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The Traveller’s Stone

Characters and Locations:

Roland (Row-land)   

Bonnie’s lover, Tara’s father, Qrow and Baldwin’s friend 

Qrow (Krow)   

Freya’s husband, Rogan’s father, Roland and Baldwin’s friend

Baldwin (Bawld-win) 

Roland and Qrow’s friend, possessed by a demon.

Bonnie (Bon-nee)   

Roland’s lover, Tara’s mother

Rogan (Row-ghin)   

Qrow and Freya’s son

Tara (Taa-rah)    

Bonnie and Roland’s daughter

Freya (Fray-yah)   

Qrow’s wife, Rogan’s mother
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Anadon (Anna-donn)  

The Other World Continent

Vandor (van-door)  

Village of the Warlocks

The Magic Guild   

Training Academy for Magic Users 

Maldun (Mull-doon)  

Rebel Village far to the north of Vandor

Caelfal (kale-fall)   

Castle of the Demon-possessed Baldwin

Torby (Tor-bee)   

Where Roland met Bonnie, Tara’s Hometown
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Chapter 1
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Three boys, amidst a crowded field of mob football players chasing after the same ball, found themselves piled in a heap. 

“Ouch!” came a voice from the bottom of the pile. “You are heavy and hot!”

“Bugger!” came another voice, and “Oops, sorry,” the third voice apologised, bits of grass and earth falling from his clothes as he rolled off the top of the heaped bodies.

Slowly, the three boys peeled off each other.

“Sorry about that. Did someone at least get the ball?” A tall, blue-eyed boy asked sheepishly as he removed himself from the boy still on the ground. 

“No, it seems the ball had it in for us”, the first boy said as he lifted himself off the ground with as much dignity as he could muster and, looking around, wiped dark blonde streaks of hair out of his eyes.

They all looked at each other and then burst out laughing. Still chuckling, he said, “I am Roland, nice to meet you”.  They shook his hand, one after another.  “I am Qrow”, said the second. “Baldwin,” said the third, a little embarrassed.  They all grinned at each other. 

“Good thing this is just for fun and exercise, I would not want to place any bets on us winning a game” Roland said as he laughed again, the other two joining in as they all walked to the side-line and out of the way of the others.

Qrow was shaking his hands out as he walked to the sideline, small sparks sputtering from the palms of his hands.

“Fire user?” Roland commented, “Nice, how about you, Baldwin?” he asked, turning to the other boy.

“Earth Magic,” Baldwin said shyly.

“And you?” Qrow asked Roland.

“Concealment and basic portal magic,” he said, “still perfecting the latter, though,” he added with a crooked smile.

By the time the rest of the group had exhausted themselves and the exercise session had ended, the three were friends.

That was how the first semester began at the Magic Guild, the sprawling fortress on Anadon’s western cliffs. Here, eighteen-year-olds arrived still uncertain of and not fully in control of their abilities.  Waiting to discover whether their long-anticipated abilities had truly awakened and what, if any, limitations they would have. Some manifested fire. Others, earth or air. Some healed wounds, some conjured storms.

No child ever knew what awaited until their sixteenth birthday. A lucky few, like Roland, Qrow, and Baldwin, discovered they had power. Luckier still, they had found each other.

In the two years preceding their enrollment into the Magic Guild, their initial tutoring was by mentors and family members. It was less disciplined and more about coming to terms with what abilities they had manifested, and the responsibilities associated with these abilities.

Training at the Guild was merciless. They spent hours honing focus until fire burned steadily instead of wildly, until earth obeyed without draining its wielder’s strength. The instructors warned the students daily: they should not use their gifts for vanity or gain. They were for healing, protecting, and defending their respective communities. 

The three boys became inseparable. Although they were in different classes, any spare moment they had, they were together. While they specialised in different magical abilities, they would help each other hone their skills. Competing against each other to perfect their powers. Of the three, though, Baldwin was the weakest. He had struggled with his studies and could not use his ability for long periods before his energy drained. The other two did not care that he was not as strong as they were. They encouraged him to keep trying and helped him with strength and endurance training to assist him. He appreciated their help, but still felt a sense of emptiness. 

Roland bore a weight more heavily than most. He was the son of the village chief, a descendant of chiefs before him. Like a family crest, he had inherited the protection magic of his ancestors. His father expected him to lead someday, and the thought sat heavily on Roland’s chest.

Qrow, by contrast, thrived. Fire bent easily to his will, and he carried himself with the confidence that drew others in. By their third year, he’d already caught the attention of many girls, although he was not quite ready for a relationship.

And Baldwin—Baldwin still struggled. His earth magic faltered after only minutes, leaving him pale and trembling. He laughed with his friends and trained beside them, but deep inside, the doubt grew. Being weaker was one thing. Feeling like he’d never be enough—that was worse.

Still, that day on the field, when three boys collided and laughed until their ribs ached, none of them knew what paths awaited them. None of them guessed how strongly their bond would be challenged.

After 3 years, once they had completed their training at the guild, they had all returned to their village and remained friends into adulthood. They still hung out together and did almost everything together. Qrow and Roland continued to train together with Baldwin, and together they worked with him to improve his magical endurance as much as they could, as much as he would allow them to. They noticed he was gradually beginning to distance himself from them. When they were together, he made excuses to leave early, or his eyes wandered to the east, towards a place he went to as often as he could to be alone. The more Qrow and Roland tried, the more Baldwin seemed to withdraw.

Qrow soon became happily distracted.  He was glowing – and not from his ability. 

Her name was Freya.

Qrow met her at a midsummer gathering, her ash-blonde hair catching the lantern light. She was a fire wielder too—one with piercing blue eyes that made even Roland glance twice. But it was Qrow she smiled at, Qrow she teased when sparks danced between their fingertips.

Baldwin watched from the edge of the circle, laughter ringing around him like a language he couldn’t quite understand. His head reeling.

When the boys were not together, Qrow helped his father around the house while continuing to hone his fire magic skills with his mother, who was also a fire magic user. Qrow’s two friends had become envious of his and Freya’s relationship and the affection they showed each other. It had put a bit of pressure on their friendship, especially on Baldwin. 

“We have plenty of time yet, Baldwin, to find our own loves,” Roland had said as they both watched the two lovebirds walking hand in hand. Baldwin had just shrugged and walked off.

Compared to Qrow, people would have considered Roland an introvert, but Baldwin was a wreck around girls. He was extremely shy in the company of girls and never knew what to say to them. At the Magic Guild, if Roland and Qrow had left him alone with a girl, he would have clammed up, and the girls would eventually have walked away, bored. His inability to maintain his power made him very insecure.  His weakness weighed heavily on his mind. He would often go out towards the east of the village, up and around the lake. He would just sit staring out over the lake, wrestling with himself. His friends constantly assured him they had never thought any less of him. There were men and women in the village who had not been born with abilities, so just to have an ability had been a privilege. Balwin had not felt that way, though. He would have preferred not to have received an ability; it would have been easier for him.  Earth magic was one of the more difficult to master, and he had all but given up.

Qrow had felt especially bad as he had been spending more and more time with Freya, who was now his fiancée. Roland had told Qrow not to worry. He would watch over Baldwin. Their friend would have to come through his depression at some point. They would both be there for him when he needed them. 

Of the three friends, Baldwin had had the toughest childhood. Both of his parents had died when he was still very young. They had both succumbed to an illness that they had contracted while visiting another village. The local doctor couldn’t treat them after they returned, resulting in their deaths. His aunt and uncle had raised him thereafter; but neither was a magic user, so they could not tutor or support him once his ability manifested. It had been up to him to find someone who was willing to help him with his earth magic. Eventually, he had found a mentor who was prepared to assist him, but Baldwin had never really put all his effort into his training. He always felt inadequate. This was when his depression had first presented itself.

A few months later, Qrow had invited Roland and Baldwin to be his best men at his wedding. Roland was excited and so happy for his friend. Baldwin was happy for his friend and smiled outwardly.  On the day of the wedding, Roland stood proudly next to Qrow, but Baldwin remained subdued, stiff, and quiet throughout the entire event. Roland watched Baldwin. He was trying to appear happy, but Roland could tell just from Baldwin’s smile that he was faking. Outwardly, Baldwin was cheerful. He clapped when others clapped and laughed when others laughed, but his heart was not in it. Roland said nothing to Qrow; he would not ruin his friend’s big day. Besides, Freya and Qrow were so happy standing arm in arm. 

Later that night, when the dancing began, Roland found Baldwin outside, standing alone.

“You should come in,” Roland whispered. “You’ll feel better.”

Baldwin shook his head. “You don’t get it. You and Qrow—you’re strong. You’re everything a warlock’s supposed to be. And me? I can barely hold a stone wall for five minutes without collapsing.”

Roland tried to answer, but Baldwin’s voice hardened. “If I can’t even stand beside you in strength, then what am I worth?”

Roland reached out to put his hand on Baldwin’s shoulder, but Baldwin pulled away from him.

The words lingered long after Baldwin had turned and walked away.

In the weeks that followed, Baldwin drifted further. He skipped gatherings, declined training, and disappeared into the foothills or to the lake for hours at a time. Roland worried. Qrow tried to reassure him, although lost in the glow of his new marriage. But both of them felt the same chill.

Something inside Baldwin was breaking.

And neither of them knew how to stop it.

To keep Roland and Baldwin included in their new lives, Qrow and Freya periodically arranged dinner parties, inviting them and some of Freya’s girlfriends. Roland was enthusiastic, while Baldwin was reluctant and only attended because of Roland’s urging. Roland would chat amicably with the girls, but none of them caught his eye. Baldwin would stand quietly and shy away if any girl approached him or spoke to him.

This was how it continued with Baldwin.
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Chapter 2
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A small point of light appeared.  It shimmered and distorted in and out of focus, gradually growing in size.

Roland grinned.  His excitement was palpable.  Then the light faded.

“No, I need to focus,” he chastised himself and tried again. The point reappeared. He must not lose his concentration this time.

As Roland focused and controlled his breathing, a small spiral began to form again a few feet in front of him. Again, the light shimmered and distorted, growing as it did so. It swirled round and round, growing as it rotated faster and faster. He had to focus all his energy on maintaining it. He could hear a faint sound now, getting steadily louder. As he watched, a vortex formed. A chaotic mix of colours, mesmerising him.  He could control it, though. He moved his hands outward, and the vortex grew larger. It was roughly circular.  The sound had grown louder, a crackling of energy clashing with the whirring of the Vortex. A blurred image formed inside the vortex; it was vague but looked like a village. He walked forward and peered through. He did not recognise the place or the people he saw in the distance. It was a portal to a strange place; it did not look like a place from his world; everything looked different. 

Roland was both excited and terrified at the same time.

“I did it!” He yelled to himself as he ran back through the village.

It was an evening almost two years after Qrow’s wedding. Roland had been out in a field just outside the village. It was a daily routine for him as he continued practicing opening portals, desperate to perfect the skill. He knew it would be useful in the future. He had opened portals, but only to nearby places for brief periods. Qrow had, along with his fire-magic power, mastered the ability to open portals, although he was more proficient; it had taken him a lot of practice to master. Even at the guild, he had been a fast learner. Although learning and mastering took practice and commitment. He had given Roland some pointers of what he had discovered in opening portals for longer and to further places. Roland was eager to hone his portal power. Normally, the portal creator would have had to have been to or seen a place first to enable them to open a portal. 

Qrow opened the door as he saw Roland running towards the house.  

“I did it, Qrow, I opened a portal to somewhere strange,” he said, panting and out of breath.

“That is great; I am happy for you,” his friend said, beckoning him inside. “Join us for dinner, since you are here, and you can tell us all about it,” Qrow added, laughing at the sheer excitement on Roland’s face.

“The place on the other side was not familiar,” he said between mouthfuls of food.

“Slow down, Roland, you will choke yourself,” Qrow laughed again; he had never seen Roland this excited before.

“Qrow, I want to go through my portal and explore.” Roland had finally calmed down.

“Are you sure that is wise? It may be dangerous?” Qrow asked.  Roland could be reckless at times, not thinking of the consequences.  Probably trying harder to shirk the responsibilities his father was trying to impose on him than anything else.

“Why don’t you sleep on it and see how you feel about it in the morning?” He added as Roland gave him a narrow-eyed stare.

“Why must you always be so sensible?” Roland said, a huge grin splitting his face. 

He conceded, “Okay, I will take your advice.  Maybe you should think about taking my place as my father’s successor as village leader,” he added teasingly.

Qrow looked at him.  “You may feel differently when you are a husband and father.”

Freya smiled at her husband and then looked thoughtfully at Roland.  The two were quite different, but they got on so well together.  She was unsure of Baldwin; he had spent little time with these two in recent months.

Qrow had matured since he had got married.  Roland admired him, though.  He really was a great husband and an amazing father.

––––––––
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Baldwin had, once again, been elsewhere on the day that Roland had planned to leave and investigate what was beyond his portal. Qrow was there with his wife, Freya, and their 14-month-old son, Rogan. 

As he re-created the portal, Roland focused again, controlled his breathing and visualised a structure he had seen on the other side of the portal he had created a few days before. The portal materialised. To Roland, it was less magnificent than the first time, but Qrow’s amazement was clear; the place on the other side looked unlike anything in their world. Placing his hand on his friend’s shoulder, he warned Roland to be careful and to use the Traveller’s Stone, which was a precaution Qrow had insisted on, if he needed any help. Roland promised he would as he stepped through the portal into what looked like an alleyway between two buildings. It was daylight, but the alleyway remained shadowed. He looked back and smiled as the portal closed behind him.

Roland had waited until his eyes became accustomed to the dim light and his head had stopped buzzing before he moved. He took a few deep breaths. The air was pungent, almost stale. The taste of old yeast was on his tongue and the smell in his nostrils. Breathing was otherwise unhindered. Cautiously, he walked to the end of the alleyway, where it opened onto what looked like a street. He stopped, then took a few steps back. There was suddenly so much noise and movement, flashing past his vision in a blur of colour. He had to focus and collect his thoughts. He took another deep breath, let it out slowly, and tentatively took a few steps forward again to the edge of the alleyway. Looking up and down the street, he found his eyes still overwhelmed. There were only a few people around, but all manner and sizes of mobile beasts moved along the street. They were strange to him; they did not have legs but were on small rotating discs, not unlike wagon wheels. Most of them were about the size of a wagon, but there were a few that were a lot bigger. Some even carried goods on their backs. He stepped out of the alleyway and walked a few paces straight ahead onto the street, into the path of the oncoming beasts. They did not stop, only screeched and honked at him. He stepped back towards the alley again. He would need to observe this place longer and re-evaluate his next move.
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As the day had worn on, he had kept himself hidden and watched the beasts. They were fast-moving and gave off an awful burnt sulphur-type smell. Some even seemed to pass gas, a lot, in black clouds. They could not have been healthy beasts. He found it amazing that the beasts were self-directed and lacked handlers. The people on the side of the street he was on took no heed of the uncontrolled beasts; they just walked on obliviously. 

Again, he tried to leave the alleyway. The beasts seemed to have reduced in number. Now, the buildings cast dark shadows over the alleyway. He saw lights, like stars, flicker into existence around him. He had seen no one lighting them. It must be a new form of magic. He would have to find someone he could talk to and find out about this magic. He was also curious to know where he was.

Exiting the alleyway, he turned right, deciding to walk on the path parallel to the street. To the left had been less activity and less lighting. He would attempt another crossing further down. He noticed that no-one shied away from him on the path. They seemed almost to ignore him, with the odd person making a slight nodding gesture to him as they passed by. They did not wear the same clothes as he did, but they did not seem to take any notice of that fact. There were more lights now; they were even in different colours. It was captivating, but he had to stay focused. He was in a strange place; he did not even know if he spoke the same language as these people. 

Orange lights flashed on poles as he stopped where a small crowd of people had gathered. He stood behind them, observing. The lights changed to green, and the entire group moved forward as one and crossed the street. He moved with them as they crossed the street. There were beasts with demonic white eyes, but they had all stopped, and the people ignored them as they crossed the street. He had to keep calm and try to blend in with the crowd. They got to the other side, and all the people went off in different directions. He remained standing alone at the edge of the street. After a brief wait, he continued straight ahead. He would need to find somewhere to shelter for the night. As he searched for another alleyway, he found one not too far from where he had crossed the street. He turned into the alley. A delicious aroma made him feel suddenly starving. Emerging from the other end of the alleyway, he found himself on another street. As he looked around, he spotted a small food stall against the wall of the building to his right as he left the alley. He felt alarmed when he realised he had no means of paying for food. His gaze fell enviously on the food stall. He could see the heat rising from the food. He did not know what the food was, but he could almost taste it in his mouth, which had begun to water. 

He must have been staring at the cart for a while when he heard a voice calling out. His head moved instinctively in the direction of the voice. It was the owner of the stall calling out to him. 

“Sir, are you okay? Are you hungry?” the voice asked. He understood what the voice was asking him. He could speak their language. That was one less thing for him to worry about. Being able to communicate in a strange place would have been nearly impossible. 

“Yes, yes, thank you. I am,” he said, adding, “but I have nothing to barter with for some food,” he explained. The man looked at him quizzically.

“If you are hungry, I will give you some food. This is a food stall for the homeless. You do not need to pay,” the man said. Roland was unsure of what he had meant by “homeless”, but if he could get a meal with no need for bartering, it would be good. 

“Thank you, kind sir. Yes, I would welcome a meal,” he said as the man dished up a plate of food.

He walked up to the stall. The man pointed to a small table and chair, set up on the other side of the stall, where he could sit. From where he had been, he had not noticed it. The man placed the plate on the table and gave him a set of utensils. Roland took up a spoon and ate. The food tasted as good as it had smelled. Instead of gulping it down, he savoured it. He may not eat again for a few days.

When he had finished eating, he thanked the man again for the meal. He was about to walk off when he thought he might ask this man a few questions. He knew now that he could speak the same language, and he had already spoken with this man.

“Sir, may I ask you a few questions?” he asked cautiously.

“Of course you may,” the man replied.

“Can you tell me where I am?” he thought he would start with that question; it seemed innocent enough.

“You are in a city called Torby,” the man replied.

Roland had never heard that town name before, so he ventured another question.

“Could you elaborate? What world is Torby in?” he asked the man, who now looked at him like he was crazy.

“Are you sure you are okay? You should know that there is only one world.” He said, taking a few steps back, away from Roland, and looking a bit agitated. 

“What do you mean?” Roland asked, adding, “I am from Vandor on Anadon.”

The man looked at him indignantly and took another step back. “We live on Earth. Young man, I am not sure what problems you have, but I think you should leave now. I do not need crazies hanging around here.”

Roland took his leave. He did not want to upset any of the locals. He was not here to cause any trouble. But he had at least found out a small amount of information. He was on a planet called Earth, in a town called Torby.

He was in another world! Until yesterday, he had not even thought that other worlds existed. Now he was in one. 

He felt weary. The enormous meal he had just filled his belly, at least for the moment. Now, he would need to find somewhere safe to spend the night. Also, he was now completely disoriented. He had walked off in a different direction after he left the food stall. For a while, he continued walking. Ahead, he noticed an unlit patch. When he got there, he peered into the darkness. As his eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, he noticed that there was a wooden bench close to where he had stopped. He would sit there and figure out his next move. In the dark, he would feel more comfortable. The wooden bench was hard but was not unlike sitting on the hard ground. But his weariness got the better of him, and he lay down on the bench. He curled his legs behind him to fit onto the seat and fell asleep almost immediately.

Qrow had been thinking about his friend Roland. Safety was what he hoped for wherever he was. Though only a day had passed, he had heard nothing yet. He hugged his wife sitting next to him, and their son, whom she was holding. He thought also about Baldwin, where he was and, was he was somewhere safe? His two best friends were so far away. One in another physical place, the other in another emotional place. 

“Da...da” came a small voice from within his hug.

“Rogan, you spoke!” he was so excited. His son had spoken his first word. He hugged them both tighter and held them in his embrace for a long while.

The next morning, Roland groaned before he had even opened his eyes. He was so stiff. When he opened his eyes and painfully sat up, he remembered why. He had fallen asleep on the bench. He sat a while longer to let his bones all settle back into their correct places, and the numbness, then pins and needles, to subside. While he sat, he looked around him. The bench he had slept on was just in front of a large green area with trees and brightly coloured flowers. It had seemed out of place, he had thought, in a place of mobile creatures and magic lights.

There was not much movement of anything yet. It was still early. On his right and left, he saw tall structures. He did not know where he was, so it would not make any difference what direction he walked in. He stood up and went to his right. Following the hard, grey-coloured path alongside the street. There were a few of the enormous beasts about. When he looked closer, he saw that there were people inside them. He panicked, his heart sinking into his stomach. Did these mobile beasts eat the people of this town? His first instinct was to attack the beasts and rescue the people, but as he looked at the next one that went past, he noticed the people were not screaming or panicking; they were relaxed. One of the smaller beasts went past him; it too had a person in it. This person was holding a circular ring in front of him. When inquiring about these beasts, he would
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