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  One


Death is a funny thing. Before it happens, some say your life flashes before your eyes. Every moment lived, mistakes made, good deeds and bad, replays in an instant as if, perhaps, the mind is searching for a precedent, some similar situation of which you came out on top—survived. That was not the case for me. Maybe because I went out on my own terms; one final redeeming act to set right the mess I had made of my life. Instead of showing me what was, Death gave me a vision of what could have been. 
I knew it was over the moment Nohan’s sword pierced my abdomen, yet I laughed because–although I was leaving this world–I was at least taking that shit-stain with me. I remained conscious long enough to watch the poison from my blade spread and the thickened black blood spill from his eyes. Then a white light grew out from the center of my vision until it claimed me entirely. 
I drowned in a black sea, dragged to the depths of the ocean where no light existed. I tried to fight my way up, flailing and propelling myself until fatigue won and the salt water burned my lungs. A cawing bird distracted me from my struggle, although I saw nothing but darkness. What a strange place for a bird to be. There was no way I could make it back to the surface now. The waves fought me no more as I submitted to the sea. I sank deeper into nothingness–some kind of limbo between life and death.
Again, the bird cawed as if screaming out a warning. Then, an arm wrapped around my waist and launched me through the water with the force of a cannon. My rescuer pulled me from the water with ease. How? Once again, I was on solid ground, coughing up the salt water I’d ingested. The world would not stop spinning. I couldn’t see, stand, or even crawl. Dying was agonizing, and I wondered how long it would be until it was finally over.

      [image: ]I opened my eyes and the world came into focus. Back on my feet, like I’d never fallen, I inspected my body and the wound on my abdomen was gone. A familiar voice called my name; her tone was sweet, and it danced through the air like the notes of a stringed symphony. She called down from the branches of the willow tree we played in as children, and I had to shield my eyes from the sun as I looked up through the leaves to find her.
“Come on, Gabe! I’ll beat you to the top!” Sophie called. 
I looked at her in disbelief. She was so young, maybe fourteen years old. I glanced down at my hands, soft and smudged with ink from the citadel archives where I’d spent most days copying tomes. I was sixteen when I began working there… Is this a dream? Surely, it has to be; no one grows younger, only older. Perhaps this is the afterlife? I thought. Dream or not, Sophie was right here in front of me, and I was not yet a man, so I was also not yet married to the Queen of Ash, nor giving my life to protect her kingdom. I grasped a centimeter of fat from the back of my arm between my thumb and pointer finger and twisted, squeezing the flesh tightly. The pain I should have felt did not come. Just as I thought, it is a dream. Real or not, I would make the most of whatever time with Sophie I could get. I dashed to the tree, my feet crunching in the old leaves as I ran.
“Even with a head start, you’ll lose!” I called, pulling myself onto the bottom branch as I scanned the foliage for the next step in my route to the top. Sophie giggled as she watched me calculate, then scrambled to keep the lead she had. I was gaining on her, but as I reached for the next handhold, I heard a loud crack, and Sophie screamed as the limb she was standing on fell from beneath her feet. The branch below caught her in the stomach, knocking the wind from her, and she slid off it, desperately clutching the thin branch under it to avoid falling further.
“Hang on, Sophie! I’m almost there,” I shouted. My heart pounded, and with disregard for my safety, I hastily scaled the tree until I reached a sturdy branch above her. I positioned my stomach on the limb and dangled my arms to her. She clutched the branch with a white-knuckle grip even after I had a hold of her forearms. 
“It’s okay, I have you. Just let go,” I instructed.
“I can’t, I’m scared,” she replied. Her whimpers were painful to listen to, and the terror on her face filled me with a courage I didn’t know I had.
“I promise I will not let you fall. Grip my wrists and I’ll pull you up.” Sophie’s fingers started to slip, and she had to make a choice. Letting go of the branch, she clasped her fingers around my arms. I pulled her up enough for her to find the next foothold. With a heavy sigh, I shimmied my way down to the branch below her, guiding her back down the tree. Once we felt the ground beneath our feet, I pulled her into my arms.
“Thank you, I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t been here,” she said, burying her face in my shoulder. I held her until she pulled away and would have held her forever if she’d let me. 
“It’s time for me to get home. Walk with me?” Sophie asked. I nodded, trying my best to be present for the conversation, but I kept thinking about when Death would pull me back to the agonizing pain of being skewered by Nohan’s blade. None of this was real—I was dying, but there was no reason I shouldn’t make the most of it so that I could at least die happy. I stopped, and Sophie looked back at me, her green eyes shimmering. 
“What is it, Gabe?”
“Sophie, I have to tell you something. Promise not to freak out, and promise no matter what, we will always be friends.” 
“Of course we will always be friends, but you’re scaring me. What’s going on?”
“I love you, and have ever since we were nine years old, and you stood up to that bully for me, then you took me to the guild training yard and asked them to teach me how to use a sword. You need to know now, before it’s too late.” I searched her face for an indication of what thoughts might be running through her mind. The corners of her lips upturned slightly, and she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and hugged me. She smelled of milk and honey with a hint of lavender, and the scent entranced me as her lips brushed my cheek.
She threaded her fingers through mine, and we walked in silence out of the western forest and through the town square. She didn’t let go of my hand until we reached her family’s house. Sophie paused in the doorway; her only response to my declaration was when she leaned forward and kissed me. Her lips brushed over mine ever so softly, and I caressed her cheek as she deepened the kiss. My head swirled with euphoria, and I dared not move for fear of waking. She pulled away and gazed back at me, smiling as she stepped into her house and closed the door. I backed away with wide eyes and a smile that spanned from ear to ear.
Okay, my life is now fulfilled. I waited for the darkness of death to envelop me once more, but it didn’t come.






  
  Two


I kept waiting for my soul to cross over to the other side, but the days passed and life continued as normal. Was this the paradise after death I had heard so many speak of, or was I only unconscious, clinging to the last thread of life somewhere in the destruction of Castle Ash? Either way, the days turned to weeks, and then into years. I saved up all the coin I had made from working odd jobs in addition to my scribing work, and on the eighteenth anniversary of her birth–with her father’s blessing–I presented Sophie with a ring and a promise of marriage. 
Her acceptance made me the happiest man alive–well, in the world, alive was debatable. She was as high-born as one could be in our little town: the daughter of Commander Leon Rend, the Guildmaster of The Silver Talons, Slayer of the Aquahydra, and Liberator of Braidwood. Commander Rend’s blessing came with two conditions: the guild’s battlemaster must train me, and I had to join the Silver Soldiers—an elite force of highly trained military personnel. This time around, whether real or a figment of my imagination and desire, I was going to make this life everything it should have been.
On my first day of training, I arrived at the yard early, in hopes of leaving early, too. Sophie’s music lesson would be over just after midday, and I was thinking about meeting her for an early supper and taking her to watch the sunset from the beach, but as I opened the doors, my dreams crashed into the dust. Hundreds of young men gathered in the center of the yard. Surely the guild didn’t need this many Silver Soldiers.
“Attention!” I heard the shout from across the arena, and those who were sitting scrambled to their feet.
“Line up, maggots! Twenty to a line, ten lines. Go, go, go!” the battlemaster yelled as he inspected the formation. “Does this look like a line to you, maggot?” he screamed in the face of the young man in front of me. The recruit was one step ahead of the person next to him, and when he looked down the line, he recognized the error and corrected it, but it was too late. “Do you know how to count? Why do you make twenty-one in this line? Drop, Maggot, push-ups, now!”
“How many, sir?” he asked as he assumed the push-up position.
“Sir? Does it look like I’m sitting in some fancy office pushing parchment?” the battlemaster shouted.
“No, sir… I mean, no!” the recruit replied as he lowered and raised his body in a steady cadence. Eventually, the recruit’s arms became too weak to support his weight, and not long after that, he collapsed from muscle fatigue.
“That’s pathetic. Are your arms made of mashed potatoes, maggot? Get up and get back in formation before I send you home.”
I don’t know why, but the battlemaster calling him maggot rubbed me the wrong way. I stepped forward to say something about it, but the man standing next to me reached over and grabbed my arm. His look of warning gave me pause, and with a subtle movement, he shook his head.  The look on his face said, ‘don’t be stupid,’ so I stayed where I was and faced forward as the battlemaster walked down the formation.
“I am battlemaster Haldor Thorne, but you will refer to me as just ‘battlemaster’. For example, when I ask you a question, you will respond with ‘yes, battlemaster’, or ‘no, battlemaster’ understood?”
“Yes, battlemaster,” only half of the recruits responded.
“Company, front leaning rest position… MOVE!” he shouted. When no one moved because they did not know what he meant, his face turned twenty shades of red.
“Front leaning rest means you will drop to the push-up position and start pushing until I get tired, and company means all of you, maggots! What are you waiting for? PUSH! For Nine Hell’s sake, I didn’t think you all would come here knowing nothing at all. It’s like teaching a group of infants,” Battlemaster Thorne grumbled.
Everyone dropped to the position and presented their best attempt at pushups. Some could only manage a few before the muscles in their arms failed. I could complete about twenty-five before mine became weak with strain.
“Right now, you all are a pathetic bowl of wet clay. It’s my job to mold you into something that resembles a soldier and fire you up to make you strong. You will not like me. I am not here to be your mommy or daddy. I won’t hold your hand, nor do I possess the patience to deal with incompetence. This will be the most difficult training you have ever gone through. Some of you will be fighters for the guild, traveling the world, facing down monsters you can’t even imagine; others will be sent to the city guard, and a few of you will move on to the Silver Soldiers. No matter where you’re headed, right now, you’re mine, and I can send you home a failure, disgraced from the guild if you turn out to be unteachable. Are we clear?”
“Yes, Battlemaster!” we shouted. 
“Good, get up and find a partner. We are going to start with hand-to-hand combat.”
The recruit who had saved me from becoming the battlemaster’s next example turned to me. “Want to spar with me?” he asked.
“Sure,” I replied.
“I’m Logan, by the way.” He assumed a fighting stance.
“Gabe,” I said, bringing my fists up to block my face. We didn’t have time for more than a brief introduction as we heard the battlemaster’s first instruction.
“Fight!”
We looked at each other in disbelief. He didn’t intend for us to— 
Logan’s sucker punch cut my thoughts short as it sailed into my gut. I doubled over in pain, unable to catch my breath. I gasped as I tried to fill my lungs with air.
“Way to sell it, buddy, come on, hit me back.” Logan faced his palms up and pulled his fingers toward him in a ‘let me have it’ gesture. I drew back and tried to return a punch to his stomach, but he expected the strike and blocked it. I tried to jab him in the nose, but he bobbed his head away from my fist. When I attempted a cross, he weaved away from that, too. 
My only chance was to catch him off guard. I sent a punch toward his stomach, anticipating his block, and when he left his face unguarded, I landed a left hook to his jaw. He ducked down, and before I knew what he was doing, my legs flew out from under me, and I was flat on my back.
“Attention!” the battlemaster yelled to the company.
Everyone stopped fighting and scrambled to return to formation with their legs together, hands at their sides, and faces forward in a statuesque pose. I was still flat on my back with the wind knocked out of me. The battlemaster hovered over me, blocking out the morning sun shining in my face.
“You. Tell me what you did wrong,” he said.
“I didn’t anticipate my opponent’s movements, Battlemaster,” I replied, rolling over and pushing myself off the ground. I stood at attention, waiting for him to yell at me.
“No, recruit, you did not. You all need to be two steps ahead at all times, anticipate changes, and always expect your opponent to fight dirty,” he said as he continued down the line. “How about you? What did you do wrong?” he asked the next recruit.
“I dropped my hands and left myself open for attack, Battlemaster,” the boy answered.
“Good, you already know, and I don’t have to point out your failure. Next, what did you do wrong?” He continued, asking random recruits what mistakes they had made. Some knew, some didn’t. When he got to our end of the formation, he turned back and looked at me.  “Change partners and fight again,” he yelled.
By the time training ended for the day, I had sparred with almost half the company. My body had never felt more broken and bruised. I couldn’t wait to go home and collapse onto my bed; seeing Sophie would sadly have to wait.






  
  Three


Months of brutal training made my body strong. Now, I could swing a greatsword with ease, and my endurance, although not as abundant as some of the other recruits, was higher than it had ever been. I woke up well before the sun to make it to morning formation in time, and we trained until after sunset. Mama spent her days caring for Pa, who had fallen ill, and I had a nagging feeling there was something I’d forgotten—something important, but for the life of me, I couldn’t remember what. 
Glad that my training was over for the night, I went home to bathe and make myself presentable for Sophie. Mama sat at the kitchen table, scribbling in a notebook by candlelight. When she heard me come in, she closed the book and put her hands on top of it. Even in the dim light of the flickering candle, I saw the dark bruise that had formed under her eye and the dried blood on her cracked lip.
“Mama, what happened?” I rushed over and pulled out the chair next to her, taking her hands in mine. Her eyes welled with tears and threatened to spill down her cheeks.
“It’s your father; his mind’s not right. I had to give him concentrated valerian root and the poppy extract just to get him settled. He doesn’t remember who I am, and he says the most awful things to me.” 
“Mama, I’m sorry you have to deal with this while I am gone. I have the next two days free, though, so perhaps tomorrow I will take care of him and you can relax—take the day to pamper yourself.” 
“Gabe, you’re such a good boy. I’m so proud of the man you’re becoming,” she said, forcing a smile.
“Is Pa asleep now?” 
Mama nodded as she wiped her eyes and drew in a deep breath.
“I’ll put the kettle on for you, and then I’m going to go see Sophie. I will be here in the morning, so take your time getting out of bed. I’ll take care of Pa,” I told her, crossing the room to grab the kettle. Mama picked up her notebook and excused herself to her bedroom long enough to tuck her private thoughts away in a secret spot. I placed the kettle on the wood stove and prepared her teacup. Then, after taking a quick bath, and dressing in a clean tunic and trousers, I left to meet Sophie.
The crisp evening air chilled my skin and caused a prickle of gooseflesh to spread across my arms and legs. A single bright star hung low in the evening sky, and I thought to myself: if I had the job of naming stars, I would call that one Sophie. I’d never cared for anyone the way I care for her, and at least now I had the chance I’d once thought I’d lost. 
I knocked on Sophie’s door, and her mother, Samantha, let me in. 
“Sophie is still getting ready; she will be down in a moment. How is your training going?” she asked.
“It’s tough, but I think it will be worth all the pain when I am a Silver Soldier. Is Commander Rend here? I would love to say hello,” I said.
“He’s still at work, there was some guild business he had to attend to. He said he would be gone for a couple of days.”
“I’m so sorry to hear it.”
“Me too. So, you guys be careful; don’t venture outside the walls tonight. The guards have been turning  away some unsavory characters lately.
“We won’t. I’ll keep her safe, I promise.”
The sound of footsteps coming down the stairs stole my attention from Samantha. My eyes locked on Sophie’s face as she descended the staircase. She had her beautiful red curls pulled to one side in a loose braid. A few tendrils, curling softly from her forehead, kissed her cheeks. Her glowing aura reminded me of the tales of celestial beings from the heavens. 
“You look beautiful.” I put my hand out to accept hers, and I wished the moment our hands touched would last forever.
“Thank you,” she replied. With a wave to her mother, she and I stepped outside hand in hand. Strolling through the town center, she talked about a strange leather journal she had found in her family’s cellar. “It has ingredients and strange words written in it. I think they might be incantations.”
“Like wizard magic?” I asked.
“Yes, I don’t know how to read this language, though. I was going to ask if you knew what language it is.” 
“Sure, I can look at it,” I replied.
“Where are we going?” Sophie asked as I led her to the front entrance of the guild hall.
“Since I am a recruit, I’m allowed to dine at The Gilded Lily. Have you eaten here before?” I asked as I opened the door and followed her inside to the grand foyer. Dozens of people gathered in the entrance hall, each of them shouting. panic in their tones. At the center of the chaos stood a girl with a brown leather bag clutched to her chest.
“When was the last time you saw Commander Rend?” the man who managed the front desk asked.
“When I left the temple yesterday,” she told him.
Sophie walked toward the girl with her eyes fixed on the bag. I reached out to stop her, but she shrugged away, never breaking her gaze. “Where did you get that satchel?” Sophie demanded. 
“Commander Rend gave it to me. He told me to run straight here without stopping, but I couldn’t. I got tired after a while and was still afraid those men might be chasing me, so I crawled into the hollow of a big tree and hid. I fell asleep—or passed out, I’m not sure, and when I woke up, I came straight here.”
“Where is my father?” Sophie asked. 
“I don’t know; the last time I saw him, he was riding west, toward Torzana.” 
“That bag belongs to my father. I’ll take it now if you don’t mind.” Sophie reached for the satchel, but the girl clutched it tighter, taking a step backward. Sophie looked at Hank, the guild receptionist, with an expectant expression.
“The item I have in this bag got everyone at Temple Ophay murdered. I’m not sure who I am supposed to give it to; I just don’t want anyone else to get hurt.” A tear slid down her cheek. Her dark brown skin glistened with a soft golden shimmer, and her silvery eyes welled with tears. The strangest thing about her was her hair—beautifully wild curls of blue and purple.
“Beric, please go tell Agatha we have a magical item in need of inspection,” Hank said to the boy standing next to him. Beric hurried off down the hall, and I looked back at Sophie. 
“We have to send a group of men out there to look for my father,” Sophie pleaded. “What is in the bag? What could be so important that he would risk his life for it?” 
The girl’s eyes darted from person to person in the room as if looking for someone to protect her. Sophie reached out with lightning speed and snatched the bag from her grip. A few others moved to block the girl as she lunged to take it back. Sophie opened it and pulled out what looked like a crystal ball, only it was swirling with magic. Within the purple smoke, two dragons encircled each other in an endless chase, one of fire and the other of frost. 
“Soph, maybe you should put it back in the bag. We don’t know who—
A loud screech tore through the grand foyer, and the floor beneath our feet quaked. Sophie hastily shoved the orb back inside the satchel as the earth stilled once more.
“What was that?” Sophie asked, her eyes widened, and she glanced around, waiting for someone to answer.
An old woman hobbled over to the group and reached out for Sophie’s arm. Looking at the orb, Agatha’s eyes lit up a bright blue. “You must take this item to The Wizard, Ryul, in Lapis Highland, and she has to go with you.” The woman pointed to the frightened girl. “Your destiny intertwines with hers. The sooner you leave, the better; they’ll be coming for you, and the orb.” She stared into Sophie’s eyes for a moment.
“Wait, who will come for me, and why?” Sophie asked.
Agatha’s eyes went from crystal blue to milky white, and the color flushed from her face. She relied on her cane to make her way back down the hall without another word.
“Who’s coming?” Sophie called after Agatha. If the woman heard her, she did an amazing job pretending she didn’t.
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Juniper and Laughlin, two members of the guild, accompanied us to Highland Tower. Laughlin brought his wolf, Dusk, who could sense danger a mile away. Given the nature of the magical item we carried, we took the mountain pass rather than risking passage on a busy ship. The walk was longer and more intense than I expected it to be. As we ascended into the Stonehold Mountains, a chill ran through me. I wished I had brought a warmer cloak, but no one else appeared to be bothered by the cold, so I kept quiet, bunching my light cloak together at the front so the cool air couldn’t find its way in. 
It was long after dark when we arrived at The Blue Lioness Inn, inside the gates of Northport. Besides being cold, I was also hungry and verging on exhaustion. Laughlin took Dusk to the stable while the rest of us requested a table for dinner and lodging for the night.
“Are you sure two rooms will be enough?” I asked.
“I don’t sleep, so I don’t need a bed—just a quiet place to sit and meditate for a few hours. Us girls can room together, and you can share with Laughlin. I booked us doubles so there are two beds in each room.” Juniper replied.
“What do you mean you don’t need to sleep? Ever?”
“It’s a trait of my ancestry. Elves don’t need to sleep the way humans do,” Juniper said.
“I guess it would be handy not to have to sleep. I’d get so much more done.” I looked at Sophie and Kamara, who sat at the table chatting and giggling like schoolmates. It was good for Sophie to make a friend, and while her smile filled my heart with joy, the sadness behind her eyes was clear. As far as we knew, her father had still not returned, and I knew she worried about him more than she admitted.
“Here, Gabe, give me a hand with these, would you?” Juniper asked, gesturing to Sophie and Kamara’s backpacks. I picked up two of them as well as my own and followed Juniper upstairs. We dropped off the bags in our rooms and then joined the girls and Laughlin at the table.
“We ordered everyone a hot mulled cider. I hope that’s okay,” Sophie said as we sat down. The steaming mug in front of me and the smell of cinnamon and apple made me feel warm and cozy. I held the hot mug in both hands and sighed with relief as the chill melted away.
“Thank you; this is perfect.”
“Where is the… artifact?” Laughlin asked.
“Don’t worry, I have it in here.” Juniper said, patting her pocket.
“What? How?” Sophie asked in a hushed voice.
“My pouch, it has a dimension pocket. I can put items into it, tuck them away in another dimension, and if someone takes the bag and empties it, the only stuff that will fall out is what would actually fit in a pouch this size.”
“How do you get the item out again?”
“I think about whatever it is I want to pull out, reach in, and the opening expands to allow me to retrieve it from the other dimension.”
“Wow, how did you get such a wondrous item?” I asked.
“Agatha made it for me. She is a powerful sorceress, and I don’t know how true it is, but I’ve heard rumors she is a dragon trapped in human form by some spell that was cast around the time dragons disappeared.”
“Do you think this spell has something to do with the orb?” Sophie whispered. “I mean, what if we have the key to bringing dragons back?”
“Would you really want that? I mean, dragons are a wonder to behold, but they can be destructive and can take out entire villages in a few breaths,” Juniper said.
Sophie thought about it, started to speak, then changed her mind. I could almost hear the thoughts turning over in her mind. “If the people who destroyed Kamara’s temple were looking for this, and they are the same people who took my father, maybe instead of taking this to the wizard, we should make a trade,” she suggested.
“That’s way too dangerous. We don’t even know what this item can do or why they want it, but if they are willing to kill innocent people to get it, then we should do anything we can to keep it out of their hands.”
“Even if that means my father’s life? What about him? We can’t just let him die over some silly little orb!”
Other patrons looked up from their plates and turned their heads toward us. “Shhh, Sophie, we don’t want to call attention to ourselves. Let’s talk about this later.” Juniper whispered.
“Excuse me,” Sophie choked out as she pushed back from the table. “I need some air.”
“Want me to come with you?” I asked.
She waved me away and ran out the front door. I looked to the others and then back toward Sophie. 
“Just let her have some time. It’s difficult for her, knowing her father might be in danger, but the guild is looking for him and they will get him back. We have to trust them to do their job while we do ours.” Juniper said.
I let out a sigh. “I guess.”
After dinner we went straight to our rooms, eager to end this day and begin the next. I wondered what the wizard would be like. I heard he was already a man when the dragons disappeared, which would make him over a hundred years old. Humans rarely live that long, so he had to be an elf, or perhaps even fae. The fae kept the borders of their land sealed to anyone without fae ancestry. I’d never seen one before but heard they were exceptionally tall, winged, humanoid creatures. Ma used to tell me stories that her mother told her about a time before the orc wars when the fae ruled the land we live on now. Somehow, even with my head swimming with thoughts of wizards and fae, I fell asleep.
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“I scouted ahead. The only way up to the tower is this staircase winding up the side of the cliff,” Laughlin said, shielding his eyes from the morning light. 
“It looks dangerous. Are you sure there's no other way up?” Kamara’s voice was barely more than a whisper.
“I'm sure, unfortunately it is the only way, and also very dangerous," he replied.
"We have to step carefully, and tether ourselves together,” Juniper said as she placed her hands in front of her with her palms facing down, concentrating on the ground. A green glow radiated from her palms, and a green vine sprouted from the earth, then another, and a third. They coiled around each other as they grew, and Juniper moved her hands, encircling each of our waists with the vine. “There, that should hold us. Dusk will have to stay down here; I’m not sure she can make this climb.”
“You’re right,” Laughlin replied, bending down to talk to the wolf. “You stay here, girl. If we aren’t back by nightfall, go get help.” He gave her a scratch behind the ear, and the animal whined a little but obeyed, staying there with her eyes fixed on us as we started the long ascension ahead. To say the climb was challenging would be the understatement of the year. By the time we reached the top, we were sore, and as thankful as we were lucky to be alive. Sophie’s tether snapped, and she almost fell. Had it not been for Kamara’s quick thinking and quicker reaction time, I might have lost her.
“When we get back to Blackwater, I think I am done adventuring.” I said.
“Me too,” Kamara agreed.
The tower loomed in front of us, almost menacing. It looked like a stone prison without windows and a single door at the base. “I guess we just knock on the door?” I asked as we approached.
Laughlin raised his hand to knock, but before his knuckle could connect to the wood, the door swung open with a loud creak. We exchanged glances as we stepped inside. “Hello?” I called. The bottom level of the tower was empty, except for a strange rune circle in the middle of the floor. A staircase on the right wound all the way up the tower. “I bet the Wizard is up there,” I said, gesturing to the ceiling that seemed to swallow the top few stairs.
“Great, more climbing.” Sophie grumbled, rubbing her sore thighs.
“Maybe not; let’s see what this does.” I walked over and stood in the middle of the rune circle. It illuminated light blue, and in the blink of an eye I was standing in front of the door at the top of the stairs. “Come on up; it worked!” I shouted.
I stepped out of the circle and waited for the others before knocking on the wizard’s door. A tall man with long dark hair, pointed ears, and a smooth youthful glow opened it. “How can I help you?”
“We are here to see—
“The wizard Ryul?" the man asked. "Yes, I know. Lucky for you, that is just who I happen to be.” He stepped aside to allow us to enter his study. A glimpse of a memory, something from my former life, flashed into my mind. He looks different, I thought. The memory faded as quickly as it had come, and any sense that I had been there before faded with it. Juniper handed Sophie the orb.
“We have brought you an artifact. It is clearly magical. Temple Ophay, just south of Blackwater, was keeping it safe in a vault in their catacombs until two days ago when men wearing red cloaks stormed the temple looking for it and killed everyone in their path. Kamara escaped with this orb, while my father led the men away from the temple. We were told to bring it to you.” Sophie held it out to the wizard.
“By whom?” he asked.
“What?” Sophie's brow furrowed as she waited for him to take the orb from her.
“Who told you to bring it to me?” he clarified, looking at the artifact, but making no move to accept it from Sophie.
“Agatha, the sorceress of Blackwater.”
“Aggie,” Ryul whispered with a far-off gaze. His tone and the softening of his expression made it obvious he had fond memories of her, and it made me wonder what she had been to him—a friend, teacher, or perhaps a lover? The wizard finally took the orb into his hands and gazed into it. “It’s whispering something; I can’t make it out.” Ryul held the orb to his ear. “This is a most interesting artifact. I don’t speak Draconic, and something tells me none of you do either. I have to prepare a spell. It will take me a few hours. If you want, you can wait here, or go down to the courtyard and get some fresh air.”
“Why do we have to wait at all? We delivered the artifact as instructed,” Sophie argued.
“You did, but do not think for one second I am going to keep it here. As you said, the people of an entire religious order lost their lives over this trinket, and I am but one man. I will find out what it is saying, and then you must take it back.”
“We don’t want it back,” I argued.
“You don’t have a choice.” He turned away from us and began pulling herbs from an old wooden cabinet. Laughlin was the first to leave, and most of us followed. I was right in front of Sophie, but when I heard the door close and lock behind me, I realized she hadn’t come out.
“Sophie!” I tried the handle, even though I knew she’d locked it. I had to trust that she knew what she was doing. Every moment she was in there felt like an hour. I waited at the top of the stairs as the others went to the courtyard to wait for us.
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The events that unfolded next happened so quickly and in such abundance that I can’t even recount them. When we stepped out of the wizard’s tower, men in red cloaks awaited us. We put up a good fight, but in the end, we lost that battle. A man grabbed Sophie, and another grabbed Laughlin; they teleported away before we could stop them. Ryul, having completed the spell to understand the orb’s whispers, told us where he suspected they’d taken our friends. 
The journey to Highland Tower turned into a quest to the island of Choddrath and led to the battle of Dragon Peak. We met and made friends with the Prince of Ledora, saw the return of dragons to the world, Sophie became The Red Dragon, and the members of the order crowned her Queen after we defeated The black dragon, Baelfire. Somehow, Commander Rend, who had been missing for weeks prior to these events, made it to Choddrath just in time to see our victory. There was a time that I didn’t think we were ever going to make it back to Blackwater, but when we reached the crest of the mountain pass and looked at the town below, my heart ached. Pa was sick when I left; chances were, he was no better off now. When we got back to the guild, Ryul was waiting for us.
“I’m glad to see you made it back safely,” he said, moving past me to talk to Sophie. “I trust you accepted your ancestral gift; the Legacy? It is unusual for the dragon to pass through the matriarchal line, but this world is different than it used to be. I wasn’t certain at first, but now I see it, the grimoire you showed me… It belonged to your father. Baelfire was a terrible man—an amazing sorcerer, but a truly awful man—
“I’ll stop you right there. My father is Commander Leon Rend, and he is a wonderful man. Whatever it is you think you know, I promise, you are mistaken.” Sophie said sternly, pointing a finger at the wizard. I had never seen her stand up for someone so fiercely, but I couldn’t focus on anything except the implication that Commander Rend might not be her father by blood.
“My apologies, I didn’t mean to upset you. When you showed me the spellbook you found, I almost didn’t recognize it, but then when I flipped through some pages, the script was unforgettable. Given where you found it, I thought perhaps he was a family member, but that’s not why I came.”
“Why did you come then?” Sophie demanded.
“Your blood contains powerful magic, in addition to the Legacy. You need to be taught to control it, and I need an apprentice. I know I don’t look as old as I am, but the time to join my ancestors draws nearer every day, and I have no children. You could be a powerful wizard with the right training. It would take a year, maybe two at the tower, then you could make your home wherever you like.”
Sophie looked at me, and I could see the hope in her eyes. I had never been so afraid of her answer, not even when I asked her to marry me was I as scared as I was in that moment of silence that hung in the air. Would she really leave me to learn magic?
“I’m sorry, could you train me here? I do not wish to leave my family and my life here in Blackwater for that long,” Sophie replied. Relief washed over me, and I exhaled the breath I had been holding in anticipation of her answer. A smile tugged at the corners of my lips, but I tried to suppress it as best I could to hold no influence on her decision.
“I apologize. I can only train you at the tower, and while I understand your attachment to your family and friends, I am giving you the chance to change our world for the better. You will have the power to protect those you love,” Ryul shrugged. “If you change your mind, you know where to find me.” The wizard produced a cloud of smoke that obscured him from view, and when it cleared, he was gone.
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The day my Pa passed away was also the day I was pinned as a member of the Silver Soldiers. I returned home to find my mother crying her eyes out at my father’s bedside, a tincture bottle lying empty on the table next to a bowl of what I assumed was stew. It wasn’t a strenuous leap to make the connection. Mama did what she had to do to end his suffering and her own. I tried my best not to be too angry with her for that. After all, I saw the way Pa treated her in the end and the burden of his care that I’d left her to take on alone while I spent months training with the guild. 
Over the next few weeks, I watched her mental health decline even more. Mama spent her days at the Loose Anchor Tavern down by the docks, and if she came home at all, when she did, she was drunk. Business became nonexistent, and her savings soon ran out. I tried to speak to her—to make her see reason—but she kept engaging in the same self-destructive behavior despite my protests. The version of her without my father was angry and reckless. I could not predict the effect her transgressions would have on our lives until the day two enormous men almost broke through the door with the deed to our house in hand to demand we vacate. Apparently, my mother had gambled our home and lost.
“Give us more time to come up with the money,” I pleaded. My mother lay passed out on the couch. I’d get no help from her; that much was clear.
“We already gave her three weeks.” The man grunted at me, the veins in his beefy neck pulsing as he spoke.
“Two more days, please. I didn’t know about this; otherwise, I could have prevented it. How much coin does she owe you?”
“Three hundred gold pieces,” he replied.
“THREE HU—you know what, it’s fine, give me two days and I will get the money,” I said as I tried my best to usher them out of the house.
“The price goes up fifty gold per day.” He pointed a finger at me as he spoke.
“That’s ridiculous!” I protested.
“Have the money by sunset today if you want the deed for three hundred, otherwise, pay the waiting fee.” The abnormally large man opened his jacket and tucked the deed away in his pocket, then turned to leave. “We’ll be back at sunset.”
SHIT! What could I do? We didn’t have the gold to pay them, and there was nothing left of value in the house to sell. Mama saw to that. I clenched my fists in frustration until my fingernails threatened to break through the skin of my palms. I’m going to have to go to Commander Rend—my future father-in-law, and ask for a loan. This would not give him faith in my ability to support his daughter financially, but I didn’t know anyone else who would have that kind of gold just lying around.
The whole way to the guild hall I rehearsed what I would say, how I would ask for this kind of pay advance. I was a Silver Soldier now, but I didn’t have a posting yet. Even once posted, I would still have to work for an entire month to make three hundred gold, and by that time the price would be more than double. Hank escorted me to Commander Rend’s office. I wiped the sweat from my palms onto my trousers before entering and drew in a deep breath.
“Gabriel, nice to see you. What can I do for you?” Commander Rend asked, standing up and gesturing to the chair across the desk from him. I took a seat and gathered my courage before speaking.
“My mother has gotten us into a bind. She’s sick with grief and ale over my father’s passing and has gambled away the deed to our family home. If I can come up with the three hundred gold I need to pay off her debt by sunset today, I can get the house back,” I explained.
“That is quite a predicament. I am facing a bit of a situation myself and think perhaps we can help each other. I will buy back the deed to your house and put it in your name, provided you agree to do this favor for me.” He folded his hands as I thought about his request.
“What’s the favor?” I asked.
“I want you to attend the royal masquerade ball in Ledora. I will arrange your travel, and your attire.”
“Could I bring Sophie with me?” I asked.
“It’s best you appear available. Queen Akiri Lazar is attending the ball in search of a husband. We received a letter asking us to send interested eligible males to court, and we received instructions as to the design of the attire the hopefuls are to wear. We need you to get close to her, get to know the young queen and find out what her plans are. That day on Choddrath, she claimed her dragon throne and then flew home and committed matricide, seating herself on her mother’s throne. I don’t think she will stop there.”
“That sounds dangerous,” I replied.
“The risk is minimal; all you have to do is talk to her. Use your good looks and charm to get her to open up to you about her hopes and dreams,” Leon explained.
“Okay. The debtors are coming back to my house for the gold at sunset; after that, I can be ready to go. I want to get back to Sophie as soon as possible.”
“I will see you just before sunset. Thank you, son,” Commander Rend said as he stood up to walk me out.

      [image: ]As promised, Commander Rend was at my house before sunset with a few Silver Soldiers. Mama was semi-conscious on the sofa. Even the threat of homelessness was not enough to quell her urge for a drink. Rend pointed her out to the soldiers with him, and they apprehended her.
“What are you doing? This wasn’t part of the deal; leave her alone!” I tried to rush to her side to protect her, but he grabbed my arm and pulled me back.
“Don’t worry, we are going to help her get well. You can come visit her at the guild. I want her to see you married, and if she doesn’t stop drinking and gambling at the Loose Anchor, she will not make it to that day.” Commander Rend’s words were harsh and carried the weight of truth. I didn’t want to admit that he was right, but I could see no error in his statement. Mama was unwell and had been for quite some time.
She wailed for me to help her as they escorted her out the door kicking and fighting. My heart wrenched as her screams grew faint until they were too far away for me to hear. I wanted to go with her, but we had business to see to first. Commander Rend approached the kitchen table and pulled out a chair to sit down. The sound it made as it skidded across the wood floor broke the silence. I was far too nervous to sit. I paced, cracking my knuckles and rolling my neck in an effort to ease the tension.
“Oh, good, it looks like you found my money.” A hulking figure stepped into the doorway, and its shadow stretched across the floor and ended at my feet. The man had to turn his shoulders to fit through the door, and I couldn’t help but notice the scimitar hanging from his leather belt. He had a stubbed nose and deep wrinkles set into his face that made him look like Miss Hadley’s mastiff. Two tusks jutted upward from his bottom lip, and he looked from me to Commander Rend with a menacing scowl. This was neither of the men who came yesterday, and it was my first time seeing an Orc; I thought they were all gone after the Orc wars. Leon maintained composure as if this were an everyday encounter for him.
“Did you bring the deed?” Commander Rend did not bother rising from his seat as he spoke. I understood it to be a clear sign of disrespect.
“Did you bring the gold?” The man asked as he stepped to the table and towered over Commander Rend as if he meant to intimidate him.
“I did, and I apologize. Where are my manners? I am Commander Leon Rend, Guildmaster of the Silver Talons. I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure.”
“I’m Obren. I run the books for all the betting that goes down in the Tavern.”
“Okay, well here’s what you’re going to do, Obren. You’re going to hand over the deed, sign it, and then you’re going to get out of my city, otherwise, these gentlemen have orders to drag you to the entrance of the abyss and throw you in.” Commander Rend gestured to the open door where a squad of Silver Soldiers had assembled.
“I knew I shoulda never come to this town,” he grumbled as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a roll of parchment. Commander Rend handed him a quill, and Obren scribbled his name on the line. Next, Commander Rend held the quill out to me and snapped his fingers for the Silver Soldiers to escort Obren out.
After I signed the deed, Commander Rend rolled it up and slid it into a pouch that didn’t look even remotely large enough to contain an entire scroll.
“I thought—
“Don’t worry, Gabriel. You’ll get the deed once you’ve returned from Ledora with the information we discussed.” He stood up and pushed in his chair. “Be at the guild hall by dawn.”
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If I could freeze time, I would freeze this moment. 
The central garden of the guild hall was the perfect place to take Sophie on a date. Lanterns illuminated the flower beds that lined the beautifully arranged stone paths. We snuggled up with blankets and pillows inside the gazebo, watching the clouds drift across the low-hanging crescent moon. Her fingers intertwined with mine and sent my heart racing. I tried not to think about how early I had to be at the guild hall in the morning and instead; I looked at Sophie as she stared at the stars.
“I’ve never seen anything so beautiful,” she whispered, eyes fixed on the night sky.
“Neither have I.” I kept my gaze locked on her face, those green eyes, and the constellation of golden freckles that glittered across her nose and cheeks. She turned to see that I was not talking about the stars, and her face flushed an adorable shade of pink. Her lips parted slightly, and she closed her eyes, beckoning me to close the distance between us. The hammering of her heart matched my own as we kissed, sweetly and with innocence at first. 
She deepened the kiss, sliding her tongue into my mouth and tangling her fingers in my hair. The way she kissed me and the closeness of her body to mine gave me a thrill I had never experienced. Sophie moved her hand down and slid it beneath my tunic and up my chest. Our lips parted long enough for her to acknowledge the muscle I’d built during training, and before I could speak she pulled my lips to hers again and pressed against me. My body responded, and I knew she could feel my arousal. 
A woman’s laughter in the distance startled me, and with the sound of voices approaching, we scrambled to put some distance between us. Sophie giggled as the voices faded. Even if they had spotted us, they paid us no mind.
“That was so close, Sophie; we can’t get caught doing things like this in public; your father might not bless our marriage if we became a subject for the town crier to gossip about.”
“I’m sorry, you’re right, of course.” Sophie's green eyes stared into mine with a hunger that was so damned hard to contain. Behind her gaze there was a hint of sadness, or perhaps I was projecting my own. I didn’t know how long my trip to Ledora would take, but the thought of being away from my love for any amount of time was torture.
“I love you, and soon, I will be your husband, and you, my wife. On that night, and every night thereafter, I will fulfill your every need.” I kissed her forehead and held her close to me until well past curfew, but given my departure on the morrow, Commander Rend did not mind when I escorted his daughter home late.

      [image: ]The next morning, I woke before sunrise, or perhaps I hadn’t slept at all. I didn’t tell Sophie about my trip; I didn’t want her to worry, and Commander Rend had asked me to keep the details of my assignment classified. When I arrived at the guild hall, Commander Rend was waiting for me at the front entrance with several garment bags and two trunks.
“Beric will help you take these down to the docks. There, you will board the Silver Hydra. She’s currently the fastest ship in the fleet. It will take several days to travel to Ledora, so I packed you a trunk of clothing to befit a noble of Blackwater. You must wear only the clothing we selected for you, and read the instructions on what to wear to each event. Do not excessively socialize or engage in romantic activity with anyone at the ball besides Queen Akiri, if you are lucky enough to get so close. Remember, we want her to talk about her future plans.” Here is a magic scroll. Any message you write on your copy will show up on mine, be sure to write things down while they’re fresh in your mind," Commander Rend said, finally stopping to take a breath. “Also, here are instructions for what to wear and when to wear it so that the queen can identify you as a potential match.” He handed me another roll of parchment.
“Got it.” I grabbed a few of the garment bags and one trunk, then, as promised, Beric helped me to the ship with the rest.
The Silver Hydra made me ill the way it bounced across the waves and rocked from side to side. I vomited only three—maybe four—times on the first day. I was too queasy for dinner that night, but my stomach growled in protest, so I grabbed a piece of plain bread and forced myself to finish it, just to silence the rumbling in my abdomen. The noise of the ship kept me awake. It wasn’t like it was my first time on a boat, but it was, however, my first time on a vessel of that size, and a trip of that duration. Every creak and groan from the wood beams or the planks beneath my feet filled me with anxiety, and every whipping of the sails made my heart thump wildly. 
I thought of Sophie and tried to distract myself with daydreams of our life together. I would work for her father and train for command. Then, I’d buy her a nice house on the hill, facing the east, where we could drink our tea and watch the sunrise from the veranda. Our children would play hide and seek in the gardens with their dog; a loyal companion for a growing family. Sophie could practice her magic and teach our daughters too. If her dragon blood proved strong, the children would learn to shift and fly. I would teach them to use weapons of course, and they'd excel at self-defense. I finally drifted off to sleep with nothing but happy thoughts.






  
  Nine


Even the High Elves of Ravenhall would have been envious of the grandeur of the Ledoran Court. The palace overlooking the city did not disappoint. Shimmering gold trimmed the white stone walls of the castle. The flower gardens in the gorgeously landscaped courtyard were vibrant, with daffodils, golden lilies, daisies, and trellises covered in white wisteria. The carriage vibrated softly as two horses trotted up the smooth stone path toward the front entrance. I’d never experienced a nicer carriage ride. I was used to being jostled around the entire trip and being left with terrible neck pains that would last sometimes for days after. 
The carriage slowed to a halt, and the footman jumped off the back to open the door for me before I could even reach for the handle. I turned around to grab the personal bag I’d packed, but another footman was already unloading my things from the other side of the carriage. Two nicely dressed members of the castle staff greeted me at the bottom of the stairs and guided me into the grand foyer and up the staircase to a wing of guest rooms.
My room was as exquisite as the rest of the castle, with the same white with gold trim motif. The architect of this castle had to be a genuine artist. Intricately carved marble columns at each corner of the massive bed held a canopy with thick white curtains tied back with golden silk ropes. The staff busied themselves around the room; one stoked the fire and added more wood as the others brought in my trunk and bag from the carriage.
“Gabriel Taylor? My name is Ronin Cromwell. I will be your royal assistant for the duration of your visit. If there is anything you need, please ask.”
I turned around to see a man dressed in a black-and-white uniform, with his blond hair neatly combed and his face clean-shaven. He carried himself with a level of sophistication, revealing two things: one; he was not a mere servant, and two; he’d studied royal etiquette and customs, possibly even some diplomacy. The boy who stood beside him looked to be just a little younger than I was and wore a gray uniform of much lesser quality.
“This is Anders. He is quite skillful with a razor. Before you bathe, if you require a shave or a haircut, he can do that.”
I ran my fingers across my smooth jawline; I didn’t want to admit to them that I lacked the ability to grow facial hair. “I just shaved before I left the ship, so that will not be necessary, thank you, though.”
“Very well, Anders, you’re dismissed. Please see if any of the others require your services.” Ronin turned back to me. “Someone is preparing your bath right now. The washroom is through the door on your left. We will serve tea in the parlor all afternoon. You’re welcome to explore all the common rooms and areas in the castle. The eastern and western wings are all guest rooms. The south wing is servant quarters, and the northern hall is the royal wing and is closed to all guests. There will be members of the castle staff posted downstairs to lead you where you’d like to go until you are comfortable knowing your way around. Gabriel, it was a pleasure to meet you. I will be in the parlor when you’re finished.
When my bath was ready, the servant waited outside the washroom door for my dirty laundry. Once I was alone, I eased myself down into the steaming hot bath. My muscles released, letting go of all the tension they held. The water had an oil in it that smelled of coconut and sandalwood. I relaxed until the water grew cool and then carefully stepped out of the tub. Luckily, the floor was a rough stone that was not slippery, even with the oil on my feet. I dried off with a towel and then unrolled the instructions from Commander Rend.
Tea: brown trousers, brown waistcoat, white button up high collar shirt with the white steinkirk, brown shoes, green lapel pin. 
Dinner: black trousers, white button-up shirt with neck ruffle, green vest, black formal jacket, green lapel pin. 
Ball: black trousers, black tailcoat with green embroidery, white shirt with ruffle collar, green and black mask, black shoes, green lapel pin. 
Bedtime: dark green silk nightshirt and dark green silk trousers. 
After reading over
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