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When Nya wakes up in a strange room alone on an unknown world, she can't remember how she arrived. She can't remember anything, not even that she should be wearing the Starfire shard.

The humans who have saved her have no technology, but they do have legends. One of those is of an An'shel queen and Faerie king who ruled on that world a thousand years before, until the king's men betrayed them. Now, the humans of that world are afraid of what Nya might have brought with her and will do whatever it takes to end the threat.

When the Issan arrive, it appears history will repeat itself. Nya's only chance of escape is to remember who she is before the Issan find her.
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OW! She hurt.

Everything hurt. Her head throbbed and her body ached, down to her legs and arms.

Despite the cushion beneath her and the heavy blanket on top, a chill made her shiver.

And hurt.

Nya opened her eyes to a soft yellow light and a steady, soft crackling with a smell that set off alarm—fire!

From lying on her back, she turned her head on soft pillows...

And let out a sigh of relief. The fire was contained. It crackled in a fireplace behind a trifold metal mesh.

But it wasn't the only oddity. A dark canopy over her head connected four tall corner posts with drapes of the same dark brown, almost black, tied open. Beyond the edge of the bed canopy, light ceiling moldings formed a pattern of stylized flowers and diamonds.

She turned away from the fireplace to where the wall bore two tall, narrow windows with open drapes revealing frosty glass.

Looking down the foot of the bed, she couldn't believe the space. The gap between the bed and the double doors was big enough for at least a whole other bed. In one corner to the side of the double doors was a small table with two chairs; next to a clay pitcher and metal cups, a stack of books sat atop the table. At the opposite corner stood a tall wooden wardrobe facing a length of wall with a closed narrow door between it and the fireplace and some other tall, narrow frame leaning against the wall.

She was alone in the room as far as she could see and, given the aches arising in her body, opted to remain still. She studied the tapestries on each wall nearest to the head of the bed. At least one of them had floral borders around an intricate scene. Another tapestry displayed a large, rough-scaled head of a fierce creature with a white, furry body set on thick legs ending in long, sharp claws. Wings extended beyond front claws spread out at its sides, the leathery wings joining to its body and hind legs. A whiplike tail snaked behind the body.

Where was she?

Wait... Who was she?

Why did her body ache so much?

She reached down amid aches from moving and lifted the heavy covers but saw only a light gown over her body. Wincing in pain, she pulled up the gown to just below her breasts, exposing the wrap around her middle and the small swelling of her belly. A faint pink showed through the wrap on each side, one more than the other.

What happened?

What were the marks on her hands?

Nya turned them over. Palms and backs both had the strange aquamarine splotches with tapering, winding rays towards the fingers, wrists, and outer edges.

A new ache made her want to change positions. Despite the sharp pain on her side and the aching throughout her body, she sat up to relieve the pressure on her wings and let the light gown fall over her belly. The rest of her aches made her groan and wince.

Upon stretching her wings, her heart sank. The feathers were atrocious.

And the blood on them... What had happened?! That wasn't from lying on them.

Was there someone who could help?

["Hello?"]

No answer, but she didn't see anyone in the room.

Nya turned and hung her bare legs off the side of the bed towards the warmth of the fireplace, letting the gown fall over them. On that side was a small table next to the bed with a metal cup of water upon it and a chair on the other side of that small table. Slowly, amid the aches, she reached for the cup and studied it, sniffed, then sipped... water.

She drank it down to satisfy the thirst it inspired and set the empty cup back on the table.

Someone must have left it.

Where were they?

Where was she?

The warmth of the fire crackling in the fireplace lessened the pains, although part of that was also from sitting still. She sat for some time, noticing the faint tickle within her abdomen, and put a hand to it. The sensation came and went. Was this another result of whatever had caused her injuries?

Not wanting to tackle the pulling of feathers yet, she slid from the bed, her bare feet landing on a fluffy rug, and stood. The gown fell to cover her ankles, and she brushed chest-length, silver-white hair behind her ear while stepping gingerly on a rug to examine the room.

Pain ached down her back with the weight of the wings and through her legs with each step.

["Hello?"] She hoped someone might hear her. While waiting for a reply, she continued exploring the room. A few small vases and small statues decorated the mantle of the fireplace. Next to it was the plain, closed door. Curious, she pressed down on the handle and pulled it open. Barely had she opened it a crack when a faint foul odor reached her that heavy perfumes couldn't hide. She guessed the room's purpose and quickly closed the door again.

She returned to examine the rest of the room, wincing from the pains, and made her way around to the window. The glass wasn't frosted by style; there was real frost on it. She put a hand up to the cold and, on instinct, accessed a pitch that harmonized into a resonance that warmed her and made the marks on her hands glow. The frost melted from the window and she marveled at how she had known to do that. It also made clear the purpose of the marks on her hands.

Not for long did she wonder, however. She peered out on a snowy courtyard of minimal activity of people. Surrounding it was a stone wall before a backdrop of mountains. A light grew from behind them. Sunrise.

In a way, it felt familiar but not the same. She had the impression of a large palace near a lake and mountains. Here, she saw no lake, only a river running through a ravine on that side of the fortress.

At a soft knock on the door, she startled, wings tightening to her back. Muscles throbbed in protest, and she groaned softly.

One of the doors opened and a middle-aged woman stopped in the doorway, her dark blue gown fitted to her slim figure. She had no wings.

Human. Nya was sure that was the word.

The woman's dark hair was tied up beneath a scarf around her head, but several strands hung loose around her severe face.

When the woman spoke, Nya frowned and shook her head. ["I don't understand."]

The woman took a deep breath and paused in contemplation. She then turned to something behind her and pulled a metal cart into the room with a tray on the top covered in a shiny silver dome. The woman pushed it to the table and lifted the covered tray from the cart to the table.

["Can you help me? Where am I?"] Wishing the woman could understand, Nya took a step towards her and pleaded, ["Who am I? Why am I here?"]

The woman shook her head and said something that Nya didn't understand. Nya opened her mouth, but the woman put a finger up that seemed to indicate for her to wait. When Nya closed her mouth again, the woman pushed the cart out and shut the door behind her.

["Wait!"] Nya tried to hurry to the door, but winced in pain. She stopped at the table, smelling something that taunted her stomach. Curious, she lifted the dome.

Food. It appeared to be some sort of meat with vegetables and bread. The scent was irresistible.

Hungry, Nya sat. Pain stabbed in her side. Nevertheless, the enticing scent ignited her hunger. She poured clear water from the pitcher into the mug and enjoyed the warm meal.

After cleaning the plate, she stood again in the room lightening with the rising sun. The food had been a brief distraction, satisfying a basic need.

She returned to the bed and the dwindling fire. After some time of sitting still and the pain easing, a knock on the door came, this time without opening.

["Hello?"]

At that point, the door opened to a pair of women wearing white aprons over their long dresses. Their hair was tied back out of their faces, one young and slender and the other clearly older with a touch of gray in her dark hair and a thickness about her middle. They rushed in and shut the door, bowed, and rose again. The older of the two asked a question.

Nya shook her head. ["Who are you?"]

The two looked to each other and spoke more words she didn't understand. Frustration tightened her wings at her back and they hushed, looked to each other with wide eyes, then rushed towards her.

["What are you doing?"] Nya would have moved away if she could.

The older woman spoke and, taking her arm, pulled her towards the wardrobe, while the younger woman pulled out the object next to the mantle that turned out to be a screen when she set it up to hide that corner from the rest of the room. The four sections of the wood frame of the screen were covered in beige cloth that hid the other side. The older woman led her behind the screen.

The two then proceeded to speak what sounded like questions and pointed to her gown.

Nya nodded and let the old woman lift the gown, exposing the wrap around her middle. The older woman directed the younger woman away, then took Nya's hand and placed the bunched-up gown in it just below her breasts. With the gown out of the way, the older woman unwrapped the bandage.

The sounds of water splashing into a basin drew Nya's eyes. She peered over the screen to see the young woman grabbing cloths and a basin. Next to Nya, the woman examined a blood-crusted cut on her side. She then moved to the other side, where Nya saw another, smaller cut amid lesser scratches.

What had happened to her?

If only they could tell her!

The older woman pursed her lips in contemplation, then said something to the young woman, who returned and set the basin on the stool near them. They dipped the cloths and dabbed at the wounds.

The cold of the wet cloths and sting of the wounds made Nya flinch, but she let them clean the crusted blood. As long as she held still, the other aches remained tolerable.

The women said little and were gentle with their work, until the cut appeared much smaller than expected with the blood cleaned.

The older woman directed her assistant away with the basin water tinted red. She then hesitated and hovered a hand before Nya's belly but didn't touch it or the underwear. She looked up in concern and said something. The younger woman soon returned with another cloth, and the two rewrapped Nya's middle, covering the wounds and securing the wrap.

Once they were satisfied, the older woman gave a hesitant smile and almost reached for the gown. When Nya released it, the woman nodded and turned to open the wardrobe.

They showed her a few heavy gowns, Realizing she had a choice, Nya picked one she liked and let them remove the light, loose gown she had awakened wearing. They untied the collar and pulled it down. She shivered and covered her breasts with her arms, but they opened the heavy gown at the top and she stepped into it for them to pull up the heavier and warmer material. The gown fit with an open back for her wings that didn't look like a tear as the lighter one had. The movement of dressing caused pain, but once it was done, Nya could stand still and minimize the aches.

It wasn't perfect, and the tie at the back of her neck to keep the dress in place caught in her hair, but the open back of the clothes allowed her freedom to move her wings. The old woman then removed from the wardrobe some sort of short boots that looked used. They fit perfectly.

Afterwards, they slid the screen aside and spoke to one another with looks of satisfaction. The older woman grabbed a brush and patted the stool. Nya sat while the older woman brushed through her hair. After a short time, she set the brush back in the wardrobe and asked a question.

["I don't understand,"] Nya said in frustration, rising from the stool.

But there might be a way. She could... touch their minds and learn their language. She didn't know how she knew that but knew she could.

She didn't even know her name.

Before she could reach for the old woman, both stepped away to the doors and each pulled one open.

Outside stood a man with dark hair and the shadow of a beard. He had a handsome face with brown eyes that revealed a mix of pity and caution when he looked upon her. His leather vest bore rearing horses etched into each side. The reason for the heavy cape over his shoulders became clear in the cool air that accompanied him.

Two other men stood on either side of him, threatening in their stern faces and the swords belted over their matching tunics bearing an image on their chests of a four-sectioned shield with a stylized creature rearing over the center.

The man in the cape smiled and bowed to her, speaking in the language she didn't understand.

Nya shook her head, wings tightening behind her in frustration. The men and the women watched her with looks of concern.

["I'm sorry. I don't understand, and neither do you."] Clearly, they meant to help her.

Crystal fire. She stepped back with a hand to her head that wasn't working.

What was happening? What did they want? Why was she there? Why couldn't she remember?

At the sound of steps, she looked up and saw the man approach and stop before her, only a few inches taller and with a look of pity.

["Who are you? Where am I? Do you know who I am?"]

He looked back and said something to the others. The two women replied in unison with bows and, while the younger woman scurried out the doors, the older woman paused and said something to him that dropped his eyes to Nya's middle. He gave a short reply. The older woman bowed and hurried away like her assistant, leaving the doors open with the men—guards—where they were.

["Will you let me understand you?"] Nya lifted a hand, finding the resonance. Although not understanding what it meant, she knew it somehow would let her connect to him through the marks on her hands. It warmed through her with the power it generated.

At the glow of her hand, he leaned back and the men outside stepped forward, hands on their sword hilts.

Nya hesitated, uncertain what they would do.

The man in the horse vest gave a sharp command, and they stepped back. He appeared to gain confidence and met her eyes with a nod.

Taking it as permission, she found the resonance again and put her hand to his face.

In the lightest connection, she saw his understanding and clips of him overseeing operations of different tasks from livestock to deciding law, and music and dancing, meals with others, chasing down creatures from horseback, fighting a white beast, and jovial times, and a woman.

In it all, she saw enough to understand his language and to trust him and lowered her hand, the resonance of the power within her fading and leaving her chilled.

The man watched her in curiosity.

|"Why am I here?"| she asked in his language.

|"The legends are true,"| he said, his face brightening. |"You can instantly learn a tongue."|

Nya blinked. It worked. She understood at last!

Wait. |"Legends? What legends?"|

|"The An'shel. You are An'shel. Are you not?"|

|"An'shel? Yes."| It meant Keeper. It was her language. She was a Keeper. |"What do you know of me?"| Before he could answer, she asked, |"Do you know who I am, why I'm here?"|

|"The first is a long explanation, my lady. The other two I would ask of you, but since you clearly know not, I will answer what I can."| He frowned and studied her. |"But... you were badly injured and should not be on your feet yet. How is this possible?"|

|"We heal quickly."| Again, she knew something about herself. How did she know that and not who she was or how she arrived there? |"Do you know how I was injured?"|

|"If you're on your feet, are you well enough to walk? I'll explain along the way."| He stretched an arm towards the corridor outside her room. Behind the guards loomed tall windows evenly spaced along one wall, the same side as the windows of her room.

Desperate for answers and seeing no hints of duplicity from him, she took the invitation and stepped out with him into the sunlight beginning to shine through the windows, which were on the morning side. However, she winced from the pain in her body.

He moved to help, but she put a hand up to stop him. |"It will pass."| She hoped.

Still, it proved his sincerity in wanting to help.

The guards stepped aside for them and followed a few steps behind. Outside her room, the chilly corridor branched away into another. Her room was at the bend of an L. He led her straight out from her room. Behind them, the thump of the guards' steps echoed on the hard, wooden floor in rhythm with the clinking of the metal they wore.

|"What is this place?"| She shivered and brought her wings around for protection from the chill.

|"Miram Castle,"| he said with a curious look to her wings around her shoulders. |"I am Lord Belden Emerik, ruler of these lands."|

Nik? No. Why did she think that name? He'd said Emerik.

She shook off the confusion and asked, |"A ruler? What lands? Where am I?"|

|"I am the rightful, soon-to-be king of Ferendale; the coronation has not yet happened."|

Ferendale? That sounded familiar, although she didn't know why.

|"I was with my hunting retinue in the Etam mountains when we saw you escape a flaming object falling from the sky. I saw little else in our haste to investigate. When we reached you, the frost dragon was attacking and we chased it away."|

|"Frost dragon?"| Her feathers ruffled with the tensing of her wings that pulled them from her shoulders.

|"They live in the cold regions but frequently come to hunt our livestock. Large as a horse with an ugly head and leathery wings and a body covered in thick white hair."| His eyes went to her back. |"It was attacking you... Your wings appear damaged from the encounter."|

She shifted one around her, amid aching muscles. The damage was atrocious. |"I'll need to pull and regrow feathers."|

He winced and said, |"I'm sorry. Is it painful?"|

|"Yes."| She was in plenty of pain already; pulling feathers would be the least of it.

He led her past a few of the tall, narrow windows along one side of the corridor, which extended past an opening in the opposite side to a platform surrounded by a banister. At that overlook of the small chamber, he stopped and invited her to join him, his bearing that of a man proud of his estate.

Nya joined him. The overlook jutted into a small chamber. Directly below was a lower floor with passages to each side along the opposite wall. In the corners of the lower floor were a few statues of men with books, swords, or other items. Pictures hung on the side walls best viewed from the lower level. To their left on the overlook was a break in the banister to a staircase that widened to the level below.

But the opposite wall was clearly meant to garner the greatest attention. On it hung three tall banners. The middle banner in its central place was wider, longer, and hung lower than those on either side completing the picture. The banners on each side bore men on rearing horses with the mountains behind them, their spears pointed to the larger central tapestry image. That central banner bore a creature such as he had described of the frost dragon with the mountains behind it and a yellow ball of sun emerging from the mountains.

|"That is the frost dragon."| Lord Belden motioned to the central banner, then turned back to her with a concerned furrow to his brow. |"You truly know not who you are?"|

Nya shook her head, her eyes on the banner and hands on the cold, smooth stone banister, wishing she could remember what he described and even more so the answer to his question. |"No. I have no memory of how I arrived. I know some things but not who I am or what I did before waking."|

He frowned and said, |"Then you know not about the others."|

Wary of what he implied, she looked up. |"Others? What others?"|

A man in attire similar to Lord Belden stepped from one of the side passages and approached, a frown on his face as he looked up. He tipped his head but said nothing and disappeared beneath them.

Nya leaned over and caught the light from a doorway at the same time every muscle in her body shrieked in objection. She let out a soft groan and barely straightened.

Lord Belden moved to help, but she put a hand up to stop him and slowly eased back until the aches faded.

|"You should return to bed and rest, my lady. Your injuries were severe. I should not have brought you out."|

After that small reminder, she couldn't disagree and retreated from the overlook. |"I think I would like to rest."| Despite wanting to explore in the hopes of remembering.

He stayed with her slow steps through the corridor back towards the room where she had awakened.

|"Tell me about these others you mentioned,"| she said, both curious and hoping to distract herself from the pain.

|"Legends from long ago that we believed were myths, like yourself, but here you are. If you are not myth, then I fear the Faeries, the elves, may return as well."|

|"Feri?"| Why did that sound familiar?

|"Faerie, my lady."|

She shook her head and put a hand to it. None of it made sense, yet something told her his pronunciation was wrong. |"I've heard of Feri, but I... I can't remember. I don’t even know what world this is."|

He frowned and looked at her as if she'd said something strange. A second later, he shook off whatever thought he'd had, continuing towards the door at the corner of hallways, which they had left only a few minutes ago. She looked forward to sitting again.

|"You speak in very strange ways, my lady."|

|"I do?"| It made sense to her. Him calling her "my lady" didn't make sense.

|"Strange to me, but not likely to one such as yourself."|

|"Oh. I had not realized."|

|"No, I suppose not,"| he said apologetically.

They soon returned to the room, and he opened a door for her.

The sun shone brightly within, overpowering the light from the fireplace. She welcomed the contrast of warmth from the chilly corridor. One of the servants looked up from smoothing out the bed covers.

|"More wood on the fire, Mora."|

|"Yes, my lord,"| said the woman, whose dark hair was tied up on her head. She began taking wood from the stack near the fireplace and placing the pieces carefully on the ashes.

With her wings held out to avoid damaging the feathers, Nya sat facing the door on the end of the bed that the woman had made and let out a sigh of relief in the warmth of the fire.

Lord Belden stood on the rug between her and the open doors, his eyes on the maid working with the fireplace screen pulled aside. |"This is more to your liking?"|

|"Yes. Thank you."| Nya said and drew one wing around. She might as well begin pulling the damaged feathers. The sooner she did, the sooner new, healthy feathers would grow in.

How did she know that but not know who she was?

When she felt the man watching her, she looked to him.

The guards stood outside the open door behind him.

|"Tell me about the Feri,"| she said and winced at the small pinch of yanking one of the long feathers. She held it up and studied the singed, blackened edge. She hadn't been near the fireplace. If what he said was true, it must have come from the flaming object from which she had escaped.

She was lucky her wings hadn't completely burned up.

He waited for the maid to reset the screen and exit before stepping to the table and patting the top book of the small stack that she hadn't yet opened. |"It's all here. I thought it a child's story... The Faeries were said to be beautiful creatures but powerful. According to our legends, about a thousand years ago the Faerie elves followed the An'shel from a realm where the two sides were at war. When the An'shel leader forced them with her power to negotiate peace for mutual survival, the king was said to be so enchanted by her beauty that he yielded. The two married and established an empire that united all the lands in peace. It's said that this region—Ferendale—was the heart of their empire."|

He frowned and continued, |"But the king's men betrayed him. They despised the An'shel and her power, so they attacked. He was killed and she was forced into exile and never returned. Without their beloved queen, the people rose up against the king's men and killed them all. The lands fell into disarray, and neither the An'shel nor the Faerie elves were seen again, until now."|

The implications were clear: |"You think I'm this queen?"|

|"I know not what to believe, but you are An'shel. You bear the marks described... and wings."|

She turned over her hands and studied the burst marks larger on her palms than the backs. |"No. Yes, I may be An'shel, but I've never been here... or I think not."| She shook her head. She couldn't be the woman in the story. |"This is all coincidence."| It had to be. But if it was, then someone else like her had been to that world once, along with the Feri. |"You said I escaped something that fell from the sky? I could not have come from this world. I cannot be your queen."|

Lord Belden shrugged and stood. |"Who can say? Until you recover your memory, my lady, not even you know."|

She wasn't the queen in his story. It wasn't right.

But she couldn't deny the strange coincidence.

Nya stood from the bed, her body aching, and moved around to stand closer to the warmth and stared into the mesmerizing fingers of orange. It eased the pains of her body but could not dissipate the troubles of her mind.

Who was she?

|"You may stay here."| Lord Belden's voice was gentle. |"The An'shel were said to be kind and charitable."| He paused for several seconds, then stepped back to the doorway and said, |"But the people will fear the return of the others. I don't know that I can defend you from them, my lady."|

|"Your people?"|

|"Them too."|

She shuddered at the implications—he didn't know if he could protect her from the Feri, a fierce warrior culture. |"If I leave, they'll not come for you."| But where would she go?

How did she know that but nothing about herself?

He pressed his lips together and shook his head. |"I know not that outcome. You're in no condition to leave, however, especially in the winter season. I'll do what I can to protect you. Rest, my lady. Tend to your wings and your injuries."| He stepped out and shut the door behind him.

She sat on the bed, staring into the fire.

What happened to me?
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PREGNANT? He trusted Ilde to know the signs, but even she was surprised. That the An’shel carried any child concerned him greatly. Who was the father?

Where was the father?

The woman didn't even know her name, much less her circumstances.

Belden looked back at the closed door and shook his head in pity, as much for her as for him. This was too close to the legends. No one knew what had happened to the An'shel queen. Could she have survived for a thousand years?

This woman had fallen from the sky, but that didn't rule out the possibility. While out on the hunt, he had glimpsed a smoking line from an object careening down from the clouds, but what had appeared next had been the real surprise...
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|"It's the frost dragon!"| Belden had seen it up on the cliff in a glimpse between the trees, but he couldn't believe what it was attacking. He'd seen large white wings briefly through the trees, and those wings appeared to be attached to a human. The hunt could wait.

Besides, killing the frost dragon would be a bigger trophy.

His horse raced steadily through the snow at the head of his hunting group after the pack of hounds—large, muscular dogs bred specifically to take on a frost dragon. The thunder of hooves from multiple riders accompanied them.

Like his father before him, Belden had sworn to eliminate all frost dragons from his lands, but they always came back to
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