Part One, New friends



Never Lonely

	I looked out the window and sighed deeply.  It was summer once again, and another school year had ended.  Normally, people would go outside and enjoy the nice summer weather, but not on that day or the rest of the week for that matter.  It had been raining all week and the week before that.  It was a good thing I always had something to do.  Especially on days like those when nobody was home.  My parents went to work and my little sister usually hung out with her friends.  I was usually home alone.  It wasn’t for the fact that I didn’t have many friends at school, or I didn’t want to go anywhere.  It was because I was never alone.  

	My name is Christy Miller, or Esthenia, as my friends in the Dream world would call me.  About two years ago, my best friend brought me to his world.  His name is Pagasis.  A winged horse dream Guardian that is always by my side.  We shared each other’s thoughts whenever I wore his necklace.  It had the power to calm anyone with a single thought.  When I wore it, I could hear the only thing that would keep my calm, and that was Pagasis’ voice.  When he put it on, he could see and hear me as well.  Thus connecting our thoughts and minds.  

	The main purpose for the necklace was to keep Pagasis from becoming a demon.  In his world, things like anger and malice could turn a Guardian into a horrifying demon.  That was the plot of the horrible demon king long ago.  He created an army and destroyed Pagasis’ family and home, took over the island, and stole Pagasis’ horn.  The golden horn of his type of Guardian was the main source of their power.  Without it, they get a disease that eventually kills them.  The evil king’s plot was to turn Pagasis into a demon before he died of the disease.  Because if Pagasis were to die then he’d learn of his true heritage.  That is another thing that connected Pagasis and I.  When I would die, he would too.  That is one of his traits as a half god.  Indeed Pagasis is a d
emigod.  He is one of Simone’s he
irs.  Simone was the daughter of the great dream god and one of the island Esthenia’s first Guardians.  

	The dream Guardians protect the islands in the Dream world from nightmare causing demons.  I rarely have any nightmares.  In the Dream world, there were tiny islands that represented every human on Earth.  Each island was inhabited by creatures called Guardians.  These creatures were said to roam the Earth millions of years ago in Greek, Egyptian, and middle age times.  Some of them even appeared to be normal animals, but you never know what they’re capable of.  They all lived in families.  The more the human believed in themselves, the more beautiful the island was, and the more Guardians on the island.  The less Guardians there where
,
 the weaker they were against the demons, unless the Guardians are truly powerful.  Each island also had its own language.  The islands were named after the human it represented in the native language.  Esthenia for example was the native word for Christy.  

	The island Esthenia didn’t have many pure Guardians, but they were all pretty powerful.  The Dragonwo
l
ves were one of the races of Guardian on the island.  There weren’t too many of the
m but they were powerful
.  Over the years they evolved into a different race called the Omogoas.  The Omogoas weren’t pure Guardians because in order to be a pure Dream 
Guardian
,
 you had to be able to fly and know the universal language called the Guardian language.  None of them had wings except the half breeds, and they’re weren’t too many of them either. 

	“Are you coming or not?” asked Pagasis’ voice in my head.

	“What the?  Ugh, I’m still not used to this!”   I replied as I backed away from the window.  “When will all this rain go away!”      

	“It’s still raining?”

	“Yeah, I want to go outside or something, but you know...”

	“It’s not raining here.”

	“Okay, okay!  Just let me get the orb and I’ll be over in a minute.”

	I walked across my room over to the dresser.  I opened the top drawer and dug through the mass of underwear and socks and pulled out the shiny orb.  Pagasis had given me the orb when we first met.  I would hold it tight in my hands and think of where I wanted to go on the island in the Dream world.   It was usually the meadow on the western side of the island.  I also used the orb to get back home.  In the gate between the worlds I would morph into my animal form or turn back into a human when I was going back home.  Humans weren’t aloud in the Dream world so I had to become an animal with another gift from Pagasis.  It was a small silver heart with wings on a chain.  I always wore it around my neck.  Especially when I went to bed.  The necklace had the power to ward off nightmares.  Pagasis had used the last of his power to create these objects for me.     

	When the demon army took over the island and Pagasis family was destroyed, he had to call upon me for help.  During that time he was in no shape to fight alone.  Our job was to find others on the island to help too.  That’s how we discovered the hidden Omogoa village in the forest and the last existing Dragonwolves.  Everything was connected.  The orb, the necklaces, the wars.  It was all so confusing... 

	I held the orb tightly in my hands, and I thought of the sunny meadow.  Suddenly I was floating.  My body was changing.  My hands and feet were turning into paws and I could feel large, feathery wings growing out of my back.  Soon enough I was standing on all four paws in the green grass of the meadow.  As I watched my friends approach me I wondered: How much better could it get?

	The sun felt warm on my orange fur.  Pagasis, Rinoa, Mona and I were lying in the sun in the grass of the meadow.  We were catching our breath from all the running around we did.  Playing apple tag was one of our favorite pastimes.  It was a lot like normal tag only the one with the apple gets chased until one of the other players take it, then they get chased too.  Don’t ask me who came up with it.  I just go along with it...  

	“Someday I’ll grow out of this.”  Rinoa panted.  Her tongue was hanging from her open mouth.  She was pretty fast for how big she was.  She was about twenty-one feet tall and covered in thick, black fur.  Being twenty-one feet tall wasn’t natural for a normal wolf, but for being half dragon she was.  Rinoa was the daughter of the Dragonwolf Corona and the demon Dragonwolf Digarah.  Rinoa may have looked like a demon because of her colors she got from her father.  The colors red and black stood for evil in the Dream world.  While the colors blue and white stood for good.  Rinoa’s eyes were red and her fur black, but she wasn’t evil.  She was kind and had good common sense.  She wasn’t easily fooled.  Being the protector of the forest and one of the Omogoa betas, she was alone all her life except until she met Pagasis when the demons came long ago.  Her mother had to set her off on her own when she was very young because of Digarah’s hatred and greed, but she kept a good watch on her from her cliff that rose above the forest.

	Rinoa didn’t learn of her heritage until two years ago.  She learned new abilities after that.  She had inherited her mother’s psychic powers, thus making her a powerful guardian.  

	“Yeah right,” said Mona, who’s tongue was also hanging out.  “If you grew any bigger, you’d grow larger than the whole island itself.”

	Mona, also known as Rico Mona, was the teenage daughter of Kovu and Neara, also making her the princess of the Omogoa tribe.  She was born over a year ago and had already caught up with my age.  Aside from her role as princess, she was also a Guardian called a slayer.  A slayer is a powerful type of Guardian that dedicates their life to killing one particular thing, and Mona’s was demons.   She looked a lot like her parents, but she was definitely was an odd one.  She was the cross of three breeds.  A hybrid of a Dragonwolf, Omogoa, and demon.  It was pretty difficult to describe what she looked like.  Her body from the neck down was brown like her mother’s.  She had large, green, leathery wings on her back.  Long ago her wings were much smaller and she couldn’t fly, but recently an accident happened that ended with a miracle.  Her head was white and her ears were black like her father’s.  She had long black hair and wore a tattered dress that suited her well. 

	Aside from all of that she was normal like everyone else.  The main thing that set her apart was her right eye.  Like Rinoa, Mona received a demon trait from Digarah.  However, unlike her aunt, Mona couldn’t control her demon side.  Unlike the left eye, blue with black markings around it, the right was red and the black marks grew larger as she got older.  At times she would go mad from it.  Especially when Digarah was around.  With his demonic power he was able to manipulate her.  

	When Mona was young, Kovu trained her to resist her evil side as well as become a skilled fighter.  Not long after, the black mark around Mona’s red eye stopped growing.  Another reason why she was trained was to protect herself from her evil grandfather.  That was the main reason why she became a demon slayer.  She swore to make Digarah her mortal enemy amongst all other demons.  

	As well as her social life goes, well lets just say that the first years of her life she had been quite a nuisance.  Normally getting into trouble and scaring poor Neara half to death.  She also dragged Pagasis, Kovu and I onto other adventures, but that’s another story.

	I peered over at Pagasis.  He was lying in the grass next to Rinoa munching on the apple we had been playing with.  That horse loved his apples.  Unlike the rest of us, he didn’t look very tired at all.  Maybe it was because he was a half god.  I couldn’t help but get a little jealous.  In fact, over the years he too had learned a few new tricks.  He was now able to change his and my forms.  It wasn’t a big change for me but it was a huge one for him.  He was a horse indeed and I originally am a human, but this was totally different from that.  It was pretty cool.  I still looked like a sphinx with my feet, tail and wings, but Pagasis, he didn’t look much like a horse.  He looked just like a human teenager.  He was pretty cute.  Okay, I was pretty hooked on him, but we were just friends, and he was my Guardian.  I was happy just the way it was.      



 The Visitor



	Suddenly, Rinoa stood up.  Her large pointed ears stood up.  

“Something’s coming.” she said.

	Pagasis and Mona stood up too.  

“She’s right.” said Pagasis(might I add that when he talks his mouth doesn’t move.  He speaks with his mind).  “We’d better go check it out.”

	Pagasis predicted that whoever it was would land o
n the western side of the grassland
.  
I
 
didn
’t sense anything, but 
I
 
knew they were right.  They always were.  

By the time we got
 there, Castirio was already waiting for us.


	“She doesn’t look happy...” I said with a stiff upper lip as we approached her. 

	Castirio was a Filodrake from the island of Ceair.  She was about fifteen feet tall, 
and 
as tough as nails.  We met about two years ago when she came to the island to inform us that Digarah had confronted her after the war.  Castirio, like other Filodrakes, was pretty moody, and showed it well.

	“What’s up?” Mona asked her.

	We were all standing in front of Castirio now and waiting for her to reply.  She was breathing hard like she had been running for miles.  I then noticed something hanging over her shoulder.  

	“I’ll tell you what’s up!” she roared as she grabbed the strange object and slammed it to the ground.

	All of us gasped at the sight.  It looked like a dragon or a snake.  It had a long body with dark green hair running down its spine and large scales down its stomach, lime green stripes, and a whip-like tail.  Its head was wolfish with a pair of horns on its forehead and two long whiskers on the end of its snout.  

	“What is it!” I gasped.  

	“I thought I told you to keep your Dragonwolves off my island!” Castirio growled.          

	“That’s a Dragonwolf?” Mona asked as she walked up and kneeled beside it.

	“Careful Mona.” Rinoa warned. 

	Meanwhile, Pagasis walked up to Castirio.  

“This isn’t one of ours.” he said.

	Castirio cracked her knuckles and sighed.

“Well, wherever it came from, it was in my territory.” she said.  “It doesn’t look like a demon, but I know a lot of Filodrakes that would love to have it for lunch.”

	“Yummy.” Pagasis said sarcastically.

	I sat next to Mona and took a closer look at the Dragonwolf.  It was defiantly a type of Dragonwolf.  It looked pretty beat up too.  It wasn’t moving either.

	“What did you to it?” I said to Castirio.

	“Oh, the usual.” she shrugged.

	“It looks eastern.” said Rinoa as she leaned down and examined it.

	“Like oriental...” I said.  “I’ve seen pictures of dragons like these in my world.”

	“Well,” said Pagasis.  “We don’t know what’s going to happen when it wakes up, but I don’t think he’ll be too much of a threat.  He’s a Guardian, so that makes him a friend.  We should take him to Aslynn to be healed of his wounds.”

	We all nodded.

	“Well, whatever.” said Castirio.  “But if it wakes up and starts killing everyone, don’t blame me.”

	After Castirio left, we hoisted the Dragonwolf onto Rinoa’s back.  Its bod
y was defiantly longer than her
s, but wasn’t larger.  She was able to easily stand and walk with it.  I sat up there with it to make sure it didn’t fall off as we walked to the village.  I was a bit afraid that it would wake up.  I didn’t know what it would do.  I’d expect it to be at least a little frightened, and when things were frightened, their first intention was to fight.  

	We took the quickest path to the village that was located deep in the forest.  When we got there, we received many odd looks from the natives as we strode past the large, wood huts.  A lot of them were outside working.  Some were tanning hides and others just enjoying the sunny weather.  A few pups ran past, pointing at Rinoa with awe.    

	I looked down at them.  I thought they were so adorable.  

	“Welcome back, Esthenia!”  Neara called to me.

	I looked away from the children and at Neara as she walked up to us.  She was the female alpha of the Omogoa tribe through blood.  Her mother and father were once the alpha pair, but had been killed by the former beta.  Neara was almost forced to be wed to him by law, but learned of his evil deeds and killed him.  

	Like most of the other natives, Neara had a dark brown body and a tan head.  She wore what looked like a tank-top and skirt, and a green headband that matched her eyes.  Her ears were unusually orange that she got from her mother, Tswuki Mona.  Tswuki Mona was half Egyptian jackal, and one of the best former leaders the tribe has ever had.  Both Neara and Mona got their great knife fighting skills from her.

	Neara stopped in her tracks when she laid eyes on the stranger lying next to me.

“Who is that?” she gasped.

	“Mom,” said Mona.  “Can I keep it?”

	Neara just let out a sarcastic laugh as Kovu walked up to us from behind.

“I just got back from seeing mother, and she told me that...” he said as he stopped when he caught sight of the visitor too.  “Never mind.”

	Kovu was the alpha male of the Omogoa tribe.  He was pretty easygoing and had a good sense of humor.  He had always been like that, even before he knew of his heritage.

	Kovu was a Dragonwolf and the little brother of Rinoa.  When he was born his mother was able to easily disguise him.  He looked like a normal Omogoa native only instead of being brown and tan he was white.  His ears were large and black and he had the markings around his eyes.  He was adopted by Neara’s father and was trained in the native way.  He became a great warrior and was made the captain of the native warriors.  He then fell in love with Neara and she him.  After her father was killed, Kovu had to leave with Pagasis and I to look for more help on the island.  Rinoa had to stay behind at the village because she had been made the new beta.  On the journey, Rinoa returned and they met their mother.  Then Kovu’s true form was unveiled.  He looked a lot like his mother.  White, green wings, a pair of horns on his head, and a long whip-like tail.  He also had these green chest scales and spines on his back.  Like Rinoa, he had immense psychic power, but unlike Rinoa, he was able to do many more things with it.  He could change his size and make balls of energy in his hands.

	Kovu hopped onto Rinoa’s back next to me.  He kneeled down and examined the Dragonwolf. 

“He’s pretty badly injured.  Did you bring him here to be healed by Aslynn?” he asked me.

	I nodded.

	“If you both don’t mind.” said Rinoa as she peered over her shoulder at us.  “Before we get the whole tribe up there can we get it some help?”

	Kovu smiled at his sister.  He then jumped off her back.

“This way.” he said.  He motioned us to follow.

	We followed him to the other side of the village to Aslynn’s hut.  It was larger than most.  When we got closer I could see that Aslynn was standing in front of it waiting for us.  That wasn’t much of a surprise either.  Aslynn had a very important role in the tribe as a priestess.  She was very young for her role, and was beautiful to boot.  Most would say that she used her spiritual magic to look so good, but I know what the real story was.  She was also known for her knowledge in medicinal herbs.  What she did was make a face cream, but I’m not going to get into that.  The main thing was that she could see into the future with her eyes.  She was unable to reveal the future to anyone, but she was able to warn them of the risk. 

	“Set him down.” she said as we stopped in front of her.

	Rinoa kneeled down as Kovu, Mona and I gently slid it off.  Once it was on the ground.  Aslynn walked up to it and placed her hand on its head.

	“He’s going to be okay.” she said after a moment.

	I was wondering what made her so sure it was a he.  I wasn’t about to ask.  She knew everything so I took her word for it.

	Just then one of the Dragonwolf’s eyes opened.  It was a lime green like the stripes on his body.  We jumped back as he raised his head.  His lips were curled back exposing his large fangs.  He was looking right at me.  Suddenly his mouth opened and threw up blood everywhere.  He then began to thrash and struggle.

	We were all in shock.  I was scared half out of my wits and Pagasis looked whiter than usual.  Aslynn however, didn’t move a muscle.  She remained next to him as he settled down and rest his head on the ground.  His eyes were still open though he wasn’t really looking at anything.  His labored breathing could be heard in low growls.  He looked more like he was in pain than angry or scared.  

	Aslynn kneeled down in front of him.  He looked up at her as she placed her hand on his snout.

	“We pose you no threat, dear friend.” she soothed. 
 “I am Aslynn and I wish to help
 you
.”

	The rest of us held our breath.  Nobody tried to stop her, and nobody spoke.  I knew that everyone was probably thinking the same thing I was: Is he going to chill or is he going to snap her arm off?

	“If your not in this form, it may be easier for me to help you.” Aslynn said.

	The Dragonwolf tilted his head to the side.  He didn’t take his eyes off of her.  They looked warm and friendly.  He then closed them as his body began to glow and shrink.

	“Woa...” I murmured.

	The Dragonwolf was defiantly a Dragonwolf indeed.  He was a lot smaller now.  About seven feet tall.  He had large dark green wings now and his hair was shorter and spiky.  His body was the biggest change of all.  It was a LOT like Kovu’s with the chest scales and muscular arms.  His head didn’t change much, only instead of the whiskers, there were dark green scales going down his nose.  He wore what looked like a Samurai armor around his waist.  

	“How did he do that?” Mona gasped.

	“He has the ability to change.” said Pagasis.

	“He’s handsome...”  Mona said with a sheepish smile.  

	The Dragonwolf’s eyes were closed once again.  The transformation must have taken the last of his energy.  

	Aslynn stood up.  

“Now we’re getting somewhere.” she sighed.



Niegie



	“What is taking her so long?” I heard Mona ask as I walked back into the clearing.  

	Pagasis stood up and smiled at me as I strode up to him.

“So?”

	“Well, she said it was all right.” I said.  “I just hope that she doesn’t find out.”

	I had just gotten back from my world.  I told my mother that I was at a camp-out over the weekend so I could stay in the Dream world for a while.  That was the bad part about going to the Dream world.  The times were the same for both worlds.  So the amount of time I was in the Dream world, took up time in the human world.  So when I wanted to stay in the Dream world for a long time, I told my parents that I was going to visit my friends or going on camping trips.  It wasn’t lying, they were partially true.  I WAS visiting my friends and staying at the village was indeed a lot like camping.  

	“Why don’t you just live here and run away from that strange world.” said Mona.  “They won’t miss you that bad will they?”

	I snorted and sat down.  

“My sister won’t.” I said.  “So, how is he?”

	“Well, we haven’t heard anything since we gave him to Aslynn.” said Pagasis.  

	“Hey guys!” Aquita called.  He was running toward us with his spear in hand.

	“Hey Aquita.” I said. 

	Aquita was the captain of the warriors.  He was much older than he was before, but he was still pretty young and restless.  He was never afraid to take a dare or bet.  One thing he liked to do was fire dance.  Some say he was part fox because of his tan colored fur and his love for fire.  He used to be the owner of the clan’s fire fox named Checos, but the fox died of old age about a month ago.  The same thing happened to Neara’s Mini fox, Chelle.  Long ago, Carona warned me about returning to the Dream world for that reason.  Time in the Dream world went by faster than the time in the human world.  

	Aquita walked up to us and greeted me with a high five.

“I heard of the visitor.” he said.  “Another Dragonwolf?”

	“Yeah,” I nodded.   

	“So, you haven’t seen him?” Mona asked.  

	Aquita shook his head.

“No.” he said.  “He took a good beating.  I can’t wait to hear his story.”

	“Yeah, Castirio doesn’t take any prisoners when you mess with her.” said Pagasis.

	“Yeah.” said Aquita.  “She’s pretty strong.  I’ve always liked big women.”

	We all gave him a strange look when Rinoa walked up to us.

“Hey,” she said.  “He’s waking up.”

	Pagasis, Mona, Aquita, and I walked into Aslynn’s hut.  The smell of the wood burning and the medicinal herbs met my nose.  Kovu and Neara were all ready there.  They were kneeling next to the stranger who was lying on a bed of furs.  His eyes were closed but he appeared to be conscious.  He had bandages all over his body and around his head. 

	We walked up to them and kneeled too.

	“How is he?” I asked.

	“He’s going to be all right.” Aslynn said from the far corner.  She was bustling about in the firelight.  I could hardly see what she was doing.

	Pagasis looked at me and shrugged as Aslynn turned and kneeled next to the Dragonwolf.  

	“Are you awake?” she asked in a gentle voice.

	The Dragonwolf moaned and opened his eyes.

	“Wh-where am I?” He groaned.

	“You are on the island Esthenia.” said Neara.  “I am Neara of the Omogoa tribe, and this is my mate Kovu.”

	The Dragonwolf looked at her and Kovu, then at Aslynn.

“You- did you...”

	“I am Aslynn.” she said.  “Yes, I am the one that healed you.  You were brought here by them.” she said pointing at Pagasis, Mona and I.  

	The Dragonwolf groaned again as he tried to sit up, but he fell back down.  He then chuckled and smiled.

“You have my gratitude Aslynn.” he said.

	“Oh...” Aslynn breathed as she turned pink in the face.

	“Where am I again?” He asked.

	“You are on Esthenia.” said Kovu.

	The Dragonwolf’s eyes widened.

“Esthenia?” He gasped.  “Man, did I take a bad turn!  I guess that’s what I get for trying to ask a Filodrake for directions.”

	Pagasis and I exchanged queer looks.

	“You asked Castirio for directions?!” Mona marveled.

	“Yeah, I guess.” the Dragonwolf said with a sheepish grin.  “Who are you?”

	“I’m Mona.” Mona replied.  “And who are you?”

	“Oh,” said the Dragonwolf.  “How rude of me.  I’m Niegie.”

	“Niegie.” Mona repeated.  “Where are you from?”  

	“I’m from an island called Iyke.” he replied.

	“Iyke.” said Pagasis thoughtfully.  “Isn’t that just east of here?”

	“Yeah.  I think so.” said Niegie.  “I was on my way visiting my friend, but I got a little lost.  So I dropped by one of the islands and asked for some directions.  Man, did that turn out bad...”

	“I’m sorry to say this,” I said.  “But who is dumb enough to stop in Ceair and ask for directions?”  

	“You’re pretty blunt...” Niegie said.  “You smell like a sphinx.  I heard that they are pretty rare.  Who are you?”

	“I’m Christy.” I said.

	Pagasis and Kovu snorted.

	“What’s that?” I hissed.

	“She’s just being modest.” said Pagasis.  “She’s really Esthenia.”

	Niegie’s eyes popped open.

“What?  Is she... human?”

	Everyone nodded.

	I knew I was blushing.  I normally didn’t like getting all the attention.  That’s just the way I was.

	“Neat.” Niegie awed.  “I’ve never met a human before.  What’s the human world like?”

	“Umm...  Well, nobody ever asked me that one before...” I stammered.  “It’s big and over crowded.  There are many forests and oceans...”

	“Any dark places?” Niegie questioned.

	“Yeah.” I said.  “Thick forests and caves and stuff.”

	“Nice.” said Niegie.  “My island is always dark.  It’s covered with a very thick forest.  It blocks the sun out.”

	“Woa.” said Mona.  “How can you see each other?”

	“Our stripes glow.” said Niegie.  “We also have keen eyes for darkness.”

	“Okay.” said Aslynn from the other side of the hut.  “Enough questions for now.  He needs to get some rest.”  

	“How did she do that?” I asked Pagasis telepathically.

	“Do what?” he replied.

	“One moment she was kneeling next to me, then she’s over there!”

	“She’s a sneaky one...”      

	“I’m okay.” said Niegie as he tried to sit up again.  As he did, something cracked in his lower back and he fell back down again.  


	“Please Niegie.” 
Aslynn
 
said
.  “Try not to move.”

	“What’s wrong with me?” Niegie gasped.  He appeared to be in a lot of pain.  “I can’t move my legs!”

	“Your legs are paralyzed.” Aslynn sighed.  

   	All of us gasped.

	“You mean he’s stuck there?” Mona said, dumbstruck.


“No.” Aslynn said as she shook her head.  “It’s only temporary.  I have the right herbs to help him, but he’ll have to sleep so I can perform the practice.”


	A sigh of relief escaped from our mouths.

	Aslynn walked from the shadows and kneeled next to Niegie.

	“We’d better take our leave.” said Kovu.  “Aslynn will need it quiet in here.”

	“You’re right.” said Neara as she stood up.  “We hope you get well Niegie.”

	Niegie nodded as he watched Kovu and Neara walk out of the hut.  

	Pagasis, Mona, Aquita and I stood up too.

“How long are you going to stay?” I asked Niegie.

	Niegie looked at me with a smile.  He was about to reply when Aslynn interrupted.

	“He isn’t going anywhere until he gets better.” said Aslynn.  She then handed Niegie a cup with purple liquid.  “Here, drink this.  It will put you to sleep.”

	“Nice to have met you Niegie.” said Pagasis as he turned and walked out.  The rest of us followed him.



Another Visitor



	“So, who do you think his friend was?” I asked.

	“I’m not quite sure.” said Pagasis.  “That can be something we’ll save for when he wakes up.”

	“I’ve been wondering something.” I said.  “How is it that almost everything we’ve encountered was half dragon?” I asked.

	“Half this world’s population are dragons.” said Pagasis.  “They are a big and noble race.  They’ve been around for generations.”

	“Ow! Damn it!” Aquita cursed as he placed his finger in his mouth.  He had been sharpening his spear with Mona’s knife.  It must have slipped and cut his finger.  

	“Watch your mouth!” Mona huffed.  “If you’re going to use a knife, then learn how to use it right.”

	The four of us was sitting outside me and Pagasis’ hut.  It had been built a long while ago.   It wasn’t too big like Aslynn’s or the shrine, but it was cozy.  Pagasis requested that there be dream catchers on the walls.  Aslynn taught me how to make them, so there were at least two on each one.

	“Let me show you.” said Mona as she took Aquita’s hand.  She guided it and the knife on the spear tip.  “See, away from you, like this.”

	I looked at Aquita and Mona.  I could smell compassion coming off of both of them.  It was easy for me to smell people’s emotions like this.  It was my special power, and only I knew of it.  

	“Do you think Niegie will be staying with us for a while?” Aquita asked Pagasis.

	“What makes you think I would know?” Pagasis asked.  

	“Well, you are a god.” said Aquita.  “You should know these things.”

	“Half god.” Pagasis corrected him.

	“You have a lot of power that’s for sure.” said Mona.

	Pagasis’ cheeks turned pink.

“Yeah, I guess.”


	“Dang Mona.” 
Aquita
 
exclaimed
.  “What’s this knife made of anyway?  I just cut off the end of my spear tip!”

	“That’s just something for you to find out.” said Mona.

	“Do you think that Neara and Kovu will have a welcoming party for Niegie?” I asked.

	“Probably.” Mona sighed.  “Knowing my parents they...  Oh, my gosh!!  Never mind about that!  They already had something planed.  I have a coronation ceremony!”

	“What?” I said.  “Mona, how come you never told us?”

	“Well.” she said.  She looked a little uncomfortable.  “I guess I kind of forgot about it.  My mother told me about it not that long ago.  Apparently I’m of age now to become an alpha.  Only I have to be titled by my parents.”

	“What do you mean?” I asked.

	“Okay, let’s say that I haven’t been titled yet, and my parent’s were to die.  Then the beta would have to take the role of alpha because I wouldn’t be legally worthy.”

	“Oh.” I said. “I guess that makes sense.”

	“How come I didn’t know about this?” Aquita asked.  “I am the captain.”

	“They were actually going to tell everyone this morning but then Niegie came along.” said Mona.  

	Suddenly the ground began to rumble.  I looked up and saw Rinoa running toward us.

	“Whoops!  I’m sorry!” she called over her shoulder at a native she almost stepped on.  She then halted in front of us, her tongue was hanging from the corner of her mouth.

	“Come quick!” she exclaimed.  “My mother want’s all the true Guardian’s at the cliff... Now!”


	“Right!” 


	Pagasis, Mona, and I all took off at that moment.  We decided not to wait for Kovu in case Carona was in trouble.

	“So!” I shouted over the wind to Mona as we flew to the cliff.  “I see you and Aquita have been getting along pretty good lately!”

	“As if!” she shouted back.  “The guy is way older than me and he’s a total weirdo!”

	“Right...” I said under my breath.

	“Put on your serious faces ladies.” said Pagasis.  “We’re almost there.”

	I nodded and looked around.  We were above the forest now and I could see the entire island and the sea around it.  Off in the distance I could see Ceair and a bunch of other islands.  I looked up ahead and saw the cliff just below us.  There, sitting in front of the cave was the Dragonwolf Corona.  


	Her white dragon 
hide
 and green leathery wings stood out amongst the grey rocks.  Her sky blue eyes shimmered in the sunlight.  Next to her was Kovu.  He had beaten us there. 

	“What’s up Carona!” I said as we landed.

	Carona’s large black ears rose.

“There is something coming.” she said. 	

	“That’s no surprise.” I said.  “Maybe it’s Castirio again with another lost traveler.”

	Carona shook her head.

“No.” she said.  “If it were a Guardian like Castirio, they’d be flying.”

	“What!?” said Pagasis.  “You mean it doesn’t have wings?”

	“Or doesn’t want to use them.” said Carona.  “Who ever it is, they’re using magic to get here.  In a matter of minutes they’ll be here.”

	“Is it a demon?” Mona asked.  

	“I don’t know.” said Carona.  “Just in case, I want you five to meet them.  They’ll be landing in the meadow.”

	“What if it’s Digarah?” Mona asked.  Her fists were clenched. 

	“Then be prepared for the worst.” said Carona.



	“I don’t like this!” said Mona as the five of us flew to the meadow.  “It sound kind of strange.  How can someone fly by using magic?”

	“It’s not to hard actually.” said Pagasis.  “You don’t necessarily need to be powerful to do it.  Some species can do it.”

	“Look there!” Kovu called to us.

	We all looked to were he was pointing.  There, standing in the center of the meadow was a cloaked figure.  It wasn’t very tall but it had the figure of a woman.  A doggish face looked from the hood at us as we landed.

	“Oh,” she said.  “I see that my visit had been expected.”

	“Who are you?” Kovu asked.

	“I am Canis.” she said.  “Am I on Esthenia?” she asked.

	“Yes.” said Kovu.  “What business do you have here?”

	“I’m looking for my friend, Niegie.” said Canis.  “He was supposed to be on my island a day ago.  He never really had a good sense of direction.”

	“Are you a fox?” Mona asked.  

	“Yeah.” said Canis.  “I’m of the magic race.”

	“That explains how you got here.” said Pagasis.

	Canis nodded.  She then rose up about an inch above the ground, and floated to Kovu.

	Kovu was pretty dumbstruck and didn’t move at all as she placed her hand on his chest and said, “My, aren’t we a big strong wolf.  Care to give me a hand?”

	Kovu’s eyes were pretty wide.  I could smell fear coming from him.  A scent was coming from Canis too.  I didn’t recognize the smell but it gave me the feeling of mistrust.  Something about her made me nervous.  I looked over at Pagasis.  He appeared to be thinking the same thing I was.  I couldn’t ask him how he felt about the whole thing because he was wearing the necklace that allowed me to talk to him telepathically. 

	“Well.” said Kovu.  “Niegie is here.  He was attacked by a Filodrake and had bee
n seriously injured.  Our pr
i
est
ess is healing him so he should be well again in a matter of hours.”

	“Well.” said Canis.  “I know it would sound rude if I’d invited myself to stay, but using the magic to get here wore me out.  I don’t have enough energy to get back.”  

	I could see her sly foxish face trough the shadow of the hood.  Her amber eyes glinted and her lips were curled into a smile.

	“Well.” said Kovu.  He still looked pretty apprehensive, even when Canis was back on her feet and away from him.  “I suppose that wouldn’t be a problem as long as you keep your powers under control in our village.”

	“Oh, thank you!” Canis cheered.  She looked as if she was about to throw her hands around Kovu and hug him, but she didn’t move at all.  “I won’t be naughty.”

	“Yeah right...” I heard Mona softly growl.



Canis, The Sorceress



	“I don’t like her.” said Mona.

	We were back in the village once more, and sitting outside my hut.  Kovu and Canis went to Aslynn’s hut to see Niegie.  Pagasis was inside, and Aquita was with the rest of the warriors.  I looked to the ground at my crossed paws and sighed.

	“I’ll have to agree with you on that one.” I said.  “There’s just something about her that makes me uneasy.”

	“She isn’t a demon, but I still have a half a mind to slay her.” Mona grinned.  “Did you see the way she touched my father?  I wanted to kill her right then and there!”

	“Let’s not get too crazy.” said Pagasis as he strode out from the hut.  

	Mona and I both turned our heads and looked at him.  He had changed into his human-like form and was now wearing a pair of leather pants and shirt. His young human face had a smile on it.  The one that always comforted me.  His blue eyes, jewel and horn glinted in the sunlight.  He still had his horse-like features like his hoofed feet, tail and wings, only he was standing on two legs and had human arms and hands.  His skin was white and his hair was still blue.  The thing that got my attention the most was these cute, little white horse ears that poked out from his hair on the top of his head.  He sat down next to me and sighed.

“I can see what Carona meant.” he said.  “I too can sense something wrong with this.”

	“You don’t need to tell me that!” said Mona.  “I already can tell that she’s trouble.”

	“Well,” I said.  “I normally wouldn’t judge someone before I knew them.  Let’s just see how she really is.”

	“All right...” Mona said.  She folded her arms and pressed her ears back stubbornly.

	“Oh, look who it is.” said Pagasis.

	Neara was walking toward us.  Along side of her was Canis.  She still had her hood on, leaving half her face covered in shadow.

	“Witch...” Mona growled under hear breath.

	“Mona.” Neara said.  “Don’t think I’d forgotten about your coronation.”

	“Oh, right.” Mona groaned.

	“Hi.” said Canis.  “So you are the native princess, Mona.” 

	Mona nodded.  She tried to look cheerful, but I could smell the hate burning up in side of her.  

	“And you are Pagasis.” said Canis.  “Wow, you changed a bit.  I can see that you are very powerful.  Only the strong can change their forms.  Oh, how cute!”

	She leaned forward and grabbed his ears.  She then gave them a light tweak.  It wasn’t too hard, but I knew that Pagasis was in a lot of pain.  He tried to keep a straight face, but his right eye was giving a slight twitch.  He hated to have his ears grabbed.  

	I loudly cleared my throat.  As expected, Canis directed her attention towards me.  She released Pagasis’ ears and turned to me.

	“This is Esthenia?” she awed.  “Woa!  Is it true that you come from the human world?”  

	I nodded.

	“Neat...” she awed once again.  

	“I’d hate to break it up.” said Neara.  “Mona, you have to come with me.  We have to prepare for the announcement.  The coronation is going to be tomorrow night.”

	Mona stood up and sighed.

“Well, duty calls.” she said to Pagasis and Me.  She and Neara turned.

	“Oh, I hope you’ll be able to attend the party tomorrow night Esthenia!” Neara called over her shoulder as they walked away. 

	“You bet!” I replied.

	“So Canis.” said Pagasis.  I knew he was just trying to be polite though he was still wincing in pain from the tweaking.  “How long do you think you’ll be with us?”

	“Well,” said Canis.  “I’m not quite sure.  I will probably leave with Niegie.  I hope he gets better soon.”

	“What kind of fox did you say you were?” I asked.

	“Oh, I’m a magic fox.” she replied.  She then slid off her hood.  She had a thin sly face with amber eyes.  Her large ears poked up from her short, spiky red hair.  She also had orange fur and a white snout.  She looked like an average fox.

	“That’s one of the rare species.” said Pagasis.  “Along with a mini and fire fox a magic fox is hard to encounter, but I never heard of one that could walk up right and speak Guardian.”

	The universal language was called the Guardian language.  It was true that every island had it’s own language, but in order to be a true Guardian you had to know it, for it was important to be able to speak with other Guardians from other lands in case of trouble.

	“Indeed this isn’t my true form.” said Canis. “But I prefer to look this way.  I find it more... attractive.  Anyway, I know far more things than your average fox.”

	“I see.” said Pagasis with a raised eyebrow.  

	“Well.” said Canis with a sigh.  “I’d better return to poor Niegie.  I bet that priestess is making him cry.  He always was pretty pathetic in a cute way!”

	She then turned her heel and walked away.  Her long, brown cape trailing behind her.

	“She’s a sorceress.” said Pagasis as he watched her leave.

	“What do you mean?” I asked.  “How can you tell?”

	“Think about it.” he said.  “A normal magic fox is 
incapable
 to do the things she can.  To speak Guardian and permanently  change appearance
 that is
.  They can physically change, but only for a short time.  It’s just not natural.”


	“Do you think she know
s we’re on to her?” I asked.

	“I hope not.” he said.  “Maybe she’s just here for Niegie like she said.  We don’t know if she’s here to cause trouble
 so lets not jump into conclusions just yet
.  We’ll just have to wait and see.”



Part Two- The Crazy night.





Mona’s Speech 

	

About an hour later, Pagasis and I hadn’t moved from where we started.  The wood of the hut was beginning to give me a cramp in my back from leaning against it.  We decided not to discuss the situation with Canis anymore.  We weren’t certain that she was bad and we didn’t want to be over heard.  Instead, we talked about the coronation.  We wondered how Mona felt about the whole thing.  We knew that she didn’t like to publicly speak.  

	“I wonder what she has to wear?” I wondered out loud.  “I couldn’t imagine her wearing something formal.”

	“What about you?” Pagasis asked.

	I felt my face flush.

“What do you mean?” I asked.  

	“Do you like to dress formally?”

	“Ummm… I don’t know.” I stammered.

	I looked down at my red tee-shirt and blue jeans.  Like Pagasis, I was also in my human-like form.  I would normally just bring clothing from home to wear, but I’ve never worn the native clothing.

	“A coronation is a very formal event I hear.” said Pagasis.  “I’ll probably have to wear something too so don’t feel too left out.”

	“Do you think they’ll make me wear something?” I asked nervously.

	“What are you so nervous about?” Pagasis asked with a raised eyebrow.

	“Nothing…” I said.  

	Just then, my right ear twitched to the light foot fall of Kovu.  I looked up and saw him approach.

	“Hey.” he said.  “Mona and Neara are about to announce the coronation tomorrow.  I think that Mona would be more comfortable if you were to be there.”

	“I bet Mona’s got the jitters.” I said with a grin.

	“Yeah.” said Kovu.  “I just hope she doesn’t do anything… drastic.”

	“Like what?” Pagasis asked with sarcasm as he stood up.  “Pinpoint a demon in the crowd and go psycho on us.”

	“Exactly.” said Kovu. 

	“Oh, leave her alone.” I said.  “I bet she’s worried about that too.”

	Kovu and Pagasis laughed as we joined the buzzing crowd.  I could hear their joyful talking and laughter, and see their excited faces and movement.  Many of them seemed very eager.  Many of them parted as we headed for the front.  When we got there Kovu walked up to Neara and stood by her side.  She and Mona were already standing on the wooden platform in front of their hut.  Rinoa was standing behind them.  Aslynn was no where to be seen.  I figured that she was still tending to Niegie.  


Mona’s eyes were darting nervously around the crowd.  She stood very still and tried to look as calm and superior as her mother and father.  When Mona sighted Pagasis and me, she smiled and gave us a light wave.


	“She looks pretty scared.” I whispered to Pagasis as I waved back.

	Kovu raised his arms, and the crowd silenced.  All eyes were on Mona and her parents now.  I could see the color drain from Mona’s face.

	“In case you all didn’t know.” Neara began.  She spoke loudly and clear.  Her voice seemed to echo from all corners of the island.  “That our princess, Mona, my daughter, is of age to be our next alpha!”

	An obnoxious yipping and cheering came from the left of us.  Pagasis and I looked over and saw Aquita with his group of rambunctious friends.  All of them were dancing around and raising their spears as they cheered.

	“I see we aren’t the only ones excited about this…” Neara said with a raised eyebrow. 

	Many of the natives laughed and Kovu raised his hands again to get everyone’s attention.  There was silence once more.

	“Before Mona is to be dubbed as your next leader, she must speak on her behalf.” said Neara.  She then stepped back as Mona took a step forward.  She would have been doing fine if she had seen the loose plank.  She stumbled and fell flat on her face.

	I could hear a buzz of murmurs emerge from the crowd.  Nobody laughed or spoke.

	I gasped and covered my mouth.  I could smell her embarrassment and see her shocked face.

	Mona stood up.  She examined her toe and looked up at the crowd. 

	“I’m okay!” she said with a smile.

	Many of the natives laughed.

	I sighed with relief and smiled too.

	“As you all know.” Mona began.  “That an alpha must be truthful and honest to his, or her people.  For those of you who didn’t know, I was born as an… oddball.”

	“What is she doing?” I whispered to Pagasis.  I had this feeling that discussing her demonic heritage was a bad idea.  

	“Being truthful.” he whispered back.

	“I know that many of you don’t think I could be trusted because of it.  Indeed, I am half demon.” said Mona.  

	I gasp escaped from some of the natives around me.
  
I
 
heard a few
 of them say the same things 
I
 
did.


	“But my skilled father, taught me everything I needed to know about being a pure Guardian, and my Mother, taught me everything there was to know about being a leader.” Mona continued.  “So, if everyone of you trusts them, then you can trust me.”

	Mona cleared her throat and took a step back.  She was finished.

	The crowd cheered around us.  Pagasis and cheered too.  I understood then.  Everyone else did too.  She was willing to sacrifice the truth to get the point across.  She was being honest, and that’s all that mattered.   

	

The Intruder 




After Mona’s announcement, Neara announced the party the next night after Mona’s coronation, and stated that it was also for the honor of the guests.  She then added that it was formal.   	


“Formal…?” I whined.

 	“Don’t worry about it.” said Pagasis.  “It can’t be that bad.  What, I mean it’s not like you have too big a rear or something.”

	My eyes flashed.  

“What do you mean?”

	Pagasis looked at me, his faced turned slightly pink.

“Nothing…” he said.  “I just think that you would look nice.”

	I sighed and leaned against the wall.  We were back in our hut, getting ready to go to sleep.  The fire in the center flickered and sent shadows dancing around the walls.  The smoke twirled and flowed through the smoke hole in the roof.  It was dark outside.  The voices of the natives and the light beat of a drum could be heard.  They beat that drum every night to sooth
e
 the pups off to sleep.  It made me feel drowsy as well.  My eye lids felt heavy and my body felt light and dysfunctional.

	“I wonder how Niegie is doing.” I said.

	“I think he’ll probably be better by tomorrow.” Pagasis said as he lifted the covers on his sleeping fur.  

	“How can you be cold?” I asked as I laid down on top of my covers. 

	“I’m not cold.” he said as he crawled inside.  “I’m just a little chilled.”

	“Right…” I said.

	I felt my eyes begin to close.  Just then I remembered something.

“Pagasis?” I asked. 

	“Yeah?”

	“I was wondering, do you think loud noises would freak you out?”

	“What kind of question is that?” Pagasis asked as he sat up and gave me a queer look.

	“Well…”

	“No, I don’t think so.”

	“Okay.  Good night.” I said with a grin.

	Pagasis let out a cough that sounded a lot like “weirdo”, and laid back down.

	I smiled.  I had a plan for the next night to make it a lot more interesting.  Aslynn and Rinoa were also a part of it.  There was no doubt that the two could sing.  They had such beautiful voices.  For a long time, the three of us listened to the music that I had brought back from my world.  It was a CD I had made, and along with it I had my CD player.  


I remember
ed
 the first time I put the head phones on Aslynn’s ears.  She was very startled.  The thought made me want to laugh.  The same thing happened to Rinoa, only she grew used to it right away and enjoyed it.  


We practiced a couple songs over the times I had been there.  Rinoa and Aslynn had natural talents of rhythm and dancing.  Aslynn had a voice like Jennifer Lopez, and she could dance very well and Rinoa had a voice like Nelly Fertodo.  It had a very cool sound to it and made her sound so young.  

	The plan was to sing for every one at the party.  Instead of just the drum beats and the dancing, there would be singing and a whole lot of dancing.  A while ago, I brought a battery powered Karaoke machine and a few speakers.  Along with the music of the original song, we decided to add a little music of our own.  I didn’t sing very well, but I could play the drums pretty good.  I learned the music to the songs and planned on playing along.

	I woke up.  My eyes adjusted to the darkness of the hut as they opened.  It was nearly pitch black.  Only the red coals of the dead fire could be seen.  They let off just enough light for me to see a figure standing in front of the door.  I froze.  It was a person.  I couldn’t make out his, or her, face, but I could see that it was one of the natives because of the pointed ears and snout.  

	I didn’t move or make a sound.  Instead I watched as the person walked farther in until it halted about a foot away from the fire pit.  My heart was pounding hard inside my chest.  The glow of the fire then illuminated its eyes.  They glowed a deep yellow.  We were looking at each other now.  I then realized that my eyes glowed like that too.  It could see me!  After a short moment, the person turned.  

	I wanted to attack it right then and there, but I was too curious and afraid to move.  Indeed I didn’t know who it was, but I could smell a familiar odor coming off of it.  I had a bad feeling once again.  Just when I made up my mind to attack, the person vanished in the blink of an eye.





	Right when I woke from my uneasy sleep, I pounced on Pagasis.  He was pretty startled and let out a frightened gasp.  He looked up at me with a queer look and said, “What’s this about?” 

I then told him about what I had seen the night before.

	“Are you sure it was a native?” he asked me.

	“Yes!” I said.  “I could see the ears and every thing.”

	“But you couldn’t see its face?”

	“Well, no, not exactly.”  

	Pagasis yawned.  He seemed pretty alert, but he was still in a daze.  

	“Well, let’s keep it quiet for now.” he said.  “Keep an eye out for anyone suspicious.”


“Okay…” I sighed.  I then yawned too.  I stretched my arms out, making my back pop.  It felt pretty good for how loud it was.  “Hey Pagasis?” I said.  “Do you maybe think that one person in particular had something to do with it?”


	“How do you know it just wasn’t Aquita sleep walking?” he said.

	I sighed.  He had a point.  I remembered this one time we were asleep and someone walked in.  Instead of hesitating, I attacked.  Pagasis woke up and attacked too.  Half the village as awake from all the noise we made.  It turned out to be Aquita walking in his sleep.  

	 “That was kind of funny…” I said with a sleepy smile.

	Pagasis laughed.  

“Yeah, I don’t think that’ll happen again.” he said.  “They put a rock in front of the door to his hut every night now.”

	

	We walked outside.  The morning sun shone through the trees and brightly lit the village with a golden light.   


“Pagasis?” I asked.  “Aren’t sorceresses bad?”


	“Indeed they are.” he replied
 as we stepped out to the center of the village
.  

	“Hey!” Aslynn called from behind us.

	Pagasis and I turned around.  Aslynn was standing in front of her hut with a tr
ay of
 morning’s breakfast on it.  She looked tired but happy.  

	“Hey Aslynn.” I said.  “How’s Niegie?”

	“Oh, he’s much better.” she said.  “He can move now, by tonight he’ll be as good as new.”

	“Is he staying for the party?” I asked with a grin.  I then winked at her.

	“I hope so!” she said as her face flushed with pink.  She knew exactly what the wink meant.  “Well, I’d better give him his breakfast.  I’ll see you guys around.”

	“Uh- wait!” I shouted after her before she walked into the hut.

	“Yeah?”

	“Where is Canis?” I asked.

	Aslynn smiled.  It was more of a wicked grin.

“Oh, she’s being shown around by Mona.”



	“And this is another tree.” said Mona as she placed her hand on the trunk.

	“Yeah, you have a lot of trees here.” Canis said with a raised eyebrow.

	“Poor Mona.” I said with humor.  Pagasis and I were now watching her from the distance of our hut.  We were sitting in our usual spots like usual.  I was making another dream catcher, and Pagasis was eating his eighth apple.

	“For Christ sake Pagasis!” I scolded.  “If you eat any more of those apples you’ll turn into one!”

	He shrugged and took another bite.

	“Granted!”

	A flash of light blinded me for a second.  When it cleared I looked around.  Pagasis had disappeared!  I frowned at Canis as she walked toward me with Mona at her heels looking awfully dumbstruck.

	“Where is he?” I asked.

	Canis grinned and pointed down.  

	I looked down and there was a little red apple.  It would have been just a normal apple if it hadn’t been for the little white ears poking out of the top of it and large blue eyes.  It was bouncing around. 

	For a moment I didn’t say anything.  I just watched as my friend bounced around. I knew he must have been kind of angry.

	“Now THAT is the cutest apple I’ve ever seen!” Canis said.

	“What did you do to him?” Mona gasped.  “You should change him back!”

	“Okay…” said Canis with a bummed tone of voice as she raised her hands.

	“No wait!” I said.  I had my hand held out to make Canis stop.  “I… kind of like this…”    

	The little apple wiggled around.  He looked up at me with his big blue eyes. They looked so sad and confused.

	“Okay.” I said with a warm smile.  “You can change him back.”

	Canis raised her hands.  A jet of pink light burst from her finger tips and hit the apple.  Then with another flash of light and a green puff of smoke, Pagasis was back on his feet.

	His eyes were wide and his hair was sticking out in odd directions.

	“What did I tell you?” I said.

	“I’m never looking at another apple as long as I live!” Pagasis gasped.

	“You didn’t look that bad.” said Canis.  “I think you were the cutest apple I’ve ever seen!”

	“Mona!” Neara called as she ran toward us.  “Come on!  We have to prepare for the ceremony.”    �      	Mona sighed.  

“Okay… I’ll see you guys around.”

	We waved to her as she and Neara walked away.  Leaving a frightened Pagasis and me with Canis.  Making me realize that I too had to prepare and set up.  I turned to Pagasis.

	“I’d hate to leave you here.” I said.  “But I have to go and find Rinoa.”

	“What for?” Pagasis asked, looking more afraid. 

“Well, it’s kind of a secret…” I said.  “Sorry, but hey, YOU can show Canis around some more.”


Pagasis looked like he was about to faint when I left him.  I couldn’t blame him.  I knew that Canis’ trick had really frightened him and that he was now afraid of apples as well.  I felt kind of sorry for him but I didn’t let it bother me at that moment.  I walked all over the village searching for Rinoa.  I didn’t think it would be too awfully hard seeing as how Rinoa was about the size of one of the huts.  


There were natives bustling about doing their work.  There were many smells that littered the air.  I could smell burning wood and medal from one of the huts.  It wasn’t too big and dark smoke rose from the smoke hole.  I knew that it was were they made their
 armor and spear tips with a met
al called comar.  It was super strong and melted like butter. 
 
It was strong against everything but fire.  


I passed another hut.  The smell of it made me stop dead in my tracks.  It was were they made their food, and it was meat I was smelling that got my attention the most.  I knew that it was kind of strange for me to like raw meat knowing that I originally was human, but the cat-like nature of a sphinx normally took over.  Naturally, I would just walk past the hut without a second glance, but the smell of meat made me want to break in and take some.  I walked away quickly before I did anything drastic.


I passed another hut with little pups running around in front of it.  This was where the pups slept at night.  They all stopped romping and playing, and looked up at me as I passed by.  They looked almost exactly like regular wolf pups with their naked furry bodies and their little tails wagging about.  I waved to the short, plump woman sitting next to the door of the hut.  Her role was the baby setter.  She watched the pups at all times, then handed them to Mona when they were of age.  Then Mona would teach them how to hunt.  Mona didn’t really like this job at times, but she was a natural when it came to hunting.   


 After a while, without any luck, I decided to find Aslynn instead.  Just when I was about to enter her hut when I got to it, she was hurrying out.  She looked pretty worried and troubled about something.


“What’s wrong?” I asked.


“It’s Niegie!” she exclaimed.  “He’s gone!”




Rinoa’s Voice



	“Where do you think he’d be?” I asked.  “I know he’s still on the island.”

	“I’m not sure.” said Aslynn.  “But I have a feeling where he might be.”

	I was running through the forest.  I had Pagasis turn me back into a sphinx so I could take Aslynn with me. 

	“Hold on!” I said as I jumped over a high root.

	Aslynn gripped my wings.  

“That way!” she said, pointing east.  

	“You got it!” I said.  

	I continued my fast pace.  I loved to run like this.  I could feel my claws dig into the forest soil every time my paws hit the ground.  A continuous blur of green whipped past me and the wind of my speed forced my hair back.  One of the best things was I didn’t tire too easily and Aslynn was as light as a feather.      

	“I’m not to heavy am I?” Aslynn asked.

	“No way! Whoops!  Keep your head down!”  I warned as we passed under a low branch.  

	“It’s just up here!” said Aslynn. 

	“Okay.” I replied as I slowed to a stop.

	Aslynn hopped off my back.  

“Wow.” she said.  “That was fun!”

	“Shhhhh!  What’s that?” I whispered.  My right ear had twitched to the sound of a voice.  I looked towards the bushes.  I couldn’t see through them so I walked up to them.


“Stay here.” I said to Aslynn.  I was afraid that whatever it was might of been dangerous. “Let me check it out.”


	I walked to the bushes and peered through.  I recognized the scenery right away.  There was a lake and a lot of tall, swampy looking trees.  Low fog hung over the lake and reflected the sky like a mirror.  It was the marsh.  The place where the aqua foxes lived.  They were another species of kib fox.  Their element was water, and they kept the water purified. And there, right next to the lake was Rinoa.  

	She was sitting down and looking at her reflection.  She was singing to herself quietly.  Her voice flowed like the sound of music.  I was about to walk out and greet her when a rustle in the bushes next to me stopped me in my tracks.  

	It was Niegie in his true form as the long, snake-like Dragonwolf.  

	Rinoa quieted as soon as she heard him.  She looked at him with wide eyes as he walked up to her.

	“What are you doing here?” she asked eagerly. 

	“You have a beautiful voice.” he said, ignoring her question.  

	I gasped.  He could talk in that form.

	“Thank you.” Rinoa said bashfully.  She looked at the ground then back at him.  “Shouldn’t you be back at the village?”

	“Don’t worry.” Niegie said.  “She won’t find me anyway.”

	“Yeah right…” I hissed under my breath.  

	I could smell the compassion coming off them like a kick in the face.  I couldn’t believe what I was seeing or smelling.  I then began to think of Aslynn.  I knew that she would begin to wonder what was taking me so long.  I didn’t want her to see what was going on.  In a way, I wish I didn’t either.  

	I backed out of the bushes and turned.  Aslynn was still standing where I left her.  She didn’t look to suspicious, and then I began to think: “Wait a minute!  I’m trying to hide something from the person who knows everything!”    

	“Well?” she asked.

	“No.  I didn’t see anyone.” I said, trying to keep a straight face.  

	“Oh, well.  Let’s go back to the village.” said Aslynn as she climbed on my back.  

	Just when I turned the thunderous sound of Rinoa’s foot fall met my ears.  I turned around and saw her running toward us.

	“Hey guys!” she said as she halted to a stop.

	“Hi Rinoa.” said Aslynn with a wave of her hand.  “Have you seen Niegie?  He disappeared somewhere.  We’ve been looking all over for him.”

	I held my breath.  I wondered if Rinoa knew that I had been watching them.  

	“Yeah.” said Rinoa.

	I looked up at her with a confused frown.

	“I told him to go back to the village before you went insane.” she said.  

	“Oh, good.” said Aslynn.  “I’m going to have a talk with that boy!”

	“What were you up to?”  I asked her, trying not to make it too obvious that I knew.  

	“I was practicing.” she replied.  “I’m kind of scared.  We’ve been doing this for months and we’re going to do it tonight.”

	“We’d better get back then and set up.” said Aslynn.

	“Good idea.” said Rinoa.  “You look tired Esthenia.  You guys can use a lift.” 

	As we made our way back to the village on the back of Rinoa, I began to think of what would of happened if Aslynn had seen Niegie and Rinoa together.  I knew that she had a major thing for him.  It was a wonder she was still single.  Being the most beautiful woman in the clan she was bound to have somebody, but she didn’t.  I couldn’t stop thinking about it the whole way there, but when we got off Rinoa’s back, I reached a verdict.  Aslynn knew the entire time, I just had this feeling.  I then remembered that I had left Pagasis with Canis.

	“Better hurry up Rinoa!” I shouted above the wind.  “Or Pagasis will end up needing mental help.”



Getting Ready




When we got back to the village, Aslynn went straight to her hut.  As expected, Niegie was in there.  He apologized for making her worry and that he was just stretching his legs by walking around.  Aslynn excepted the apology and didn’t scold him too bad.  Although she did give him another antiseptic, the one that stung a lot.  


Rinoa and I looked around for Pagasis.  We found him sitting behind a large tree on the far end of the village.  He looked up at us with fear in his eyes.


“Go away!” he whispered.  “I told her we were playing hide-and-seek.  Don’t blow my cover!”


“I found you!” Canis cried out from above.


We looked up and saw her sitting on one of the lower branches of the tree.  She hopped down and tagged the quivering horse.


“You’re it!” she shouted gleefully. “Count and come find me!”


She then ran in the opposite direction.


“Aw, man…” Pagasis sighed.


	He was sad to hear that we had to leave him again.  We had to set up for the party later on that night.  


As we set up, many of the natives stopped what they were doing and watched.  I heard one of them murmur, “Shiny…”.  They were wondrously staring at the speaker in my arms.  It wasn’t a large one but it wasn’t small either.  I was carrying it over to one of the trees on the far end of the hut as far as the cord could go.  We were setting our stuff up on the wooden platform in front of Kovu and Neara’s hut.  They also knew what we were up to.  Kovu was even helping us out.


“Where does this thing go?” he asked with the Kareoke machine in his arms.


“Over there.” I said, directing him towards the back end of the platform.


“Extraordinary…” he awed as he studied when he sat it down.  


“Esthenia.” said Neara. 


I looked down at her from the tree, “yeah?”


“You and Mona must go get dressed.” she said.  “
The coronation starts soon
.”


“Um, you mean, wear a… skirt?” I stammered.


“Well, of course.” said Neara with laughter in her voice.  “This is a formal occasion.  Don’t worry.  Aslynn will show you what to do.”


I groaned and slipped out of the tree.  I met Mona outside of Aslynn’s hut.  Pagasis arrived just after I did.  


“How was hide-and-seek?” I asked with a smirk.


Pagasis let out a sarcastic laugh.


“Oh, by the way… could you?” I said pointing to my large, black tipped wings.  


“All right.” he said.  His eyes glowed blue for a moment and my wings disappeared.


“Thanks.” I said.  


“
Is it breezy back there?”  Pagasis asked with a grin.


I looked at my back.  There were two holes in my shirt where my wings had been.  


“Well.” I said.  “I guess I’ll know not to bring any good shirts here eh?”


	“What if you didn’t wear one at all?” Pagasis grinned.

	“What!!??”

I was just about to clop him upside the head when Aslynn stepped out and smiled at us.


“Well, I see that Neara sent you here for my guidance.” she said.  She then held up a dress.  It was made of fine leather and had beads on the collar and around the waist.  It was also long with a slit going down the side.


“Say whatever you like,” Mona said flatly.  “But you are NOT getting me into one of those.”          


Aslynn smiled sweetly.





“I’ll never forgive her for this!” Mona growled as she slipped the dress on.  


Aslynn sent Mona and I into Mona’s hut, and Pagasis into his.  Before we went our separate ways, she handed us a small leather sack.  She had also given me a two piece outfit.  Like everything else it was made of a tan leather.  The top was small and showed my whole stomach.  The bottom was  a skirt with slits on both sides.  I felt butterflies in my stomach.  I despised wearing skirts.  


“Don’t worry.” said Mona.  “I have to wear one too.”


I took off my jeans and slipped the skirt on.  It felt odd like I was wearing nothing at all.  I then took off my plain red tee-shirt and slid the leather top on over my head.  It was so tight I could barley get it past my ears. 


“You guys wear this all the time?” I exclaimed as I looked myself over.  I thought about Neara and Aslynn.  They wore stuff like this every day.


“Yup!” said Mona.  “You get used to it after a while.”


She then opened the leather sack.  There was an assortment of jewelry and other things inside of it.  Mona appeared to know what she was doing when she divided them up into two separate piles.  She pointed out which ones were mine.


I studied them as she put hers on.  There were two necklaces.  One was 
large with blue sharp stones that tied in the back.  There was three long strips of leather on the tie
s
 that had beads and red feathers on each of the ends.  The other was a bit smaller.  It was a leather string with a claw on the  end of it.  It was a demon’s claw.  They served as trophies whenever someone killed a demon.  



Mona had many of them.  The claw must have come off one of the ones I killed in the battle.  There was also a leather arm band that criss-crossed like shoe laces and tied at the bottom.  I thought it looked kind of cool.  Then there was a hair piece.  It was a red feather with a few beads on the end.  I put each of them on and turned to Mona.  


“Well?” I asked.  “How do I look?”


Mona also had all of her jewelry on too.  She had three necklaces.  One was just like mine only it was a deep red, another was the demon’s claw, and the third had round shiny, sky blue beads that matched her left eye.  There were a few white teeth on it as well.  She also had a medal arm band and a head band with blue feathers.


“You look nice.” she said.  


“So do you.” I replied.


“Oh, here I almost forgot this.” Mona said as she held up a tan, leather headband.  “This was Tswuki Mona’s.  I would like you to have it.”


I
 
gasped as she sat it in my hands.


“Mona… I can’t take this!”
�
Mona smiled.


“Of course you can.” she said.  “I give this to you as my friend.”

	I smiled too.

“Okay.”

	I put it over my head and pulled my bangs out from underneath it.

	“You look good.” said Mona.

	“Thank you.” I said.  I felt a little remorse for taking such a gift.  Tswuki Mona was one of Mona’s biggest role models.

	“Well, shall we?” Mona said.

	I suddenly felt really nervous.

	“Relax.” Mona reassured as she grabbed my arm.  “Come on, we’ll go out together.”   

  	

	We lifted the 
door-
flap and stepped out.  That’s when Mona started to feel nervous too.  My hart was pounding.  Any moment everyone would see me.  I was staring at the ground.  I felt so invaded and nervous that I didn’t want to see anyone.  I then looked up when I heard my name.

	It was Aslynn, and next to her was Pagasis.  He was wearing a traditional native outfit with the dark leather pants and shirt.  The shirt was sleeveless and had colorful designs around the collar.  He also wore a silver braided arm cuf
f and a necklace just like mine
 with the stones and feathers only it was a sky blue that matched his eyes.  

	I stared at him for a moment.  Then I walked forward.  I looked to the ground again.  I could see my white toed lion feet and the hem of my skirt.  Mona was still by my side, but I knew she felt more confident than I did.

	“Esthenia.” said Aslynn.  “You look great!”

	“Eh, right…” I stammered when I stopped.  I looked back up at Pagasis.  He was staring down at me for he was much taller.  “Hey.”

	“Hey yourself.” he replied.  	

	“First off.” said Aslynn as she held up a small bowl with red liquid.  “You have to wear this too.  They are your markings of superiority.”

	“I already look superior.” said Mona.

	Aslynn just smiled and dipped her fingers into the bowl.  She then wiped them on Mona’s cheek, leaving two marks.  

	“Uh, thanks?” said Mona as Aslynn wiped two marks on the other cheek.

	Pagasis and I did the same without the help of Aslynn.  She also said we had to put it on our eye lids.  So we did that too.  I felt like I was wearing makeup or something.  I looked at Pagasis.  He didn’t look too bad considering he had red eyeliner.  

	“There.” said Aslynn.  “You all look so cute!”

	“Right…” Pagasis snorted he then turned to me.  “By the way, you look really nice.”

	I felt my cheeks begin to turn pink.  Right away I looked to the ground to escape his gaze.

“Thank you.” I murmured back.

	Niegie appeared next to Aslynn.  She smiled up at him.  

“I see you got changed too.” she said.

	Indeed, instead of wearing his armor, Niegie had on a loin cloth 
like 
Kovu’s 
and silver arm cuffs.  He looked around at us all, then caught sight of Mona.  He smiled and walked up to her.


“Mona.” he said.  “You look beautiful.”


	“Thanks Niegie.” said Mona with a grin.  She then walked up to him in a very lady-like fashion.

	 “This ought to be good.” I heard Pagasis say quietly.

	Niegie was frozen on the spot when Mona reached up and placed her hand on his cheek.  

“I may look pretty, but do you really want to know how I really am?” she said with a flirty voice.  She then reached down her leg and whipped her knife from its sheath that was strapped around her leg, and held it to Niegie’s throat.  “I carry this no matter how pretty I look.  So you’d better watch your back.” she said in a dangerous whisper, completely dropping the flirty tone.  She then drew her knife away and stepped back.

	Niegie looked like he was about to faint.


“Well, are you all ready?” Aslynn asked, looking around at each of us.
  



	We nodded.  I still felt really nervous, but it was nowhere to what Mona felt.







The Coronation  

	

	We all gathered around the platform.  It was already getting dark outside.  The sky glowed a deep purple, and the trees around us looked like tall shadows.  I couldn’t believe how fast the day was going.  I had butterflies in my stomach.  I was really nervous about the performance we were putting on.  I’ve always had stage fright.  We covered the Karioke machine with a leather blanket so nobody would really notice it.  I tried not to worry about that as I looked around trying to keep my mind on something else.  Everyone was dressed in traditional dance outfits.  Once more, the crowd was buzzing with talk and murmur.  Pagasis was standing next to me along with the rowdy group of warriors.  All the highest ranking members of the clan stood up on the platform.  

	
Aquita
,
 as captain,
 wore his fire dancing outfit and had orange marks on his arms, shoulders and face.  
Rinoa
,
 as beta,
 stood next to him
.  
She was wearing her red
 
beaded necklace.  
Next to her was 
Aslynn
 
as the second beta
 and clan pr
i
e
stess
.
  Both girls had the blue marks on their faces.  
  


I had no idea how Aslynn
 changed her clothes so fast, but she had on a very long skirt with a halter top that showed her stomach.  There were gold frilly things on the hem of her skirt.  There were gold cuffs on each of her arms along with arm warmers.  She had blue markings on her cheeks.


Kovu, Neara, and Mona must have been inside the hut.  I didn’t see them anywhere.  


I decided to talk to Pagasis for a bit until it started.  We didn’t have too much to talk about until I mentioned Canis.


“Two hours of HIDE AND SEEK!” Pagasis snorted.


I
 laughed.  I knew that Pagasis was just being a gentleman to her the whole time.           


“There’s something about her.” Pagasis said.  “She leaves a sour taste in my mouth.” 


“I don’t like her either.” I said.  “I can’t wait till she leaves.”


“Oh, look Niegie!  That’s the priestess who healed you!” Canis said excitedly as she pointed up at Aslynn.


I felt my stomach drop.  She was standing right next to me.  I looked down at her and tried to smile when she looked back.  Then when she looked away I scooted closer to Pagasis and grabbed his arm.  Canis was beginning to scare me.  Just then something else caught my attention.  It was a smell.  


Just then a drum beat began.  I looked over to the side of the platform where the drums were set up.  There were warriors there dressed in small loin cloths that looked like underwear.  Their whole bodies were covered in blue and yellow designs.  They were pounding the drums in a conga rhythm.  


They looked pretty neat to me.  I then looked up at the stage and saw Kovu, Neara and Mona walked out.


Neara’s outfit was a lot like Mona’s.  Only the headband had a lot more feathers that were green and blue.  Her face markings were also red.  


Kovu was wearing his usual loin cloth only he wore a huge head dress that went all the way down his back.  They too were green and blue.  On each of his arms were silver cuffs.  His markings were blue.


Mona stood in between them.  She kept her head high and her chest out.  She looked proud and dignified. But I could smell right through her, she was terrified.


Then the drummers halted and the sound died.  Everyone was quiet.


Neara took a step forward.  She then said something in the native language I couldn’t understand.  I knew that Pagasis, Niegie, and Canis didn’t know either but everyone else did though. 


Neara stopped talking and Mona stepped forward.  She walked up to her mother and gave her a tight hug.  Kovu came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her.  Mona smiled and tried not to look too embarrassed.  When Kovu let her go, he and Neara backed away.  They were on either side of Mona now.  


Mona grinned.  She then tossed her head back and howled.  Her parents, the betas, and the captain joined in.  After a moment the rest of the clan joined in the song.  


I couldn’t howl but I could roar.  I let one out that sounded like a lion’s.  I could hear Pagasis whinny next to me. 


Then the sound died.  Mona lowered her head and looked around at every one.  The whole crowd sank into a bow.  When every one stood up, Aquita let out a yipping cry and held up his flaming staff.  The drums started and everyone began to sing.  The fire roared in the center of the village as the warriors added wood by the armloads.  The natives began to dance around it to the drum beat.


I smiled up at Mona and watched her give her parents another hug.  I was so proud of her.  She was only a teenager and she had the power to rule.  I then looked up at Pagasis.  He wasn’t looking back at me.  He was looking straight ahead and his face was pink.  I then realized that I was still holding his arm.



Ain’t It Funny



	I jumped onto the platform and ran up to Mona.  I tossed my arms around her and lifted her off her feet.  

	“You did great!!” I squealed.

	Mona just laughed as I slung her around. 

	“Well,” said Aslynn.  “Esthenia, are you ready?”

	I let go of Mona and grinned at Aslynn and Rinoa, who was standing behind her.

“Yes.” I said.  “Let’s get this party started.”

	I walked up to the Kareoke machine and pulled off the blanked.  I unraveled the microphones and handed one to Aslynn.

	She graciously took it and gave me a wink.  

	It was nearly pitch dark out now.  The firelight was the only thing that lit up the stage, giving it a red glow.

	I walked up to the Kareoke machine and turned it on.  Trembling, I walked out to the center of the platform.  I then flipped the on switch to the microphone in my hand.  

	“Hello!” I called out.  The sound rang from the speakers and echoed around the village.

	Every one froze.  A lot of them looked around in confusion while some of them looked at me.  

	“Don’t be afraid.” I said over the microphone.  “This is called Kareoke, and we want to sing something for you so enjoy!”

	I then pressed the play button on the machine.  Right away the music started.  It was a kind of Mexican salsa that sounded really neat.  It was called “Ain’t It Funny”.  A song sang by Jennifer Lopez, and Aslynn’s voice was perfect for it.  I took the other microphone and sat it on a stand that Rinoa placed in the center of the stage, and ran off just when Aslynn began to sing.

	“It used to be like the perfect thing for you and me…”

	I squealed with delight.  It turned out just as I had hopped.  Her voice was amplified with the speakers and made her sound so professional.    

	All the natives looked astonished at first, but when the first foot tapped to the beat, everyone began to dance to it.

	I found Pagasis.  I was so excited I threw my arms around him, scaring him half to death.  We then sat down and watched as Aslynn danced and sang.

	“…But there are facts in our lives we can never change, and now it seems like we’ll never have the chance!”

	This was the part where Rinoa joined her and they sang the main verse.

	“Ain’t it funny how some feelings you just can’t deny,

	and you can’t move on even though you try.

	Ain’t it strange how your feeling things you shouldn’t feel,

	Oh I wish this could be reaaallllll!

	Ain’t it funny how a moment could just change your life,

	and you don’t know how to face what’s wrong or right.

	Ain’t it strange how fate can play a part

	In the story of your heart!”   

           “Nice work!” shouted Pagasis over the loud music.

	“Thanks!” I replied.  

	“Sometimes I think that a true love can never be,

	I just believe that somehow it wasn’t meant for me…


Life can be cruel in a way that I can’t explain, 


and I don’t think that I can face it all again…”


	Just then, Mona ran up to us.

	“Come on you guys!” she said.  “Come and dance!”

	I looked at Pagasis and shrugged.  I then stood up, not letting go of his gaze.  Something wasn’t right.  

	“You touched my heart,

	and it altered every plan of me,

	and now I feel that I won’t have to be afraid!”


“Are you coming?” I asked Pagasis.


“Nah,” he said with a wave of his hand.  “You guys go on ahead.”


“Are you sure?” I asked with concern.


“Yeah.” he said with a smile.  “Go have some fun.”


“Okay…” I said.  “Come join us soon okay.”


“Okay.” Pagasis said.


“Ain’t it strange how your feeling things you shouldn’t feel…” 


When I looked back, I saw that Pagasis was joined by Aquita and the two seemed to be enjoying themselves.  I felt better now knowing that he wasn’t alone. Mona and I joined the dance.  The steps weren’t too hard so I felt pretty confident while doing it.  We danced around the fire with the rest of the group.  The fire blazed and sent our shadows dancing around the clearing.  I looked around as I spun.  


Kovu and Neara were sitting on their blanket on the opposite side watching everyone and talking to Niegie and Canis.  Everyone looked like they were having a blast. 


Mona and I danced until the song ended.  Everyone cheered and whooped as Aslynn and Rinoa took a bow.  Then Aslynn held the microphone to her mouth once more.  


“In this next song we’re singing, we’re going to need a little more backup!” Aslynn said.  She was looking at me with a grin.  She then kneeled and beckoned me to the stage.


“NO WAY!” I protested with my mouth wide open.


Just then everyone began to chant my name.  I knew that I was blushing.  


“Come on you!” Mona said as she pushed me toward the stage.  


Countless times I tried to turn back around, but there were hands all over me and pushing me back up onto the stage.  I cried for Pagasis’ help, but when I looked over at him, I could see him laughing.  I knew he wouldn’t be much of any help.  I finally agreed.  I was extremely nervous and only half of me wanted to do it.  I stood up there and looked around the crowd.  Aslynn gave me a pat on the back.


“You’ll be fine.” she said.  “It’s time for you to gain something from this.”


She walked over and pressed the play button on the machine.  The music started.  It was the sound of a soft guitar.  I knew right away what song it was.  It was called “Standing still”.  It was the only song I sounded good singing.  


“Cutting thro
ugh the darkest night by
 two headlights…


Trying to keep it clear, but I’m loosing it here to the twilight.”


Once more, Aslynn’s voice sounded just right for the song.  She walked up to me while singing through the microphone in hear hands.  


The natives were all watching and listening quietly.  It wasn’t a really good song to dance to but it sounded to pretty.


I was shaking all over as I waited for my part to come up.  I didn’t look at the crowd or take my eyes off of Aslynn.  She seemed to guide me through it with her graceful dance.  Then, when my part came up, I automatically held the microphone to my lips.


“Do you want me?


Like I want you…”


Aslynn and I both sang that part together.  We sounded just fine together so I knew we wouldn’t have a problem with the main chorus when Rinoa joined us.  


“Or am I standing still,


beneath the darkened sky


or am I standing still,


with the scenery flying by…


or am I standing still, 


out of the corner of my eye…


was that you,


passing me by.”


I then stepped back as Aslynn took the floor again.  I bravely looked around the crowd.  Nobody was really moving except for Aquita and his group of friends who were doing “the wave”.  I chuckled and looked over to Pagasis.  I then began to feel strange again as my eyes met his.  


“I feel broken now…


I
 feel broken now…”  


It was my part again so I took my gaze off of him and back to Aslynn.  


“Do you need me…


Like I need you…”


As we sang, I began to follow Aslynn’s steps and we eventually started dancing together on the stage.  The firelight reminded me of a spotlight as it cased shadows and bright yellow light and lit up the stage.  I felt like I was performing at a rock concert or something.  It felt good though.  I never knew I could be so outgoing.


When I sang the last note, I stepped back to let Aslynn, sing her last note.  When the song was finally over, the crowd cheered and howled.


I walked to the front of the stage with Aslynn and we took a bow.  I felt my cheeks flush again with bashfulness when I looked around at them all.  We then backed up and pointed to Rinoa for her standing obtain. 


Rinoa was lying down the whole time while she sang, but stood up and sank into a bow.  


When I finally got off the stage, I found Pagasis and smiled nervously.  


“Umm, well?” I stammered.


“You did great.” he said with a smile.  He then placed his hand on my cheek.


I suddenly felt my self falling again.  I was froze on the spot, and this feeling of dread washed over me.  Then the smell returned.


“Hey!  Esthenia!” Mona called.


I felt myself jerk back to life and turned my head.


Mona ran up to me and grabbed my shoulders.


“You were great!” she exclaimed as she jerked me back and fourth.


	“Ookayyy…” I cried.

	“So.” she said as she let go of me.  “You want to go back and dance?”

	I noticed that Rinoa was now singing solo to a song called “Turn Out The Lights”.  I picked that song especially for her.  I knew she would sound good to that one.

	I looked at Pagasis, then back to Mona.

“Nah,” I said.  “You go on ahead.  I’m going to take a break.”

	“Suite yourself.” Mona shrugged as she turned and walked back into the crowd.  

	I watched her go, then turned to Pagasis.

	“Don’t you like to dance?” I asked him.

	His face suddenly went scarlet.

“No… not really.” he said while staring at his hooves.

	I stared at him for a moment.  I couldn’t understand what was wrong with him.  He had never acted that way before around me.  I didn’t want to jump to conclusions so I tried to keep my mind off of it.  I sat down and watched the natives dance in the firelight, but when Pagasis sat next to me, I realized that something was terribly wrong.



Just Friends   

	

	When Rinoa was finished, instead of sitting with the other leaders, she sat down next to Pagasis and I.  She puffed up her fur and sighed.

	“Whew, I never thought that would be over.” she said.

	“I never knew you could sing like that.” Pagasis said to her.  

	“I didn’t either to tell you the truth.” said Rinoa with a proud grin.

	The drums were playing once again and the natives were doing a new dance.  That’s when Mona ran up to me again and grabbed my arm.

“Come on!” she said.  “You’ve got to do this one!”

	Knowing that I wasn’t going to leave Pagasis alone, I decided to do it.  I waved good bye to him and Rinoa and went up to the fire.  I watched the others dance and I followed the steps.  I was just starting to get the hang of it when my sixth sense acted up again.  I looked over and saw Pagasis staring at me again.  I tried to pay no mind to it and continued dancing.  Mona and I were having such a blast I was all hot and sweaty by the time we stopped.  I was warn out but I didn’t want to stop.

	“I’ll be right back.” I said to her.  

	“Where are you going?” she asked.

	“I’m going to see if Pagasis wants to try it.” I said.  “The guy has been sitting there all night.”

	“Okay,” said Mona.  “I’ll be here when you get back.”

	“Okay!” I called over my shoulder to her as I ran up to Pagasis and Rinoa.

	The two appeared to be talking, but they quieted when I approached.

	“This is fun.” I said as I held my hand out to him.  “Come on!”

	Pagasis just stared up at me for a moment.

	“What’s wrong?” I asked with a grin.

	“Nothing…” he said.  “It’s okay.  I’m not very good at dancing.”

	“Are you sure?” I asked.  “You’ll never know until you try.  I didn’t think I could do it either.  Well, I suppose there’s no sense arguing.  Come and join me when your ready, okay?”

	Pagasis nodded.

	“Good.” I said.  I then turned and walked away, but then I stopped dead in my tracks.  It was that smell again.  I turned and pinpointed it to it’s source.  I couldn’t stand it anymore.  I had to figure out if it was true.  I hid in a dark shadow and listened to Pagasis and Rinoa’s conversation.	

	“You love her, don’t you?” Rinoa asked.

	I felt my stomach drop.  The word love was a powerful one and I feared it the most.

	“What makes you think that?” I heard Pagasis ask in an offended voice.

	“You can’t hide much from me.” said Rinoa.  “I can smell it you know.”

	“What does it matter anyway?” Pagasis said.  His voice sounded hurt.  “I’m her Guardian, and it should stay that way.”

	“That is true.” said Rinoa.  “But that’s not your only problem.”

	“What’s that?” Pagasis questioned.

	“She can smell it too.”

	“What!?”

	I gasped.  Rinoa knew of my secret, and now Pagasis did too.  I dropped to my knees.  I felt so stupid.  

“How could I have done such a thing.  Could it be that I was flirting with him?  But if I was, I didn’t even know it.  I am hurting him.  Love is hurting him.  How could I be so dumb.  I should have detected it before!”  I thought to myself.


“Are you okay?” Mona asked me as I walked up to her.


“I’m fine.” I said while trying to smile.  “I’m going to go for a walk.  I don’t feel very well.”


Mona gave me a concerned look.  


“I suppose it’s all the activity going on.” she finally said.  “Okay then, if you need anything come find me.  I’ll be more than glad to help.”


	“Thank you.” I said with a smile.  I normally detested it when people offered me help, but Mona sounded so sincere.  I found a path and began walking down it.  The drum beats sounded fainter and fainter the farther I walked.  The path led through the woods and to the cliff.  It was all dark except for the light of the full moon.  I didn’t notice it before.  It was probably because I had my mind on other things.  I wanted to get away from everyone for a while.  Most of all, I was so creeped out I didn’t want to end up face-to-face with Pagasis again.  I still couldn’t understand why he felt that way about me.  I never liked attention of any kind and love was the worst thing for me.  I couldn’t stand it when people told me they loved me, no matter who it was.  It also made me feel very selfish.  I knew that I was only thinking of myself instead of how others felt.  It made me feel so remorse it made me sad.  Only, whenever I got sad, I got angry, and that was exactly how I felt at the time.  I needed a sanctuary away from everyone, I needed to be alone, the way I preferred it, and  I needed to find a way to calm myself down.  I then realized that the only thing to make me relax wasn’t with me.      

	Just then, the sound of a footfall made me freeze.  I felt my stomach turn again when Pagasis came walking up the path behind me.  I stood there as he halted right in front of me.  He looked so concerned he appeared to be angry.  I felt about an inch tall.  

	“How did you find me?” I asked. 

	“Mona told me,” he said.  “Anyway, she told me that you looked upset about something so I came to see if you were all right.”

	I felt the hair ridge along my neck, giving me goose bumps.  My eyes flashed.

“I don’t need help.” I said as I turned away from him.  “Anyway, it’s you who’s acting all weird.”

	Pagasis sighed.

“I know what this is about.” he said in a hurt voice.  “I’m sorry.  I’m being selfish.”

	I gasped and turned back around.

“You’re being selfish!?” I cried.  I took a step toward him and got all up into his face.  “I’m the one being selfish.  Why would you care about me anyway?!  I’m arrogant and-“

	I didn’t have a chance to finish what I had to say because at that moment, Pagasis placed his hand on the back of my head as he pressed his lips to mine.  

	I was in complete shock.  I couldn’t move.  I just stood there with my eyes wide not looking at anything at all.  Only smelling the compassion coming off my friend.

	Finally Pagasis let me go.

	I felt my eyes begin to tear as a stared back into his.

	“I care about you because you are my best friend.” he said.  “I don’t care if you put me down but don’t ever sell yourself short.”

	I couldn’t speak.  My lip began to tremble as a tear rolled down my cheek.  My whole body was shaking from head to toe.  I felt dizzy like I was about to faint.  Just then, my knees gave out and they slammed to the ground. 

	“What’s… happening to me?” I panted through gritted teeth.  Just then, my hand lifted to my face.  I could feel my claws only inches from my cheek.  It was about to strike when Pagasis grabbed my hand.

	He kneeled down in front of me and took me in his arms.

“Get a hold of yourself.” he said calmly.  “It’s the demon inside you.  It want’s to come out and handle the situation its own way.”

	Tears were streaming down my face now.  They blinded me and burned my eyes.  My arms hung limply down my sides, and my chin was rested on Pagasis’ shoulder.

	“I’m sorry…” I sobbed.  “I can’t help it…”

	“Don’t apologize.”  said Pagasis.  “It was my fault.  I shouldn’t have done that.  It was me who couldn’t help it.”

	He then took my shoulders and drew me back.

	“I am your Guardian.” he said to me while staring into my eyes.  “And that’s the way it should stay.  I should know better.”

	“Why are you saying all of this?” I asked as I gazed back through damp lashes.  “Do you actually mean it?”

	“Yes.” said Pagasis.  “In a way we are all selfish as lovers, but as friends, we are truthful.”

	I smiled and wrapped my arms around his waist.

“Then let’s be truthful.” I said. 

	Pagasis sighed and hugged me back.

“Friends it is.” he said. 





Part 3, Lost in Ceair 

 



Betrayal	




“Are you okay?” Mona asked me when Pagasis and I returned to the village.


	I nodded with a smile.

“I’m just a little tired.” I said.

	I was extremely exhausted.  So many things happened to me that night it completely wore me out.  I was glad that Pagasis and I finally had an understanding of our problem, although we had to go through a lot of trouble going through with it.  I still couldn’t believe he kissed me.  It made me wonder if he actually meant it or did it to make me shut up.  Either way, he still did it.  I knew that the memory would linger in the back of my mind for quite some time.  I wanted to forget about it but my mind wouldn’t let me.  It was like emotional torture.  I was glad that Pagasis didn’t apologize for it though.  That was the last thing I wanted to hear.  I knew that an apology would only mean that he felt sorry for me and wanted to make me feel better by saying it.  I didn’t want others to worry about me.  I knew that it was enough to spoil everyone’s good time.

	“I think I’m going to bed.” I said with a sleepy smile.  

	“Okay.” Mona said.  She then turned to Pagasis.  “I guess you’ll have to be my dance partner.” 

	Pagasis gulped.

	“Hey,” I said with humor.  “Better her than Canis.”

	“Good point.” said Mona.  “Where is that witch anyway?”

	I looked back at the blanket were Kovu and Neara sat.  They had been joined by Rinoa and Aslynn.  I could see Niegie sitting there too, but Canis was nowhere in sight.

	“I don’t know…” I said with curiosity.  “I’m kind of afraid to go to sleep now.”

	“We can ask mom where she went if that’ll make you feel better.” Mona said.  

	“Okay.  Let’s go.” I said.

	We went up to the blanket.  Mona walked up to Neara and whispered in her ear.  

	Neara just shook her head.

“I’m sorry dear.” she said.  “I don’t know.”

	Mona just looked at me and shrugged.

	Neara looked at me too.

“Oh, Esthenia.” she said.  “Congrats on the performance.  We all loved it.”

“That takes a lot of guts.” Kovu said with a grin.  “It’s a good thing you didn’t embarrass yourself because I would have laughed.”

	I giggled and shrugged.  

“I’m sorry to disappoint you.” I said.

	Just then, Aquita ran up behind us.

“Sir!” he exclaimed to Kovu.  “We have a 10-45!”

	Kovu leapt up.

“Let’s go check it out!” he said with a serious tone.

	He and Aquita disappeared into the crowd. 

	“What the heck is a 10-45?” Neara asked.

	Everyone shrugged except for Rinoa. 

“I heard him say that it meant that a woman has taken her top off and is dancing on one of the roofs.” she said calmly. “By the way… you didn’t hear that from me.”

	Neara bolted up.

“What!” she exclaimed.  She then turned and ran into the crowd yelling, “Get back here you perverted morons!”

	We all laughed.  I looked up at Rinoa, my thoughts trailed back to what she had said earlier.  I couldn’t believe that she knew about my secret power.  It made me wonder how she figured it out.  I didn’t stick around to ask though.  I said my good nights and went to my hut.  I was so tired my eyelids could barley stay open.  I passed Kovu and Neara on the way.  Neara was scolding him and Kovu was pretending to look like a sad puppy dog or something.  I just rolled my eyes and stepped into the hut.

	The room was lit with dim coals that were in the fire pit.  The room was warm and cozy.  It made me feel relaxed and even more willing to sleep.  I took off the jewelry and nice clothes and slipped on a pair of shorts and tee-shirt that I had brought with me.

	“I’ll never wear that again.” I promised myself as I folded the skirt and top.  

	I then took off the head band.  I looked at it and smiled.  I then hung it next to one of the dream catchers above my bed.  It was there to remind me of that crazy night.

	“Keeping it safe are you?” a voice from behind me asked.

	I gasped and turned around, and there, in front of the door stood Canis.

“What… what are you doing in here?” I asked.  

	She chuckled.  Her cold voice sent a chill down my spine.  

	“I’m here to collect something.” she said.	

	“Yeah?  What’s that?”  I asked bravely.

	She pointed to my chest.  I looked down to were she was pointing to and saw the necklace.  The silver heart with wings.  The one that Pagasis gave me long ago.  

	“This?” I marveled.  “Are you out of your mind?”

	Canis chuckled again.  

“Yes.” she said as she raised her hand.  “I’m in yours.”

	Suddenly, my own hand started moving.  It reached up and grabbed the necklace.  

“What are you doing?!” I yelled as I tried to let go, but I had no control over my body.  I couldn’t move at all.

	“It’s a controlling spell.” Canis said with a wicked grin.  “Now.  Hand it over.”

	Once more, my hand moved.  This time it pulled on the charm and broke the chain link that held it around my neck.  Right away, I felt my body change.  My skin tone changed back into flesh, my paws and claws vanished, and my fangs disappeared.  All of my sphinx-like features melted away, and I was a human once more.  I then walked over and handed it to Canis in her out stretched hand.

	“Thank you.” she said cooly.

	“Are you insane!” I yelled.  “Do you have any idea what you just did?  The human hunters will be here any moment and-“

	“I know.” Canis interrupted.  Her eyes were shiny and merciless.  

	I gasped.

	“That was the point.” Canis said as she pocketed the necklace.  “Now, what shall I do with you?”

“You traitor…” I growled.  “You won’t get away with this!” 

        “You’re feisty aren’t you?” Canis said sweetly.  “Oh, I know!  Instead of being eaten alive by the human hunters, how about something much worse?”

	I felt useless.  I couldn’t move my body at all.  I was about to yell for help when Canis levitated me and made my mouth numb so I couldn’t speak.  

	“Say hello to the Feilodrakes for me.” she said.

	All I could remember after that was a flash of light and Canis’ voice.



Wake Up Call



	I opened my eyes.  A warm gust of wind picked up, bringing sand into them and my nose.  I coughed and sat up.  I had been lying on my side on the sandy ground and my whole body ached.  The bright morning sun shone overhead, heating my skin and the sand around me.  I looked down at myself, hoping that what happened the night before was just some cruel dream.  I looked at my human hands and feet and groaned.  It was real.  Canis had taken my necklace.  I was human again, and vulnerable as well.  Wondering where I was, I stood up.  I looked around at the new scenery.  I definitely wasn’t on my island anymore.

	It appeared to be a desert.  There was a lot of sand and rocks.  The air was dry and dusty.  There were shrubs and a few tall trees.  In many places there seemed to be mountains.  I looked to the left and saw the blue ocean and a few islands.  I was still in the Dream world, but on a different island.  I racked my brain for any hint of were I was.  I then remembered what Canis said before she teleported me.  She had mentioned the word “Filodrakes”.   I was in Ceair.  My sister’s island.  I had bigger problems than the human hunters.  The Filodrakes were very moody and territorial.  If I was seen or found, they’d kill me for sure.
  No questions asked.
  

	I ran for cover as quick as I could.  I crouched down behind of the shrubs and began to think.

	“Okay, I have to find a way back and warn everyone that Canis is bad news.” I thought to myself.  “Maybe if I find Castirio, she’d give me a ride back, but how do I find her without being turned into breakfast…”   

	I remembered that Castirio’s territory was on the eastern side of the island right on the shoreline.  I looked up at the sky.  The sun rose from the east and set in the west, and since it was morning, the sun would be in the east.  I looked to where the sun was.  It was on the other side of the island.  I was all the way on the western shore.  I judged that the walk all the way to the eastern shore would be about fifty miles.  That was a major problem.  It would take me about a day to walk that far and I had to be back in my world by nightfall.  

	I had no other choice but to walk.  The landscape was hot and muggy.  I tried to stay as hidden as possible.  I didn’t want to be seen by anyone.  About twenty minutes later, I stopped to take a break.  My stomach was growling now and my feet really hurt from walking on the rocks and sand.  I also stepped on some burs, and those didn’t feel too good either.  That’s when I heard it.  A loud thunderous roar.  I froze on the spot.  I peeked over the bush and saw a frightening sight.

	Two Filodrakes, a dark yellow one about fourteen feet tall, and a brown one about twelve feet tall, both appeared to be females and were fighting.  They roared and hissed as they circled one another.  The larger one let out a terrible roar and leapt onto the smaller one’s back, pinning her to the ground with her gigantic feet.  She then raised her talons and made the final blow to the small one’s head.  


The small one let out a shrieking yawl.  Gallons of blood stained the ground.  


I ducked back behind the bush.  All was quiet, the battle was over.  My heart was pounding like a drum.  I then heard this crunching sound from behind the bush.  My stomach turned.  She was eating her!  The Filodrakes were cannibals.  I felt sick to my stomach.  I looked around and saw another way around a large pile of rocks.  I dropped to my hands and knees and crawled through the shrubs over to the rocks.  As I stood up and ran behind them, I caught a glimpse of the Filodrake standing over the other with a bloody chunk of meat in her mouth.  Growling with pleasure as she chewed.


Knowing that I just viewed one of the grossest things I’d ever seen in my life, I followed another path up the rocks and onto a steep hill.  I then continued on the ridge, wondering if things could get any worse.  I climbed higher and higher.  The sun blazed overhead, beating the back of my neck.  My legs began to cramp up really bad and I began to feel very thirsty.  I didn’t want to stop though.  I figured that when I made it to the top I could see how much further I had to go.


I wondered about what Pagasis said when he found out I wasn’t there.  I didn’t know what I’d do if Canis did something to him too.  She was very powerful, but could she really hurt a half-god?  I didn’t want to wait any longer to find out.


I climbed up over a large rock and stood up.  I was at the very top, and I could see everything.  I could see the ocean surrounding the island on all sides.  The island was as large as I had predicted.  I still had quite a long way to go.  I looked off into the distance. I could see my island as well.  It didn’t look to far away, but there was definitely no way I could get over to it without Castirio’s help.  I looked down at the land to see if I could catch a glimpse of her, but there where trees blocking the view.  It looked like a small forest.  I was afraid to walk through it, but I knew I had to do it.  I was about to continue on when I heard a screech from above, and I knew I had to run for it.




The Human Hunters



	I ran as fast as I could down the rocks.  Since I didn’t have any shoes on, I couldn’t go as fast.  I didn’t dare look behind me.  I didn’t know exactly how many there where, but 
even 
one was still a big problem.  I knew that they must have been closing in though.  I could still hear their horrible cries
. 
 Even if I did look for them, I wouldn’t have been able to see them.  They could blend into any background like chameleons.  They were scary and fierce guardians.  Their jobs were to get rid of any humans if they were ever to arrive in the Dream world because humans weren’t aloud.  I was an exception by Pagasis, but the human hunters didn’t know that.  

	I slipped and fell on a large slippery rock, scraping my knees when I tried to keep myself from falling off.  I pulled myself up and looked above me.  I couldn’t see anything, but I could hear their growls and the flaps of their enormous, leathery wings.  I stood up and continued down the slope.  I was extremely frightened.  Any moment they’d make a grab for my shoulders and carry me off.  I finally made it off the slope.  I was on flat land once again.  Hoping to lose them in the trees, I bolted for the forest.  Then, another problem had occurred to me.  I was in the open where anything could see me.  Not paying attention to where I was running, I stumbled over a sharp rock and tumbled to the ground.  I rolled and scraped my shoulders and sides on the ground.  My whole body was bleeding and in pain.  I tensely sat up and gasped.  I heard another screech and was lifted from the ground.  I could feel the monster’s grip painfully on my shoulders. 

	“NO!”  I began to sob.  “Let me down!!!  My friends need me!!”

	I was about fifty feet in the air now.  We were flying so fast the wind was blowing hard in my eyes, making them burn.  We flew above the forest and rocks.  I didn’t care how high I was.  I began to thrash my body around to loosen the monster’s grip, but it was like trying to open the “jaws of life”.  It was impossible, but I was still far from giving up.  I continued to yell and thrash around just to give it a hard time.  I was going to make sure I would be hard to swallow.  


Moments later, we descended.  I looked down and saw a huge tree.  The trunk had to be about seven feet wide and the branches where like pythons.  It hovered over one of the branches for a moment and sat me down.  I grabbed the branch as the monster flew up and away.  Wondering what that was all about I looked around.  I had no idea where I was at that point.  I looked down.  I wasn’t too far from the ground.  Directly below the tree, was the carcass of a Filodrake.  It had hairy skin hanging off its ribs and its wings.  I looked around for any sign of the human hunter.  I then realized that it was coming back for me.  I could just barley see it but I knew it was heading right for me.  It must have dropped me off so it could land and eat me.  I scrambled down the tree.  Slipping off its huge branches and grabbing the lower ones and swinging off of them.  I knew I wouldn’t be any match for it when it landed.  I had my eye on the Filodrake carcass below me.  I made it to the bottom branch and looked
 down.  I was still about ten
 feet from the ground but I didn’t care.  I grabbed the branch and hung from it.  Then taking a deep breath I let go.  


	I hit the ground with a hard thud.  The soles of my feet felt like they were going to crack, but I was all right.  I looked at the carcass and searched around for one of its claws.  I knew that the human hunter was coming for me, and I wasn’t going to die without a fight.  I heard a screech just above me.  I reached down and grabbed one of the claws on the Filodrake’s bony hand.  The claw was about as large as my 
own 
hand and as sharp as a razor.  I pried on it until it made a sick cracking sound and ripped off.  I held it out in front of me, ready to defend myself.  I waited a moment.  All was quiet.  Sweat started dripping down my forehead.  I was shaking from head to toe.  Just then, I felt a light tap on my shoulder.  


Instinctively, I thrust the claw upward.  Right away, blood was streaming down my arm and head.  The human hunter screeched and I could feel it flail around.  I didn’t move though, I stood there with the claw still in my hand, pushing it further upward.  Suddenly, something struck me hard in the back and I was thrown forward.  Covered in blood and dirt, I sat up right away as the monster’s real image appeared. 


	The camouflage must have lost its effect when they died because the human hunter was now lying there dead and in plain sight.  Its skin was a greenish gray color.  It had small, beady black eyes that were open and glassy.  It resembled a dragon to me.  Mostly because of its large, leathery wings and long horns on its head.  Its mouth was hanging open showing dozens of sharp teeth.  

	I grinned after a moment of silence.

“I did it…” I said, astounded.  

	“You did what?” a cold voice asked from behind me.    



Torrik





	I froze.  A feeling of dread washed over me.  I didn’t want to turn around.  I didn’t even want to move.  I could hear a loud breathing from behind me.  It sounded like a quiet roll of thunder.  I had this feeling that something was looking over the top of me.  I then turned around.  I was staring at a large pair of feet.  They were a tannish color with an olive tint to them.  Each toe had huge shiny, black claw on it.  I looked up.  

	The cat-like face of a Filodrake was staring down at me.  This one wasn’t like the rest I’d seen before.  It had scales going down its nose and incredibly long fangs like a saber tooth tiger.  Judging by its masculine form, it was a male.  That would explain why it didn’t look the same.  I’d never seen a male before. 

	He was an appalling creature.  His ears had several tares in them and his body was scared all over.  He was also missing an eye and his fangs glowed with yellow.  I was strongly reminded me of a pirate.

	“Uh…  Hi?” I said nervously.

	“Aren’t you stupid.” he said. 

	“What?” I gasped.

	“Shut up.” he hissed.  

	He then let out a terrible screech.  He lifted his foot and before he slammed it to the ground I ran out of the way.  He turned on me again and tried to crush me again.  

	“Come back here you little pest!” he roared.

	I was headed for the rocks.  There was a small cave just large enough for me to squeeze into and escape his grasp, but he grabbed me around my navel and lifted me up.  I was face-to-face with him now, just staring into his bright yellow eye.  I could smell his fowl breath as he opened his mouth and drew me closer to it.  I screamed. 

	“How many times have I told you to stay away from here Bakara?” a cool voice asked.

	The Filodrake halted.  He turned his head away from me and looked around.  

	I turned my head and looked too.

	There was another Filodrake standing in front of us.  This one was definitely a male as well.  He was about 
seventeen feet tall and a
n
 orang
ish brown with light tan stripes.  His 
long 
brown 
and blonde tipped 
hair was pulled back into a 
spiky 
pony tail and he had about seven gold studs in his left ear.  His wings and eyes were also brown.  He was actually pretty handsome considering he was probably going to kill the ugly one and eat me anyway if I told him that.

	“What do you want?” Bakara asked.  

	“You happen to be in my territory you cretin.” the other said.

	“What did you call me?”  

	“Don’t be stupid.  I warned you once.  Now I’ll have to kill you.”

	“Feh, yeah right!” Bakara laughed, nearly drooling on me.  

	He then set me down and said, “You stay here okay.”

	“Pathetic… Do you actually think she’ll do that?”  the other said.  “You are stupid.”  


Bakara was growling and hissing, but the other just did nothing.  He just stood there as Bakara circled him, not taking his eyes off of him.  Suddenly, Bakara charged.  He stopped in an empty cloud of dust.  Bakara looked around for a moment.  Then turned.  The other one was standing right there in his face.  Bakara panicked and jumped back.


“It’s you!” he cried.  “Your the brother of that…”  


“What of it?” the other asked him.  He then moved forward with his claws raised.  


Bakara held out his claws and slashed, but hit nothing as the other leapt out of the way.


I just stood there and watched.  I didn’t know why I was still standing there.  I could have ran off, but there was something about that unknown Filodrake that made me want to stay.  Anyway, it wouldn’t be any safer even if I did leave.  I was very surprised how fast he was.  He seemed to move like he wasn’t even using his legs at all.


Bakara shot a fire ball at him through his mouth.


As expected, the other one dodged it, but then I realized that he had been standing in front of me.  Now the yellow ball of flame was headed for me!  I jumped out of the way as it blew the rock apart I had been standing on.  


“Be careful you idiot!” I shouted as I jumped on another rock.  “You won’t be able to eat me if I’m blown apart!”


The stranger looked at me with a grin.  He didn’t see Bakara sneaking up behind him.


“Look out!” I cried. 


Just when Bakara charged at him, he turned and punched him in the face.  


Bakara stumbled backward.  Blood flowed from the corner of his mouth and his jaw was crooked.  It was broken.


The other one cracked his knuckles.  He then turned and sliced with his hand.  Slicing Bakara’s head clean off his shoulders.  


	My eyes were wide.  The larger one had won.  Now I had to get away from him, and I had this feeling it wasn’t going to be easy.  I decided to try and sneak off before he saw me.

	“Hold it.” the stranger said in a calm voice.  He turned and looked at me with his brown eyes.  “Where do you think you’re going?”

	“Uh… me?” I stammered. 

	He nodded and closed his eyes.  He then took a step forward and crushed Bakara’s decapitated head with a sickening crack. 

	I take back what I said earlier about what was the grossest thing I’ve ever seen.  

	He suddenly appeared right in front of me.  

	I gasped.

	“What are you?” he asked. 

	“I’m human.” I said, trying to stop my voice from quivering from cowardice.

	“Human?” he said curiously.  


	“Yeah.” I said, deciding to take advantage of his curiosity.  There was something about him though that made me feel unafraid.
  “My name’s
…
 Christy.”

	“I’m Torrik.” he said.  “My sister wasn’t hallucinating when she told me Esthenia was in this world.”

	“Castirio is your sister!?” I marveled.

	He nodded.  

“She told me you were a sphinx.  How is it that you are human?” he asked while kneeling so he was level with me. 

	I told him the story of what happened about Canis.  He seemed very fascinated by everything.  I didn’t think he would ever be the type to ask questions first.  It wasn’t natural for a Filodrake.  When I finished telling him he chuckled.

	“It’s a wonder another Filodrake isn’t picking you out of their teeth.” he said.  

	He then stood up and peered down at me.  

“As a dream Guardian, it is a deed to help with other people’s islands.” he said.  “In your case, I will help you.”

	I felt like giving him a hug, but instead I said, 

“That would be nice.”

	“Hop on.” he said as he placed his large hand in front of me.  

	I grabbed a hold of his claws and stepped onto his hand.  He then lifted me up and sat me on his shoulder.

	“Hold on.” he said as he spread his wings.  He then jumped high into the air.  

	“You aren’t like your sister.” I said to him over the wind.  

	“That’s true.” he said with a monotone voice.  “She’s so irate all the time.  We’re pretty well known though.  Being the strongest on the island and all...”

	We flew over the island and were heading for the sea.  In the distance I could see my island.  I was surprised to see it in one piece.  I was afraid of the condition of the village and my friends.  Canis was definitely no good.  It also made me wonder if Niegie was also bad.  He didn’t seem too bad to me.  Either way, it was still bad.  

	“Hold on!” Torrik called over his shoulder.

	I tightly held his wings as the wind blurred past me with lightning speed.  It took us less than five minutes to get there.  We landed in the meadow.  I hopped off his back.

	“Thank you so much!” I said.  

	“It’s not that big of a deal.” he said.  “Anyway, I hope you can save everyone.  You seem brave enough to do it Esthenia.” 

	“Yeah… right.”  I stammered.      

	Torrik turned and walked away.  Just when he was about to take off he peered over his shoulder at me.

“By the way.” he said.  “If you need anything, just call my name.  I’ll be able to hear you.”

	“O-okay…” I said.  

	Torrik smiled.  He then 
spread his wings and flew away.  
I
 
only saw him for a brief moment before he disappeared. 
 


I then turned and looked at the forest.  Glad to be alive, I started to run.  There was a path that was the fastest way to the village.  I didn’t know what Canis’ plot was.  I hopped that Pagasis or the other villagers had nothing to do with it.  I found the path and began to run down it.  My whole body hurt.  I had sores and bruises all over and my back hurt.  Not to mention that my stomach  was really starting to kill me.  I kept on running though.


	I then began to think.  

“Canis wanted me dead.” I thought to myself.  “That would mean…”

	I slowed down.  I was panting and sweat was dripping down my face.  I was now at a slow jog.

	“She want’s the island to die!!”       

There was no other explanation for it.  The only way to completely get rid of an island is to kill the person.  I’ve heard of demons that had gotten rid of islands.  They gave the person so many terrible nightmares that they killed themselves.  The thought gave me the chills.  

“What if Canis is a demon?  She didn’t show any sign of being one but then again…”  

	I sped up again.  I remembered what Pagasis and I talked about.  

“She’s a sorceress.” his voice repeated in my mind.

“Aren’t sorceresses bad?” I heard myself say.

	Sorceresses are bad.  Canis was bad.  She wasn’t a demon but yet she was so evil.  Then a vital thought came to mind, “What if she want’s to be a demon?  Well if that’s the case I’d better hurry up before it’s too late” 



             



Part 4, The Second War Begins



Destruction

	

Running as fast as I could, I made my way to the village.  I didn’t know what I’d find when I got there, but for some reason I knew it wasn’t going to be pleasant.

	I was filthy, sticky and still bleeding from all the hell I was put through in Ceair.  The Filodrakes were far more brutal than I’d expected, and the human hunters weren’t much better. There was only one good thing from that whole experience and that was gaining a new ally.  

Torrik was very kind to me.  His attitude made him seem more arrogant than he appeared to be.  I was finally away from the Filodrakes but I still wasn’t safe.  The human hunters were still around.  They were bound to come for me again, maybe by the hundreds.  The forest was thick enough to slow them down, but I wasn’t going to take any chances.  So I didn’t dare slow my pace. 

	Out of everything else, I was worried most about Pagasis.  The whole time I was gone I didn’t see or even hear a trace of him.  Surely he would have realized that I wasn’t there, and would have come looking for me.  It would seem kind of foolish to think that he didn’t know that I just suddenly disappeared.  Aside from the other night, we’d rarely leave each others side.

	Now I was running up a hill.  Any second I’d see if the village was all right.  It was tall enough to see down into the clearing where the village stood.  I made it to the top and looked down.  My stomach churned.

	A black cloud of smoke was rising from the huts.  The smell of burning wood reached my nose.  I gasped and ran down the hill as fast as I could go.  I kept on telling myself that it wasn’t true, but when I reached the clearing my nightmare was indeed a reality.  I slowed to a walk and nearly cried at the sight. 

	All of the huts were destroyed.  Some were even on fire.  They all lay were the once stood in a heap of wood and other debris.  There was no sign of life anywhere.  I called out everyone’s name as I walked around.  I could feel tears streaming down my cheeks.  I was alone and afraid.  Nobody was there.  I sat down on a log and furiously thunk.  About a million things were going through my mind.  I knew very well that Canis was behind it all.  I pictured her sly face full of laughter and joy as she blew up the huts one by one with her magic.  

	  The whole thought made me furious.  I couldn’t believe we trusted her.  I should have tried to get rid of her when I had the chance.  

	I didn’t know what I’d do if everyone was killed.  I know her main intention was to kill me and destroy the island, but why kill everyone else?

	I stood up.  I knew I had to take some kind of action.  I decided to find Carona and maybe the others if I could.  I knew one thing was for sure, and that was if everyone was killed, I wasn’t going to give up the island without a fight.  I ran up to one of the huts and rummaged through the debris.  I lifted up logs and boards, but didn’t find what I was looking for.  

	I ran up to the hut that belonged to me and Pagasis.  I knew it had to be in there.  I looked around after a moment and saw it.  I stepped over a log, leaned down, and picked up a wooden long-bow.  Next to it, was a quiver full of chrome colored arrows.  These where called the silver arrows.  I got them from one of our recent journeys.  They were magical, and can do anything to a target you wanted.  I was saving them for an emergency, and knew they’d come in handy.  Suddenly, something moving caught the corner of my eye.  I glanced over and saw the green headband that Mona had given me.  It was caught on a splinter and flapping in the breeze.  I walked up to it and unhooked it.  I peered at it for a moment, then looked down at my feet.  The outfit I was wearing the night before was sitting there.  They were still neatly folded and in one piece. 

	I looked down at my shirt.  It was covered with the human hunter’s blood, dirty and sticky from my sweat.  My shorts were also filthy and uncomfortably tight.  I thought for a moment then smiled.

	I took off what I was wearing and changed back into the thing I hated most.  I then slipped the head band on.

“No wonder why they like to wear this.” I said to myself.

	It was light weight, comfortable and not as hot and sticky.  The headband kept my bangs out of my eyes and the sweat from dripping down my face.  I supposed that if I wanted to kick butt, I’d do it in style. 

	I looked over my cuts and bruises.  They still stung pretty bad, but didn’t bother me too much.  Most of the bleeding had finally stopped.  There were dry red marks going down my arms and knees.

	I picked up the quiver and put the strap over my shoulder.  I then grabbed the bow and headed for the path, passing the demolished huts on the way.  

	I figured that some how they’d rebuild everything.  Everything they worked so hard to build was destroyed in less than a minute.  I supposed that’s what they get for being too trustworthy.  There’s nothing wrong with it, but sometimes, you just got to look a little deeper.  

	


An Easy Ride



	With my bow in hand, I made my way through the trees and underbrush.  My throat was hot and dry, making me pant like a thirsty dog.  I could feel my sweat begin to sting on my bleeding wounds while I was running.  I wanted to get to the cliff as fast as I could.  I wanted to prove to myself that everyone was still alive and Okay.  I was beginning to regret the fact that I couldn’t say goodbye to Pagasis if something happened to him.  I knew very well he couldn’t die, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t seriously wounded, just barley hanging on to life, wishing for death.  The stitch in my chest was a constant reminder of it.  It felt the same way it did the night Pagasis kissed me.  It felt like someone reached into my chest and passionately squeezed my heart.

	When my sides began to stitch up, I slowed down.  I was limping by then.  The bottoms of my feet were beginning to bleed.  I didn’t want to stop though.  I walked on until the air around me was misted with fog.  The moss beneath my feet felt soft and moist.  I knew exactly where I was when the ground sank into a clear pond.  There where large trees growing on small mossy islands all over the pond.  I had made it to the marsh.  The place where the aqua foxes lived. 

	I walked up to the pond and kneeled in the damp moss.  It felt good on my knees.  I cupped my hands, scooped up some of the water, and drank.  It tasted so good and fresh it cleared my throat and chest.  The water was like a sheet of glass, and  I could clearly see the bottom.  The aqua foxes kept the water clean, that’s what they do.  

	I stood up, and stepped into the water.  Right away, my feet stopped hurting.  I walked through the short weeds.  The water got deeper and my knees stopped bleeding.  I took my quiver off and rose it above my head as the water rose to my chest.  I felt my whole body tingle as it healed.  Sighing with relief, I stepped onto one of the islands.  Water dripped from my body.  I stepped over the fuzzy green roots of the large tree that lay in the middle of the island and stepped back into the water.  I looked down at my feet and jumped back.  

	The large blue eyes of an aqua fox as staring up at me.  The little blue creature sat up and let out a squeaky giggle.  It looked like a fox with fins on it’s ears and tail.  

	“Hi.” I said, trying not to look too afraid.  

	“Hello!” it said.  “Your human!”

	“Yeah,” I said while stepping out of the water and back onto the island.  I sat down on one of the roots.  “It’s a long story.”

	“Are you Esthenia?” the fox asked as it followed me up and sat on another tree root.

	“Yeah.” I said.  “A bit obvious huh?”

	The little fox nodded. 

“You look like your in a bit of a spot.” it said.

	“What do you mean?” I asked curiously.

	“The village in the woods...” the fox said.  “I heard sounds coming from there.”

	“What sounds?” I asked while quickly sitting up straighter.

	“Boomin’ and bangin.’” said the fox.  “Then all the running!”

	“Running?”

	“Yes ma’am.” said the fox with a nod.  “Through the swamp.  Millions of feet...”

	“Which way do they go?” I urged.

	“I think they went in that direction....” said the fox while pointing northwest.

	“The cliff.” I gasped as I stood up.  “I knew it!  I gotta get there before she finds them!”

	“Wait!” the fox said as I stepped back into the water.

	I turned.

“There is a quick way of getting to there.” it said.	

	“Really?” I asked.  “How?”

	“Follow me!” the fox said as it dove into the water and swam between my legs.

	I ran after it through the water until we reached the shore.  I stepped out of the water just as the fox leapt out.  It shook itself off and made a whistling sound.

	“What’s that for?” I asked. 

“It attracts them.” the fox whispered.  It whistled again.	

	We waited a moment.  I looked around.  I didn’t see or hear anything.  I supposed that I was used to being a sphinx.  My senses weren’t as good.  Then a rustle in the underbrush caught my attention.  

	An elk stepped out.  It was tall and had brown stripes all over its light tan body and around its eyes like a mask.  It had long curly horns and alert, brown eyes.  I recognized it right away.  These deer dwelt all over the island.  I saw them mostly as dinner for Rinoa.  

	The fox whistled again.

	The elk tensely pawed the ground, but when the fox whistled again, it tentatively began to walk toward us.

	I awed.

	“That’s right.” said the fox.  “They’re nice when they aren’t being hunted for their hides.”

	“You mean...?” I gasped.

	“Yup!” the fox said with a smile.  “You get to ride em!”

	“Woa...” I murmured.

	The elk walked up to the fox first.  It lowered it’s head and sniffed the little fox’s ear.  

The fox stroked it’s velvet nose, then the elk rose its head and looked at me.  Its ears twitched and it walked up to me.

	I reached out and stroked its head.  I was actually touching it!  

	“Jump on!” the fox said.

	The elk lowered its head and nudged me with one of its horns.  

	I grabbed it and used it to hoist myself on.  I slipped my leg over its back and sat up.  I looked down at the fox and smiled.

“Thank you.” I said.

	The fox saluted me.	

	I giggled.  I thought those foxes where the funniest things.  I then gasped with alarm when the elk instinctively turned and began to run in huge leaps.  I held on to its neck as tightly as I could.  I was amazed with it’s agility and grace as it bounded over large tree roots and bushes.  

	“Hurry!” I shouted to it.  “We’ve got to get there before it’s too late!”

	It must have understood, because it let out a grunt and sped up.  I wondered how in the world Rinoa could catch them.  They were indeed very quick and smart.  

	Just then, there was a tall rock of walls in front of us.  I recognized it right away from our first run through the woods when Pagasis, Kovu and I were being chased by Sidie, the rock bear.  It was the very base of the cliff.  I just figured that the elk would run around the wall and go up the easy way, but I was wrong.  I felt my stomach drop when the elk didn’t turn.  It ran for the wall.  I held on tighter as the elk leapt into the air and landed sideways on a boulder, then leapt again onto another one much higher up than the first.  I had my eyes closed the whole entire time.  I was afraid to look down.  I then heard the name of my voice when I didn’t feel anymore motion.  I opened my eyes and peered around.  All four of the elk’s legs where on the ground.  We had finally made it to the top of the cliff, and Mona, Kovu, Neara, Carona, and Rinoa where all standing there staring at us.  All of them looked alarm.

	I slid of the elk’s back as Mona ran up to me.  

	“Esthenia!” she cried as she threw her arms around me.  “You’re okay!”

	“Yeah!” I said.  

	When Mona let me go Neara and Kovu gathered around me.

	“Where have you been?” Neara asked frantically.  “We’ve been worried sick about you after our village was destroyed!”

	“I know it is.” I said.  “Is everyone okay?”

	“They’re inside.” said Kovu.	

	“What happened?” I asked.

	“It was that scrawny wench, Canis.” Mona growled.  

	“The next morning she turned on us.” said Kovu with a frown.  “She said something about the island dying and started blowing the place apart.  We tried to stop her, but her magic was too powerful.”

	“So, she’s a demon?” I asked.

	“That’s what I don’t get.” said Neara.  “She didn’t look or smell like a demon before, but when she did that her eyes glowed red.  That’s a sure sign.”

	“She stole my necklace.” I said.  “That night before I went to sleep.  She snuck into my hut and took it from me.  Then she teleported me to Ceair.”

	“Ceair!” Mona gasped.  “You mean the place with the Filodrakes!”

	“Yeah.” I said, I then looked around.  “Where’s Pagasis?”

	“What!” Neara exclaimed.  “We thought he was with you!”







A Decision 



	“What do you mean!!” I exclaimed.

	I looked from one guilty face to the other.  I didn’t understand it.  I had no idea that Pagasis was missing too.  

	“Esthenia,” 

	I turned and watched as Rinoa walked up to us.  She looked down at me with a grieved expression.

	“I’m sorry.” she said.

	“What do you mean?” I asked with my fists clenched.

	“When he was ready to go to sleep last night, it wasn’t too long after you left.” she said.  “He was worried to leave you alone.”

	“What?” I gasped.

	“Yes.” she said.  “After he found out that Canis wasn’t around, he decided to check up you.  He knew that you were afraid of Canis, and also had this bad feeling about her.  When he didn’t come back and tell me that something was wrong, I figured that everything was all right and that he had fallen asleep or something.  So I didn’t suspect anything.”

	“He wanted to protect me...” I breathed.

	Rinoa nodded her head.

	“But why!” I suddenly cried.  “Why would he care!  After what happened that night he shouldn’t want anything to do with me!”

	Everyone’s faces changed from guilty to extremely guilty.  It took me a moment to realize that I said a little too much information.  Suddenly, the silence was broken by Aslynn as she came out of nowhere and threw her arms around me.  She then let me go and looked me over.

	“I see your injures are healed.” she said.

	“Yeah.” I said. “The marsh water did it.”

	“I figured as much.” she said with a smile.  “That’s one of the key ingredients in my antiseptics.”

	“Aslynn,” I said.  “Do you know what happened to Pagasis?”

	Aslynn’s face expression turned from joy to a stern look.

“I’m sorry.” she said.  “I’m afraid I cannot give you that information.  It’s something you need to learn on your own.”	

	I let out a stubborn sigh.

“Well,” I finally said.  “He’s got to be alive somewhere.  He can’t die.  He’s immortal remember?”

	The others nodded.  They all appeared to be deep in thought.

	“Canis must have him captive somewhere.  Since he’s still alive that means that I’m not dead.” I said.  “She want’s to lure me back to her somehow so she can just kill me herself.”

	“Very good.” said Carona.  She had appeared next to Rinoa.  “Indeed, it is you, Esthenia, that she wants.”

	“But why would she want me?” I asked.  “I’ve never met her in my life.  Why would she want to destroy the island?”

	“Think.” said Carona.  “Other than her, who else wants to destroy this island?”

	I thought for a moment.  I remembered that the demon king, Isthrak, wanted to destroy it long ago, but he was dead.  Then I remembered.

“It can’t be.” I said.  “You mean Digarah?”

	“Do you think that Canis and Digarah have formed some kind of alliance?” Mona asked.   

	“Very much so.” said Carona.

	“This is bad.” said Neara.  “Both of them are very powerful.  Their powers combined could kill us all.”

	“Indeed.” said Kovu looking very thoughtful.  “But why would Canis and Digarah be together in the first place?  I have this feeling that Canis wouldn’t want to destroy the island just for the fun of it.  Something had to be in it for her.”

	“Well, she is evil...” said Mona while folding her arms and frowning.  “And that Niegie...”

	“What!” I exclaimed.  I had almost completely forgotten about him.  “Come to think of it, what did happen to Niegie?”

	“He vanished after that night.” said Neara.  “We didn’t know where he went, but I have this feeling that he was helping Canis the whole time.”

	“He seemed so nice though.” I said.  

	“Yeah, that’s what they want you to think.” said Rinoa.  “Then when you have your back turned, they stab you.  I can’t wait till the day that I crunch he and that witch in my jaws.”

	I sighed and sadly looked up at her.  I knew that she was hurt more than angry.  She had liked Niegie and gave into his act.  He had broken her heart.

	“Where do you think they would be hiding?” I asked.  “They have to be somewhere on the island.”

	“Well, there’s no real proof of that.” said Kovu.  “They could be anywhere in the world by now.”

	“But if they want me then why would they be somewhere were I couldn’t reach them?” I said.  

	“Good point.” said Kovu.

	“They would make it obvious if they want her to find them.” said Rinoa.  

	“Of course!” Mona suddenly said with a snap of her finger.  “The meadow!  Our meeting place!  That would be the best place.”

	“Right...” I said.  I then turned and looked out at the forest.  I couldn’t see the meadow from there because the trees where so tall, but I had this feeling that Mona was right.  I then looked around for the elk.  To my surprise, it was sill standing there where I left it.  It hadn’t moved this whole time.  It was just nibbling on a few blades of grass that grew out of the cracks in the rocks.  I whistled.  It rose its head and looked at me.

	Everyone else looked too.  They all looked a little confused.

	“Where’d that thing come from?” Mona asked.

	Meanwhile the elk walked up to me and lowered its head.  

	I grabbed its horn and hoisted myself on its back.

	“What do you think you’re doing?” Neara asked.  

	“What does it look like I’m doing?” I asked irritably.  “I’m going to save my friend.”

	“Alone?” Mona gasped.  “Yeah right!  At least let one of us go with you.”

	“That’s right!” said Rinoa.  “You’re only human.  They’ll kill you the first chance they get!”

	“Is that all I am?” I asked.  I was starting to feel a little angry.  “Just a human?” 

	“That’s not what I meant.” said Rinoa, looking a little hurt.  “I mean to upset you, but I just couldn’t bear to let them kill you when you are no match for them.  Face it, they have you outmatched, and outnumbered.  It doesn’t matter what form you are in.”  

	“Look.” I said.  “If it’s me they want then it’s me they’ll get!  Pagasis is my friend.  He’d kill himself just to please me, and I was selfish enough to lay back and let him.  Well, not today.  Now it’s my turn to help him.”

	I tapped the elk’s side.  It turned, and before we went I said, “Don’t you dare follow me!”

	With that, the elk leapt off the cliff, and I was on my way again.



A Deadly Duo	

	

	I felt bad for turning my back on my friends, but I had made my decision.  I was to prove to Pagasis that I cared about him just as much as he cared for me.  I knew very well he’d do anything for me.  Even go through torture.  I had this bad feeling that Canis and Digarah were torturing him just for their sick pleasure.

	“Hurry!” I shouted to the elk as we tore through the forest.  

	The elk let out a grunt and sped up.  

	I held on as it leapt over a high tree root and down a steep slope.  It was as if the beast could fly.  I felt like I was riding on Pagasis’ back once again.  That day when we first met and he protected me from the human hunters.  The thought just made me feel sadder about him protecting me all the time.  

	I felt a tear fall from my eye and blend in with the blur of green that swept past me.  

	It wasn’t too long before we reached the meadow.  I looked around the grassy plain and noticed that the place we where looking for was on the other end.  I hopped off the elk’s back.  

	It grunted and looked at me with its large brown eyes.  

	“Thank you.” I said as I stroked its nose.  “You’re free now.  Go and have fun!”

	The elk just cocked its head to the side.

	“You silly thing...” I sighed as I turned.

	Without a second look, I started running down the edge of the forest.  I knew exactly where I was going.  The image of our spot was fresh in my mind.  It was at the edge of the forest.  There was an apple tree and a large rock that Mona always sat on.  It reminded me of the times when we’d go out and play apple tag in the open space.  The sun would be warm on my orange fur and would make me hot and sweaty, but I never wanted to stop running.

	I passed a familiar tree and knew I would be there soon.  Then suddenly, something tripped me and I went crashing to the ground.  I lifted myself up and spit the grass out of my mouth.  I looked up and saw Digarah standing over me.  

	He was tall and looked a lot like Kovu.  Only he was much larger and had red wings, yellow chest scales and a large, black shaggy head.  He had a wicked grin on his gnarly face.  His evil red eyes looked cold and malicious.

	“So.” he said.  His voice was as cold as his eyes.  “Here’s the famous Esthenia...  Not so tough now are we?”

	I clenched my fists.  I could feel the anger burning up inside of me.  How dare he speak to me like that...

	“So, the runt finally showed up.” said Canis, who appeared by his side.  “Hadn’t had enough, huh?”

	“Shut up!” I shouted as I stood up fearlessly.  

	“Oh,” said Canis with a humorous expression.  “Careful, sweety.  She’s going to blow her top and stain my dress with her weak human blood.”

	“Esthenia...” 

	I turned my head and gasped.

	Pagasis was lying there next to the apple tree.  He was back in his horse form, and his whole body was bleeding and wounded.  His blue eyes were barley open.  They were on me, and they looked sad.

	“Pagasis...” I whimpered.  

	“Yes.” said Digarah.  “We had a little fun with your friend here.  Since he cannot die, we had a little extra fun than usual.”

	Canis just laughed.

	“Eshtenia...” Pagasis said.  “Run away from here... Don’t worry about me.. I’ll pull through.”

	“No way!” I shouted.  Tears were streaming down my face.  “I’ll never leave you!  I don’t care if you can’t die or not.  Nobody messes with my friends!”

	“The kids got a lot of spunk.” said Canis.  “But it won’t last long.”

	“No, it wont.” said Digarah. “So, child.  What do you plan to do.  I see you have a weapon on you.  Do you think that mere sling could kill me?”

	I felt my body begin to tremble with anger.  

“You both are so stupid!” I shouted.  I reached over my shoulder and grabbed an arrow.  I knocked it and drew back the bow.  It was pointed at Digarah.  “What makes you think I can’t kill you?”

	Digarah frowned.

“Worthless human.” he said.  

	“Because,” said Canis.  “We’re all powerful.  Nobody can stop us.  Even your little Guardian friend was no mach for us.”

	I shifted my aim to her.  

“Why are you involved in this?” I asked her.  “How does the destruction of this island have anything to do with you?”

	Canis grinned.

“I met Digarah here quite a while ago.  When he found me, he promised to teach me how to become a full fledged demon.  He said I could complete my transformation by helping him destroy this island.” she said.

	“Why in the world would you want to become a demon?” I asked.

	“Because,” said Canis.  “As a regular fox, I wasn’t qualified to become a pure Guardian.  I wasn’t powerful enough.  So I decided it would be better to go the opposite way and become a demon.  Doing so, I could double my power and rule my island.”

	“You fool!” I said.  “What’s the point in that?  All your going to do is kill your island!”

	“Silence!” she said.  

	“And what about Niegie?” I asked.  “Why would someone like him become involved with someone like you?”

	“That was all my plan.” Digarah said.  “I brainwashed the idiot and made him think he was going to visit her.  Then when he ended up on this island, she’d come here looking for him.”

	“I see.” I said.  I then grinned.  “Cleaver plan, but it’s going to end here.”

	“What are you going to do?” Canis asked with a mocking grin.  “Poke me with that thing?  I’ll fry you...”  She raised her hands.   

	“Wait.” said Digarah.

	Canis looked at him with a frown.

	“Let us battle this out.” he said.  “Let’s see how strong she really is.”



The Soul Stealer 

	

	I felt beads of sweat form on my head.  My bow string was starting to cut into my fingers.  I still had it pulled back and aimed at Canis. 

	“Let me go first.” she said to Digarah.  “I’ll suck her soul until her body crumbles.”

	Digarah still didn’t take his eyes off of me.  His face remained expressionless but I knew he was thinking.

“So be it.” he finally said.    

	Canis took a step back.  She had a wicked grin on her face.

	“Fine!” I shouted.  “DIE!”  

	With a flash of silver I released the arrow.  It made a faint whistle sound as it headed for its mark.  It hit a tree.  

	Right away the tree withered.  Its green leaves turned a sick brown and dried.  Its branches grew brittle and began to break.  Then the tree fell.

	“Whoops!” I said.  I killed a tree!  

	“Whoops is right!” said Canis.

	I turned around and backed away.  She was standing right there in front of me.

	She had her empty hand held out in front of her.

“Let’s see you survive this...” she said as she closed her eyes.  

	When she opened them again they where flashing red.  A round orb had appeared in her hand.  It looked like a little back hole.

	I drew out another arrow and nocked it.  Just then, I felt something pulling on me.  I couldn’t explain it.  It felt like something was trying to get inside my body and pull out my insides, but I wasn’t moving anywhere.  

“What are you doing to me...” I gasped.  A queasy feeling had suddenly taken over me.

	“This is my soul stealer.” Canis giggled.  “Soon your soul will be mine and your body will be like an empty shell.”  

	“No...” I gasped.  I raised the bow and pulled back, and aimed for the ball.  “Break!”

	I released the second arrow.  It whistled through the air and just hit another tree.  It snapped in half and fell to the ground with a crash.

	Canis had reappeared behind me.  She was laughing.

“You aren’t quick enough for me!” she said.  “Just hold still and make it easy on yourself.  It’ll be over in a minute.”

	I felt by body begin to grow weaker.  My legs could hardly support my body anymore.  My knees where shaking.  Out of the corner of my eye I could see Pagasis struggling to get up, but falling back down at every attempt.

	“Pagasis!  No!” I shouted to him as I slammed to my knees.  My body began to glow a dim yellow.  “Don’t get up!  You’re already badly injured because of me!”

	“He can’t save you now.” Canis said.  “He’s wasted.”

	“SHUT UP!” I roared as I stood up with all my strength.  “Don’t you DARE insult him!”

	I drew out another arrow and pointed it at her.  

“Let’s see you dodge this one!”  I said with a grin.  “Hit!!”

	With that, I let the arrow go.  

	Canis disappeared and the arrow shot through the place where she once stood.  She reappeared and laughed.

“What’s that supposed to do?” she said.

	“That.” I said as I pointed at the arrow.  

	She looked to where I was pointing and gasped.  The arrow had turned around and was heading back at her.  This time, she wasn’t quick enough for it.  It hit her right on the thigh.  She fell to the ground.

“You fool…” she said through clenched teeth.  She grabbed the arrow, blood was now leaking from the wound and soaking in the ground.  “Once I pull this out my wound will heal.”       

	“No it wont!” I shouted.  “DIE Canis!”

	The arrow flashed red.  Canis took her hands off it and stared at it in horror.

“What’s happening!” She cried as the arrow throbbed like a beating heart.

	The wound began to bleed even more.  It flowed down her leg and dripped to the ground.  Little by little, it began to flow even faster until Canis dropped to her knees.  She held her hands to her chest as a faint red glow appeared there.

“Digarah!” she screamed as the faint glow made a bright flash.  With that, Canis fell in her puddle of blood.  She was dead.

	I turned to Digarah with another arrow.

“You’re next.” I said.

	Digarah looked calm.  He didn’t pay no mind to his dead companion.  He was staring at me with his cold red eyes.

“If you wish to fight me.” he said.  “At least do it right.”

	“Yeah, right!” I snorted.  “Don’t think I’ll fall for that crap!”

	He pointed at Canis’ body.

	I looked and saw something that made my heart jump.  My necklace was lying there next to her body.  It must have fallen from her pocket when the arrow hit her.  

	“Get it.” Digarah said.  “I’ve always wanted to fight a sphinx.”

	“It’s a trick.” I told myself.  “There’s no way he’d just let me have it.”  

	“Go ahead.” Digarah said.  

	“I’m not stupid.” I said.  “What makes you think I’d fall for something like that?”

	“Are you competitive?” Digarah grinned.

	I thought about it for a moment, wondering where he was going with this.

“What’s that go to…”

	“Just answer.” he said.

	“Yes.” I said. 

	“Then you would probably know what I mean.” he said.  “I may be a demon, but I know that there is no fun in a fight when you don’t have a challenge.”

	I frowned for a moment.  Then without taking my eyes off of him, I strode over to the body, bent down, and picked up the necklace.  

“If that’s the way you want it.” I said with a grin.  “If it’s a challenge you want, it’s a challenge you get!”



Transformation          



	I quickly fixed the chain-link and slipped it over my head.  I stood there for a moment.  I never took my eyes off my foe as he stood and watched.  My body began to glow, and the transformation had begun.  My feet and hands turned into clawed paws and my large, black tipped wings sprouted from my back.  It wasn’t too long before I was back on all four paws once more.  My sight, smell and hearing where amplified a hundred times better.  I could smell the stink of Digarah in the air.  He was made of pure anger and that was all I could smell, the sour scent of anger.

	“Good.” he said.  He then charged.

	I dodged out of the way as he blew past me with lightning speed.  I turned and roared.  A jet of flame flew from my mouth.

	Digarah jumped high to dodge the flame.  He hovered in mid air and made a ball in his hand then whipped it at me.

	I dashed to the side as the ball struck the ground.  It went deep and left a small crater.  I sprang upward in hopes of catching him with my outstretched claws, but I only hit the air. He was directly above me.  I spread my wings and lunged at him again.  

	He dodged me again and whipped me with his tail when I sped past him.  

	I fell a bit.  My back was in a lot of pain where he had hit me.  I spread my wings again and glided upward.  I looked around for him.  I couldn’t see him but I could still smell him.  Confused, I fell back down again and looked around.  I didn’t see him any where.  Then, something struck me from behind and I was blasted forward.  I landed in the dirt on my back.  I couldn’t feel the pain because for some reason my back was numb.  I looked up and saw Digarah standing over me with a triumphant grin.  He had another flashing red ball in his hand.

	I gasped.

	“This was indeed fun playing with you girl,” he said.  “But now it is time for me to kill you.”  

    	I raised my arms and blocked my face just as he raised his hand.  Then suddenly, something white stood in front of me.

	There was a flash of red and Pagasis fell at my feet.

	I felt like I was going to faint.

“Pagasis!” I cried as I ran up to him.  I looked down at him, hoping to see any sigh of life.  

	“Fool…” Digarah said.

	“Pagasis!  Can you hear me!” I exclaimed as I rested my paw on his cheek.

	Slowly, his eyes opened.  They were both on me.  

“Esthenia… Are you all right?” he asked.  His voice was strained.

	I felt my eyes begin to water.

“Yes…” I said.  I then began to feel angry.  “Why did you do that?”

	“I can’t die.” he said.

	“I don’t care about that!”

	“Hate to break this up…” I heard Digarah say as there was another flash of red and Pagasis and I were thrown.  I slammed into a tree and Pagasis tumbled to my feet.  I laid there.  Shivering from head to toe.  I could feel my back begin to bleed.  It was still numb.

	Pagasis didn’t move either.  Though, his eyes were still open and staring at me.  

	I looked back into them and started to feel hot all over.  I felt as if my body were on fire.  I took my eyes off of him and watched as Digarah walked toward us.

	“Esthenia…”

	I looked down at Pagasis once more.

	“Run.” he said.

	I felt my eyes begin to burn.

“Never!” I said.  “I won’t leave you!  I am staying by your side, even if it kills me!”

	I stood up and walked up to him.

	“Then take this…” he said as he closed his eyes.  “Don’t become a demon…”

	I looked at his neck.  There was the necklace that connected our thoughts.  I quickly leaned down, untied it, put it on myself.  I looked back down at  my friend.  He had fainted.  He was bleeding all over and had black char marks on his body.

	I turned and glared at Digarah as he stopped at a distance in front of me.  

	“You still hadn’t had enough?” he asked coolly as he made another ball in his hand.  He then threw it again.  

	I dodged out of the way.  Then with horror, I looked over my shoulder and saw that it hit Pagasis instead of me.  I felt a tear drop from my eye as I heard his voice in my head telling me that he was all right over Digarah’s laughter.

	“It’s not all right!!!”  I shouted out loud.  

	Just then, I felt a sudden hotness take over my body.  My claws dug into the ground as I felt something happen.  All I could see was red.  I couldn’t hear anything, only the rhythm of my heart beating frantically in my chest.  I could feel my body throb.  

	I could still smell.  I could smell Digarah standing in front of me.  I could smell his fear.  I blindly ran at him and tore with my claws.  I could feel the flesh and smell the blood of my foe.  

	I took a deep breath through my nose and I could see once more.  Everything was still red, but I could make out everything around me.  I could see Digarah lunge at me.  The blood from his wound was trailing behind him.

	I lunged too.  I sank my claws into his shoulders and went for the neck as his claws sank into my shoulder.

	Inside, I could hear myself asking what I was doing.  I ignored it, for the only thing I wanted on my mind was to sink my fangs into Digarah’s throat.  I wanted to kill him for what he did to Pagasis.  I wanted to see his blood.  I wanted to hear his gasping breaths as he drown in his own blood.

	Then I blacked out.  



Protection 

	

“Esthenia…”

	“Pagasis…”

	“Yeah, it’s me.” he said.  “You did great…”

	“What happened?  I don’t remember anything…”

	“You’ll wake up soon…”

	“Pagasis…?”

	“Esthenia…”

	I opened my eyes.  I could see someone standing over me.  I was in some kind of room.

“Pagasis?” I moaned.

	“No.” said the person.  “It’s me, Aslynn.”

	My eyes finally adjusted.  Everything came back into focus.  I could see Aslynn’s bright eyes in the dim light.

	“Where am I?” I asked.

	“You’re back at the cave.” she said.  

	It took me a moment to realize that I was lying on a bed of furs.   

	“Thank god you’re all right!” Mona exclaimed when she saw that I was awake.  “I thought you were never going to wake up!”

	I sat up.  

“Where’s Pagasis?” I suddenly asked.

	Aslynn and Mona looked at each other.  

“He’s here too.” Aslynn finally said.

	“Is he all right?” I asked.

	“He’s going to be fine.” Aslynn said with a warm smile.

	I stood up.  I felt normal again.  Though, I still couldn’t explain what happened back at the meadow when I was fighting Digarah.

	“Where did you find me?” I asked them.

	Mona and Aslynn exchanged glances again.  

“Well,” said Mona.  “After a while, we began to worry about you.  Rinoa decided to go out and find you, and she brought you back.”

	“Where is she?” I asked as looked to the mouth of the cave.  The sky glowed with red.  I knew it was sun set.  I had to leave for my world very soon.

	“She and the men are at the village re-building it.” said Aslynn.  “We decided to stay here and wait for you to wake up.”

	“I should go find her…” I finally said.

	“What for?” Mona asked.

	“I want to ask her what she saw when she found me.” I said.  I was curious to know.  “By the way, where is Pagasis?” 

	Aslynn pointed over to the other side of the cave.  

	I walked over and saw Pagasis lying on another bed similar to mine.  He was covered with bandages.  His eyes were closed.  He looked as if he were merely asleep.

	“I’ve been giving him antiseptics.” Aslynn said as she walked up behind me.  “He still hasn’t woken up.”

	“I see…” I said.  I then turned and headed for the mouth of the cave.

	“Hey wait!” Mona called behind me.  “Let me go with you!”

	“Okay…” I said.  Though I was in those moods where I wanted to be left alone.

	Mona stayed beside me as we walked out onto the cliff.

“So,” she said.  “What did happen?”

	“I’m not quite sure…” I said.  “I just blacked out.”

	We dove off the end of the cliff and glided into the air.

	“I heard Rinoa telling my parents something about you.” Mona said over the wind.  “Something about blood…”

	“What?” I gasped.

	Mona nodded, she had a sympathetic look on her face.

	We flew until we spotted the clearing.  We could see the native men walking about, cleaning up the mess and rebuilding some of the huts.  When we landed, we where greeted by Kovu and Rinoa.

	“Esthenia!” Kovu exclaimed.  “You’re awake.”

	“Yeah.” I said.  I then looked at Rinoa.  “Can I talk to you?”

	Rinoa stared at me for a moment.  I felt as if she was looking right through me.  She then nodded.

	We left Kovu and Mona and walked to the edge of the clearing.

“I suppose you want to know how I found you.” she said as she laid down and crossed her huge paws.

	“Yes.” I said as I sat in front of her.

	“You where lying there.” she said.  “You weren’t moving and your eyes where froze open.  They where bright yellow.  Blood stained the corners of you mouth and you paws.  Canis was lying there not too far from you.  She was dead.  I believe you used one of the silver arrows to kill her.”

	“What about Digarah?” I said.  I was in total shock of the whole thing.  

	Rinoa shook her head.

“There was a trail of his blood and nothing more than that.  It led to the ocean.  He might have flown away, or he might have fallen into the water.  I don’t quite know.”

	“What about Pagasis?” I asked.

	Rinoa’s ears dropped.

“You know, last night…” she said.  “He was telling me about how much he cared for you.”

	I felt my stomach churn.

“Go on…”

	“He was lying over you, protecting you.” she said while avoiding my glaze.  “He had claw marks all over him.”

	  I held on to her every word.  I was in total shock.  

	“Why…” I said.  “Why did he have to do that?  I could have killed Digarah!”

	“I don’t know.” said Rinoa.  “That’s something you’ll have to ask him.”

	

	I decided to fly back to the cliff.  I didn’t bring Mona with me this time.  My mind was so full I couldn’t think.  I was somewhat angry about what I heard.  Though, it still didn’t explain what happened to me, but I learned another detail, and I didn’t like it.

	I landed on the cliff and ran inside.  I found Aslynn kneeling next to Pagasis with a bowl of green liquid and was pasting it on his back.

	He was lying there on his stomach with his arms crossed out in front of him.  He was in his human-like form once again, and his eyes where open.  

	“Pagasis…” I said as I walked in front of him.

	He looked up at me with his eyes.  He smiled.

“Good to see you.” he said.  “Are you feeling all right.”

	“Yes.” I said with watering eyes.  I could see the scratches on his back now that the bandages where taken off.  They looked deep and had to be hurting him very much.

	“Why did you do it?” I asked him sternly.  “I could have killed him you know.”

	“Yes,” he said.  “I know.”

	“Then why where you protecting me?” I asked.  “I know Digarah didn’t do that to you.”

	“I think I’ll go…” said Aslynn as she stood up and walked outside.

	I didn’t watch her leave.  I was too busy staring down at my friend.

	Pagasis sat up and looked at me.  His eyes looked sad.

“I wasn’t protecting you.” he finally said. 

	“What?” I gasped.

	“I was protecting him from you.” 

	“Pagasis…”  I stammered.  “But why?  He’s a ruthless demon.  I couldn’t stand to see him hurt you like that.”

	“Indeed he is a demon.” said Pagasis.  “But being the way you where, you would have ripped him from limb to limb.  Nothing, not even a demon deserves that.  Even after his death, you would still be attacking until every last bit of him was torn.”

	“I don’t understand.” I said.  “Just what did happen to me?”

	“You became a true sphinx.” he said.  “Out of your anger, you would have become a demon, but you had my necklace.  It kept you from becoming a demon.  So instead, it transformed you into something just as bad.  You had no thoughts of your human life.  When I found you, you had him by the throat with you fangs.”	

	“Really?” I said.  “I don’t believe it.”

	“Yes.” he said.  “So now do you understand why I did what I had to do.  I saved you from the shame of waking up and finding yourself covered in his flesh.”

	“Can you…” I said as I pointed to myself.

	Pagasis nodded.  His eyes flashed blue.

	I was standing on two legs now.  He had transformed me into my human-like form.  I was back in the native outfit.  I walked up to him, kneeled down, and hugged him.

	“I’m sorry.” I said as tears began to stream from my eyes.  

	“For what?” Pagasis asked me.  

	“The scratches.” I said.  “I know very well I did that to you.”

	“Don’t worry about it.” he said as he put his arms around me and held me close.  “You couldn’t control it.  Even if you could see what you where doing, you still weren’t you.”

	“Thank you for being my friend.” I said as I let him go.  

	“I’m with you to the end.” he said with a smile.



Good Byes

	

	It was beginning to get dark outside.  I could see stars beginning to appear as I glided back to the village.  The air felt cool and moist.  It made my nose run.  I knew it was going to be a chilly night.  I felt most sorry for the natives.  Their homes where destroyed and they had to sleep in the dark cave.  I left Pagasis with Aslynn.  I said my good byes to him and left.  I had to go home very soon, and I had to say good bye to everyone else.  

I didn’t understand how a normal weekend trip went so wrong.  It seemed to go by a lot faster than normal.  I remember on Friday, we just hung out.  On Saturday, we partied and by the end of the night, all the bad things started happening.  Then on Sunday, today, I traveled through Ceair, rode an elk, and fought Digarah.

I landed and walked around.  I could see that the fire had been re-started.  Shadows of the working natives danced around the clearing.  I found Kovu and Neara first.  They where both rebuilding their hut.  Kovu was carrying a huge log when I walked up to him.

“I have to go.” I said to him.  “I’m sorry I couldn’t stay here and help.”

“Think nothing of it.” he said.  He then dropped the log and gave me a tight hug.  “Thank you so much.”

“For what?” I gasped.

“You saved the island.” he said as he let me go.  “You managed to do it again.”

I smiled.  

“Are you leaving?” Neara asked.  She had a bundle of furs in her arms.

I nodded.

“Sure…” said Kovu.  “Make me carry all the heavy stuff.”

Neara smiled.  She walked up to him and dropped the firs in his arms.  

“Then I’ll leave it to you.” Neara said with a grin.

	Kovu rolled his eyes.  He waved good bye to me as he walked away.

	Neara also gave me a hug.  She said almost the same thing Kovu did.  I felt my face flush.

	I found Mona and Aquita.  They where both repairing Mona’s hut.  

	“Hey!  Esthenia!” Mona called to me.  She leaned down and grabbed my backpack.  She carried it over to me.

“I think you want this back.” she said.

	“Thanks.” I said.  

	“It’s nothing.” she said.

	“So this is good bye for now is it?” she said.

	“Yup.” I replied.  

	Aquita joined us.  He insisted that we had a group hug.  They both squeezed so hard I thought my eyes where going to pop out.

	After that, I found Rinoa and Carona.  To my surprise, Niegie was with them.

	“Where did you come from?”  I asked him.  “What happened?”

	He smiled at me.

“Well, I don’t quite know.” he said.  “I woke up in the forest somewhere.”

	“Are you going to stay here?” I asked him.

	“I don’t think so.” he said sadly.  “I understand that I was part of an evil plot.  I wasn’t meant to be here.”

	“Oh…” I sighed.  I kind of liked having him around.  “I have to go back to my world.  I guess this is good bye…”

	“I see.” he said.  “Well, there’s nothing stopping me from visiting.  When you come back, find a way to let me know and I’ll come and see you.”

	“That would be cool.” I said as I gave him a hug.

	“Cool?” he asked curiously.

	“That’s just one of her native words.” said Rinoa.  She had walked up behind me.  

	When I let Niegie go, she poked me in the back with her huge black nose.  I turned and hugged her snout.

	“Uh, okay…” she said as she looked down at me with crossed eyes.

	“Just don’t sneeze.” I said humorously. 

	She lifted her huge head, taking me with it.  I hung on to her nose as she lifted me onto Carona’s back.	

	Carona smiled over her shoulder at me.

“So, you’re still coming back?” she said.  “Even if you almost lost your life?”

	“Yes.” I said.  

	“You’re brave.” she said.  “Now that a second war has begun, your life will be in danger every time you see us.”

	“What do you mean?” I asked.

	“Digarah will use all means at his disposal to kill you now that he knows how powerful you’ve become.” she said.  “You remember how the first war was… when the demon king returned.  Well, now that he’s destroyed, there is a new king, and he’ll return, maybe with an army.” 

	“I see…” I said.  “But I beat Digarah this time didn’t I?”

	“Yes.” Carona said.  “But you only won the battle.  You didn’t win the war.”  

	

*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	



	I opened my eyes.  I was standing out side of my house.  It was dark and a little chilly.  The yellow lights from the windows illuminated my presence.  The first thing I did was look up at the sky.  I smiled.  It had stopped raining.     

	      



     

	    

	  	    

	      

	     

	  

	 



   





