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Chapter 1


Melodious laughter rang through the dining hall. Amid the clink of silverware on dinner plates, a discordant note penetrated Princess Raene of Montequirst’s haze of happiness. Her table occupants did not appear to notice the disharmony. 
Yet the sounds of merriment died in her throat as her heart constricted and out of instinct, Raene glanced toward the head table. To where her mother, the Queen of Montequirst, held court to her advisers. The Duke of Larkswallow sprang to his feet, not quite as spry as he would prefer people to believe, as the Duke of Lockwillow caught the queen when her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she crumpled.
A horrified gasp ripped from Raene’s throat as she thrust her napkin aside to dart across the hall. A bevy of healers barred her way. “You must not, Princess. Please allow us to attend to her first.”
Ariadne, an elderly healer who had been born long before the queen, held on to Raene’s arms, eyes boring directly into hers. “She would not wish for you to also fall ill.”
“She is ill?”
The healer tipped her head forward ever so slightly. “It appears this is so. We must examine her thoroughly. Once we ascertain what has befallen her, we shall send for you.”
The soup and salad they had been served thus far lurched in Raene’s stomach. Her heart raced, as dizziness threatened to overtake her. The clatter of the diners halted, and now the colors and scents smeared into a dissonant, aching montage.
A kind hand stroked over her trembling arm. “We shall examine her immediately. There are viruses always circulating.” Ariadne’s voice was soothing, calm, and in direct contrast to Raene’s inability to form a sentence, much less a coherent thought.
She nodded, desperately trying to swallow the large lump in her throat. The healer’s hand gripped her own with surprising strength as Ariadne offered an abbreviated curtsy before she left the room at a stately pace.
Heart still pounding, as sweat dotted her spine, Raene stared after the healer, unable to determine what to do.
The two dukes circled the dining hall to answer questions, with what little knowledge they possessed. Still, one of them gestured to the waiting attendants to continue serving the meal. Few appeared to have an appetite, however.
Raene could not possibly swallow with the huge knot in her throat, so she exited the room, wishing to leave the entire scene behind. She retreated to the chamber she and her mother spent much of their time in the evenings. The airy sitting room had been decorated with feminine tastes in mind, with daintier furniture and softer colors.
“Will she be all right?” Stefana, Raene’s closest friend, inquired as soon as she joined her. A dark haired, dark eyed beauty, Stefana offered a measure of comfort with her very presence.
“I do not know. The healers have yet to ascertain what caused her to collapse.”
Stefana made a pained noise in the back of her throat. Raene concurred. There was nothing they could do, but she could not remain seated. Traversing the room from one end to the other, she spun to retrace her steps. Her elaborate court gown rasped against the furniture.
Her mind refused to clear, but the physical activity helped her to process her mother’s collapse. A frown creased Stefana’s forehead, but she kept her thoughts to herself.
The clock in the corner mocked them as the hands crept around the face. The fire died to faint embers. Her stomach remained leaden as she stopped in front of the fading fire.
It reminded Raene of her mother. A brilliant, beautiful flame, slowly being snuffed out. Reduced to a mere flicker of what she had been.
I am being morbid, Raene chided herself. With no diagnosis, she had no cause to think this. Although by now, should not they have heard something?
Stefana shivered, wrapping her arms tightly around herself. Raene’s entire body had goosebumped and she suppressed a matching shiver. She crossed the room to the crystal panel. After a brisk tap, she waited for a chambermaid to appear.
“You summoned me, princess?” But the maid gasped when she spotted the fire. “You should have called long before now.”
Raene hoped her words were not an unfulfilled prophecy.
[image: image-placeholder]Margina, the Queen of Montequirst, lay pale and lifeless against the white sheets of her royal bed. Her skin contained so little color that Raene’s heart skittered.
“Mama?”
The blue eyes she knew well flickered, then opened. More life swirled here, but the glow within had waned.
Raene tensed. She paced to the bed to stare at the woman who meant everything to her.
“I am here, my Raene.” The voice that answered was so thin Raene winced.
Lowering herself to the bed, she took her mother’s soft hand in hers. As delicate and warm as always, but Margina’s grip lacked strength.
What could have stolen her vigor so quickly?
Do you truly wish to know that answer? A voice asked deep within Raene’s mind. Her spine stiffened as she gaped at the shrunken form of her mother.
“What do the healers believe you have?”
“I do not believe they know as of yet.”
Not a reassuring answer. The back of her throat burned. “Do you need anything?”
“No, love. I have all I require.” Contentment lined her mother’s face as her eyes shut and she dropped into sleep. Her hand loosened around Raene’s, then flailed to the mattress.
Raene’s heart leapt into her throat as her fingers rose to cover her mouth. This cannot be happening.
The queen was still young. She surely had plenty more years to reign.
Raene rose from the bed, carefully, so the gentle movement of the mattress did not hinder the rest of her sleeping mother. Fist pressed against her trembling lips, she took in the woman lost in dreams.
Raene began her search for a healer and some answers immediately upon leaving her mother’s bedchamber.
It took close to an hour before she located one in the laboratory at the back of the castle.
“Morgan, what is happening with my mother? What does she suffer from?”
The young man glanced up from the glass beaker in front of him. “We do not know, Princess Raene.”
Rearing back, she frowned at him. He wouldn’t meet her eyes. “As in you are still attempting to figure this out? Or you do not know? Or you are not telling me?”
“As in we do not know because we are still working out this puzzle, child.” Ariadne’s calm voice answered instead of the near-cowering Morgan.
Relief crossed his face as he kept his attention on the potion making process in front of him.
“Will my mother recover from whatever ails her?”
Unlike Morgan, Ariadne had no trouble meeting her eyes. Her gaze remained clear and direct. “We do not know, Raene. Once we do, we shall inform you. Right now her mild symptoms make it impossible to determine her ailment.”
Ariadne squared her shoulders. “You may be assured we will offer her the very best care possible.”
Raene’s throat tightened and the pain increased. Additional sweat beaded along her spine while her nape hairs rose.
“Thank you, Ariadne.”
“You are welcome, child.” A kind, well-worn hand rested on her arm. “We love her too.”
Some of the ache in Raene’s throat eased. But a lump there prevented her from speaking. Instead she nodded and blinked back the storm of tears.
The hand on her arm squeezed before the healer turned away. Raene left the laboratory, stumbling into the hall, her mind blank.
What could she do? There seemed to be nothing to do for her mother. Nothing. This sliced through her like a rapier through flesh.
Trudging through the hallways of the only home she had ever known, Raene eventually found herself outside her bedchamber door. She opened the barrier, entering the room she had slept in since birth. Her mother dreamed only one door down.
Pacing to her bed, she slumped onto it and gazed into the fireplace embers. They were banked because she spent no time here during the day.
She hung her head as a tiny flame deep within her flickered to life. Barely a spark, but it awakened.
Her eyes bounced around the room as she resisted the urge to curl up on her bed, or better yet, hide under it as she had done as a child. 
Her restless gaze snagged on what lay beyond her bed.
A large chest, simple in design and materials, had been a gift from her parents upon her fifteenth year. Her mother, smiling and mysterious, had given her the chest, mentioning that it had belonged to an ancestress of theirs.
Raene had been told nearly since birth that her auburn hair, blue eyes, and petite stature were inherited from this ancestress. Queen Bronwyn had been a mighty queen, who still enjoyed legendary status in Montequirst.
Sliding off the bed, Raene eased open the heavy lid to reveal the treasures she had collected over the ensuing years. Scrabbling to the bottom, near the back, lay one such treasure she had shoved there after the sudden death of her father. Grappling through the contents, her fingers finally brushed against supple leather. It shot bittersweet memories through her.
The rectangular shape was right, so she grasped it tighter to heave the weighty package from the depths.
Dull metal and bright gemstones greeted her as she grasped the hilt and removed the heavy sword from the protective scabbard. It fit her hand perfectly, just as it always had. This sword, and the chest, had belonged to the same legendary ancestress, but Raene had not practiced enough in order to use Driies with the same dexterity as the sword’s previous owner. Queen Bronwyn had been feared in lands far beyond Montequirst’s queendom. She had wielded this sword with knowledge, skill, and daring. Provided all those fairy-tales told to Raene as a child had been true.
The little flicker inside her burned with intensity, rushing through her to spark where her hand curled around the hilt of the sword. The internal flame lit the metal and caused the gems to glow.
She needed to learn far more about this beautiful heirloom. Thus, she required practice and additional training. From someone whose skill was so great she did not have to fear him accidentally harming her. As far as she knew, only one warrior in all of the land fit this description.
The flickering light of the sword in her hand propelled her to her wardrobe where she exchanged her court attire for more appropriate training garb. Finally, Raene strapped the sword around her waist. Then, with a deep breath, she left her bedchamber to duck into one of the many secret passages dotting the castle.
She took the path that led down. Into the very bowels of her home. It was here where her mother stored her personal treasures. Known as the Queen’s treasury, her crowns, jewels, coins, and other wealth were protected by a warrior only ever whispered about.
Deep within the castle where it was rumored a dragon slept. Raene had never been here before, but the gleam of her sword led the way. A knot jammed into her throat. With her mother so ill...
She cut off those dangerous thoughts.




Chapter 2


Word had only just been relayed to him that the queen appeared to be ill before the first one arrived. Attired in the court dress of a gentleman, with a shiny sword and tall boots, the man rounded the corner. 
Vidar’s hand already rested on his sword hilt as he straightened to his full height. The newcomer eyed him with a modicum of trepidation.
“State your business.”
“I have come for the treasure.” The little man said this with the pompous certainty of one used to being obeyed.
“All here belongs to the queen.”
The gentleman wore a fussy mustache, rounded at the ends. His hair was greased back from his forehead and his clothing, including an intricate neck cloth, were immaculate. He intended to fight in such garb?
Vidar resisted the urge to snicker.
“The queen will shortly no longer exist.”
His heart thumped. To hear such news, in such a disparaging manner, pumped adrenaline into Vidar’s bloodstream. “She is your queen.”
“Not for long.”
“Her daughter will rule in her stead.”
The man who fancied himself a gentleman straightened. “Yes, and she is of age.”
“Of age for what?”
“She must choose a husband immediately upon her mother’s passing. Which appears to be impending.” The man tugged on his mustache as though he contemplated aiding the queen’s demise.
Spine straightening another notch, Vidar did not bother to halt a vicious snarl.
The little man’s eyes widened and he took a hasty step backward. He nearly tripped over his shiny boots in his haste. Then he straightened his narrow shoulders and contemplated Vidar with a little more respect.
“If the queen dies, then her treasure is available to whoever reaches it first.” So much pseudo-justification threaded the words, Vidar’s hand tightened around his sword hilt.
“The treasure belongs to the royal family. If the queen dies, it reverts to her daughter.” He growled this because the urge to rip the man’s head off was fast becoming a terrible temptation.
“Right.” The man squeaked and made a hasty exit.
Vidar rumbled again.
The next man to step into the large cavern did so with more caution. He paused when he spotted Vidar. “You are a warrior.” His voice was far lower than the first visitor. He stood taller and lacked the previous man’s greasiness.
His much less decorous sword likely had been proved long ago. “As are you.” Credit had to be given where due.
“I am. But not to your caliber.”
“I am Aasguard.”
The man’s head dipped in respect. “So it is true.” This he said more to himself. Then he peppered Vidar with impressive questions about fighting.
Never once did his hand shift toward his sword hilt, nor did his body language indicate he came prepared to attack.
“What was your purpose in coming here?” Vidar questioned when the warrior finally turned to exit the cavern. For the first time that he could remember, he couldn’t read someone’s intention.
“The queen’s illness has not been yet determined, but she is ill.” Genuine sorrow interwove this statement.
“That does not answer my question.”
The warrior looked at him as though he had been living in a box. Technically, Vidar did. A spacious stone one, but a box nonetheless.
“Upon her ascension to the throne, our queen took a husband. A warrior to protect her.”
Vidar had witnessed that. “Yes.”
“If our queen passes, her daughter takes the throne. She will likely also be required to take a husband.” The man offered a warrior’s bow before exiting the cavern on silent feet.
After he left, Vidar realized the warrior had not answered his question. 
He had little time to catch his breath before the next man stalked into the cavern. This one came with sword in hand, a snarl on his face, and liquor on his breath.
A shadow lurked behind him, a friend or comrade.
The astringent cloud surrounding him made Vidar’s eyes water. One blow against the man, and he toppled. The cavern took care of him, as it always did.
The man waiting in the shadows jumped into the battle next, and he had not been indulging. No alcohol cloud surrounded him, but the fever in his eyes told a different story. By the first clang of metal on metal, Vidar had assessed the man’s strengths and weaknesses.
The defeat of this opponent produced an unexpected yawn. He pondered a hot beverage, preferably caffeinated.
Again, the cavern cleared itself. After these two, a steady stream of treasure seekers offered up a diversion for a time and kept him from that beverage. As the grunts and cries of defeat rang through the cavern, he wondered at the extent of the queen’s debilitation.
[image: image-placeholder]The path proved rocky in places, smooth in others, and then around the next bend, treacherous as well. Raene climbed over several rock falls and squeezed through a space that had collapsed. She made a note to have this path cleared immediately. They needed ready access to the treasury at all times.
She turned a corner into a space she thought she had never been. Yet that was not so. Raene had visited with her parents, once, as a child. Even after seeing twenty-five summers, this place looked as large and grand as she remembered.
Then it had been cavernous, and today, the echoing largeness had not changed. She blinked in the wake of such majesty as the rocky ceiling towered taller than the trees outside. Larger than the park within the castle grounds but stark, despite the wash of colors from the various granite and marble slabs that had been carved out to create this chamber.
And there standing in front of one solid wall stood the reason she had come. Although not anywhere near as tall as the ceiling, he did not appear diminutive within the echoing space. One did not call an Aasguard warrior small.
They were broad, muscular, with the strength of three men or more. No one knew, as their strength had never been quantified. An Aasguard did not cease fighting until the fighting ceased. He kept on until all foes were vanquished. While not immortal, it was difficult to kill an Aasguard.
This specimen would be considered short at only six and a half feet in height. He made up for this in sheer immensity of chest, arms, and tree-trunk-sized thighs. No one would make the mistake of calling him handsome in the typical sense, although her heart did pound an extra beat or two. As though hewn from the same granite as the stones around them, this warrior was as solid and dependable.
Ever alert, an Aasguard required little to function while on duty. As far as she knew, this one had been standing at his post since her mother was crowned the Queen of Montequirst. Raene hesitated before venturing closer.
The long sword at his side nearly matched her height. She gulped and contemplated fleeing in the same direction she had come. The image of her mother, bedridden now, and Raene’s inability to prevent her suffering, made her straighten her shoulders and continue her approach.
“Come no further.” The command was uttered in the graveled tones of two rocks rubbing together.
It sent a skitter of something other than fear down her spine. She stepped closer.
Indeed, nothing could have prevented her from doing so.
The warrior straightened his massive length. “This is forbidden.” His inflection didn’t change, but his burning silver eyes pierced her. They glowed as though they saw far more than the outward. A shiver undulated down her spine.
He squared his shoulders, hand resting on his sword hilt, on the balls of his feet.
His shadow is bigger than me.
Her second gulp was audible.
Yet if she failed to set her course now... Retreat ceased to be an option, despite the way her heart pounded too loudly in her ears.
Eyes narrowing, Raene drew her sword. Although she had not practiced nearly like she should have, the weapon flowed from the sheath with deadly precision. 
The warrior sighed deep. When he drew his sword, the echo of metal on old leather made sweat pool along her spine. His hand clasped the hilt with practiced ease, as though sword and hand were one.
By the time he countered her opening thrust, her heart had jumped into her mouth.
Fighting in this manner is beyond us, her inner voice yelped. This is a true warrior. We cannot hope to battle this one and win.
But she gritted her teeth and parried his forward blow. I am not here to win. Not at this juncture. The need to defend herself, to learn all she could, set her jaw.
Perhaps I am a novice, but we continue, she stated in determined tones to her skeptical self. This needed doing, so they would do it.
His lazy counter sent pain ricocheting up her arm. She breathed through the pain, and offered up her best defensive move. While clumsy and weak, she did remain on her feet.
The only advantage she had proved to be her size. The delightful muscles bunching and releasing with his every movement were pretty, but their sheer girth proved a hindrance to him.
She ducked under his sword and jabbed with a small dance that came naturally to her.
He backpedaled to block the blow, but it had been close. He eyed her with a tinge of respect.
Although both knew she was not up to his skill in any way.
When he didn’t pierce her with the sharp end of his sword for the second time, she realized he had another advantage. He had no intention of killing her. Even though he was supposed to.
Wiping away the blinding sweat, she stumbled a few steps back to peer up into his face.
“You know who I am.”
“Princess Raene.” His bow was courtly and proper. No emotion colored his tone. His silver eyes flashed with the same sheen of the sword at his side. 
Her heart dropped. But nothing swirled in those mercurial depths to indicate he planned to halt their sport. Hand tightening around the hilt, she raised her sword to prepare for the continuation of their faux battle.
As he wielded his own sword, she memorized the movement, the way his muscles pulled and tightened. The action he used to counter and thrust.
Her memory and then subsequent practice might very well save her life if the future laid itself out in the manner she feared.
Now was not the time to fret. If she did not keep her head, this could turn out bad. As in bloody bad.
She feinted to the left, spun, and countered his forward thrust. The clang and reverberations made her teeth clench to prevent herself from crying out. The repercussion continued through her body for far too long, an endless cycle.
Changing her grip on the sword, she thrust, but his counter was so fast, she never saw it. His defensive action set her on her bottom. Pain erupted through her tail bone into her back, but she shoved to her feet, and danced out of range of that slashing blade. 
He watched her closely, but it certainly stemmed from something other than fear. At least not fear of her harming him. Her heart sank because he fought as though to ensure she did not become seriously injured. The goal in sword fighting was to aim for the head or torso. The kill zones.
She did so.
He did not.
His blows hit her weapon, but not the edge, where it would dull or nick the blade. Only a tiny fraction of warriors could accomplish this feat with such success.
Her throat worked to clear the large knot there, as she parried, but it soon became apparent he would not injure her. No matter what she did, but then she was a tiny mouse battling a war horse.
Raene sheathed her sword. Then she bowed to her opponent, who slid his mighty sword into the scabbard. He in turn bowed to her. His dark hair gleamed in the overhead lighting. Those silver eyes tracked her every movement.
Heart racing, she exited the same way she had come, aware the tears deep inside had lessened. Her mother was dying. No one had admitted this thus far, but Raene felt it to her very core.
Their talented, knowledgeable healers could do nothing for her, much less could Raene, who possessed no healing skills whatsoever. Therefore, Raene’s future, which loomed with no clarity, was at least not so murky now. Coming here, to learn how to fight, to defend her position, was exactly what she needed.
She wanted to turn and thank the warrior again, but she could not give in to the temptation.
[image: image-placeholder]The huge black dragon lumbered from the inside cavern Vidar protected. He tripped over two of his four feet. Right now he resembled a brontosaurus sized iguanodon with leathery wings. In battle, his horns and spikes, which he revealed when he needed them, often came as a shock to their opponents.
“So, that is the queen’s grown daughter.” Aern stared after the princess, a gleam in his crystalline green eyes that caused Vidar’s nape hairs to stir.
“Yes.” His response was shorter than it should have been.
Aern’s scaled face flashed with mischief. “And you lit up as I have never seen you do before.” His tail slashed at some stalagmites and rocked the entire cavern.
Vidar rode out the vibrations and sighed. “I did not.”
The sound that emerged from Aern’s throat made Vidar glance at him in concern. “Are you well?”
“Sorry, I have not laughed in centuries. It felt good.” Aern tripped over the other two feet.
“Sit down before you topple the entire place.”
His companion’s resulting snort charred a different stalagmite. “I have never caused true destruction.”
“Romaldin, 1410. We were not asked to leave the city.” 
“That structure was not properly built, everyone knew that.”
“It is true the courthouse should not have toppled so fast, but it was your fault.”
“Oh please, it was only a matter of time before that building collapsed.” Aern did sit finally.
Vidar stopped holding his breath.
“So the princess, she is both attractive and spirited.”
And he commenced holding it again. He had no response to Aern’s digging.
“Couldn’t help but notice her sword and striking resemblance to a warrior queen we once knew.” The dragon’s voice took on a musing quality. His tail flicked, as though he was enjoying himself.
“Yes, she was definitely using Driies. And she does resemble Bronwyn.” No denying this, and Aern would have plenty to say if Vidar prevaricated.
“Legend said she would be back.”
“The woman fighting with me today was not Bronwyn.” Of this he was certain.
“’Course not. Bronwyn would have kicked your hide from here to Atlas.”
“Atlas no longer exists.”
Aern sat up abruptly. “Really? When did that happen?”
“I told you of its collapse into the Nesslock sea over a century ago.”
“A century ago I was battling scale rot, remember?”
“You only complained about it every hour on the hour.”
“Scale rot is uncomfortable. That is why I forgot about Atlas. I am very sad to hear about it.” Aern rose to all four feet and stomped around the cavern without stumbling once. “What became of their dragon, Fricassa?”
“I do not know. It happened so quickly, they had little time to react.” He did wonder about their fate, although he never had heard the name of Fricassa’s Aasguard warrior. Even if he did not know the warrior, Vidar would be saddened to learn of his demise. Mother Nature, unlike mankind, was perfectly capable of destroying an Aasguard.
Aern turned, nimbly for him, only taking out a stalactite and chipping a stalagmite in the process.
“What are you doing?”
Tail swishing from side to side, Aern paced from one end of the cavern to the other. “I should like to know what happened to Fricassa.”
“If it means so much to you, we will send out an inquiry.” He should have done this years ago. It would ease his own fears.
“Really? Can we do so right now?” Eagerness, for the first time Vidar could remember in decades, radiated from Aern.
“Yes.” He paced to their crystal console, embedded in a cavern wall. These crystal communication devices were new since Atlas fell. Some brilliant crystal “wizards” had created these communication tools within this century. They had been improving them ever since.  
His model blended perfectly with the cavern so unless you knew the crystal was there, you would never notice it. He tapped out a message to a few old friends. “If anyone knows of their fate, we shall discover it.”
Aern sat again. “Thank you, Vidar.”
“You are welcome.” He sent off the inquiry then made certain the dragon’s bottom had made contact with the marble floor.
It had. Even Aern’s tail remained still at the moment. “So Princess Raene is going to rival Bronwyn?”
“She is comfortable with Driies. And she is left-handed, which gave Bronwyn an advantage.”
“The princess did not seem very knowledgeable.” Aern’s green eyes focused on the wall opposite them.
“Nor was Bronwyn, at first.”
Another snort didn’t char anything, since Aern had settled nearly in the middle of the cavern. “Not until you taught her.”
“I did not. My mentor did.” He wondered if Fergus was still alive.
Aern’s frown could have blistered the wall. “I thought you taught her?”
“I remember them practicing together, but I was not Aasguard yet.”
“So she was older than you?”
“By a year or more.”
“Women do mature faster than men.” Aern tried to look wise.
“People tend to mature faster than dragons.” Vidar guffawed as he breezed out of range of Aern’s dragonfyre.
“You are not funny.”
Chuckles increasing, Vidar returned to his post by the entrance to the treasure trove. Where, if someone managed to best him, which was unlikely, they then encountered Aern. If they defeated Vidar, Aern, his faithful companion for over a millennium, would be a trifle testy.
“I believe we can expect interesting things from our newest princess.”
Darting a quick look at the musing dragon, Vidar could not fathom any explanation for why his heart lurched.




Chapter 3


“Mama, you are not dying. Surely the healers are wrong.” Despair, interwoven with threads of desperation, tore through her. This could not be true. Raene had known, deep inside, but so long as no one confirmed her suspicions, her mother’s impending death was not real. 
Her mother took her hand. The Queen’s was cool and a little clammy. Alarm spiraled through Raene. The usual softness and warmth of this beloved hand were absent.
“I have blue fever. You know there is no cure for this. It has long plagued many in our land and beyond. Why should I be different?”
“You are the queen.” Yet Raene’s protest meant nothing. Blue fever was no respecter of persons. It affected all people, no matter their station, strength, or habits. And so called because it turned the sufferer blue from lack of oxygen before suffocating them.
A nasty, horrible illness, of which there was no escape. Raene’s stomach clenched as she struggled not to think on how much her beloved mother would suffer before she died. Then emptiness filled her at the thought of her mother no longer in her life.
“Blue fever cares not of a person’s station in life.” The queen brushed tendrils of silver-streaked red hair off her pale forehead. “I am weary after losing your father. It is time I go to him.”
So I must lose both parents? She had already lost her father and that had been nearly unbearable. At least she still had her mother though. Now . . . The hollow feeling expanded. “But then I shall be alone.”
Regret creased Margina’s face. “Yes, and that is the only reason why I am resistant of leaving you, my love.” The cool hand tightened briefly on hers.
With far less strength than the day before. Her heart sank. Here was more evidence of illness, in addition to the new lines etched in her mother’s previously vibrant face.
“I am not old enough to rule.” A ridiculous protest and it made her sound like the child she was not.
Her mother’s face softened.  “You are more than capable.” The luminous blue eyes Raene had inherited glowed with an otherworldly brightness, much like the silver ones she had recently encountered. “Yours will become the strongest nation in the world.” Margina spoke in a voice Raene had never heard before.
“Mama?”
The blue eyes cleared as her mother blinked. “Yes, sweet?”
“Are you all right?” Dubiousness clouded the question.
The hand she knew well stroked down her face. “Oh yes. Soon I shall be with your father.” Her eyes fluttered shut as she dropped abruptly into sleep. The queen’s breathing grew labored as the disease slowly filled her lungs.
Rising unsteadily, Raene headed to the door in the far wall. Leaving her mother in the care of several qualified healers, all of whom stopped her for a hug, she soon hurried to her bedchamber.
Driies awaited there, no longer concealed in the chest at the foot of her bed. No, the sword now gleamed from a hanger on the wall. The clothing needed to learn the art of sword play lay on a stand beside it in a neat pile. It took long moments to change out of the attire appropriate for attending the dying queen.
Her stomach protested this thought with a nausea-inducing roll. Shoving her chaotic thoughts aside, Raene donned the trousers and tunic required for the fight ahead.
Aggression streaked through her body, rippling her muscles as her jaw ached. She could do nothing to combat the illness intent on stealing her mother away. Loneliness reached out to ensnare her.
She snatched Driies off the wall and stalked out of the bedchamber. Today there was no hiding her actions. The sword caught plenty of attention from those she passed in the hallway.
No one stopped her. No one questioned her.
To a man, woman, and child, they all bowed their heads as she marched past. They had already heard there was no hope for the current queen. Sorrow welled so deep in her heart, Raene nearly stumbled, but she refused to allow it to overtake her.
Not now. Someday in the present, this grief was her future. She would endure it then. But now, she would perform a last service to her mother. To the woman who had given her life, an education to rival any man’s, and all the love welling within Margina’s small body.
Raene had little to offer this amazing woman. Yet she would give what she had. She would give her best.
Boot heels ringing on the stones lining the hallways, she headed for the bowels of the castle again.
[image: image-placeholder]The Aasguard warrior offered no comment when she rounded the corner. His silver eyes swept over her before he nodded to himself at the same time as he unsheathed the massive sword at his side. His impressive muscles grew taut as he redistributed his weight to the balls of his feet.
She stopped before him, and her heart wrenched at the matching sorrow in his eyes. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she forced away all emotion. The deepening sense of loss, hopelessness, fear, and finally, the anger that bubbled under all those other simmering emotions.
Instead, she reclaimed Driies, the magnificent sword hissing in triumph as it cleared the scabbard. It shone in the overhead light, sending a firestorm of sparks across the chamber, as though taunting a foe.
Only there were no foes here. Only a man who felt as she did. Who somehow understood why she had come, and what she needed. He did not ask a bevy of questions. He did not taunt her as a few of the warriors in her mother’s court had taken to doing.
Bawdy language she was not familiar with, but the context provided enough hints nevertheless. As though she would choose one of them to protect her once her mother passed.
Denial rose like a striking predator, and she slashed through it to instead focus on the warrior standing patiently in front of her. He waited for her to take the initiative.
Her opening might have made most fighters wince, but he was too polite to do so. Instead, he blocked her with all the skill in the universe. Or so it seemed. She parried, but he deflected with more grace and efficiency than any one man should possess.
His next counter to her thrust sent a reverberation up her arm and into her shoulder. It carried the promise of pain. She firmed her jaw and kept watch for openings. 
The hope was to foil his defenses, but this warrior was no longer human. At least from what her parents had explained about Aasguard warriors throughout the years.
He had been born human, but now after extensive training and a gradual metamorphosis, had become something more. Far more, better than a human, as he sent her skittering away from his gleaming sword.
Unlike Driies, his did shine as bright as new silver in the overhead flood of light. Not new but kept in such condition by a man who might be a little fastidious.
Raene allowed a small smile. She liked that in a man. He caught her smile.
“My princess smiles during the battle?”
She backed off for a moment. This allowed her time to catch her breath. “Your sword is very shiny.”
He did not bother to glance at the weapon. “Of course.” A tinge of arrogance threaded his response.
The escaping laughter felt good. “Thank you.” She barely managed a whisper.
A shared slight bow acknowledged more than either of them could have hoped to express.
“I feel the same, my lady.”
The same lump shot into her throat again, but she swallowed it, lifting her sword once more.
In the manner of all warriors, he entered the battle with her again as though this small intermission had never been. He warded off each of her blows, fielding her defensive and offensive measures with lazy strokes that only added to his legendary status.
By the time her entire being ached from the exercise and she was coated in sweat, she finally stuffed Driies back into the sheath and eyed her opponent.
“You have not even broken a sweat.” More than a little accusation infused her words.
He allowed a faint smile. “You have done all the work.”
She scowled. “I did notice that.”
“’Tis the way of the student.” His mercurial eyes glowed for the space of three pants on her part. “You still have much to learn. Yet you have already advanced since our last session.”
“I have?”
“Oh yes. You are a novice, indeed. But you are a more advanced novice now.”
“How is that possible?”
His eyes gleamed. “There are some who are natural born warriors. You appear to be ranked within that number.”
Warmth flooded her. “Thank you.”
He bowed. “It is only the truth.”
It seemed wrong that this man bowed to her. His knowledge exceeded hers—in everything.
“Something is bothering you?” His deep, gravelly voice sent more warmth through her. Yet not a type of warmth she had ever encountered before.
“You are Aasguard.”
“Yes.” No pride or arrogance within his answer.
“Therefore, your place in life is far superior to mine.”
His forehead furrowed. “You are of royal bloodlines. You are the crown princess of this nation.”
“So?”
“Royalty is far above everyone else.”
She snorted. Her mother would have winced and then corrected her on such unladylike behavior. “I was born into a royal family. You were likewise born into the elite ranks of your profession. Yet you have also been specially trained and molded to be what you are today. You have put in the effort to become the most elite of warriors. Therefore, you are at least on the same level as me.”
“I do not understand.”
“You, an Aasguard warrior, do not bow to me, a mere princess of five and twenty. Perhaps you should bow to my mother, but never to me.”
His throat worked as though he struggled to process what she said. “I am a warrior. I am not of royal blood.”
She shoved damp curls off her cheek. “Yes, you are.”
His mouth opened, but nothing emitted. For the first time in their limited association, she had disconcerted him. Raene couldn’t prevent herself from preening.
“Aasguard warriors are as noble as my family line. You would not have been offered a place with them if you were not of royal blood. Yours might not always be legitimate, but you are definitely of royal blood. Far older than mine. Therefore, you outrank me.”
“I must study this, as I do not believe your information is correct.”
She surreptitiously wiped away fast forming beads of perspiration. “It is true. I researched this after our previous meeting.” Then she rattled off a few places on his crystal he could visit if he wished to pursue the search on his own. He had his own source of information here.
How he managed to survive down here she did not know. The massive overhead windows provided plentiful sunshine to douse the cavern, and allowed him to watch the stars, but the place was still deep within the bowels of the castle.
Only those seeking to steal the royal treasure came here, so his interactions with others was limited. It had to be a lonely life.
Did he even have family? Unlikely now.
Perhaps that is why he radiated empathy. He understood.
“I will seek answers to this. However, you are still a member of the royal family I serve. Therefore, I respect your position. That is why I bow and will continue to do so.”
“You needn’t.” Then a thought occurred to her. She choose her words carefully. “If you discover you are also of royal birth, then you are my equal. At least. So based on your study of this, will you then cease bowing and all the other typical courtly behavior that I find distressing?”
He studied her face for several exhilarating heartbeats. “This is acceptable. However, I intend to make a thorough search.”
“I understand.”
She left with his promise ringing in her ears. Despite the aches and pains making themselves known in various parts of her anatomy, and her worries and fears over her mother, Raene’s uplifted spirits persisted.




Chapter 4


“The princess is correct.” Aern trundled into view, moving majestically for a change. He could do so—if he was careful. Still, to move such a mass took planning and consideration, and typically, the black dragon could not be bothered. 
“What is she correct about?” His heart rate accelerated. Blood rushed through his veins in a way it had never done so before.
At least not until his princess had entered this cavern with the overwhelming need to learn to use Driies.
“You, as Aasguard, are also of royal descent.” Aern picked his way to the crystal console and spun it with his nose. The large crystal lit. Making as if he intended to use his nose, which worked, but left appalling smudge marks on the sparkling surface, Vidar nudged the dragon aside.
He lifted a brow for instructions. Aern had something on his mind, and he wanted answers, otherwise he would have never bothered to try seeking the information himself.
“I wanted to show you the evidence your princess has already discovered.”
Scowling, Vidar flicked a look at his companion. “How do you know this? You cannot remember whether you dined half the time.”
Aern rattled off several places, as though they were on the tip of his tongue. Eyebrows touching, Vidar transferred his gaze from the crystalline surface to Aern. “How do you know this?”
“I have a crystal console in my quarters as well. I was bored last evening.”
“Ah, you failed to discover news on Fricassa, so you spied on our princess instead. You read everything she found?”
Aern’s shrug sent a stalactite crashing to the floor. “I have the ability to keep watch on her, as she is in my care.”
Raising an eyebrow, Vidar scoffed at that. “Two days ago you barely knew her name.”
If Aern had eyebrows, they would have soared. “I have known Princess Raene’s name since her birth.”
His quiet answer made Vidar pause. “You knew her name before she first challenged me?”
“Yes. This is certainly not the first time I have spied on her.”
Vidar fully spun, placing his back to the crystal. “You have been spying on her all along?”
“Of course. As one of my charges, I’ve enjoyed watching her mature. Scared her once. After she found me hiding under her bed.”
Mouth dropping in the most undignified manner for one of his kind, Vidar did eventually manage to clamp his jaws together again. “You actually hid in her bedchamber?” His eyes bugged. “How?”
Another stalactite splintered. “I can change my size, but it requires energy and discipline.”
After all this time together, Vidar was well aware of this. Aern’s response did not answer his question. “Why did you hide under her bed?”
“Remember that talk of war with a neighboring country a decade and a half ago?” At Vidar’s nod, Aern continued. “I knew they would try for the princess first.” Dragonfyre swirled from Aern’s nostrils in a splendid multicolor burst.
“You intended to fyre anyone who entered the princess’s room.” An excellent strategy.
“Certainly. She was our greatest asset even then, at age ten. And precocious. I have enjoyed her through the years.”
“Where was I during all this?”
“You were here, where you should have been. I knew you would protect the treasure and after all our added safety measures on the treasure vault, knew no one would manage to breach it. But the princess seemed far too vulnerable to me.”
A valid point.
“She is.”
“Yes, but over the years I have placed a number of safeguards on her. Matching those you added.” Aern looked knowing.
It was unbecoming for a warrior such as him to blush, so he did not. Straightening to his full height, he faced his nosy companion, who apparently, through the years, had managed to keep a few secrets from him.
“I agree. It seems wrong to protect jewels and the like here, when she is a much more vulnerable treasure.”
“Her parents were aware of this. They also have protected her through the years.”
“How?”
“I have not been privy to that information.” Aern growled his disgruntlement. “At any rate, I have seen what the princess read over the last few days and she is correct. You are of royal blood, or you would have never been selected to enter the Aasguard ranks.”
Swinging back to the dimming crystal in front of him, Vidar tapped through a few screens and opened one of the pages Aern quoted.
Then he fell to reading. Aern, heavy breathing over his shoulder, created sparks occasionally that Vidar had to brush off before they lit his clothing on fire. He scanned page after page of information on Aasguard history.
The complete lineage of the Aasguard was outlined in detail, and even brushed on his personal heritage. The princess had been correct. He was not, by the rights of his birth, compelled to bow to the royalty of this land, or any other.
This new information left him blinking and uncertain as to what his future held.




Chapter 5


Watching Raene walk away a few days later wrenched Vidar’s heart. A ridiculous sentiment. To feel again after so many years of indifference had blindsided him. It could not be a good thing. 
Vidar paced to the crystal across the room and watched her progress through the passages and into the castle. She retired to her rooms, where she must have bathed and changed, because when she reemerged, Raene was clothed in the type of elaborate gown all the women wore for court life.
As per the princess’s wont, she retired to her mother’s office, the large library set in the west wall. There she seated herself at the dainty desk the queens before her had used to conduct daily business. Raene’s shoulders were as feminine as those queens before her, who had also taken on responsibility at a young age. Some of them younger than Raene.
None had been crushed by their position. Neither would Raene be. She had already exceeded every novice he had ever worked with. To the extent, she was close to leaving novice stature. The princess’s skill with Driies had progressed to nearly competent status. Normally this ranking took at least a year.
His nape hairs stirred because she had achieved this gain within two weeks. Two weeks of daily training, and of course, she had already been an advanced novice. Weapon handling and the various fighting positions took the longest to learn. She had come to him with this knowledge. So perhaps her changing rank should not be such a surprise.
The compulsion within her, the one driving her to succeed, was one he rarely saw. In man or woman. Raene was determined to master a warrior’s skills. What Margina had set her mind to, she did, and now her daughter came to him with the identical mindset.
For that matter, Raene’s warrior father had been the same. Suddenly he understood where the princess had learned the preliminaries. Her father had mentioned to Vidar of his intention to instruct her in the art. Before he was killed in a freak accident. Sorrow flowed through Vidar at the demise of a man he had considered a friend.
Her father’s death would account for why Raene’s lessons had ceased. A swell of pride expanded his chest at her decision to come to him to further her skills. She could have asked the swords master of her army. An impressive man in his own right and his skills were not only apparent in battle, as he was also a gifted instructor.
Yet Raene had come to him, Vidar the Loyal. 
Now, as he watched her wade through the long reams of parchment the kingdom required to run, and the endless meetings with everyone who needed the advice of the queen, he longed to assist her. Yet what he could do, he did not know.
His thoughts turned to the woman, who along with her warrior husband, had been his friend through the years and sorrow gripped him tight.
Although there were rumbles of dissent within the ranks as the queen prepared to leave this plane, they sounded like rumbles only. Still, he leaned in to inform Aern of his intent.
“You are going where?” Aern had been studying his crystal console and it took his eyes a moment to refocus.
“To see the queen.”
Aern’s regal nod failed to hide his welling sorrow. “Please extend my greetings to her.”
“I will do so.”
“Thank you.” At Aern’s thanks, Vidar picked his way through the passage that led him straight to the queen’s chamber. None but he and Aern were aware of it, and none other than her protectors ever would.
He paused outside the door to listen for visitors. A healer murmured beside the queen’s bedside. A younger one accompanied her, so Vidar waited until they left the queen.
Then he entered the dim room, and his heart drooped at the sight of the woman on the bed.
Despite Raene’s warnings as to this woman’s failing health, he had failed to grasp the extent.
Shrunken in on herself, so much so that what remained was a mere shell of the woman he had known. The vitality and vigor of Margina were not even echoed in this pitiful casing.
He took her hand and her eyes opened. She was weak now, so it took her long moments to recognize him. “Vidar.” Her voice was a fleeting whisper.
His heart clenched. “Hello, my queen.”
“My daughter told you not to speak to us in such a manner.”
“You know of our meetings?”
“Oh yes.” The old glow that used to light her eyes gleamed for a heartbeat in those blue orbs. They were nearly colorless now. “I am heartened by your association. My daughter will not take the same path I did.”
“Of course not.” Raene faced a modern age.
“She has chosen a far better one.” The words were wisps, but his heightened senses allowed him to hear them.
Vidar cleared his throat since he didn’t know how to answer. “She is learning to fight and is exceeding expectation.”
“She is her father’s daughter.”
“And Queen Bronwyn’s.”
“And Bronwyn’s.” A short-lived smile creased the current queen’s face, although it more resembled a grimace. A terrible parody of the beautiful woman she had been. “Do not pity me, Vidar. I am going to my husband and ancestors.”
“Yet you hate to leave your daughter.”
“Yes. But I must or she cannot set her own course. ‘Tis the way of life.” Her faded eyes flashed once. “I am content with her choices.”
Despite his years, and his long friendship with this monarch, he did not know what in Montequirst she spoke of. Perhaps he needed to let this mystery be.
Her pale skin lacked the peachy glow she was renowned for. Now a faint blue tinged it. His muscles tightened at the evidence of her decline.
“I wish . . .” But he could not finish the thought.
“I understand Vidar. But this is what is to happen. I would have enjoyed more time with my precious Raene, but this is my lot.” A mother’s smile creased her face. It was beautiful.
“You will protect my daughter with your life.” A statement, not a question.
“Of course.” He was offended that she had even mentioned it.
“Perhaps not for the reasons you believe.” Another gentle smile sent her into the deep sleep of one who suffered greatly.
He gazed down at her face, horrified by the damage wrought to her by this disease. Thus far, no one had been able to defeat it. Vidar was more than capable of wielding his sword and taking on any enemy who threatened with an answering weapon.
But he was powerless against the microorganisms invading the queen’s body. Rising, he gazed down at her, knowing this was the last time he would see her alive. The air jammed in his throat as he swallowed painfully. “Goodbye, my friend.”
Sorrow accompanied him back to the cavern.




Chapter 6


The overwhelming urge to rip out her hair kept encroaching, but the techniques Vidar had taught her aided Raene now. Just thinking about him helped to calm and center her. If he could stand at his post for centuries, she should be able to speak properly to the idiots who felt they could overwhelm her into doing what they wished. 
“Princess, this really must be done now.” The fussy man in front of her was her least favorite of the court. His slicked back hair and curling mustache left her cold.
“No, it does not.” She met his demand head on. “I see no reason why we must rush to change things. The methods my mother put into place for helping the poor have worked for years and they will continue to do so long after we are gone.” If she read properly between the lines of his double speak, his idea of helping the poor veered toward lining his own pockets rather than aiding those in need.
“It is . . .”
She rang the bell on her desk and the guards who saw visitors in and out of her mother’s office escorted the protesting man out. 
Raene sighed in relief at his exit. Any additional meetings with him, despite her new training, and she would rip his hair out. “Stefana, he is not to be on the list.”
Stefana’s dark eyes widened. “You do not wish to meet with your court?”
“Not him.” And he would not be a part of her court when she became queen. Still uncertain as to why he had been counted into her mother’s, she fully intended to release him from his court duties.
“Is that wise?”
“I spent years beside my mother’s desk.” They both glanced at the spot where she, and sometimes, Stefana, had played as children. Then their gazes turned to the small desk Margina had placed in the library for the older Raene to study and as she grew older still, to assist with the monarch’s duties.
Unshed tears made her throat ache as she glanced at the desk she would no longer use. Stefana rose to wrap Raene in the sweet arms of a lifetime of friendship.
“Nothing will be the same.” Stefana’s voice trembled.
“No.” The tears pricked at Raene’s eyes and she had to blink rapidly to prevent them from escaping. Still not the time to succumb to the circling grief. “I do not know how I am going to become queen.” Her shaking hand encompassed the room.
Stefana understood what she meant. “Your mother has trained you from the cradle to fulfill her duties.”
All those years of resenting that she could not play with the other children or attend school functions. Now she understood. “I need to see her.”
Releasing her, Stefana rubbed her eyes and sniffed, before she nodded. “Yes. Do you wish for me to accompany you?”
“No. You have many things you must see to.”
“I never expected to become the princess.” A trace of her best friend’s usual optimism peeked through before her expressive face contorted into a grimace.
“Yes, I am sorry to encumber you. But you also spent much time in this room.”
“I did. Not as much as you, but I am perfectly capable of stepping into your old duties.” Stefana’s teary gaze swept the room. “I simply loathe the reason.”
“Yes. We expected to have her for much longer than this.” The hollowness inside expanded, and because she could no longer bear it, Raene left the room to hurry to her mother’s bedchamber.
Upon entering, the stuffy air and lingering scent of illness marred the normal clean, flowery scent she associated with her mother. Two healers emerged from the shadows. “Princess Raene.”
Their greetings were respectful, and Raene returned them, as a huge weight settled on her shoulders. They left the room as she tiptoed to her mother’s bedside.
Faded blue eyes gazed at her. They were ringed by lines of agony on a face that no longer resembled her mother’s. The burden settled more firmly upon Raene as the emptiness inside expanded.
“Hello, my love.” The voice that greeted her was a fraction of the queen’s normal hearty, sweet tones.
“Hello.” She settled on the mattress, careful not to disturb the patient. Taking her mother’s now bony hand in hers, she could barely contain her shock at how quickly this illness had stolen the essence of Margina.
“You are performing your duties perfectly, love.” As usual, her mother picked up on all of Raene’s little problems.
Her throat ached. “I am not. I am floundering and struggling, and I hate this.” She resisted the urge to fling herself off the bed. Raene longed to shout and throw things and maybe slam her fist into the wall. These tempting impulses surged into childish, so she refrained.
A squeeze from the hand holding hers brought her back to reality. “This is your course. It is your path to follow. Therefore, you must.” The nearly colorless blue eyes gazing back at her remained steady and sure.
The weight on Raene’s shoulders did not lighten. The emptiness inside did not shrink, but strength infused her so she could bear these burdens.
“Thank you.” Tears welled. Still not the time for them to fall. She continued her resistance. The show of sorrow would only distress this woman who meant the world to her.
“You do not believe you are strong, love, but you are. You have already settled everything necessary.”
“I do not understand.”
“You will understand in time. Now is not that time. It will all become clear when the timing is right.”
“When will that be?” The wail came out of nowhere. But she felt better for the little outburst.
Her mother squeezed Raene’s hand again. “When it is right. Now is the hardest time because we wait. Waiting is not for the faint of heart. You are not faint of heart.”
“Sometimes I am.”
“One who is faint of heart would not have approached an Aasguard warrior and demanded he teach her how to fight.”
“I did not demand.” Surely not.
“Not with words, no.” Amusement imbued her mother’s words and those notes lightened Raene’s mood.
“I hope I wasn’t overbearing.” Vidar had been so patient with her.
“He is intrigued by you, my love.” This time what sounded like satisfaction threaded her mother’s weakening voice.
“I like him.” Raene only managed a whisper.
“Yes. As do I. He has been a friend to your father and I for many years.”
Raene longed for any additional information she could discover on the warrior who guarded their treasury. “You have known him for years?”
“We have been friends since I was a very young woman. He and your father instructed me on weaponry, but I lacked the deftness you are showing.” 
“I do not feel deft.”
“You are your father’s daughter, and as Vidar observed, also Queen Bronwyn’s daughter.”
“You have mentioned her before.”
“I have. You must study her. You might ask Vidar about her. He knew her.”
“Did she not live hundreds of years ago?”
“Yes, love. Perhaps nearing a millennium now.”
Her breathing suspended. “Just how old is Vidar?”
A secret shone in her mother’s eyes. “Perhaps you should ask him your question.”
“I cannot do that.”
“Why ever not?”
“Because it is . . . It is rude.”
“Not if you are friends.” Her mother’s strength waned then because her thin eyelids fluttered. Her presence left abruptly to enter the land of dreams. Rest was what the queen needed, but Raene’s stomach muscles ached at the effort she exerted to keep from swaying the bed.
Using some of the techniques Vidar had instructed her on, she rose from the mattress without one shimmy.
With a sigh of relief at the success of the maneuver, she gazed at this woman who had shaped her, loved her, and was now preparing to leave her.
[image: image-placeholder]Hideous images of her dying mother accompanied Raene through the stone passages deep below the castle.
When she entered the cavern, Vidar greeted her. “The passages have been cleared.”
“Yes, I ordered it done as the passage had grown hazardous.”
“How are you doing with your mother’s duties?” His eyes gleamed in the waning light from overhead. It neared sundown, but the cavern was lit internally from gems that stored the sun’s rays and emitted light throughout the dark hours.
She explained about her mother’s way of teaching her to be queen. “The hardest part of this is that it is too soon.”
“Yes. She is much too young. However, blue fever is not selective.”
“No.” Her heart hung heavy in her chest. Yet, this was part of what had lured her here. The sense of comfort and peace she received whenever she made the effort to come to Vidar had lured her here.
Breathing seemed more natural, and life did not look quite so gloomy and challenging when she entered this space. Raene picked her way across the expanse separating them.
“Is everyone responding favorably to you?” His hand tightened on his sword hilt.
“Most of them are. I plan to make changes when such actions become necessary.” A knot tightened her throat, but she was so used to it now, she barely noticed.
“If you have trouble, please inform me?” His dark eyebrow rose as she finally reached him.
“Thank you. I will.” Something told her if she did have difficulty, she would mention it to him.
He drew his sword, indicating their chat had come to an end. This time he thrust at her. “Counter this.”
Driies now felt like an extension of her arm. As though it should be in her hand, and with narrowed eyes, and a lightened heart, she lunged into the lesson. This time, her body absorbed the reverberations.
Vidar did not congratulate her on this success. He slid right into another parry and she foiled this one as well. Keeping her thoughts centered on the battle, Raene defended herself. They circled through the various ways an attacker might threaten her life.
His sword slashed and gleamed with each blow. Only once did she stumble, but remained on her feet, even when he forestalled her with a blow that should have taken her head off. If they actually had been battling. 
She gasped, and only her quick steps prevented her from slamming into the hard surface behind her. When he called a halt to their lesson, she was breathing heavy, but not panting. This time only a ladylike sheen coated her skin, not the dripping sweat from earlier sessions.
“You have definitely advanced from a novice.”
“I have?” Her eyes met his as her stomach gave a little roll.
“When you first arrived, you knew the basics. Now you have progressed to the intermediary stage.”
“Is not this too soon?” She accepted the flask of water he handed her. After drinking her fill, she handed it back to him. He drank and then capped it again before setting the flask aside.
“No. With the basics learned, one can progress quickly if they are willing to practice.”
Her mouth firmed. “I have been much busier of late.”
“Yes. That has limited you. However, you make an effort to come every day. This tells me you wish to continue with our lessons.”
“I do. This is what keeps me going.”
His silver eyes glittered. “Why do you seek to learn to use Driies?”
Stepping closer to a new stalagmite that had caught her attention, Raene peered at the gorgeous colors while she thought about her answer. “I learned today that two of our neighboring countries have heard my mother is not well.”
He inclined his head. “I have heard the same.”
“They have eyed Montequirst for years. If they wish to overtake our nation
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