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Saving Sonya 

Chapter One 

It was one of those hot sticky Florida afternoons, typical for August. I was trying to find a cool place on George Street in Saint Augustine for a beer and a bite to eat, but the tourists had snapped up every table in every restaurant with AC. Out of options, I stopped in the Red Pelican, a rustic bar with a wooden veranda and ceiling fans. 

Although the fans weren’t doing much for me, the sight of the slim brunette in shorts who was waiting on tables went a long way toward making up my mind. “What can I get you to drink?” she asked. 

I wanted to say, “Your lips,” but instead muttered a lame, “Bud Light?’ 

“Got to check your ID. You in school?” she asked. 

I flashed my driver’s license. “Senior at Jacksonville University.” 

“Flagler myself – I want to be a chef. That’s one Bud Light. Want to see a menu?” 

“Nah, bring me a cheeseburger, medium well.” 

“You got it.” As I watched her retreat, I took off my Jaguar’s cap and let the breeze from the fans cool me. It wasn’t exactly cold, but it would do. In a moment, my waitress returned and placed a frosty mug and a beer in front of me. I poured a portion of the beer into the stein and savored the coolness. It was good. Refreshed, I took a second to survey my surroundings. 

Next to the outdoor dining area was a quaint courtyard built with Florida’s ubiquitous rock, coquina. Flowers covered the wall. Down the center of the yard was a vine-covered arbor. The green shade knocked some of the heat off, and with the beer, I had to admit I was cooler. I took a second look at my fellow dinners. One couple, obviously up from Miami, was arguing about what to do next. For my part, I couldn’t care less if they were going to Ripley’s Believe it or Not Museum or the Alligator Farm. 

Right now, 100 different varieties of reptiles were low on my priority list, which included maybe a little more conversation with the brunette waitress. Now, that was more my speed. The other couple had two kids. You know the type—kids who whine and fuss about everything. “I don’t want to. When can I go swimming? I’m tired.” If you asked me, these kids needed a good spanking to get their priorities straight. 

While I was pretending not to hear the whiny kids, I spotted a lanky blond who appeared from out of a side door in the small garden of the Red Pelican. She was dressed in an emerald green gown with long, fluttering sleeves. My first thought was, “She’s crazy. She’ll roast in this heat.” But it wasn’t her dress that surprised me – that was quite flattering. No, what grabbed my attention was a long, thin steel blade with an ornate handle made of what looked like silver. Though my history is rusty, I believe the sword is called a rapier. That wasn’t all, for her ears were angular and pointed like a Vulcan’s. 

Now, I know this might seem strange to you, but I thought she was a street actor. You know, one of those people who like to dress up and act out period themes. They’re common in St. Augustine, the oldest city in the country, where people get dressed up and act out various historical periods. Yet, the more I stared, the more convinced I was that her ears were real and not those worn by actors, which struck me as odd. 

I took another sip of beer and waited. The girl, who looked like she was college age, glanced around like she was looking for someone or something. Then my helpful waitress returned and put a steaming hunk of meat before me. “Here’s your burger. Let me know if it’s done like you wanted,” she cooed. 

Distracted by my waitress, I lost sight of the girl for a moment. “Oh, sure. Everything is fine. Say, is there a street play or reenactment in town today?” 

“No, I don’t think so.” 

“Well, take a look at that girl,” I said, pointing toward the garden. My waitress turned and stared for a moment. 

“What girl?” she said a hint of doubt in her voice. 

Great, now I am seeing things, I thought. I pointed. “The blonde in the green dress by the arbor she’s dressed up for a Renaissance Fair.” 

My waitress, trying to cater to my delusion, smiled and quickly said, “Oh, there aren’t any fairs in town this weekend that I know of. Another beer?” It was apparent she wanted to change the subject and distance herself from a stranger who appeared to be seeing things. 

“No, thanks, I’m good.” I smiled at her. She hastened away to attend a mess one of the kids had made. 

With her gone, I glanced around, but the girl had disappeared. Darn. Okay. Maybe I was seeing things. The heat, the beer — it had been a long afternoon. I decided to finish my beer and burger. I was about to call my friend Paul when, about a block away, I saw the girl again. Frankly, I don’t know what possessed me, but I pocketed my phone, jumped up, and took off after her, leaving my wallet, my half-eaten lunch, and the unpaid check on the table behind me. I didn’t know why, but all of my danger alarms were sounding. Was the girl in danger? I had to find out and hurried to catch her. 

Quickly, I wove in and out of pedestrians and drew closer. Around me, none of my fellow travelers seemed to notice the tall girl dressed in a shimmering green gown carrying a sword or me. At the time, I thought it was strange; apparently, I was the only person who noticed her until the creature showed up. 

I say creature because I really didn’t know at the time what the thing was that suddenly appeared. There was a flash of red smoke and a shimmering heat wave, and suddenly, a large, hulking body blocked my view of the girl. The thing looked like a grizzly bear standing on two legs. I didn’t need my inner sense to tell me this wasn’t good, and that was before I saw that the bear gripped a double-headed ax. I mean, the weapon was right out of a museum. It was huge, and the beast carrying this antique was planning on striking the girl from behind. I yelled, “Look out,” and ran. The girl must not have heard me, for she continued, oblivious to her imminent doom. 

Desperate to find something with which to confront the beast, I spotted a display of walking staffs in a barrel. I snagged one and continued to run, hoping all my years of training in mixed martial arts would help me deflect the strike. I can tell you, I wasn’t thinking at all because I ran around the bear and slid to a stop, putting myself between this creature and the girl. The beast grunted and with two paws gripping the ax, made an overhead attack. I planted my feet and made an upward strike to knock the ax aside. The jarring impact of ax and staff almost brought me to my knees. Man, this thing is tough. With my arms still tingling, I sidestepped. Then I delivered my home run swing to the creature’s tree-trunk-size legs right where the knee joint should be. My staff hit solidly with a crack. The beast stopped his advance and turned toward me. I had gotten his attention. 

On an impulse, I brought down the end of the staff hard on my attacker’s foot with a crunch. If I had hit a man that hard, he would have yelled and hopped on one foot. Not this thing; it countered. The next instant, I felt the butt of the ax lift me off the ground, and my staff flew from my grasp. A nearby wall stopped my flight, and I saw stars. 

Dazed, I tried to stagger forward with my hands protecting my face. I was determined to give a good account of myself. Then, I got a look at its face. It defined ugly — a low forehead, a massive set of teeth. It was part bear, part troll, and all angry. I gave the creature a quick kick to the stomach — it snarled. I stepped back. 

I’m dead. 

So, here I was, in the middle of George Street, Saint Augustine, Florida, in broad daylight, confronted by a mad Halloween demon or a pissed off psycho killer. I couldn’t put a name on it. I turned to my fellow tourists for help and to my surprise found everyone walking around me like I was invisible. No one seemed to see the beast or me. I retreated, but the creature advanced. Oh, crap. Head down, I charged, ramming it with my shoulder. It felt like hitting a brick wall, and I had barely moved the thing. This was not going to end well for me. 

As the troll-bear prepared to attack me again, I caught sight of a silvery blade out of the corner of my eye. The sword sang through the air and struck the ax-wielding arm right at the elbow and chopped it off. I mean, the arm, and the paw still holding the ax dropped right there in front of me. My lunch started to rise. 

Was I losing my mind? Panicked, I glanced around to see what was happening. My rescuer was the girl in the green dress. She was standing next to me, sword at the ready, facing down the beast, which now held its bloody stump. Then the creature vanished. I swear it went poof in a burst of red smoke like at a magician’s show. 

I was right: I was losing it. Heat stroke. It took a moment or two before I realized the girl was speaking to me. “Are you okay, sir?” she said, then flicked the blood from her rapier. 

I stared at her. “No. I’m not okay. I just saw something impossible. A beast attacked me! And you cut off its arm. NO. I’M NOT ALL RIGHT.” 

To calm me down, she touched me. I saw a glow come from her fingers resting on my arm. Strangely, I felt better. 

“Thank you for your help, sir. Please sit down and take a sip. It will help,” she suggested. 

I sat, and from her pocket, she took a silver flask from her belt and brought it to my lips. Her touch felt gentle. Shaken, I drank from the bottle I don’t know what I expected — maybe brandy. But the liquid was sweet like honey and refreshing. I’ve never tasted anything so good. I was about to take another shot when she removed it. 

Sitting, I scanned the area around me, and half expected to see the beast, the bloody arm, or a crowd of bystanders. Why a dozen tourists weren’t on their cell phones taking pictures or dialing 9-1-1, I don’t know. For one thing, it isn’t every day that you see a crazy man stealing a walking stick and then fighting a creature on George Street. To say nothing of having a wisp of a girl cut off one of the creature’s limbs. I don’t know about you, but I would call that strange, yet no one appeared to notice. 

Couples and groups walked past us like nothing had happened. I took the flask and had another long pull. Though it wasn’t whiskey, to my disappointment, the draft made me feel better. This time, the liquid tasted more like almond-flavored tea. 

The girl in the green dress sat beside me. “I am called Sonya,” 

“Pleased to meet you, Sonya. My name is Ben. Where did the beast go?” 

“Oh, the Nag-rant. Back home, I guess,” Sonya, answered. 

I knew she thought this simple answer explained everything, but to me, it revealed nothing, not a darn thing. What was a Nag- rant, and where was back? “Please, Sonya, tell me what’s going on?” I was in no mood to be brushed off so quickly; I was still traumatized. 

“The beast returned to Dan-Kara,” Sonya added with a puzzled expression on her face. For a moment, just a moment, I thought she was amused. After all, she was a girl, albeit a girl with a sword who knew how to use it, but a girl nonetheless. 

“Okay, Sonya, I’m still confused. What’s a Nag-rant and where is Dan-Kara?” 

She sat back and studied me. “Oh, a Nag- rant is a servant of the Black Circle, and Dan- Kara is my kingdom. Come, I will show you. It is just beyond the gate. I’ll take you to Master Florin. I’m sure he will fix you up good as new. He’s good at fixing people up,” Sonya said. With the mention of Master Florin, whoever that nut case was, she became excited and rose from our bench. 

Now at this point, I should have listened to my rational self. It screamed, NO! What are you doing? Are you crazy? Of course, I didn’t. I got up and followed the girl, who now moved with a sense of urgency down an alley behind Bennett’s novelty store. She made several quick turns. I was lost. 

After one turn, the concrete and coquina walls gave way to a lush green. A garden? But the green foliage, like her dress, appeared like springtime on steroids — bolder, brighter, greener than anything I’d ever seen. The green walls gave way to a flower-lined stone path with water running next to it. Okay, I thought, we’re in a garden. Sonya knows a back way into the Flagler College building. I could not think of anywhere else this large in this area. 

Then our path made a sharp turn, and a vista opened up. I was stunned; my mouth literally dropped open. In the distance stretched a grand white palace. No, this wasn’t the Old Spanish Fort, Castillo De San Marcos. Think bigger. This place made Cinderella’s Castle in Disney World look like a shack. It was huge. So where was I? 

At our approach, two tall figures dressed in black and white tabors with plate armor saw us. The pair clanked and hustled in our direction. “Lady Sonya, we have been searching for you. The Queen commands your presence,” said the taller one. He held a halberd, as did his companion. They looked like two black and white beefeaters — more Renn-fair people? 

The second guard (I assumed they were guards since they had weapons, wore armor, and looked mean) pointed at me and asked, “Who accompanies you, my lady?” He leveled his halberd and stepped forward. I was about to push the blade aside, but the girl spoke. 

“He is Sir Ben. He saved me from a Nag-rant, sergeant, so I suggest you treat him well. I was taking him to see Master Florin. But since the Queen seeks me, you can escort him to Master Florin,” Sonya answered, but I had a feeling her words were more like a command than a suggestion. 

“Yes, my lady. I will escort him,” the sergeant replied. 

“Good. I will attend the Queen. Sir Ben, if you will go with this guard, I will see you shortly.” 

Okay, guards, swords and a palace. Either I was having a heat stroke, or I was simply delusional. But maybe this was just a dream, and I was going to wake up at the Red Pelican with the brunette. In the meantime, I followed mister no-smile guard. The man didn’t say a word. I didn’t ask. After all, it was my dream. 

I have to say, I wasn’t that surprised at the dream. I had studied medieval literature in college and I’ll admit I’m kind of a fantasy geek. Everything I saw around me confirmed my knowledge of the era. 

After entering through a side gate, we came to what must have been a tower with steps leading upward. You know, the steps like in the movies where the villain runs forever, and the wounded hero has to chase him up? Apparently, it was a rule; every wizard has to have a tower with steps. 

As I climbed, I took my cell from my pocket and flipped it open. No signal bars, not one, zip, nada. I tried calling home anyway. My call roamed for a good ten seconds before I gave up. It was a dream. Had to be. This was downtown St. Augustine. There had to be bars and a signal. 

“We’re here,” my guide said and knocked on a heavy wooden door with massive iron hinges. 

“Just a minute. Keep your shirt on,” said a voice. In a moment, a small boy opened the door. He was dressed in a red tabor with green stockings. He appeared to be auditioning for a position as a Christmas elf.  

“Lady Sonya asks if Master Florin will attend this man,” my guard said. 

“Come in, sir. You may go, Dolin,” the boy said. I entered what looked like Spencer’s gift store gone wild. The room was full of junk: skulls, books, dripping candles, lanterns, a live owl, dishes, wooden chairs, and tables full of tubes and bubbling stuff. It was a
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