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"Hello?" a voice quietly asked.

She didn't want to acknowledge them. She could tell why they were here just by the excited way they approached her.

"Umm- Sorry, hi, excuse me?"

The same voice. It was a girl. She sounded young and friendly, but Annabella didn't want to open her eyes. She didn't know what she would see when they did open. She wished that they would just get bored and go away, but that never happened. These adventurer types never got bored. They'd just come back, probably with more people who wouldn't sound as nice.

"Hello? We need your help. Please? You're the only one who can help us!"

A male voice. Fragile, but trying to sound like he's in charge. Maybe if she jumped at him, they'd all get scared and run off, but probably not. "Ugh," Annabella thought. There was only one option.

"Well," she thought to herself, "if Ive gotta wake up, I might as well have some fun with it."

Annabella focused her energy into herself and the entire cave began to glow and gently quake with a deep shudder.

In the glow of the walls, words began to appear in front of the adventurers. "What...do..you...want?" The entire cave echoed the words as the adventurers read.

Each of them took a slow step back while Annabella resisted the urge to peek and giggle at them practically wetting their pants. Then she exhaled and three of the large rocks behind her changed to form the shapes of a tiger, a bear, and a dragon. In unison, the creatures and Annabella let out a great roar!

As the party all screamed and slunk down to protect themselves, Annabella doubled over in laughter and retracted the cave back into its normal shape.

She kept laughing. The adventurers were visibly annoyed, and after a while they finally approached.

"Hi," said the male voice, coming from a solidly built, bearded man. "I'm Brady," he said; shaken, but determined. "This is Lillith, and over there is our buddy Sam."

"I’m your biggest fan!" exclaimed Lillith.

"Huh," said Annabella. She turned to Brady, "Nice, I know a Sam."

She turned to Sam.

"You wouldn't happen to be a fan of snow, would you?" Annabella probed, moving closer to Sam.

Sam leaned away from Annabella and responded "I- I guess it's okay, why?"

"Eh," shrugged Annabella, "you just reminded me of 'im. I should probably pay 'im a visit one of these days." She started to bound happily out of the cave. "So where're we goin'?"

The rest of the group, suddenly needing to hurry to catch up, scrambled to gather their things and ran after her. Brady responded:

"Madam witch, we're on a quest to find-"

"I'm not a witch," interrupted Annabella.

"Oh, I'm sorry, Great, Sorceress?" Brady stumbled over his words.

The rest of the group behind them struggled to keep up with Annabella's manic pace down the mountain.

"I’m not a sorceress either. Back in my day I was called a Master. By the way, where the heck are we going?"

"Uhh- yes Master We're on a quest to find one of the great totems, foretold to bestow upon its owner great power."

"Ah, I've heard this old chestnut. You want to get the thing of unimaginable power so your kingdom of whatever can have this or that, or you can stop the terrible whachamacallit from ravaging your so-and-so... I wonder if this is the 75th or 76th time I've helped with one of these. You think I should give out coupons?" She goes into a salesperson voice, "congratulations, you’re our 100th customer! You get a free toaster cozy with any purchase."

“Well, actually, we wanted it in order to-”

"Ugh, please don't tell me you wanna take over the world. Trust me. It ain't worth it. You think it's just gonna be servants bowin' and scrapin' but eeeverybody wants some kind of favor and you never get a break!"

"Honestly, Master... We, we just thought it'd be cool," finished Brady, finally.

Annabella stopped in her tracks.

“Oh... Well heck. That changes things, heh heh.” 

She turned to Brady while the rest of the party caught up. "So let me get this straight. Your plan is to get this item of unimaginable power-"

"I think it's supposed to be a hair clip that imparts the power on the first person who wears it."

"Ok, so you find this magic hair clip, one of you wears it?"

"We thought Lillith might wear it since she is the one of us most well versed in your ways."

"Uh huh, sure. She puts this thing on, and you guys just kinda... See what happens?!"

“ I guess when you put it like that, it doesn't sound like much of a Pl-”

"I'm in."

​

There were a few moments of silence.

"What do you have for food?" she started walking again.

Brady responded, "Food? Oh, like, supplies? I mean, we have plenty of supplies, we have climbing equipment and a guide lined up, we have wea-”

“You don't need weapons. You have me,” she responded. “What you need is food.”

“I don't unders-”

“The way it sounds,” Annabella stopped bounding down the path and interrupted again, “this journey of yours is gonna take a coupl'a days and I'm not in the 'carrying people around' business. It takes enough energy just to keep this body looking pretty and tap dancing for you adventurers, so I’m not looking to carry you too. And while I can't die, I'm not about to start lopping off body parts for you because you forgot to bring enough to eat!"

“... Oh.....UhUh... yeah,” Brady stammered. “Uh, yeah. We have food. Enough for the journey.”

“Okey-doke.” The Master smiled. “You got a direction for us to go in? So far, down the mountain, it's basically been straight down. But if you haven't noticed, we're at a fork in the road. I’m gonna need you to lead the way from here on out, or were gonna be on a whole different adventure called 'we all get lost and I leave you lovely folks in some random field and go back to my cave'. So which way, big guy?" Annabella play fully jabbed Brady's shoulder.

"Oh. Yeah, uh, I don't know. Sam has the map.” Brady pointed back up the mountain at Sam and Lillith coming down.

"The quiet one? Well alright, can you tell them to pick it up though? Cuz it's been like decades since I've eaten and mamma needs a snack! I'm thinking Qeffler,” said Annabella, dreamily. “They still make that, right?”

“K-keffler? I'm not sure I've heard of that,” inquired Brady.

"Qeffler. With a Q. Come on, you gotta tell me you've had it,” she raised an eyebrow. All layers of flaky doughy goodness with sweet cream between the layers and topped with peach apple drizzle, almonds, and whipped cream? Come on, you've had Qeffler, there was a bakery at the base of this mountain that specialized in the stuff! I’ve been craving it forever!”

Brady responded, "I'm not sure I've heard of it, or any bakery around here... But I'm sure we can find a recipe."

"Recipe? Let's just get to the bottom of the mountain and I’ll take you to the bestest place ever! You folks are missing out! You're gonna love it," Annabella exclaimed.

"Hey guys, sorry, it took us a minute to put everything back in the bags. Brady, thanks for keeping up with her. What are you guys talking about? Sam said, walking up with Lillith trailing slightly behind.

“I was just telling your buddy Brady here about the badass bakery at the base of the mountain,” the Master smiled. “I'm gonna take you to get some Qeffler. You believe this guy's never heard of Qeffler? Man!”

Lilith looked confused, "...? Kef-"

The Master interrupted again, "Qeffler. With a Q, Oh my God what kind of childhoods must you have had? Let's go down the path on the right and I’ll show you the error of your ways. You’re gonna wish you found me earlier," she started to walk.

It was Sam's turn to interrupt. "Uh..that's," Annabella paused.

Sam continued, "that's the way we came from. There's nothing there but an empty wasteland. We didn't see anything even approaching what might look like a town, and definitely no bakeries. Looks like the base of this mountain hasn't seen a human footstep in a hundred years.”

​

Annabella was silent.

Annabella fell to her knees.

Annabella sat down with a whump in the dirt.

"How long have I been in there," she whispered. It wasn't a question. It was a realization. She put her head in her hands. "Uuugh. I've gotta visit the northern mountains after this... Samiel is gonna kill me."

The team looked at her, and then at each other.

She sat there for a moment and just breathed.

She quietly spoke up. "OK, which way are we going?"

Sam quietly responded “We need to, uh, go down the path on the left. We have to cross a lake on the other side. I’ve got tickets for us to get to Koncordia, and a guide after that to lead us to the entrance to the temple. I'm afraid we're on our own from there.”

"Koncordia is the closest town?" Annabella whispered.

"Yes," Sam responded.

"And you've never heard of Qeffler," she concluded.

"No," Sam answered.

Annabella let out a deep sigh.

She then stood up, dusted herself off and said in a fake-chipper tone, "welp, this day ain't gett'n any longer. Let's get movin’!"

Sam remarked about the beauty of the mountain as they descended. Brady helped Lillith carry her pack and carried a small conversation about nothing. At the bottom of the mountain, as they approached the lake, the trees began to twist and writhe. The branches of the trees intertwined to block their path as they approached, the blockage only thickened.

"Crud.." said Annabella. "Somebody doesn't want us here."

"W-what the heck is this? Nobody told me the entire forest would be trying to stop us from moving," Lillith stammered.

"Get used to it. I run into stuff like this all the time," Annabella explained. "Hey, be glad they're only blocking us and not attacking!"

At that point, tiny sharp barbs began to fly out of the woods scraping and slicing at the members of the team. They scattered and hid behind a large stone, screaming obscenities and confusion.

"What was that you said about them not attacking!?" Sam exclaimed.

"Eh.... Spoke too soon." Annabella sighed as she confidently abandoned the cover to approach the trees.

"Wait!" Brady yelled after her, but she was walking out, head held high.

The barbs bounced off her like cotton balls. The young woman looked more annoyed that she had to deal with another thing than she was in any type of danger.

"HEY! YOU MIGHT AS WELL STOP IT. This isn't gonna do anything. I gotta be honest.. I'm kinda already bored with your attempts to stop us. How about this? You'll stop, you won't fire another stinkin' barb at my new friends here, and we'll walk through to the lake in peace. Or... OoOoooor, I’ll light up this place like it's a new year?"

The barbs only increased in frequency and there began to be a faint scent in the air.

"My eyes are burning," said Brady and closed his eyes and turned away behind the stone.

"My lungs are burning," said Lillith and held her breath and turned away as well.

And then they all heard a *snap*, followed by what sounded like an enormous crash, like a meteor striking the ground.

Only Sam saw the bright light that lit up the entire area. A few moments later, Annabella was back around the stone.

"The gas has cleared now. You can come out," Annabella cheered.

"What about the barb things?" asked Lillith, petrified.

"There's no more barb things," responded Annabella confidently motioning the rest of the gang to come out and join her.

As they all came out, they saw the forest was nothing but a smoldering mass of burned out tree stumps and smoke.

Brady was the first to speak up.

"What in the hellfire was that!?"

Lillith chimed in with a wink, "Hellfire is not far off."

"I felt the heat from here!" Sam clamored from behind the rock.

"The point is," Annabella continued, "we can go now. Let's get to the lake." She helped them gather their things and hurried them towards the other end of the forest. As they walked, she continued. "I know the local water spirit here so it shouldn't too much trouble to get across, provided he's not mad at me for being gone so long."

Hours passed as they walked through the ruins of the now ravaged forest. It only began to be more verdant and green again as they approached the lake. As they did, the trees and greenery seemed to bend and sway in order to keep their distance. At one point, Sam stopped and sat on a tree stump and could swear it was trembling.

​

When they reached the lake, Annabella walked directly to the water and knelt down, as if to pray, with her forehead and hands in the water.

“I know you're here," Annabella lifted her head and rose to her feet. "Any chance we can cross here without any trouble? I'm sorry I haven't been here in a while. I really had no idea how much time had passed."

At that point, a serpent rose out of the lake and blocked out the setting sun for the group of adventurers. It almost immediately blocked their path and lunged at them with bites and attacks to crush them or knock them out of the area.

They ran around trying to avoid the creature's strikes. As they ran, Sam and Annabella met up, hiding together behind one of the trees along the lake shore.

"Ugh, what're we gunna do about this thing?" Annabella spat.

Sam turned to the Master, "Can't you just kill it with whatever that flash thing was like earlier in the forest?"

“This isn't a tree, bud!” Annabella reasoned. “I can't just find a seed and plant a new one. Ugh, that's how it is with these beasts. There's almost always only one of 'em, an' if ya kill it, there'll never be another one ever! I don't know about you, but I don’t like the idea of eradicat'n an entire species off the planet.”

"Oh...” Sam nodded, “but what are we gonna do, then?” 

"How 'bout you nice folks help me find a way around this guy, so we can get you to your magic thingy? I can-"

Their talk was interrupted by Brady's war cry. He ran towards the beast with an axe and immediately got knocked on his butt. He landed next to them and his axe flew into a tree twenty feet away. "Sorry to interrupt your tea party, but we've got a real problem here!"

The serpent was chasing Lillith up the dirt as she was sprinting for dear life.

'Well," panicked Sam, "it looks Lillith is doing a good job of keeping our new friend distracted. But we need to help her!"

"A distraction! That's just what we need!" Annabella ran out into the open and began thrusting rocks at the giant creature’s head. When each rock hit, it exploded into a brilliant display of lights and sparks. The show succeeded in getting the creature to come after her instead of Lillith.

"Hey fan club! When tell you, make a mad dash for the other side of the lake!"

Lilith nodded and scanned for her friends.

"Bigboy, be ready, Sammy-poo, you be ready too.”

At that, Annabella dashed into action, weaving a path through the trees along the side of the lake with the creature nipping at her heels. "Come on big fella! Let's go deeper in!" she went deeper into the forest, but when she looked to check, the creature had turned back and was approaching the water again.

Seeing her friends still waiting for some sign to move, she whistled as loud as she could and waved them on. Then she threw more rocks to get the serpent's attention back onto her. She grabbed a pocket full of rocks and ran into the forest as deep as the serpent would follow her and ran around the perimeter of the lake, occasionally winging a few more rocks at the creature to keep its attention on her.

As the party got close to the lake, the surface of the water solidified in front of their feet. At first they hesitated, but when they heard her scream "run!" they got into gear and started moving toward the other side of the lake. They had to trust with every step that the next step would be solid but they kept running.

The feeling of hope peaked a tiny bit as they neared the other side of the lake, but as they looked ahead, they saw that Annabella was approaching right where they were going to end up.

"How'd she get here that fast!?" yelled Sam.

"She's amazing," said Lillith.

"What about HIM?" announced Brady, motioning toward the serpent following Annabella.

No sooner had they wondered this than they got their answer in the form of Annabella shouting "get in the forest! Go to the forest! Go go go go go!!" while the giant creature appeared to gain on her.

They gave it their all and ran into the cover of the trees and kept running. They heard several pops and bangs from behind them but they were too scared to turn and look to see what it was

"You can stop running now," a familiar voice said, suddenly beside them. They turned, surprised, to see Annabella gleefully smiling and jogging, making pace with them.

They stopped, confused, and tried to catch their breath. Lilith was the first to speak up "you- pant didn't- pant.”

“Kill that thing? Nah. It's doin it's thing, swimmin around, probably. Where we goin’ next pardner?" she said as she playfully jabbed Brady in the ribs.

"Wait," asked Lillith, finally speaking up, "so that thing is no longer chasing us?"

"Correct. The thing is no longer chasing us."

"And these trees...They're not suddenly gonna suddenly spring to life and attack us?"

“Eh, not these trees... Honestly it wasn't the tr-”

I knew about your powers, but you DESTROYED that forest earlier with what sounded like a snap! And just now we heard all these cracks and pops and suddenly that "thing" isn't chasing us anymore!? We didn't get to see either time, but you're doing SOMETHING!"

.

.

.

.

.

There was a long silence.

.

.

.

.

.

Then Annabella spoke in a sober tone. "You said you knew all about me, right?"

Lillith nodded yes.

"Then you know I use magic."

The entire party looked uncomfortable.

“I know. Even a long time ago, magic users were rare. Masters even more so. The thought of someone devoting their entire life to a practice that most people didn't think existed just seemed beyond ridiculous. I never really had a choice though. I don't even really remember back to the very beginning..." 

Annabella looked lost in thought for a moment. She sat, or rather, nearly collapsed into a seated position, then continued.

"I tried for a long time to not think about it. Not study..not improve. I thought if I stayed weak, didn't learn my powers, someone would come along and beat me... Someone could ki- ugh, Well... Anyway, it didn't happen, and when you're looking at practically forever in front of you... The days don't go any faster, you know. You get bored. You start wondering what you can do. Probably everybody I ever knew was dead before I even tried out my powers for the first time. Oh my God, so many regrets... That first war... Imagine how much I could have helped. Would the world even look like it looks today if I’d have stepped in!?"

Annabella started clenching her hair and shaking side to side Sam reached over and touched her shoulder. Annabella calmed down and came back to herself.

"I'm sorry. I'm not sure where I w- uh, yeah any way I got better with my powers after a lot of practice and now I can do all kinds of stuff with them. I ignited all the air around that forest earlier to kill the treants who were firing darts at us, and I kicked up a dust cloud and filled it with magical lightning to distract the lake serpent to get it off your tails."

Annabella looked around. The party looked just as confused as before she started talking. She decided to clarify one more thing:

"I don't like using my powers. When people see them, they usually tell all their friends and they never stop asking for favors.

Since I don't know you, I really didn't want to show off. I really don't feel like running the world right now."

There was a long silence. Brady spoke up first.

"We'd never ask you to run the world'. If it makes you feel better, how about we make a deal?"

Annabella looked up.

"How about,” Brady continued, "we promise to handle the problems from here on out, and you can only step in if things get really serious. I have to tell you, we're not exactly helpless. It wasn't exactly a picnic getting to that cave where you were sleeping."

Annabella stood up with a weak but growing smile, "I actually wasn't sleeping. I was meditating. See I have this connection with the universe, and I can feel all the... Oh nevermind. Anyway, I'm in. You guys take care of yourselves. I'll just step in if it seems like something you can't handle. I'm not a fan of babysitting, hah!"

They began walking toward the town.​
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"I'm gonna let you handle things here in town. We need a place to stay. I'm assuming you have some of what these people consider to be 'money', right?"

"We've got money." Brady said. "We have some left over from the last town before we came and got you. It's a days journey that way. Should be all the same."

It was not.

At every store, every hotel, it was the same story. They got yelled at and kicked out in every place they went into. All for having the wrong money. They finally went into a store and asked where the bank would be, so they could change their money over.

"We got no bank in this town," said the man they stopped for help. The guys in the next town have a bank," he said, gesturing in the direction from which they just came.

The entire party just slumped. They all walked outside of the town and started to discuss what to do next.

"Maybe we can just sleep under the trees outside," said Lillith.

Sam and Brady discussed.

"I could build a fire," said Sam.

Brady responded "I guess I could make the rest of the food... It was really for the temple and the mountain, but I might find something to kill while we're up on the moun-”

Annabella interrupted, "how much money do you have?"

"Uhmm" Sam stirred around in her pockets "well..we did actually have plenty, but the bank is a couple of days away.

“You think they're still open today?” Annabella asked.

Brady stammered, "uh... UhUh, yeah. Probably. Just there's no way to get th...”

"I’ve been sleeping in a cave for I don't know how long. I'm cold and I’m dirty. I'm getting a bed and a bath and so are you. Gimme your money"

The group rustled around in their pockets and handed her some handfuls of crumpled bills and coins. She looked it over and shoved it all in a pocket before speaking up again "ok, where's this next town? And you're sure they'll have the money these people use?"

Sam responded "yeah, they're like a cash repository for all the towns in the area. A few of the places won't take each other's money but I didn't think it would be this bad... Anyway the bank is not open all that much longer today, I'm not sure you can make it, whatever you're planning on doing"

Annabella chuckled, "I’ll make it. Just point me in the general direction and I’ll find it. If there's one thing I know, money changers don't change. I’ll probably recognize the bank from the air".

Brady swallowed "the ...air?"

"Which way is it, big boy? Annabella prodded him in the ribs again.

"U-uh.. That way." Brady straightened up. It's probably a good 50 miles that way. I'd suggest you talk to 'Chad'. He's a bit of a wet blanket, but he'll do the job without a lot of hubbub."

––––––––
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"Hubbub? Am I rubbing off on you already bubsy? Okey dokey. Stand back, my take off can be a bit, expressive."

*****     *****     *****     *****     *****
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The crew took a couple of steps back, wondering what she was planning to do.

She crouched down as if to jump. As she prepared, silvery-white lines began to trace in the air around her and the earth began to quake. Then it all exploded, the force blowing the group back and seemingly in an instant she was a dot, disappearing in the sky.

Holy crap! Did you see that? She could rocket us up that mountain in a half second. What the heck are we doing WALKING!?" Lillith exclaimed.

Sam responded "I don't know. I think we have to respect her wishes. She doesn't want to carry us. Personally, I think we have an opportunity to make ourselves stronger. That's not gonna happen with us relying on her for everything. And you heard her. She freaked out about using her powers earlier thinking she's gonna have all kinds of people asking her to do too much stuff."

"And" Brady piped up, "judging by what we've seen so far, we're about as helpless as ants compared to her...Probably not a good idea to get her into a bad mood. Best case she could leave and we'd never find her. Worst case, she could smush us like stepping on a slice of fresh baked bread and we'd give her about the same amount of fight."

“She's nothing like what I read about. The ‘Annabella’ from the stories is always willing to help... Always wants to do something for someone to make their lives easier." Lillith complained.

Sam retorted "we just better be happy she's willing to help us at all. Now we gotta shut up. You saw how fast she left, she might be back any second".

Sam spoke not a second too soon. No sooner than the words came out, the air around them began to swell and ripple.

The parties ears popped with the pressure of the atmosphere around them. The pressure ripples became more pronounced and started to become visible. A dot appeared on the horizon, and a microsecond later with a slightly less fantastic boom than expected, Annabella was back, not disturbing the dirt more than a footprint.

"Sorry Brady," she began. "Your buddy wasn't there. Had to talk to some dame named Cynthia, but she helped me out. I didn't get the name of this village here, but when I told her where it is, she told me this money oughtta work here. Let's go ask."

The crew all looked at each other and decided not to ask how she had made such a spectacular landing so quietly.

They went into town and got a hotel and some food. The same people who had been so rude earlier were suddenly friendly when you brought them the money they recognized. They got a few weird looks for coming back a few minutes later with the right money, but no one really asked. Save for Brady once they were all settled in.

Between bites of a delicious plate of food, Brady simply looked up and said "I mean, seriously though, holy crap that was cool! How fast were you going!? How'd you get going that fast, my God girl, that was crazy!"

Lillith exclaimed, "oh, geez, sorry Annabella, don't worry about him." She scowled in the direction of her excited friend.

Sam joined in as well, "yeah, we are just glad you could help."

Annabella looked up from her plate right into the eyes of Brady. "OMG right!? What was it like watching me fly away? I bet it looked cool as I don't know what!"

Brady jumped in, even more excited than before "duuuude! How did you land like that? You came in HOT! And you didn't even leave a mark on the ground! Anybody who didn't literally see you fly away or land wouldn't even be able to tell you did any thing other than walk!"

“Hah! I never get tired of flying!” The Master leaned back in her seat. “The pressure waves didn't bother you? I forgot to warn you, they're how I land without creating earthquakes everywhere I go. They can be pretty intense if you're not expecting them."

"That's what that was!? My ears popped and I didn't know why. It was so cool to see you land though! Pretty much knocked us out but it was so cool!"

They all relaxed a bit and talked out the rest of the night at dinner and then in the hotel.

*****     *****     *****     *****     *****
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The next morning they found a guide and made their way up the mountain. The guide left about three quarters of the way up and they were on their own.

"Geez, it's cold up here" complained Lillith.

"It's gonna get worse" advised Annabella.

Brady mused "you been here before?"

'No. I actually don't know why I said that. It probably is though. We have to go up higher" said Annabella, absent-mindedly.

Brady raised an eyebrow.

"So have you been up here or not? How'd you know we need to go up higher? We haven't talked about it."

“I don't really know. This all looks familiar. The mountain at least... it's weird.. Ah look, a bridge!”

"Sam, you like the look of this bridge?" asked Lillith.

"I do not," replied Sam. "It looks like it'll fall apart under the weight of a fly.”

Just then, a fly landed on a plank next to the bridge in front of them. The plank exploded into a million tiny shards.

The entire group jumped out of their skin, save for Annabella 

Barely able to contain herself "OMG your faces! Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!! Come on, this bridge is probably fine" she said as she skipped merrily across the bridge. Sam followed, walking carefully, and Lillith, trembling, walked after her. Then it was Brady's turn.

"I don't feel so good about this. I'm not exactly a featherweight" he said as he gingerly took his first steps.

"Uuuuuuuugghhhh" he complained as he slowly walked, testing each plank as he walked from one to the next. Each plank creaked and complained once his full weight was on it, but they were staying solid, until one didn't.

Brady tested a step, then slowly put his weight down until he had the confidence to test the next step. As he began to reach his foot out to touch the next plank, he heard a snap and suddenly the bridge was above him.

The group above watched helpless as his body plummeted to the depths below. Annabella stretched her arms upward and a ball of light appeared above her head. She cast her hands down in the direction of their falling comrade and a stream of light stretched toward him in lightning speed.

Brady, staring into the abyss and making peace with his life, hardly noticed the hand that had formed out of the stream of light that had come to catch him.

"OOF!" The catch took the wind out of Brady, but he was alive. He looked in the direction of where it came from and realized just how far he had fallen. His party was just a group of dots on the top of his range of sight. As he started to ascend, the hand that was wrapped around him spoke, or rather resounded, with the sound of Annabella's voice.

"I gotcha, big boy. Don't you worry 'bout a thing.”

As Annabella slowly pulled her new friend to the top, Lillith looked worried and afraid.

––––––––
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“Did you know that was gonna happen!?" she accused.

"Nope!" Annabella responded.

"Why!? Couldn't you have... Scanned it or something? Or just protect the bridge with your magic so it doesn't fall apart in the first place? What are you even doing!?!?"

“You do realize that I literally have your friends life in my hands right now, right? This isn’t the time for criticism. I mean, if you want, I can drop 'im and let you pull 'im up on your own.”

"That's not what I.."

"Here, you go ahead and pull him up now. I’ll even let you use my magic hand."

Annabella made a motion like she was going to hand the 'rope' to Lillith "Don't worry, light magic burns at first, but you'll get used to it after a hundred years or so."

"I'm just saying, we didn't have to go through-”

“Boring!” Annabella continued pulling up Brady. “Holding up a bridge is boring! ‘Scanning’ as you call it, for weakness in the wood is BORING! I didn't know what would happen Cuz I don't WANNA know. If it was you that fell through I'd-a saved your butt too! What do y'all even study in that fan club-a yours anyway? Cuz apparently it ain't me!”

As Brady got to the top of the hill, the mood was very awkward.

"Thank you so much for saving me!" he ran over and gave Annabella a hug and squeezed hard.

“Hey, I told ya I didn't feel like carrying anybody, didn't I?” she said as he let go and took a step back. “What were ya thinkin’ goin’ around fallin’ like that?”

Brady stammered wordlessly and averted his eyes to the ground

Then she gave him an attack-hug and smiled and gave him an elbow to the ribs.

“I’m just kidding with ya, buddy! You know I've got you. Let's keep goin!” and she walked along, whistling the whole way.

Minutes later, they approached a large stone door.

*****     *****     *****     *****     *****
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"Any of this look familiar to you?" Brady asked.

"Nope. Sorry. But it does look like the door is still open" Annabella noticed.

As they stepped inside, they saw that the place was in ruins. There were expired traps, with poison arrows long since fired. A giant boulder split in half on the ground. Burn marks that look like fire traps had been set off long ago. Annabella stopped for a moment to examine the wreckage. She stared for a long time at the boulder, wondering what could have broken it.

In the middle of the path were hundreds of arrows, many of which were simply broken, but none of them were embedded in any skeletons and lots of them had the tips broken off.

The rest of the group followed the path of destruction inward until they found a door slightly open and went inside.

The group took a collective gasp as they entered the chamber. Inside, it was flawless, other than being covered in an almost impossible amount of dust.

“Woooow...This place hasn't been visited in aaages," exclaimed Sam.

"OK. Lillith, it's your time to shine. What are we looking for?"

Lillith contemplated for a moment. Then she spoke: "We're looking for something that doesn't fit. The weapons in here are the weapons of old kings that existed eons ago. They would come here and pray for power, and every time, they would take over the world. But one empress came in and took all 3 weapons and had all the power in the world. The legend says that she took the power out of her swords and imbued them into a magical hair clip that she always wore.

It's said that she had fallen in love with a human and came here to give up her status as a God and marry the human. She came here, returned the swords, and her magic hair clip, containing all her powers. Whoever wears that hair clip gets the powers that she left behind."

At that moment, Annabella came through the door.

"Huh. What a cool story. Never heard it."

Lillith looked dejected. "I thought if anybody knew about this story, you would. Where'd you get your powers? You telling me you've never been here?"

Annabella mused, "I... Dunno. It certainly does look familiar. Couldn't tell ya a thing about your story. I heard you talking from the other side
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