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Chapter Gne

« rista!”

The call broke through the mellow tones coming from her flute. The
instrument slipped from Krista’s fingers, completely forgotten, as she scrambled to her
feet. Her stomach knotted as she ran for the cottage. By the urgency in Joanna’s voice she
knew what was about to happen—her father was dying.

Krista bit down on her lip to keep in the sob that threatened to escape. She’d known
the end was coming, but it didn’t make it any easier. Her heart thundered with every
footfall that took her closer to her father’s side and her destiny.

Krista slowed as she reached the doorway, quietly moving past the gray-haired woman
to the chair beside her father’s bed. Fighting the fear that washed over her, she lifted the
frail hand of the man who had once been a mighty guardian against evil. “Father.” She
brushed her lips over his knuckles.

Vallon looked at her with weary eyes. “I am afraid it is time.” He took several labored
breaths. “Kallairion will be yours.” The words sounded like they were forced through
thin, brittle reeds.

“I am ready,” she whispered, straightening in the chair. No/her inner voice screamed.
She was not ready for him to die or to take his place as guardian.

Her father made a slight nod to Joanna, and the woman stepped forward. Joanna
paused to press a kiss on her cheek, then with her fingers she brushed back Krista’s long,
brown hair and began to cut it away.

Krista fought to hold back tears as lock after lock fell to the floor. Joanna finished and
Krista stood, her head held high, but her chin trembled slightly. “I will be back shortly.”
Krista turned, going to her room to change.

“What have I put upon her?” Her father’s words followed her down the hall.

Sorrow threatened to force Krista to her knees, but she pushed it back. No matter
how much she wished otherwise, she knew this was what was to be. Removing her dress,
she tossed it on the bed, afraid to look back at the feminine garment. That part of her life
would be gone. She did not even pause to let herself wonder if it would be possible for
her to return to being a woman one day. Her future was far too uncertain.

Tears slipped free, trickling down her face as she wrapped her bust flat, and then
dressed in the worn breeches and large linen shirt. Krista took a deep breath and brushed
the tears away. They had no place in her life. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she
forced herself to return to her father’s room.



Darm, the old warrior who was her instructor, guard, and friend, stood just outside
the doorway. His weathered face showed concern. As she approached, he stepped back
and let her enter. He followed her into the room to stand by Joanna, his wife, while this
time Krista settled on the edge of her father’s bed.

Vallon raised a shaky hand to her cheek. “You are still far too pretty for a boy, but
Kallairion will help with the illusion.” His voice broke as harsh coughs ripped away at his
strength. When they subsided, he fought for breath. “Give me . . . your hand.”

Krista reached out to him.

He caught her fingers, squeezing weakly. “I wish . . .” He stopped, moving her hand
to the large, beautiful sword that hung on the wall above his head. “Sword of Kallairion,
I give you your . . . new master. Serve her, protect her, as she upholds . . . thy honor.”

Krista closed her fingers around the hilt. The sword began to glow and shimmer. To
her surprise, a peculiar warmth flowed through her, followed by excitement, as if she had
just met an old, dear friend.

Vallon allowed her to gaze at the sword a moment before he spoke again.

“You are master now,” he gasped. “Kallairion will . . . heed your commands. It can
change . . . according to your needs.”

Krista leaned closer as his voice grew weaker.

“Just think of the sword and what . . . you want. A small sword, dag . . . ger,” he
forced the words out, “broadsword. It . . . help guide you . . . listen in . . .” he gulped a

breath, “your heart . . . trust. It pro . . . tect you. Use it . . . with honor.”

“I will,” Krista vowed. A lone tear slid down her cheek.

“Keep who . . . secret. You are . . . only hope.” His hand came up to brush at the tear.
“So lovely . . .” His hand fell to the bed and the words died with him. The tear glistened
on his fingertips.

Krista dropped her head and cried openly as did Joanna behind her. Even a few tears
escaped from Darm, etching their way down the old warrior’s weathered face.

After a few minutes, Krista straightened, brushed the moisture away with the back of
her hand and stood. Taking ahold of Kallairion, she lifted the heavy sword from its
hooks. “Kallairion, change,” she said the words aloud.

The sword shimmered. In place of the large, ornate sword, Krista held a small, lighter
one, more like the one she normally practiced with. It was exceedingly fine but in a plain,
simple way. It suited her nicely, but Krista did not stop to admire it. She was in no
mood. Solemnly, she slid Kallairion into her belt and turned.

“Darm.” She looked to the man, keeping her shoulder stiff. “Will you dig the grave,
please? As soon as my father is buried, I would like to leave.”

“You are not going to wait for morning?” Joanna’s voice trembled with compassion.

Krista shook her head. “I still have half a day to travel.”

Krista could tell Joanna could see her pain and wanted to object, but with the simple
tilt of her head, Joanna acquiesced, understanding this was her way of handling her grief.

Stepping forward, Joanna placed a kiss on her cheek before moving back.

Darm took Joanna’s place, studying her. “I will see to it,” the burly man said, then
turned and walked out.

Krista waited until they were both gone before she dared step from her father’s
bedside. Her knees shook, but by the time she made it back to her room, they were a bit
steadier. Still, the longing to cry ate at her. She wanted to scream. 7 am nor ready.



How am [ supposed to face a fallen-god when so many before me have failed? It did not
help that she had known of her fate for years. She buried her face in her hands and tried
to draw air into her lungs. Several minutes passed before she managed to shove down the
weight of having her entire life turned upside down by what was expected of her.

Krista forced herself to take time packing her meager belongings, instead of just
cramming them in her bag as she is longed to do. Nothing in her life was neat and
orderly, why should her belongings be? Drawing on the methods she’d learned from her
father and Darm to calm her mind, she finished packing and went out to saddle her
horse, Shea. Krista ran her hands over the young chestnut mare, following the long, lean
muscles, letting the familiar motion of tending the horse soothe her further.
Unfortunately, the effect did not last long,.

At her father’s grave, a few simple words were said, and Krista stepped forward to lay a
single flower on her father’s wrapped body. Tears tried again to break free, but this time
she held them back.

Joanna broke the silence. “Are you certain you would not rather wait until morning?”

“No. It is truly better that I face it now.” Krista smiled encouragingly. “Do not worry,
[ will be fine.”

“You have the letter of introduction?” Darm asked, referring to a letter a friend of her
father’s had written some years prior, ensuring that Krista would be accepted for training.
Krista nodded. The man reached out and pressed the small flute she had dropped earlier
into her hand.

Words caught in her throat. Reaching up, she wrapped her arms around the man’s
thick neck, giving him a hug. “You have taught me well. I will remember.”

“Remember to conceal some of your skill. It would look suspicious if you knew too
much,” he counseled, patting her back awkwardly.

Settling back down, she took a deep breath. “I understand.”

Darm tried to hold to the gruff manner he used in teaching. “Practice your skills. I
will not be there to check on you.”

“On my honor.” Krista forced a smile then turned to Joanna.

The woman reached out and ran her fingers through Krista’s now short hair. Tears
clouded the older woman’s eyes. “It is hard to send you off. It will not be easy for you.”

Krista hugged her. “I love you, too,” Krista whispered in her ear. She turned abruptly
and in a fluid motion swung onto Shea’s back. She didn’t look back until she was too far
away to see the cottage and the only two people she had left in the world that she
considered family, then she paused.

Back there was the life of Krista. She turned to face northeast. Her new life, the life of
Kris, the Champion of Kallairion, waited there. One last time, she glanced back before
nudging Shea with her foot. The horse moved forward.

After three days of travel, Krista was relieved that she would reach the castle of Arlanda
before nightfall. Her mind still clung to the loss of the life left behind, and the fear of
being recognized as a woman. If discovered, she would be sent away and all her efforts
would have been in vain.



A tingle of alertness had Krista jerking upright in her saddle. The sound of thundering
hooves barely reached her before two horses with riders rounded the bend, headed
straight at her. Only the hours she’d spent training on Shea’s back with Darm attempting
to knock her off, saved Krista from being thrown when Shea reared.

Both riders swerved. One held to the road, his horse rearing away. The rider
managing to remain in the saddle. The other horse stumbled as it halted, and the rider
flew over its head into the stream running alongside the road.

As Kirista fought to settle Shea, the man who had remained on his horse broke into
laughter at the other man. Around the bend, a third man appeared, traveling at a slower
pace. He brought his horse to a stop, viewed the scene, and joined in the laughter.

“I would judge Garion the winner,” the last to arrive declared. “T'o win a race, you
have to stay on your horse. Roud will have to give you more riding lessons, Brock.
Everyone should be here to see this.”

Krista eyed the men. They were all only slightly older than she was. The two men who
were still on their horses were fair-haired, lean and strong in appearance. A glint of quick
wit and intelligence sparkled in their eyes.

The man in the water stood and shook out his wet, dark hair. He was of a heavier
build and his face was red with rage. “It is not I who needs a lesson in riding, but this
clod. He should not be on a horse until he is old enough to handle it.”

“He is still on his horse. That is more than you can say,” the same one who spoke
before answered.

“Not for long.” The man in the water charged up the bank. Immediately, Krista
dropped her hand to Kallairion.

“Leave the boy alone, Brock. It is not his fault. We were the ones racing, and you
lost,” the other spoke up.

“I would have beaten you if he had not gotten in the way.” Brock ground the words
out.

“You have not beaten me, yet,” the winner, Garion, countered.

The angry man glared, then continued up the bank toward Shea. Krista flexed her
fingers on the hilt of her sword. Never had she imagined this would be the way she
would first draw Kallairion. As the dark-haired man reached out and caught Shea’s reins,
Krista kicked out, catching him in the shoulder. Surprised, he let go, stumbling back.

“Why you . . .” Brock started forward again but was stopped as Garion brought his
horse between them.

“That is enough,” Garion ordered.

“I will not let him get away with that,” Brock countered.

“You deserved it,” Garion answered.

“I cannot let dirt like this go around kicking his betters. He needs to learn respect,”
Brock snapped, arrogance heavy in his tone.

With that, Krista finally spoke. “It seems to me that you are the one who needs the
lesson in respect. But I have no time for this, nor am I in the mood. Just apologize and I
will be on my way.” Krista couldn’t believe the anger she felt. All the emotions she had
built up over the last couple of days seemed to boil up inside her and flow out.

The man, Garion, still between them, lifted his eyebrow in obvious amusement.

“You think you could teach me a lesson?” Brock challenged, trying to get around
Garion’s horse.



“You may learn a few things,” Krista answered firmly.

“Stop! Brock, on your horse. That is an order,” Garion declared before he turned to
Krista. “You should not accept challenges from someone so much bigger than you.”

“Size does not matter to the point of a sword, and I will not claim fault just to soothe
the ego of one like that when I have done no wrong.”
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