’ve missed you,” Maska rumbled, his voice seeming to settle into her bones, making her feel like she’d finally come home.   
 
    “Me too.”  She stayed there for a few moments, Nash letting her and Maska have their time.  Finally, she drew away and sat down beside her dragon who sprawled across the rock, his bulk almost taking up every available inch of space, forcing her and Nash to sit side by side, their knees touching. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said awkwardly, unsure of how to thank the man sitting beside her. 
 
    “You’re welcome.  It’s the least I could do for my Queen.”  He nudged her slightly.  She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “You’re the only one.  It seems everyone else either wants me dead, or doesn’t trust me.”  She thought of Jormungand and her people leaving the mountain.   
 
    “You still have the majority of the Valdir behind you,” he said encouragingly. 
 
    “I guess.”  She paused before continuing.  “I don’t know really how I’m supposed to feel.  I want to be a good queen, serve our people, but I’m an outsider too,” she said, turning to look at Nash.  “I don’t quite fit in. I didn’t grow up here and they don’t trust me or know me. I went from a nobody orphan to a queen in a matter of months and, honestly, I’m still reeling from it.  And now, I’m expected to fight a war, unite a country, keep my people safe, and be a good queen.  It’s too much to expect of me, too fast!”  Her voice rose as she spoke, frustration and fear making her emotions high.  “All I want is to see my father again.  I was happy when I found my family, where I belonged, but I was thrust into a role I’m ill fit for and now all I can think about is wanting space, freedom.”   
 
    Nash nodded in empathy as a tear slid down her scarred cheek.  He reached out and wiped it away, his calloused hand brushing her skin.  She pulled back slightly, looking at him with wide eyes.   
 
    She didn’t let strangers touch her that way, not so intimately.  It made her feel uneasy but as she watched his kind, handsome face, butterflies began to beat in her stomach. Could someone like her? Even in this state? Scarred and emotionally drained? Leif had been pulling away since his father had died, and yet, here was a man who genuinely seemed to like her. 
 
    “Then why don’t you leave?”   
 
    His question was so frank it caught her completely off guard.  
 
    “What?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    “Leave.  Wasn’t your father always going on about deciding your own fate?  I remember him giving speeches about that a few times over the years.  You can make your own future.  If this isn’t the one you would have chosen for yourself, pick a new one!”   
 
    His advice was sound.  Her father had told her to make her own fate, and if she wasn’t happy here, she could leave.  But she had a responsibility, a duty to these people as their queen.  She had made a vow when Eira had crowned her.  She smiled and waved at Nash in dismissal, her heart clenching in loneliness and doubt. 
 
    “I doubt that’s quite what he meant.”  She stood to leave.  “Thank you for the company, and for letting me vent. I feel much better now.”   
 
    She wanted to spend time with Maska alone.  Maska stretched beside her, ready to follow. Nash stood as well, dusting off his hands.  
 
    “Any chance you’d like to go flying with me and Sitala tomorrow?”   
 
    He sounded hopeful, and despite her own frustration, Kalina was grateful for his company, and his words. She smiled at him. 
 
    “Sure. I’d love that.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Kalina spent the evening talking with Maska, telling him what she had found in the books she was reading. He allowed her to relax a bit and for the first time since she’d come to this mountain, forget that she was someone important, forget that she was a queen with responsibilities.  He was turning into the perfect partner for her and, not for the first time, she was grateful for their bond. He allowed her to be the book-obsessed little orphan she had always been at heart. 
 
    The next day she raced out of her rooms, eager for her flight with Nash, when she almost ran right into Kari outside her door.  Kari looked like a malignant thunderstorm: on the one hand she looked like she was going to yell and scream, but on the other hand she looked like she might puke on Kalina’s feet. Kalina motioned for her to come into her rooms.   
 
    Kari crossed the room and sat on the sofa, putting her head into her hands.  Kalina sat beside her, not entirely sure how to help her cousin.  So she just waited, hoping Kari would speak up and tell her how she felt.  Finally, after a few minutes had passed, Kari looked up at Kalina. 
 
    “He’s gone.”  Her voice was hollow.   
 
    Kari and Rangvald had lost their own father many years ago, and Kalina knew that Geir had often stepped in to fill that role for them.  Her own heart ached at Kari’s pain.  She knew what that felt like.  Geir had begun to fill her own father’s shoes in the months since her father had died.  She felt an emptiness in her own chest, that sometimes threatened to swallow her whole. 
 
    “I know.”   
 
    She patted Kari gently on the back, her own heart clenching. 
 
    “He was like a father to me-” Kari’s voice trailed off in a sob, tears streaming down her cheeks now.  “I wish I knew what he’d want me to do.” 
 
    “About what?”   
 
    Kari gestured at the world in general. 
 
    “About everything.”   
 
    In that moment, Kalina realized how much pressure her cousin was under.  Being on the council and helping to lead the people was a larger burden than she had realized.  She searched for the right words to say. 
 
    “I think I understand.  But I know he wouldn’t want us rushing off blindly into battle.  We have to be more cautious than that.”  She said it gently but Kari’s face hardened. 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?” Kari’s words were harsh and sharp and Kalina sat back at the venom in them.  “Don’t you think I know what Geir would have wanted?  I’ve known him all my life!”  Kari stood suddenly and started pacing towards the door.  “You’ve barely known him for ten minutes.”  
 
    Her words stung Kalina, and she felt her heart sink. Just because she’d known Geir for less than a year, didn’t mean he wasn’t important to her, precious to her.  He had been her first trainer, he had taught her how to fight, how to fall, and even how to fly.  She had every right to mourn him too. 
 
    “I loved him too, Kari.”  Her voice was low and she stood from the couch, her back stiff and straight.  “I am doing what I think is best.  What he and my father would have approved of.  Not the rash, impulsive thing.”   
 
    The last bit was meant to hurt.  Kari’s eyes blazed at her cousin as they stood across the room from one another.   
 
    “Fine.  Do the safe thing.  You’re just going to get us all killed.”   
 
    Kari turned and stormed from the room.  As soon as the door slammed behind her, Kalina regretted every word.  She only had a few people here she was beginning to trust and get close to, and Kari was one of them.  If she alienated everyone she knew, then she truly would be alone.  She already felt isolated from everyone else, why would she make it worse?  Silent, hot tears slipped down her cheeks and her chest felt hollowed out. 
 
    She realized suddenly that she was now late to meet Nash for their flight, and despite the urge to curl up in a ball, she knew that she needed the time in the sky.  Flying never failed to make her feel better, so she grabbed her crimson leather jacket and made her way down to the dragons’ cave wiping tears from her face.  She found Nash waiting with Sitala and Maska.  She smiled tightly at him while she climbed into the saddle behind him.  Maska spread his wings beside them, eager to fly.   
 
    One thing she knew she could count on was that Nash would make her laugh.  He cracked jokes the whole time they flew over the vastness of the wastes.  He and Sitala enjoyed doing aerial acrobatics which, while dangerous, put a huge smile on Kalina’s face and she began to push aside her own fear and frustration and just enjoy the moment.  
 
    “If you could do anything with your life, what would it be?”   
 
    Nash’s voice flew back to her on the wind, the only other sounds the loud thumping of the dragons’ wings that was more like a concussion to the air than an audible sound, and the whistling wind.  She laid her cheek on his back, thinking.  Who would she be if she hadn’t followed this path?  Probably just some orphan, still working in the Abbey kitchens, serving the High Father.  She grimaced inwardly at the image.  She was grateful she had left.  Life was infinitely more interesting now, but was queen what she wanted?  What if she could walk away from it?  Who would she be? 
 
    “I’m not sure.  Probably a scribe or a scholar.  That’s what I was at the castle before coming here.  I love reading and writing.”   
 
    She smiled. A part of her longed to be in a quiet library again reading a book with Moose the cat curled beside her.  Nash looked over his shoulder.  
 
    “What about you?” she asked, looking up into his green eyes that turned amber in the fading sunlight. 
 
    “I would be a merchant.  Make my fortune trading with the countries south of us, where the king of Ethea and Askor don’t hold sway.  Where we can govern ourselves.” 
 
    Kalina noticed his use of ‘we.’  She looked at him questioningly. 
 
    “We?”   
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him and for a moment his face was blank as he realized what he’d said.  Then he grinned back at her. 
 
    “Yea.  We.  Maybe.  You don’t have to do this.”  He gestured at the mountain as they approached.  “Any of this.  We could leave, go south.  I could sell anything, and you could procure books.  The Valdir don’t really have a library but I think they should.  And you should help build it!”   
 
    Kalina froze, her heart pounding in her chest. Beside them, Maska looked at her, soaring on his wings, letting the air currents hold him up.  Kalina knew he was listening.  Part of the ancient magic that bonded dragons and the Valdir was that they never really had to speak, they just sort of always knew what the other was feeling. She would say a few words, he would respond, and then they’d lapse into silence, spending time together on a deeper emotional level than she could with any human.     
 
    Nash had a point.  They could leave.  She didn’t have to do this, be a queen.  She could leave and immerse herself in books.  He was good company too, and for a moment, she wondered if it was possible, if they could do it.  But the moment passed as she thought of her people, and the responsibilities looming over her head.  The small smile that had lingered on her face faded.   
 
    “It’s a beautiful idea, Nash,” she said.  “But I don’t think it’s something I can do.”  
 
    His face fell slightly at her words but then brightened. 
 
    “That’s fine.  I’m just happy I get to spend time with you like this.”   
 
    He gestured to their dragons and the general open sky around them. She nodded in agreement.  
 
    They flew until the sun was dipping below the horizon, turning the high scudding clouds orange.  When they had landed in the dragons’ cave and took the saddle off Sitala, Kalina turned to Nash, ready to ask him to fly with her the next afternoon as well when she came face to face with him. His green eyes watched her intensely as he reached for her waist. Her heart began to pound at his nearness, his touch. 
 
    Nash’s face was determined as he stepped in close to her, pulling her towards him.  She took a step back, her back coming up against a wall.  She pressed her hands against the rough stone of the cavern, feeling the coolness there, and allowing it to take the edge off the panic she felt welling in her at his nearness, at his touch.  She liked Nash, in fact, she liked him very much, but it was so rare for people to touch her that it still sent her into a panic. She closed her eyes and breathed. 
 
    His breath was warm on her face and he smelled faintly of vanilla.  She swallowed and removed her hands from the wall, resting them lightly on his upper arms.  He continued to look into her eyes as they stood there, breathing each other’s breath. 
 
    “Are you okay- with this, I mean?”  He spoke in a near whisper.   
 
    She nodded, her stomach doing flip flops as he leaned closer, his lips gently brushing hers.  She had been kissed before, by Talon. The most recent time had been just after her father’s death; and the kiss, and Talon, were so tangled up with that grief that Kalina hadn’t really known if she had enjoyed it. 
 
    Nash’s lips were soft and light as they brushed over hers once, twice, three times.  He trailed kisses along her jawline, her breath speeding up, the panic with it.  She gently pushed him away, breathless and anxious. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said rather awkwardly as they took a step back from one another.  “Would you like to go flying again tomorrow?”   
 
    Nash’s face brightened at the invitation. 
 
    “Absolutely, my Queen.”   
 
    He bowed and winked at her and she found herself smiling. 
 
    She began to walk away, towards the tunnel up into the heart of the mountain when a movement made her look up. Standing in the doorway, his face stony, was Leif.  Her heart dropped into her toes at his face as she realized he’d seen everything.  But before she could call out to him and hurry to his side to explain, he turned and disappeared up the tunnel.  She sighed as she trudged after him.  She would have to explain why a queen seemed more interested in kissing a lowly soldier than running her country and it wasn’t a discussion she was looking forward to having. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Kalina resumed her training sessions, but instead of training with Leif, he assigned her to Arvid, effectively cutting off any conversation they might have had.  At first her shoulder hurt intensely, pain shooting up her back and across her chest with every movement, but the more she worked the easier it got.  Eira gave her a salve to rub into the still pink scar. 
 
    “You have to break up the scar tissue in order for the muscles to work properly again.”   
 
    So she did, rubbing the salve in after her nightly bath, and working hard in the training chamber with Arvid to loosen and strengthen the muscles there.  
 
    Kalina spent three days trying to decide whether to track Leif down to talk or let him be.  They had crossed paths a few times in the dining hall and the training cavern, but he had only nodded at her and turned the other way, determined to avoid any awkward conversations that Kalina was intent on having. Finally she decided she’d had enough and she bugged Rangvald to tell her when Leif was running a patrol. 
 
    When he entered the entrance cavern, she was waiting for him.  Maska stood beside Arikara, the two of them having a discussion, but they broke off when Leif entered the room.  Kalina stood nearby and she gave him a tentative smile as he approached.   
 
    “I thought I’d join you today on your rounds of the sentry outposts.”   
 
    Leif paused, looking as if he wanted to run away.  She knew he wouldn’t appreciate that she was forcing this on him when he clearly wasn’t ready to talk, but she refused to drag this on any longer. Perhaps this time would be good for them.  He continued forward, pulling himself up into Arikara’s saddle and checking that his weapons were strapped into place. 
 
    “Sounds good, your Majesty.”   
 
    He reached down and offered her a hand up. His face remained stony and her own bright face fell a little as she climbed up to join him. Maska followed Leif and Arikara out of the cavern and onto the ledge.  Together both dragons tucked their wings and leapt from the ledge, plummeting towards the earth far below before snapping their wings out and catching the strong updraft that always seemed to exist just beyond the mountain. Every time she left the mountain her eyes strayed to the growing graveyard that crowned it. Sadness threatened to overwhelm her and she buried her face in Leif’s back.  She didn’t want to think about her father and Geir up there.  Or the thousands of other Valdir laid to rest atop the mountain.  
 
    They flew in silence, both of them getting used to each other’s presence once again.  Leif kept looking over his shoulder at her repeatedly until finally she began laughing.  He grinned hesitantly in return at his own ridiculousness and she settled in, the tension broken.  Perhaps he had realized that she could kiss whomever she liked.   
 
    The first sentry outpost they came to was nestled into an outcropping of rock that jutted up from the edge of the wastes, creating a natural hideaway and barrier for the Valdir soldiers and their dragons stationed there.  They circled the area from high above several times, searching for Ethean soldiers before diving quickly to earth. Two soldiers came running to greet them as they landed just east of the rocks, motioning for them to follow them in.  The dragons lumbered over the earth, leaping high to climb between the rocks and into a natural depression in the ground.  They jumped to the ground in a cloud of dust. 
 
    “Bjorn, Erland, how goes it here?”   
 
    Leif removed his red leather gloves and ran his fingers over his braids, smoothing the small pieces of hair that often tried to pull loose during his flights.  The two men before them bowed low to their queen before answering their commander.  
 
    “Nothing so far, General,” Bjorn answered.   
 
    He was a big man, well-muscled and in his early thirties.  Erland was the same age but much leaner muscled.  They looked to be a formidable pair when they fought which Kalina assumed was why Leif had chosen them to be stationed here together.   
 
    “We thought we spotted a small patrol a few days ago to our north.”  He pointed towards the Great Grey Mountains.  “But when we went to investigate, we saw no sign of them.  We’ve been making daily passes since with still no sign.  I suspect it was just a large herd of deer.”   
 
    Leif raised an eyebrow at this last statement.  Bjorn shrugged. 
 
    “I saw the movement, General,” Erland said, rubbing the back of his neck.  “I was tired, and it was at sunset, so I can’t be sure if it was my eyes and the light playing tricks on me.”   
 
    Leif smiled and clapped the man on the back. Kalina stayed quiet, letting Leif do his work. He seemed to command respect with her people, something she hoped one day she could do as well. She was there to observe anyways. 
 
    “I understand.  Why don’t you show me your food reserves and give me an inventory of what you need.”   
 
    He left Kalina with the dragons and followed his men into the structure they had built into the rock for storage.  The dragon’s large claws were good for digging and they had gouged shelves into the rock for storage of food.  Kalina settled in, leaning against Maska for comfort and observing the small out posting. Maska shifted beneath her and looked up. 
 
    “Look,” he said, staring into the bright blue sky above.   
 
    She followed his gaze and saw a dragon hovering high above, waiting to come in to land. 
 
    “Leif!” she cried out, pointing into the sky where a small, dark streak dove towards them.  
 
    Once the dragon’s wings snapped out to slow their fall, Kalina recognized Kari and her purple dragon, Yurok, before they landed with a thud.  Kari slid from Yurok’s back, her face pink from the wind. She glanced at Kalina and nodded briefly before turning to Leif. 
 
    “Your Majesty, General. There has been another attack.”   
 
    Leif pushed the inventory into Erland’s arms and strode to Kari’s side.  Kalina joined him, worry churning her gut. 
 
    “What do you mean?  Where?”  Kari’s face twisted.  
 
    “The northern tribe.  The village of Harrowing has been attacked and they’ve called for aide.”   
 
    Kalina’s head swiveled north, the same direction Erland and Bjorn had thought they’d seen a host moving.  The two men stood stock still, their faces drained of color as they listened to the exchange.   
 
    “Take the queen with you back to the mountain, and then I want you to join me in Harrowing with a contingent of men,” Leif commanded. 
 
    “I’m coming with you.”  
 
    Kalina stepped between Leif and Kari, refusing to be left behind.  These were her people too.  Kari eyed her for a moment before finally offering a small smile. Kalina would take that as a win. 
 
    “My brother already has a small host flying north.  We can join them,” Kari said turning back to Leif.   
 
    She always seemed to relish a fight, and Kalina had come to realize that it was her own way of handling the shock and horror that war and fighting brought.  Leif turned to look at Kalina beside him. 
 
    “Are you sure you are up for another fight, my Queen?”   
 
    She shifted uncomfortably at his and Kari’s watchful gazes before nodding resolutely. 
 
    “Let’s go.”   
 
    Leif turned back and gave strict instructions for Bjorn and Erland to patrol the skies, searching for returning soldiers, before he climbed back into Arikara’s saddle, helping Kalina up behind him. 
 
    Together, the three of them raced north, and before too long, a big plume of smoke rose into the air before them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The three dragons circled before coming in to land.  Below them, Rangvald’s host was already on the ground and they could see Valdir soldiers and dragons roaming the decimated village. Kalina couldn’t make out whether there were any survivors, but the army that had destroyed the small farming village was nowhere to be seen.  This hadn’t just happened; it had happened at least a day ago.  It was like they had come and gone in shadow, vanishing without a trace.  
 
    The fires were out, the houses smoking ruins. Arikara landed with a thump, blackened dust rising around her and Leif. Maska alighted beside them, his own dust cloud rolling over them. Kalina coughed, covering her nose and mouth in the thick, smoke-laden air.  Around her, Valdir soldiers worked with a purpose putting out fires, their dragons helping to scoop dirt over the still smoldering parts of buildings and to dig through the wreckage for survivors.  Maska snorted beside her. 
 
    “These poor people.  Where are their dragons?”   
 
    His deep voice reverberated through her, and her own heart twisted.  Together they walked through the village, Leif having run off to give orders to his men, Kari and her dragon jumping into the rescue effort.  A large wooden structure loomed out of the drifting smoke clouds, its roof half collapsed, a smoking charred skeleton of a building.  It was large enough for dragons and Kalina realized with a shock of disgust that the damage must have come from the flaming catapults Ethea had been taking into battle.  The devastation of the building was absolute where the dragons had been.  
 
    They rounded the corner of the burned-out structure and Maska let out an anguished roar as they beheld the broken, burned, and bloodied bodies of dozens of dragons.  Some still lay curled into their makeshift nests, as if they’d died in their sleep.  Kalina fell to her knees, her heart felt like it was shattering in her chest at the sight.  Tears obscured her vision before spilling down her cheeks and beside her, Maska stumbled into the wreckage. She was too devastated to call him back.  He nuzzled the corpses of his fallen kin, as if trying to revive them.   
 
    The Valdir were a dwindling people, having most of their population wiped out in the long war, but the dragons were a dying species as well.  They had been hunted into extinction on other continents, and only the Valdir had discovered the deep magic that could bind a dragon and a Valdir together.  On this continent the Valdir were bonded with the only population of dragons as far as anyone knew.  There were no more wild dragons in existence, according to the texts.  Kalina empathized with Maska’s sorrow.   
 
    She searched the wreckage and found a few fallen Valdir just inside what was left of the doorway. It looked as though they had been trying to warn the dragons, to save them, but the flaming projectiles launched too quickly, and they hadn’t made it out alive.  
 
    Leif found her standing at the doors, tears making tracks down her cheeks that were now stained with the ash that floated through the air.  He placed a hand on her back and she looked up into his grey eyes, seeing the sadness echoed there. 
 
    “Come.  I want to show you something.”   
 
    Kalina left Maska there to grieve his people and followed Leif numbly through the village. She saw men and women carrying charred bodies on makeshift stretchers from the wreckage of houses and laying them side by side in the field beyond.  The land here was on the edge of the wastes, the Great Grey Mountains rising high above them and there was much more vegetation here along a small river.  It was perfect for growing crops.  Leif led her to the edge of the small village to great swaths of burned land. 
 
    “What was planted here?” she said.   
 
    Her voice was hoarse from the smoke, her throat tight from crying.  Leif’s face was stony as he kicked at a clod of smoking plant matter. 
 
    “Crops.  There were fields of wheat and barley, and beans and potatoes. But this one here-” He gestured to the one before them. “This was our only existing crop of Emberweed.”   
 
    She looked at him in shock and confusion. Emberweed was mythical, something spoken about in hushed whispers or told about in stories long since ended. 
 
    “I thought Emberweed didn’t exist?!”   
 
    Eira had told her about their history when she was still training to be princess.  The older woman had mentioned Emberweed, otherwise known as Valdiserum, had once been grown and cultivated all across Ethea.  The Valdir fed it to their dragons before battle and it allowed the dragons to breathe fire. But none had been seen in hundreds of years, and it had passed into legend.  Dragons didn’t breathe fire anymore.   
 
    “Last year, before you came to us, your father discovered that a trader from Saldor to the far south had come across some seeds.  He sent me with a small contingent of men to find this trader and pay him whatever he wanted for them.  We brought them back here and planted them.  This was our only crop.  It wasn’t fully grown yet, but once it was, we were going to feed it to a few volunteer dragons to see if it truly made them breathe fire.”   
 
    Kalina’s heart sank.  If Maska could breathe fire, it would give her a greater advantage in battle.  It would give them all a huge advantage over the king of Ethea.   
 
    “Did I do this, Leif?” she asked, walking down the smoking rows.  “Is this my fault?”   
 
    She didn’t turn to look at him.  She couldn’t.  If this devastation was her fault, she would never forgive herself.   
 
    “No.”  His answer was definitive.  “There’s no way you could have known he would attack here.  We didn’t even know he knew of this village.”   
 
    She paused on the edge of the field, her hands clutched across her stomach, as if she could hold herself together.  She felt like shattering, blowing out across this expanse.  She hurt so badly for her people. 
 
    “But if I had agreed to attack the capital-” she trailed off. Leif turned her toward him, his fingers digging into her arms. 
 
    “Not even then.  You were right to be cautious.  He had probably already sent this group of soldiers.  There was no way to stop this.”   
 
    Kalina didn’t believe him.  But she appreciated he was trying.  She was queen, she was supposed to lead these people, and she was failing.  He let her go and she walked a few steps away. 
 
    She looked down at her feet and noticed a flash of bright green among the charred remains.  She bent down, brushing away some fallen ash and dirt to find a small plant, a seedling really.  It had barely broken the surface of the ground, so it had been protected from the fires.  Hope bloomed in her chest as she scooped the tiny plant from the ground. 
 
    “Leif.”   
 
    She wanted to leap in joy but the combination of the lump in her throat and her own trembling excitement caused her to barely whisper.  He turned and saw the tiny green plant.  He rushed over and gently unfurled her fingers to inspect the seedling.   
 
    “One survived,” he breathed. 
 
    “If one did, perhaps others did as well,” she said excitedly.   
 
    Leif called his men and a few came running. 
 
    “Dig up this entire field.  We found a seedling, and where there is one, there may be others.”  
 
    His people got to work.  Kalina continued to cradle the Emberweed seedling on the edge of the field while people bustled around her.  She felt numb, the adrenaline of the last few hours beginning to wear off.  Her body felt heavy and she was exhausted.   
 
    Gentle hands took hers and she looked up into Leif’s kind eyes.  He had a small burlap sack that he had filled with a bit of dirt.  She gently buried the seedling in the dirt before he tied a loose knot in the top, leaving plenty of room for airflow and then handed it back to her.  She took it gratefully, gently and hugged it to herself, afraid to let it go. 
 
    “You should go check on Maska.”   
 
    He gave her a small push back towards her dragon.  She could see Maska and other dragons working together to dig large pits for burying the bodies.  Normally the Valdir would burn their dead, but as many of these bodies were already burned, and there were so many, hundreds, they opted for burial.  Maska’s dark eyes found her and she buried her face into his warm scales.  Just the dragon’s presence made her feel calmer.  She showed Maska the Emberweed, hoping it would lift his spirits. 
 
    “We’re going to fly it to a new home,” Leif said as he joined them a few minutes later, Arikara beside him, her golden scales reflecting the sunlight.   
 
    “Where will we take the seedlings?”   
 
    Leif pointed up into the Great Grey Mountains.  
 
    “Somewhere the King of Ethea cannot find us.”   
 
    Kalina looked up and beyond to the distant peaks of the mountains before them.  She had only been in them once, almost a year ago with Savath when the wyvern had taken them there for a night.  She hadn’t been back since but she did remember the wind and the cold. 
 
    “Can it grow there?” she asked, doubtful. 
 
    “There are high valleys that are inaccessible from the ground that have rich soil.  We’ve had our cattle there before.”  Kalina knew that the Valdir had once lived in these mountains, before the war with their northern neighbor Askor forced them to flee south to the Wastes. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?”   
 
    She turned to look at the two dragons and Leif.  He gave her a small smile and nodded.  They mounted Arikara, strapping the bags with the dozen or so seedlings their men had found and launched themselves into the air, leaving the majority of the host on the ground with Rangvald and Kari. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Kalina dug a small hole in the ground, reverently placed her small Emberweed seedling in the depression and covered it over.  The high meadow around them was lush and green, wild flowers in their final bloom in a profusion of color as if they were all saying goodbye to summer.  The mountains towered above them, their snowy peaks reflecting the sunlight, making the valley bright.  It was a perfect place to plant the seedlings. With luck, there would still be a few more months of the growing season left. 
 
    There was a small hut along the edge of the meadow and as they landed an old Valdir couple had emerged.  The couple dragons lay basking in the warm sun on an outcropping of rock, their pale green and yellow scales reflecting the light and making it bounce across a small pond.  It was an idyllic setting and Kalina wished that the Valdir still resided in the mountains.  She had never really understood why her father had chosen to move his people south to the Wastes.  
 
    The Wastes were a lonely, inhospitable place and being there forced their people to be separated from one another.  The mountains were unsurpassable enough that the majority of fighting forces could not penetrate, which was why the king of Ethea had ordered the Valdir and their dragons to fight for him in the treacherous mountain passes and the deep valleys during the long war.  
 
    Her father had called it more of a series of small skirmishes than an all-out war, as no sizable Askorian force had made it through the mountains.  But Kalina supposed the Valdir had needed to disappear, and if they had been seen flying through the mountains then the king of Ethea would have known where to find them and could try to force them into his army once again.   
 
    The Valdir had groups of people, small enough to avoid detection, stationed all along the mountains. This couple had a herd of sheep which provided wool and meat for the greater Valdir forces when needed.  They would be perfect for protecting the Emberweed until the crop was mature enough to experiment with.   
 
    Leif came to stand by her side as the old man and woman approached.  Kalina was grateful to have him with her.  Together they tasked the couple with farming the Emberweed, promising provisions and other Valdir to help.  The couple were gracious and kind, setting her mind at ease.  One less thing for her to worry about.  
 
    “There is another village south of here I want to check on.  Warn them about the attack,” Leif told Kalina, looking at her over his shoulder as they strapped themselves back into the saddle.   
 
    “Good.  I want to see more of our people.”   
 
    Leif studied her for a moment, as if assessing her sincerity. It didn’t surprise her.  She hadn’t chosen this job, but they all relied on her so much. They took to the air and she relaxed as the mountains melted away beneath them until they soared out over the vastness of the Wastes once again before turning east.  Flying always helped to clear her mind, and think more freely.   
 
    The town of Windpost was nestled between two foothills, a stream cutting it off on its south side, mountains to the north and hills to the east and west.  It was well protected from discovery.  The Valdir there raised large herds of cattle which they drove across the plains and into the surrounding foothills with their dragons.  Leif and Kalina circled overhead and he pointed out the moving brown swaths of what she thought was land below them, showing the vastness of their herds.   
 
    Their dragons landed in a cloud of dust, the few soldiers they’d brought with them from the first village landing beside them. When Kalina slid from Arikara’s back she saw familiar faces.  Halvor and Jormungand, the unhappy Valdir from her coronation, the men suspected of orchestrating her assassination, were striding towards them. Her aunt’s cousin stared at her, his blue eyes hard and angry. She clenched her fists, restraining herself.  He had tried to have her killed but she knew that in order to win her people she’d have to play nice and show some self-control. 
 
    “Halvor, Jormungand, we have news,” Leif said, holding out his hand for them to clasp.   
 
    Halvor clasped his forearm in a tight grip. Jormungand stood off to the side and gave Leif a tight nod, not taking the proffered hand.   
 
    “Have you met our Queen, Kalina yet?”  Leif gestured.   
 
    Both men turned but unsurprisingly neither one bowed. 
 
    “We don’t recognize her as our Queen,” Jormungand said.   
 
    Kalina stiffened at those words, her blood running cold as she looked at the two men, taking in their straight backs, their hands on their swords, and the hostile look in their eyes.   
 
    “She is a stranger to us, and an outsider.  She didn’t grow up here, she doesn’t know these people.”  Jormungand gestured to the gathered villagers around him, not a single friendly face among them, but Kalina recognized a few of them.  They had previously been at the mountain, before her father died.  
 
    “She is Hakon’s daughter.  She is your cousin.  She is our Queen,” Leif pronounced.  He stared the man down- a clear challenge.  Halvor put his hands out placatingly and stepped forward, putting himself between the two men.  
 
    “I don’t doubt that she is.  I mean, just look at her. We aren’t contesting her parenthood.  We are contesting her right to lead us.  It should be someone who knows the people, who knows our history, our struggles.  It should be Jormungand.”   
 
    Leif’s eyebrows rose as whispering erupted all around them. Kalina’s gut clenched.  He wasn’t wrong.  She was a stranger here.  She stepped forward, going against her better judgement. 
 
    “I understand your hesitation to trust me, Jormungand. I know I wasn’t born here.  I don’t know everything there is to know about the Valdir.  But I didn’t choose to be raised as an orphan. And now that I have found my way home, I am willing to learn.  If you feel I am lacking, then teach me.”   
 
    It felt like the right thing to say, and a few people in the crowd shifted uncomfortably. But Jormungand and Halvor and many others began to shake their heads.  
 
    “That’s very nice of you, girl.”  
 
    Kalina bristled at the informal address.  
 
    “But we aren’t interested in some upstart who knows nothing leading us.  Perhaps in a few years, once you’ve learned the ways of the world.”   
 
    Jormungand’s tone was mocking and Kalina’s face began to redden as he spoke.  
 
    “Perhaps I’ll name you my heir!” he said jokingly, getting a few laughs from the crowd.   
 
    Kalina clenched her fists and tried not to punch him square in the face. A queen wouldn’t punch her subject, but she really wished she could. 
 
    “For now, we will answer to Jormungand.  We don’t answer to you.” Halvor said.  
 
    “You will answer to your Queen,” Leif said, keeping his voice level, his tone cold as he stepped forward until he was face to face with Jormungand.   
 
    The two of them stared at each other, the tension rising. Kalina’s heart began to race. Finally Halvor stepped between them again, a firm hand on each man’s chest, forcing them to step apart. 
 
    “We are all Valdir,” Halvor said.  “With that being said, this village and its people will not answer to her.”   
 
    He nodded at Kalina.  Kalina had a feeling that if it was just Halvor involved that they could convince the man to recognize her as queen. He seemed a reasonable man, but Jormungand was young and headstrong, and he was ambitious.   
 
    “This isn’t over, but in the interest of time and safety, we have come to warn you that the village of Harrowing, west of here, has been burned to the ground, destroyed. Everyone dead.  Ethea may push east and attempt an attack on your village as well.”  
 
    “Thank you for the warning, General,” Halvor said respectfully to Leif who nodded curtly.   
 
    “They won’t attack us,” Jormungand said with confidence.   
 
    “Any why’s that?  What makes you so special?” Kalina said, a challenge in her voice.  
 
    Jormungand eyed her for a moment before answering. 
 
    “Because we have patrols out daily.  Ingvarold up in Harrowing was lazy, more interested in farming than keeping his people safe. I won’t be that stupid.”  
 
    His lip curled as he watched her. Guilt flooded her at his words. She hadn’t been able to keep Harrowing safe.  She had barely known they existed.  Was this her fault? 
 
    “No. Of course not.”  Leif’s tone was sarcastic as he turned away from them.  
 
    Kalina clenched her jaw to keep everything in her head from spilling out of her mouth.  
 
    “After you, your Majesty.”   
 
    He motioned to their waiting mounts.  Maska was clearly agitated, pacing from foot to foot behind them.  Dragons have infinitely more patience than most humans but it seemed like the events of the day had been too much for both dragon and rider.  Kalina nodded and walked to Maska as Leif turned back to Jormungand and Halvor.  
 
    “You will regret turning against the crown.  Mark my words.”   
 
    And then he turned and vaulted up into Arikara’s saddle, offering a hand up to Kalina who reluctantly broke away from Maska to join him. He motioned to their small group of riders and with the village watching, they launched into the skies.   
 
    Kalina’s main concern just then was keeping everyone safe, and Jormungand posed a serious threat.  They controlled all of the Valdir’s beef supply, as well as their milk and butter supply.  And with Harrowing gone, so was the majority of their fresh produce.  She was suddenly overwhelmingly grateful that she had noticed the Emberweed seedling.  Without that plant, then they had no hope of ever defeating the king of Ethea, let alone sooth the growing dissent within the Valdir ranks. Perhaps if she could find a way to bring Jormungand back into the fold, she could prove to her doubters that she was a good queen, worthy of ruling. Although her own self-doubt was rising, and she was struggling to manage it.  
 
    The sun was beginning to dip below the horizon, shooting the blue sky with ribbons of orange and pink.  The mountain rose before them in the gathering dusk and Kalina was grateful to be home.  She was so tired. But she was a queen now, and being queen left little time for rest. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The council table was silent as Kalina and Leif entered. She was nervous, her stomach squirming with anxiety as she searched the gathered faces.  Eira gave her an encouraging smile, as did Rangvald, but Kari was looking at her hands, and the rest had determined looks on their faces.  Leif sat but Kalina remained standing for a moment before sitting- it took a moment to gather her courage to speak but finally she took a deep breath. 
 
    “What we found today was nothing short of a tragedy, not only for the Valdir but for the dragons.”  She searched their faces.  Many nodded around the table. “But we can’t use this as a reason, an excuse to go to war.  We must play this more carefully, think through our options.”   
 
    At that talking erupted around the table. She knew it had been a gamble.  She knew the attack would make people angrier, and would only incite Kari.  What small peace the two of them had earlier was once again shattered. 
 
    “What?” Arvid said, almost standing from her seat. 
 
    “We can’t just sit here and let them do this.” That was Kari, Rangvald placed a hand on his sister’s arm. 
 
    “We can’t run in without a plan either, Kari.”  He looked at her with his eyebrows raised.  
 
    Kari scowled at her brother but sat back for a moment. 
 
    “Our crops are destroyed, how can we just let that lie without retaliation?”  Ingvar said, his face red with rage.  “Women, children, our farmers, all dead.  They deserve to burn for this.” 
 
    Arvid nodded in agreement.  Eira remained quiet.  
 
    “At the very least we must send more of our warriors to the villages, for protection.” Asta put in.   
 
    “Look,” Rangvald chimed in again, his voice causing the others to go quiet. “I agree that we need to do something.  But I think Kalina is right, we need to exercise caution. Perhaps this was meant to draw us out, bring down our resources, weaken us.  Spreading ourselves even thinner won’t help.”   
 
    He looked to Asta as he said the last part.  Leif nodded and spoke up. 
 
    “I agree.  We shouldn’t send more of our forces north.  We need to keep them here, protecting the majority of our people.”   
 
    Ingvar looked angrier than ever. 
 
    “What about Harrowing and its people?  What about those still vulnerable in the mountains or in Windpost?” he said, naming Halvor and Jormungand’s village.  “They deserve our protection.” 
 
    “Windpost doesn’t recognize me as Queen,” Kalina said, standing to place her hands on the table. She cleared her throat.  “And those in the mountains are better protected than we are. I agree with Leif and Rangvald.  We will not be sending our troops elsewhere.”  
 
    “What if they attack again?”  Arvid spoke up. 
 
    “Then we will respond, provide support to our people.” 
 
    “That is not enough!” Kari finally said, slamming her fist on the table top.  “That is not enough.  Our people were already suffering before, during the long war.  And now you expect them to just lay down and take it?  Suffer once again?  How long, your Majesty do you think they will follow you if all you do is bandage their hurts and tell them you are sorry?”   
 
    Kari’s anger was an almost physical thing, raging so hot Kalina took a step back from the table. Her words stung.  Already, people were leaving the mountain for Jormungand. Her cousin wasn’t wrong. 
 
    “What do you expect me to do?” she whispered.  She felt helpless, trapped, pushed into a corner where her only two options were to lie down and die or plunge into the fray with no hope of escape.   
 
    “We take the fight to them, to the capitol.  We take the throne from them and put you on it.  We unite our two kingdoms.”   
 
    Her face was filled with such conviction, such passion.  Kalina wished with all her heart that it was a viable option, but storming the capitol was a suicide mission and it felt like she was the only one who knew it.  
 
    “I will not attack the crown and forcibly take it from my mother. Nor will I declare myself heir. It is her crown. I don’t want it.”  
 
    That declaration was followed by silence.  Finally, Arvid spoke up. 
 
    “Well, we’ve discussed it before, but this is a perfect opportunity to do so again-” Arvid began.   
 
    Kalina sat back down, blocking out the conversation around her as panic began to build inside her.  She had done so much better at managing it lately.  Having Maska and flying with Nash had helped but right now she couldn’t very well go see Maska or go flying.  Leif reached out and snagged her hand, squeezing, but she barely felt it.  She felt like she’d gone deaf, the world around her a dull buzz, the only thing she could hear was the pounding of her own heart.  She squeezed her eyes shut, taking deep, measured breaths, trying to calm her heart.   
 
    Sound came rushing back as she was able to calm her nerves, but it wasn’t what she wanted to hear.  Rangvald and Kari were standing, face to face, arguing.  Rangvald was trying to reign his sister in, but Kari was hot-tempered and wasn’t having it. The rest of the council was angrily weighing in on their argument.   
 
    For the first time in her life, Kalina felt like she was the only adult in the room.  She stood and slammed her hands on the table, the loud smack reverberating through the chamber.  The arguing stopped abruptly and all eyes turned to their queen.  She was barely holding herself together now.   
 
    “Everyone out.”  
 
    Her voice was quiet and low, but it carried.  Kari looked at her in disbelief and began to speak but Leif held out a hand. 
 
    “We will make plans later.  Let’s take a break,” Leif said.   
 
    Everyone filed from her room, but Kalina still stood at the table, her hands splayed out on the rough wood, focusing on her breathing and the feeling of the grain beneath her fingers.  Eira was the last to leave.  While Leif was speaking quietly with Rangvald by the door, Eira came around the table and put a gentle hand on the back of Kalina’s neck.  
 
    “Don’t let their passion and fear sway you.  You are Queen.  Do what you think is best for your people.”  She kissed Kalina’s cheek gently and then left the room. But Kalina didn’t respond.  She didn’t know how she felt. Leif came towards Kalina once they were alone.  
 
    “You too,” she said.  “Out.”   
 
    He paused mid-step. 
 
    “Are you sure? I’d be happy to stay-”   
 
    “Yes. Out.”   
 
    He turned and walked out the door, leaving her standing alone in her room. 
 
    She collapsed into her chair, her legs shaking and weak from the rush of adrenaline that had caused her to tell them to leave.  Suddenly, she didn’t feel like she knew who she was anymore.  Where was the girl from before her father died?  The one who wanted to belong, to lead her people, to be a part of something bigger than herself?  Everyone wanted something different from her.  Talon had wanted her to come back to Ravenhelm with him to take her place as princess of Ethea.  Leif wanted her to be a good leader and queen.  Kari wanted her to be more decisive, bolder, more vengeful.  Each council member wanted her to be something she was not, and wasn’t sure she could ever be.  Jormungand wanted her off the throne and the king of Ethea wanted her dead.  Did anyone want her just for herself?  
 
    Nash.   
 
    Nash didn’t want anything from her besides spending time with her.  Nash had wanted to run away with her, to start a life where no one was trying to pull her left and right, where she could do whatever she wanted.  Hadn’t her father told her it was her choice?  Her future?  
 
    The dragon’s chamber was dark and warm when she entered an hour later, a bag slung over one shoulder. Most of the dragons were asleep for the night.  She carried a torch to light her way but she abandoned it at the cave entrance.  For the first time all her night time wandering had come in handy and she’d managed to make it to the kitchens and then the dragon chamber without being seen.  Maska wasn’t quite old enough to fly her, a few more weeks of growing and he would be the size of a small wyvern and could begin carrying her, so her only hope was to find Nash and his dragon Sitala.  
 
    She found him asleep atop the rock outcropping with Sitala curled at its base.  She gently tapped Sitala, pointing to the top of the rock.  The full-grown dragon sleepily helped the young queen to the top.  Nash sat up groggily from his sleep, his braids lightly mussed.  He grinned when he saw her. 
 
    “To what do I owe this late-night visit, your Majesty?”   
 
    “Please, call me Kalina.”   
 
    She hesitated before going on, still nervous and unsure.   
 
    “Were you serious about running away?”   
 
    His green eyes went wide at the mention, but he nodded.  
 
    “Of course.”   
 
    “Then let’s go.  Right now.”   
 
    Her skin was itching with the need to be free, to feel the responsibility fall from her shoulders.  He chuckled. 
 
    “Right now?  I haven’t gotten any food-”  
 
    She held up the bag she’d packed. 
 
    “I brought plenty.  Now let’s go.”   
 
    His face fell, suddenly aware of how serious she was.   
 
    “Give me five minutes.”  He leapt from the rock and ran back up to the passage.  All the while he was gone, Kalina’s heart threatened to pound out of her chest.  What if he was going to wake Leif?  Or tell Eira?  What if he was just going to leave her there?  Soon he was back, and she climbed from the rock, sliding onto Sitala’s back.  Maska was nearby, and she hurried to his side. 
 
    “We’re going away,” she said as she stroked his smooth green scales.  “I need to get out of here.”   
 
    He could sense her anxiety and stress so he simply snorted a breath of warm air over her and rubbed his head against her side. 
 
    “Let’s go then.”   
 
    He followed them as they left the dragon’s cave, treading carefully, trying not to disturb any other dragons.  She didn’t want anyone being alerted to their departure until long after they’d left.  Together, she and Nash loaded a small saddle they put on Maska, before climbing into Sitala’s saddle.  Then they launched into the air, climbing into the night sky, the moon reflecting off Maska’s green scales. Jormungand could have the damn throne if he wanted it so badly, she thought as they left the mountain behind. 
 
    She had left a note on her bedside table, along with her Valdiran crown.  The note contained an apology.  She wasn’t quite sure who she was apologizing to, she was letting so many people down.  But as she’d written it, she’d imagined Leif reading it. She was glad she wouldn’t be there to see the sadness on his face. 
 
    As they traveled south, the direction she pointed them in, she felt the anger and fear, stress and anxiety, the responsibility of being queen to the Valdir slip from her shoulders, and for the first time in months, she felt like she could finally breathe. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The coastal town of Amberharbor was set into the sides of cliffs, the houses clinging precariously all the way down to a slim quay, a sandy beach, and a small harbor.  It was known for the way the lights of the buildings up the cliffs reflected off the bay at night, bathing the beach in an amber light.  It was primarily a trading post, where ships came to unload and load cargo, sending trundling caravans up the steep switchback road to the top of the cliffs and then out across the southern plains of Ablen and south, to unknown parts of the world.   
 
    It wasn’t the most anonymous place for two young Valdir and their dragons, but Kalina didn’t see another option.  She had wanted to continue south, to where no one that was loyal to Ethea would know who they were, but Nash had other ideas.  He wanted to begin trading here. He said that the Valdir would need support from the south, especially with Ethea attacking their villages along the Great Grey Mountains. He wanted to be their southern emissary and merchant extraordinaire.  He wanted to be their savior.  Kalina just wanted some space, some peace and quiet. However, as the days wore on, she wasn’t entirely sure what she wanted anymore.  
 
    She walked down the crowded narrow street cut into the side of the cliff, a letter clutched tightly in her fist.  Eira had told her that the Valdir sent letters through Wildhelm, and that they weren’t as cut off from the rest of the country as she had thought.  So here she was, making her way towards the small post center in Amberharbor, a letter addressed to Leif pressed against her stomach, guilt making her hurry.   
 
    She had brought a decent sum of money with them when they’d left, her plan to buy more books, useful books, for the Valdir’s library the only thing that had kept her going the last few days.  She spent all her spare time in the local book shops, perusing their meager selections, trying to find texts that might somehow help the Valdir.  She’d found an obscure book on growing Emberweed, as well as a few tomes on farming, but nothing else worth spending the money on. Nash had spent his time down on the quay, trying to forge connections, buying merchants drinks, and discussing trade deals.  He planned to write to Jormungand once he’d established contacts and convince him to send goods to trade.  It was a slow process and to Kalina it seemed he just spent most of his time drinking.  
 
    The post center was cool and damp when she entered, the small bell above the door tinkling.  Everything on the coast smelled slightly like mildew and she suddenly missed the warm smell of the mountain and the dusty rock they all had lived under. A short, round shopkeeper came out of a back room where she could hear the soft cawing of birds.  She raised her eyebrows in surprise.  The short man laughed, taking a cap off his balding head and wiping the sweat from it.  It was still rather warm here in the south. 
 
    “Oh, yes.  We use all sorts to carry letters here.” He eyed her silver hair before turning his attention to the letter she still clenched tightly. “For one that size I’ll need two silver pennies. It will have to go with a raven.  They can only carry so much.”  Kalina nodded, slowly loosening her fingers and handing the letter over before digging in her purse for the coins.   
 
    “Have I addressed it correctly?”   
 
    The man eyed it, and nodded. 
 
    “Yes, everything seems in order.”   
 
    He went into the back and came out with a stunning black raven on his arm, its feathers so black they were almost blue. He rolled the letter and slid it into a small, lightweight tube attached to the bird’s leg.  Then he walked to the open window and let the bird launch from his fist, out over the harbor, before turning west across the straights.  Kalina stood and watched it for a few minutes before turning back and thanking the man.   
 
    The street outside was crowded as she trudged back up the switchback to the top of the cliff.  She paused, looking out over the blue straights, Ethea a greyish smudge on the horizon.  She dreaded the long walk up the coast along the cliff to the small cave where they were staying with their dragons.  They were forced to keep their dragons hidden. Valdir and silver hair stood out enough, but dragons would make them stand out even farther and might put them all in danger.  So, she trudged up the cliff through the shrubs and stunted, windblown trees, looking around to ensure she wasn’t followed before ducking down a steep path to a small cave carved into the side of the cliffs.  
 
    Maska greeted her, snaking his large green head to sniff her clothing thoroughly as she entered.  He was getting restless at being cooped up here, but Sitala did her best to keep him entertained.  He was still growing fast, and was finally large enough to begin flying with her but she and Nash had deemed it too risky here, where the ships that frequently sailed the straights might see them.  Feeding them had been a challenge, too, but Nash had rigged a fishing net to hang into the water below their cave and every day it was filled with enough fish to feed them all.  
 
     It was full dark outside, the only light a small fire she had built to cook her dinner. She was getting sick of fish. She was lying on her makeshift bed, her blankets pulled up over her head, when Nash came back.  He was stumbling slightly when he made his way into the cave, collapsing onto his own bed before the sounds of his snores filled the cave.  She remained awake, unclenching her teeth as he began snoring.   
 
    The first few days with Nash had been great.  He’d taken her flying every evening until they had seen a ship and had to fly high into the clouds where it was hard to breath.  He’d taken her to restaurants along the quay, and they’d talked about their dreams, Kalina finally letting herself begin to wonder at a life where she wasn’t a queen, where she could decide what she wanted from life.   
 
    But that had been short lived.  After she had gone through the local libraries and bookstores, realizing how small a selection there really was, she began to doubt the decision.  And Nash had begun spending nights at the taverns with the local merchants and she was suddenly left alone in an unfamiliar town.  The excitement wore off and soon the guilt of leaving her people, (and Leif) behind began nagging at her.   
 
    So, she’d written him a letter, trying to explain herself.  It’d taken her ten tries before she’d finally landed on words that might make sense.  And now, waiting for a response was going to drive her mad. Especially if she had to listen to Nash snore every night while she waited. Finally she closed her eyes and drifted into a fitful sleep. 
 
    A week passed with little excitement. The small bookshop on the quay smelled like leather, paper, ink, and dust. It was a comforting smell for Kalina, and despite the anxiety and guilt that was plaguing her daily, she felt herself relax as she entered.  The small bell above the door tinkled and she moved into the gloom of the shop, books almost immediately rising around her on either side in tall stacks that rose to the ceiling. The shop owner was named Dhalen, and he was a kind man, which was partly why this shop had quickly become her favorite.  He bought and sold books that came in off the ships, and he had promised her that his inventory changed weekly.  So she kept returning, hoping to find something good. 
 
    He bustled around the corner, his small stature and large bespectacled eyes making him seem owlish as he approached. 
 
    “Ahh, Kalina.  Glad to have you back. I have a few books over here that might spark your interest.”  
 
    He walked right past her, gesturing for her to follow. He led her to a large counter at the front of the shop where books were stacked.  He went around the other side of the counter and pulled a small stack of books towards himself.  He plucked off the top one and handed it to her. 
 
    “The History of The Rise of Ethea,” she read out.  She looked up at Dhalen, an eyebrow raised.  “I’ve already read many histories on Ethea.  How is this one different?”   
 
    Dhalen was ginning at her now. His enthusiasm for books never failed to bring a smile to her own face. 
 
    “This one recounts how the Valdir and Askor played a part in the long war, and what their influence and power was during that time.  The war was the beginning of the fall of Ethea, it was considered a great kingdom before the war.  This book talks about how it got to be so great.” 
 
    She nodded, opening the front cover of the book, glancing over the first few pages.  
 
    “Excellent.  Thank you.”   
 
    He beamed at her and reached for the next book but just then, the door behind her opened and someone stepped inside the small shop.  Dhalen looked up and greeted the newcomer. 
 
    “Come in. Look around but don’t hesitate to ask questions.”  Then he returned to the book before him, showing it to her.  The hairs on Kalina’s neck began to rise when she realized the newcomer wasn’t moving from the doorway, and suddenly she felt trapped.  She turned slowly to face the stranger trying to seem natural.  He was an unassuming man, blonde hair, blue eyes, mildly handsome.  He smiled placidly at her, making eye contact.  She smiled tentatively back before turning back to Dhalen.   
 
    Once she had seen and purchased the books from Dhalen she turned to leave and found the stranger standing right where he’d been before.  He stepped aside, gesturing to the door so she could pass but he remained too close, too near, and her heart pounded as she squeezed by him and out the door.  Once on the front step, she paused, breathing in deeply. She heard the stranger behind her asking Dhalen for a book on Wostradian Poetry before the door swung closed.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    On her way back to the cave she checked in at the post center, asking the shopkeeper Graycen if there were any letters for her.  She and the man had become familiar, since she now checked in daily for letters from Leif.   
 
    “Ah! Yes, I finally do have a letter for you Miss Kalina.”   
 
    He held up a finger, indicating she wait as he rushed into the back of his shop.  Her heart began to pound in anticipation, excitement, and fear at what Leif might say.  Graycen handed her a small letter and she cradled it to her as she stepped back out onto the busy early evening street of Amberharbor. She barely noticed the blonde man from the book shop until she ran right into him, dropping her books and the letter.   
 
    She bent to pick them up, mumbling apologies, but they nearly bumped heads.  She looked up at the blonde man, her eyes wide in fear.  The man was smiling broadly at her. 
 
    “Sorry, Miss! I didn’t mean to startle you.”  His voice was deep and melodic, but it put her immediately on edge.   
 
    “It’s fine,” she mumbled, gathering up her books and Leif’s letter. 
 
     The man offered her a hand, which she briefly took as she stood, then dropping it like it had burned her.  Something about him unsettled her.  Maybe it was the fact that he’d stood and waited in the shop, or the fact that in a town full of people she’d bumped into him again. It made her nervous.  She muttered a quick thank you and then hurried on up the street, glancing behind her every few feet to make sure she wasn’t being followed.  The sun had gone down by the time she hit the top of the cliff, and she was able to relax slightly.  Her fear of being followed slipping away as she disappeared into the dark.  
 
    She leaned back against Maska. The light of a small fire filled the cavern with warmth, as she stared at the letter from Leif.  She was working up the courage to open it, to read his words.  What if he didn’t forgive her for leaving?   She hadn’t had the will to eat her dinner that night, her stomach rolling.  And she was grateful that Nash wasn’t there.  He didn’t know she’d sent Leif a letter in the first place.  
 
    Finally, she slipped her finger beneath the wax seal and broke it, opening the stiff paper.   
 
      
 
    Dear Kalina, 
 
      
 
    While I don’t pretend to understand your reasoning for leaving, I, of course, forgive you.  I know your father always talked about people making their own future, and having the freedom to choose.  So, I can’t say I blame you for choosing to leave.   
 
    Maybe we weren’t fair to you. Maybe we didn’t support you enough. Whatever the reason, and whatever my failing, I’m sorry. 
 
    Things are tense here.  Jormungand has claimed the crown in your absence and more people than ever are leaving the mountain for the foothills.  There’s only the old and very young left here, and a small contingent of your loyal soldiers.  We all hope you will one day come back to us, but we won’t force you.  
 
    Eira received word from her contact in the capital that your mother, the queen, is pregnant, and being confined to her rooms.  The King continues to obsess over you and your claim on the throne, and continues to send men to Wolfhold where he now has a large garrison stationed, ready to attack us.  I have Rangvald and Kari organizing our defenses but with so few left to defend the mountain, we aren’t taking any risks.  We’re trying to hold things together but Arvid, Asta, and Ingvar have left us and the council.  Only the four of us remain.  
 
    I hope you will decide to come back to us.  Maska should be raised around more dragons, and hiding isn’t really your style.  We miss you and hope you are safe and doing well. 
 
    Yours, 
 
    Leif 
 
      
 
    Tears were streaming down her face by the time she finished reading.  It seemed her crown and people were falling apart.  Hadn’t she wanted Jormungand to take over?  Hadn’t she wanted freedom from the responsibilities?  She wondered if Leif himself missed her, and the thought that he might not have made the tears come harder. The fact that he blamed himself for her leaving made her already bruised and battered heart break further. 
 
    Kalina cried herself to sleep that night, and when she woke, Nash was back in the cave, snoring away on the floor, stinking of alcohol.  She stood over him, hands on her hips, wondering where she’d gone so wrong, how she’d ever thought it was a good idea to run away with a man she barely knew. She gave him a nudge with her boot, trying to rouse him from sleep.   
 
    “Wake up.”   
 
    She nudged him again.  He snorted a bit and rolled over.  This time she kicked him in the thigh, enough to startle him awake.  
 
    “What?”   
 
    He sat up, his braids a mess on his head.  He looked up at her, confused.   
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “We need to talk,” she said, and stalked away to the campfire where she stirred the coals to life, dumping an extra branch on to cook breakfast.  
 
    Nash blearily got out of bed and came over to sit by the fire. The mornings and evenings were getting cool, autumn finally descending on the coast.  
 
    “What did you want to talk about?”  
 
    He stretched as he spoke and Kalina wished, not for the first time, that Nash was Talon or Leif. She missed their easy company, their support, their candor.  Nash was funny and impulsive, which made for a good time, but he was also quicker to anger than she had realized and his impulsiveness could put them in danger. She reached for the small bag of tea leaves and scooped some into two mugs.  Then she set a pot full of water to boil.  
 
    “What is our plan?” she asked without looking at him. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked while he began mixing water and oats in a second pot and placing it on the fire to cook. “You know my plan.  I know yours.” He shrugged.   
 
    “I don’t feel like I do know your plan anymore.  Drinking all day in the taverns with merchants isn’t going to gain you customers and connections.  You don’t really even have a product.”   
 
    Nash eyed her, scowling. 
 
    “I sent a letter to Jormungand.  He’s agreed to give me beef, wool, and dragon scales to trade.”   
 
    Kalina stiffened at her usurper’s name.  Then she forced herself to relax.  Was he really a usurper if she had left?  She supposed not, but that didn’t make Nash’s statement feel less like a betrayal. 
 
    “Jormungand?  Really?”  She stood up and began to pace before the fire.  Maska raised his head to watch his rider for a few moments before lying back down.   
 
    “Are you kidding me?  You can’t be angry about that.  You left.  They aren’t yours to govern anymore.  You let Jormungand take the crown,” he pointed out.   
 
    His words stung, making her guilt burn even brighter. She went silent for a moment, trying to wrestle her own emotions under control.  She had given it up, abandoned her people. She deserved this, didn’t she? She swallowed. 
 
    “Fine.  But you’re drinking away all our money.”   
 
    His face stayed stony at her remark but he paused briefly in his stirring of the oats. 
 
    “I’ll cut back.”   
 
    She nodded and went back to pouring their tea.  They ate breakfast in silence and then Kalina left for town.  She spent the day in a small tea shop, watching the world go by and reading through a book she had picked up from Dhalen’s small book shop that morning that detailed one man’s adventures on the sea and the creatures he discovered there, some sounding suspiciously like dragons or wyverns, but that dwelt in the water. It sent her imagination reeling. What if Ethea’s dwindling numbers of wyverns and dragons weren’t alone? They were certainly the most well-known and well documented thanks to the Valdir. Kalina became lost in thought.   
 
    She thought she had seen the blonde man leaving the tea shop when she’d first arrived, but she had dismissed it. Here, there were plenty of blonde people; it was probably just any other blonde man. She sat at a small table in the sun, enjoying the sounds of the city around her.  She realized that she had truly come a long way.  A year ago, large crowds had made her nervous, sending her into massive panic attacks.  But here she was, craving the hustle and bustle of the town after weeks spent in a lonely cave.  The mountain where the Valdir lived was always full of the buzz of activity, and she was never truly alone, a person or dragon around every corner.  She’d grown used to it, and now that she was away, she missed that feeling of being a part of something.  
 
    A melancholy settled over her as the day wore on.  She missed her friends and family, she missed the dragon cave, she missed training.  She looked down at her body.  They’d been forced to trade their leathers for more common clothes.  She still dressed in pants, her hair making her stand out enough that wearing pants wasn’t strange.  Plus, many of the ships had women on them, and they wore pants.  The clothes they’d bought when they arrived were becoming loose, her recent muscle loss making her feel empty and hollow.  She vowed to exercise that night. 
 
    With a heavy heart she trudged back through town, to the top of the cliffs.  There, she stopped and watched the sun dip below the horizon of inland Alben.  She felt lost and confused, unsure of what the right next step should be. Should she go home to the Valdir and pick up whatever pieces were left? Or should she stay here and try to find some sort of happiness? 
 
    The cave was dark when Kalina approached. Usually, Maska waited for her on the edge, but this time, the cliff edge was deserted.  The cave was empty when she entered, and for a brief moment, she began to panic.  It wasn’t that strange for Sitala and Maska to go hunting at night, when they were less likely to be seen by ships.  But as the hours passed, and they didn’t return, she started to worry. She couldn’t fall asleep that night, and instead stayed up, stoking the fire, hoping the light would bring Maska back.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Nash entering the cave woke Kalina, and she realized she’d fallen asleep.  She sat up, stretching, and looked around the cavern, still empty of dragons.  Nash wasn’t drunk this time, which made for a welcome change. 
 
    “No dragons tonight?  Are they out hunting?” he asked casually, sitting down at the fire and pulling some leftover food to him.  Kalina shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t know.”  She stood and walked to the edge of the cave.  “They were gone when I got back just after sunset and I haven’t seen them since.”   
 
    Nash’s head jerked up in alarm.   
 
    “That long?”   
 
    She nodded, fear wriggling in her stomach, her heart leaping in her chest.   
 
    “I’m scared something’s happened.”  
 
    Nash stood and began pacing.   
 
    “I’ll go into town and see what I can find out.  You stay here and wait for them.”   
 
    He raced off, leaving Kalina to wait, alone in the dark, her fear growing by the minute. 
 
    The next few hours were some of the worst she’d ever spent.  The dragons had never been gone for more than an hour or two, preferring to hunt nearby.  But this felt different, and she began jumping at every sound, that old familiar panic rising in her chest, threatening to drown her.  
 
    Pebbles clattering on the cliffside announced Nash’s arrival. He ran into the cave, his breath coming in ragged gasps from running up the cliffside from the town. He stopped, hands on his knees, heaving breaths rasping from him.  Kalina wrung her hands, waiting for him to speak. 
 
    “They’ve been drugged and taken,” he gasped out.  “Water.”   
 
    She leapt to grab him their water skin.  He took a few deep gulps before continuing. 
 
    “They’ve been loaded in the hold of a ship in the bay, due to leave just after sunrise.”  
 
    Her eyes went wide.  That was barely an hour or two away.  They had to act fast.  She couldn’t fathom the idea of losing Maska.  She jumped into action, allowing the movements and planning to take her mind off her anxiety.   
 
    “What ship?” she asked as she dug out their weapons that they’d stashed in the corner of the cave.   
 
    Nash came up beside her and dug out his own.  Together they strapped on sword belts, and Kalina strapped her axes to her belt, one on each side for easy access.   
 
    “A ship called The Swift.  It’s part of a Wostradian trading fleet out of Harris Bay,” he explained as he spoke.  
 
    “How in Skaldir’s name did you even find them?”  She looked at him sideways as she braided her hair back.   
 
    Nash shrugged.   
 
    “I have my sources.  I haven’t been drinking in taverns just for fun, you know.  I have made connections.  I merely spoke to some of my sources about what they’d heard of two dragons being bought or sold or transported.  One of them was drunk enough to tell me.”  His scowl deepened as he strode from the cave.  “He won’t be feeling well in the morning.” 
 
    Kalina barely caught these last words but she could imagine what Nash had done to the man. She followed him at a quick pace, trying to hold herself back from running and tiring herself out. 
 
    The cliffside town was quiet, only the occasional sound from a nearby tavern or house disturbing the cool autumn air that blew in off the ocean, scented with salt.  If she hadn’t been rushing to save her dragon, Kalina might have enjoyed the quiet, lovely night.  The moon hung overhead, almost full, giving them plenty of light to see by.  But it also meant that others could see them, so they stuck to the shadowed alcoves and overhangs of buildings, trying to remain inconspicuous. Their silver hair reflected the moonlight like a beam so they used their cloaks to cover their heads. 
 
    The quay was quiet, only the soft lapping of waves against the loading dock breaking the silence. Kalina and Nash crouched behind a stack of barrels ready to be loaded onto a nearby ship.  It was a triple masted monstrosity, clearly meant to move a large amount of cargo.  But there was no sound or sign of the dragons.  There was one lookout above decks, and Kalina assumed the rest of the crew were asleep below decks.   
 
    “What’s the plan?” she whispered to Nash.  
 
    He looked at her, his eyes wide and round with his own fear, as if to say ‘I got us this far,’ and she realized she would have to make a plan.   
 
    “Fine.  Here’s the plan.”   
 
    She outlined it for him in quick, short tones, anxious to get to Maska, and then they split up.  Nash put his weapons away in his belt, staggering out from behind the barrels, making his way up the gangplank of the ship, acting as though he was belligerently drunk.  Kalina saw him pull a small flask from his vest, taking a swig to make the act more believable.  
 
    “Hey! You!” he called out to the lookout as he stumbled on deck. He tripped over his own feet, falling flat on his face.  The lookout came running over. 
 
    “Sir, this is a private ship, I’ll need you to disembark.”   
 
    The man helped Nash to his feet, and back towards the gangplank.  Nash neatly pulled himself from the man’s arms, stumbling across the deck once again. 
 
    “Is this the Maiden’s Hair?  I remember when I sailed on that ship.  She was a beaut, much like this one.”   
 
    He stumbled off, leading the lookout on a rambling tour of the ship, talking about his previous voyage.  Kalina stifled a laugh.  Despite how desperate their situation was, despite the last few weeks of frustration and guilt and anger, Nash still managed to make her laugh.  She vowed to tell him later that he’d missed his calling as a player.  
 
    With the lookout thoroughly distracted and at the far end of the ship now, she snuck on board, making for the shadowed doorway to the hold.  The moon lit the deck, but once she pushed open the door with a soft creak, she was plunged into utter darkness.  Darkness had never scared her, and she recalled all the times she’d wandered the forest at night, or the halls of the castle, or the library, or the halls of the Valdir’s mountain.  This was her element, something she was used to.  She kept her twin axes in her hands as she slowly felt her way down a very steep staircase.  At the bottom was a hallway, doorways to cabins coming off each side, and at the far end another staircase descending into the hold.   
 
    She crept past the open door to a kitchen, a large man dressed in a stained white apron asleep on the table, his hand around a tankard of ale.  The doors were closed along the rest of the hall and she tiptoed down the last set of stairs.  She had no idea how she was going to get a full-grown dragon, that probably took up the entire hold, out of here, let alone two dragons, but she had to try.  The hold below was huge, the entire length of the ship. A large bulk took up the majority of the space, and suddenly, Kalina regretted not bringing a light.   
 
    “Sitala? Maska?” she whispered into the dark.   
 
    The bulk moved slightly; a groan echoed around the chamber. Kalina edged forward, putting an axe into her belt. She had a hand out, feeling for dragon scales.  Finally, her fingers touched the smooth scales of a dragon, its side rising and falling as if in deep sleep.  She felt along it, searching for its head.  Finally she found it, and tried to lift it, tapping between its eyes to wake it up. 
 
    “Wake up! You’ve been kidnapped!  We have to get out of here!” she whispered fiercely, praying to the gods for them to wake up, but Sitala didn’t move. Maska shifted, but didn’t wake. Suddenly, there was shouting from above on deck, which echoed below.  She froze, fear lancing through her.   There was a shuffle of movement from above and then the pounding of feet on the deck.  Kalina pulled her second axe from her belt and turned to face whatever was coming for them.   
 
    Someone hurtled down the stairs, a lantern in one hand, and a sword in the other.  Kalina saw the glint of the sword and she didn’t hesitate.  She lunged forward, striking with her axe, trying to catch her opponent off balance.  But they were quick, leaping sideways and catching her blow on their blade.  Despite their agility, they had to fight with a lit lantern, and it made them slower.  She attacked again, whirling her axes with both hands, slicing from above and below, a move meant to force your opponent to react to one or the other, making them vulnerable.  The man before her blocked the higher strike but missed the lower one, her blade sinking into his hip. 
 
    A scream ripped from his throat, and he fell to one knee, almost dropping the lantern.  Kalina backed off for a moment, unsure if she should risk a fire in the hold, or give him enough time to put the lantern down. Finally, he put it on a nearby crate and forced himself to his feet, his face tight with pain.  His blonde hair finally caught the light and Kalina recognized him with a jolt.  He was the man from the bookstore, from outside the coffee shop.  He must have followed her to the cave.  Her momentary hesitation gave him an opening and he swung his sword at her, catching her high on the shoulder.  She screamed and staggered away, her scream finally waking the nearest dragon.  The green of Maska’s scales reflected the weak lantern light as he struggled up, letting out a roar Kalina had never heard before.  He was tethered to the floor of the hold but he broke the metal chains easily enough, the restraints snapping at his strength.  He lunged forward, his enormous jaws clamping shut around the torso of the blonde man. 
 
    Kalina leaned against the nearest wall, horror filling her at the utter surprise on the man’s face before he disappeared into the dragon’s maw.  Maska crunched down, the sounds of bone snapping making her stomach churn.  Blood spilled from between his jaws before he released the man, his lifeless, broken body slumping to the floor.   
 
    Maska swung to look at her, his eyes still groggy from whatever he’d been drugged with. 
 
    “Kalina,” he rumbled.   
 
    The pain in her shoulder suddenly became overwhelming as the adrenaline began to fade and she looked back at her wound.  The man’s blade had cut deep, and she was bleeding heavily.  She needed to get Maska and Sitala out of here and somewhere safe.   
 
    “Can you wake Sitala?” she asked her dragon as she clutched her wound, trying to staunch the bleeding. 
 
    “Of course.” Maska turned and began releasing the chains around Sitala’s large, brown form.  Kalina grabbed the lantern and began searching the hold for a release on the doors above them.  Finally, she found a lever that she pulled, grunting at the pain and effort.  Two great doors overhead creaked open, allowing the weak early morning light inside. 
 
    “Maska,” she begged.   
 
    Sitala sat up, blinking her eyes blearily.   
 
    “Help,” Kalina begged with a grunt. 
 
     Maska climbed the few crates within the hold and shoved at the doors, opening them wide.  There was shouting from up on deck and more pounding feet.  
 
    “We have to go,” Maska said, nudging Sitala up towards the doors and the open sky beyond.  Kalina struggled towards him, using her good arm to haul herself onto his back, dropping her axes in the process. She immediately missed their weight but knew she had no choice.  Maska was only just big enough to carry her, but she had no other option.   
 
    “Go.” Her voice came out as a whisper, all her strength focused on hanging on with her legs and her one good arm.  Sitala climbed from the hold and with a jerky bound, Maska followed.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The deck of the ship was in chaos.  Kalina couldn’t see Nash anywhere, but she didn’t have the energy to worry.  All she could focus on was keeping them moving. They had to get out of there.  Sailors were running around, gathering weapons.  A few bodies lay prone on the wood, blood spreading out in dark puddles around them.   
 
    Maska ran to the edge of the ship, trying to gain enough space away from the rigging ropes and lines to spread his wings.  But when he paused before leaping out over the water, he turned back. Kalina was blinded by pain, unable to think straight, but she searched the deck as best she could.  Sitala was using her massive bulk and tail to clear away the sailors who were fighting her.  Kalina finally saw Nash in combat with a large sailor; they were locked in hand-to-hand combat, grappling against one another.  His silver battle braids streamed out behind him as he fought, struggling to incapacitate the man and get to Sitala.  
 
    Kalina’s heart was in her throat as she and Maska waited and watched.  At any moment someone could recapture them and take Maska away from her, and it took everything in her to stay and wait for Nash to make it to Sitala.  Nash’s face was bright red, the man’s massive arms bearing down, threatening to squeeze the life out of him.  Kalina didn’t see Nash’s weapons anywhere. Sitala’s tail lashed out, hitting the center mainsail, snapping the huge beam in two.  People screamed as it began to fall, the huge canvas sails, along with tons of ropes, came crashing down.  Kalina and Maska launched into the sky, trying to avoid the collapsing ship.  Fear clawed its way up her throat as Maska banked and came back around to watch the wreckage. 
 
    Sitala was struggling her way out from under the huge canvas sail that had unfurled as it fell.  Nash was nowhere to be seen but Kalina could see the large sailor sprawled on the deck, unmoving.  Finally, she saw Nash’s head pop up from beneath the fallen sail and he clambered out, struggling to get to where Sitala was trapped.  He helped her unpin her trapped tail before he climbed onto her back just as the large sailor began to stir.  
 
    “Nash!” she called, urging him to move faster.   
 
    Sitala launched them into the air and soon Maska and Kalina were following them up the coast line, away from the harbor town, the ship, and danger. Kalina’s arm and legs were shaking as Maska came in for a landing, her adrenaline fading, her breath ragged with pain. The moment his feet hit the ledge of their cave, she fell from his shoulders, hitting the dirt hard. Nash was off of Sitala’s back in an instant, rushing for her. He pulled her to her feet and urged her inside.  Her silver braids hung matted with blood. He lowered her to the ground beside their now cold campfire before rushing around the cave, digging through their packs and pulling out things for bandages, a needle, and thread. 
 
    Kalina laid back, her shoulder throbbing with a dull pain now.  Her right hand hurt more than her left shoulder now, the strain from holding on to Maska bright in comparison.  She let her head rest on the dirt of the cave floor and realized vaguely that she had finally flown on Maska.  If she hadn’t been in so much pain, and so exhausted, she would have been elated.  But the edges of her vision were growing dark, and she couldn’t bring herself to be excited or worried about anything as she slipped into warm blackness. 
 
    When she woke, the cave around her was dark, the sound of Maska’s snoring a sweet melody to her ears.  The fire was burning low, the embers casting just enough light to see the bare details of the cave around her.  Sitala and Maska lay asleep across the cave entrance and Nash was sprawled beside her, an arm flung over his face. Kalina tried to sit up, but the pain of her shoulder caused her to slump back to the ground. 
 
    They weren’t safe here.  The blonde man had had help drugging and capturing Maska and Sitala.  She was still mystified at how he’d done it. But it didn’t matter now, what mattered was they needed to get out, get away from Amberharbor. Word would get across the straits, and the king of Ethea would send his soldiers to track them down, torture them, and get information on her people.  Then he would kill her.  Fear began to overtake her as she lay there in the dark.  She felt helpless, lost, alone, and in pain.  In an effort to distract herself, she forced herself to sit up, pushing through the pain and gritting her teeth.   
 
    She stoked the fire, putting on a pot of water to boil.  Her hair was stiff and matted with her own blood, and once the water was hot, she used it to gingerly wash her hair one-handed.  Her left hand hung down, partially useless. It frustrated her, but she grimaced and pushed through it, getting her hair clean.  When the sun rose a few hours later, she was still awake, sipping on a cup of hot tea, waiting for Nash to wake up.  When he yawned and rolled over to face her, she smiled grimly at him.  He sat up. 
 
    “Good morning.  How are you feeling?”   
 
    She gestured to her useless arm. 
 
    “How do you think?”  
He bit his cheek before getting up to come over and inspect the wound.  He peeled off the bandage he’d put on her the night before.   
 
    “It doesn’t look too bad,” he commented as he began to clean it, using the hot water she had used to make her tea.   
 
    She hissed as it touched her tender, stitched skin.  She couldn’t bring herself to look down, so she watched as the dragons began to wake. 
 
    “Kalina?” Maska said as he woke, searching for her. 
 
    “I’m here, Maska.  I’m fine.”   
 
    The dragon’s worried green eyes softened as he watched her.  
 
    “What happened?”  She couldn’t help herself.  She needed to know. 
 
    Maska turned to look at Sitala who had woken up beside him.  Sitala looked away and Kalina thought she saw shame on the dragon’s face. 
 
    “It was a silly mistake,” Maska started.   
 
    She knew he was young.  But Sitala was a few years older, and should have known better.  Or so Kalina thought.   
 
    “What mistake?” she demanded.   
 
    Sitala was still not meeting Kalina’s eyes.  Nash stood, hands on his hips. 
 
    “What mistake, Sitala?”   
 
    Finally, the brown dragon turned to face them.   
 
    “For the last few days, someone has been leaving a pile of fish on the rocks below the cliff.  I’ve been eating them.  There’s not nearly enough food out here, our nets have been empty, and we can only do so much fishing at night…” it sounded to Kalina like the dragon was whining, begging to be forgiven.   
 
    “So, you ate fish that a stranger left?”  
 
     It turned Kalina’s blood cold.  It meant someone had noticed their presence here days ago.  They hadn’t been nearly as careful as she’d thought.   
 
    “I didn’t think it would be poisoned.” Sitala hung her head, sadness and shame evident in her voice.  Kalina suddenly felt sorry for the dragon.   
 
    “I didn’t think it was a problem either,” Maska said, trying to stand up for his friend.  
 
    Kalina stood and walked to her dragon, laying her good hand on his side and leaning into him.  
 
    “It’s okay. Neither of you suspected they would drug you and take you from us.”  Nash had gone to Sitala to comfort her.   
 
    Kalina let her head drop onto Maska’s warm scales.  
 
    “We flew,” she whispered to him.  He grumbled a purr at her in agreement.  
 
    “Let’s do it again.”  
 
    His response made excitement flair in her breast and for a brief moment she forgot the horrors of the previous day. But when Nash walked back to the fire, digging through the packs for some food, she stepped away from Maska, determined to make a plan. 
 
    “Now what?” she said, joining him at the fire.  “We can’t stay here anymore.”   
 
    Nash paused in his searching, as if thinking.  Abruptly he stood up and walked to the small pile of wood along the cave wall, stacking a few in his arms.   
 
    “I’m not abandoning all my hard work,” he said, his back turned to her. She couldn’t read his face. 
 
    “Well, I can’t stay here.  It’s not safe, and I’m not willing to risk myself or Maska again.” 
 
    He shrugged at her words.  Suddenly, she was angry.  Why was he acting as if their almost dying wasn’t a big deal?  Why would he continue to put her in danger by staying here?  She had thought he liked her, cared for her, but suddenly she felt more alone than ever.  Maybe it would be better if she went back to the mountain.  At least Leif and Eira cared about her, even if she was no longer queen.  
 
    “Fine.” She turned to her dragon. “Let’s go, Maska.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” he asked.   
 
    “Home.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Kalina strapped herself into the small saddle that barely fit Maska. Suddenly it was time to say goodbye, her bag packed with the few books she’d bought and some meager food supplies.   Nash stood awkwardly before her, twisting his hands. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kalina.”   
 
    She nodded, tears pricking her eyes.  They hadn’t really known each other when they’d left, and she knew she’d treated him unfairly.  But she was so unhappy, and needed to leave.  
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t make you happy.”   
 
    That cut her, her chest hollowing out.  She felt like she was losing someone all over again.  Like Geir.  Like her father.  
 
    “I know,” she barely croaked out.  She leaned forward, putting her arms around him and resting her head on his shoulder.  “This just wasn’t the right decision.  I have to go home. I have to fix this.”   
 
    He nodded against her head, his chin bumping her lightly. 
 
    “Go be a queen.  Don’t let Jormungand bring you down.”   
 
    She smiled as tears slipped over and spilled onto his leather vest.   
 
    “Thank you.”   
 
    She and Maska launched into the bright morning, the sun sparkling off the water below them.  It was their first official flight together, and she felt a thrill of exhilaration as he flapped his wings to gain altitude and turned them back north, across the straights to Ethea.  
 
    Maska was barely big enough to carry her, but he did his best. They had to stop after a few hours for him to rest.  Kalina was impatient to get home, suddenly anxious to see Leif again, and to take up her crown again if they’d let her. Her expectations, however, weren’t high.  All she really wanted was to feel like she belonged.  It was the feeling she’d been searching for all her life.  She’d almost found it with Calla and Anders back in Ravenhelm, the couple who had so kindly taken her in after she’d left the abbey where she’d grown up, and then again in the Valdir’s mountain before her father died.  She’d left in search of it once again and only found loneliness.  Maska was the only bright light in all of this mess she had created.  She only hoped she could find her way out, and maybe now was the time to listen to her advisors instead of her own heart and head. 
 
    The mountain loomed out of the vastness of the Wastes as the sun set on the third day and suddenly her heart was filled with nostalgia and longing.  She couldn’t wait to land and see Leif.  She had been gone now for almost two months, and who knew how much chaos had reigned in her absence.  Leif’s letter had been brief so she hoped things were not worse. 
 
    The entrance cavern of the Valdir’s mountain was empty, dark, and cold when they landed, the autumn breezes more frigid here than along the coast. Kalina shivered as she dismounted, keeping her hand on Maska’s neck. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” he whispered, snaking out his long neck and peering down one of the nearby tunnels.   
 
    “I don’t know.”  She patted him gently.  “Why don’t you go down to the dragon hold and get yourself something to eat and some rest.”   
 
    He nudged her tiredly with his head before diving from the cave mouth.  She straightened the red leathers that she’d donned for the trip, hoisted her bag of books, and made her way through the mountain.  It felt as though she’d never left, and was once again doing her usual night time wanderings.  The tunnels around her were quiet and dark, the usual torches set into the wall every dozen or so feet, cold to the touch.  Alarm began to grown in Kalina’s chest as she got closer to the dining chamber without finding a single person. 
 
    The soft murmur of low voices finally reached her as she entered, along with the glow of torch light flickering along the high walls.  She relaxed slightly as she approached, recognizing Leif, Kari, and Rangvald sitting around a table, eating a late-night supper.  It looked to be some tough looking meat, a few root vegetables, and some bread.  She approached cautiously, her own stomach grumbling at the sight of food no matter how humble the fare.  A loose rock shifted under her foot, causing Leif’s head to snap up, his handsome face turning towards her, his grey eyes going wide at the sight.  
 
    He coughed on his food as he tried to speak, Rangvald turning to slap him on the back before noticing Kalina standing just outside the torch light. He jumped to his feet, Leif a second behind.  Kari remained sitting, but a small smile turned her lips. 
 
    Rangvald's hug enveloped her as he squeezed tightly.  There was a cracking noise, and suddenly the tension in her back eased.  She laughed breathlessly as she squeezed her cousin back.  She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed him and his quiet way.  
 
    “I’ve missed you,” she said as he stepped back.   
 
    Leif was right behind Rangvald's hug, but his felt much different.  His arms encircled her waist and she placed her hands on his shoulders.  He lifted her from the ground briefly as he held her to him.  Warmth blossomed in her core and spread outwards, thawing some of the loneliness she’d felt since she’d left. She breathed deeply as she buried her face into his neck, trying to let his scent drown her.  He was warm, and familiar, and a different sort of longing started deep within her at his touch.  When he finally put her down, she felt the loss of his touch like a flower feels the loss of the sun.   
 
    Finally, Kari stepped forward.  Her hands were crossed over her chest, and she eyed Kalina. Kalina swallowed before speaking. 
 
    “Kari, I-” but before she could even squeak out an apology, the woman was embracing her.   
 
    “We’ve missed you.  I’m so glad you are safe.”   
 
    Kalina returned the hug, grateful that Kari seemed to have forgiven her for the moment, but she knew she owed this brave woman more than just some lame excuse.  She owed her an explanation. She owed them all that. 
 
    “I’m so sorry that I left.” She paused, unsure how to truly express her feelings for these people. She put her hands out.  “But I’m back for good.  I’m done running. I’ll serve the Valdir however I can, even if it’s not as your Queen.” She looked around at them, her family and friends, and realized suddenly, she was home.  The thing she’d been searching for all along was right here, waiting for her while she was mourning and feeling lost.  She just hadn’t allowed them in, hadn’t allowed them to be that for her.   
 
    Kari broke into a grin and she put her arm around Kalina’s shoulders.  
 
    “We’re glad to have you back, your Majesty.”  She led Kalina away.  “Someone else has been dying to know where you’ve been.”   
 
    They rounded the corner into the bathing chamber and Eira stood up from where she was helping an elderly woman from a tub.  She placed her hands over her mouth and came running, folding Kalina into an embrace. Tears sprang unbidden to Kalina’s eyes and she hastily wiped them away with her sleeve, grateful Rangvald and Leif couldn’t follow them into the women’s bathing chamber.  
 
    “Kalina.”   
 
    Just the sound of her name on this woman’s lips made her feel more at peace.  
 
    “I’m sorry-” she began before breaking down into tears and collapsing into Eira’s arms. 
 
    The woman held her as she cried, Kari graciously taking her leave, the bathing chamber slowly emptying until the two of them were alone.  Eira was her aunt by blood, and the first Valdir she’d ever met.  This woman had trained her, answered all her stupid questions, and been the first to stay up all night with her after her father had died.  Eira was like a mother to her, since her own was locked away across Ethea.   
 
    “I know, child,” Eira said in a soothing voice, brushing her hand down Kalina’s head.  “Hush now, you are back with us and that’s all that matters.”   
 
    That night, Kalina slept the best she’d slept in months, back in her own bed, in her own room.  And when she ventured down to the dining cave for breakfast, she encountered a sight she never thought she’d see.  The Valdir began clapping and cheering as she entered the room.  The only ones left were those who believed in her, many of them very old or very young.  The rest had followed Asta and the rest of the council members when they’d left the mountain for Jormungand’s village.   
 
    She smiled and waved at the bright faces before her, so full of hope.  Leif approached, the small box that contained her crown in his hands.  As she stood before her people, he presented it to her, opening the box and looking into her bright blue eyes with such expectation, such trust, that Kalina only hoped she could live up to his, and their, expectations.  She reached into the box and pulled the iron and stone crown from it, placing it atop her braided silver hair.  
 
    A cheer went up as she lowered her hands.  She was once again their queen, but a queen of what?  Of the old and infirm?  Of children?  She smiled at their hopeful faces and turned back to Leif, trying to calm the fear squirming in her guts.  
 
    “Council meeting, my chambers, twenty minutes.”  And then she turned, smiling and greeting people as she walked back across the room, her appetite suddenly gone. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Leif was the first to arrive, a small tray with bread and a hard-white cheese in his hands.  Kalina reluctantly tore off a piece of bread and nibbled on it as she sat, waiting for Rangvald, Kari, and Eira to join them.  Once they had all arrived and were seated, she realized she actually preferred a smaller council.  People she knew she could really trust.  She surveyed their hopeful faces. 
 
    “I need someone to tell me what’s happened since I left.  How exactly did Jormungand take control?  And what can be done about it?”  She looked to Leif, steepling her fingers beneath her chin.  
 
    “When you left, everything was fine for a few days.  We held the people together; said you’d gone on an overnight to clear your head.  But when you didn’t return, they began to panic.  The second week you were gone, Jormungand and Halvor showed up with a contingent of men and took control.  They gave speeches in the dining cavern and in the great hall.  They trained with the men and spent hours in the dragons’ cave.  They convinced most of the Valdir to leave and join their village, stating that they needed soldiers and farmers for their herds of cattle.  Promising land to farm, houses to live in.”  He paused and looked over at Rangvald to continue.   
 
    “I scouted out the village a few weeks ago.  Many of our people are living in tents, or sleeping on the ground because they can’t build housing fast enough.”  Rangvald took a swig of water from the glass before him.  He looked as if he was preparing himself.  “But despite that, Jormungand does have a right to the throne.  He has them convinced he can bring them home to the mountains, where we can once again live in peace.  And the fact that the King of Ethea hasn’t attacked in weeks doesn’t help.  It has only served to convince the people that since you left, they are safer.”   
 
    Kalina looked at the table.  The truth was, they were safer without her as queen.  But she couldn’t let that derail her.  Jormungand was selling them a false sense of security.  There was a reason the Valdir had fled to the Wastes, that reason hadn’t vanished because she’d left. 
 
    “So now what?  How can I win back my throne and our people?”  Kari grinned at her, excitement coloring her sharp features.  The blue eyes she shared with Kalina sparkling.  Kalina smiled grimly back.   
 
    “You must fight him.”  Eira’s voice rang into the silence.  “Valdir tradition states that if two people claim the throne then they must fight to the death.  The winner is the better warrior and has been chosen by the gods to keep the Valdir safe.”   
 
    Kalina’s gut twisted just thinking about it.  She had become a competent warrior since she’d found the Valdir, but ten months of training was nothing compared to a lifetime.  She looked up at Leif beside her, his handsome face drawn with worry.   
 
    “I’m willing, but I’m not sure I have the skills.”   
 
    “If you choose to challenge Jormungand and fight, then only the gods’ mercy will tell us who is to rule.  It’s not a matter of skill, although that is how it would seem.  It is a matter for the gods.”   
 
    Kalina shivered.  She’d never really been religious, despite being raised in the abbey.  Father Martin had taught her the basics about their gods, but he’d never insisted she worship.  The Valdir worshiped the same gods as most Etheans, only they often put emphasis on the Warrior Skaldir rather than The Mother Freyre. Skaldir created the Valdir, formed them from the mud of the mountains to fly alongside dragon kind.   They were exceptional warriors, and he showed them his favor by allowing them to survive battle. If she managed to survive this fight, it showed that Skaldir looked favorably on her.  
 
    She nodded finally in resignation and determination. 
 
    “I’ll do it.”  Leif’s face fell slightly, worry creasing his brow, but there was also a fierce pride in his eyes as he watched her.  Rangvald nodded slowly, and Kari grinned at her.   
 
    Kalina’s shoulder was slow to heal but as soon as she had movement back she began training, getting herself back into fighting shape. She spent the days training incessantly with Kari and Leif, reconditioning her body and learning the skills she’d need to hopefully beat Jormungand.  She fell into bed every night too exhausted to be worried, but one morning she woke to find Eira sitting beside her bed.  Panic rose in her chest, fear that something bad had happened once again. 
 
    “Is it Maska?” she asked, about to jump out of bed.   
 
    Eira put her hands up. 
 
    “No, no.  Maska is fine.  He’s training, out on maneuvers with Arikara.”   
 
    Kalina relaxed back into her pillows, suddenly red with embarrassment at getting worked up so quickly.   
 
    “I came to discuss your crown.”   
 
    Kalina’s eyes slid to the box she kept the crown in while she slept, tucked away on her bedside table.   
 
    “What about my crown?”   
 
    Eira sighed and got up to pace to the small window that overlooked the Wastes.  
 
    “Do you really want it?”  She kept her back to Kalina as she spoke, allowing her the privacy to think.   
 
    Kalina stayed quiet for a few moments.  Of course, she had every right to ask this.  Kalina had been anything but consistent since her father had died, and then she had left.   
 
    “Yes. I do, Eira.” She got out of bed and began to pull on her pants and boots as she spoke.  “I didn’t really know that I wanted this until the day I got back, to be honest. I was scared, alone, and suddenly taken from orphan to Queen in a matter of months.  But now that I’m back, I know I’m back for the right reasons.  This is my family.  These are my people. I didn’t really understand that before.”  She came to stand beside her aunt.  “This time I want to be here for me, not for my father, not for you, not for anyone.”   
 
    Eira finally smiled and turned back to her, putting her wrinkled hands on Kalina’s shoulders.   
 
    “Now, that, I believe.”   
 
    They sent a letter to Jormungand, warning him of their arrival and her intention to challenge him, but despite the weeks she’d had to prepare, Kalina still felt like an amateur wielding her axes.  She flew on Maska across the wide-open wastes, Leif, Kari, Rangvald, and a small contingent of soldiers behind them.  Eira had elected to remain back at the mountain with the rest of their supporters.  Kalina was poorly equipped for the task ahead, but she knew there was no other way. Not if she wanted to be queen. 
 
    They landed as the sun was just above noon, the village of Windpost busy with farmers, cattle herders, vendors selling and trading goods, and people going about their daily lives.  A crowd formed as they dismounted.  Leif beside her put his hand on her elbow, squeezing gently, letting her know she was not alone as she took deep breaths to calm the panic and fear welling up inside her.   
 
    Jormungand and Halvor stepped out of the crowd, her former council members flanking him.  Asta, Arvid, and Ingvar eyed her warily, confusion clouding their faces.  Clearly, Jormungand had kept their letter to himself and not told his new council members of their plan to challenge him. 
 
    He stood before them, his arms crossed over his chest, eyeing them.  He smirked when he took her in, the crown on her head.  It would be his crown by the end of the day if Skaldir didn’t favor her.  She swallowed hard before stepping forward.  Maska and the other dragons stayed where they were, giving the Valdir space.  
 
    “So, the prodigal Queen has returned to her people,” Jormungand said with a mocking tone.   
 
    The gathered crowd laughed nervously around him.  He smiled, his blue eyes sparkling as he watched Kalina.  
 
    “The only problem is, they aren’t your people anymore.”   
 
    Silence fell over the crowd. Kalina cleared her throat.  She knew she had only so much time to prove she was worthy of the crown. 
 
    “Yes, I abandoned you,” she addressed her people, her voice ringing out. “But I returned because I knew I had made a huge mistake.  Before, I thought that I was an outsider, that I didn’t belong.”   
 
    “And you were right.”  Jormungand tried to undermine her but she ignored his comment.  
 
    “But I returned because no matter where I came from, you are my people. I was so blinded by grief that I didn’t see it at first, but now I see it all too clearly.  So I have returned to challenge Jormungand for my throne, and if Skaldir favors me, I will rule you not as my subjects, but as my own family.”   
 
    She finished, and there was a general shuffle and murmuring around the gathered crowd. Beside her, Leif smiled.  She didn’t have to win her people with speeches, she needed to win the coming fight.   
 
    “Jormungand, I formally challenge you to fight for the throne of the Valdir.  May the most worthy fighter win.”   
 
    She stuck out her hand for him to shake. Jormungand grinned then. He grabbed her forearm, his skin hot against hers. 
 
    “Let’s begin.”  
 
    His voice made her shiver. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    A depression was cut into the earth, its sides carved with benches for seating, the center a flat expanse, a stage of sorts.  Kalina stood at its center, the benches filling up around her, a buzz of chatter from the hundreds of silver-haired Valdir that lined the walls.  Dragons and more of her people stood along the brim of the bowl, looking down.  All eyes were on her and it made her want to run, the panic rising inside her in a crescendo until she could barely hear anything but her own heartbeat. But she was here for a reason and she wouldn’t lose sight of her goal again. 
 
    Jormungand stood across from her, Halvor and Arvid by his side, all three of them eyeing her, trying to size her up, find a weak point.  Arvid leaned towards Jormungand, a hand covering her mouth and spoke to him.  He smirked, Halvor grinning beside him.  Kalina swallowed hard and began focusing on her breath, hoping it would calm her racing heart.   
 
    Suddenly, a spear was shoved into her hand and someone grasped her shoulders roughly, turning her.  Leif’s face swam before her, helping to block out the sight of Jormungand stretching, his heavily muscled body on display.  She was nothing, no match for such a man, and the thought of fighting him, to the death no less, terrified her beyond words.   
 
    “Kalina,” Leif’s voice cut through her disordered thoughts.  She focused on his fierce, grey eyes.  “You have to focus now.  You can beat him.  Do you hear me?”   
 
    She nodded numbly. 
 
    “Play to your strengths.  Remember what my father taught you.”   
 
    She finally looked at him sharply, her panic suddenly pushed to the background.  Geir had taught her the basics until it was second nature.  Arvid and Asta had been her teachers as well, but they had taught her spear and knife.  Geir had taught her hand-to-hand, how to fall, how to be quick.  Those were lessons that she could use against someone as big as Jormungand.  She nodded at Leif, her anxiety settling into a hard rock in her stomach as she adjusted her grip on the spear.   
 
    Each fighter was allowed a spear, preferred among the Valdir, as well as a short sword and a knife.  Kari strapped the latter around Kalina’s waist and looked her queen in the eyes.  
 
    “You better come out the other side of this.  I don’t know who else I’d scream at until I turned blue.”   
 
    Her words were meant was a joke, to lighten the moment, but they helped bolster Kalina as Kari left the area, joining Leif along the first tier of benches.  Jormungand stepped forward.  Both fighters wore the signature red leather armor of the Valdir, and it shone in the sun from overhead. Kalina was sweating despite the cool air as Jormungand began to circle her, forcing her to move.   
 
     She watched his feet closely, waiting for any telltale sign that he was going to make a move.  Better to bide her time, let him tire himself attacking than to be the aggressor.  Suddenly, with a slight shift of his feet he lunged at her, the spear outstretched to give him maximum reach.  She leaned to the side, the tip of the spear brushing the edges of her leather vest, barely leaving a mark.  He stepped back, his breath coming harder than before.  He was testing her.  She began to move, forcing him to circle this time.  
 
    She waited, circling, her spear held at the ready until once again he shifted his feet forward, the spear flying towards her.  This time she ducked and rolled, the spear passing harmlessly overhead.  He’d overextended once again, and as she came to her feet in a crouch, her own spear still clutched in her hand, he was within easy reach.  She lashed out, the tip of her spear sinking deep into the flesh of his leg.  He grunted and almost dropped his spear and she took his momentary distraction to dart away, putting distance between them again.   
 
    He gritted his teeth, almost snarling at her before running at her, limping slightly as he came on, as swift as a charging bull, his injury barely slowing him.  Kalina had known he wouldn’t make the same mistake twice so she was ready.  She waited for him in a crouch, her spear at the ready.  He yelled as he charged, his spear held in both hands before him, ready to impale her.  She tensed as he came within striking distance and then danced out of the way, the spear slicing her side this time, drawing blood but not impaling her as he had intended.  She spun and ended up behind him as he stumbled to a halt, her own spear at his back.  He turned and knocked her spear aside, discarding his own as he moved towards her, almost too quickly for her to react.  Suddenly there was a hand around her throat, and she was lifted bodily from the ground.   
 
    Kalina kicked frantically for a moment, desperate to make contact with some part of Jormungand’s body as he held her there, his face twisted with rage and desperation.  She was small compared to him, barely larger than a child.  But she wasn’t without defenses.  She reached to her waist and pulled at the short sword, her fingers fumbling with the sheath. Finally it rang free, the blade giving her just enough reach.  She stabbed out blindly, the edges of her vision beginning to go black as she tried in vain to suck in air.  The blade hit something and Jormungand cried out, dropping her to the dirt.  He doubled over, clutching his side where she’d stabbed him.   
 
    She gasped, drawing ragged breaths that seared her throat as she looked at him, down on one knee, clutching his side.  She stood, brushing some errant strands of sweat soaked silver hair from her face, her own blue eyes hard on his as she approached, her sword held out, coming to rest against his throat.  He winced as he straightened, his hand still clutching at his side.  
 
    The queen glared down at her subject, willing him into submission. 
 
    “Say it,” she demanded.   
 
    He glared at her, hating the humiliation. 
 
    “Just kill me already.” He spat at her.   
 
    She ignored the slight and pressed her blade harder into his throat, drawing a drop of blood. 
 
    “Say it loud.”   
 
    His blue eyes were cold and full of an emotion she couldn’t identify.  
 
    That’s when she heard it, the distant screaming.  Her head jerked up, as did Jormungand’s to the sound coming from beyond the gathered crowd.  In the first row, Leif whispered to Kari before racing up the stairs to the top, shoving people aside.  Kari stayed, her brother beside her, watching Kalina and her opponent in the ring.   
 
    An arrow hit the ground beside Kalina and she jumped back, and for a moment, there was utter silence before chaos erupted.  Her people began fleeing, most drawing their own weapons as a volley of arrows rained down upon them. Kalina thought fast and ran to a nearby discarded shield in a pile of weaponry and grabbed it.  She used it to block the raining arrows as the screams became louder, some from Valdir and dragons alike.  
 
    Maska’s big bulk landed in the depression beside her, followed by a huge red dragon.  She glanced over and saw Jormungand climbing onto the dragon’s back, his spear in his hand.  She’d forgotten her spear but a bow and a quiver full of arrows was sitting beside the ring, waiting for some warrior to use.  She grabbed them and leapt atop Maska.  Jormungand was still bleeding, his face grey.  He looked over at her and nodded.  They had a job to do, to protect their people.  Their own feud could wait.  
 
    Maska launched into the air above the battle that raged below them.  The town of Windpost had been surrounded by an Ethean host.  They had those deadly catapults on the edge of the city and were firing at buildings and dragons. Kari and Rangvald were already aloft but Kalina couldn’t see Leif’s golden dragon in the sky around them.  She searched the field, spying Leif and Arikara fighting side by side on the ground, protecting a small group of women and children from the onslaught of Ethea’s soldiers.   
 
    “There!” she cried out, pointing with her bow.   
 
    Maska dove, followed closely by the others.  They landed with a boom that shook the ground, the soldiers scattering, sewing chaos for just a moment.  Kalina leapt from Maska’s back to join Leif, realizing a few moments later that Jormungand was beside her.   
 
    “Protect the children!” she yelled at him.   
 
    The man nodded and hoisted his spear, a grimace of pain crossing his face.  Leif looked at her gratefully as they and their dragons formed a circle around the women and children, those who were not trained to fight. The soldiers charged, and for a while, Kalina didn’t know how many she killed or how much time passed.  She only knew that she fired arrows until there were no more, making sure each one met its mark.  And then she swung her sword until her arm felt like it was going to fall off, the bodies falling around her.  Beside her, Jormungand fought his hardest, his injuries slowing him down. 
 
    A soldier pushed past the man’s defenses and Kalina saw him go down.  She was already so tired she wasn’t sure how much more she could fight, but she needed Jormungand to guard her left side, as Leif was guarding her right, so she plunged through the bodies to his side, slicing the enemy’s soldier’s throat and then reaching for Jormungand’s arm, hauling him to his feet. She put her arm under his shoulder, holding him up as he looked at her gratefully, his breath coming hot and hard against her cheek.  She helped him limp towards his red dragon who had the women and children huddled under its outstretched wings.  She lowered him to the ground beside his dragon and then turned, expecting to have to fight until she couldn’t stand, but the battlefield before them was empty of opponents.  Only the groaning and bloody bodies of those fallen in battle lay before her; the few standing Valdir, victorious.   
 
    A cheer rose from the Valdir and their dragons at their victory, but Kalina couldn’t bring herself to cheer.  She looked down, seeing the faces of the men and women who had died in the battle before her, their mangled bodies fallen across one another.  It made her sick, and she turned to the side, vomiting into the dirt.  This had been her first real battle.  The last one had been fought on dragon back, and she’d felt removed from the action.  But this time she’d seen their faces as they’d fallen, their humanity, and it made her stomach twist violently.  She put a hand out to steady herself, finding the solid side of Maska before her.  She wiped her mouth on her sleeve as she straightened and looked up at her brave dragon.  His green scales were smeared with bright red blood, his own maw dripping with gore but his eyes were kind as he looked down on her. 
 
    “I’m glad you are alright, Littling.”  
 
    He intoned, his deep voice spreading some measure of warmth deep into her bones.  She leaned her head against him, heedless of the blood, and let his radiating heat seep into her.   
 
    “I’m not so sure I am,” she whispered into his scales.   
 
    A tap on her shoulder made her turn and suddenly Leif was there, wrapping her in his strong arms.  She clung to him, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps as she tried to hold herself together, even if just for a little while longer. But she was so exhausted she had no room for tears.  Not yet. 
 
    “Your Majesty.”   
 
    The words drew her away from Leif.  Jormungand stood, one hand clutching his bloodied side, the other using his spear as a crutch to hold himself up.  His red dragon stood behind him.   
 
    “Jormungand.”  
 
    “They are yours, your Majesty,” he said, genuine respect and admiration in his eyes now.  “As am I.”   
 
    He sank to his knees before her, bowing his head in reverence.  Another crowd was gathering as they stood there.   
 
    “Tradition says you take his head,” Kari whispered to her as she came to stand beside Kalina, her face smeared with blood, her hair coated in it.  She shrugged.  “But I’ve never much liked tradition.”  She grinned at her cousin and Kalina found herself grinning back. 
 
    “Rise, Jormungand.”  Kalina stepped forward, limping from the ache in her bones and the myriad of injuries she hadn’t begun to take stock of.  “I could use someone like you on my council, if you’ll accept.”   
 
    Jormungand’s blue eyes widened.   
 
    “I need someone who has lived in the villages, who knows my people’s hardships, and who isn’t afraid to question me.”  She held his gaze.  It took every ounce of strength she had left to do this, hoping she had just gained a powerful ally. 
 
    “I would be honored, your Majesty.”   
 
    He bowed his head and then struggled to stand, grunting in pain.  Kalina clapped him on the shoulder and then turned to the gathered people, fighters and villagers alike.  
 
    “We may have won this battle, but we haven’t yet won the war.  But I won’t sit in that mountain any longer and watch as my people suffer.  We will attack them where it hurts most.  We will take back our kingdom and Ethea.  Together, as one people.”   
 
    A cheer went up at her words and Kalina’s insides began to shake.  She was completely exhausted but she smiled and waved before allowing Kari to help her to a still standing building. It took everything she had to walk upright through the door, but the moment it closed behind her, she collapsed to the floor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Kari helped her queen to a chair at a rough-hewn table, and Kalina sat with a grunt of pain.  She winced as her cousin’s deft fingers began to loosen the straps that held her leather armor in place and let out a sigh of relief when its weight was lifted from her shoulders.  
 
    But that’s when Kari hissed.  Kalina looked down, the cotton shirt she wore beneath the armor was soaked in red, spreading out from a wound in her side.  She vaguely remembered Jormungand’s blade slicing her side but she had thought it was just a flesh wound, not the gaping hole this felt like.  Kari lifted her shirt and poured water on the wound washing away the blood and Kalina had to look away, her head swimming with pain.  
 
    The door to the little house banged open and Leif stood in the doorway, Jormungand close on his heels. Leif’s eyes were full of concern as he entered, going to a knee before her and clutching her hands.  
 
    “Is it bad?”   
 
    Kalina wanted to laugh at the concern in his voice, but realized a laugh might not be appropriate in that moment.  Perhaps the stress and strain of the last few hours were getting to her after all.  She gritted her teeth as Kari inspected the wound.  
 
    “Not that bad.  It’s a bleeder, but not too deep.  No organs damaged.  I’ll sew it up and she’ll have another new scar!”  She said this last part with delight, slapping Kalina on the back. 
 
    The breath whooshed out of her lungs and it took a moment to catch her breath as her cousin chuckled and began to sew the skin back together.   
 
    “How many did we lose?”  Kalina asked through her teeth.   
 
    Leif’s face fell as he stood and began to pace.  Behind him, Jormungand sat heavily in a chair and began removing his own armor, placing it by the small fireplace.  Kalina realized with a jolt that this must be his house, his home.  And here she was, bleeding all over it.  
 
    “At first glance, maybe a hundred, perhaps more.  This was a small raid, only five hundred men attacked with siege weapons.”   
 
    He went quiet as he thought.  Jormungand was trying to clean his own wounds but he spoke up. 
 
    “Perhaps it was a diversion.  You moved the Emberweed, correct?”  Leif paused briefly in his pacing as Kalina’s heart rate shot up at the prospect of Ethea destroying their meager crop.  But Leif waved a hand in dismissal. 
 
    “There’s no way they know about that.  Only a handful of people know where we planted it.  But that’s a good point.  Either they are testing us, picking us off, or it’s a diversion.  But a diversion from what?”  
 
     Kalina thought while Kari finished the neat stitches in her side.  It was now a dull ache, one that she could, with effort, shove to the back of her mind.  She stood, motioning for Jormungand to take her place and let Kari sew his wounds as well.   
 
    “Where else would they attack-” she trailed off as horror flooded through her.   
 
    “The mountain,” she and Leif exclaimed at the same time.   
 
    They had left with most of their small force of warriors, leaving Eira to keep the women, children, and elderly safe.  It would be the perfect place to attack, while they were away.   
 
    “We have to get there.  Now.”  She began to buckle her own armor back on, wincing as it put pressure on her wound.  Leif put a hand on her arm, stopping her mid movement.  
 
    “Yes, but not you.  You need to stay here.  Stay safe.”   
 
    His eyes were warm grey pools, holding her in place.  But she deliberately removed her arm from his hand.   
 
    “I will not abandon my people.  Not now when this is all my fault.”   
 
    Jormungand stood, trying to pull his shirt back on.   
 
    “It’s not your fault, my Queen.  It’s mine.  If I hadn’t challenged your rule, split our forces, and forced you into taking this action then we wouldn’t be in this mess.”  He began to reach for his armor.  “I’m coming with you.”   
 
    Kari grabbed his hand and pulled him towards the small bed in the corner.  
 
    “Oh no you don’t.  You have lost a lot of blood.  You need to rest.  Leave the heroics to more able-bodied people.”  She grinned at him and grabbed her weapons off the table where she’d left them.  “After you, your Majesty.”  
 
     Kalina grinned back at her cousin, grateful that whatever bad feelings had been between them over her leaving were finally dissipating.  Leif huffed in frustration but followed them out, giving a few orders to Rangvald who had just joined them.  
 
    Kalina limped to Maska’s side, checking him over for any major wounds.  Suddenly she felt guilty for not doing it sooner, but she would have known through the deep magic that bound them if he had been severely injured.  She paused for a moment, pressing her forehead into his scaled side, breathing in the musty, wind-kissed scent of him, letting it ground her before pulling herself stiffly up into his saddle.   
 
    The village of Windpost had still been in war torn chaos when they’d left.  But Leif had insisted that Jormungand and his second, Halvor stay to help their people pick up the pieces.  As Kalina waited for her commander to give orders, she sat atop Maska and watched as her people dragged the bodies of Ethean soldiers into one giant pile, ready to light on fire.  With a shock, she realized these were all her people, the Etheans and Valdir alike.  She’d killed her own men on the battlefield. The thought made her sick.  Not even the wind in her face, cooling the sweat that lingered on her skin helped remove the horror of what she had done.   
 
    Suddenly, more than ever, she wanted an end to this madness, this conflict, this war.  She wanted to unite her people and take back the Ethean throne from its king.  Her mother might even be grateful.  She needed to talk to Eira once she was back about getting a message to her mother through Eira’s contact in the castle.  But first they needed to secure the mountain.  
 
    Four hundred Valdir flew with them south through the Wastes to the mountain.  The sun was going down, setting the barren plains before them ablaze. If she hadn’t been so utterly terrified of what they might find when they arrived, she would have thought it was the most beautiful sight she’d ever seen.  
 
    The sun had set by the time the mountain came into view, but they didn’t need the sun’s rays to see what was happening within the mountain.  Light and fire blazed from every cave opening, shouts and the clash of steel rang out across the distance as they flew in.  Kalina and Maska made for the entrance cavern at the top of the mountain.  Beside her, Leif shouted orders for half their forces to land in the dragon’s cave at the base of the mountain. Kalina was focused on landing and saving her people.  The dragons couldn’t navigate the small corridors so as soon as Maska’s claws hit the stone, Kalina vaulted off, her spear held tightly in her grip.  
 
    “Go help the other dragons fight down below.”   
 
    She sent him off, and he launched himself from the cliffside and dove.  Her heart climbed into her throat at sending him off alone to fight, but she knew she didn’t have a choice.  Suddenly, the Valdir’s decision to settle here, in a mountain with small corridors and spaces for enemies to hide, seemed ludicrous.  The Valdir were meant to fight with their dragons, not alone.  
 
    Leif landed beside her; the entrance cave oddly quiet. Finally, the sounds of screaming drifted to them from down the corridors.  Once a few dozen warriors had gathered beside her and Leif, she motioned for them to follow and then she led the way into the mountain, aiming for the main dining cavern.  
 
    The halls were dark but Kalina knew them like the back of her hand.  She’d spent enough nights wandering them that she knew every nook and cranny, every hiding spot.  Leif had sent some men down different corridors, splitting the forces to come at the Etheans from all sides.  This was their territory, and they knew it better than anyone.   
 
    So, when the clash of weapons suddenly filled the passage, and the sound of running feet met them, Kalina motioned to the Valdir who melted into nooks in the walls and nearby rooms, effectively disappearing in the gloom.  Bodies hurtled by, the ragged breathing and jangle of metal told Kalina these weren’t the Valdir.  They were Etheans with their metal armor.  She stuck out her foot from her small alcove and tripped a soldier, the men behind him falling heavily to the floor, shouting at the one who had fallen.  Someone lit a torch and as the fire blazed up, Kalina leapt from her hiding place, spear at the ready.  
 
    “For the Valdir!” she screamed, her people pouring from their hiding places and attacking the fleeing Etheans.   
 
    Within moments they were slaughtered, Kalina having run two men through with her spear before they stopped coming.  And suddenly, the tunnel was quiet once again.  She shoved down her disgust at slaughtering her own people and pressed on, wanting to find Eira. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    The dining cavern was filled with people, soldiers from each side clashing with one another.  Kalina led her people into the fray, slicing left and right, a hoarse cry coming from her lips as she fought, searching the faces of the Valdir frantically for Eira.  Surely, she would be here, with the majority of her people.   
 
    Finally she broke through to the other side of the chaos, the bathing chamber only a few dozen feet away through one of the many hallways that branched from this cave.  She couldn’t hear anything above the clash of weapons and screams of dying men and women behind her but she pressed on.   
 
    Steam rose from the dozens of pools cut into the rock as she entered the women’s bathing chamber, making it hard to see.  Bodies moved in the swirling darkness, the torches either extinguished or the Valdir hadn’t had a chance to light them before they were attacked.  Holes in the roof let in the occasional beam of dim moonlight, and in the darkness, Kalina began to feel exposed and alone. Neither Kari or Leif had followed her here, and she stood there alone. 
Fear crawled its way up her throat as she stood wrapped in the darkness, the steam making her lungs feel wet and heavy.  Just when she thought she might turn and run out of the cavern; a hand alighted on her shoulder.  She jumped and almost ran Leif through, but he stopped her blade, knocking it aside easily.  He held a finger to his lips and pointed to the far side of the cave where Kalina’s straining ears could now make out sounds of battle.  Together they ran through the cave, avoiding the sunken, steaming pools until they were on the far wall.  Past the door was a long hallway that led to many rooms beyond   
 
    Flickering lights played along the tunnel, and the clashing of many blades rang clearly.  Kalina slunk down the passageway with Leif close on her heels.  She wondered vaguely if two of them would be enough to fight off whatever force lay before them, but it didn’t matter now, there was no time to go back.  A large room opened onto their right where the fighting was coming from.  Kalina slowly peered around the doorway before ducking back, breathing hard.   
 
    Leif looked at her questioningly.  Kalina shook her head and reached up, pulling his head down so her lips were on his ear.  His nearness made her shiver but she whispered urgently in his ear.  
 
    “Eira is in there with a few women and children.  She’s fighting off five men.”   
 
    Leif nodded, drawing back, his eyes fixed on hers.  For a heartbeat she thought he might kiss her, but then she took a step away, readying her sword.  This wasn’t the time or the place.  She nodded to him and then she stepped through the doorway.  
 
    Eira was single handedly holding off five Ethean soldiers with a single Valdiran spear.  She looked haggard and exhausted, her silver hair unbound from its usual braids, and blood dotted her face and neck.  Kalina’s heart swelled at the sight of her aunt and she rushed forward silently, taking the first soldier by surprise.  Leif was hot on her heels and within a few moments, the two of them, with Eira’s help, had dispatched the five men.   
 
    Eira threw an arm around Kalina, hugging her fiercely before letting her go.  She handed her spear to a woman behind her before turning back to them. 
 
    “They came in just before sunset.  We didn’t have the men to run proper patrols so we didn’t see them approaching.  We were careless, thinking we were safe way out here in our mountain.” She paused, catching her breath. “There are about two hundred of them.  Now go, find the rest and take our home back.”   
 
    She nodded to the door, and after braiding her hair back quickly, she took the spear back from the woman and stood before the women and children behind her.  Kalina squeezed her aunt’s arm before turning with Leif and running down the corridor, searching for more soldiers. She handed her own spear to the woman who’d been holding Eira’s and drew her own short sword. She wished, not for the first time, that she had her twin axes. She turned to the woman who stood stoically beside her, her strong features cast into sharp relief by the flickering torchlight.  
 
    “What is your name?” Kalina asked.  
 
    “Hilde, your Majesty.” The woman executed a short bow.   
 
    “Help Eira keep these people safe, Hilde.”  
 
    Kalina clapped the woman on the shoulder before turning to nod to Leif to lead the way.  Behind her, Hilde stepped up beside Eira, Kalina’s spear clutched tightly in her fist.  Most Valdir are taught to fight as young children, but not all continue to fight.  Many went on to have other professions and specialties. Kalina briefly wondered what Hilde’s profession was. 
 
    They worked their way down to the dragon hold, killing soldiers as they came upon groups of them throughout the mountain.  When they entered the chamber from the stairway, they saw a pile of bodies in the middle of the floor, dragons arranged all around it.  Maska was there and he came running over, his powerful muscles gleaming in the light from the torches that always burned along the walls.  Kalina threw her arms around him, grateful and relieved he was alive and unharmed.   
 
    “What happened?” she asked as Arikara came over to join them.   
 
    Maska looked back over his shoulder at the bodies before lowering his huge head to her level.  
 
    “We found intruders in our nest.  So, we destroyed them.”   
 
    His deep voice rumbled through her, making her insides quake.  She was exhausted, every inch of her so tired of fighting she could barely stand. 
 
    “Good.”  She barely managed to whisper.  She put a hand out onto his warm scales, using him to hold herself up.  Her side ached horribly, and it felt sticky.  She was sure the stitches Kari had given her had been torn.  She looked up and saw Leif’s grey eyes watching her.   
 
    “We need to check the mountain, make sure they’re gone.”  His voice was kind.   
 
    He knew how much he was asking of her.  She nodded dully and followed him back up the long stairs.   
 
    They checked the gathering chamber and found dead Valdir and Etheans but no living enemy.  They found the rest of their army gathered in the dining hall, most of the soldiers sprawled out on benches and tables, exhaustion written in every line of their bodies.  She had asked so much of them.  Today they had fought two battles, and many of their people had died.  She couldn’t just walk away without recognizing it.  
 
    As Leif began to organize food and water for the soldiers as well as the survivors, Kalina walked among her men, nodding to them, squeezing a shoulder or hand here and there, murmuring a thank you occasionally.  She was so tired but this she forced herself to do.  Finally, she made it through the group to where Kari sat against a wall, her spear broken beside her.  She smiled grimly up at Kalina, and Kalina collapsed to the floor beside her, using the wall to help control her rather un-queen-like fall to the dusty earth.   
 
    Women of the Valdir walked around, offering food and water, and Kalina had to force her own hands to rise and accept them.  Her muscles felt like lead.  Leif stood before the group and began talking, thanking the men for their hard work and for saving their people but Kalina’s eyes began to drift shut, and soon she was asleep against the wall.  
 
    She woke in her own bed, the mattress soft beneath her, the sun shining in through her window.  She tried to sit up but hissed in pain, a hand going to her side.  A fresh bandage encircled her side, her bloody clothing gone. She searched the room and found herself alone, but just as she was contemplating getting up, the curtain over her door flew aside and Eira entered, a tray in one hand and a stack of fresh clothing under an arm.  She smiled tightly at Kalina as she set the tray on the nearby table.   
 
    “Good.  I’m glad you are awake. We need to change your bandage.”   
 
    Kalina scooted to the edge of the bed and allowed Eira to sit beside her.  Eira took Kalina’s arm and propped the elbow on her shoulder as she unwrapped her queen’s bandages.  Kalina’s side was red and swollen, the angry slash freshly sewn closed.  It was seeping a little blood which Eira gently washed away and applied a strong-smelling salve.  It reminded Kalina of the salve they’d used on her feet when she’d walked through the hot coals.  When she was re-wrapped Eira smiled again and reached over to the pile of clothing, handing Kalina a white, loose shirt.   
 
    “Are they waiting for me?”   
 
    “Yes.  As soon as you are decent, they will come in.  Jormungand arrived in the night with much of his village in tow.”   
 
    Kalina looked up at her aunt, curiosity as a brief flash of fear ran through her.  Was Jormungand there to beat her while she was down?  Or was he there to support her?  They had left so abruptly yesterday in the aftermath of the fighting that she wasn’t sure she could be completely confident of his loyalty despite his declaration. But she nodded and pulled the shirt on, then reached for her pants.  Once they were buttoned, she stood, wobbly on overly sore legs, and straightened her back.   
 
    “Let them in.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Kalina stood on the edge of the cliff, leaning against the red rock beside her, watching the sun set over the Wastes.  Maska lay behind her, basking in the disappearing sunlight, his green scales reflecting a golden glow.  His tail flicked back and forth lazily and Kalina looked at him over her shoulder, smiling.  The council meeting had been a hard one.  Jormungand had been as good as his word.  He had brought his men back to the mountain, leaving Halvor to bring the rest of the Valdir home, while only a skeleton crew of soldiers stayed behind to tend what herds of cattle they had left. 
 
    Kalina was cautious of his support, but knowing he wouldn’t let her run away again made her feel a bit more confident.  She had allowed Asta, Arvid, and Ingvar back onto the council, but it made her skin itch when they spoke.  She didn’t trust them after they abandoned her but she realized that she had abandoned them first, and they had every right to leave.  It bothered her that even after she returned, they had chosen to stay with Jormungand.   
 
    Kari had once again suggested they attack the king directly and take back the throne for Kalina, and she finally agreed with her cousin.  But it wasn’t a thing to celebrate.  Her stomach twisted as she thought about her decision.  Now the hard work would come.  She felt like she barely had a hold on the Valdir, and now she was expected to somehow take over an entire kingdom, one with a large army and considerable resources.  Besides, Askor to the north was loyal to the king, since he was its youngest prince.  If she did by some miracle manage to take the crown, could she convince enough of the nobles and commanders to follow her?  A long road stretched before her and she wasn’t sure she was equal to the task but she would surely try. She owed her people that much. 
 
    Rocks skittered across the ground behind her as a boot scraped along the rock floor.  Kalina tensed, turning to see who was behind her.  Leif stood there, watching her, his muscular arms crossed over his chest.  He smiled as she met his grey eyes and he approached, coming to stand beside her on the edge of the entrance cavern.  She smiled, relaxing in his presence.    
 
    The setting sun glinted off a ring of golden dragon scales around Leif’s wrist.  It was something Kalina had never seen before and she impulsively reached out to touch it, taking his hand in hers.  His hand was warm and calloused and she heard him suck in a breath as she held his hand, turning his wrist this way and that.   
 
    “Are these from Arikara?”   
 
    He nodded as she looked up, suddenly acutely aware of his nearness, and his eyes searching hers. She couldn’t seem to forget the closeness of his body and breath the night before in the tunnel either.  It was an effort to hold herself apart from him and not lean towards his warmth, his solid, reassuring frame.   
 
    “Her discarded scales.  I was bored one day and decided to shoot one with an arrow.  It bounced right off.”   
 
    Her eyes went wide and she looked at Maska.  She knew dragon scales were tough, as dragons rarely came out of a fight covered in cuts and slashes.  Their wings however were often punctured. Maska raised his head, listening.  
 
    “I realized that perhaps we’ve been too hasty to give them away as a trade item.  Our tough leathers stop most things, but what if we could have armor as tough as the Ethean’s metal armor but lighter?  That’s the main reason we haven’t used metal.  It’s too heavy for the dragons to carry, and too hard to move in.  But dragon scales-” he grinned, taking the bracelet of scales off his wrist and showing her how easily it was manipulated and how light it was.  “They can be manipulated and moved in any direction while still providing protection.”   
 
    She looked up into his face, alight with passion and excitement.  It was in that moment; she knew she felt more for him than just the friendship they’d been building for the last months.  She wanted to see him this excited and happy all the time. She wanted to be the reason.  
 
    The scales were cool in her hand, like water made solid.  She marveled at their lightness and movement. Could it really be possible?  
 
    “Leif,” she breathed.  “This is genius.  Have you made anything else besides this?”  She handed it back to him and he clasped it back onto his wrist.   
 
    “I’m working on a shirt but I don’t always find all of Arikara’s scales.”   
 
    “Just walk around the dragon cave.  I’d bet you’ll find enough for a dozen shirts.”  He smiled.  
 
    “Yes, then it wouldn’t look uniform.”  He looked out at the setting sun, a small smirk on his lips.  “It wouldn’t match Arikara.”   
 
    Kalina let out a surprised and delighted laugh.   
 
    “You’re worried it won’t match your dragon?”  He shot her an amused look.  
 
    “Yes, I know it’s silly.  But it feels important.”   
 
    Kalina grinned but she thought she might understand.  He’d look handsome in gold, his silver hair, a gold dragon scaled shirt, and golden Arikara beneath him.  He’d strike a formidable figure on any battle field.  
 
    “Could you make me one?”   
 
    He looked at her, his eyes searching. 
 
    “Of course, my Queen.”   
 
    She waved away the title.  She both hated and loved when he got formal with her.   
 
    “How soon can you have one ready?”   
 
    He looked her up and down, as if measuring her.  It made her flush and she looked down, suddenly self-conscious under his scrutiny.  
 
    “Give me a few weeks.”   
 
    Her eyes snapped up.  
 
    “That fast?”   
 
    “You aren’t that large, Kalina.”   
 
    He gave her his half smile, his eyes sparkling.  She noticed in the fading golden light that his grey eyes had a small ring of gold in the center, so faint you could only see it in a certain light.  His gaze made her shiver slightly.  He frowned.   
 
    “Are you cold?  I can go get you a blanket.”   
 
    She straightened, embarrassed that he’d noticed her reaction.   
 
    “Just the wind.”   
 
    It wasn’t really a lie.  Fall was settling over the Wastes and the wind that whistled around the mountain was cold.  Leif left a few minutes later to get dinner and meet with Rangvald a few minutes later to discuss moving the herds into the mountain.  Kalina went over and sat down against Maska’s warm scales, running her hands over their smooth surface.  It surprised her that they hadn’t thought to use the scales as armor.  Some scales, like those along Maska’s sides and underside were almost as large as her hand, but those along his tail, legs, neck, and face were smaller, ranging in size down to the size of her smallest fingernail.  
 
    “How often do you shed?” she asked Maska, suddenly curious.   
 
    “We shed our scales every few months.  We never have the same scales for long. But if scales are damaged, they shed faster.”   
 
    Her eyebrows rose at this revelation.  She had no idea that Maska shed his scales that often, but then again, she’d never had a reason to pay attention.  She relaxed back once again.  
 
    As night closed in, she began to doze, content in the warmth radiating from Maska’s side after hours sunbathing.  The stress of the last few days melted away as she enjoyed the cold breeze on her face and his warmth behind her.  Maska rumbled a purr.  
 
    Light blazed through her closed eyes and she felt Maska shifting beneath her as the sound of running feet reached her. She opened her eyes groggily, a bit annoyed at being disturbed.  She’d been having a lovely dream about flying on Maska through a star flecked sky.  
 
    “Kalina!”  Kari’s voice was breathless, her torch held high, its flickering light casting long shadows.   
 
    “What is it, Kari?” she said, standing slowly, stretching stiff muscles.  Her side pulled sharply and she winced, letting out her breath in a whoosh.  
 
    “Come quickly.  We’ve found something.”   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Kalina frowned but followed her cousin out of the entrance cave, glancing back at Maska who stood as well.  He watched her go and she shrugged, not for the first time sad that he couldn’t join her in the smaller caverns and hallways of the mountain.   
 
    Kari led her down the halls until they were before the door to her rooms.  She paused, putting a hand out to stop Kalina from entering.  Kalina frowned, confused.  
 
    “Kalina.  The patrols we sent out to make sure the King hadn’t sent anymore forces found someone wandering the Wastes.”  Kalina opened her mouth to speak but Kari held up a hand, her normally smirking face serious.  “It was your mother, the queen.”   
 
    Kalina’s stomach felt like the floor had dropped out from beneath her. She shoved past Kari and threw aside the door covering. The room was brightly lit, and a group of people stood over her bed.  She strode forward, ignoring the hands of Leif and Eira attempting to stop her, to slow her down.  She pushed aside her council members until she stood over the figure lying on her bed.   
 
    Her mother Cherise’s blonde hair was dark with dirt and grime, twigs and leaves stuck throughout it.  Her beautiful face was drawn and thin, too thin, for beneath her torn and dirty dress, her pregnant belly stretched.  Her eyes were closed and she breathed heavily and deeply, clearly in a fitful sleep.  Kalina sank to her knees, taking her mother’s frail hand.   
 
    Her council stood behind her, the silence in the room heavy with unsaid words.  Finally, Leif murmured and they all left, leaving her alone with her mother and Eira, who sat on the other side of the bed.  Kalina’s eyes pricked with tears, her audience finally gone.  She felt like her chest was going to cave in at the sight of her mother, but another, smaller part of her was ecstatic that her mother was here, with her.   
 
    “What happened to her?” she said, her voice barely a whisper.   
 
    “When the King found out she was pregnant with his child, he locked her away.  My contact in the castle wasn’t sure if it was to keep the baby alive for fear she would kill it, or if it was just another effort to control her.”   
 
    Kalina nodded.  It almost didn’t matter what the reason.  Her mother had suffered enough at the hands of that man and now she was finally free.  
 
    “Did you know about this?”  She gestured to Cherise’s prone body, the state it was in. Eira shook her head sadly.   
 
    “Alexil didn’t know what had happened to her until it was too late.”  
 
    Kalina’s eyes shot to her aunt.  
 
    “Alexil? The scholar?”   
 
    Eira nodded solemnly.   
 
    “He was my friend once upon a time.  And he was a particular friend of your mother’s.”  Her tone was soft.   
 
    Kalina looked back at her mother’s face.  She barely knew this woman, and the foreign feeling made her stand and drop her mother’s hand.  
 
    “I knew him,” she said as she began to pace the room, thoughts racing through her mind.   
 
    “Yes,” Eira agreed.  “And he knew who you were the moment he met you.”   
 
    Kalina looked quizzically at Eira.   
 
    “Did he tell you?”   
 
    Eira shook her head.   
 
    “He didn’t want to give me false hope.  He told me later, once you’d left to find the dragons.” 
 
    “What did he do to her?”  Kalina’s voice was barely a whisper as her eyes roamed over her mother’s face.   
 
    “He is not a nice man.  He abused her for years, always trying to undermine her authority in council.  Alexil wrote to me of how often she came to him for council.  He advised she leave, or even, have him killed, but she refused. I don’t know the reasons why exactly.” 
 
    Kalina was confused and torn.  She didn’t know how she was supposed to feel with her mother, the Queen of Ethea, now here in her mountain and the king all alone on the throne of Ethea.  She had suspicions that the king was conniving, and manipulative. Why had her mother run? Was he more abusive than Kalina had originally thought? Why hadn’t her mother fought back? Disgust ran through her.  
 
    “Tell me when she wakes.”   
 
    And then she turned, leaving her mother in the capable hands of her aunt.  Nervous energy ran through her and she wasn’t quite sure what exactly she wanted but she needed some sort of release.  Perhaps flying on Maska would get rid of the itch that seemed to crawl beneath her skin.   
 
    Leif was in the dragon caves, spending time with Arikara and updating her and Maska on the situation.  Kalina almost walked right past him, ignoring him altogether but he snagged her arm, pulling her up short.  She almost wrenched her arm from his hold, anger boiling up within her.  She wasn’t even sure why she was angry.  Angry at the king for his mistreatment of her mother.  Angry at the world for her losses.  She wanted to lash out but his calm eyes and cool touch stopped her in her tracks.   
 
    “Kalina.” 
 
    Hearing him say her name caused goosebumps to raise on her arm.  Suddenly, the months of tension that had been building beneath her skin turned to electricity and she looked up into his storm grey eyes.  He seemed to feel it too, because he turned and pulled her close, their bodies touching and their breaths intertwining.  Kalina’s heart began to race, and the pull she’d felt towards him since the moment she’d met him became overpowering.  She reached one hand up and slid it behind his head, cupping the back of his neck.   
 
    His breaths began to come faster as she touched him and his hands tightened on her waist.  She took a sharp breath in before standing on her tiptoes and pressing her lips to his.  At first the kiss was soft, sweet, but soon, the electricity crackling between them, it became deep and passionate.  She opened her mouth for him and suddenly she couldn’t get enough of him.  She wanted every piece of this man who had supported her since the beginning, who had been unwavering even when she had doubted everything about herself.   
 
    It was several minutes before they broke apart, shaky and laughing softly.  Kalina’s heart was slowly calming down, the anxious energy finally dissipated. She touched her lips softly, surprised at their swollen feel.  She wanted more from him, so much more, but knew it would be a mistake to ask for it tonight.  She still had too much to deal with, too much before her to complicate it further.   
 
    She stepped away from him, smiling softly, his grey eyes following her as she went to Maska and climbed onto his back without a saddle.  He climbed onto Arikara and together they flew from the cave into the cold night air, their only warmth the memory of their kiss and the dragons beneath them.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Cherise woke the next day.  Kalina was in the training chamber practicing her archery when Kari came to fetch her.  Kalina took her time putting her bow away, dread filling her at the prospect of speaking to her mother.  She didn’t entirely know why.  This was her mother, a woman she was supposed to love and care about but all Kalina could see was a coward.  She stopped at the kitchen and took a tray of food with her when she went back to her own rooms.  
 
    Cherise was sitting in bed, her face and hair freshly washed and combed out, a shining halo around her head in the early morning sunlight that filtered in through the window. Kalina forced a small smile when she entered and set the food on the bed beside her mother.  Cherise held out a hand and Kalina took it hesitantly, sitting down beside her.  
 
    “Kalina.  So good to see you again.”  She squeezed Kalina’s hand and some slight warmth spread through Kalina.   
 
    “As it is to see you, Mother.” She hesitated on the last word, almost not saying it.  Cherise noticed and winced slightly.  
 
    “Ahh, yes.  That.  I am your mother, Kalina.  And I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you before.” 
 
    Kalina looked down at their entwined hands.   
 
    “But you have to understand, I was trapped between a rock and a hard place.”   
 
    Kalina shook her head, frowning.   
 
    “Why didn’t you leave him?  Why didn’t you have him killed? Anything?” she asked desperately, finally looking up into her mother’s blue-green eyes.  Cherise’s face turned sad, and she smiled sadly at her daughter.   
 
    “When it all began, I thought he was nice enough.  It wasn’t until he had sunk his claws in that I began to realize he wasn’t the Prince I’d married.  And when he began to control me, he’d already paid off all my guards and maids and I wasn’t allowed any close friends.”  She reached up and stroked a few of Kalina’s stray silver hairs.  “And then you don’t know how to get your own power back.  You feel useless and alone.  I didn’t think I had the strength to defy him.”   
 
    “But you could have had your father do something when he was alive.”  Kalina was grasping for something, anything to put the blame on her mother but the anger within her was slowly unraveling.  
 
    “My father was many things, but he was not assertive with my husband.”  Cherise sighed.  “He had a country depending on him, and he couldn’t risk angering Askor to the north.  He was stuck as well.”  She smiled again and squeezed Kalina’s hand.  “I wish I had been strong enough to insist I marry your father, or that I had had the guts to leave with him when he asked.  But I was young and scared and didn’t want to leave the life I had always known.”  She went quiet and Kalina studied her mother’s face, a new sort of understanding growing inside her.  
 
    “Then why are you here now?”   
 
    “Because of you, my girl. My husband, King Terric, locked me in my rooms, insistent on my never leaving my bed once he found out I was pregnant.  He stationed guards outside my door all day and night.  But I knew about the back exit and a secret passage between our rooms.  I would pace it at night and listen to his conversations with his council members.  I heard him and Sir Gregan in conference one night discussing the war with you and your people.”   
 
    Kalina shivered at the mention of Sir Gregan’s name.  She remembered all too well him chasing her across the kingdom and how many times he had almost caught her.  
 
     “I heard him say he was planning to attack your villages and then attack your mountain while you were distracted, killing all your people.  His entire goal has been to wear you down, thin you out until you and your people are too weak to attack him.  So, I left.  Hopeful I could make it here in time to warn you.”  She shrugged helplessly.  “But it seems I was too late.”  A tear leaked out and slid down her cheek as her voice cracked. Kalina leaned forward to wipe it away.  
 
    “But you made it here, and now you are out of his clutches.  We plan to act quickly and take him down.  Soon you will be back on the throne, without him to govern you.”   
 
    Her own heart leapt at the realization that with her mother here, with her, she could easily set her up as queen once again after she’d taken the crown.   She realized with horror that she’d never really considered her mother’s feelings or life in any of her plans.  She vowed to do so in the future.  But her mother was shaking her beautiful head, her eyes sadder than ever.  
 
    “And as soon as I have given birth I will take over as Queen.”   
 
    Kalina looked down at her mother’s swollen belly.   
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “A few weeks, if that.”  Cherise smoothed a hand over her belly, a gesture Kalina knew all too well.  She remembered Calla, the woman who’d taken her in in Ravenhelm, sitting by the fire, her feet up on a chair, smoothing her hand over her belly.  She smiled softly at the fond memory. Cherise smiled back at her.   
 
    “There is plenty to talk about.  Perhaps after I’ve eaten and taken a nap we can talk with your council?”  
 
    Kalina nodded and patted her mother’s hand.   
 
    “Of course.” She stood, about to leave her mother alone.  
 
    “Later, I’d like to hear about you.”   
 
    Kalina smiled and left the room.  Her heart was calmer than before.  At least she understood why her mother had never left, even if she didn’t agree with it.  And having her mother here, after her father’s loss, was a balm she hadn’t known she needed. The anger at King Terric had grown, however, and all she could think about was riding into Ravenhelm and settling her axes into his spine.  
 
    Thinking about her axes made her travel to the armory, searching for new ones.  She hadn’t replaced the ones she’d lost in Amberharbor. The armory was a large room off the training cavern that held all manner of weapons and was run by a man named Skaldrik.  He had huge arms, and he told her that when they lived in the mountains, he’d had a forge that burned day and night, and allowed him to make the most beautiful weapons.  Now, he was stuck repairing old ones. With no regular fuel to burn besides pitch for torches and what little wood they had going to the kitchens, new weapons were a luxury the Valdir couldn’t afford. 
 
    Kalina entered, her hands behind her back as she wandered the walls, searching for a new pair of axes to swing.  Skaldrik stood from his place by the door and followed her around, his gruff demeanor something she found oddly comforting. That was when she caught sight of a familiar face sitting at a table in the corner polishing a short sword.   
 
    “I didn’t know you worked here, Hilde,” Kalina said as she approached the woman.   
 
    Hilde gave her a tight smile and gestured to Skaldrik.  
 
    “Skaldrik is my husband.”  
 
    Kalina looked to the huge gruff man and noticed the softening of his eyes as he looked at his wife.  Kalina had to hide her smile.   
 
    “Glad to know you are in such good hands, Skaldrik.”  Kalina patted the huge man on the upper arm, which was as high as she could reach, before turning back to perusing the walls of weapons. 
 
    “How about these?”  She pointed to two smaller axes hanging crossed on the wall.  He grunted and took them down, handing them over to her.  
 
    “They aren’t what I’d make for you, but they’ll do in a pinch,” he grumbled.   
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him while she swung the blades, feeling their balance and weight.   
 
    “Oh?  And what would you make me?”   
 
    He grunted again and stalked across the room to a wooden crate.  He had a small stack of papers there, as well as a quill and a bottle of precious ink. Kalina followed him curiously, still swinging the axes through the air slowly.   
 
    “I’d make you such blades that anything else you ever wielded would feel like a child’s toy.”  He handed her a rough sketch drawing of twin axes, their blades shaped differently than any she’d seen except in ancient drawings of Valdir weaponry.  They were double sided, their blades long and wide and covered in Runark, like the tattoos that covered her face and the faces of most adult Valdir.  They were perfect.  Kalina grinned at him over the sketch.  
 
    “They’re perfect.  What do you need to make them?”  She handed the page back. 
 
    Skaldrik took then drawing and tucked it away, his face a permanent scowl.  
 
    “A proper forge.  Nothing we have here.”   
 
    Kalina nodded and looked at the other twin axes.  She held them up.  
 
    “These are good enough.  Thank you, Skaldrik.”   
 
    “My pleasure, your Majesty.”  
 
    The big man bowed to her, making her feel strange.  Among the Valdir, bowing was not common.  Her subjects rarely bowed, except to show the deepest respect.  It touched her that he felt that way about her.  She smiled at him awkwardly and took her axes from the cavern.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Kalina had slept that first night on her couch but tonight she knew she couldn’t stay there.  Tonight, she’d go spend the night with Maska down in the dragon cavern.  Having her mother here was great, but she had grown used to having her own space, her quiet time and now suddenly she had someone who wanted to talk with her every moment.  She needed some quiet time with Maska, who never asked her to talk unless she wanted to.  
 
    Kalina’s council met in a smaller chamber, since her mother was still recuperating in her own rooms.  She smiled to herself while her council members spoke around her.  They’d been going around and round for an hour about the best way to attack the capital.  Kalina and Leif had agreed on a plan, but Jormungand and Kari disagreed.  Jormungand and her cousin had looked at each other with wary respect when they realized this fact and Kalina had to hide her smile.  Perhaps the two of them were well matched and could be friends.   
 
    Suddenly, the door flap was pushed aside and one of Leif’s officers stepped into the chamber.  
 
    “Pardon the intrusion, your Majesty, but there is news.”   
 
    Kalina stood with her council members.  
 
    “What is it, Bjorn?”  Leif asked.  
 
    “There’s a messenger.”   
 
    “Let them in.”  Kalina said, motioning.   
 
    The council members all sat once again, waiting.  Bjorn disappeared for a moment before returning with a familiar face.  Nash stood in the doorway.  Kalina gaped at him before walking forward. He smiled tightly at her and embraced her as she reached for him.   
 
    “Nash!  I didn’t think you’d come back.”   
 
    She stepped back and held the man at arm’s length.  He shrugged, his green eyes darting around the room, taking in each face.  
 
    “Is there a place we can speak in private?”  
 
     Kalina frowned.  
 
    “This is my council.  Whatever news you have, I’m sure they must hear.”   
 
    He nodded and stepped forward to address them all while Kalina went back to her chair at the head of the table. He cleared his throat awkwardly before speaking. Kalina wondered at his strange demeanor.  This wasn’t the Nash she’d left a few months ago back in Amberharbor.  
 
    “After our Queen left me in Amberharbor I was captured by King Terric’s men.”  His declaration was met with utter silence, the entire council chamber in utter shock at his words.  
 
    Finally, it was as if some spell broke the tension building in the room and everyone began talking at once, questions firing at Nash faster than he could answer.  But Kalina raised a hand and everyone went quiet, looking to her.   
 
    “How did you escape?”   
 
    The most important question.  Nash finally made eye contact with her. 
 
    “He let me go.”   
 
    Kalina sat across from him and frowned.  Kari, who sat on her left, seemed a ball of energy, full of questions.  Kalina laid a hand on her cousin’s arm.  To her right, Leif spoke up.  
 
    “Why?”   
 
    Nash seemed to rock forward on his toes, as if getting ready to run.  
 
    “For this.”   
 
    His hand whipped forward, and a flash of silver spun through the air.  Kalina barely had time to gasp before something thudded into her and knocked her to the floor.  Chaos erupted in the chamber as she lay there, trying to comprehend what had just happened.  Leif was immediately by her side, as was Rangvald.  That was when Kalina realized that the thing that had knocked her down, that was keeping her pinned to the floor, was Kari.  Rangvald gingerly pulled his sister off of his queen, and Kalina sat up with Leif’s help.   
 
    That’s when she saw the dagger sticking out of Kari’s right shoulder.  It was in deep, up to the hilt, blood seeping through her shirt.  But Kari was awake, her eyes wide in anger and shock.  Kalina’s head whipped around, searching the room for Nash, and when she found him, he was held between Ingvar and Arvid, Jormungand behind him, a knife pressed to his throat.  
 
    “Wait!” Kalina cried out.  “Don’t kill him.”   
 
    Jormungand looked up in disbelief but took a step back.  Kalina struggled to her feet, briefly pressing a hand to Kari’s back in gratitude. Leif never left her side as she walked towards Nash.  She was actively trying to hold back tears of anger and betrayal, but she had to stay calm.  When she was face to face with him, she searched his green eyes, finding only pain and sadness there.  
 
    “Why?”  she asked him again, her voice barely above a whisper.  Nash’s face crumbled and he sagged in his captor’s arms.  
 
    “They have her.  They have my Sitala.”   
 
    His voice broke on her name and suddenly Kalina understood.  She swallowed the lump in her own throat and the panic that threatened to crawl its way out and nodded to Ingvar and Arvid, Bjorn standing behind them in the doorway, shocked.  
 
    “Take him away and lock him up.”   
 
    They dragged him from the room with Jormungand, Asta, and Bjorn on their heels.  Nash cried out, calling for Sitala, begging to see her, begging for forgiveness.  Kalina squeezed her eyes shut, digging her fingernails into her palms and focusing on the pain there.  Why hadn’t he stabbed her when she’d first hugged him? He had seemed in shock when she approached him but Kalina couldn’t figure out why. Leif placed a hand on her shoulder, his gentle heat spreading through her.  She longed to turn and bury her face into his chest and let herself fall apart but now was not the time.  She took a shuddering breath and turned back to the room where Rangvald had helped his sister into a chair and was removing the blade.   
 
    Kalina went to her cousin’s side and took her hand.  Kari looked at her fiercely and for the first time, Kalina realized just how much this woman felt for her.  Kari was truly her friend, willing to take a blade for her, willing to die for her.  And with a small jolt, Kalina realized she felt the same way.   
 
    “Thank you, Kari.  Words are not enough to express my gratitude.”   
 
    She tried to make her feelings known through her touch and her eyes.  Kari smiled and then gritted her teeth as Rangvald began wrapping her shoulder with a bandage.  Eira came forward then, taking Kari’s hand and helping her to stand.  
 
    “Let’s go get you fixed up, my darling.”   
 
    And then she took her daughter out of the room, her son trailing behind and leaving Kalina standing alone with Leif.  She turned to face him.  
 
    He stepped forward, his arms going around her and she melted into him.  As her arms wrapped around his muscled torso, she realized she could feel him shaking and she drew back for a moment, looking up into his handsome face.   
 
    “I thought-” he trailed off and then cleared his throat.  “I thought you were dead.”   
 
    Kalina nodded silently and pulled him close once again.  She let a bit of her fear and anger out in a small sob.  She was so incredibly lucky.  If the dagger had flown true it would have hit home, in the center of her chest.  She had come so close to dying and suddenly all she wanted to do was live.   
 
    “Come with me.”   
 
    She wiped her eyes with one hand and took Leif’s other and led him from the cave and down the darkened hallways.   
 
    They came out into the dragon’s cave where she made a beeline for their dragons who were lying side by side.  Kalina woke Maska gently, placing her head against his.  She whispered to him of what happened and felt his frustration and anger at the fate of Nash and Sitala. As much as they hadn’t been good matches for her and Maska, they had been their friends.  Kalina and Leif put their saddles on their dragons and then mounted up.  Together Maska and Arikara launched them into the air and out of the cavern, the wide-open expanse of the Wastes opening before them.  
 
    Kalina was tempted to just keep flying until they were far away from here.  But the last time she had tried to run from her problems they had resulted in Nash being captured and then trying to kill her.  So instead, she lost herself in Maska’s aerial acrobatics, the setting sun and cold air stinging her face and taking away the fear that had been consuming her and making her heart race in exhilaration.  Leif and Arikara frolicked beside her, savoring the joy of their queen and her mount.  
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    Kalina spent her days with Kari when she wasn’t with her mother, keeping her company while she healed. With Kari she plotted revenge on the king, the various ways in which they would kill him.  It put a grin on Kari’s face and was an outlet for Kalina’s anger.  She trained in the evenings with Leif, working hard until her side no longer pulled in pain and she once again felt strong.  She still slept in the dragon’s cave but now Leif joined her and together they would curl up side by side, their dragons around them in a protective ring.  She hadn’t slept so well in months.   
 
    A few weeks after the attack, when Kari was in the training yard with her, working slowly and carefully with her shoulder, Eira came to find Kalina.   When she had finished her sparring session with Leif, sweat pouring down her face, she walked over, meeting Eira halfway.   
 
    “Aunt.”  She wiped her arm across her forehead, smearing the sweat.  “Is everything alright?”   
 
    Eira smiled and reached out, tucking a stray piece of Kalina’s silver hair behind her ear.  
 
    “You do look like your mother, you know.”  Kalina smiled. 
 
    “She asked for you this morning.”  
 
    Eira walked with Kalina from the training cave and into the darkened hallways. With winter descending, the mountain was cooling off.  Hallways and caverns that used to be humid with heat were now chill.  The drying sweat on Kalina’s skin made her shiver. 
 
    “I’ll go right after I bathe.  I’ll bring her dinner.”   
 
    Eira nodded in satisfaction and squeezed Kalina’s arm.   
 
    “Good.”   
 
    An hour later Kalina stood outside her rooms, a tray of food in her arms.  She took a deep breath before pushing aside the door covering and entering.  Cherise was sitting up in bed, her beautiful blonde hair braided to the side, like the Valdir wore theirs.   
 
    “Hello, mother.”  
 
     The title still felt foreign on Kalina’s lips.  She had been an orphan for so long, and she’d known about her parents for so short a time, she still wasn’t used to addressing someone as the title mother or father.  Her heart sank at the reminder that she would never see her father again. Cherise smiled broadly and held out a hand for her daughter.  
 
    Kalina searched Cherise’s face when she sat beside her.  Her mother had filled out a tiny bit since she’d arrived, finally eating food, and Kalina could see that they did share certain facial features.  Kalina had her father’s blue eyes, and high cheekbones, but she had her mother’s softer brow, straight nose, and full lips. Her mother’s green eyes sparkled with joy at seeing her daughter. 
 
    “How have you been feeling?” Kalina asked.   
 
    They had talked about her past, and she had told her mother about most of her life, but she still felt like she still barely knew her.   
 
    “Better.  Eira has been taking great care of me.  Strange, to think that in another life, she would have been my sister.”   
 
    She smiled sadly, before dropping her gaze to the tray of food Kalina had brought.  She reached forward and grabbed a small, shriveled apple.   
 
    “Oh, I love apples!”   
 
    “Me too.”   
 
    Kalina took another of the apples and bit into it.  It was a bit sour, but it was full of juice which ran down her chin.  She wiped it away, struggling to figure out what she wanted to ask her mother.  She remembered the last time they’d eaten apples together, in the garden at Ravenhelm Castle where they’d first met. 
 
    “Tell me about you and my father.”  She asked finally.   
 
    Her mother paused mid-bite and smiled.   
 
    “That’s an easy question.  Let me see, where do I begin?”   
 
    “When did you first meet?”   
 
    Kalina relaxed back onto the end of the bed and watched her mother’s face as it brightened.  She smoothed her hand over her huge belly and sighed.  
 
    “It was the beginning of summer and I was rushing down the hall because my father had asked me to come greet the King of the Valdir.  But I spilt tea all over my dress and had to change so I was late. I was passing the council chambers, hoping they were still in the entrance hall, and straightening my skirt when I ran smack into your father.” She paused and laughed at the memory.  She looked over at her daughter at the end of the bed.  “He helped me up and was gracious and kind.  We got to talking about our people and he told me what it was like to be the Prince of the Valdir. Over the next few weeks we spent every moment that we possibly could together.  He introduced me to Kaya, his dragon and even took me flying. My father did not like that.”  She paused again with a small laugh. 
 
      Kalina cleared her throat. 
 
    “What made him decide to break your engagement?”   
 
    Cherise smiled sadly. 
 
    “Well, there was only a verbal agreement with Hakon’s father that we should wed.  The agreement had been made when Hakon and I were born, during the middle of the war, and then when we were old enough, his father came to the capitol to solidify the marriage but my father refused.  Askor had already been sniffing around, looking for a way to end the war and my father wasn’t sure what was the best course of action.  So, after he realized that Hakon and I were falling in love, he knew he needed to make a decision.” 
 
    “And he decided to marry you off to the Askorian Prince?” Kalina said, bitterly.  She wouldn’t have been raised an orphan if her parents had been allowed to wed. She blamed her grandfather for that.  
 
    Cherise reached out and patted her daughter’s hand.  
 
    “Don’t blame your grandfather. He didn’t feel he had a choice.  The war was taking a huge toll on the Valdir and our people.  Our resources were dwindling, and Askor was harrying our coast, so trade ships weren’t getting through from other countries.  He made a tough decision.”   
 
    Kalina still frowned.  She understood it, but it wasn’t fair.  It wasn’t fair she’d been deprived of love and affection.  But there was nothing she could do to change the past. 
 
    “I just can’t believe he forced you into a marriage with a man like Terric.”   
 
    Cherise looked down at her baby bump, a sad smile on her lips.  
 
    “One day, Kalina, you may understand the importance of a political marriage.  Before I even knew I was pregnant with you, my father sat me down and told me his reasons.  I knew I had a duty to my people above all else, so I agreed to the marriage. As Princess of Ethea, and Queen of the Valdir, you too may find yourself in a situation where you must decide between a man you love and a political alliance.”  Her eyes were serious as she watched her daughter. 
 
    Kalina shifted uncomfortably. She had never really thought of that possibility.  Surely, she wouldn’t be forced to marry someone from another country just for political gain?  The war with Askor was over and once she took back her kingdom, or rather, her mother’s kingdom, the war between the Valdir and the Etheans would be over and she would be free to marry whomever she wished.  A vision of Leif in a white suit swam before her and she had to hastily shake her head to dispel the image. Finally, Cherise patted the bed up by her head.  
 
    “Come, let’s think about something happier. Any ideas of what I should name your little brother?”   
 
    “How do you know it is a boy?” 
 
    Cherise winked at her daughter with a cunning smile.  
 
    “I just know, my darling.” 
 
    Kalina grinned and moved up the bed to sit beside her mother.  Together, they spent the next hour discussing different names for her half-brother.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Kalina was in the dragon cavern, spending quality time with Maska discussing the events of the last few days, when Jormungand came running down the stairs.  He burst out of the tunnel and into the cavern, heaving breaths.  Kalina stood, one hand on Maska’s side. She wasn’t sure if she was restraining him or reassuring him but Maska was suddenly tightly wound beside her.  After the events of the last few months, Kalina didn’t know what to expect. 
 
    The man was doubled over for a second, catching his breath but finally he straightened, his silver hair a bit disheveled. 
 
    “My Queen,” he huffed out.  “We just got word from the mountains.  Askorian ships have been spotted on both the west and eastern coasts.  They are heading south.”   
 
    Kalina’s blood ran cold and she looked sideways at Maska.  For a few moments, she wasn’t sure what to do but finally she motioned for Jormungand to join her.  
 
    “Come.  I’ll fly you up to the top of the mountain and we will call a meeting.”   
 
    Together they climbed onto Maska’s back and the green dragon launched himself into the air, skimming just over the heads of the other dragons and out into the sky.  Cold air hit her like a wall and Kalina was momentarily gasping for breath.  Winter was here and, soon, the Wastes would be covered in frost every morning.  When Maska landed in the entrance chamber, Kalina had formed the outlines of a plan.  
 
    “Call the council. Immediately.”   
 
    She snapped out the order to Jormungand who nodded and raced off as Kalina strode towards her rooms.  There she helped her mother out of bed and into a dressing robe and then to a chair at the table.  Just as they sat, her council members began to arrive.  Kalina gave Leif a meaningful look and together they stepped off to the side.  
 
    Kalina laid out her plan to him, eager for his input.  He scratched the silver stubble on his chin for a moment before answering, his face deadly serious.   
 
    “It could work.  But you’d be asking people to die.”   
 
    Kalina clenched her jaw and nodded.   
 
    “We’ll ask for volunteers then. I’m done playing safe.”   
 
    Leif nodded, and they turned to rejoin the group.  Kalina gestured for Jormungand and Rangvald to report.  
 
    “We set up an early warning system all along the Great Grey Mountains as you asked.  Its purpose was to let us know if anything was happening on our coasts,” Rangvald explained. 
 
    Jormungand jumped in.  
 
    “We just got word that Askor has sent two fleets of ships, one down each coast and we think they are coming here.  I would hazard a guess that they are planning to come at us in a pincer movement, from both sides.”   
 
    Rangvald nodded beside the man.  There was a general murmur around the room.  
 
    “We can’t stay here.  We must leave.  We are so few already.”  Asta objected, her eyes wide in fear.   
 
    It was the first time Kalina had seen fear on the warrior’s face and it scared her, right down to her bones.  Panic began to rise, but beside her, Leif noticed her stiffening posture and reached a hand below the table, squeezing her knee.  Kalina slowed her breathing and focused back on the task at hand, the plan she had formulated.  She let her breath out and stood.  
 
    “Then we flee.  We take the women and children and those too old to fight into the mountains.  We send them with the majority of our forces. But we leave a skeleton crew here, enough to draw Ethea and Askor in and encourage them to fight.  Then while they are distracted, fighting, we infiltrate the capital and take the throne for my mother, and then use Ethea’s military to drive the Askorians out.”   
 
    Asta, Arvid, Ingvar, and Jormungand looked at her with renewed respect.  Eira frowned, but Kari let out a small cheer.  It was what she’d been pushing for all along.   
 
    “But who do we ask to stay?”  Rangvald piped up, ever the calm negotiator.  “It would be asking them to go to their deaths.”   
 
    Kalina nodded gravely.  
 
    “We ask for volunteers.  I won’t force my people to fight a battle they know they can’t win.”   
 
    Jormungand stood suddenly. 
 
    “I volunteer, my Queen.”  He was always so formal with her.  “I will stay here and lead whatever soldiers choose to remain behind.”   
 
    Kalina nodded to him in thanks. Asta beside him stood as well. 
 
    “I will stay too, my Queen.”   
 
    Kalina was taken aback.  This meant that the woman respected her.   
 
    “Good.  We must begin the evacuation tonight.  Rangvald, I’m placing you, Kari, and Eira in charge of getting our people to safety in the mountains.  Leif, you and I will go with Asta and Jormungand to ask for volunteers.  The rest of you, help where you can.”  She dismissed them and they filed from the room.   
 
    They gathered their soldiers in the gathering cavern, the space becoming crowded with bodies as they filed in.  Kalina and Leif stood on the rock formation that her father had stood on when she had walked through fire for her initiation.  Word had spread like wildfire about the evacuation, and the Valdir fighters before her were restless with anxiety.  She cleared her throat when Jormungand nodded to her that they were all present.  
 
    “Valdirans.  We have asked you all to gather here for a reason.  Our home, this mountain, our people are being threatened.  We must protect them.  But we have two paths ahead of us, one more dangerous than the other.”  She paused, unsure of how to continue, how to convince these men to give up their lives for her plan. 
 
     Leif stepped up beside her and continued.  
 
    “As you all have heard, we are evacuating the mountain.  We are sending our people back into the Great Grey Mountains, to hide and, hopefully, to settle.  Askor is coming, and they will attack us within the next few days, probably with the whole of Ethean’s forces beside them. This is our opportunity to get back at them.  Most of our forces will go to the mountains to protect our people.  But we will need a force to remain here, under the command of Jormungand and Asta.” He gestured to the two people before them. “This force will draw the armies in, force them to fight on our ground, and take out as many as possible.”   
 
    He paused, and Kalina cleared her throat.  
 
    “While a force fights here, I will be leading a force into the capitol of Ravenhelm, while their armies are busy, and I will take back the Ethean throne.”   
 
    People began talking around the cavern.  Kalina didn’t blame them.  She was asking them to make an impossible decision.  One man in the audience piped up. 
 
    “So, you’re asking us to die here while you take the capitol?”   
 
    Kalina nodded.    
 
    “I am asking you to make a sacrifice for your people.  Not for me.  Volunteering to stay here and fight might mean death, but it will ensure your people make it to safety, and it will give us our best hope to end this war and take back a throne that belongs to us.  It will allow peace to reign once again.”   
 
    She hoped her own desperation didn’t enter her voice but she was too emotional to tell.   
 
    The murmuring around the room continued and Kalina clenched and unclenched her jaw, waiting for an answer.  Leif stood stoically beside her.  Jormungand stepped into the crowd, closely followed by Asta and together they began making their way around the cavern, stopping to talk to people here and there.  Finally, a hush fell over the group and a man stepped forward.  He was older than most soldiers, in his fifties and scarred from battle.  He looked up into Kalina’s eyes.  
 
    “I will volunteer.  Not just for you, or for my family, but because your father, Hakon, had faith in you to lead.  And I trusted my friend.”   
 
    Kalina’s heart clenched at the sound of her father’s name, and tears came unbidden to her eyes.  She swallowed, a lump forming in her throat as she nodded at the man.  
 
    “Thank you.”   
 
    Suddenly there was a flurry of men and women stepping forward to fight, many of them older, until a force of about eighty stood in the front of the cavern.  Jormungand eyed the group thoughtfully before turning back to Kalina.   
 
    “This will be enough.”  
 
    “Thank you all for your sacrifice.  As for the rest of you, your work is not over.  Get your families packed and ready to go, help those who don’t have anyone and help me get our people to safety.”   
 
    She hopped down off the rock and walked through the volunteers, shaking hands where she met them, and thanking them individually.  She tried to learn their names and memorize their faces, but they quickly began to blur together.  Finally, she was clear of them and making her way down the hall, Leif at her heels.  All she wanted to do was to curl into a ball and cry, lose herself in the fear that was constantly threatening to consume her, but she knew she couldn’t.  She had to keep going, her people were counting on her. So, she swallowed the fear, letting it settle into a hard knot in her stomach, and made her way back to her rooms, dodging the chaos of her people packing around her.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Her rooms were in chaos.  Cherise was hobbling around, trying to pack a few items into a bag, and Eira was there packing Kalina’s things.  Kalina didn’t much care for anything besides her riding leathers, her weapons, and her crown, all of which she was currently wearing, but Eira was insisting on adding spare clothing and her books.  Kalina sighed and began helping them pack, dismissing Eira to pack her own items.   
 
    But as soon as the older woman left, Cherise collapsed to the floor. She cried out as she fell, and Kalina dropped the extra pair of pants she’d been folding, and rushed to her mother’s side.  
 
    “Eira!” she yelled, holding her mother up with both arms.   
 
    Cherise was huffing and panting now, one arm under her large belly. Her aunt stuck her head back into the room, a worried look on her face. Kalina was beginning to panic as she helped her mother sit on the edge of the bed.  
 
    “The baby, it’s coming,” Cherise panted.  
 
    Kalina’s heart began to race.  Eira came and took over for her, helping Cherise to lie back on the bed.  This was the worst possible time for her mother to go into labor, but they didn’t have an option.  Kalina jumped to her feet.  
 
    “I’ll go get some hot water and linens.”   
 
    She remembered what the midwife had done when Calla had given birth so she knew at least some of what was needed.  As soon as she exited her rooms she leaned back against the wall of the hallway.  Tears leaked from her eyes and she began to tremble. This was all too much, too much for her to handle.  She put the back of her hand against her mouth to stifle the sob that escaped her lips. She needed to pull herself together.   
 
    Many deep breaths later and a few pacing steps back and forth down the tunnel and she finally felt in control.  She took off down to the kitchen where she asked a woman to boil water and bring clean linens. Then she went to find Leif.  He was in the entrance cavern, supervising the loading of Skaldrik and his weapons.  Skaldrik’s dragon was enormous and deep red in color and, not for the first time, Kalina wondered if the dragons grew proportional to their rider’s size.  Maska was slowing down in his growth and was likely to remain smaller than other dragons.  Kalina herself was small.  But that was a question for another time.  
 
    “My mother just went into labor,” she blurted out to Leif, as he pulled her aside to speak.  “She can’t be moved.”   
 
    Leif’s could see the fear in her eyes. 
 
    “We just got word from the scouts we sent out that the ships are moving fast.  The western ships are already moving up the river, and the eastern ships will make landfall by morning.  We have less than a day before they attack.”   
 
    Kalina suddenly felt like she couldn’t breathe.  
 
    She put a hand out and grasped Leif’s.  She didn’t care who saw them.  He seemed to have decided he didn’t either because he drew her into a tight embrace.  She took deep, shaky breaths, trying to get herself under control.  Their evacuation had just become dire.  Finally, she was able to pull away, wiping her wet eyes on her sleeve.  
 
    “Get them all out and tell Jormungand to be ready.  We will need to be gone by morning.”   
 
    Leif held onto her arm.  
 
    “What will you do?”  His voice was gentle, low.  
 
    “I’m staying with my mother until she can be moved.  Then we will flee.”   
 
    Leif nodded as if he’d made up his mind.  
 
    “I will stay with you.”   
 
    Kalina let out a breath in gratitude.   
 
    “Thank you.”   
 
    Then she jogged away back down the hallway to her rooms where the hot water and linens had arrived.  
 
    The night seemed to fly by.  Kalina stayed by her mother’s side, holding her hand and encouraging her as she pushed. Messengers came and went, alerting her to the evacuation progress.  Many times, Kalina found herself locking eyes with Eira, worry etched in every line of their faces.  Even if Cherise gave birth quickly, it was likely she couldn’t be moved for at least a day, maybe two. And they couldn’t be here when the mountain was attacked.  
 
    Her mother was quickly losing strength as the sun rose over the Wastes.  Kalina was dozing with her head on the bed, her body slumped over.  A hand on her shoulder made her sit up, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.  They felt like sandpaper but she blinked it away and looked around the room.  How had she fallen asleep?  She couldn’t remember putting her head down.  Wouldn’t her mother’s birthing cries have woken her?  Her mother lay quiet on the bed now. 
 
    Eira stood beside her.  The older woman motioned for Kalina to follow her out into the hall.  Kalina nervously adjusted her weapons belt.  
 
    “Your mother is dying.”   
 
    There wasn’t any time to sugar coat it but Kalina still felt like she’d been hit in the gut.  
 
    “What do you mean?”   
 
    “She stopped pushing a few hours ago, and her breathing is very labored.  I think,” she paused, anguish on her own face, to match Kalina’s.  “I think the baby inside her may be dead.  But the only way to know is to cut it out of her.”   
 
    Kalina’s heart stopped, skipping a beat. She began shaking her head slowly. 
 
    “No.”   
 
    Eira reached out and tried to take Kalina’s hands but Kalina took a step back.   
 
    “No.  You can’t cut into her.  It will kill her.”   
 
    Eira held out her hands in a helpless gesture.   
 
    “We don’t have another option.  She is going to die either way.  And the baby might already be dead.  Either we cut her open and try to save at least one of them, or we let them be and lose them both.”   
 
    Kalina’s head was so full of thoughts she couldn’t catch and hold on to any of them.  Eira finally caught hold of her arm.  
 
     “Let’s go wake her and ask her.”   
 
    She was pleading with Kalina, but Kalina could barely bring herself to listen.  Eira steered her back into her rooms where the only sound was the labored breathing coming from the bed.   
 
    Eira leaned over Charise, taking a small jar with a pungent aroma that Kalina could smell across the room and waved it beneath the queen’s nose.  Cherise’s blue-green eyes shot open and she let out a little cry.  Eira ran a hand over the woman’s brow, murmuring soft words.  Kalina had to steel herself in order to come back to the bed.  It was heartbreaking to see her mother like this, so weak and fragile.   
 
    “Cherise,” Eira began but Kalina reached out and put a hand on her arm, shaking her head slightly.   
 
    Eira stepped aside and Kalina took her place beside her mother.  Cherise’s eyes roamed the room, feverishly before alighting on Kalina.   
 
    “Oh, Kalina.”  
 
    Her mother’s voice was weak and thready, no heavier than the beating of a hummingbird's wings.   
 
    “Mother.”  Kalina had so rarely spoken that word but this time it almost broke her already cracking heart in two.  “Mother, you are sick.  And we think the baby may be dying.”   
 
    She tried to be gentle, but with the sun rising, the evacuation finished, and an army on it’s way, they didn’t have time to coddle.  Cherise frowned.   
 
    “The baby?”  She seemed confused until she looked down at her own swollen belly.  “Is he going to die?”  
 
    Kalina almost choked on the words.  
 
    “He might.  But we can rescue him.” Cherise’s hopeful gaze fell back on her daughter.  “But it would involve cutting into your belly.”   She paused, unsure how to break the news.  “It will mean that you would die, mother.  However, your baby might live.  Otherwise, you both will die.”  
 
    Tears were streaming down her cheeks now, and soon matching tears were leaking down Cherise’s cheeks.   
 
    “But you can save him?”  She asked, her voice trembling.  
 
    “Yes.”  Kalina nodded.   
 
    Cherise swallowed hard and then nodded.  Despite the fear in her eyes she wanted to save her baby.  
 
    “Do it.  Save my baby.”   
 
    Kalina let out a little sob and clutched her mother’s hand.  Eira ran from the room and Kalina knew she only had a few moments before her mother died.   
 
    “Mother, I promise, I will protect the baby. I will take back your kingdom and I will be as good a Queen as I can be.”   
 
    She wanted to make sure her mother knew that her country and her child would be in good hands.  Cherise smiled dreamily; she was slipping back into unconsciousness.   
 
    “I know you will, my love.”  She reached up and gently patted Kalina’s cheek.  “I know you will.”  And then she was gone, asleep, the only sound her labored breathing once again. 
 
    Kalina wiped her eyes angrily.  She was angry at this situation.  She was doomed to be an orphan forever.  As soon as she’d found either parent, she had lost them.  And it wasn’t fair.   
 
    But she knew that life was never fair.  And as Eira entered the room with a knife and a bowl, Kalina sat on the edge of the bed, ready for whatever came next.   
 
    Leif entered a few moments later and paused, assessing the situation in the room.  Kalina looked over at him hopelessly.  
 
    “Everyone is gone except for us and Jormungand’s force.”   
 
    Kalina let out a sigh of relief at his words.  At least the majority of her people were safe. 
 
    “We need to leave.”   
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “And we will.  But not without the baby.”  She gestured towards Eira who was heating the knife over a candle flame.   
 
    Leif’s eyes widened at the knife.  
 
    “What are you going to do?”   
 
    Eira gave him a strained smile.   
 
    “Cherise is dying, and so is the baby.  We have to cut it out or else we will lose them both.”   
 
    Kalina took Leif’s hand and pulled him onto the edge of the bed.  
 
    “Will you get the dragons ready?  Have them in the entrance cavern, and pack our stuff.  As soon as the baby is born, we will need to flee.”   
 
    He nodded; fear written in every line of his body.  She grabbed his face in hers, locking eyes with his grey ones.   
 
    “We need you.  I need you.”   
 
    Leif swallowed and nodded again and she drew his face in, kissing him fiercely for a moment before letting him go.  He ran from the room and Kalina turned back to her mother.  
 
    Eira eyed her for a moment before turning back to the laboring woman before her.   
 
    “I’ll need you to hold her down.”   
 
    Kalina nodded weakly but did as she was asked, putting her body weight across her mother’s chest.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Kalina didn’t really know what happened next.  She shut her eyes against the images and focused on holding her mother down.  The Queen of Ethea started to convulse as Eira cut into her, a wailing scream escaping her lips, even though her eyes stayed squeezed shut.  Kalina was sobbing as she put increased pressure on her mother’s shoulders.   
 
    It felt like the screaming, crying and sounds too horrible to describe went on forever.  But suddenly, like the wind abruptly dying from taut sails, they were over and Cherise lay still beneath Kalina’s hands.  She leaned back, tears making her mother’s face blur, but she knew in that instant that her mother was dead.  She released the pressure on her mother and began smoothing out the hair that had gotten caught on her mother’s sweat soaked brow.  She pushed the blonde waves aside, arranging them on the pillows in a sort of halo.   
 
    Behind her a baby’s cry rang out across the cavern but Kalina didn’t turn.  She couldn’t bring herself to look at the child that had caused her mother’s death.  She knew it was irrational.  The baby was innocent but right in this moment, she wanted to say goodbye, not hello.  Eira seemed to understand and she left Kalina to tend to her mother as she washed and wrapped the baby, getting it ready to travel.   
 
    Leif came running into the room, his own brow covered in sweat. He paused, looking around the room.   
 
    “The armies have both been spotted.  We have to leave. Now.”   
 
    Eira used an old bed sheet to wrap the baby and secure it to her own body before gathering the last of her things. The woman paused beside the bed, laying a hand on Kalina’s shoulder.  
 
    “We must go.  We can’t take her with us.”   
 
    Kalina knew that.  But she wanted her mother to look beautiful nonetheless.   
 
    “I’ll meet you in the entrance chamber.”   
 
    And then Eira left her alone with her mother, Leif standing awkwardly in the doorway.   
 
    Kalina leaned down and kissed her mother’s forehead, whispering something that was meant for her mother’s ears only.  Then she stood, throwing a final blanket over the bloody scene on the bed, covering it and making it look like her mother was just sleeping.  Her heart shattered inside her as she turned and walked away.   
 
    Her tears kept falling as she walked past Leif and into the hallway.  They didn’t stop when she made it to the entrance chamber and mounted Maska. Maska launched himself from the side of the mountain, Leif and Eira in tow on their dragons. Then they flew north, hoping the armies didn’t notice three dragons’ departures.   
 
    The flight north to the camp in the mountains was cold.  By the time the foothills were below them, Kalina’s tears had frozen on her cheeks and she had no more to shed.  She was once again alone in this world with an entire nation and people counting on her to lead them.  The temptation to run and never return was strong but she knew that she could never do that to them again.   
 
    She and Leif had decided to send the Valdir to the small mountain camp where they had replanted the Emberweed.  It was remote but the valley floor had plenty of room for them to make camp.  Winter would be descending soon, and she hoped with all her heart that the Emberweed was ready for them to try.  If it worked, then it would give their dragons a huge advantage in the war.   
 
    The mountain valley where they landed was just turning to dusk, the sun having dipped below the high mountain walls that seemed to hem them in.  Kalina stepped down off of Maska and stretched, her muscles aching from a day of flying and from the last day or so of not sleeping.  She desperately wanted to lie down on the soft ground beneath her feet and sleep but the small cries of her new baby brother made her straighten.   
 
    She hadn’t looked at him when he’d been born but Eira approached her now, the baby held in her arms.  Kalina swallowed and held out her arms as Eira set the bundle in them.  
 
    Kalina had never seen anything so beautiful in her life.  Not even Calla’s daughter Issa stirred emotions like this within her.  The baby boy, no matter who his father was, was her half-brother and carried a part of Cherise in him.  And Kalina loved him for that.  He opened his tiny dark blue eyes and looked at her, his face scrunching as if he was about to cry, but he didn’t.  It struck her suddenly that he must be hungry and she looked up at Eira in alarm.  
 
    “Who is going to feed him?”  She asked, looking around for a goat or a cow to milk.  Eira chuckled and stepped closer, smoothing the baby’s few wisps of blonde hair.   
 
    “Babies don’t need to eat right away.  He will be fine until morning.  I heard that Hilde finally had her baby.  She has plenty of milk for them both.”  She smiled at Kalina.  “Have you thought of a name?”   
 
    Tears came to Kalina’s eyes unbidden.  She and her mother had sat talking of baby names for hours.  They had decided on one name.  It was Cherise’s father’s name.  Her grandfather’s name.  
 
    “Osian Natan Stanchon,” she breathed.   
 
    “Osian.  Interesting.”  Eira raised an eyebrow before cracking a smile.  “Will he be raised among the Valdir?”  
 
    Kalina frowned.  She hadn’t thought that far ahead.  In the entire flight here she’d only been thinking about her mother, not what she would do with her brother.   
 
    “I don’t know.  He might be better off being raised here, where he’s not in danger.  But I know how that feels: being shipped off somewhere to be kept safe yet never really feeling like you belong.  I’ll let him choose, when he’s older.”   
 
    Eira nodded and took Osian from Kalina’s arms just as Leif approached.  They stood and watched as Eira took the baby down the small valley and towards the partially erected camp her people were setting up.   
 
    Kalina’s eyes roamed the valley.  A small patch of tilled up earth caught her attention and she gasped.   
 
    “Where is the Emberweed?”   
 
    She began running, ignoring Leif’s shouts for her to stay, to slow down.  She raced towards the patch of ground, where a few months earlier she had planted a seedling.  They couldn’t all be dead, could they?  Finally, she tripped and fell over the first row, sending her to her knees in the dirt.  She dug her hands in, searching desperately for something, anything.   
 
    Strong hands pulled her back and briefly she scrabbled at the air, not understanding.  Dimly she began to listen to Leif’s words through her panic filled haze.  
 
    “They have been harvested!  The Emberweed is safe!”   
 
    She sagged in relief, turning to bury her now tear streaked face in his chest.  They had worked so hard for this.  They had lost so much.  And she was so scared of losing what little advantage they had.  Finally, her breathing slowed as Leif traced circles on her back.  She took a step back, shifted, and looked around.   
 
    Some of her people had looked over curiously, but they went back to their tasks as she straightened and wiped her cheeks clean.  She finally turned back to Leif who stood patiently waiting for her.  Maska and Arikara had followed them down the slope to the garden patch.  She made eye contact with Maska, letting him know she was alright and then motioned for Leif to show her the way.   
 
    He led her to the smaller of the two permanent structures in the valley: the hut the farmer and his wife lived in.  Leif knocked before entering and Kalina followed, a bit of shame leaking in at her outburst.   
 
    The hut was cramped, full of a table and chairs, a large bed in one corner, hidden by a partially drawn curtain, and a fireplace for warmth along an entire wall.  It was cozy and smelled of wild mountain sage, woodsmoke, and a smell Kalina could not place, somewhere between a crackling fire and burnt cinnamon.  It was a spicy scent and as she took in the rest of the room, she saw drying racks along one wall.  They contained small, pale green shriveled leaves.   
 
    “Are these them?  The first crop?”  She said, as she stepped forward to inspect them. 
 
    The farmer and his wife stood in the corner; their hands clasped behind their backs.  The old man stepped forward.  
 
    “Yes, your Majesty.  We harvested them just over a week ago, just before the frost set in.”   
 
    “What about the seeds?” Kalina asked.   
 
    “Collected and put into those jars.” His wife stepped forward and pointed to the jars along the mantle place.  There seemed to be enough seeds in there to plant twice as many plants next spring.   
 
    “Excellent.  This is all rather amazing,” Kalina said as she finally picked one dried plant up.  The leaves were green and broad with red veins travelling throughout.  She wondered if it would do what all the stories said it would and allow the dragons to breathe fire and began walking outside.  Leif quickly apologized to the farmers and followed her.   
 
    Night was descending swiftly as she approached Maska and Arikara.  Her green dragon looked almost black in the darkening night, but she could still see his beloved face.   
 
    “Maska.  I have some dried Emberweed.  Will you try it, and see if you can breathe fire?”  Maska leaned down and sniffed the leaves in her palm.   
 
    “It smells strange, like something I once smelled long ago and have only forgotten.”  
 
    He took another whiff, and then delicately plucked it off her hand with his large claws.  He dropped it into his mouth without another word, just as Leif caught up with them, the farmers in tow, their own dragons coming from their shelter to join.  Maska chewed thoughtfully, swallowing hard.  
 
    “How does it taste?”  Kalina asked. 
 
    “Like fire and brimstone.  Like hot stones after sitting in the sun all day.  Like sunshine and growing things,” he said, rather cryptically, and suddenly Kalina wondered if Emberweed made dragons poets as well as able to breathe fire.  
 
    The thought was so funny she had to keep the smile from spreading across her face, but she couldn’t.  Suddenly she was laughing, the hilarity bubbling up from some strange and desperate place within her that needed to find something good and pure to laugh at.  Leif began to smile, and soon all those around them were laughing too, including Maska.   
 
    Abruptly, he gave a loud burp, and a jet of flame flew from his nostrils.  He reared back startled, and everyone around him screamed and ducked as the fireball flew over their heads.  Kalina was the first to stand up and look at her dragon, who stood there sheepishly with his jaws clamped shut.  
 
    “Try that again,” she encouraged.   
 
    Maska eyed her skeptically and let out a second burp, but this time he aimed high into the sky, away from anyone else.  It didn’t really sound like a burp, more like a dull roar but it was short, in a small burst.  Kalina jumped up and down clapping and hugging Leif who was equally joyous.  
 
    “It works!”  She yelled, feeling utterly triumphant.   
 
    Now, they had a chance at taking back Ethea.  Now, they had a chance to avenge her father and mother.   
 
      
 
   
  
 



 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Two days went by in the high mountain valley.  Kalina didn’t sleep well, but there were no hallways to wander, only a crowded valley.  She spent the nights sleeping out under the stars with Maska, her mind never ceasing to race.  She struggled to quiet it as the various scenarios of what had happened back at the mountain in the Wastes played through her mind.  Had Jormungand managed to thwart the attacking armies?  The image of her mother lying dead in her bed also continued to haunt her dreams, often speaking to her, although her words never made any sense.  Her mother’s ghostly image often spoke of ice and snow, but Kalina had never experienced a winter harsher than a bit of snow on the ground.   
 
    The couple who lived in the small house had offered to let Kalina stay there but she refused.  She might be queen, but she was used to roughing it.  Leif slept nearby, curled up beside Arikara.  Both dragons used their wings to shelter their riders from the ever-present wind and the chill that was unmistakable here.  The first morning when Kalina had awoken, the ground was covered in a thick frost, her breath visible in the chilly mountain air.  She thought it would worry her, since her winters at the Abbey had been mild in comparison, but it didn’t.  Instead she felt invigorated by the cold air. Her people were already in full swing, cutting trees for cabins to live in during the winter and smoking meat. Bjorn sent out hunting parties into the mountains and soon they were coming back with stacks of animal pelts and meat.  Kalina and Maska spent their first day helping to haul logs from a nearby tree-studded valley. 
 
    The second day she and Maska flew with Leif and Arikara to a nearby warning outpost, high atop a mountain.  The air was thin here, and once Maska landed on the landing pad carved into the side of the mountain she was forced to climb a set of stairs that snaked up to the flat top, just large enough to house a small hut and a large pyre of logs and brush. Her breath was coming out in gasps as they reached the top and she let Leif do the talking as she surveyed the mountain range around them, catching her breath.  Finally, she followed the two Valdir who lived there into their hut for a cup of hot tea which helped her feel a bit better.  Her head had begun aching their first morning in the mountains and had not stopped.   
 
    On the third morning as Kalina sat sharpening her axes, watching her people work on erecting buildings, a cry rose up over the valley.  She put her axes back into their scabbards along her back and stood, searching for the source of the outcry.  Finally her eyes found the small dark dots on the horizon that flew towards them.   
 
    Leif joined her as they waited for the dragons to land but as they came in close, Kalina recognized Jormungand and his red dragon, Shania. When they landed Kalina tried to count the numbers of soldiers left.  Of the eighty that had volunteered, fewer than twenty remained.   
 
    “So many lost,” she said, trying to keep her voice from shaking.   
 
    How many more were going to die in this war for her crown?  How many people was the king willing to kill just to get to her?  She had been an unknown orphan less than a year ago and now she was the most wanted person in the kingdom.   
 
    For a moment, she was overwhelmed by the idea that she might never find peace, that her people might all die before she found freedom from this man.  She trembled as Jormungand dismounted in front of her. Leif saw her discomfort and came to stand by her side, sliding one hand to the small of her back.  His touch helped ground her and by the time Jormungand had organized his men and was approaching to report, Kalina was standing tall once again.   
 
    “Your Majesty,” Jormungand said, bowing deeply.   
 
    Kalina clasped his hand warmly.   
 
    “What happened?” She searched the faces of those still living, finding only pain and sadness etched there. 
 
    “They attacked within minutes of you leaving,” he began.  “Askor’s force was small compared to Ethea’s.  I don’t think they expected much of a fight.  We lured them high into the mountain, fighting as we went.  Then we fled, just as they realized it had been a trick.”  Jormungand knelt before her suddenly, making Kalina take a step back. “I disobeyed your orders, your Majesty.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”   
 
    Leif took a step forward, placing a hand on his sword. Kalina put out a hand for him to wait. She wanted to hear his explanation.  
 
    “After we left the mountain we flew east, to the coast.  There we cut off Askor’s escape, setting light to their ships, destroying their supplies, and killing their guards.  They won’t know they’ve been stranded until their main army makes it back across the Wastes to the bay.”  He looked up at her, a tentative grin on his face.  “They will have nowhere to go, no way across the wastes, no food, no water.  Their forces will die, your Majesty.”   
 
    Kalina almost sat down at his words.  This was a mighty blow at Ethea’s allies.  It was both a good thing and a horrible thing he had done.   
 
    “What will Askor do when they find out what happened?”   
 
    Jormungand’s face fell at the question.   
 
    “I didn’t think of the long-term repercussions.  Only what I could do to cripple them.”   
 
    “Clearly.  Askor has armies twice the size of the entire Ethean force.  Do you think they will just back off if we kill a few thousand of their men?”   
 
    Jormungand shook his head at her words.  Kalina began to pace back and forth.  Kari and Rangvald had come to join them.   
 
    “We need to attack now.  While their army is still returning from the Wastes.  While the capitol is unaware of our ruse, and vulnerable.”   
 
    Kari all but cheered beside her, a grin spreading across her face.   
 
    “I’m ready when you are,” she said.   
 
    Kalina gave her a strained smile.  This was her least favorite part.  
 
    “I’m calling a council meeting.”  She turned to Leif.  “Please inform the farmers we will need their hut.”   
 
    She walked off in search of Eira and Osian.  She wanted to feel her baby brother’s weight in her arms and smell his hair before deciding to jump into battle to take back the throne.  The throne was his if something happened to her. 
 
    The small hut was cramped and hot, despite the plummeting temperatures outside, as the sun began to set. Kalina looked around at them all, trying to decide who to take with her.  Kari spoke up into the silence.  
 
    “I think our best bet is to take a force and fly straight into Ravenhelm.  Take them by surprise before they are able to mount any defenses.  Kill the king, take the throne, and dismantle those damned catapults.”   
 
    She emphasized her point by slamming her fist with a loud smack on the roughhewn oak table.  Kalina smiled in response to her cousin’s vehemence.   
 
    “I think we need more stealth than that.  We don’t want to terrify the people, put every soldier and guard within a hundred miles on alert.  I think it would be better if we sneak in, leaving the dragons in the forest nearby, and quietly take over.  We can force the King to renounce his throne and I will ascend it.”   
 
    Kari snorted at Kalina’s plan and she shot the woman a glare before continuing.   
 
    “It has minimal loss of life.”   
 
    Leif nodded in agreement, scratching his chin. 
 
    “It could work.  But how will we sneak in?  How will we avoid the guards?  Our hair alone makes us stand out,” he said.   
 
    “Easy.  We wear head scarves to cover our hair until we get inside,” Kalina supplied. She hated doing it but it would work.   
 
    “What about when the King refuses to abdicate?” Jormungand asked.  
 
    “Then we take it by force.  I’m sure there is proof somewhere of my birth.  We can even bring Father Martin to the capitol to testify on my behalf-” she trailed off.   
 
    What about the dark stranger, the one she had met in the Abbey?  He had admitted to being the one that had brought her to Hywell Abbey originally?  Who was he?  Could he prove her parentage? He had told the High Father at Hywell that he’d been following the wishes of her parents, so surely, he could prove who she was?  But she had no idea how to find him. 
 
    Eira stepped forward.   
 
    “You look just like your father, Kalina.  But you also look like Cherise.  If anyone who knew her saw you, they would know.”   
 
    Kalina frowned.  Surely that wasn’t true.  Then how did the king not know who she was all those months ago?  Perhaps because her hair wasn’t silver, and sometimes you only saw what you wanted to see.  He saw a scullery maid or a scribe.  Not a princess. Not a queen. 
 
    “Fine,” Kari said, propping her feet up on the table.  “Who’s going with you?”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    “I want Kari, Jormungand, Rangvald, and Leif with me. Eira, I leave you in charge of our people,” Kalina said as she made eye contact with each person.   
 
    They were her inner circle.  She surprised herself when she’d included Jormungand in that group but she realized that he was.  She trusted him now to have her back.  They all nodded in return.  Asta, Arvid, and Ingvar all seemed resigned to the situation.  She might value their opinions, but they had never been close to her.   
 
    “We leave at first light.”   
 
    Dismissed, the council members filed out of the small cabin, leaving Kalina and Leif alone. Kalina eyed him from where he leaned against the small kitchen table.  She didn’t really know where they stood, what they were to each other, but as the crown of Ethea loomed ever closer, she struggled with wanting to cling to him for support and comfort, and to push him away in case it all went awry. She supposed it didn’t matter now.  They would leave in the morning.  
 
    “Leif-” she trailed off, unsure where to begin. Then she took a deep breath and continued, wringing her hands before her. “If I don’t make it through this.  If he takes me-” she couldn’t finish the sentence. She shuddered slightly.  She couldn’t let herself think that way.  She couldn’t go down the path of panic and fear.  She had to remain strong.  Osian needed her, as did her people.  
 
    Leif crossed the space between them and enfolded her in his arms, his hands gently stroking her back.  She buried her face in his leathers.  This was her favorite place to be, in his arms, smelling his leather and sweat and mountain air smell.  The mountains seemed to suit him.   
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen to you.  I’ll make sure of it,” he said reassuringly.   
 
    Kalina sighed and looked up at his handsome face and grey eyes.   
 
    “If something happens.  I want you to be King.”  Her voice was soft but she meant it.  “You know these people better than I do.  They trust you.  And you can raise Osian to be a good person.”   
 
    Leif’s grey eyes clouded over.  He frowned down at her and she reached up to tuck a strand of silver hair behind his ear, cupping his face.   
 
    “You will do this for me, Leif.”   
 
    He closed his eyes briefly, leaning into her touch.  
 
    “I will,” he finally responded.   
 
    Kalina’s heart felt better, more settled and she disentangled herself from him before heading out to find some food and Osian.  She wanted to say goodbye.   
 
    Osian’s tiny hands and feet, and soft skin made her sad, her heart breaking slightly at the thought of leaving him.  But she knew there was no other way to end the war, to keep him and her people safe.  So, she smelled his hair and rocked him gently before handing him back to Eira so that she could prepare for the next day. The rest of the day was spent preparing to leave and anxiety plagued Kalina the whole time. 
 
    They flew as high as they dared, to where the air was thin and it was a struggle to breathe.  From that height, they would look like birds high in the sky to the casual observer on the ground.  Kalina had instructed Eira to ready their remaining forces, and fly to the capitol in three days, regardless of whether or not they had heard of her success.  She hoped that they wouldn’t need rescuing but she would rather be safe than sorry.  
 
    They landed in a grove just outside the road to Ravenhelm, hiding themselves amongst the trees. When Kalina dismounted she paused and rested her head on Maska’s side.   
 
    “You’ll be careful in there?” he asked.   
 
    He was worried about leaving her alone in the castle with the man who had been trying so hard to see her dead.  Kalina smiled.  
 
    “I know my way around, Maska.  Remember, I did spend a few months as a scribe in this castle. Besides, I’m more worried about you remaining undiscovered out here.”   
 
    Maska huffed in response, still not satisfied with her answer.  He snaked his tail around her and enclosed them within the green shelter of his wings.  It was the closest thing to a hug he could give her.  The space was warm and green tinged and it made her feel safe.  She sighed heavily before stepping away from him.  
 
    “Stay out of sight for three days.  Then fly to the gardens, we will meet you there.”   
 
    She hugged him once more before breaking away and joining the others who stood preparing.  They all had tied head scarves around their distinctive silver hair and Kalina pulled out her green scarf, the one Calla had given her all those months ago, and covered her hair.  It was a strange feeling to have it covered once again, to be invisible and a nobody once more.  They had put on normal, dark clothing and capes, keeping their traditional red leathers in their carry sacks.  Kalina was wearing men’s pants and a loose shirt and vest, which were easier to fight in.  Kari wore the same.  Dark capes kept the rain and snow off as they traveled.   
 
    Kalina had debated wearing the dress Calla had made for her, with the flowers embroidered on the hem and the sleeves, but when she’d tried to put it on, she realized that it no longer fit.  All the training she had done had changed her body.  She was full of muscles now, and if she had forced the dress on, she would have burst the seams.  So instead she had packed it away and put on the men’s clothing.  Calla would understand.  
 
    They decided to travel separately rather than one large group.  A group of people, all with head scarves, would raise attention but individually they might be able to make it to the gates of the city unnoticed.  Kalina and Kari together went first.  The road was crowded as it had been on Kalina’s first trip into Ravenhelm, full of merchants, travelers, and farmers. Kalina and Kari didn’t look horribly out of place, as many people were bundled against the cold, their hair hidden by hoods or shawls. 
 
    The shanty town outside the gates of Ravenhelm had grown, the poor unable to sustain life within the walls, or the unsavory unable to conduct business within them either. The makeshift buildings and tents had expanded around the city, and the smell as they approached was worse than ever.   
 
    Kalina paused beside a cart overflowing with partially rotten vegetables that an old woman dressed in rags was trying to sell to passersby.  Kalina vowed that if this worked, if she was able to take the Ethean throne, she would find a way to end these people’s poverty.  The old woman was talking with her friend, an equally bedraggled and run down woman whose profession was unknown.  
 
    “Look at all them hopefuls.  Going up to the castle like it’ll be their salvation.”  The old woman spat. “Don’t they know they’ll just end up back out here with no food, nowhere to stay, and no promises?”   
 
    The younger woman beside her scoffed. 
 
    “They thought it was bad in the country, with the army takin’ everythin’ they ‘ad.  The King won’t give them no handouts.”   
 
    That’s when both women spotted Kalina eavesdropping.  
 
    “What are you looking at, missy?”  The old woman made a shooing motion.  “Off with ya, unless you’re plannin’ to buy me wares!”   
 
    Kalina shuffled off, pulling Kari with her into the slowly moving crowd.   
 
    The huge gates loomed before them, and Kalina looked everywhere for Anders, the guard who had taken her in the first time she’d stood before these gates.  He had helped her get in to the capitol last time, and the last words he’d said to her was that she was his adopted daughter.  She desperately needed to see his friendly face. But every guard was unknown to her so she pushed on, ignoring the fear rising up in her gut.  
 
    They were briefly questioned by an uninterested guard and then sent through the gates.  As soon as they passed under the stone archway, Kalina sighed in relief.  Their first hurdle was crossed.  Now they needed to wait for the others.  They made their way to a tavern Kalina remembered from her first time in the city.  It stood on the corner of two streets in the area of the city where Anders and Calla lived.   
 
    A sign with a wyvern hung over the entrance and Kalina smiled as they entered. The name, The Wandering Wyvern, was strangely fitting for their mission. This had all started with a wyvern, and now it would end with one.  
 
    The tavern was dimly lit, with a few tables unoccupied and a few workers sitting at the bar.  Kalina led Kari to a table by a window, one where they could easily watch both the street and the door for trouble.  A small regiment of soldiers marched by the window and Kalina’s heart jumped into her throat.  Kari stiffened beside her until they had marched out of sight.  They both ordered mugs of ale and sat sipping the bitter brew while they waited for Jormungand, Leif, and Rangvald to appear.   
 
    Kalina jumped slightly as the front door opened and a figured stepped through.  The light from outside temporarily obscured his face but as he closed the door and her eyes readjusted, she leapt up from her chair. 
 
    “Talon!”  
 
    She ran forward and threw her arms around the man before her.  Talon was confused and he pushed her back briefly to get a good look at her face.  Then he began laughing as he embraced her fully.  Gone was the awkward, gangly youth she remembered from months ago when he’d left the Valdir.  He had filled out, a light brown beard coming in to cover his cheeks and jaw, all traces of baby fat gone.  He also looked like he had grown a few inches.   
 
    “Kalina!” he laughed as he set her down and took a step back to inspect her.  “What on earth are you doing here?”   
 
    She grabbed his hand and led him over to their table where Kari stood to give Talon a brief hug in greeting.  Kari’s face held a mischievous grin.  She had always teased Talon when he had been with them in the Valdir’s mountain and it seemed she meant to restart.  
 
    “Well, it’s a long story,” Kalina began, pausing as the bar keeper brought over another ale for Talon.   
 
    Talon shrugged out of his heavy winter coat and looked Kalina up and down.  
 
    “I’ve got time.  I just got off work and came here for a pint.  Anders usually joins me about this time.” He turned to survey the room, as if the older man would be there, waiting.  
 
    “Perfect.  I can talk to him too.”   
 
    That was when she noticed Talon’s livery that had been hiding under his coat.  She reached out and touched the symbol on the chest.  Two crossed swords on a field of green and gold. She looked up into his face. 
 
    “You’re a palace guard?  Like Anders?”   
 
    Talon had been a squire for Sir Dyelan, slated to be a knight.  Being a castle guard was a huge step down.  Talon smiled at her and patted his chest.   
 
    “What a better place to gather information for the Queen than within the guard?”  He winked at her.  Kalina’s face fell and his followed.  
 
    “Did she get you the job?”  Her voice was quiet as memories of her mother flashed before her eyes.  Had it really only been a few days ago that she had died?  It seemed like a lifetime ago.   
 
    “Yes, as soon as I came back Anders smuggled me into the castle gardens where she met with me.  Turns out, she’d been in close contact with Anders since you’d left.  She made me a guard, and stationed me to her advantage- outside the Prince’s rooms.”   
 
    Kalina’s eyes went wide at this bit of information.  He continued on, grinning.   
 
    “I was her spy.  The king’s doors don’t block out the sound, so I kept an ear out and reported his movements and plans to her when I could.  Anders did the same from the city, since he’s particular friends with most of the guard.”  He reached out and took her hand.  “But she disappeared a month ago, and no one’s seen her.  She mentioned she was going to try to get you a message, to warn you, but…” he trailed off at the sadness in Kalina’s eyes.   
 
    “She made it to the Wastes.”   
 
    Tears spilled over and fell from Kalina’s eyes.  She hadn’t really taken the time to grieve.  Not for her father, nor her mother.  She wiped them away with the sleeve of her shirt.   
 
    “She was very sick, and she was too late to warn us of the attack.”   
 
    Talon let out a long sigh.   
 
    “She died, Talon.  Giving birth to my half-brother.”   
 
    His eyes rose to meet hers at the declaration. 
 
    Anders chose that moment to walk in through the front doors.  Talon stood and ushered him over to the table.  Kalina hastily wiped her eyes before standing to embrace the man.  Anders laughed and hugged her so tightly she felt her back pop with the force.   
 
    “I can’t believe it’s you!” he said, as he joined them at the table a few moments later, ale in hand.   
 
    “Anders, this is my cousin, Kari.”  Kalina introduced the two, worry churning her gut.  
 
    She realized she really didn’t want to retell her entire story just then.  So, she gestured to Talon who nodded.  He told Anders about the queen in hushed tones.  Anders’ handsome face fell, a serious expression replacing the joy he’d shown at seeing Kalina.   
 
    “Are you here to take back the throne then?”   
 
    Anders’ face was deadly serious.  Kalina nodded slowly and watched with mild horror as Talon’s eyes lit with an intensity she’d never seen before.  She was finally doing what he’d pushed her to do months ago.  All of this scared her, but she knew that she must push forward, for her own people.   
 
    It dawned on her suddenly, that Leif, Jormungand, and Rangvald were taking their time arriving at the inn.  She stood, finishing off the last of her ale, thinking she’d have to go search the city as night began to fall outside, when the door finally opened, revealing the three Valdir.  They hurried over, grabbing a second table and chairs to join the group already assembled.   
 
    Kalina gave quick introductions all around, although Rangvald and Leif already knew Talon.   
 
    “What we need, is a plan-” Kalina began.   
 
    She was still unsure how they would sneak into the castle and capture the king.  Anders held up a hand.  
 
    “Say no more.  Talon and I will get you in.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
     “Where are you staying for the night?”  Talon asked.   
 
    Kalina stood and walked to the bar. 
 
    “Two rooms for the night please, for myself and my four companions.”   
 
    The barkeeper was a stout man with a balding head of dark hair.  He eyed her curiously, and then his eyes flicked to her companions.  Her gut tightened as she worried, he would ask them questions she really didn’t want to answer.  Finally he spoke. 
 
    “Any friends o’ Anders is a friend o’ mine.” He gave her a wink and passed her two iron keys.  “Will ye be wanting supper as well?”   
 
    “Yes, please.  Thank you.”   
 
    She pushed over a whole gold coin, more than enough to pay for their rooms and their meal.  He tapped the side of his nose and then disappeared through the back door into what Kalina assumed was a kitchen.  She rejoined her friends. 
 
    “All taken care of.”   
 
    Anders stood, finishing his ale.  
 
    “I’m going to grab Calla.  We can all eat dinner here together.”  
 
    He left in a hurry and Kalina watched him go. Talk buzzed around her, but she barely participated as her friends discussed the best ways to enter the castle.  She was too caught up in memories to pay attention.  Finally the door opened and Calla stepped through, her long black hair curling down her back, her cloak gathered around her, keeping baby Issa safe and warm in her arms.  Anders entered the tavern behind her and closed the door.  The sound of the shutting door made Kalina jump and she stood, making her way to Calla.   
 
    “Oh!  Kalina!”  The woman’s arms embraced her tightly from the side, Issa against her other hip.  Issa had grown and Kalina looked down at the baby in wonder.  A mop of curly black hair covered her head but her eyes were those of Anders.  Kalina was reminded painfully of Osian back in the mountains and she realized with a pang that she missed him terribly.  Calla unceremoniously put Issa into Kalina’s arms before removing her own cloak and taking the seat beside Talon, squeezing the young man’s shoulder as she sat.  Kalina didn’t sit right away, instead she smelled Issa’s head and clutched the little girl to her.   
 
    “The country has gotten worse since you left.”   
 
    Anders was speaking as Kalina sat down, bouncing Issa on her knee.  The baby gurgled and babbled, making her smile.  But she looked up at Anders, listening to his recounting.  
 
    “When the old king died and you escaped, the new King brought in Sir Gregan as his commander.  He’s been recruiting all over the city, pulling men from their homes, even recruiting boys as young as twelve or thirteen.”   
 
    That made Kalina’s heart lurch.  They were just children. Valdir children grew up knowing how to fight but they weren’t allowed on the battlefield until they were sixteen.  
 
    “Where are the armies stationed?  We heard there was a contingent in Wolfhold, but I haven’t seen many soldiers here, only the castle guard,” Rangvald said.   
 
    “The King and Sir Gregan sent all their forces south.  They have a large camp set up just outside Wildhelm, and they maintain themselves by taking from the local population.  Farmers have been forced to give up their crop yields, their women have been raped, their cattle slaughtered, their sons taken, all to maintain the King’s army,” Anders responded, his face a mask of anger.  
 
    Kalina swallowed.  This was all her fault.  How many people were going to die because of her?  That was why she was here; she had to stop the madness.   
 
    Dinner was served while they talked of the atrocities the king was exacting on her people.  For the second time in a few months, Kalina realized that these were all her people.  Not just the Valdir, but every citizen of Ethea.  And she needed to protect them.  Her resolve to take the throne solidified in her stomach as she watched her friends talk.  
 
    “So how do we get into the castle?”  Kari asked.   
 
    Kalina was suddenly, overwhelmingly grateful for her friends. She knew she couldn’t have done any of this on her own. 
 
    “We could sneak you in through the kitchens,” Talon suggested.  “Mistress Aynne wouldn’t mind.  She hates the King.  As do most of the castle servants.”   
 
    “What about the library?  Kalina, didn’t you mention you were a scribe in the library?”  Leif asked, turning to look at her.   
 
    The intensity in his eyes softened as he beheld her holding Issa.  Kalina smiled at his sudden attention and handed Issa back to Calla. She needed to focus. 
 
    “What about the secret entrance to the dungeons.  The one I escaped from?”  She looked to Talon who scratched his chin, thinking.   
 
    “Could work.  If we can get you over the wall into the garden, then we can try it.  If it doesn’t work, the kitchens are right there and can be our backup option.”   
 
    “There.  That’s the plan. Is Sir Gregan in residence?”   
 
    If the big man was there, it would make things much more difficult.  Talon shrugged.  
 
    “I’m not sure.  Last I heard he was running drills in the field with the new recruits taken from their homes in the surrounding towns.”   
 
    He pointed to Leif, Rangvald, and Jormungand, who had stayed quiet throughout their discussion.  Kalina had noticed that the man preferred to listen and observe, before making any decisions.   
 
    “You three better have a backstory, or feign an injury.  All our young men are either working in jobs too valuable to leave, or forced to join up.”   
 
    “We’ll be breaking into the castle tomorrow night.”  Jormungand finally spoke up, waving his hand dismissively.  “We only need to avoid their draft for one day.”   
 
    Talon eyed the man before nodding.  
 
    “Your presence has probably already been noted.” Anders piped in.  “The guards at the main gate are instructed to tell Sir Gregan or one of his minions about all newcomers who are able to serve.  I’d stay inside tomorrow if I were you.”  
 
    They continued planning into the evening as the tavern filled up with late night drinkers.  It was a quiet tavern though, no bard was visiting, so the crowd stayed relatively quiet.  As the fire in the huge fireplace began to get low, Kalina finally stood, stretching.  She leaned down and kissed Issa on the cheek, the poor thing having fallen asleep hours ago.  She then kissed Calla as well and bid them good night.  She squeezed Talon’s and Anders’ shoulders as she passed, making her way up the stairs to the bedrooms they had rented for the night.  Kari stood behind her and followed.   
 
    Kalina didn’t sleep well.  Every sound, every creak of a footstep on the stairs, made her think it was Sir Gregan coming to get her, or the King sending guards to arrest her.  Her heart raced every time she woke and it took long minutes to calm herself down enough to return to sleep.  
 
    So when morning sunlight peeked through the old lace curtains on the window, she was groggy and exhausted.  The tavern’s main room was almost deserted, only a grumpy looking Kari and Jormungand sat in the corner by the fire, moodily eating some sort of grain gruel.  The tavern wasn’t known for its food, but Kalina gratefully took the bowl the bar keeper proffered her and went to join them. At least the food was hot. 
 
    “Where are Leif and Rangvald?” she asked as she plunked down next to Kari and began spooning sugar into her bowl.  The older woman kept scratching at her head scarf, clearly unhappy at being forced to wear it.  Kalina gently took her hand and held it underneath the table, preventing her from scratching.  Kari shot her a look before pulling her hand free.  She started to scratch again but then thought better of it and sat on her hand with a grunt of frustration.  Kalina pressed her lips together, trying to suppress a grin at her cousin’s antics.  
 
    “They went out to scout the perimeter of the garden wall. Talon told them where it is.” Jormungand mumbled into his food.  “They were awful chirpy this morning.”   
 
    “Chirpy?”  Kalina grinned.   
 
    “Yea.  Like a bird, you know?  Early risers.”  He gestured outside to where the early winter sun shone down onto the cobbled street.   
 
    She suppressed her grin.  She wasn’t sure why everything seemed so funny this morning.  Perhaps it was because she was almost home, almost done with all the running and hiding and fighting.  An end was in sight and she couldn’t help but be optimistic even if for just a moment.   
 
    “Well, I’ll tell them not to be chirpy in the future,” she said and went back to eating her breakfast.   
 
    Leif returned at lunch and sat heavily at her table.  She was trying to keep her mind off what was coming that night by reading a book from the tavern’s small library.  She planned to go to Calla and Ander’s house after lunch to help them make dinner for all of them, and to spend time with the woman who had become a sort of mother figure to her. She paused reading for a moment, realizing suddenly how many people had come to replace her parents in her life.  First it had been Father Martin and Gwyn.  Then it had been Calla and Anders.  After her father died, Geir had taken his place, but when he’d died, she hadn’t found anyone to replace him. Eira had been her mother’s replacement, and still was even after her mother had died.  She was grateful to all of them for loving her and teaching her.  Without each of them, she wouldn’t be who she was.   
 
    Leif eyed her as she sat there thinking.  He poked her with his elbow and she looked over into his grey eyes.   
 
    “Copper for your thoughts?”   
 
    She smiled at the silly expression.  
 
    “I was just thinking about family.”  Was he her family now, too?  She shoved him back. “Find anything useful?” 
 
    “Other than that, the garden section of the wall is poorly guarded, no.”  He propped his boots on a nearby chair.  “Rangvald and I watched it all morning and didn’t see one patrol.  Should be easy to sneak over tonight.”   
 
    Kalina nodded absently, her mind now racing ahead to all the possibilities of the evening.  
 
    “Where’s Rangvald?”  Jormungand had come down the stairs to join them.  Kalina looked up, suddenly noticing Leif was alone.  
 
    “He stayed to watch the wall until dinner.”   
 
    Jormungand frowned.   
 
    “Is that wise?  With the draft?”   
 
    Leif shrugged in response. 
 
    “He knows how to be safe.”   
 
    That evening, when Leif, Jormungand and Kari arrived at Calla and Anders’ place, they realized collectively that Rangvald was nowhere to be seen.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Kalina’s stomach dropped into her feet at the thought of Rangvald being captured by Sir Gregan’s men.  All they had to do was pull off his headscarf to know he was Valdir, and she could imagine how they would treat him then. The thought made her sick to her stomach. 
 
    Dinner was set on the table but none of them ate a bite.  Talon walked through the door moments later and Kalina stood.  
 
    “Talon, Rangvald was taken.  Recruited.”   
 
    He froze in the doorway, his jacket partially shrugged off.   
 
    “I need you to find out where he’s being kept.  They must know he’s Valdir by now.”  
 
    Talon shrugged his jacket back onto his shoulders and turned to Anders who stood behind his wife, his hands on her shoulders.  
 
    “There are only two places he could be.  The dungeons,” he glanced at Kalina.  “And the guard shack at the front gates.  I’ll check the front gates, but that means Anders will have to help you in through the dungeons.  You can check those while you are in there.”  
 
    They sprang into action, donning their dark clothing and shoving bread rolls into their mouths for quick energy.  Kalina kissed Calla on the cheek, thanking her for the meal and promising that once this was all over, they would have a proper dinner together.   
 
    Anders led them through the slowly quieting streets of Ravenhelm.  Darkness had fallen and most people were home eating dinner with their families.  Only those on dubious business or heading to the tavern for a drink were out on the cold streets.  Getting to the castle and over the high garden wall was easier than Kalina had guessed, but once inside the garden, there were patrols to avoid. 
 
    “These weren’t here before,” she whispered to Anders who crouched in the thick underbrush beside her.  
 
    “These must be new.  They weren’t there yesterday.”   
 
    Kalina’s stomach clenched at his words.  It meant they knew who Rangvald was.  It meant that the king might know she was coming.  
 
    They snaked their way through the garden, remaining quiet and low, not allowing even the weak winter moonlight to shine off their blades.  Kalina had strapped her axes to her hips instead of on her back so that they were hidden by her cloak and less visible. 
 
    The wall that held the hidden door to the dungeons was still overgrown with ivy.  Anders didn’t know where it was so Kalina had been forced to lead them there.  It was a painful few minutes as she stood, exposed against the rock wall, feeling around in the ivy for a catch, a seam, or a handle.  She couldn’t remember if there had been one when she’d escaped all those months ago. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, her heart racing the entire time, her fingers caught on the edge of something.  She pulled and a small handle came loose, allowing her to pull the stone door open.  
 
    A rush of warm, damp air rushed out at her, startling her for a moment.  She hadn’t expected the underground dungeons to be so warm. It made her nervous but she entered, the others quickly following behind her, filing into the passageway. They didn’t dare light a lamp of any kind, so Kalina reached back, taking Leif’s hand into her and then she pressed forward, her other hand outstretched to feel for the walls.  
 
    As they came to the final bend, the one Kalina remembered as where she’d last seen her mother’s face on the day she’d escaped, a faint light appeared down to their left, towards the dungeons.  Her stomach clenched at the memories and the scar on her face burned as if in response. An image of the king slashing at her with his knife made her take a step back and she had to fight to keep herself together.  Leif’s warm hands went around her from behind, holding her close in the dark for a moment.  He kissed the top of her head briefly before letting her go.  She took deep breaths before turning left, away from freedom and the castle above, towards whatever horror awaited them down below. They had to know if Rangvald was there. 
 
    The dungeons were just as she remembered them as they paused in the cave’s entrance and surveyed the scene before them.  Only this time instead of herself in the rusted iron chair held in by leather straps, it was Rangvald.  His silver hair fell around his head in blood-soaked ribbons, his face and body a map of slashes and bruises.  Before him stood Sir Gregan and the king, as well as a few guards. The sight of Rangvald looking so defeated and bloody tore at her heart.   
 
    As they watched, sizing up the situation, Sir Gregan reached into his belt and withdrew the very same knife he’d used to cut Kalina.  It glinted in the flickering light from the torches set along the wall as Sir Gregan toyed with it.  The King leaned down, placing a hand on either arm of the chair so that his face was level with Rangvald's.  He spoke so quietly that Kalina couldn’t hear him, but whatever he said must have made Rangvald angry, because next thing she knew he had headbutted the King, breaking the man’s nose.   
 
    Chaos erupted then as Kari rushed out from the passageway to save her brother, and Sir Gregan put his knife to Rangvald's throat. Kalina called out to stop her cousin as Leif ran by her to help.  Kalina ground her teeth, frustrated at not having a solid plan, and gestured for Anders to follow her as she unhooked her twin axes from her belt and ran into the cavern.  The two guards met Kari and Leif head on, swords drawn, and when they clashed, the sound reverberated off the high cavern walls above them.   
 
    Within moments Leif had driven his sword through one guard’s gut and Kari had sliced the jugular of the second.  Suddenly they all stood before the King, his face bloodied and angry, and Sir Gregan, who smiled maliciously as he held his knife to Rangvald's throat. 
 
    “That’s far enough.”  Sir Gregan’s voice rang out across the space.   
 
    Kari froze, Leif beside her.  Kalina kept walking, removing her headscarf as she went, knowing she was going to be the key to ending this.  She took a deep breath before she stepped in front of Leif and into the torchlight. She needed to be strong for Kari, for Rangvald, for all her people. 
 
    “I heard you’ve been looking for me.” 
 
    The King’s eyes went wide at the sight of her, and then a look she couldn’t really put a name to, something akin to hunger perhaps, came into his eyes.  He wiped delicately at the blood still pouring from his nose and stepped forward.   
 
    “I’ve been hoping you would be stupid enough to come here.”   
 
    He began to pace before her, his arms clasped behind his back.  He wore a long coat with gold buttons down the front that flared out and split at his hips and fell to the floor.  It billowed behind him as he walked.  
 
    “How fitting, that it should be here, in this room.  Do you remember our last encounter?”  
 
    He smiled, gesturing to his cheek and ran his finger down it, mirroring her own scars path.  Kalina tightened her grip on her throwing axes.   
 
    “I remember you were too stupid to know who I was,” she said.   
 
    But she instantly regretted her words as Terric held up a hand and Sir Gregan pushed the knife deeper into Rangvald's skin. He cried out and a trickle of blood ran down his neck.  Beside Kalina, Kari growled deep in her throat, her face a mask of hatred and anger.  Kalina understood how her cousin felt.  Every bit of her wanted to rip Terric apart. 
 
    “Interesting choice of words,” Terric purred.  “But not, sadly, the ones that will get your precious spy back.”   
 
    He gestured to Rangvald.  Kalina’s mind raced.  She had two choices.  Rush the King and Sir Gregan and try to kill them, almost certainly killing Rangvald in the process, or offer him something he couldn’t refuse.   
 
    “Then I offer myself in exchange.”   
 
    Beside her Leif stiffened and took a step forward, looking at her.  She gave him a weak smile.  Terric grinned, and it sent a shiver down her spine.  
 
    “Well then, finally, something sensible.”  He waved a lazy hand and Sir Gregan loosened his knife against Rangvald's throat. Kalina held her axes out to her sides as she stepped forward.  She watched as Sir Gregan took a step away from Rangvald, making his way around the chair to release her cousin.  In that instant, Kalina threw one of her axes as hard as she could.  It was like the spell over the room had been broken and suddenly Leif, Anders, and Kari sprang into action.   
 
    Her axe found its home in Sir Gregan’s side and he fell, leaving Rangvald completely alone in the chair.  Leif ran to free him and Kalina approached the downed knight, her other axe lifted and ready to throw.   
 
    “Stand and fight,” she ground out.   
 
    She was angry now, and her anger boiled inside of her as she watched the huge man struggle to his feet.  He pulled her axe from his side, panting as his own blood soaked his tunic and pants.  Spit was hanging from his mouth and it sprayed as he spat at her. She smiled a grim smile before she went in for the kill.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Kalina stood over Sir Gregan’s body, both axes now covered in blood.  She had managed to dodge his blow with her axe and come up under his guard, her smaller frame lending her an advantage the large man didn’t expect.  Her second axe had found its home in his chest, caving in his chest wall and stopping his heart.   
 
    Leif had managed to cut the leather bindings that held Rangvald and was now helping Kari and Anders wrestle a struggling King Terric into the leather straps.  Kalina felt a sense of satisfaction at seeing the King tied to the chair.  But as she watched this man struggle against his bonds, all the righteous anger began to ebb, leaving her feeling hollow and cold.   
 
    “What should we do with him now, your Majesty?”  Kari said, her knife now held to the man’s throat.  
 
    Kalina found herself hesitating.  She wanted this man dead, she wanted him to pay for the torture he had inflicted on her, her mother, and her people.  But that meant he got off easy, that he wasn’t forced to pay for his crimes.  It also meant another death, which if she was honest with herself, made her sick to her stomach.  She didn’t want to watch another man die, especially a defenseless one. But she couldn’t help herself.  She sheathed her axes and withdrew her knife. His eyes went wide in fear as she stepped up beside him.  Slowly, carefully, she drew her blade down his cheek, marring his flesh as he had once ruined hers.  Then she wiped her blade on his tunic and stepped away.   
 
    “Throw him in a cell. We have too many other things to deal with now.” She turned and began to walk away.   
 
    The clang of a closing cell door echoed across the cavern and she paused at the passage entrance.  Now came the part she had struggled with.  How to take over the castle, the realm, the armies.  It was after midnight, and later that day Eira and the rest of her army was due to descend on the capitol. She needed to be ready.  
 
    Leif was behind her as they climbed the passage and came out into a deserted side hallway on the main floor.  Kalina stopped for a moment, completely unsure of how to proceed.  The sound of stomping boots made her heart race as a group of guards rounded the far corner of the hall and made their way towards her.  She tensed and gripped her blood-soaked axes, ready for another fight as they came to a halt before her and her friends.   
 
    “State your business,” the lead guard stepped forward and said.   
 
    Anders stepped up beside Kalina but she held out a hand, letting go of her axes.  She tried to disguise how much her hands shook.  
 
    “I am Kalina, daughter of the late King Hakon of the Valdir, and daughter of the late Queen Cherise Stanchon.  I am the rightful heir to the Ethean and Valdiran thrones and I have come to claim my birthright.”   
 
    Whispering threaded through the group of soldiers. 
 
    “It’s a coup,” a voice said. 
 
    “Where is the Queen?” another called.  
 
    “How do we know you are telling the truth?”  The foremost guard said, his hand twitching on his sword.  
 
    “Because I know it to be true, Callum.”   
 
    Anders had stepped forward, addressing the guard.  Kalina gave him a grateful look.  
 
    “Anders.  How do you know?”   
 
    Anders swallowed and dug in his pocket.  He pulled out a piece of paper Kalina had never seen before. As he unfolded it, she caught sight of the official seal and what looked like her mother’s signature.  She almost let out a sigh of relief but bit it back and looked the guard in the eyes. Callum stepped forward, taking his hand from the blade, and took the letter. 
 
    “This is a letter from the Queen,” he said as his eyes began to skim.  “It states that Kalina Stanchon is her one true heir. I recognize her signature.”  He held it out to his men, and eyed Kalina with a mixture of curiosity. “We never even knew you existed.  Are you the reason for this war?  For the King’s obsession with the Valdir?”   
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I never understood why he was pursuing me until I found out about who I was.  He must have known, and knew I was a threat.”  She took a deep breath before pressing on. “My mother, Queen Cherise, died in childbirth just a few days ago.” 
 
    Shocked faces greeted her statement. Finally, Callum glanced around, seeming to suddenly realize the strangeness of the situation. His eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Where is the King?”   
 
    “He is locked in the dungeon.  I will see he gets a fair trial for the atrocities he’s heaped upon my people.  In the meantime, I must secure this castle and this city.  Sir Gregan was in the dungeon too, and while he is dead-” Callum and the other guards looked at each other at this declaration. “- his men and the armies may still want to fight us.”   
 
    “What about Askor?”  Anders said.  
 
    “I don’t know.  They will be angry we deposed their Prince.  But with my mother gone, I am the rightful heir.”  She wasn’t entirely sure that was how Ethean rule worked, but it made sense.  Osian was not the heir, as a second child, but did she have a legal right to take it from the king?  She looked at the guards before her. She needed to know where their allegiances stood.  
 
    “How will you serve?” she challenged.   
 
    For a brief moment she thought Callum might pull his sword and attack.  And he did pull it from its sheath, each guard behind him doing the same until about twenty swords were before her.  A shout echoed from down the hall. 
 
    “Callum!  Callum!  She’s your Queen you idiot!”   
 
    Talon came racing down the hall, his own sword bouncing against his side as he approached.  Kalina was relieved to see him alive and well.  He came huffing and puffing to stand between her and Callum.  Callum eyed the sweat drenched Talon and then quirked an eyebrow.  
 
    “I know that, you fool.”   
 
    He planted his sword on the ground and knelt before Kalina.  Kalina allowed a small breath of relief to escape her lips as the remainder of the guards knelt as well, murmuring her name.  
 
    “Queen Kalina.”   
 
    “Stand,” she said, grateful her voice was steady.  
 
    “I want the city secured and any guards or nobles who outwardly refuse my rule placed in the dungeon for now.  I will hold a coronation in two days, once the rest of my people arrive.”  She turned to Talon. “I need you to go recall my troops.  Tell them the war against the Valdir is over.”   
 
    Talon bowed slightly and ran off to do her bidding.  Callum turned to his men and began barking orders, Anders joining him.  Together they left, leaving Kalina with two palace guards, Leif, Kari, Jormungand, and a limping Rangvald for company in the now quiet hallway.  Kalina took off, heading for where she knew her mother’s rooms were.  She wanted peace and quiet.  She wanted a few moments alone to scream, or wail, or even just process everything that was happening. When they arrived outside her mother’s rooms she turned to her entourage.  
 
    “Leif, you know what to do.”  He nodded to her, curiosity flashing across his face for a moment before he turned.   
 
    “Kari, you will stand guard out here.  You, what’s your name?”  He addressed one of the guards.  
 
    “Stan, sir.”   
 
    “Stan, you will stay with her and guard your Queen.  Jormungand, find the healers hall and get Rangvald some help.  Then I want you to send for Calla.  We’ll need her to help organize the castle.”   
 
    Kalina smiled.  She admired his ability to take charge in any situation.   
 
    “Commander,” she said and Leif turned, an eyebrow raised.  “Go to Mistress Aynne in the kitchens and tell her to come to my rooms.”  She paused.  “Tell her to bring Margy and Master Alexil as well.”   
 
    He nodded and marched off down the hall with the other guard who he began talking with amiably.  Jormungand threw Rangvald’s arm over his shoulder and began hauling him down the hall.   
 
    Kalina turned back to the door to her mother’s rooms.  She didn’t bother looking behind her at the doors to the king’s rooms.  Those rooms she would save for later.  Someone else could tear those rooms apart for all she cared.  She rested her hand on the ornate golden door handles and paused, letting out a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Are you alright, your Majesty?”  Kari placed a surprisingly gentle hand on Kalina’s shoulder.   
 
    “Yes.  I’m fine.”   
 
    She pushed the door open.  Stale air smelling of dust and mildew, mixed with the soft floral scent that was uniquely her mothers, met her.  Her chest tightened at the smell, but she stepped inside.  It was dark, but soft moonlight filtered in through high windows falling across the enormous four poster bed.  Kalina made her way to the bed and sat, a puff of dust rising around her.  Her chest felt like it was going to cave in with sadness. 
 
    She buried her face in her mother’s pillow and before she knew what was happening, she was asleep.  
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    A knock on the door woke Kalina.  She hadn’t realized she’d fallen asleep and she got up feeling groggy, the events of the day crowding in, threatening to overwhelm her.  When she opened the door, all thoughts were banished as Margy rushed in, enveloping her in a huge hug.  Kalina laughed, hugging the girl back and moving back into the room to allow Scholar Alexil and Mistress Aynne inside. Mistress Aynne held a candle and taper and began lighting the lamps in the room until it was aglow with soft light. 
 
    “I knew you were someone special!”  Margy said in Kalina’s ear.  “I just can’t believe you are the Princess!” 
 
    “Good to see you too, Margy.”  Kalina gently extricated herself from Margy’s embrace and nodded to Mistress Aynne and Alexil.  “And I am glad to see you both.  We need to talk about what has happened since I left, and how we can get this castle in order.”   
 
    Mistress Aynne raised an eyebrow, her usually stern face trying unsuccessfully to hide a small smile.  Alexil was grinning beside the older woman, his white hair sticking out in all directions.  
 
    “I take it you know I was in communication with Eira?” Alexil said, taking a seat at a small table that occupied a corner of the room.  The others joined him.  
 
    “Yes, she told me that you were doing everything you could to help my mother.”   
 
    Alexil’s wrinkled face fell at the mention of the late queen.  
 
    “I was.  Sadly, it wasn’t enough.” The sorrow in his voice was palpable.  “Leif told us of her passing.” 
 
    Kalina reached across the table and squeezed the old scholar’s hand in empathy. 
 
    “You did enough.  She was able to make it to us, and we helped her have Osian, my half-brother.  He is safe and will be here in a few days.”   
 
    Alexil brightened slightly at that. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss, your Majesty.” Mistress Aynne finally chimed in.  “But if I may, we need to get to the business of running your castle.  There are still those who will challenge your right to rule, and the faster you gain control, the easier it will be to combat those who dissent.” 
 
    Kalina smiled and nodded, grateful that the woman could stay on task.  
 
    “Just what I needed, Mistress Aynne.  I am promoting you to Steward.  I need your expertise and your planning abilities to help run this place.”   
 
    Mistress Aynne’s face blanched slightly before she steeled her features and made a small bow from her seated position. 
 
    “As you wish, your Majesty.  But who will run the kitchens?”   
 
    Kalina turned to a stunned looking Margy.  
 
    “I was rather hoping you would do it Margy?”   
 
    “But Kalina, I mean, your Majesty, I don’t know how to work numbers!”   
 
    “That’s alright. I will teach you,” Mistress Aynne said.   
 
    A terrified Margy nodded in acceptance.   
 
    “I also have a dear friend, Calla, coming to help but she will be my personal assistant until a better one can be arranged.” 
 
    “What would you like me to do, Majesty?”  Alexil piped up.   
 
    “I need you to go through the King’s rooms and see if you can find anything useful to support my claim.  Perhaps a mention of me in a book?  Use the libraries as well.  In the meantime, you may also put back every tome the King took from the library.”   
 
    Alexil’s eyes lit up at that.  
 
    She dismissed them after telling them a bit of her story.  They deserved an explanation for her coming in and changing their lives so suddenly.  Then she blew out the lamps and fell asleep again, exhaustion and stress taking over.  
 
    Kari shook her awake just after sunrise. 
“Get up.  You’re wanted in the council chambers.”   
 
    Kalina jolted upright at her words, rubbing her eyes that felt like sandpaper.  Kari left her alone to wake up fully. Her mother’s rooms faced south and she could see the pink sky to the east.  Her bundle of Valdir clothing had been delivered in the night and was sitting on the foot of her bed. 
 
    She donned her red leathers once again and carefully extracted the iron crown from where Eira had made her pack it.  She went to the gold, ornate mirror that stood in a corner and placed it atop her freshly braided hair. She looked like herself again. This was how she felt most comfortable.  She strapped her axes to her back and strode into the hall, Kari and the other guard following behind her as she made her way to the council chambers.  They weren’t hard to find, for when she turned the corner from the royal’s hallway, a door stood open half way down the next hall, angry voices emanating from it.   
 
    As Kalina entered, the voices died down as all eyes turned to her.  She was relieved to see Mistress Aynne standing in a corner as well as Jormungand, Leif, and Rangvald all seated around a crowded table. Rangvald looked haggard but definitely better, his wounds treated and healing. Extra chairs had been drawn up and seven stuffy old men sat on the opposite side from her Valdir council. Kalina had to suppress a giggle at how put out the Ethean noble men seemed.  
 
    These were the council members of the king, and she knew she would have to remove some of them from office.  They wouldn’t like an upstart young woman, let alone a Valdir, telling them what to do.  She took the chair at the head of the table and sat down as Kari took her place beside her brother. Mistress Aynne opened a servant’s door and in marched Margy, another servant girl in tow, with trays full of refreshments.  They laid them before the nobles and the Valdir in almost complete silence.   
 
    Kalina let the silence stretch, allowing the tension to build as the Ethean noblemen eyed her, letting them wonder what she would do.  Finally, as Margy retreated with a wink, Kalina spoke, breaking the tension in the room.  
 
    “Noble council members of Ethea, and my trusted council. Today is an exciting day.”  Her panic began to rise but she’d addressed a large group of people before. She always felt she must look ridiculous and sound ridiculous standing before them like this.  But she belonged here.  This was her birthright, and if she didn’t take it now, they would take it from her by force.  So she cleared her throat and kept speaking.  
 
    “Today the old ways die and a new order rises.  Ethea is no longer just Ethea.  It is Ethea and the Valdir combined as one people.  My father was Hakon, King of the Valdir.  And my mother was Queen Cherise Stanchon of Ethea.  I am the marrying of two peoples, two races, two thrones.  You sit before me divided-” she gestured to the fact that they were on opposite sides of the great oak table. “But you will part here one people.  We are all Etheans.”   
 
    She stood, placing her fists on the table before her.  A few of the noblemen were looking at her with newfound respect.  But a few continued to look at her like she had three heads, like she was dirt beneath their shoes and something that should be eradicated. Those she would have to eliminate herself. 
 
    “For the last century, my people, the Valdir, have been persecuted, treated as nothing more than hired blades, something to be thrown into battle so that upstanding men such as yourselves could stay home with their families.  We have been conscripted, killed, and sold.  My people were forced to flee at the end of the war because we had been betrayed.  My grandfather promised my mother to the Valdiran King’s son, and then reneged on that promise, forcing us into exile in order to save our people. Since then we have been hunted by the Askorian Prince who married my mother after I was born. He is no King of Ethea.  My mother remained Queen until the day she died giving birth to my half-brother, Osian Stanchon.” 
 
    Murmurs flew between the Ethean nobles at this pronouncement. Kalina let them whisper for a moment before taking control again.  
 
    “And now I am the eldest living child of Queen Cherise Stanchon.  The crown is mine by rights and from this day forth, persecution of any kind towards a Valdir or even an Ethean is a crime. For the Valdir are now Etheans.”  She eyed the nobles one by one.  Some looked away from her blue-eyed stare, but a few held her gaze.   
 
    “I will have a coronation tomorrow evening in the throne room.  I expect all nobles and their families to attend to swear fealty to my crown.”    
 
    Then she turned and strode from the room, not even giving them a chance to question her.  There was a time and place for questions, for them to ask for her entire story, for her to soothe their fears.  But it was not today.  Whatever the reason for them gathering in the council chambers, she didn’t care.  There was enough to do without sitting and listening to grown men argue.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Calla arrived with baby Issa strapped to her chest.  She came into Kalina’s rooms like a whirlwind, straightening the space, dusting, and opening drawers and wardrobes.  That afternoon, Eira and Osian arrived, along with the rest of the Valdiran army.  Kalina immediately sent for the majority of her people to join them as soon as possible for her coronation. Mistress Aynne was the perfect choice to supplant the stuffy old steward who had been loyal to Terric, and as the day went on, men and women who had been fired when Kalina’s grandfather had passed, came flocking to the palace, eager to get their jobs back and serve her, their rightful queen.   
 
    Kalina did her best to be a part of everything: answering questions about food choices for the coronation, decorations for the throne room, meeting new servants that Mistress Aynne presented to her for approval, a few noblemen who sought her out to kneel and swear fealty prematurely, or to fawn over her which she found nauseating.  Despite a visit to Maska, who’d arrived after they’d sent Jormungand to fetch their waiting dragons, she still found herself exhausted and overwhelmed by the time supper rolled around.  Calla caught her in a darkened alcove, trying to catch her breath and calm the panic that seemed to be lurking just under the surface ever since she’d addressed the council members.  The woman took her hand and drew her into the newly cleaned queen’s chambers and sat her down for a cup of tea and a few cookies that Margy had sent up.   
 
    Kalina was grateful as she nibbled on the edge of a buttery cookie and took a sip of her tea.  It was the first moment all day she’d had a chance to breathe.  Calla had laid Issa in a small wooden cradle that Anders had brought for her and was rummaging through Kalina’s mother’s old gowns in the huge oak wardrobe. She pulled out an ice blue one and held it up.  Rhinestones sparkled in the light of the setting sun outside.  
 
    “What about this one?”  She said.   
 
    Kalina frowned at the dress. 
 
    “What do you mean?  What about it?”   
 
    Calla turned to her, a slightly exasperated look on her face.  
 
    “For your coronation, silly.”   
 
    Kalina’s face drained of color. She had gotten so used to wearing pants and leathers with the Valdir that it hadn’t occurred to her that as queen of Ethea and the Valdir she would need to change her wardrobe back to dresses.  
 
    “But I can’t fight in that-” she said, her voice trailing off.   
 
    Calla lowered her arms and gave Kalina a ‘you know what you need to do’ look.  Kalina sighed heavily and finished her tea.   
 
    “What about something new?”  She said, standing to approach the wardrobe.  
 
    “There’s not enough time to make you a new one by tomorrow night.  We will have to alter one of these gowns,” she trailed off as she stuck her torso deep into the wardrobe that was full to the brim with dresses.   
 
    Kalina’s hands grazed the fabrics, remembering her mother in a few of them during her months at the castle. Her mother had always looked good in blue.  And her father’s dragon was blue.  Her fingers stopped on a dark blue dress in satin.  She reached up and pulled it from the wardrobe.   
 
    “What about this one?”   
 
    Calla stood up from her search and looked at the gown, her dark curls a bit of a mess. It was the dark blue of the deepest lake.  The satin shone in the setting sun, glittering off the silver embroidery on the bodice, neck and skirt.  The neckline was a deep cut v, but the top above the breasts and down the long sleeves was a delicate lace.  It was stunning and elegant as it fell to the ground in an A-line silhouette.  Calla let out a low whistle.  
 
    “That would be just perfect.  With a few modifications.”  She took it from Kalina and began to shoo her from the room.  “Leave it to me.  Go find something else useful to do.” 
 
    Suddenly Kalina found herself standing in the hall, two fresh guards waiting to escort her wherever she needed to go.  She sighed and moved off down the hallway, curious what her old room in the library was like, and if it was still the same as the day she’d left it. Her guards trailed behind her, giving her room and privacy to explore. 
 
    The library was just as dim, quiet, and cool as she remembered it.  She moved among the books like she had found lost friends, her hands dragging gently along their spines.  She recalled many happy times spent searching through books and translating them for the scholars.  But she also remembered the times that the other scribes had bullied her.  She frowned at the memory as she approached her old room.  The door was unlocked and she pushed it open, coughing slightly at the dust cloud that rose.   
 
    She brought in a small lantern from a nearby table and illuminated the dark room and was suddenly shocked at how small and cramped it was.  Had she grown so much in a year that she no longer fit in this space?  Or was it that this space had always been this small, but that she had learned to accept its limitations?  
 
    She continued to wander the halls of the castle, visiting the kitchens and begging for a roll stuffed with cheese from Margy before making her way to the massive, ornate doors of the throne room.  Gold filigree wound up the edges of huge oak doors, their surface intricately carved with twining leaves and branches.  The more she looked, the more astonished she became.  Among the leaves and branches she could see carved wyverns and dragons.  Suddenly, she wondered if at some point in Ethea’s past the Valdir had been on the throne.   
 
    She pushed the heavy doors open and slipped through.  The massive hall of the throne room was dim and quiet, only a few torches lined the walls, sending flickering light to dance across a large golden wrought throne.  Kalina’s feet padded softly across the parquet floor and the closer she drew to the throne, the more certain she became that something grey was sitting in it. Finally, she paused a few feet away and broke into a huge grin.  
 
    Moose, the grey tabby cat she had grown so fond of while she’d worked in the library, was sprawled out on the throne’s seat.  At her approach, he began to purr so loudly it seemed to reverberate in the entire room. 
 
    He rolled over, exposing his underside, and she climbed the stairs to rub his soft striped belly.  She picked him up and sat on the throne, still stroking the purring cat. It was then that she realized that she was truly sitting on the Ethean throne.  Her heart began to pound as she surveyed the hall, taking in every inch of it and memorizing the placement of all the doors.  
 
    Tomorrow, when she was to be crowned, she might not have the forethought to plan an escape if everything went south.  The prince still languished in the dungeons, guarded day and night by an Ethean guard and a Valdiran guard.  But that didn’t mean he didn’t have supporters.  The noble men she’d addressed that morning were a wild card.  Some seemed accepting while others seemed ready to kill her.  She sighed deeply.  She would find out soon enough, and she needed to focus on the things she could control.  
 
    She brought Moose back to her rooms and he curled up on her bed and slept with her all night.  The following morning, she awoke to Kari saying that more of their people had arrived, those who hadn’t wanted to remain in the mountains as winter descended.  Kalina didn’t blame them.  Winter down here on the valley floor was harsh enough.  She knew the Valdir had used animal pelts, primarily that of the huge wolves and bears that lived in the Great Grey Mountains, as extra warmth, but it didn’t feel like enough after a few decades living in the warmth of The Wastes. 
 
    She greeted them in the entrance hall and assigned them suites of rooms.  Her people were few enough that most of the families fit into the guest halls of the castle.  One day she’d have to find them homes in the city, let them assimilate into the great Ethean people but for now she would keep them close.   
 
    The dragons gathered in the courtyards of the castle grounds and the gardens. Kalina and Maska had spoken the day before about building a new set of stables big enough to house the dragons of those who lived at the castle.  That was when an interesting question presented itself to her.  If she combined her peoples, knowing that some would intermarry and have children, children like her: half Valdir and half Ethean, what would that mean for the deep magic that bound the Valdir and the dragons?  Would the dragons begin bonding to more and more diverse people?  Would anyone with a drop of Valdiran blood be able to bond with dragons?  Would her people fade into obscurity?  It was a question that terrified her both in its implications and its possibilities.  Maska was equally curious and concerned and he promised to talk about the possibilities with the other dragons so that when the time came, they could properly discuss it. Kalina promised to do the same, but not until after her crown was secure.  
 
    Finally, as the noon bells rang in the city, Kalina made her way from the gardens where Maska was, up to her rooms to get ready for her coronation.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Calla and Eira helped Kalina dress.  When she saw the dress Calla had altered she had gasped.  The bodice was altered to cling closer to the body and sections of the skirt were slit so that it was easier to move in.  When Kalina put it on, the top fit like a glove, hugging every curve down to her waist before flaring out around her.  She wore her red leather pants beneath and Eira came forward with an intricately carved broad belt to strap around her middle like a corset.  They finished off the look with carved red leather bracers. Calla reached out and tugged at the waist where the satin skirt met the lace covered top. 
 
    “If you tug here, the skirt can be torn away.  This is in case of emergency, mind, not so that you can ditch the skirt the moment you are crowned.”   
 
    She gave a mock frown to Kalina, who laughed.  
 
    “I won’t ruin your creation, Calla.”   
 
    The woman softened and dragged her to a chair in front of a small vanity.   
 
    “Now for your hair, I was thinking intricate braids,” Calla said, holding sections of Kalina’s silver hair up.  
 
     Eira came up beside the younger woman.  The two had become fast friends once Eira had arrived at the castle.   
 
    “Let me do it.  It should be done by a Valdir.”   
 
    Kalina knew how important battle braids and Runark tattoos were for the Valdir. Soon Eira’s deft fingers were flying through her hair.  Calla bustled around the room, digging through boxes until she let out a small gasp. Kalina and Eira turned to see Calla holding a bejeweled box, one hand to her mouth.  
 
    “What is it, Calla?”  Kalina called and the woman looked up finally, a little flustered before coming over to them and presenting the box.   
 
    Kalina took it. Inside sat a stunning crown.  It was wrought in a dark iron, not too unlike her own Valdiran crown, but along each delicately carved point were cleverly placed dragon scales in shades of sapphire. Kalina knew what this was before she found the note hidden beneath the crown.   
 
    Dear Cherise, 
 
    Please keep this and wear it on the day you are crowned Queen. Although we are far apart, you will forever by my one and only love. 
 
    Yours completely, 
 
    H. 
 
    A tear slipped down Kalina’s cheek as she read the note that was written in her father’s hand.  He had made this crown for her mother even after they’d been torn apart.  For all Kalina knew, this was the last thing her father had sent to her mother, their last communication.  Her hands shook as she withdrew the crown from the box and placed it gently atop her own head to see how it looked.   
 
    She sat before the mirror clad in shades of sapphire and red. It suited her and complimented her silver hair perfectly. She nodded and removed the crown, placing it back in the box and handing it to Eira.  
 
    “I will be crowned with this.”   
 
    Eira nodded solemnly and retreated, carrying the box. Calla came up behind Kalina and stroked her cheek before hugging her, their eyes meeting in the mirror.   
 
    “I know your mother couldn’t be here with us today, but I will be out there, and so will Anders and Talon.”   
 
    “Talon’s back?”  She had sent him to gather the army.  Now she wondered if he had succeeded. 
 
    “He got back this afternoon.  He rode ahead of the army but he assured me that it was all in hand.”   
 
    Kalina let out a breath in relief and nodded, wiping a few errant tears from her cheeks, careful not to smudge the koal drawn around her eyes, and trying to settle her churning stomach.  She glanced back at the mirror one more time.  Her scar stood out against her pale cheek, as did the brown Runark tattoos that covered her face.  She didn’t think she looked pretty, her scar always making her feel self-conscious, but she looked formidable.  Like an ice queen.   
 
    Once again Kalina shuffled nervously in the antechamber off the throne room, waiting for her time to enter.  She could hear the gathered crowd of Ethean nobles and Valdir behind the small door that led to the throne and she was beyond nervous.  A part of her wanted desperately to run.  But she was here for her people, not to give in to her own panic.  
 
    Finally the door opened from the other side and she stepped through. Silence reigned as she crossed the floor and climbed the steps of the dais and stood before the throne.  She finally focused on the crowd and not her feet and saw the room utterly divided.  Silver haired Valdir stood to her left, while the Etheans of all colors stood to her right.  The Valdir watched her expectantly, with looks of reverence and respect.  Most of the Ethean nobility watched her with expectation, fear, distrust, and some with hatred.   
 
    The head Priestess of the Order of the Mother Freyre ascended the dais and held out her hands for silence within the already silent room.  Kalina struggled with the urge to vomit and instead, planted her feet, focusing on the feeling of her shoes on the floor, letting it root her to the spot.  She held her head high and stared into the faces of her people.  
 
    “People of Ethea,” the Priestess intoned, before nodding to the Valdir. “And people of the Valdir.  Today we gather to witness the crowning of a new monarch.  The changing of monarchs is always a time of upheaval, of great change.  But change is often good.  Kalina Stanchon of the Valdir and Ethea stands before you, ready to be the one to lead you through that change and into an even brighter future.”   
 
    She paused then, looking through the room as if searching for a better candidate.  Kalina did her best not to fidget.  
 
    “If anyone here has an objection to her taking the crown, now is the time to speak up, or be forever quiet.” 
 
    A general shuffling and murmuring filled the chamber.  Finally a plump man of middle age, dressed in a rich velvet doublet, stepped forward.  Kalina recognized him from the council chamber.   
 
    “Lord Averil,” the Priestess announced as he ascended a few steps up the dais.  
 
    He bowed slightly to the Priestess before eyeing Kalina and turning back to the gathered crowd.   
 
    “Lords and ladies of the court.  I stand before you as a trusted member of the King’s council.  You have all known me for many years and trusted my opinion.”  
 
    The crowd of Ethean nobility nodded in assent.  
 
    “I stand before you now, and I say, this girl is no Queen of mine.  Our King languishes in the dungeon, forcibly deposed by this upstart, nobody girl who fancies herself a Queen.”  He said the last bit with sudden vehemence, his noble composure slipping.  He pointed angrily at Kalina, who resisted the urge to take a step back.  She had to stand her ground. 
 
    Sound erupted in the throne room, many of the nobility calling for her head on a spike, for all the Valdir to be eradicated from Ethea.  Hatred spewed from many of their mouths. Kalina watched as her own people bristled and began to threaten back but when she made eye contact with Leif and Jormungand in the front row she shook her head slightly.  Within a few moments, the Valdir were looking to her and she held out a hand for their silence.  There was no use in fighting this hatred with more hatred.  She had come here to end a war, not start a new one. 
 
    “People of Ethea,” she said, stepping forward as an uneasy hush fell over the crowd.   
 
    Lord Averil turned towards her but he did not step down.   
 
    “People of Ethea.  I include the Valdir in this, for they are my people, as are all the people who dwell in Ethea.  I was born to Queen Cherise and King Hakon of the Valdir and I am of both people.  I was raised right here in Ethea.  In a small Abbey dedicated to the Mother.” She smiled then to the Priestess who smiled serenely back. “I know what it is to suffer, to toil.  And since I found the Valdir, I have known war.  I have fought on the battlefields and seen young men and women die for a war they didn’t choose, for a King who ripped them from their beds to fight.  I will not do that.”  She held out her hands in a placating manner.  “I am the daughter of an oppressed people, but I am also a daughter of Ethea. I promise as your Queen to be a just and kind ruler.  I will fight for my people and take care of them.”  
 
    She was cut off suddenly by Lord Averil.  
 
    “Promises are all well and good, Lady Kalina.”  
 
    He emphasized the Lady to try to put her in her place.  She was getting rather sick of this man’s arrogance and of constantly being second-guessed.   
 
    “Your goodness isn’t being debated here.  Your right to rule is,” he continued.  
 
    “I am the daughter of Hakon of the Valdir and Cherise Stanchon-” she began again.  
 
    Lord Averil began to laugh but she plowed forward.  
 
    “And I have proof,” she interrupted, giving him her best glare.   
 
    She held out her hand to Anders who stepped forward, handing over the letter from the queen.  Kalina marched to Lord Averil and handed it to him as the laughter died on his lips.  He quickly scanned the letter, before looking up, frowning at her.  
 
    “This still doesn’t prove anything.  I could fake this signature.”  
 
    He flashed the letter.  Kalina was at a complete loss.  How could she prove who she was?  Would she have to take the crown by force?  Instill fear so they would obey?  It was the last thing she wanted to do.   
 
    “Is there anyone here who can corroborate your story?”   
 
    Lord Averil was still speaking as he began to pace the dais steps.  Kalina looked ahead, trying to keep her focus on the back of the room and not let her audience see how much she was shaking.  
 
    “I can.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    A voice Kalina thought she recognized rang out in the hall, quieting all the murmuring voices of doubt.  A tall slim man with dark eyes and hair that was going grey with age stepped forward, making his way towards the dais.  Kalina realized with a jolt she knew who it was.  Or rather, she knew she’d seen him before.  He was the dark stranger who had met with Father Martin the day she’d learned she was a Valdir.  The day everything had changed.  
 
    “You,” she said as he approached the dais, taking the few steps up with a strange grace. He smiled a tight smile to her and nodded.  
 
    “Yes.  I can vouch that she is in fact the daughter of both King Hakon of the Valdir and Queen Cherise Stanchon.  She is the heir to both thrones and our rightful Queen now that Queen Cherise has passed on.”   
 
    Lord Averil blustered for a moment before finding his voice.  
 
    “How do you know?  Can you prove it?”  
 
    Lord Averil seemed to be turning an interesting shade of purple and for a moment Kalina was relieved that this stranger had stepped forward to vouch for her. 
 
    “Yes.  I have here,” he produced a scroll with an unbroken seal from his doublet. “A writ from his late Majesty, King Osian Stanchon stating that his daughter, Cherise Stanchon gave birth to a female child named Kalina Stanchon shortly before her marriage to Prince Terric of Askor.  That child was named heir to the throne and then entrusted to my care.  I placed her at Hywell Abbey with Father Martin, to be looked after until such a time as she was deemed safe.  Prince Terric, however, learned of her existence and knew she could depose him and began searching for her relentlessly.  Many of you knew of his obsession.”   
 
    Many of the nobles around the room began to nod in agreement.  
 
    “I knew she had to remain at the Abbey. So I went back to check on her almost one year ago.  My plan was to one day reveal her heritage and bring her back to the palace to live, but the High Father had different plans.  He was fond of the child and wanted her to have a normal life.  A few days later, however, that child disappeared and a few months later we learned she had taken the throne of the Valdir following her father’s death in a battle with Terric’s men.  She has come back to Ravenhelm to claim her birthright, a birthright I fully support.”   
 
    With that declaration, the man turned and knelt at Kalina’s feet, his head bowed in deference.  His story almost brought tears to her eyes, but she blinked them away and instead leaned down to take his hand and help him stand.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said, her voice coming out a bit thick with emotion.  “Who are you?” 
 
    The man smiled kindly at her, before bending to kiss her hand.  
 
    “I am Lord Illeron, Spymaster.” 
 
    Sound filled the throne room until the Priestess held up both her hands.  Lord Illeron stepped to the side, showing his support as Kalina surveyed her people.  Many of the Ethean faces were now open with curiosity rather than closed with distrust.  Lord Averil was still scowling but he had retreated back among the crowd to sulk.  He would have to be removed from the council, Kalina knew.  It was one thing to be questioned as Kari and Jormungand had done, and another to be outright opposed. He would be a thorn in her side. 
 
    “Without further ado, we will proceed with the coronation.”   
 
    She gestured for Eira to step forward, the ornate crown box in her hands.  She opened it and presented the crown to the Priestess who took it in her hands and reverently held it aloft before Kalina.  
 
    “With this crown we name you Protector of the Realm.  With this crown we name you Keeper of All People.  With this crown we name you Daughter of Freyre, Queen of the Valdir and Queen of Ethea.”   
 
    She gently set the crown atop Kalina’s braided silver hair.  Kalina felt as though a physical weight much greater than that of the crown settled upon her shoulders.  She was now responsible for so much more. 
 
     “All hail Queen Kalina!” the Priestess intoned.   
 
    “Long live the Queen!”  
 
    The crowd responded and as one, as if they were bent over by a rolling wave, the entire audience, including the Priestess, bent their knees before her.  Kalina’s heart swelled as pride lifted her up.  She felt thankful that these people trusted her to take care of them.   
 
    She would try to be worthy of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    To be continued… 
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