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    Dear Reader:
I extend my heartfelt gratitude to you as you embark on this literary journey with me. As the words unfold, you'll discover that this story has taken on a life of its own.
If you haven't gleaned it by now, I find joy in infusing a touch of whimsy and intrigue into my writing. The creative process is a dynamic and unpredictable companion.
So, here we are, on the cusp of a tale that dances on the edge of the known and the unknown. May the words weave a spell around you, transporting you to realms where imagination reigns supreme.
Once again, I sincerely hope you find delight in unraveling the mysteries and adventures contained within these pages.
 
And don't forget to Blame Alex, Allie, Melissa and D!!
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By E.L. Marr

Book 3 - Not the Yellow Brick Road
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Chrissy moves at an easy march, boots crunching over gravel and pine needles while the weight of her shield rests familiar and unremarkable against her left arm. Black leather pants flex with each step, the light armor at her chest creaking softly as she shifts her shoulders beneath the heavy saber-cat cloak. The fur drinks in the fading sunlight, dark and matte, swallowing warmth as the sun sinks lower behind the trees.

Her blonde hair keeps slipping loose from the tie at her neck, strands catching on the straps of her backpack. She shoves it back without breaking stride, fingers brushing past the hilt of the green glass sword riding at her hip. It knocks faintly against her gear with each step—bedroll, rope, cook tin, all the quiet sounds of someone expecting nothing more dangerous than a cold night and a boring delivery.

The road forks ahead. One path dips deeper into the forest, the other climbs toward Helena. A weather-beaten sign leans crooked at the split, its markings scarred by time and weather. Chrissy barely glances at it as she keeps moving, already committed.

“Easy job,” she mutters, mouth twitching as she adjusts the strap cutting across her shoulder. “In, out, get paid, and maybe find food that doesn’t taste like regret.”

The forest hums around her, alive and unbothered. Leaves whisper in the breeze, birds chatter overhead, insects buzz in the warm air. It feels ordinary, steady, like the land has done this a thousand times before and expects to do it a thousand more.

Then the sound hits.

It its roar that tears through the air, a deep, bone-shaking force that makes the ground vibrate under her boots. Birds vanish mid-song. Leaves freeze on their branches as if the forest itself has stopped breathing.

Chrissy’s shoulders tense and her stride shortens, instincts snapping to attention before her thoughts catch up. She exhales through her nose, slow and controlled, and reaches for her sword. The green glass slides free with a sharp hiss, catching the last light as her shield comes up automatically. Her grip tightens, knuckles whitening as her pulse kicks harder.

“...You’ve gotta be kidding me,” she mutters, eyes already scanning the treeline.

The sound comes again, closer this time, pressing inward until it crawls inside her chest and leans against her lungs. The air feels thicker, heavier, like something enormous is bearing down on the world itself. Her breath stutters once before she clamps her jaw shut, refusing to let it turn into something louder.

A shadow sweeps across the trail.

Chrissy looks up just as the sky disappears.

Wings stretch wide overhead, black and vast, blotting out the remaining gold of the sunset. Wind slams into her hard enough to snap her cloak and force her back a step. The temperature drops in an instant, the warmth of the day ripped away like it never existed.

The dragon descends just enough for her to see its eyes.  It’s eyes aren’t wild or mindless. They’re focused. Intelligent. Annoyed. 

It tilts its head slowly, deliberately, and for a heartbeat its gaze locks onto hers as if it already knows exactly who she is. Her stomach drops, cold and heavy, settling somewhere behind her ribs. And yet it didn’t see her.

“Okay,” she breathes, planting her boots and angling her shield. “So much for easy.”

She backs beneath the thick trunk of a red fir, shoulder pressing into rough bark as the creature’s presence smothers the forest. The air feels wrong here, distorted, charged with something ancient that doesn’t belong to this place or this time. This isn’t a beast wandering too close to the road. This is something that chose to be here.

Chrissy tightens her grip on the sword, the green glass catching what little light remains as she squares her shoulders beneath the dark fur cloak. Her stance settles, low and ready, muscles coiling despite the chill creeping into her bones.

“Guess we’re doing this the hard way,” she mutters.
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Day Before Sunset
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Samuel steps off the road and into the brush, boots sinking into damp earth as he pushes aside a low branch. He crouches, fingers working carefully through a cluster of pale growth clinging to broken stone, and pulls it free in one clean motion. He shakes off the dirt, inspects it once, then drops it into a leather pouch hanging heavy at his belt. The fur cloak on his shoulders shifts as he straightens, bow tapping softly against the quiver on his back.

“Good condition,” he says, mostly to himself, scanning the ground again. “They’ll pay better for this if it’s clean.”

Borazon keeps walking, the cart creaking behind Nelly as she plods forward. “You sound like a trader already,” he says, voice amused. “Careful. That path leads to counting coin more than counting enemies.”

Samuel snorts and kneels again, prying dark berries from beneath a thorned stem and dropping them into a separate pouch. “Enemies don’t buy food,” he says. “Healers do.” He glances up, grin quick. “And they don’t care who swung the biggest axe.”

Borazon chuckles, adjusting the strap across his chest as the axe haft bumps softly against his back. “True enough. When I was your age, I carried fish baskets until my arms felt like they’d fall off. Thought I was strong until a stormbreaker laughed at me and handed me a shield instead.”

Nelly stops abruptly to rip a mouthful of grass from the roadside, horns scraping bark with
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