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			Chapter 1 - Meeting of a Lifetime

			Foster Voltain approached Salthole and could smell the ocean in the air. The scent of salt and fish was soothing, and he could feel the hurt of the last few weeks ebbing away. Many of Otto’s worshippers found the sea comforting. It was His domain, after all. Foster figured Salthole was as good a place as any to find a group. He could shoot a bow with great accuracy and fight with a sword. That should be enough for anyone looking to add to their numbers. Just outside of town, Foster picked an apple and decided to eat it before looking for work. 

			It was still early in the port town. The only people in the streets were the bakers and servants for the town’s Lords, gathering things for breakfast. He found some benches outside of a shop and decided to sit down and enjoy his breakfast. The apple smelled so sweet his mouth was watering at the thought of eating it. He cut it into several slices, the juice dripped down his hands and he licked it off. But as he was about to take that first delicious bite, something hit him hard from behind. Whatever it was tumbled over him and the bench, knocking him to the ground. 

			He landed with a grunt, and Foster could only watch as the apple slices leapt from his hands and fell, meat first into the dirt. He pushed his hair out of his eyes and looked up. What hit him was a woman. She had long dark hair and colorful robes, which told Foster she was a mage. And she was clearly irritated at the shop owner behind them as she started yelling fast and angry in a language he didn’t know. He turned and saw the owner was yelling at her through the window, and with one last rude gesture, the woman huffed and started dusting off her robes. 

			Foster stayed on the ground and crossed his arms. “Ahem!” 

			The woman stopped and looked over at him, her eyes filled with disdain. “What?” Her accent was so exotic. Common was clearly not her first language. 

			“You made me drop my apple.” He was surprised at how calm he sounded. 

			She scoffed, “Oh, piss on your apples!” Her words were like acid, and she walked off, mumbling angrily to herself. 

			Foster looked at his dirty breakfast and sighed. “Great.” He stood and mourned that sweet, juicy apple as he walked around town. A person was most likely able to find work as a sell sword from a public board. Thankfully, he found one by the Temple of Otto and saw exactly what he was looking for.

			Men/women wanted to join adventuring group

			Must know how to use a sword. Interested parties

			see Lucius Silverblade at the Deadly Dwarf Tavern.

			The ‘Dwarf’ was easy to find, and Foster confidently walked in. There were a few people sitting at the tables, mostly trying to get rid of the previous night’s festivities. As his eyes wandered around the tavern, he noticed a half-elf sitting by the wall. He was dressed fine in a long dark duster, a fancy black hat with a colorful feather in it, and shiny boots that were up on the table. He was dressed much too ostentatiously to be from Salthole, so Foster decided to take the chance and walked up to him. 

			“Excuse me, are you Lucius Silverblade?” The man tipped his hat up with his finger and gave Foster a once over. He had a goatee, and his skin looked sun-kissed. Foster could see a rapier at the man’s side. 

			“Indeed, I am. What can I do for you?” He motioned for Foster to join him, so he pulled out a chair and sat down. 

			“I saw the ad on the Temple’s board. I’d like to offer my services.”

			Lucious nodded. “How old are you, twenty-three, twenty-four?” People often thought he was older than he was due to his height, but he figured the truth would be best here. 

			“Eighteen, sir.” 

			Lucius’ eyes widened. “Eighteen? You certainly had me fooled. I don’t usually take on people under twenty. Can you fight?” 

			Foster put his arms on the table and laced his fingers together. “Yes, sir. I trained with the knights of Raventree.” 

			“It’s Lucius,” he said with a wave of his hand. “Raventree, eh? What’s your name?” Lucius crossed his hands over his stomach and settled in. 

			“Foster Voltain.” He could feel the man’s eyes roaming over him again, clearly looking for something holy on him. Foster had expected that, being who his mother was, the famous Mother Lily Voltain, Priestess of Otto and one of His most loved clerics. He had the usual seashell around his neck, but it was tucked under his shirt for now.

			“Voltain?” His left eyebrow lifted, and a small smile curled on his lips.

			“Yes.” 

			“You related to Mother Lily?” Lucius rubbed his chin.

			“She’s my mother.” 

			“Hmm,” Lucius sucked through his teeth, “well, once again, I ignore my own rules. I bet we could use you. Welcome aboard.” 

			He held out his hand, and Foster shook it heartily. “Thank you, sir, you won’t regret it.” 

			“Lucius. I’m sure I won’t.” He waved at the barmaid, who promptly set an ale in front of Foster. 

			“Thanks. Could I get something to eat? Doesn’t matter what you have.” The barmaid nodded and walked away. “So, how many of you are in the group?” Foster asked as he sipped his ale. He had to be careful with an empty stomach. The last thing he wanted to do was get drunk in the morning in front of his new boss.

			“Seven with you,” Lucius said. “We’re a large group, but I feel our mage and paladin will be leaving us soon. That’s why I put the word out.”

			Smart of him, Foster thought. “Why are they leaving?”

			Lucius took a big swig of ale and put his feet down. “They’re in love and want to settle down.” 

			Foster rolled his eyes. “Oh,” he said and chugged his ale. “Good for them.” The ‘good’ was a hearty burp that made Lucius laugh. The barmaid set down a plate of bread and cheese, and Foster dug in.

			“Yeah, good for them. We leave tomorrow morning on the ‘Blue Wind,’ so you made it just in time. Feel free to stick around the tavern or wander the town. We all have dinner together. It’s one of the few rules I have that I don’t break. So, join us, and I’ll introduce you to everyone.”

			Foster nodded. “Sounds great.” 

			After he finished his little meal, Foster spent the rest of the day wandering around Salthole. He figured it would be a while before he could do what he pleased, so he took full advantage of his ‘freedom.’ He found ‘The Blue Wind’ at the docks. It looked like a seaworthy ship, so he decided to stock up on things he thought he might need on the sea. A few rations, a hat, and a new coat. He left home so fast that he didn’t really pack everything he should have. One of many mistakes he made that day. But it seemed his mother snuck him a bag of fifty gold when she visited him the night he left. He’d have to thank her for that when he got home.

			That night, he met up with Lucius for dinner so he could meet the rest of the group. The serving girl seemed to know them as she walked by and put seven plates of dinner on the table without being asked. It wasn’t bad for tavern food, roasted chicken, mashed potatoes, and rolls. The chicken was a little dry, but the flavor was lemony and herby. One by one, the group came down, and the half-elf introduced them. The first to come down was a muscular man in his mid-twenties. He had shaggy, dirty blonde hair, brown eyes, and the symbol of Otto around his neck. 

			“Foster, this is Bereck Carvel, our paladin. Bereck, Foster Voltain. He’ll probably take your place when you leave.” 

			

			Foster held out his hand, and Bereck shook it. “Nice to meet you, Bereck.” 

			A little smile started spreading across the man’s face. “Voltain? Not—” 

			“Lily’s my mother.” Foster didn’t bother waiting for him to finish the sentence. He knew he was about to ask.

			“How fortuitous. Pleasure.” He gave Foster a big, friendly smile before tucking into his dinner. 

			“So, you’re the one that’s leaving with the mage?” Foster picked at his potatoes. 

			Bereck nodded. “Yes, when we’re not sure, but eventually.” 

			“Speaking of our mage,” Lucius cleared his throat and straightened in his seat. “Is Sunette coming down?” 

			Bereck licked his lips and shook his head. “She’s already on the boat,” he said rather sheepishly. “She said, ‘I can’t wait to get out of this provincial town.’“ 

			Lucius scoffed, “Sounds like a fight not worth picking. Guess you’ll meet her tomorrow.” A small, skinny man walked up and sat next to Bereck. He didn’t look much older than Foster, and his red hair was a coordinated mess like he wanted it that way. 

			“Sunette still mad?” He was clearly amused by the situation from his mischievously sparkling gray eyes.

			“You know her,” Bereck said, taking a bite of bread.

			The red-haired man laughed and looked up at Foster. “New recruit?” 

			“Yes, I’m Foster.” 

			“Mason Fray, nice to meet you.” Mason picked up a fork and began to gobble down his dinner. It reminded Foster of when his little sister Saphira was a baby and used to try to shove the food in her face instead of her mouth. 

			Lucius must have seen the look on Foster’s face. “Mason’s eating is something to get used to.” The half-elf shook his head, clearly embarrassed at the display. 

			“I was raised in a barn,” Mason said, his mouth completely full of food. Foster laughed and turned back to his dinner. Nothing worse than cold mashed potatoes. A few minutes later, a priestess joined them, dressed in the blue robes of Alar. She was tall, and her long, dark red hair and gray eyes were lovely together. She sat and prayed over her food before she noticed Foster. 

			“New guy?” She put a napkin on her nap as she studied him. 

			“Yes, Lessa, meet Foster. Lessa is our priestess,” Lucius said with a smile. 

			“I see that. Pleasure.” She nodded her head in his direction and started eating. Something made Foster think she didn’t smile much, which was a shame. She was lovely, and he thought her smile would light up a room.

			“Don’t mind, Lessa,” Mason said, his mouth still full of food. “She’s a sourpuss by nature.” 

			Foster watched as Lessa calmly filled her spoon with potatoes. “You need to put more food in your mouth, Mason. You’re speaking.” And flung the potatoes at his face. They hit with a satisfying splat, and Bereck and Lucius laughed loudly as another joined the table. 

			“What’s so funny?” The newcomer asked. He was a big, half-orc, the orc more prominent than the human side, with his green skin and dark hair that was tied behind his head. It looked like he also trimmed his tusks, so they didn’t stick out much. 

			“Lessa was just teaching Mason some manners,” Bereck said as he composed himself and wiped his eyes. “They’re siblings if you didn’t catch that,” he said, leaning towards Foster.

			He chuckled, “I think I see it now, yes.” 

			“Twig, meet Foster, a new recruit.” Lucius introduced the two.

			“Twig?” Foster was surprised at the name. It didn’t seem to fit him. 

			“Yep, smallest in my family.” He smiled an orcish smile and started eating. 

			“So Foster,” Lucius sipped his wine. “Tell us about Raventree. I’ve never been, but I hear it’s a wonderful place.”

			Foster nodded and put some potatoes on top of his roll. “It’s peaceful for sure,” he took a bite, and the buttery potatoes went perfectly with the sweet bread. “Lord Raventree never cuts corners when it comes to our safety. It’s always growing, though.”

			“I always thought Raventree was too far for the Empire to really bother. Except that one battle, of course,” Bereck said. “But I imagine with the orc god taking sanctuary there, it’s needed.” Sobrei Re’vall, a literal god to the orcs and heir to their throne, had been kidnapped many years ago. Foster’s mother and Lord Raventree had freed him, and ever since, they had tried to put him back on his throne to no avail. After the failed battle, Sobrei decided to make Raventree his home. That was almost twenty years ago. That decision helped keep it safe, but every so often, someone would come and try to disrupt the peace. Their attempts had yet to be successful.

			“True,” Foster agreed. “And I think he wants to protect my mother to an extent. She and Raventree are old friends. They all made enemies wherever they went, especially my mother.”

			“Lucky her to have the backing of a Lord.” Lessa sat back, crossing her arms. “Do you have any siblings?”

			“I do, younger brother and sister.” He did his best not to sound sad while speaking about them. He still felt horrible about what he had done to his brother. “Christopher wants to be a priest like our mother, and Saphira, well, she likes to hide and scare the shit out of me when I least expect it,” he said with a chuckle.

			“How old is she? Ow!” Mason leaned down and rubbed his leg.

			“Clearly too young for you, little letch,” Lessa chastised him.

			“I was just asking Lessa, damn,” he said while the rest of the table chuckled.

			“Well, she is right. She’s only fourteen, so too young for you, ever,” he teased and cleared his throat. “What about you and your lady Bereck? How long have you been together?” Honestly, it was the last thing he wanted to talk about, love. Love made him sad, angry, and sorry for leaving home like he did. But he had to put on a brave face and get to know these strangers. 

			Bereck smiled as he spoke of her. “We’ve known each other for a few years, but we’ve been together for a year now. I asked her to marry me last month.”

			Twig shook his head. “I still don’t get you two. She’s so wild, and you’re so…not.” The group laughed. 

			“She helps me love life, Twig, not just the gods, and I will protect her the rest of my life.” Music floated through the air, and Foster watched as Twig turned excitedly towards the stage. A human woman with short brown hair was taking the stage. People were clapping and cheering as she bowed and started singing. Her voice was incredible, soulful, and husky. Foster had never heard an equal. The rest of the music seemed to come from a spell as an incorporeal violin appeared next to her. He’d never seen a bard perform like that and wondered why she wasn’t playing big cathedrals with her talent. He noticed glinting light coming from her ears and saw they were both pierced several times and had little jewels and dangling stars in them.

			“Lucius, can I please ask her to join us?” Twig asked, not looking at the half-elf. “We could use a bard.”

			“A bard or a lover?” Lucius teased, and everyone chuckled.

			“Hey, that’s up to her,” Twig smiled. “I don’t know why you’re so opposed to her joining us.”

			Lucius shrugged. “I’m not opposed. I just think she’d be a distraction, is all.”

			“Why?” Foster tore his eyes away from the woman and looked at Twig. He looked completely enamored. “Oh.”

			Twig stared at the bard as he spoke. “I am capable of doing my job with pretty women around me,” Twig pointed at Mason. “Lessa and Sunette are just as pretty.” Mason laughed and pretended to toss his short hair over his shoulders.

			“Well, thank you, Twig,” he said in a high voice. Twig grabbed his head and gave him a push, keeping his eyes on the singing woman.

			Foster turned back to the bard. “What’s her name?”

			“Raven Bladespell.” Twig practically sighed the name.

			Foster could hear how entranced Twig was by the woman. “There’s a stage name if I ever heard one,” he teased.

			“It’s a good one,” Lessa nodded. “She’s nice, I’ve had a few conversations with her. She’d mesh well with us.” Foster turned and watched Lucius. He was tapping his fingers on the table, his eyes staring at his dinner.

			“Fine.” Foster heard a quiet ‘yes’ from Twig at that. “But if she says no, we leave her alone.”

			“Deal.” Foster enjoyed the music until she stepped down from the stage to take a break. She walked up to the bar, and the bartender gave her a drink, which she sipped while counting the coins people threw on the stage for her.

			“Wish me luck.” Twig took a big drink and walked over to her.

			“Bet she says no.” Mason laid a gold on the table, a smile on his face.

			“I’ll take that bet.” Bereck laid a gold on the table, and they both turned to watch. Foster didn’t think the bard minded the interruption to her break like some would. She was smiling and laid her hand on Twig’s arm. 

			A few minutes later, he led her over to the table. The smile on his face was huge. “Everyone, this is Raven, Raven this is Lucius, our leader, Bereck, Lessa, Mason, and another newcomer, Foster. Raven would like to come with us.” 

			“Ha!” Bereck slammed his hands over the two gold, “told you.”

			“That’s a bet I’m happy to lose,” Mason said, smiling up at her. “Welcome.”

			“Thank you. Honestly, I’ve been itching to travel for a while, I appreciate the ask.” Foster had only heard one other person with that accent in his life, which meant Raven was from Dal En Val. Stolen seat of the Orc Empire and a haven for cultists who worshiped the most evil god there had ever been, The Shackled One. In the last twenty years or so, his followers had flooded the orc city since the human on the throne worshipped him. Foster knew if Sobrei were on his throne, it wouldn’t be like that, but the cultists had their claws dug deep into that land. Foster hoped Raven had left for obvious reasons. He never thought of himself as the type of person who would instantly judge a book, but he didn’t want to trust her just yet.

			“Did Twig tell you we’re leaving tomorrow?” Lucius asked.

			“He did, I don’t have much, so I’ll be ready. Honestly, I’m surprised you didn’t ask me sooner.” She turned to Twig, a hand on her hip.

			Twig looked over at Lucius. “See, I told you.”

			“Yes, you told me I’m a horrible leader,” he put his hand over his heart. “Welcome Raven. Guess that makes eight now. Don’t think I’ve ever had such a large group before.” He looked at Bereck, who shook his head. Foster assumed the two men had been traveling together for a while.

			Raven smiled up at Twig. “I have one more set, so I will see you in the morning.” She gave Twig’s arm a little squeeze and made her way back up to the stage.

			“This is going to be a great thing, Lucius, you’ll see.” Twig gave him a wink and sat back at the table.

			“I hope so.” Lucius finished his wine. “I think I’ll head up. Foster, do you have a room?”

			“No, I can get one.”

			Mason waved his hand. “Don’t bother. You can bunk with me.”

			“Oh, thanks, appreciate it.” Lessa was the next to leave the table, followed by Bereck and Mason. Twig and Foster stayed down and listened to the end of Raven’s set. She was incredibly talented, and he could see why Twig seemed to fancy her.

			─────

			Mason snored like a bear. It was impressive from such a little guy, but Foster did manage to get some sleep. Early that morning, everyone who stayed at the inn walked to the ‘Blue Wind.’ Mason was talking excitedly to Foster while Twig and Raven brought up the rear, Twig talking her ear off as well. When they reached the ship, the captain, a woman named ‘Slick Stella,’ welcomed them. She looked to be in her mid-thirties with long dark hair and dark eyes. Foster thought she was tall for a woman. When he shook her hand, her nose was even with his chin. He was over six feet himself, but his father always teased him that he had more growing to do.

			“Hello all, welcome back to the ‘Blue Wind.’“ Stella waved her arms in a grand gesture of welcome, and Foster watched as Lucius quickly settled into them and spun her around. 

			“Thank you, Captain. It is most appreciated,” he said before he surprised her with a deep kiss. Stella was a good five or so inches taller than Lucius, but neither seemed to care. 

			Foster leaned over to Mason and whispered, “He do that a lot?”

			Masons snickered. “Lucius and Stella have known each other for years, but yeah, he does. ‘Luscious Lucius,’ some call him,” Mason said as he walked past Foster down the stairs into the depths of the ship. Everyone followed the little rogue down below except Foster, who walked to the other side of the boat and stared out at the ocean. The sea looked calm, and the sky was full of happy, fluffy clouds. The perfect sailing weather.

			“Ever been on a ship before?” He looked down at the voice and saw a little girl with a smudge of dirt on her cheek. She looked to be a few years younger than Saphira, and her eyes were slightly elven in appearance. Her brown hair was tied back in a messy ponytail, and her clothes seemed a bit too big for her.

			He smiled. “I have. It’s been a while, though.” 

			“What’s your name?” 

			“Foster, what’s yours?” He held out his hand, and she shook it.

			“Te’a, but everybody calls me Shadow, ‘cept my mom and Lucius,” she started rocking back and forth on her feet. 

			“Where is your mom?” Te’a turned and pointed at Stella, who was laughing a seemingly private kind of laugh as Lucius continued to nuzzle her neck. “Captain for a mom, huh? Must be exciting.” 

			“Oh yeah! I travel all over.” Her eyes got wide with excitement, “I can already speak three languages besides common, I mean.” 

			Foster chuckled and put his pack on. “Well, that’s one more than me. It was nice to meet you, Te’a.” 

			“Nice to meet you, too.” She ran off to the other side of the boat. Foster walked down the stairs and saw the paladin walking down the long hallway that lay before him.

			“Bereck!” 

			He turned and motioned for him to follow. “This way, young man.” Bereck waited until Foster caught up to him, then showed him where the group was sleeping. The room had enough hammocks for everyone, and a few were already taken. Foster looked around but didn’t see anyone he didn’t already know. 

			“Is your mage around?” He could admit to being curious about meeting Bereck’s betrothed.

			“Yes, she went up to tell Stella the weather for the next week.” Bereck pointed up towards the deck. 

			Foster also noticed that Lucius wasn’t there. “Let me guess, Lucius is staying with the captain.” 

			Mason laughed, “Catches on quick.” Foster shuffled to the back of the room and claimed a hammock by putting his bag in it. There was a jolt that made them sway a little, and Foster assumed the ship was underway. 

			“All right, gather around. Lucius gave me some impromptu instructions,” Bereck said. Everyone took a seat around the Paladin and listened. “So, first stop is Fairwinds,” he started before a woman walked in behind him and spoke.

			“Okay, we’re underway now.” Foster looked up at the familiar voice and saw the woman who made him drop his apple standing next to Bereck with a big smile on her face. 

			“You!” He sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. 

			She looked over and smirked. “Apple Picker, what are you doing here?” She didn’t look pleased to see him. 

			“You’re Sunette?” He couldn’t believe it was the same woman and could suddenly understand how Twig didn’t understand the couple.

			

			“Yes. Do you have a problem?” Foster looked around at the group, Bereck looked confused, and Mason had his hands over his mouth, no doubt holding in massive giggles. 

			“No, no problem. I just won’t eat apples around you.”

			“So, you’ve met?” Bereck looked up at the mage.

			“Not formally,” Sunette said as she sat next to her paladin. 

			“Well, this is Foster Voltain, Foster, I guess you already know Sunette, our mage.” She gave him a quick smile filled with sarcasm. Bereck pointed over at Raven, who was biting her lower lip, looking extremely amused at their exchange. “This is Raven, she’s joined up as well.”

			Sunette smiled warmly and took the woman’s hand. “I’ve heard you at the tavern. You’re talented. We need more women around here, welcome. You were saying, darling?” She said in that exotic accent. 

			“Yes, Fairwinds then east. He hinted at maybe dealing with dwarfs at some point.” Foster watched as Sunette laid her head on Bereck’s shoulder, and he kissed her head. Twig was right. What an odd couple, he thought.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2 - Accidents and Temples

			The trip was smooth, the group hardly saw Lucius or Stella, but her crew was dependable, and little Te’a seemed to know what to do. Meals were fine, and Foster continued to learn about his new friends. Except Lessa and Sunette, the priestess was so seasick she could barely walk and spent most of her time by the rail at the back of the boat, just in case. And Sunette ignored him every chance she had by hiding behind her spell books.

			On the third day, Foster walked up to Lessa. She was hanging her head over the railing, and her face was almost as green as Twig’s. Foster wished he could help her. She must have been miserable.

			“I can’t believe there’s no spell for sea sickness.” He leaned on the rail next to her.

			“I think Otto’s priests know one? Bereck, unfortunately, is not a priest.” She groaned, and he laid a hand on her back, rubbing in circles.

			“Would you like me to get you some water? You must be dehydrated by now.”

			She took in a big, slow breath and nodded. “As much as I don’t relish it coming back up immediately, I do need a drink. Thank you.”

			“I’ll be right back.” He rushed down to the galley and found Twig and Raven in an animated conversation and smiled at them. Clearly, he was wrong in his first assessment of her, and it was a good idea that she came along. She seemed like a great person, always happy and willing to help. Foster got some water and remembered he had some Nixyl in his bag. It was a last-minute purchase in Salthole. It could help calm a stomach, so he walked down the hall to their room. Foster turned the corner and froze as he saw Bereck and Sunette kissing passionately on the paladin’s hammock. They didn’t seem to notice him, and he really wanted to get to his bag. So, he tip-toed as softly as he could to the other end of the room. But halfway, he took a wrong step, and the wood creaked loudly under his feet. 

			He heard Sunette gasp. “What are you doing?” He could hear how mad she was at the interruption and probably thought he was spying on them.

			He quickly ran to his bag and got the Nixyl. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I just wanted to get this for Lessa’s stomach. I didn’t see anything. I’m sorry!” He ran from the room and up the stairs, careful not to spill the water. Oh man, that was embarrassing, he thought as he walked to the back of the ship. Lessa hadn’t moved an inch, so he put the encounter from his mind and laid his hand on her back.

			“Here you go. I found some Nixyl, it might help.” Slowly, she reached out for the little beans and popped them in her mouth, and took a drink of the water he brought her. 

			“Thank you. You know, I feel bad that Lucius doesn’t get to see Stella that often. But again, I’m glad because I couldn’t bear to feel this way more than once a year.”

			Foster smiled. “I understand. Feeling sick is never fun.”

			“Distract me, Foster,” she stood straight for the first time in hours, “tell me of your siblings.” Her hands gripped the railing as she focused on the horizon. Foster stepped close and rubbed the muscles on her back. They had to be sore by now from heaving and leaning for hours.

			“We’re pretty close, or at least we were.” He took a big breath, hesitant to speak about the last time he saw them. But Lessa was a priestess. She had to be used to people unloading their feelings on her. “The day I left, I fought with just about everyone, Christopher, Saphira, my father. I feel so bad about leaving the way I did.” She closed her eyes, and he felt her lean into his fingers, so he pressed harder on her muscles. 

			“What did you fight about?” 

			He paused for a bit. “Love, mostly.”

			“You and your brother love the same woman?” She turned and looked into his eyes.

			“No, no, nothing like that,” he chuckled. “But there was a girl, yes, and I…asked her to marry me. But she said no, and it really hurt.” The memory of her rejection flashed in his mind, and another wave of grief hit him. ‘No, Foster, I’m not for you.’ She looked up and met his eyes, ‘I can’t marry you.’

			A look of pity flashed across Lessa’s face. “Rejection on that scale can be devastating. Why wouldn’t she marry you?”

			He shrugged, trying not to meet her eyes, and concentrated on rubbing her back. “She said there was another for me. I assume it was one of her visions that she gets, so there was nothing I could say to sway her. Her visions are firm.” Lessa turned her back on the rails for the first time in days, so Foster lowered his hands. “Saphira was trying to be nice, but I bit her head off, you know, little siblings.” Lessa nodded as he thought back to his little sister. “You don’t look fine,” Saphira said as she silently walked into the room. Usually, his little sister held the key to cheering him up, but today, he rounded angrily at her. “Well, I am!” She jumped at his harsh tone, and he saw her lip start quivering. “Fine! You don’t have to be mean to me. I didn’t do anything!” 

			He sighed and shook his head. “Christopher…” his voice got softer as he spoke. “He spoke the truth, and it made me so mad I hit him.” The memory of what he did to his little brother still crushed his heart. Christopher got to his feet, his eye was puffy, and he had a nasty cut on his cheek. Suddenly, something else hurt Foster’s heart. He had never hurt his little brother like that before, and guilt started to spread, but the anger was just too much, and he let it win. 

			“I had never hit my brother before.” He walked to the railing and laid his arms on them. “I feel guilty for leaving like that.”

			“Goodness, how dramatic.” She reached out and laid a hand on his shoulder. 

			“Heartbreak is a part of life. I wish it weren’t, it would save us a lot of trouble. But if this woman had a vision of another for you, you should trust it.”

			Foster nodded. “I do, but I don’t want to. That’s the problem. I never imagined myself without Ada. It’s hard.”

			Lessa nodded and took her hand back. “Time heals. One day, you won’t hurt so much, and I bet your brother feels just as bad that it was left like that.” She put her hand on her stomach. “I’m going to remember to get Nixyl next time we’re on a boat. I haven’t felt this good in days.”

			He gave her a little smile, even though it was the last thing he felt like doing. “Glad I could help, and thanks for listening to me moan.”

			Lessa chuckled. “It was a good distraction. Plus, that’s part of my job, making sure our group is happy and unburdened.”

			He nodded. “Well, you’re good at it.” She really was. His mother pretty much said the same thing when she showed up at his camp outside of Raventree. “I’m sorry you’re in such pain, my son. But if Ada said there was another, I’d listen.” Deep down, he knew Ada was right, but it still didn’t keep him from loving her. But hearing it from someone without a connection to him made it more believable somehow, easier to swallow.

			─────

			The trip to Fairwinds took three weeks. Foster and Lessa talked every day, and every day, Sunette continued to ignore him. He felt he needed to apologize, or traveling with the mage was going to wear on him. So, on the last day of the voyage, he found her alone in her hammock. She was reading from one of her spell books, and he knocked on the wooden doorway.

			“Sunette?”

			She looked up and rolled her eyes. “I’m busy,” she said shortly and returned to her book. 

			“I know, I just wanted to apologize.” He walked in slowly and sat on the hammock across from her as she looked up from her book.

			“Apologize?” She wasn’t stomping away or hitting him with her heavy book, so he felt he had her attention. 

			“Yes. I’m sorry I walked in on you and Bereck. It was not my intention to spy. I just needed the Nixyl for Lessa. She was so nauseous, it couldn’t wait.” He had to concentrate and not talk too fast. He had the impression if he lost her attention, she’d storm away before he finished. But she didn’t. He watched her face go from hard and accusatory to soft and confused. 

			“I know. She told me it really helped.” She laid her book on her lap, “Do you mean your apology?”

			He looked her in the eyes and nodded once. “Yes, I do.”

			Sunette closed her book and sighed. “Well, thank you, I accept.” Her tone made him think she wasn’t used to being apologized to or accepting them.

			He smiled. “Good. I’m glad.” He saw her staring at him, almost like she was studying him. “Something wrong?”

			She stiffened. “Oh no, sorry. I’m not…you surprised me, that’s all.” She seemed flustered for some reason. 

			“Sunette, can I ask you something?” She nodded. “Where are you from? I’ve never heard an accent like yours before.” Her words flowed from her mouth like they were stitched together without a space between them. 

			“Oh, well, my family is from the north.”

			“North?”

			She nodded. “So far north, you’ve probably never heard of it.” She smiled a little and cleared her throat. “It’s called Emperia.” 

			He smiled. “I’ve heard of it. My grandfather told me about it.”

			“He is from Emperia?”

			“No,” he shook his head, “he was a sailor. He said it was a lovely continent.”

			She smiled brightly. He could hardly believe she possessed such a smile. “Oh yes, it’s lovely, from what I remember anyway. We left when I was young.” Foster had never seen her smile like that. Even with Bereck, there seemed to be something sad in her eyes. As he listened to her talk of her homeland, he saw how it brightened everything about her, and he chuckled. “What?” she asked. 

			“I was just thinking how lovely your smile is.” His eyes noticed her hands seemed to be running absentmindedly over her book. 

			Her eyes narrowed. “Hmm,” she looked back down at her book and fiddled with the raised lettering on the front. “Thank you.” Was she being shy? There was no way this woman who told him to piss on his apples was capable of being shy.

			“Do you have a big family, Sunette?” 

			Her smile wilted a little around the edges as she looked back up at him. “I did, yes. I’m the only one left.” 

			A pang of guilt hit Foster. “I’m sorry.”

			She chuckled. “That’s all right, you didn’t know, and it was a long time ago. You, Foster, do you have a big family?” 

			He nodded. “Some might say that. I have a younger brother and sister. Both my parents are alive. Even my grandfather, my mom’s father, is still alive.” 

			She nodded and fiddled with her book some more. “Is your grandfather a good man?” 

			“One of the best,” he said proudly. That was another regret he had. He didn’t say goodbye to his grandfather, Etienne. He had taught Foster how to shoot a bow before he took to learning with the Knights. He knew he’d miss his grandfather’s stories while traveling, too. “Thank you for listening to me. I’ll leave you to study.” He gave her a little nod and walked away.

			─────

			Sunette stared after him, stunned at his words. He said her smile was lovely, like that wasn’t something only a lover should tell you. Perhaps it was the way he was raised? He certainly didn’t seem shy about what he said. She sat back and tried to go back to studying her book, but she had no patience for it now. So, she closed it and headed up the stairs. 

			─────

			There was a lot of the usual on deck, Lessa and Mason arguing. She assumed whatever it was Foster gave the priestess really did the trick. She had never seen her friend speaking on a ship before. Bereck was honing his sword, and Twig and Raven were watching the horizon. She had a feeling Twig had a crush on the bard. She walked up the stairs to the back of the ship and was startled at what she saw. Foster was teaching Stella’s daughter how to sword fight. They had broken broom handles and were clacking them together like swords. 

			She smiled and walked over to them. “Are you spoiling this little girl?” she teased. 

			“She wanted to learn, so I’m teaching,” Foster said, not taking his eyes off the ‘sword.’

			“Little girls should be mages and princesses, not swordsmen.” She chuckled, knowing Te’a would never be either of those things. Te’a started moving erratically around the big man, her arm flailing the ‘sword’ back and forth, which drew laughs from the nearby crew. 

			“I’m going to be a pirate when I grow up. I need to know how to fight.” 

			“Oh, all right.” Sunette smiled and started walking to the back of the ship.

			“You want to try?” Foster called out after her.

			She turned. “Pardon?” 

			He stopped fighting and held out his ‘sword’ to her. “Would you like to try?” 

			She held up her hands. “Oh no, I’m hopeless with a sword. You two keep having fun.” 

			“Come on, live a little.” Foster started moving over to her, holding out the ‘sword’ for her to take. 

			“No, really, I’m awful.”

			He stopped in front of her and put the stick in her hand. “Well, now’s a good time to learn.” He smiled and closed her hand around the stick. 

			Sunette looked at his face and couldn’t help but smile back as she scoffed. “I’m more likely to treat this as a wand than a sword.” 

			“In that case, we best get Te’a out of the way.” He walked over to the wannabe pirate, and she handed him her stick with a smile and ran to the railing to watch. Foster turned back to Sunette and settled into a goofy, ready stance with his sword arm high above his head. “Do your worst,” he said with a terrible ‘evil guy’ accent. 

			Sunette laughed. “Really, Foster, I’m terrible. Bereck’s tried to teach, and I’ve learned nothing.” She walked over and tried to hand him the stick, but he just taped it gently with his. 

			“Maybe he doesn’t know how to teach you.” 

			She saw a wicked smile spread across his face. “You brat.” She whacked his stick with hers and laughed. 

			Foster chuckled and whacked back. “Maybe, but I got you to hit.”

			She scoffed and put her hands on her hips. “I refuse to play your little game.” He stepped up and acted like he was going to whack her with his stick, but she quickly put hers in the way and blocked it with a loud clack. 

			“Seems like you’re playing to me.” He shifted and tried to hit her again, but she blocked. 

			“I most certainly am not,” she said and quickly hit his arm.

			“Ow!” Foster hopped up and down, wincing and holding his arm.

			“Oh, I’m sorry!” She reached for him, but he quickly bent down and playfully whupped her backside with his stick and laughed. 

			He pointed the stick at her and began circling the deck. “Never have sympathy for those trying to kill you.” She swore his eyes darkened as he said that. Sunette cleared her throat and rubbed her backside as she watched him, her eyes narrowed. 

			“I see.” She raised the stick high above her head and formulated a plan. “Ow!” She gasped and dropped her stick, and brought her finger to her mouth. 

			“Got a splinter?” Foster walked over to her, “Let me see.” She handed him her left hand, and while he was preoccupied looking for a splinter, she stole his stick and pointed it at his throat. 

			“I win.” She smiled. 

			Foster looked at the stick and back at her and laughed. “Nice. You learn quick.” He let her hand go. 

			“That I do.” She was shocked at how fun it was to tease him. Foster chuckled as he bent over and picked up her old ‘sword,’ a smile on his face. 

			“Ready?” Sunette chuckled and pointed the stick at him. 

			─────

			She didn’t know how long they were clacking sticks, but she had to admit it was fun. After a while, she looked over and saw Bereck walking up the stairs. He looked confused. 

			“What’s this?” he asked with a little smile on his face. 

			Foster turned to him, breathless from the last ‘charge.’ “Messing around.” Sunette walked over to Bereck, but not before smacking Foster in the butt with her stick. He let out a satisfying yelp, which made Te’a have a giggle fit. 

			She wrapped her arms around her strong paladin. “Foster was teaching me swordplay.”

			“Oh really? Did you learn anything?” One of his arms wrapped around her waist, and the other brushed some hair off her forehead before trailing along her cheek. 

			She turned and gave a thoughtful look at Foster. “He’s not so bad,” she said and walked down the stairs. 

			Bereck turned and watched her walk off. “That was quick. It took her six months before she’d call Mason by his name. What’d you do?” He asked, turning to the young man. 

			“I apologized to her about walking in on you two,” he said sheepishly.

			Bereck nodded. “Ah, Mason never did that.” 

			“Not surprised,” Foster said, rolling his eyes.

			Bereck chuckled, “I’m glad you worked it out. She’s much more pleasant to be around when she’s not mad.” 

			“Aren’t most people?”

			Bereck nodded. “Right you are, young man.” He turned and walked down the stairs after Sunette. 

			─────

			The ‘Blue Wind’ reached Fairwinds the next morning, and Bereck said a prayer to Otto, thanking him for a wonderful journey. The group gathered their things and started filing off the boat. Foster watched Lucius give Stella quite the goodbye kiss and Te’a a gold piece. He mussed her hair affectionately as she smiled widely at her new money. 

			Lucius walked them to ‘The Mighty Lion Tavern and Inn.’ It was loud and busy. There were servers running back and forth, trying to appease the many customers. Lucius walked up to the bar and got four keys and put them on the table they were sitting at. 

			“Split up as you like, enjoy the day, meet back here for supper.” He turned and walked up the stairs, one of the keys in his hands. Bereck took one, and the couple walked up the stairs to put their things away. Foster picked up a key, it said eighteen, so he started up the stairs to find the room. It was in the middle of the second story, which made him groan a bit. Being in the middle meant the possibility of having noisy neighbors on both sides. He unlocked the door and saw the room was small, but it had two beds on either side of a window that looked onto an alley. He set his pack and his sword on one of them, and just as he sat down, he heard footsteps. His eyes went wide as Lessa and Raven walked into the room. 

			“Don’t mind, do you?” Lessa asked. “I can’t sleep with Mason or Twig. They have bulls in their noses.”

			“Same,” Raven agreed and put her bag on the other bed. “Twig is a delight to talk to, but sleeping in the same room on that boat was not relaxing.”

			Foster smiled, “No, I don’t mind. Help yourself.” 

			“It’ll be fun,” Raven said. “Like a sleepover. I bet Foster needs a manicure.” 

			Lessa laughed and sat on the bed. “You have a sister, right? I’m sure you’re used to it.”

			He shrugged. “She’s younger than me, so not really.” And she wasn’t into the typical things girls were into either. Hair, nails, dresses, but he suspected she liked dresses more than she let on.

			“Then we shall have to show you how fun it is to have big sisters,” Raven teased. “We share the bed or?” She pointed at Foster.

			Lessa waved her hand at his bed. “He’s too big to share with. We’ll take this one.” 

			“Yeah? Think so?” Foster flexed his arms, making sure his muscles popped, and the girls scoffed with smiles on their faces.

			Lessa lay sideways on the bed. “Gods, I hate ships. I still feel sick even after I get back on land. I can still feel the swaying. I had hoped that wouldn’t happen this time with the Nixyl.” She covered her eyes and sighed. 

			“Land sickness, they call it, so annoying.” Raven took off her boots and put on a pair of slippers, “Ah, much better.” She started humming as she went through her bag.

			“Sorry I don’t have more Nixyl, but laying down won’t help,” Foster said. “You should get up and walk around.”

			“I should,” she said without moving. 

			Foster shrugged his shoulders. “As you like,” he started for the door.

			“Wait, wait a second, I’ll get up.” Though she didn’t sound happy about it. Foster waited by the door while Lessa slowly sat up. She swallowed hard and walked over to him. “Okay, where to?” 

			“Have you ever been to Fairwinds?” He opened the door, waiting to see if Raven wanted to join them.

			“Once, for about five hours,” she said. “You ever been Raven?”

			“A long time ago, but I don’t feel like sightseeing right now. I think I’ll just loiter downstairs.” She got up, and Foster locked the door behind them.

			“Well, how about I show you around Lessa?” He held out his arm, and she took it as they walked down the stairs. In the tavern, they saw Lucius was already set up at a table with a pretty serving girl next to him. “He wastes no time,” Foster chuckled. 

			Lessa turned and saw the sight. “No, he doesn’t.”

			“You don’t get a nickname like ‘Luscious’ by being chaste,” Raven said. “Let’s see how good he is with some company.” Foster laughed as Raven quickly sat next to their boss and ordered a drink. The woman dutifully got off his lap to get it. They could see a smile on his face that said, ‘Thanks a lot.’

			Foster and Lessa walked out into the sun, down the road to nowhere in particular. A few people called out to Foster with greetings as they walked. It was nice being somewhere familiar. He felt less homesick.

			One old man even yelled, “Pretty lady Foster, gonna worship Alar now?” 

			“Ha ha,” he shot back. 

			“People seem to know you’re here.” Lessa looked around and smiled at whoever waved at them. 

			“My mother grew up in Fairwinds, so we visited often.”

			“Oh, that’s right, Mother Lily is your mother. 

			He chuckled, “The one and only.”

			“That must have been an interesting upbringing.” 

			“It seemed rather normal to me. But she does have the best stories. Are either of your parent’s clergy?” 

			Lessa shook her head. “No, just me.” She answered quickly, and he wondered if he was treading forbidden territory. Sure, he had given her Nixyl on the boat and spent a great deal of time talking after that. But he didn’t think he was privileged enough to know everything about her.

			“Are they proud of you?” 

			“What?” She turned her head so quickly, the land sickness grabbed hold, and she swayed. 

			Foster held her arm so she didn’t fall over. “Mom said most parents are proud when their children join the church.” He hoped continuing the conversation would get her mind off her stomach despite the sensitivity of the subject.

			Lessa straightened. “Well, mine weren’t.” She pulled him down the road. Clearly, this was a sore topic.

			“Sorry, didn’t mean to pry.” 

			

			“It’s okay,” she said quietly. He decided to wait until she felt a little better before he asked more questions about her past. 

			Foster snapped his fingers. “I know, I’ll show you the most beautiful building in Fairwinds.”

			“You know beauty is in the eye of the beholder. I might think it’s rather ugly,” she poked him in the side. 

			He laughed and shook his head. “There’s no way you’ll find this building ugly. No one does.”

			“We’ll see.” They walked a few blocks as he led her to the Temple of Otto. It was a huge white building with stained-glass windows and black and white marble stairs. The top was domed, and huge marble columns went all around it. “Not a bad start. I’ve seen better. How about the inside?” she teased.

			“Oh, it’s much better,” he gave her a wink. When they walked inside, he heard her gasp, and he couldn’t stop the chuckle that came out. 

			“Foster, it’s beautiful,” her voice was barely above a whisper as she took it all in. Lessa let go of his arm and walked down the shiny, white marble aisle to the seashell-covered dais. Foster watched as her eyes took in the stained-glass windows that let in the colored light. It splashed over her skin, and she looked at her arms, amazed at the effect. She was covered in greens, blues, and reds. When she got to the dais, she gently touched the seashells. Foster watched as the head priest, Father Leif, walked over him. Father Leif had married his parents after the battle of Raventree and grew up with his mother. He was always a happy guy, clearly suited for the life. 

			“Foster, good to see you. Who have you brought us?” 

			He shook the priest’s hand. “Hello, Father Leif. Her name is Lessa, she’s a priestess in my group, but she seems unhappy. So, I thought I’d show her something beautiful.”

			“Well, you brought her to the right place,” Leif said and walked up to the young woman. Foster stayed in the back and sat in one of the back pews and bowed his head in prayer. Christopher may have spent his life wanting to be a priest, but Foster found it comforting when he prayed to Otto as well. ‘Blessed Otto, please look after my family as I travel. Let Saphira and Christopher find comfort in one another. And I know I’ve said it before, but I feel terrible about how I left it with my brother. Please forgive me for how I acted.’

			─────

			Leif walked up behind Lessa and touched her shoulder. “Welcome, fellow priestess.” 

			She looked at him and felt tears in her eyes. “Why do I feel this way?” 

			He led her to one of the front pews and sat down with her. “What way do you feel?” 

			She stared at the stained glass and felt a peace she had never known. “Stunted, unhappy. I know Alar is in my heart, but it brings me no comfort. Why?” She grabbed the priest’s hand, and he patted hers. 

			“Why did you become a priestess of Alar?” She knew that tone he was using, it was more for her than it was for him. She used it countless times on people who knew the truth but weren’t ready to accept it. 

			Lessa bowed her head, “My father was a priest of Alar. I thought it would be a good way to honor him.” 

			“It would be if it was truly your destiny,” Leif said in a wonderful, comforting voice.

			“To be a priestess is my destiny. I know it,” she looked into the priests’ friendly eyes. “I love doing the god’s work, but with Alar, it doesn’t feel, I don’t know, complete. He accepts me, I know that, but something’s missing,” she sighed, scared that someone knew her secret. 

			“Is your father alive?”

			Lessa shook her head. “No, he died when I was eight. He was traveling with a group and was killed. My mother never forgave him.”

			“So, you following in his footsteps didn’t make your mother happy, did it?” She shook her head, remembering the fight they had when she left to learn how to be a priestess. 

			“No. She follows Otto and cursed Alar’s name as I left.” 

			

			“But Otto’s where your heart belongs, isn’t it?” She felt tears roll down her cheeks and nodded, fearful of what Alar might do. “Child, it’s nothing to be ashamed of,” he took her hands and stood her up. “Why don’t you go to the Temple of Alar here in town and do some soul-searching. We’ll be here waiting if you decide anything.” 

			He leaned in and kissed her forehead, and as she felt Otto’s blessing, she cried, “Thank you, Father.” After a few moments, she was able to compose herself. She stood straight and wiped her eyes and saw Foster in the back, praying. She slowly walked over to him and touched his shoulder. He looked up with a smile. “Want to escort me to another temple?”

			Foster stood and held out his arm. “With pleasure.” 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3 - The First Job

			That night, all but Lessa had gathered in the common room for dinner. Food had been set out, and the drinks flowed. Mason was shoveling it in like usual, and Raven was wiggling in her seat as she ate like it was the best thing she’d ever eaten. It was cute. 

			“Where’s Lessa? I told everybody to meet for dinner.” Lucius was clearly annoyed as he turned back to the stairs for the fourth time in less than thirty seconds. 

			“She’s coming, don’t worry.” Foster had left her in their room. She wanted to surprise everyone. 

			“Was she in your room when you came down?” Twig asked.

			Foster nodded. “Yes, she was.” 

			Twig leaned forward. “You two weren’t up to anything, were you?” he teased. 

			“What?” He missed the potato he was aiming for, and his fork scraped noisily against the plate. “No!” 

			“Oh, I don’t know,” Raven started in on it, too, and Foster rolled his eyes. “Handsome young man sharing a room with a beautiful young woman, things happen.” Raven and Twig chuckled as they bumped elbows. 

			Foster scoffed, “That’s your room too, remember. Besides, I’m not interested in Lessa,” he lifted his ale to his mouth. “Unfortunately, my heart belongs to another.” He mumbled into his mug before he took a big drink. Sunette looked up from her plate at his words. She seemed to be the only one who heard him. 

			“Unfortunately?” She asked quietly, “She does not return your affection?”

			“No, she does. It’s complicated,” he said before he took another big gulp. 

			“I will not pry then.” Foster put his mug down and noticed Twig and Raven were staring at the stairs. He looked shocked, and Raven was smiling. She had kept the secret, too. He turned and saw Lessa walking down, wearing the white robes of Otto. Lessa was smiling brightly as she made her way over and sat down. 

			“Hello,” she said as she sat down between Mason and Lucius like she usually did. 

			Raven gasped. “You look divine!”

			Foster chuckled at Mason’s wide-open mouth. “Wow, what happened?” Mason reached out and touched her robe, “laundry accident?” 

			She gently slapped her brother’s hand and straightened up. “I realized why I was so unhappy. I knew I had holy power inside of me, but I felt I had to worship Alar because of our father.” 

			Mason sat up and became visibly subdued. “I didn’t know that Lessa. You should have told me.” He laid a hand on her shoulder, and she shrugged. 

			“I didn’t really know myself.” 

			He sighed and hugged his sister. “I hope you’ll be happier now.” 

			She hugged him back and smiled. “I will be.” After one last squeeze, they sat back and noticed the group staring at them. 

			“What?” Mason looked quite confused.

			“We just never thought you were capable of such affection, Mason,” Sunette said with a smile.

			He
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