Author's Notes:  A prequel to Dragon In The Dining Hall. Enjoy!

For Want


"I want to see my wife."


"Have you no mercy?" King Thredoric looked down at the man, "She still grieves."


"No." Sarak answered coldly, "Now let me see my wife."


"She has locked the door to her room. None have entered." The king shook his head, "The burden she carries is high enough. I've given you everything you've desired, please, give her this night."


"You test my patience." Sarak murmured, "If she refuses to see me, then I will have her killed, along with you and everyone else in this castle."


Thredoric's shoulders fell, watching the thralls huddled behind Sarak, their naked forms marred by dirt and bruises, every shred of dignity taken from them. Sarak twisted their golden chains, bringing them closer, one of them offering him another golden collar. "Your daughter." He called out, lifting the collar with a cruel smile, "Now."
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Althea stood on the balcony, looking out into the darkened skies. The moon was missing from the night sky, clouds covering the stars. She wiped away tears, turning away. It was the perfect night, all light, all hope gone from sight. Darkness enshrouded her kingdom, the sole lights coming from the bonfires outside the castle.


Althea closed her eyes, listening to the distant shouts. It had always seemed so distant, the war. Her father had hidden it from her, kept her in her gilded cage while the border raids became an invasion. No one had considered it important when only the peasants suffered, but slowly, the whispers spread through the courts. Nobles were losing knights and squires trying to defend their lands, villages were being destroyed. The invaders laid siege to cities, taking castles and keeps.


Armies were sent to stop them, to bring a halt to their carnage. None had succeeded, the peasant levies dissolving in the face of the ravaging horde. The trained knights of the realm lead in the defense of the kingdom, the most knowledgeable warriors laying plans to defend the ever shrinking realm. Simon stood among them, pouring over the maps with the generals, planning the defense of their kingdom.


He had gone with them, to defend his father, to defend his mother, to defend the kingdom, his kingdom, his future. Althea braced herself against the railing, her hands trembling as they struggled to hold her aloft. Damn the darkness. Damn the lightless night.


Her brother had been dropped in front of the gate, his body pierced a dozen arrows. Dropped to the ground like a bag of dirt, his murderer, Sarak, called to her father to dictate his terms. Althea had watched her father die inside as he looked at his son. Her mother had been unable to look, fleeing into the castle weeping. Althea had been unable to look away, watching the monster step on him, kick him over. All the while, he smiled, joyous in victory.


All for a word. All the lives, the peasants, the nobles, her brother, all of them. All of them lost for a word: legitimacy.


Her father would give her to him. He told her, looking at her with tired eyes, that it was her duty, to her people, to the kingdom. Her life would be sacrificed, her hopes, her dreams, gone in a moment. He would have his claim to the throne, he would have her, and then... and then he would use her as he saw fit. Her father and mother would be gone, executed or exiled, it mattered not which. And she would join him as his wife, as one of many that had done their duty to stop the carnage that the monster of a man spread.


Althea looked over the edge, looking down at the crashing waves beneath, watching them rhythmically pull back and then crash against the cliff wall. She stepped back from the edge, looking into the night sky. Her tears were dry now. She could not follow her brother. Her life would not be lost to that beast. She refused to let him win, let him have his prize. Let it be taken by the waves. 


Princess Althea pulled up her dress, stepping onto the balcony railing, looking back into the night sky, watching one star peak through the clouds. And then she stepped off.
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"Your highness, she's not answering."


King Thredoric watched the door as the servants and soldiers shifted uncomfortably. The threat had spread through the castle in an instant. They had all seen what would happen to her. The guards and retainers lingered at her door, waiting for it to open, for her to be dragged outside, stripped of clothing and dignity. Thredoric looked at the door for a moment longer, and then looked at the guards, the men who had insured her safety since she was a child.


"Is it better to live in chains or die with pride?" The guards looked between each other, bowing their heads. Thredoric nodded, "Open it." He murmured, watching as the door burst open. The guards entered the room and there was silence. The men and women surrounding him growing tense as the guards exited the room without her.


"Your majesty, there's no sign of her. She's gone."


They all looked to him, to a man, waiting in baited breath for their king to speak. Thredoric bowed his head, clutching the pommel of his sword, "Better to die with pride." He murmured, looking at his men. Slowly, he drew his blade, fire returning to his eyes, "To the battlements men. Let us show him the mercy he would show us!"
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Aquillia lay on the floor of the cavern, her stomach gurgling. The hydra that had dwelled on the island she now sat upon now resided in her belly. It had been a struggle, the massive beast had bitten her a dozen times, its many heads rearing back to strike. Only when she had taken it from behind had it been defeated, slowly, inexorably being drawn inside of her. It was a filling meal.


Its horde was small, mere trinkets compared to some of her previous meals, but Aquillia rested upon it regardless. The cool feel of gold and jewels soothed her stomach, and she let out a happy belch, the gentle rhythm of the waves lapping against the cavern floor lulling her closer and closer to sleep. After such a large meal, she would normally rest, but with a castle above, she was sure they'd be sending her a welcoming party of tinned snacks soon enough. Being full, she decided she would save most of them for later, before checking the castle for more tasty morsels.


There came a dull splash outside the cavern and Aquillia smirked, waiting in silence, watching for the boat through the slit of her almost closed eye. Let them think they caught her by surprise. It was always amusing to turn the tables on those who thought themselves superior. Aquillia waited in the darkness, her vision tinged red, watching for any form coming towards her. What she saw was nothing, merely the waves lapping upon the shore of the small island the hydra had rested upon. No boats, no knights, no snacks.


She shrugged to herself, shifting upon the golden mound. It simply meant there would be more when the time came. She closed her eyes and then opened them again. No. No, she did sense someone here. She scanned the waves, watching for a ship, but none were there. A mage could have hidden them, but she detected no magic in the air. She could smell a human, a lone human, a female human. She sniffed the air, the perfume barely noticeable above the brine of the ocean.


Below her she heard a cough.


Aquillia looked down, her eyes widening. A princess? She almost smiled as she watched the girl rise and fall, dragging herself miserably from the surf, coughing out the water that filled her lungs. Aquillia lowered herself to look at her, her hair matted to her back, her gown a wreck, clinging to her body. Had she fallen? Had she been pushed? Aquillia watched, intrigue growing as the princess pulled herself ashore and collapsed, her fist impotently slamming into the slick rock floor.


"Why?" She called out, "Why am I denied?"


Aquillia blinked, hovering mere feet above her, looking directly at her. The darkness blinded the princess to her presence, and yet she called out? Aquillia lingered, watching as the girl pulled herself up, wrapping her arms around her legs, "What did I do wrong?" She murmured, "Am I to live with the beast? Is that my fate?"


Aquillia hissed, "Beast?" Althea felt the hair rise on the back of her neck, yet she dare not look back into the darkness. Behind her, she could feel eyes, hear something draw in a deep breath, the air rushed passed her, "What makes you think this 'beast' will let you live with it?"


Althea's shoulders slumped, slowly, a smile came over her lips, "I... I forgot you dwelled here. It's been so long since anyone was foolish enough to come here." She bowed her head, "I did not mean to offend."


Aquillia stared at the princess for a moment, "You smile?"


"Fate chose to give me a different monster to end my life." Althea murmured, "One more merciful than the one I was to be given to."


Aquillia growled, her foot slamming down next to the girl, shaking the ground, "What makes you think I will be merciful? I will devour you and render your kingdom to ashes."


Althea's laughter caught Aquillia off guard, and the princess looking out towards the open sea, "You are too late." She shook her head, "My father's kingdom has been burned away, put to the torch by the man who slew my brother, the very man I am promised to marry." She rose slowly, looking around in the darkness, "If you want me, I am here. Please, take me quickly. "


Aquillia was silent for a moment, watching the princess smiling into the darkness, "You seek death?"


"I thought the fall would end my life, yes." She looked to the floor, "I had forgotten about you, hydra, there were tales I was told as a child but("


"I am no hydra." Aquillia murmured, "The hydra was my meal."


Althea looked into the darkness, "Your meal?"


"Yes."


"How?" Althea shook her head, "The hydra was told to be massive."


"To you, perhaps," Aquillia murmured, sweeping the princess from her feet, her claws wrapping around her, pulling her into the air, looking at her, inspecting her, "But to me it was merely lunch."


"I must be nothing then." Althea murmured, her face going blank.


"To me, you would not even make a snack. Bedraggled as you are, I see no point in eating you at all."


"Then what will you do with me?"


"With you?" Aquillia pondered, lowering the princess to the floor, "I think I will attract my next meal."
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"They've breached the outer gates!" The shout came as the massive wooden doors swung open, the log that held them shut splintering, men and things pouring through. The guards stood their ground, the attackers rolling into them like a wave, hurling them backwards. Arrows flew over Thredoric's head, falling into the courtyard, piercing the attackers, volley after volley falling, but they were endless, more pushing through the gate, such a crush that they trampled over each other, killing their own in their gleeful slaughter.


The guards below fought valiantly, their swords slashing and hacking, falling upon their attackers, vengeful fury filling them. Their lives over, they took as many as they could before falling. Thredoric watched them die, their numbers dwindling to nothing. "Seal the inner sanctum." He said, his voice barely above a whisper, "We must not let them get inside."


Dull thuds rang out from behind the thick oak door, the hinges creaking eerily. King Thredoric bowed his head and looked at the remaining guards. A handful of retainers joined them, his jester standing in front of them, any hint of a smile gone from his face. "This is where it ends. This is where we make our stand, as men. There is not one of you I don't consider a brother." Thredoric pointed his sword at the door, "When they come through, we will kill as many of them as we can. There will be no mercy!" A shout went up through the throng, and Thredoric managed a proud smile.


"Father!" Althea called out into the garden, pulling up her dress as she ran. The guards parted, the men at arms staring in shock as she ran past them. Thredoric's mouth hung open as his daughter, her clothing soaked, collided with him, wrapping her arms around him, "Father, you're alive."


"Althea?" He stared at her in shock, "You... you were in your room? How?"


"No." She pulled back, looking at him with tearstained eyes, "I jumped. I couldn't give him what he wanted."


"The castle, the men," Thredoric took a step back, color draining from his face,  his voice barely a whisper, "You had a duty to them."


"I still do." Althea nodded, looking back at them, "Father, let me."


"Althea("


"Father, you must trust me."


Thredoric looked at her, bowing his head, "Whatever happens, know that I love you."


"I love you too father." She smiled, reaching forward and kissing his brow, "I won't let them hurt you."


The door cracked, the wood splintered, the log that held it shuddered under the weight. Althea looked up, walking past her father. "Sarak!" She shouted, her voice echoing over the din, "Sarak, I am here! Stop this!"


The door burst, falling away, the horde of pillaging vermin lingering just beyond, parting slowly, a body pushing it's way through. Althea watched as he made his way through, arriving at the doorway, a smile on his face.


"Have you come to honor your father's agreement, princess?" Sarak mused, "I'm sorry, but it's a bit late now. Your father promised no further acts of defiance. I have to make an example of everyone here."


"I have come to honor three people, Sarak." Althea bristled, "Neither of whom are you."


Sarak's smile widened and he stepped into the garden sanctum, chuckling, "Oh? And who are they? Your failure of a father? Perhaps your failure of a brother? Who is the third? Someone else I've already killed?"


"My father is no failure," Althea murmured, "and my brother was a good man."


"Your brother is a dead man."


"And so will you be, shortly."


Sarak laughed, and with one swift motion, grabbed her by the neck, pulling her off the ground. "Do you really think you can threaten me? Your kingdom is nothing, princess, your father is an old man, waiting for death. Your brother is already dead. You have nothing that can scare me. There is no way for you to hurt me. You are nothing."


Althea gritted her teeth, "I... am... nothing... against... you..." She choked out, clutching onto his arm, "But... I am good... at... making... friends."


Aquillia's head snaked down in front of the warlord, hovering mere feet behind of Althea. Althea felt the grip loosen around her throat; the look of terror on Sarak's face bringing her joy she never knew existed. Aquillia's lips peeled back in a terrifying smile, the dagger like talons that made her teeth glinting in the light of the stars.


"Hello."


Althea felt her feet touch the ground, Sarak's grip going almost slack. Her fingers dug into his arm and he released her, stumbling backwards, falling to the ground. Althea smiled, "I forget, did you say you were hungry?"


Aquillia set down on the ground at Althea's side, looking at the warlord intently, "Indeed I am."


Sarak screamed, scrambling to his feet, only for Aquillia to catch one in her mouth. He shrieked in terror, his body being flung into the air like a rag doll, and suddenly the night sky was blotted out, landing in a sticky slimy writhing mound. His scream echoed from Aquillia as she swallowed, a slight bulge rolling down her throat. 


His minions stared at the spectacle, and Thredoric hardened raising his sword at them. "Attack!"


Aquillia launched herself into the air as the king and his men rushed into the fleeing horde, hacking and slashing at the routed army. Aquillia landed in the main gate, her tail sweeping dozens of them off the ground, a few flying over the parapet. The retreating body froze, and Aquillia looked at them with fire in her eye; her mouth opening up releasing a wave of flames that enveloped them, dozens, hundreds, reducing them to mere cinders. The dragoness reared back darting down, swallowing a group of three, sending them to her stomach in as many gulps. Her wings swept across the ground, batting back any who attempted to flee. The king and his men took bloody vengeance, following the killers through the grounds, driving them to Aquillia. Eventually, there was silence.
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The stars were gone from the sky; the sun was to rise in an hour. Aquillia's stomach bulged, filled to the brims with snacks and its meal. Althea stood at her side, "Thank you." She murmured, tears rolling down her face, "I don't even know your name..." She shook her head, "There is nothing we can ever do to repay this debt."


Aquillia's stomach grumbled from the sheer weight of what was inside of it. "You claimed me as a friend. I never said I was. "


Althea bowed her head, "I am sorry. I didn't mean to("


"Don't be." The dragoness murmured, lifting Althea's head with one of her fingers, "My name is Aquillia."


Althea managed to smile through tears, "And my name is Althea."


Aquillia smiled, "A human princess, friend of a dragoness?" She chuckled, "This should be quite entertaining."

Author's Notes: And that is how a princess befriends a dragon folks. Of course, Aquillia is special in more than a few ways, so I wouldn't recommend every princess try it... actually, considering where I'm posting this, maybe I should. *wink* For those wondering, those slaves from the beginning of the story were not harmed, and may turn up in a later story. I hope to use Althea and Aquillia again. They're fun to work with, really, and I enjoyed writing an 'epic battle' scene, lacking in detail as it was, I was going for mood and I think I got it. I hope you enjoyed!

