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      Small clouds hovered in front of Noelle Bogosian’s face with each breath she expelled. She sat on her favorite tree stump, waiting, as the temperature continued to drop. The ice-cold air caused a shiver to roll down her spine, so she adjusted her warm fur-lined cloak along her legs to help wield off the cold. Faery, at this time of the year, was a beautiful winter wonderland. She looked around, loving the beauty of the quiet forest.

      She patiently waited for him to show himself. Once a week, she would come bearing treats for her friend, Marric, the tokota. Many confused a tokota with an oversized wolf. Tokotas were a breed related to the bear, but it did have some resemblance to the canine family. Their faces and snouts were those of a wolf, while the body structure and thick fur were those of a bear.

      She desperately needed to speak to her friend. Not that a tokota could speak—that would be crazy, Noelle thought to herself with a laugh. But he was certainly a great listener.

      Marric and Noelle’s relationship dated back to one winter morning, when Noelle was fifteen and she came upon a lost, black and white wolf-like pup. The little furball yipped, running over to Noelle, and they had been friends ever since.

      A snort greeted Noelle from behind her. She turned with a smile, finding a large black figure standing there.

      Marric.

      That small furball had grown into a massive alpha tokota. Marric was well muscled and with each step he took toward her, she could see the predator in him. But she knew that he’d never hurt her; tokotas were very loyal to their companions. He was a massive beast that could easily accommodate her on his back as a passenger.

      “It took you long enough,” she murmured as he pushed his snout into her hand. “Well, hello to you too,” she said with a laugh.

      He snorted at her comment but she ignored it, allowing a large grin to spread across her face as she ran her fingers through his fur. She knew he was looking for the treats she always brought.

      “I have a problem, Marric,” she admitted. He pulled back, his dark eyes settling on her. He sat back on his hind legs, ready to listen. “My birthday is coming up. December twenty-fifth, I’ll be turning thirty. Do you know what that means?”

      Marric cocked his head to the side, as if waiting for her to answer. Of course he didn’t know the workings of the laws of Faery. She sighed and shook her head.

      “According to the laws of Faery, I must marry. My father, the king, will be hosting the Royal Tournaments to find a husband for me. Males from all over Faery will come to compete in the tournaments to win my hand in marriage. You would think these were medieval times, but this is the twenty-first century. A young Fae woman should be able to decide when it’s time for her to get married herself, not the governing body of our realm.”

      Marric’s eyes didn’t waiver from Noelle as she spoke. Even without words, she felt comforted by her friend’s presence. Maybe it was an opportunity to get her worries out in the open and off her chest, giving her relief. But, deep down, she was sure that it was Marric.

      “I’m sure you’re bored with my complaints,” she said, with a hard laugh. She let loose a giggle as Marric butted her with his head. She wrapped her arms around his large neck, burying her head in his thick fur, squeezing tight before she let go.

      “Okay, I’ll do it,” she whispered, accepting what her family and Faery would need from her. She gave Marric’s head another pat as he let loose a whine, as if to remind her about his treat.

      “I knew that I would find you here,” a voice spoke up from somewhere in the forest. Noelle turned to find her best friend, Kiplyne, poised next to a tree.

      Kiplyne Petrona was a beautiful elven young woman with large green eyes, and dark curls tumbling from the hood of her dark cloak. They’d been friends for as long as Noelle could remember. The Petrona’s were longtime friends with the royal family, and Noelle and Kiplyne were raised together, always at each other’s side.

      “Hello, Kip,” Noelle greeted her. “You know me well, my friend.”

      “Hello, Marric,” Kiplyne said, coming to stand beside Noelle. She too, greeted the tokota with a pat on his head. “The queen sent me to look for you.” Kiplyne continued to run her fingers through Marric’s fur.

      “I’m sure she is looking for me,” Noelle said, with a roll of her eyes. “I’m sure she would like to discuss some of the suitors that are arriving.”

      “Probably so,” Kiplyne agreed.  She gave Marric one last pat and turned to Noelle. “I’m not at liberty to know why the queen is requesting her daughter’s presence.”

      “Kip, you know I tell you everything,” Noelle laughed, standing up from her seat. “You’re my best friend.”

      She reached inside her cloak, bringing out Marric’s treat of warmed meat, fresh from the royal kitchen. She unwrapped it and held out her hand for the alpha tokota. Marric didn’t hesitate in taking the treat from her hand, swallowing it in one gulp.

      “I will see you again soon, my friend,” she said, laying a kiss on the tip of his nose. He turned, and looking over his shoulder at Noelle, he knelt down, offering them a ride. She knew he would take them to the edge of the forest, near the royal palace.

      “Up for a ride?” Noelle asked, turning to Kiplyne.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Kiplyne replied with wide eyes.

      “It will be fun. I promise you,” Noelle said, shifting her cloak out of the way as she threw one leg over Marric’s back, thankful she wore pants. She gripped his fur tight, shifting her position to make room for Kip. “Are you coming or what?” she asked with a large grin.

      “The things I do for friendship,” Kip muttered, reaching up a hand. “Just make sure I make it back in one piece.”

      Noelle giggled and helped her friend up onto Marric’s back. She wouldn’t tell Kip that tokotas were known for their extreme speed and agility.

      “Hold on tight!”
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      Ryo Daerosis was on a mission. He would participate in the Royal Tournaments to win the Fae princess’ hand in marriage. Her beauty and wit were known throughout the land. Warriors from all over Faery were descending upon the royal palace this week for the tournament.

      The Royal Tournaments were an age old tradition to marry the princess off to a strong suitor, to ensure there would be two powerful rulers ready to assume the responsibilities of ruling all of Faery. This was the first tournament to be held in the last century since the royal couple only had one child, the princess.

      Ryo was from a long line of strong Fae males, the Daerosis Clan, who were known as fierce warriors. Elas Daerosis, Ryo’s own father, had been the leader of the Daerosis Clan for the past two centuries. It was at the urging of his father that Ryo entered the tournaments. As the eldest son of the clan leader, it was time he settled down. Also, as the eldest Daerosis in line, Ryo was in charge of the clan’s army, making him the perfect candidate to be the future king of Faery.

      Their clan needed to be represented in the events and it was decided that Ryo would appear for the family in the tournament. It would be considered a great honor for a Daerosis to sit on the throne for Faery.

      “Next!” a strong voice yelled out, breaking into Ryo’s thoughts.

      He glanced up and realized he had finally made it to the front of the line, to the registration table. When he arrived at the royal palace, he was instructed that all warriors participating in the tournaments needed to register. The great hall was filled with every kind of Fae, hoping to win the princess’s hand.

      Ryo chuckled on the inside, seeing males of all age groups represented. Only a few he could see would give him any real competition, but Ryo was a confident warrior. There was no one who could beat him in combat. His extreme height and build gave him an advantage. Faery males were naturally tall, but Ryo was still above average with his six foot six frame, broad shoulders, and hardened muscles.

      “Hello,” he said, stepping up to the elder Fae who sat at the table. Long blond hair, woven in complicated braids hung down the side of the male’s head. The elder did a double take at Ryo’s large build, before he looked away.

      “Name,” the elder demanded, turning the pages in the ledger on the table in front of him.

      “Ryo Daerosis.” Ryo dropped his backpack on the floor at his feet.

      “Daerosis Clan, eh?” The elder glanced up at him. “I knew your father, Elas Daerosis. Good man. Fierce warrior.”

      Ryo nodded his head out of respect. “That would be my father,” he acknowledged.

      “Place your right hand over your heart,” the elder instructed. Ryo complied, knowing that he would have to take a participant’s honesty oath. It would be considered dishonest and disrespectful to the king for a warrior to cheat in the games. “Do you swear that by participating in the tournament, you will be honest and true? To uphold the warrior’s code during mock battle?”

      “I swear,” Ryo agreed.

      “Sign here,” the elder instructed, turning the ledger around and handing Ryo the pen. Ryo quickly signed his name. “Here are the rules for the tournament, and your cabin assignment as well.  Remember, all fighting will be mock fighting. Even with the modified weapons, there is still a risk for injuries. No using Fae magic during the tournament, either. Old fashioned fighting and games.  Good luck making it through all the rounds, and may you be successful, son of Elas Daerosis.”

      “Thank you,” Ryo said, taking the paperwork that was thrust into his hands. He looked around, finding his friend and captain of the Daerosis army, Alok, standing off to the side, speaking to a female.

      “I’m officially registered,” Ryo announced, clapping Alok on the shoulder.

      “Good,” Alok said with a laugh. “I was just telling—”

      “Lily,” the female giggled. Ryo rolled his eyes at his friend, who was flirting with the small female servant.

      “Yes, Lily!” Alok smiled his devilish smile. Alok threw an arm over Ryo’s shoulder. “My friend here, Ryo, is the finest warrior in all of Faery. He will win the tournament and be next in line for the throne.”

      “Thank you for the vote of confidence,” Ryo said with a chuckle, while he peeled his friend’s arm off his shoulder. “But we must go now. Time to strategize.”

      “Strategize, strategize,” Alok muttered. “Let me tell you, he’s all work and no play.” Lily giggled again, totally captivated by Alok’s charm.

      “Let’s go!” Ryo ordered, throwing his bag over his shoulder.

      He proceeded to walk away, but found Alok whispering into the female’s ear. The look on her face gave way that whatever Alok was whispering in her ear, was seductive in nature. Ryo knew that later his friend would be disappearing to meet up with the servant. He shook his head, watching his friend jog up to him with a wide smile on his face.

      “What?” Alok asked, faking confusion.

      “Nothing,” Ryo muttered, stalking away from his longtime friend.

      “Hey, just because you’re here entering the tournament to win the hand of the Faery princess, doesn’t mean I can’t vie for what’s between the legs of many Fae females while we’re here!”
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        * * *

      

      “Father.” Ryo greeted his father on the visual communicator; the vision of his father floated in the air.

      “Hello, my son.” The head of the Daerosis Clan was tall and broad, just like his son. For Ryo, it was like seeing himself in a mirror, only the future version. Elas Daerosis had dark hair with a touch of gray along his temples, and a few wrinkles around his eyes
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