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			Chapter 1 - Ardenry: 19 years ago

			Mother Lily Voltain ran through the streets of Ardenry, eyes blinded by tears. She had to get to her sister’s house; it was the closest place she could think to go that was safe. She dashed between people and carts, almost twisting her ankle as she stepped in a hole. But she couldn’t stop. She couldn’t slow down, not now. Lily reached Oakenwald St. and prayed she could keep running. Number twelve came into view, and she squeezed the rock in her pocket as hard as she could, prying Lavinia would notice her own rock heating up. Lily ran up the stairs, and banged on the door.

			“Please!” She cried, “Let me in, please hurry!” She banged on the door until it opened a moment later. 

			Lavinia stood in the doorway, her eyes in shock. “Lily what’s wrong?” She pulled Lily inside and locked the door behind them. Lily threw her arms around her sister, shaking, feeling as if she’d hyperventilate. Lavinia held her tight, running her hand down her sister’s long hair.

			“We’ll go home.” Lily looked up and saw Lavinia’s husband, Rysden with the children standing by the fireplace. The now five-year-old twins looked scared, and Kaythen was worried.

			Lavinia nodded. “I’ll send you a message later.” He cast a spell, and the four of them disappeared, leaving the sisters alone.

			“I’m sorry I forgot the children would be with you,” Lily cried.

			“Don’t you worry about them,” she led her sister to the chairs and sat her down. “What happened?”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2 - First Task

			Saphira slowly walked around her room, checking things off her list. “Shirts, pants, socks, underclothes, dagger and sheaths, boots, brush, gold sack, waterskin, bed roll, cloak. That’s it, I guess.” She had been packing all day and was finally ready. The only thing left to do was tell her family. 

			“Saphy, dinner!” Her mother called out.

			“Coming!” She quietly made her way down the stairs and saw her parents at the table. Her mother, Lily, was pouring them some sweet wine, and her father, William, was putting the plates out. Saphira walked up behind her mother, but she didn’t notice and yelled for Saphira again. 

			“Saphy, are you—” Lily turned and gave a little startle, “Oh!” She chuckled, “Sorry, honey, I didn’t hear you.” Saphira smiled and sat down. She loved sneaking up on her family; no one ever heard her. Her brothers called her ‘little sneaker’ when she was a kid because her favorite pastime was sneaking up and scaring them. Sometimes Christopher still called her that, and she knew Foster would as well if he were home. But he left almost four years ago to travel the world. Saphira remembered how sad her parents were in the days after Foster left, and knowing she was about to do the same thing, made her feel like there was a lead weight in her stomach. Saphira took her parents’ hands over the table as her mother prayed over the nightly meal. 

			“Blessed Otto, thank you for this meal with family. We truly appreciate our time together. Please keep an eye on our son and brother, Foster, while he makes his way in the world. Thank you for this day and your love.” Saphira felt the blessing, and a small, sad smile pulled at her lips. Her mother blessed their dinner every night, and Saphira knew she’d miss hearing it. The thought of her name being added to the nightly prayer was both heartwarming and sad. 

			Saphira took a sip of her wine while her father began cutting his chicken. “So, how was your day, Saphy?” He chewed his bite with a smile. 

			Here goes nothing, she thought. “Pretty busy actually,” she said, putting the glass down. 

			“Oh yeah, what did you do?” She watched her father eat his meal. He looked happy and knew his smile was about to disappear. 

			“I packed.” Both her parents suddenly looked up. The sound of their cutlery clinking against the plates cut the silence, and she tried to bravely look into their hurt eyes. 

			“Why were you packing Saphira?” Her father’s voice was quiet, and she fought hard to keep her lower lip from quivering as she cleared her throat. 

			“I want to travel like Foster, like you did. I want to go to Ardenry and find a group.” 

			Lily gently laid her hand on Saphira’s shoulder. “Is there nothing to keep you here? I thought you and Miles were getting along rather well these days.” 

			She shook her head and sighed, “I’ve thought and prayed about it, Mom, and I feel my destiny lies outside of Raventree. I bet there are a lot of groups who could use my skills. Besides, I don’t love Miles, he’s more like a trusted confidant.” Saphira knew her mother and Lord Giles had hoped one day she would be interested in either of his sons. And while Miles came close, they weren’t right together.

			“There’s a lot more to being a rogue than sneaking Saphira,” William said. “Groups expect you to do dangerous things like pick traps and poisoned locks.” He leaned over and laid his hand over hers. He had a look on his face that Saphira wasn’t sure she had seen before, like he was afraid. “You’ll have to kill people, Saphy. Are you prepared for that?” She knew very well what was expected of her. She had spent many nights in the taverns of Raventree listening to all kinds of stories from the traveling sneakers. Nothing ever stirred her like dreaming of going out into the world and making a fortune using her natural-born talents. Her own parents traveled for a time as well, and she knew they both took lives, even her mother did, but to a lesser extent. It was something she had thought about frequently, if she could take a life. She always assumed it was one of those things you wouldn’t know how you’d react until you were in the moment.

			“I know what will be expected of me.” She looked between her parents. “I’ve thought about this a lot. I must go. I’m restless here, Papa. I want to go out in the world and make a name for myself.”

			Her mother leaned over and gave her a hug. “I know you’ve felt restless for a while, Saphira, and if you feel going out into the world will make you happy, I give you my blessing. But promise me, you’ll learn all you can about traps and locks before you join a group.” Saphira knew her mother wouldn’t fight her on her decision and smiled against her shoulder. But she was right, Saphira needed more practice with locks. She could pick any door in the house and a few in the castle, but that was it. Ardenry would be the perfect place to learn and grow her skills.

			“I promise Mom, I’ll learn quick.”

			“You do learn quickly, baby.” Lily sat up and kissed her daughter’s forehead.

			But her father was not so easily swayed. “Now, Sweets, I don’t know about this.” Her father still looked apprehensive as his eyes moved between them. 

			“William, she is a grown woman now, and if she feels her place is out there, then who are we to stop her?” 

			Saphira spoke up with her best argument. “Besides, Foster was the same age when he left.”

			William was still visibly stunned. “But…you’re my baby girl, you can’t leave.” His voice was still quiet, and Saphira vowed not to cry at her father’s sentimental words. 

			Lily gave a little chuckle. “William, really, do you think Foster was any less my baby boy when he left? Our children are grown, and traveling is in their blood. As much as we might want to lock her in her room and keep her here forever, we can’t.” William sighed and ran his hand through his hair before getting up from the table and grabbing his pipe off the mantle. 

			“Sorry, Sweets, I lost my appetite,” he said and walked out of the house. As much as Saphira wanted to leave, she didn’t want her dad to be angry at her for doing it. 

			She turned to her mother. “What do I do?”

			Lily put her hand on Saphira’s back. “Talk to him, sweetie. I think you’re the only one who can convince him. Think of it as your first test.” Saphira looked back at the door and, for the first time in her life, had no idea what to say. She took a quick gulp of her wine and walked outside. 

			Her father was standing in the yard by the fence that surrounded the house, his head down and his arms crossed across his big chest. The smell of his pipe smoke filled the air. 

			“Papa?” He sniffed and tapped his pipe on the fence where he always did. The same spot her mother always told him not to, and turned. 

			“Saphira, are you sure you want to do this?” 

			She walked next to him and nodded. “There is no job or man here for me. My destiny is out there. I know it.” 

			He sighed and put an arm around her shoulder. “I always thought my biggest fear was you getting married to a Raventree,” he said with a small smile. 

			Saphira giggled and hugged her father. “You don’t have to worry about me marrying a Raventree, but I have to get away.” 

			He leaned over and kissed the top of her head. “I know little sneaker. You truly are your mother’s daughter, aren’t you?” She looked up into her father’s eyes, blue like hers, but his were a touch darker. 

			“I’m your daughter too.”

			He smiled. “You are, and I love you so much.”

			“I love you too. I promise I’ll come back, Papa.” 

			She felt his arms tighten around her. “You better,” he said quietly.

			───

			The next morning, Saphira was packed and loaded up as she walked into the Temple of Otto to find her brother Christopher. He was easy to find, being an acolyte, he was usually in the main chamber cleaning something. Sure enough, she spied him on a ladder, changing the candles in the high lanterns. She decided to make some noise as she walked up to him. It wouldn’t do any good to scare him. He might bust his head as he fell from the ladder. 

			After a few loud steps, Christopher looked down. “Hey, little sneaker, what brings you here so early?” 

			She scoffed, “Christopher, I’m eighteen years old, I am not little anymore. Well, age-wise anyway.” Everyone in her family was taller than her, especially her brothers. 

			He laughed as he climbed down the ladder. “You’ll always be little to me, sister,” he said, sliding down the last half of the ladder. He turned and gave her a warm hug. “So, what can I do for you?” 

			“I came to say goodbye.” 

			He tilted his head like he always did when he was confused. “Goodbye, why?”

			“I’m…going to Ardenry for a while, then I’m going to find a group and put my talents to use.” 

			Christopher clicked his tongue. “Got the bug, eh? That’s not so shocking. What did Mom and Dad say?” 

			Saphira shrugged her shoulders and leaned against a nearby pillar. “Mom immediately gave me her blessing, and Papa, well, I had to convince him. He didn’t want me to go.”

			Christopher chuckled. “Well, you are his little girl. But Foster may be home soon, don’t you want to see him?” It was the one thing she was betting on, that Foster would get home right after she left. 

			“Of course I do, but it’ll have to wait until I get home.” 

			Christopher sighed and gave her another hug. “I’m glad you stopped by to say goodbye. I’ll miss you, Saphy.”

			“I wouldn’t leave without seeing you.” Saphira squeezed her brother tight. Leaving him was going to be difficult. It wasn’t as if they weren’t close growing up, but after Foster left, all they had was each other. “Take care of Mom and Papa for me, okay?”

			“I will,” he kissed her forehead, and she felt Otto’s blessing. “Saphira?”

			“Yeah?”

			Christopher backed up and took her hands. “If you happen to see our wayward brother out in the world, would you tell him I’m sorry?” 

			Saphira smiled. “I will, though I have a feeling he’ll want to say the same to you.” He sighed and cracked his knuckles, something he only did when he was thinking about their brother. 

			“Good luck, little sneaker. May Otto bless you on your journey, and I’ll pray you come home safely.”

			“Thank you, Christopher. I love you.”

			“I love you too, Saphy.” He kissed her cheek, and Saphira willed herself to keep it together as she walked out of the temple. The moment she made her way out of Raventree, she could feel what a good decision she had made. Though her family and friends were here, she knew her destiny was elsewhere.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3 - Just in Time

			A month after leaving Raventree, Saphira walked into Ardenry. Her eyes widened at the sight of so many people in one place. There was a constant buzz of noise all around her, and the smells! One sniff was roasted chicken, and the next was unwashed bodies. It threw her senses into overdrive. Raventree wasn’t a small town; it was constantly growing. But it was nowhere near the size of Ardenry, and as much traveling as her family did to visit others, they never stayed in the capital. Saphira had promised her mother that the first thing she would do when she arrived was visit the temple. 

			It was easy to see in the distance. The large white marble building was shining in the morning sun. As she walked, she kept her eyes out for any kind of job she could get. But most of the ones she saw were waitress jobs, and she had absolutely no interest in those. Servers worked all day, or all night, and she’d have no time to learn anything. 

			It took her almost half an hour to reach the temple, and as she stood on the steps, she could feel the peace her mother described. It felt like love and home. This temple was the largest one in the world dedicated to Otto, and His pontiff took residence here. Saphira always felt her mother’s rightful place was here in Ardenry, but she always shook her head and said her path led her to Raventree, and that’s where she wanted to stay. 

			Saphira slowly walked in and stared at the stained-glass windows. They were the biggest she had ever seen and couldn’t help but let her jaw drop at the beauty of them. The colors splashed across the inside of the hall, and everything was awash in blues, greens, and reds. She reached up and held the little seashell around her neck. 

			“Blessed Otto,” she whispered. “I’m here, out in the world doing what I feel is right. Help me choose the right path.”

			“Hello, young traveler.” She looked over and saw a priest waxing the pews. He seemed to be in his forties, his hair hadn’t begun to gray yet, and she thought his robes looked a bit too fancy for the job he was currently doing. It had silver seashells and what looked like ocean waves stitched all around it.

			“Hello Father.”

			He walked over and shook her hand. “Father Rayner, nice to meet you.”

			“Saphira Voltain, nice to meet you, too.”

			He smiled a little. “You’re Lily’s daughter, aren’t you?”

			“Yeah, I should probably stop introducing myself with my last name.”

			Rayner chuckled. “So, what brings you to Ardenry?”

			“I promised Mom I’d learn about locks and traps before I head out into the world. I figured Ardenry was the place to do it.”

			He nodded. “It is. I happen to know of a retired adventurer looking for help at his locksmithing shop.”

			Saphira gasped. “Sounds perfect! Where is it?”

			“It’s about fifteen blocks down Rose Street on the east side of the street called ‘Meet’s Locksmithing’. The owner’s name is Zell.” 

			Saphira squealed and hugged him, “Thank you, thank you!” 

			He chuckled and patted her back. “Better hurry, young lady.”

			“I will, I will!” Saphira ran out of the temple and through the streets of Ardenry looking for Rose Street. When she found it, she made a sharp turn, almost running into a wheelbarrow full of cabbage. Rose Street was full of blacksmiths and armorers, and at the end of the block, she found the sign she was looking for. It said ‘Meet’s Locksmithing’ like Rayner said it would. She quickly ran over but was just in time to see a hand take away a help-wanted sign.

			

			“No, no, no,” she whispered and walked inside as a middle-aged man with a shock of white hair was shaking hands with a boy a little older than herself. “Excuse me, but I saw you had a help-wanted sign outside. I’d like the job.” She smiled widely but didn’t bother introducing herself. She had to act quickly if she had any chance of getting this job.

			“Sorry, miss, I gave the job to Robert here.” The man with white hair, most likely Zell, motioned at the boy with the sign in his hand. 

			Robert smiled smugly at her. “And it’s much appreciated, sir.” 

			Saphira growled on the inside. “Do you have to train him? Cause I already know about locks.” 

			Robert’s eyes went wide while Zell scratched his chin. “I would. You know about locks?”

			“Yes, sir, I do.” She was only partly lying through her teeth, but it was for a worthy cause. 

			“Come here, young lady.” Zell motioned for her, and she followed him to the back of the shop. “Most of my customers are ones needing their locks picked. He couldn’t pick this door. If you can, the job’s yours.” 

			“No problem.” Saphira looked at the door and knew Otto was smiling down on her. It was the same kind of lock she had on her door at home. She had locked herself out so many times she could pick it with her eyes closed. She quickly put her bag down and took out her homemade lock picking kit. After a few quick turns of her tools, the lock clicked, and Saphira opened the door. “Is the job mine, sir?”

			He laid a hand on the door and nodded. “Wait here a moment if you would,” he said and walked back to the store. 

			Suddenly, Saphira heard young Robert protesting. “But I was here first!”

			“Sorry, son, she knows how.” Zell didn’t sound sorry. Maybe he was so desperate to have help, he gave the job to the first person who asked about it.

			“But she’s a girl, she doesn’t know anything, she got lucky!” Saphira scoffed and rolled her eyes as she made her way over to them. She hated boys who assumed a woman couldn’t do anything because of their sex, and she loved proving them wrong. Honestly, it was more of a hubris than anything. It got her into a lot of interesting situations at home, and a few scars to prove it. 

			Robert glared at her. “You got lucky,” he hissed at her before stomping out of the store. 

			“Great, I’ve been here less than two hours, and I’m already pissing people off,” she mumbled.

			Zell chuckled. “Did you get lucky, young lady?”

			Saphira bit her lip. “Well, sort of. I’ve unlocked my own door enough times to know how, and it’s the same kind.”

			“Ah, I see,” he said, nodding. “Well, you seem more pleasant than him anyway. What’s your name?”

			“Saphira, sir.” She didn’t want to give her full name, not yet. She knew it might draw unwanted attention with her mother being so famous. 

			“Nice to meet you, Saphira. Let me show you around.” 

			She smiled and picked up her bag. “Thank you for the job, sir. Are there any inns nearby I might get a room?” 

			He shook his head. “Call me Zell, and don’t worry about that, follow me.” Saphira followed him through the door she had just picked open, and he led her to another door down the hallway. “There’s an extra room here, it’s got a desk and a comfortable cot. You can stay here if you’d like, no charge.” 

			She stepped inside and found the little room to be comfy. “Thank you, sir. I think I will stay here.” 

			“It’s Zell. Basically, the job is watching the shop while I go out in town. People come to get keys made and sometimes bring items in for fitting or to get unlocked. You should learn quick. You seem like a smart girl.” He held out a hand, “Welcome to Ardenry, Saphira.” 

			She happily shook his hand. “Thank you, sir. Uh, Zell.” He snickered and walked out of the room while Saphira flopped on the cot, I made it, I’m here she thought. She could barely believe it, but thanked Otto for her quick legs and wit, without which she may not have gotten this important job. She opened her bag and began putting her meager belongings away. “I’m going to do it, Mom, I promise,” she whispered to herself.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4 - Locks and Lessons

			Over the next few weeks, Zell taught Saphira how to care for the store while he was out unlocking doors as well as installing locks and doors around town. She stayed in the store and made sure no one stole anything, sold locks, and made keys for those who wanted to buy them. Overall, it was a quiet life. In the morning, after Zell would leave, she’d walk around and pick every single lock in the store. Day after day, she did this, and every day she got better. She learned which tools would be better for each lock. The rounder locks needed thinner tools, which surprised her, and the bigger the lock, the sturdier the pick needed to be. She learned that after Zell showed her how to get a broken pick out of a particularly heavy lock.

			Like Father Rayner said, Zell was an old adventurer, and when they ate dinner, he’d tell Saphira stories of his roguery days. It reminded her of being back home in the tavern, listening to the travelers tell their tales to whoever would listen. She always paid attention to anything that might help her learn how to use her abilities to their fullest potential. One night when she couldn’t sleep, she began rummaging through her room. She found old files of customers and beat-up daggers. But what intrigued her most was a big wooden box. It had a brass lock on the front and was locked up tight. She decided to try her newfound skills, but the box was beyond her. 

			So, the next day after she unlocked every lock in the store, she set the box down on the counter in front of her and worked for hours trying to pick it. It took intense concentration, which was broken every time a customer came in. After a week, the box stayed shut, and Saphira was starting to get irritated at it. One day, she had been working on it so intently that she didn’t hear when Zell came back. He cleared his throat, and she gasped as she looked up.

			“Oh! Zell, sorry I didn’t hear you come in.” She quickly put the box under the counter and sat straight. 

			“Where’d you find the box?” He asked, pointing to where it once rested on the counter. 

			Saphira cleared her throat, “Uh, sorry, it was in my room. I’ll leave it alone.”

			“No, no, um, bring it back up, let me show you something.” Slowly, she brought it back up while Zell got out his tools. “The trick with this one is there’s two latches you have to catch before you can open it.” He put his lockpicks in, and after a few turns, Saphira heard two clicks and watched as he ducked to the side for some reason. 

			“Do you have to dance as well?” she teased.

			Zell chuckled. “No, there’s a trap. Did you find it?” 

			She leaned over and pointed at the front of the box. “I saw there was a little hole that didn’t need to be there, so I figured it could be a trap.”

			He nodded. “A needle shoots out whether you unlock it correctly or not.” 

			Saphira gasped. “Correctly or not?”

			“Good way to kill whoever can get to your stuff. No matter how talented they are.” He lifted the lid, and Saphira saw it was empty as she suspected. “Not really worth it, is it?”

			She shook her head. “No.” Zell shut and locked it up before handing it back to Saphira.

			“Keep practicing, you’ll get it,” he called back. “Oh, and Saphira? As impressive as your lock picking skills are, could you please close them when you’re done? Makes them harder to steal.” He said with a wink. 

			She looked around the store and saw she had forgotten to lock them back up. “Oops, yeah, sorry!” She quickly got off the stool and began running around the store, shutting every single padlock. 

			───

			Another week went by, and Saphira had mastered the box, but she was determined to find a way to open it without getting a needle in her neck. Zell had left a few hours earlier to install a door, and Saphira was sitting at the counter like normal, a big red scarf around her neck so the needle wouldn’t keep piercing her skin. The door chime jingled, and the needle buried itself in her scarf. She cursed to herself and slipped the needle back in its spot as a girl about her age, wearing a dress and several pouches around her waist, made her way over to the counter. 

			“Morning, I was wondering if you could help me? I’ve been to about every other locksmith in town, and none of them could help.” Saphira thought the auburn-haired mage looked a bit embarrassed. When she laid her hands on the counter with a bang, Saphira saw why. One of her wrists was locked in a large and old-looking manacle. 

			“Oh sure, give me a second.” Saphira pulled the scarf off and put the box away. “How’d you get yourself in those, may I ask?” She got her tools out and began working on the old lock. 

			“Oh, you know,” was all the girl said with a smile. The manacle clicked open, and the girl sighed. “Ooh, much better.” She lifted her hand and rubbed at the skin around her wrist. “Say you’re pretty good, what’s your name?” she asked with a smile.

			“Saphira.” She held out her hand, and the young mage took it.

			“I’m Eden McVain, and I insist on buying you dinner as thanks.” Eden was a cheery one who bounced when she talked.

			“Oh, not necessary, the coin will do.”

			Eden’s gray eyes suddenly widened. “But it is!” Her hands slapped the glass counter, and Saphira jumped a little. “I went to five other locksmiths, and they couldn’t help. You must eat dinner with me and my friends.” Eden rested her chin in her now free hand and seemed to study Saphira. “I bet you haven’t seen much of the city, have you?”

			Saphira sat straight and crossed her arms. “What makes you think I’m not from Ardenry?” 

			Eden smiled and leaned against the desk with a look of knowing. “You’re too quiet. Most people from Ardenry are loud.” Saphira snickered. Eden was right; she had been so busy with her job, she’d only seen the road to and from the temple. 

			Saphira uncrossed her arms and leaned on the counter. “Okay, you got me.”

			“You’re too young to be coped up in a locksmith shop.” Eden stood straight, her hands on her hips. “I’ll come back at closing time, and we’ll have a good dinner, okay?” 

			Saphira had a feeling Eden was the type of person who didn’t take no for an answer. “All right, I’ll go.”

			The pretty mage smiled and clapped her hands together. “Wonderful!” She gave Saphira ten silver for the service. “Wear something nice, there will be dancing,” Eden said, practically bouncing out the door. Saphira watched as she stopped outside the shop’s window and talked to a young man with dark auburn hair before they both walked away. Dinner with people her own age, she thought, could be fun.

			───

			When it was finally closing time, Saphira ran outside and locked the door as Eden walked up alone. The mage had on a very colorful, flowy dress that hugged her waist. She looked like she was ready for a fun time. 

			“Don’t you have a dress?” Eden asked, crinkling her nose at Saphira’s best shirt and leather pants. She had shined her boots, but apparently it wasn’t good enough. 

			“Not at the moment.” There was no room in her travel bag for such things, so she regretfully left all her skirts and dresses at home. 

			Eden shrugged. “Oh well, we can get you something pretty later. I told everyone about you, and they’re all excited to meet you.” She slid her arm through Saphira’s and walked her a couple of blocks, chattering the entire time. “You’re going to love my friend’s Saphira. There’s Rickert, he’s working as a guard now, getting us some money. Then Iollan, he’s quiet, he joined a few months ago, but he’s good with a sword. Then my twin brother Edward, he’s an archer.”

			Saphira’s eyes widened. “Joined? Are you in an adventuring group?” She didn’t bother hiding her excitement. 

			“I am,” Eden said with a sly smile. “And we happen to have an opening.” Saphira thought she’d have to search for a group, now one had fallen into her lap. Eden walked her into an inn called ‘The Curling Smoke,’ and they sat down at a table with the same auburn-haired boy she had seen outside the shop earlier. “Saphira, this is my twin brother Edward, Ed, this is Saphira.” He had the same facial structure as Eden, but where her hair was more auburn brown, his was a deep red auburn. 

			Both of their eyes were gray, but his were lighter. It suited him nicely. “Nice to meet you, Saphira.” He held out his hand, and she took it happily. 

			“Nice to meet you as well.” She could feel the calluses on the inside of his hand, right where an archer would have them. “So, Eden said there were more of you?” 

			Edward smiled and nodded, spilling his long hair in his eyes. “Yeah, Iollan will be down in a moment, and Rickert is still on duty. It’ll be a bit before he joins us.” 

			Eden reached over and roughly tucked her brother’s hair behind his ear. “Honestly, Ed, you ought to get your hair cut. What kind of archer has hair in their eyes?” Saphira chuckled at their behavior. 

			“Maybe when you stop flirting with every guy you see in front of me, I’ll cut it.” He took over and put his hair back the way he liked it. 

			“Like you don’t do the same thing.” Eden crossed her arms on her stomach and sat back in the chair. 

			“No, I don’t, and you shouldn’t say such things in front of a potential member, Edie. She’ll think I’m some sort of hound.” 

			Saphira giggled. “It’s going to take a lot more than words to make me think ill of someone I just met.” 

			He looked over and smiled at her. “Good, gods know what Eden already told you about me.”

			She shrugged her shoulders. “Only that you’re an archer, but she didn’t need to tell me, I could tell when I shook your hand.” He sat back, his arms crossed over his chest like Eden was doing, and Saphira suppressed some giggles at the twins. 

			“You could? How?” His smile was part tease, part dare.

			“Your hand,” she reached out for him, and he leaned forward, putting his hand on the table. “You have calluses where an archer should,” she touched his fingertips on his right hand. “And I bet you have one here on your other hand,” she said, rubbing between his thumb and pointer finger. Saphira sat back, feeling proud of herself, but when she looked at Edward’s face, she blushed. He was still staring at his hand, and his face was something Saphira had never seen before on a man and wasn’t sure what to make of it. His eyes were soft as he stared where she had touched his skin, and the barest hint of a smile. “I’m sorry, Edward, did I overstep my boundary?” Jeez, Saphira, you don’t even know the guy, and you’re fondling his hands, she thought to herself as Eden leaned forward and looked at her brother’s face.

			“No, I think you’re all right, Saphira,” she said with a smile. 

			Finally, he sat straight and ran his hands through his long hair. “Pretty spot on. Edie was right, you have skilled hands. Do you know many archers?”

			“My father and oldest brother are archers,” she nodded.

			Eden gasped. “You have brothers, are they cute?” She asked with a little grin. 

			Edward groaned. “Damn, Edie, this is what I’m talking about.”

			Her shoulders went up defensively. “What? It’s not like I asked if they were single. Saphira may be traveling with us, and we should get to know her.” A waitress came by and put five plates of food on the table, even though only three chairs were occupied. 

			Saphira looked around but didn’t see anyone else joining them. “Are all your people usually late for dinner?”

			“Not usually, oh, here comes Iollan.” Edward motioned with his head. Saphira turned and suppressed a gasp as a handsome young man walked up to the table. His eyes were dark, hidden behind long dark lashes, and he had four freckles along his left cheek. Saphira could tell he was tall, but then again, most people were taller than her. He was wearing a dark shirt tucked into worn black leather pants.

			“This that rogue you were talking about?” Iollan asked before digging into his food. 

			“Yes, Iollan, this is Saphira.” Eden motioned to her with a graceful motion of her hand. “I thought I could ask Rickert if she could join our group.” The fork paused at his mouth, and Saphira watched as his eyes looked down at the holy symbol around her neck and quickly looked back up to her eyes. 

			His gaze was so intense she felt her heart skip. “Saphira?” His voice was quiet, and as she looked at him. She realized there was something unnerving about this man. 

			“Yes, nice to meet you.” She didn’t offer him her hand. It didn’t seem to want to move anyway. 

			“Pleasure,” he said quietly. As his eyes finally looked away, she breathed a sigh of relief. 

			Edward’s voice dragged her attention away from the confusing young man. “Where are you from, Saphira?” 

			She turned and picked up her fork from the table. “Raventree, how about you?” She thought she heard Iollan say something under his breath, but she ignored him as Edward smiled at her.

			“Ardenry, actually. Our mom owns a magic shop in town. Not sure where Iollan’s from, he never said.” Ed looked over at the dark man.

			“You never asked,” Iollan said, keeping his face down to his plate.

			“We didn’t?” Eden seemed surprised, and the twins looked at each other. “Sorry about that, Iollan, where are you from?” Edward asked. 

			He chewed a few times before he answered. “Ral Hava.” 

			“Isn’t Ral Hava a dwarf city?” Saphira had heard of Ral Hava but didn’t think many humans lived there. 

			“Mostly,” he said without looking up. Eden was right, Iollan didn’t talk much. 

			“So,” Eden popped a carrot in her mouth. “Saphira, do you speak any other languages?”

			Saphira swallowed her drink of ale with a nod. “Yes, elvish and orcish.”

			The twins’ eyes both went wide. “Orcish?” They echoed each other.

			“How’d you learn orcish?” Edward asked.

			She held in her chuckles. “It helps when their god is friends with your mother.”

			“Sobrei isn’t their god,” Iollan said, looking up from his plate. “He’s just an orc.” Saphira wasn’t surprised Iollan doubted the orc’s divine nature. Even though Sobrei had been kidnapped and banished from the throne in Dal En Val almost thirty years ago, everyone knew the story of the displaced orc god, or self-proclaimed god, as most put it.

			Saphira shrugged. “Most people who have never met him believe that.” She picked up her fork and speared a carrot. “But I can tell you there is an innate divine nature to him. It feels like the power my mother has, but different and…more. He’s a genuinely nice orc, and I hope one day he can reclaim his throne away from those cultists.”

			“Nice orc,” Edward shook his head. “Two words I never thought I’d hear together.”

			“When you say your mother,” Iollan put his fork down and sat back, crossing his arms over his chest. “You mean Lily Voltain?” The twins quickly turned to her, their eyes wide once again staring at her. Saphira sat back, feeling vulnerable from the attention, and hoped they wouldn’t change their minds. 

			“I…do. Did I not say my last name?” Eden and Edward shook their heads, still staring at her. 

			“No, you did not, but that’s my fault,” Eden put her hand on her heart. “I also didn’t ask. So, you’re really…”

			Saphira nodded. “I am.”

			They stared at her for a few beats and smiled. “Amazing,” Edward said as he leaned forward.

			“It’s not that amazing,” Saphira looked back down at her dinner and hoped they’d stop staring. “She’s…my mom.”

			“Not that amazing?” Eden shook her head, “I never thought in a million years we’d meet anyone who even knew Mother Lily, let alone her child! Well, you have to join now.”

			Saphira laughed and looked up, “Glad you didn’t change your mind.”

			“We’d never change our minds,” Edward said, laughing. Saphira returned to her dinner, relieved the twins still seemed excited about her joining them..

			“She let you travel?” Iollan asked quietly. Saphira chewed her dinner and turned to him. There was an odd look on his face, a mix of curiosity and fear.

			“She didn’t ‘let’ me, but she gave me her blessing. It was my Papa I had to convince.”

			“He didn’t want you to go?” She shook her head. “He really loves you.” There was something about his tone she couldn’t put her finger on. If anything, there was a tinge of awe to it.

			“Of course he does, why wouldn’t he?” But he didn’t answer and returned to his dinner. Thankfully, Eden broke the silence.

			“How old are you, Saphira?” Eden asked. 

			She had to quickly swallow a bite so she could answer. “Eighteen, I’ll be nineteen in the fall. How about you?”

			“Twenty,” Edward said. “I’m the oldest,” he said with a teasing smile.

			“By five minutes.” Eden elbowed him, and he laughed.

			“Still the oldest. You’re twenty-ish, right, Iollan?” The quiet man nodded and chewed his dinner without looking up. Edward shook his head and smiled at Saphira. “He’s quiet, don’t take offense.”

			“It’s all right.”

			───

			They continued to eat and get to know each other. The twins’ mother raised them after their father died when they were young. Saphira didn’t learn more about Iollan; she was fine with that. After all the plates but one were cleared, they heard a squeal. 

			“Edward!” They turned and saw a girl with long blonde hair run over and hug him as he stayed seated. “I didn’t know you were in town! Come on, let’s dance,” she pulled him to his feet and dragged him to the dance floor before he could say no. 

			“Who was that?” Saphira asked, holding in her laughter.

			“Old girlfriend,” Eden snickered. “He hates dancing.” Saphira giggled and saw Eden smile as a young man walked up and held out his hand. 

			“Shall we?” he asked her. 

			“I thought you’d never ask,” she said and took his hand. 

			“Eden?” Saphira did not want to be left alone with Iollan, but Eden smiled and twirled in the young man’s arms as she left the table. Saphira sighed and turned to Iollan. He was sitting quietly in his chair, his arms resting on the arms of the chair, with his hand linked over his stomach. She thought she saw his eyes dart away from her. 

			“So,” she was hopeless at small talk, and the way he made her nervous wasn’t helping. “Eden said you were the last to join.” 

			He nodded and turned back to her. “I was.”

			“What kind of weapons do you use?” 

			“Long sword and short sword. You really a rogue?” 

			She nodded, determined not to let this stranger intimidate her. “Yes, I am,” she said confidently. 

			Iollan crossed his arms across his broad chest. “You better be. Because we can die if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

			She leaned forward. How dare he! “I’m well aware of what rests on my shoulders, but we can die if you don’t know what you’re doing either.” What an ass, she thought. She knew groups could live or die if everyone didn’t do their part; it wasn’t all up to her. 

			“I never said we wouldn’t, but at the moment we’re talking about you.” A hand slapped Iollan on the shoulder, and Saphira saw a muscular man dressed like a guard standing behind him. He looked to be in his early thirties, and his short dark hair was graying at his temples. He had kind blue eyes, and his smile seemed genuine. 

			

			“Iollan, I refuse to believe you invited this pretty young thing to dinner,” the man said with a smile.

			“Not hardly,” Iollan breathed under his breath. “Eden found her, said she’s a rogue,” he said as the large man sat next to her. 

			“Rogue, huh? We need one, I’m Rickert Basine.” 

			Her eyes went wide. “Oh! Eden said it was your group. I’m Saphira Voltain.” She held out her hand with a smile, but jumped as Iollan slammed his arms on the table and walked off. “What’s wrong with him?”

			Rickert waved him off. “Oh, who knows, he’s a moody one. Voltain, you say?” She nodded and wondered how many times she’d have to answer that question. Thankfully, he didn’t pry. “So, how did Eden find you?” She told him of their meeting, and Rickert laughed. “Glad she found you. I lost the key to those shackles six months ago.”

			Saphira giggled. “Must be fate.” Rickert dug into the cold food in front of him. 

			“Well, if you’re up for the job, you’re welcome to it.”

			“Really?” Saphira smiled. “Thank you, Rickert. I will do my absolute best, I promise.” She felt like she was going to burst from excitement and fought hard not to wiggle in her chair. 

			“I believe you.” He sat back and slapped his leg. “Well, we work like this, take any job we can while moving, and we split money equally. We also have a group fund for food, rooms, emergencies, and the like. I don’t care if you mess around with anybody, in group or out, but don’t bring anyone along when we leave a town.” 

			Saphira tried not to blush. “I hadn’t planned on it.”

			“No one does,” he said and scooped some potatoes in his mouth. “But the way Iollan was looking at you before he stomped off, I wouldn’t be surprised if he tried something.”

			Saphira’s eyes widened. “Excuse me? He seemed irritated by me.”

			Rickert pushed his clean plate away and leaned his elbows on the table. “I know he seems scary, but he’s a nice guy.” 

			She sighed and sat back in the chair. “I’ll believe it when I see it.” 

			Rickert chuckled and grabbed Eden’s lone ale and drained the mug. “I got a few more days of my job left. I suggest you see Eden every day to stay in contact. When we leave, we’ll be heading east for a while. Eden doesn’t do a watch, so when we sleep outdoors, you’ll do one like me and the boys. It’ll make the watches shorter.” 

			“Okay, sounds good.” Rickert seemed like a happy guy, and Saphira wondered why he was adventuring with a bunch of young people instead of raising a family, but didn’t pry. It was his business, and until they were close, she knew to keep her questions in check. Saphira didn’t see Iollan the rest of the night, and when she was ready to head back, she let the twins walk her back to Zell’s shop. 

			“Did you have fun dancing, Edward?” Saphira teased. 

			He scoffed and shook his head. “She always finds me when we’re in town.”

			“You don’t like her?” Saphira studied his face as they walked. It seemed like he was trying to find the right words. 

			“She’s nice enough, but I’m not attracted to her. She’s so perky.”

			“Perky?” She looked over at Eden, who was rolling her eyes.

			“Meh,” he shrugged his shoulders. “It’s hard to explain,” he said with a smile. 

			When they got to the shop, Eden took her hands. “So, tomorrow we’re going shopping whether you want to or not. You need one dress and other things if you’re coming with us.” Saphira didn’t like shopping much. It always took up most of her day when she’d rather be doing other things. 

			“All right if you say so.”

			“I’ll see you in the morning then.” Eden waved as she turned back to the inn, her hair bouncing happily behind her while her mage pouches made little jingles. 

			“Didn’t think having another girl in the group would make her so happy.” Edward turned to Saphira. “Then again, I think it’ll do us all some good. See you later, Saphira.” He gave her arm a little squeeze, then followed his sister down the road. 

			“Bye, Edward.” Saphira watched him run up to Eden and put a brotherly arm around her waist. Saphira noticed Eden looked excited about something he said to her. Smiling, she unlocked the door to the shop and walked inside. When she lit her candle by the cot, she was surprised to see Zell sitting in the one chair in the room. “Good evening, Zell.”

			He nodded his head. “Saphira. So, found a group, did ya?”

			“Yes, I did.” She was beaming as she sat on the cot and told him about the other four.

			“They sound like a solid group.” He cleared his throat and stood. “I got something for you. You can keep the box for practice.”

			“Thank you.” Zell walked over to a box and took its contents out. When he turned, she saw he had a well-crafted silver dagger in his hand. 

			“This was mine when I was young. When you throw it, it’ll come back to your hand.”

			Saphira gasped and got to her feet. “A magical dagger? I can’t—”

			“You can and you will.” He pressed the weapon in her hand, “There’s also a little extra gold in your bag. I figured you’d want to stay with them now.” 

			She couldn’t help but think he sounded a little sad. “Zell, I can’t thank you enough. You’ve been so kind to me since I arrived. If there’s ever anything I can do for you, let me know.” 

			He leaned down and gave her cheek a little peck. “Just stay alive out there. That’s all I ask of you.” He gave her arm a little squeeze, then left her alone in the room. 

			Saphira smiled and quickly gathered her things, and ran out of the shop. “Edward, Eden, wait up!!”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5 - Not Everything Gets Healed

			Saphira left Ardenry with Rickert and his group a few days later. Eden made sure she had enough supplies and, of course, a dress. Saphira wasn’t sure why she needed one so badly, but Eden told her you never know when you have to look nice for a job. They headed east, like Rickert said, and Saphira knew they were heading towards Blackridge. She had made the trip several times over the years to visit her parents’ friends Ralan and Amelia, who lived a day inside the woods to the east of the town. Rickert had heard through the ‘guard rumor mill’ that Blackridge was looking for guards or adventurers to help with an increasing problem with the elves from the nearby woods. Saphira hoped they weren’t bothering her parents’ friends. They lived in peace and kept to themselves. But Ralan was an elf, and there was a lot of prejudice against them. 

			Blackridge was a few weeks from Ardenry, and every day of travel, Saphira got closer to the twins. She was grateful for their friendship, because Iollan continued to make her uneasy. She didn’t believe he’d hurt her, but she could tell he was an intense guy and took his job seriously. He was always on guard as they walked and was the first to take watch at night. When they rested for the night, Saphira got in the habit of sleeping between the twins so she could stay away from Iollan. It was nice and warm in the middle, but Rickert would often tease her about having a thing for Edward. She’d scoff and blow him off. But she’d also catch the archer smiling at her for no reason. She’d usually return her own awkward half-grin at him, regretting it every time as Eden giggled at her. 

			They were a day out from Blackridge when they saw smoke rising in the distance. 

			“Eden, can you tell what it is?” Rickert asked as they stopped. Saphira watched her pull out a little mirror and cast a spell. 

			The mage’s normally happy face suddenly fell. “Oh no, it looks like a carriage got hit by bandits.”

			Iollan put a hand up to shield his eyes from the sun. “Do you see anyone?” He asked.

			Saphira watched the mage’s gray eyes dart around the little mirror before she looked up.

			“No one alive anyway.” Edward put his hand on his sister’s shoulder as she put away her mirror. 

			Rickert sighed and nodded his head. “Okay then. We’ll get there eventually.” The group walked for another hour before they came upon the scene the mage had seen earlier. The covered carriage was on its side, and they could see a lot of arrows stuck in the wood. There were no horses around, so they assumed whoever assaulted the carriage had taken them. A man was laying by the front of the carriage. His legs were pinned under it, and he was in a puddle of blood. Saphira saw a hand sticking out of the curtained window. She kneeled next to it and held the fingers; they felt cold. 

			“They almost made it,” Rickert said. Saphira wasn’t a priestess but said a little prayer to Otto anyway. “Well, there’s nothing we can do. We’ll let the town guard know about it when we get there in case they don’t already know.” Eden and Edward nodded and followed Rickert away from the wreckage.

			Saphira was about to stand when her ear twitched. “Wait.” 

			The others stopped and stared at her. “What is it?” Rickert walked up next to her as she turned her ear towards the carriage. 

			“I hear something.” 

			“Saphira, I know it’s hard,” she could tell Rickert was trying to be understanding. “But sometimes you have to walk away.” She was used to people not hearing what she did. Her father always teased her that she had fox ears. She pushed the curtain aside and crawled inside. “You’re not going to like what you find in there,” Rickert called out like he knew. 

			“No, she’s right,” Iollan spoke up. “I hear it too.” It was dark in the carriage. Things were thrown all around. She saw a woman in the corner, her neck was clearly broken, so the noise wasn’t coming from her. Saphira pulled things out of the way until the sound she heard pierced the air. A tiny baby was bawling his head off, and she didn’t blame him. It must have been a jarring ride. 

			She could hear Rickert cry out behind her. “Bright Alar, get the baby and give me your feet, Saphira. I’ll pull you out.” Carefully, she picked up the naked baby, cradling him to her chest, and stuck her legs out of the window. She didn’t realize how strong Rickert was and gave a little yelp as he pulled her out with one hard yank. 

			Eden and Edward both gasped at the sight. “Oh, Saphira, thank the gods you heard him,” she said. 

			Rickert helped Saphira to her feet. “Ed, Eden, crawl in there and see if there’s anything we can use to take care of the baby.” They nodded, and Eden conjured a little ball of light to help them see, and soon disappeared inside the overturned carriage. Saphira gently jiggled the baby while Rickert patted the baby’s head. “Shh, you’re all right now,” he cooed at the wailing boy, who slowly quieted. 

			“We have to take him to Blackridge Rickert,” Saphira said. “We’re only a day out.” 

			Rickert nodded, but it was Iollan’s voice she heard. “His family’s dead, Rogue. It’d be kinder to end it.” Saphira gasped and instinctively shielded the baby while Rickert walked over and grabbed Iollan by his collar. 

			“This is not your group, boy, and until you have one, you’re never to say anything like that again. Do you understand me?” Saphira had never heard Rickert speak so forcefully before and hoped he’d start listening to what she was telling him about Iollan. The fighter stood still and stared at Rickert until he turned back to Saphira. “We’ll get him to Blackridge Saphira, don’t worry,” he said as the twins crawled back out. They found one skin of goat’s milk, several blankets, and a few diapers, which Saphira quickly put him in. Rickert nodded his head. “That’s going to have to do until we get to town. It’ll only be one more night.” He helped Saphira make a sling, and they gave the baby a little milk. Soon, he was fast asleep, listening to her heartbeat as they walked. 

			Eden stroked the baby’s dark, fuzzy hair. “How old do you think he is?” 

			“A few weeks, maybe.” Saphira had been around newborns a lot in her life since her mother doubled as Raventree’s backup midwife. It truly was a miracle the little boy survived such an ordeal. While Saphira put the diaper on him, she gave him a quick once-over, but there were no broken bones or cuts. The little bruise on his back was the only clue he was in a carriage wreck. Her mother always said babies were more resilient than we give them credit for.

			“He’s so small.” Edward sounded amazed, like he’d never seen a baby this young before. Want to hold his hand?” Saphira smiled up at him. 

			Edward looked a little shocked before he looked inside the little sling. “I don’t want to wake him.”

			“You won’t, he’s perfectly asleep.” Saphira reached in and pulled the baby’s hand up, and Edward held it carefully. 

			“Wow.” Both girls smiled at each other, and the baby twitched, putting his hand back against the warmth of Saphira’s skin. 

			───

			The group didn’t stop until well after sundown when the baby finally woke up. He seemed like a happy baby, making silly faces and snuggling into their chests. Sapira gave him some milk while Rickert burped him like a pro. Neither of them went to sleep that night; they willingly stayed up for the baby. It was a small sacrifice in their eyes. Saphira watched Rickert play with the baby, gently blowing on his little face.

			“Rickert, do you have children?” The way he was interacting with the little boy seemed like second nature to the man.

			He jiggled the baby a few times, like he was trying to figure out what to say. “I had a son.”

			“Had? I’m so sorry.”

			“Thank you.” The baby stuck his little hand in Rickert’s mouth and laughed.

			

			“Is that why you’re traveling, you didn’t want to be home anymore?”

			“Partly. My wife blamed me,” Saphira’s eyes went wide, “it’s all right, I blame me too. There was a fire, and I thought it’d be okay to sneak off to the tavern for a drink while he slept. My wife was babysitting her sister’s kids, so she wasn’t home either. When I heard there was a fire, it was too late.” He put the baby on his chest and patted his little back. “So, now I do what I can to protect the younger generation on the road. Like my own way of trying to make up for my son’s death.” Saphira felt her heart break for her boss. Losing a child is never easy, but to purposefully stay on the road because of it, the guilt was probably eating him alive.

			“You do a good job, boss.” Rickert looked up and gave her a wink.

			As the sun rose, the others woke, and they began the last leg of the trip. Saphira carried the baby like the day before, and he quickly fell asleep with the movement. Every so often, Saphira would glance behind her and see Iollan staring at her. She’d quickly look away and pretend the baby needed something. After his comment the day before, she felt protective. She didn’t think Iollan would try anything, but it was disturbing to hear him say something so dark. Around noon, they walked into Blackridge. It was smaller than Raventree. Since it was on the border of the elven forest, not many people wanted to live there. Saphira and Rickert went to the local Sheriff
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