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  One

One


The smell of fried fish and freshly baked bread wafted through the air of The Loose Anchor Tavern as a merry band of musicians played for the enormous crowd. The patrons were mostly sailors making port, passing time as their ships were unloaded. Very few Blackwater residents ventured outside the high stone walls of Blackwater to the dockside tavern that was so often filled with pirates. They gambled, drank, and on occasion, were known to draw a cutlass or two when they disagreed as to the winner of a bet. 
Fire from the large stone hearth in the center of the room illuminated the tavern in a deep orange glow dancing shadows throughout the crowd as the flames flickered. The Blackwater flag and the crest of the Silver Talons hung down from the wood beams above, and the head of a dragon-like sea monster stared down from a plaque mounted over the bar. Serving girls maneuvered through the packed tavern with trays of ale and food. 
A dirty man, wet with sweat, ale, and the stench of a good long period at sea, grabbed the backside of a young serving girl who brushed past him—a pretty girl with fiery red curls. “Let’s see if the carpet matches the drapes,” he said as he whirled the girl around to face him. His hot, stinking breath assaulted her nose as he puckered his lips and tried to bring his face to hers while simultaneously trying to get a hand up her dress. The girl groaned with disgust as she shoved away from him, tipping her tray to the side and spilling its contents on the floor. She drew the tray back and smacked him across the face with it. A mixture of saliva and blood flew from his mouth and he looked back at her with furious anger.
“You dirty wench!” he growled as he launched to his feet and drew back his fist to hit her. Before he could make contact, a hand, more powerful than his own, blocked his strike and held his hand in place. 
“That would be very unwise of you. I know you probably do not know who this young woman is, but I guarantee, if you lay so much as a finger on her again, your corpse will be hanging from the wooden beam outside this very tavern as a warning and no one in your company will be able to dock here ever again. Now, as the owner of this establishment, I suggest you leave and do not let me see you here again; otherwise, you will be at the mercy of Commander Leon Rend.” 
His eyes widened at the mention of the name, but the man did not attempt to hide his scowl as he spat more blood and saliva on the floor. He said nothing more as he gathered his things and moved toward the exit. Declan, the owner, watched him go until the tavern doors swung closed behind him.
“Sophie, are you okay?” Declan asked, putting a sympathetic hand on the back of her shoulder.
“Yes, I’m okay,” Sophie said, nodding.
“I promised your father you would be safe working here, if you would rather work in the kitchen tonight, I can move you off the floor,” Declan offered with concern.
“No, I would prefer to stay out here, I need the tips,” Sophie replied brushing off her apron and bending down to pick up the mugs of ale she'd dropped on the floor. Declan returned to the bar and the night carried on as usual. 

      [image: image-placeholder]At closing time, Sophie traded in her coppers for as many silver pieces as she could, and exchanged as many silvers as she could for gold. 
“Well, what’s the haul tonight, Soph?” Declan asked.
“Eight gold, five silver, and two copper.”
“Pirates are lousy tippers.” Declan frowned. shaking his head, he reached into a secret pocket inside his vest and pulled out a small leather pouch. “Here, you deserve this, I appreciate you coming in tonight.” The bag jingled with coin as he handed it over. Sophie opened it and counted the shiny gold pieces inside. 
“Twenty gold? Declan, I know you only pay the other servers half this amount a night. I can’t accept this,” she argued.
“You can, and you will. You handled yourself pretty well with that pirate, and you deserve this much just for having to deal with him. You not only worked as a server but security too, and on your regular night off. Double duty, double pay.” He gave her a pat on the back. “Come on, I will walk you to the gate.”
The docks at night could be dangerous for anyone, more so for a young girl traveling alone. Sophie was thankful for Declan’s company. 
Barely in his thirties, Declan was already a widower. His wife went through a rough pregnancy and an even more difficult childbirth. The midwife did all she could to save the baby, but Katarina did not survive. Their son, Nikolai, was now five years old. Sometimes, Sophie watched him for Declan when the tavern was slow. She enjoyed both jobs equally, even on the worst night.
 When they reached the entrance, the guard saw them and immediately signaled for the man on top to raise the gate. The chains crunched between the gigantic stone gears as the man tuned the crank. 
“Get home safely, Miss Rend.” The guard nodded to Sophie and went back to his post.
“Thank you,” she called, then, turned back to Declan, “Thank you for walking me to the gate. I will see you tomorrow evening.” She gave him a quick and friendly hug, patting him on the back. He was like family to her, and her father. Declan and his wife used to run the Gilded Lily, the members-only tavern inside the guild hall, but after his wife died, everything within the walls of Blackwater reminded him of her. He made it as far out of town as the Loose Anchor. The old inn closed for a while, a few years back and they had to shut down the docks when the aquahydra took up residence in the bay and destroyed any ship daring to enter. Without patrons, the owner could no longer afford to keep the place.
They thought the monster would eventually move on, but it stayed in the bay for a long time and the town began to suffer, cut off from the supplies they needed to survive. The only path out of town connecting to the rest of the continent was through the Stonehold Mountains. The switchbacks and paths were too narrow for a wagon, horses could make it, but goods and supplies had to be carried through the mountain pass.
Many gladiators from around the realm tried to slay the monster, but none were successful, until Leon Rend came to town with an army from Braidwood. The legend says he gathered every soldier, every magic wielder, and his magical weapon which he'd lovingly named "the Greatsword of Destiny." Together, they made a plan, and Leon bravely led the battle against the creature. The monster claimed a few ships and many lives in the battle, but Leon kept fighting until he struck the final, killing blow. 
It was many years ago, Sophie was not yet out of her mother's womb then, but there was no shortage of people to tell her how wonderful, brave, and mighty her father had been. She had lived her whole life so far hearing people tell his story, bards sang songs of his heroism from here to Braidwood. A few months before he got to Blackwater, Leon and his soldiers liberated Braidwood from the tyrant, Orion, and his dragon-riders. He was a true hero, and Sophie bet there wasn't a person on the whole continent who hadn't heard of Leon Rend.
The continent they lived on, was once a kingdom ruled by a man who the stories and folklore say was a good and fair king, but when he passed away without an heir or even a wife, the fighting began. Some wanted the continent to remain a kingdom, others wanted to split the continent into several kingdoms. In the end, three guilds were formed; an eastern, western, and central guild.
Back then, there were dragons, knights, jousting tournaments, and royal balls. Now the dragons have been hunted to extinction and the only ball Sophie had ever been to was the town ball at the Silver Talons Guild Hall. The parties were fun, but it was always the same people from Blackwater. She longed to meet people from other places, such as the kingdom of Ledora. She'd heard so much about their city of gold, lavish masquerades, and their dragon prince—although, she had no idea why they called him that, dragons were extinct as far as she knew.
Stories of dragons and knights, fancy dresses, and royal dinner parties, had always fascinated Sophie, but what interested her more than all of those things combined, was magic. Dragons were not what some stories claimed them to be, yes, they were large, frightening beasts, and were known to get hungry, but they were magical creatures with abilities beyond any human’s wildest dreams.
Some legends say the silver dragons could shift into the form of either a human or an elf and could live among the people undetected. Silver dragons used to inhabit the mountains northwest of Blackwater, but the people who feared them, spread their fear to others and led attacks against the beasts until there were none left. The absence of the silver dragons took its toll. The people had not known, but they had been the only thing standing between the neighboring towns and the red dragons inhabiting the island just north of Stonehold Keep. With no peaceful creatures to hold them back, the red beasts attacked, taking children, cattle, and livestock for food and leaving only devastation in their wake.
Stonehold Keep was abandoned after the red dragon attacks. If there were any people left alive, they ran as far and fast as they could. Even though the dragons have been gone for many years, no one has been to the keep since the attack, they’re still terrified the red dragons may return. Since then, the people of Blackwater at least,  taught their children the silver dragons were our protectors and it was a mistake to attack them. For many years after, people searched the world for a sign of a silver dragon, but if there were any left, they did not wish to be found.
Sophie's thoughts came so quickly, she didn't even realize how far she'd walked until she reached the front stoop of her house. Opening the door to her house quietly, she tried her best not to wake her mother or father. The evening’s work and the walk home finally hit her as she crept into her room. She'd barely taken off her boots before collapsing backward onto her bed. The down comforter, and soft furs enveloped her and she drifted off into a dreamless sleep.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, Sophie came out of her room to find the house empty. Her father was either already at work or had not yet been home. Her mother, Samantha, was probably at the market getting fresh produce for the day, or at her sweet shop. Sophie grabbed her coin pouch, attached it to her belt, then went out to the cellar at the back of the house. The heavy metal doors took some strength to pull open and the force made her stumble backward.
The cellar was dark and musty. The light from outside illuminated only the first few feet and the wooden stairs creaked as she descended. Feeling her way down the wall to the first sconce, Sophie took the torch out of it, lit it using the flint and steel her father kept on the table beneath it. She carried it with her through the main room, which was large and filled with shelf-stable dry goods, spices, flours, and jars of preserved fruits and vegetables. There were three doors off the main room, and she entered the last of them. Sophie placed the torch in a sconce and the dim light illuminated the treasures in the room; trunks and trinkets, men’s clothing, and old books about dragons, and about the world before they disappeared. The name Balefire was etched into the front page of some of the tomes, although the name meant nothing to Sophie. 
She had been going through the storage room for weeks because of the small leather-bound book she found. It was a wizard's spell book, handwritten with incantations, runes, and recipes for various potions and elixirs. She didn’t know any wizards personally, but heard the wizard at the tower in Lapis Highland was looking for an apprentice. The cost of his mentorship was a thousand gold pieces. This was to ensure the safety of his student and to purchase the required focus and components needed for training. A few more weeks working the floor at the tavern and she'd have enough to finally follow her dreams. 
Sophie had been practicing for days already and could make a few of the easier spells work, but she needed more components. She continued inspecting the items in the room, going through trunks, and flipping through pages. She pulled a book from the large shelf, and tried to make sense of the strange symbols written inside. It wasn't any language she had ever seen before. Closing it, she put the book in an old satchel she found among the old clothing—she'd ask Gabe to translate it later. After cleaning up a little, Sophie closed the door, and re-locked it the way it had been when she found it.

      [image: image-placeholder]Nestled in the forest to the west of town, stood an old weeping willow. The stream babbled softly over the rocks just down the bank from the great tree. Birds sang happily in the canopy as other tiny creatures scurried across the forest floor. Sophie always came to this spot when she needed quiet time alone, or when she was sad, it always made her feel better. Making herself comfortable on a patch of moss, she leaned against the trunk of the tree and listened to the birds, the sound of the stream, and then, the crack of a twig behind her. Jumping up, she peered around the trunk of the willow then let out a sigh of relief when she saw it was just her friend heading her way.
“Gabe, you scared me half to death,” Sophie scolded.
“Sorry, I thought I might find you here,” he said, as he sat down beside the stream and began removing his boots and stockings. Sophie watched as he slid down the bank and into the cool water, which was only ankle-deep.
“Come on, Sophie, wade with me,” Gabe called, smiling with child-like wonder. He always took joy in the simple things, the change of seasons, swimming in lakes, wading in streams, and of course, Sophie’s company. She didn’t know why he always wanted to be around her, she wasn’t exactly a ray of sunshine on her best day, but ever since they were little, he was by her side. He never admitted to having feelings for her, which was perfect, because for whatever reason Sophie didn’t think of anyone in such a manner. 
While the other girls were talking about the boys they liked, Sophie was learning to read and speak other languages. Few girls could speak more than the common tongue here in Blackwater, and they had little interest in learning, but Sophie could not satiate the hunger for knowledge she felt. No matter how many books she had, it was never enough. This alone, usually made people give her a wide berth.
Sophie sat down, resting her back against the tree. She pulled out the small leather book, read the materials needed for the first spell, and then looked around the forest for whatever she could collect. When Gabe saw she was not going to join him in the stream, he climbed up the bank and came over to see what she was so interested in. Sophie showed him the book and the excitement and surprise on his face told her he thought it was the greatest thing he had seen in quite a while.
“Have you tried any spells yet?” he asked.
“I tried a few over the last couple of weeks, but I ran out of components, which is why I came out here. Did you happen to bring your flint and steel?” 
“I never leave home without it,” Gabe replied with a grin.
Sophie instructed him to build a small fire as she pulled out some components from her bag. She found a cricket by the bank then grabbed a handful of the softest sand and carried both to the fire.
“I’m sorry,” Sophie whispered to the cricket as she placed it in the flame. She sprinkled the sand on top of the bug as she whispered, “somnum penitus” into the fire. The base of the flame glowed bright green, roared once, and then went out completely. The sand at the base of the fire still had a soft illumination to it. Sophie picked it up in her hand. It was cool to the touch. She spotted a raven hopping along the forest floor nearby and repeated the incantation, blowing the green sand from her hand toward the bird. Immediately, the raven puffed up and settled in for a deep sleep.
“Wow, awesome,” Gabe exclaimed staring at the bird Sophie had just magically put to sleep.
Sophie crept close to the raven and apologized before she proceeded to collect her next component; a writing quill plucked from a sleeping bird. She grabbed a few of the raven’s long tail feathers, counted to three, apologized to it again, and then pulled as hard and quickly as she could. The raven squawked awake, frantically flapping as it hopped away. Finally, it gained a wind beneath its wings and was able to take off in flight. 
“Why’d ya do that to the poor bird?” Gabe asked.
“For these.” Sophie looked down at her hand, opening her fist to reveal her prize; five black feathers. "Want to help me try out a new spell?"
"Of course, like you even had to ask. Let's see what you can do," he replied.
“This one will require you to be asleep,” Sophie said. 
Gabe found a soft patch of moss and made himself comfortable. “Sleep is one of my favorite things to do, I will be your test subject any time as long as I get to take a nap!” he said, as he settled in and closed his eyes. 
Sophie waited until he began snoring softly to begin. She focused on the quill in her hand and closed her eyes. She whispered the incantation as the forest disappeared around her. She sat with her legs crossed, focusing on the words. She touched the quill to the palm of her hand and wrote the message she wanted to send to Gabe. Wake up. She scrawled the words again, but still Gabe slept. 
Maybe I’m not doing it right, she thought as she got up and tapped Gabe on the shoulder.  
“What did it do? I don’t feel any different.” Gabe said, rubbing his eyes.
“It didn’t work. I think I need more practice,” Sophie replied as she emptied her coin pouch into her hand and stuffed the coins into the pocket of her trousers. Next, she scooped up the remaining sand from the first spell and put it into the small purse. It no longer glowed, but still shined with greenish-blue glitter.
“I have to be heading home. Want to walk with me?” Gabe asked, offering her his hand to help her to her feet. Sophie nodded, accepting his hand. They strolled back through the woods, listening to the birds chirping in the branches, and the bugs trilling in the shade of the budding bushes. 
When they reached Gabe’s house the goats greeted them at the fence. They bleated loudly as he approached, recognizing him as the one who cares for them.
“I know, you guys are hungry, come on then.” Gabe waved goodbye as he led the goats to their feeding trough.
“Hey Gabe, wait,” Sophie called, almost forgetting the book she had brought with her. “I don’t know what language this is in, but I thought maybe you could find out for me.” She handed Gabe the book. He opened it and looked at the strange lettering.
“I have never seen anything like this, but I can ask the other guys at work, there are quite a few older scribes who only write ancient texts because they are the only ones who can read them,”  he replied. 
Sophie thanked him and waved before she continued walking home. The whole way, all she could think about was magic, adventure, dragons, and of course, what it would be like when she became the very first female wizard’s apprentice.






  
  Two

Two


An ocean away, toward the east where the sky met the sea, in the kingdom of Ledora, Prince Dominic wiped the sweat from his forehead using a white handkerchief trimmed with golden thread.   
“Again,” a voice called out as he stuffed the handkerchief back into the pocket of his trousers. The command came from the great wizard, Alemayehu, as he evaluated the prince’s every move. Dominic rolled his wrist in a circle and inside his mind, he recited the incantation; 'mpira wa moto'. A ball of fire appeared in his hand, hovering only an inch from his skin. He stared at the fireball he'd produced with pride, and in his excitement, Dominic forgot to hurl the flame at the target until the heat began to redden his palm.
“Ow!” Dominic flicked his hand in reaction to the burn and sent the fireball soaring into the anti-magic field surrounding the training yard. As soon as the flame hit the invisible barrier, it fizzled as if it entered the ocean and evaporated into the air around them.
“Again,”  Alemayehu commanded.
“Are you crazy? My skin is still burning from the last one, can’t we practice something else?” Dominic asked. The wizard gave him a stern look.
“How will you ever claim your ancestral powers and rule this land, if you can’t take a little heat? Again.”  The wizard’s tone was condescending and short of patience. Dominic turned back to the training target set up one hundred and fifty feet from where he stood. He repeated the spell, producing the ball of flame again. This time, he threw it as quickly and as far as he could. It landed forty feet short of the target and spread out from the area where it hit in a bright flame. Alemayehu waved his hand and the flames disappeared.
“Better, but tomorrow we will continue to work on your range and silent casting. You're throwing from your shoulder when you should be using your arcane energy to propel the fireball.” The wizard glanced at the four guards waiting outside the training yard. “We are finished with today’s lesson,” he said, turning to walk away. His figure became transparent and then disappeared completely after a single step. When is he going to teach me that trick? Dominic wondered. The guards surrounded him and moved as a unit, protecting the prince from all sides. 
“So, someday, you’re going to talk to me right?” Dominic asked, looking back and forth between the men. The guards kept their eyes forward and didn't glance his way. 
“Yeah, I thought not.”  Dominic followed them to his next destination; sword fighting. The weapon's training area was much smaller than the casting yard and tall pillars lined the room on both sides, providing many opportunities to dodge attacks, gain position, or even hide if you needed to. Dominic crossed the room to the weapons rack where his instructor, Master Shujaa stood.
“Why do I have to learn to use a sword when I could just sling fire at our enemies?” he joked, picking up the heavy greatsword Master Shujaa made him practice with. It was made from the heaviest material known to man and then enchanted to add twenty pounds. When Dominic first picked up a sword at the age of five, it was a shortsword weighing only three pounds. As he grew and became stronger, his weapons became heavier, pushing his muscles to their limit with every session. 
Dominic was thankful he only had sword training once every two days, it gave his muscles time to recover. On the days he didn’t train with a sword, he trained his mind with studies of the ancient dragon texts written hundreds of years before he was born.  
This was his life; schedules, classes, training, appointments, and the only people who talked to him were either barking orders or giving instructions. The residents of the kingdom; both noble and base born, spoke of the prince as if he led a wonderous life, always whispering about how lucky he was, and wishing they were in his place. Sometimes, Dominic wished they were too.
Being the heir to the Ledoran throne was a lonely job. Dominic had no friends, only royal advisors and of course his father, King Haki. These days, the king busied himself with the search for a betrothal for his son. As king, Dominic would need to eventually produce an heir of his own to carry on the royal line, but if Dominic had any say at all, it would be a long time before he had to worry about children. 
“Are you ready?” Master Shujaa asked, as he held his sword in front of him with one hand, and his other arm folded politely behind his back. Dominic raised his heavy greatsword with two hands and Master Shujaa quickly stepped forward, motioning for Dominic to drop one of his hands.
“One hand only,” Master Shujaa told him.
Dominic dropped his left hand, gripping the heavy sword tightly in his right. It already made his bicep sting to hold it at the ready. Master Shujaa circled him, and Dominic countered his steps, paying close attention to the position of his feet. 
“Focus only on blocking,” the swordmaster instructed as he shuffled in for a strike on Dominic’s left side. The Prince swung his sword to meet the opposing steel with a loud clang. He blocked again when a strike came from above, and then from below, once more from the left. A fake to the left again made Dominic react, leaving his right shoulder unprotected. Master Shujaa smacked Dominic’s arm with the flat of his blade. 
“Always expect your opponent to try and trick you. Don’t leave yourself open. Switch hands, let's try it the other way now.” Dominic obeyed, gripping the sword with his left hand, which was not his dominant, but he had trained to use it just as much in case his right were ever incapacitated.
They circled around, repeating the dance again and again, switching hands after each set until Dominic was no longer able to hold the sword up. 

      [image: image-placeholder]That night, Dominic tossed and turned, fighting with the covers on his bed as he desperately tried to sleep, his usual dreamless rest was invaded by visions of an island across the sea with four tall mountains, and a vast continent nearby. He saw a girl with strange-colored hair and another with hair as red as fire. The orb of dragon magic his kingdom protected whispered to him in a language he recognized as draconic, but he was not fluent enough to decipher what it was saying. It pulsed with energy and lightning as it swelled. It looked and sounded like it was about to burst. His dream continued in painful flashes of light searing into his mind with the same images repeating over and over; the girls, the mountains, the orb, and the dream ended with a green dragon rising from the mountain. The last thing he saw was the gaping maw of the great green beast as it swallowed him whole.
When he woke up, he was drenched in sweat. The memory of the dragon still haunted him, but he could not stop thinking about the girls he saw at the beginning of his dream. He knew they must be important to the prophecy of the orb, but only the Oracle could tell him where he needed to go and what he needed to do. 






  
  Three


A loud, rhythmic knocking startled Laughlin and he jumped as he tried to hang his tunic to dry beside the brick fireplace. The shirt dropped to the floor and he looked between it and the door, unable to decide which was more urgent. He picked up the garment and instead of hanging it on the hook by the hearth, laid it across the back of the wooden dining chair. He crossed the room quickly and opened the door shirtless; beads of perspiration glistening on his chest in the early evening sun. Juniper took in the sight of him and stood speechless for a moment. His dark brown hair hung loosely on his forehead accentuating his deep green eyes. She marveled at her incredible luck that she held the affections of such a man.  
Behind Laughlin, a dark gray wolf with ice blue eyes sat patiently waiting to say hello.
“Good Evening, Juniper,” Laughlin said with a smile as he moved close and planted a quick peck on her cheek. 
“Go ahead, Dusk, say hello.” Laughlin moved to the side so Dusk could approach Juniper. The wolf nuzzled her hand and she bent down to give her a proper scratch behind the ear.
“I have planned a hike and a camping trip for us this evening, it’s spontaneous, I know, but I hope you will come with me unless you’re otherwise engaged with pressing business here?” she asked, rising to meet Laughlin’s gaze.
“A hike sounds fantastic, let me get some things together,” he replied. 
Juniper loved his cabin, it smelled of apples, cinnamon, and the wood stove. She and Laughlin had only been courting for a few cycles of the moon, but Juniper already knew her heart was his. She wandered around the sitting room as Laughlin rummaged around in the back. 
“I’m ready,” he said, emerging from the bedroom with a pack strapped to his back. His bedroll was secured to the top of the pack and his water skin hung from the side of it, the liquid sloshing with every step. Laughlin had a short sword sheathed on his left hip and when he noticed Juniper's gaze on the weapon he quickly explained.
“Just in case, you never know,” he shrugged.” It looks like you packed light,” Laughlin said, gesturing to the small pack Juniper brought.
“It will make climbing the mountain much easier,” she replied. “Come on, Let’s go.” Laughlin and Dusk followed her out and Laughlin paused to lock up.
Juniper linked her arm through his and they walked up the muddy path together. Along the sides of the path, the first signs of spring were just breaking the surface of the ground. Juniper motioned for Laughlin to wait a moment as she bent down to pick some curled fern.
“These are delicious when you cook them with some herbs and fresh butter,” she explained, putting them into a pouch on her belt. When she had foraged as much as she needed, she rejoined Dusk and Laughlin on the path and they made their way out of the forest.
Juniper led them past Blackwater town square, and out the northern gate toward the eastern side of the mountain range, which by far, was the easiest side to climb and the safest. For a few hours, the walk was a gradual incline, with streams and budding plants. Soon there would be berries too, but for now, they would have to settle for fish and fried fern if they got hungry. As they ascended the mountain, the air became cooler and the sun dipped below the western peak, darkening the path. Juniper had no trouble seeing in the dark because of her elven ancestry, but Laughlin’s human parentage did not afford him this particular feat.
“Hold on a moment, Juni.” Laughlin took off his pack and pulled out a torch and a canister of oil. He dipped the tip of the torch into the oil and struck a piece of flint with a steel ring. The spark took to the fabric and illuminated the area. Laughlin handed Juniper the torch as he packed the things back into his pack, making sure the canister of oil was closed tightly before putting it back into the bag. 
“Okay, I’m ready,” he said, taking the torch back. Juniper continued leading the way. They had been hiking for close to four hours when Juniper finally told him they were almost there.
The climb became steeper as they reached the switchbacks and the path was soggy from melting snow. The terrain flattened slightly as they reached their destination. Laughlin’s legs ached and burned. He hadn’t been hiking for quite some time and his muscles reminded him of it with every step. Chopping wood and building his cabin required mostly upper body strength and he hadn’t noticed how long it had been since his legs tingled as they did now. He looked around at the camp site Juniper led them to.
Tall pine trees covered in a layer of snow surrounded the clearing where they now stood, and in the center, a steaming hot spring beckoned them to soak their aching muscles. Lanterns were strung from one tree to another and enveloped the area in a soft romantic glow. A large tent sat off to the side of the hot spring, open and lit with the same style of hanging lanterns as the ones strung from the trees. Inside the tent, Laughlin could see the floor lined with warm fur hides and adorned with beautiful pillows. Dusk ran inside and immediately rolled over on her back, snuggling herself on a hide.
“Juniper, this is more beautiful than I ever imagined. You took a lot of effort to plan this, and it looks amazing.” He took Juniper in his arms and kissed her deeply. When the kiss ended, she lingered for a moment, eyes closed, letting the sensation fill her with warmth.
They put their packs inside the tent and Juniper took out two bronze chalices and a bottle of wine. She walked outside and sat them on a flat rock beside the hot spring, then stood to undress, draping her over clothes over a low-hanging branch nearby. In only her undergarments, Juniper eased herself down into the steaming water and sighed with relief as the heat loosened all the tension her body held from climbing the mountain twice in one day.
Laughlin watched her as he took off his clothes and slipped into the heated pool. He moved to sit on the underwater ledge next to Juniper and smiled as she poured the wine into the two chalices. She handed him one and raised her cup to his. They clinked softly together and then Laughlin and Juniper relaxed, quietly sipping their wine beneath the starry sky.
“This is so beautiful,” Laughlin said, looking around at the decorated clearing. “You’re beautiful,” he said, taking her wine glass and setting on the flat rock beside his own. Now he was looking into her eyes and she could feel the blush rising to her cheeks as he leaned in and softly brushed his lips against hers, letting his fingers trail down the side of her neck. Despite the warmth of the water, his touch brought out the goose flesh on her skin and she shivered with delight. Juniper rested her head on Laughlin’s shoulder and he brushed his fingers up and down her arm as they enjoyed the closeness of each other.
“How did you find your way to Blackwater?” Laughlin asked, finally breaking the silence.
“When I left home, I was with a friend; her name was Maureen. She knew a guy in Northport and she said he would pay us quite well to work in his tavern. I thought it sounded perfect until we got there and we realized his tavern was actually a brothel and the work he wanted us to do was to serve his patrons’ twisted desires. I hopped on the next ship out of there but Maureen stayed. The ship brought me to Blackwater. I found work with the guild and decided to remain here and my skills have proved valuable to the guild.”
“What skills are those?” Laughlin looked at her with such interest.
“I am a druid of the Forgotten Grove, I can shape-shift at will into many different animal forms. I have a bond with nature allowing me to heal wounds and I draw energy from the moon.”
“So, is that why your last name is Moonshadow?” Laughlin asked.
“Not exactly, Moonshadow is the name of our community circle. Every child born in the community is given the name Moon, when a druid is born, there is a solar eclipse and they then are given the name Moonshadow. It is the way we identify those with druidic powers.”
“I see. So why did you leave home?” Laughlin asked.
“The reason I left is a much longer story.” Juniper sighed and her eyes drifted slightly as she remembered the events of long ago causing her departure from the Forgotten Grove. “My mother and father wanted me to join the order of nature at Moonshadow temple. There, they choose a husband for you; one who matches and compliments your abilities, to strengthen the community circle and produce more powerful druids. I didn’t want to disappoint my parents, so I did. I was matched with a husband, and we were given one year to produce a child.” Juniper paused to wipe a tear from her cheek. “I wasn’t able to do so, and after my second year of failing to get pregnant, they chose a new wife for my husband and I was sent away from the temple. In the years I spent with my husband, I did grow to care for him, and it hurt me to see him with his new wife. They conceived a child so quickly and I know I should have been happy for him, but it broke my heart, so I left.” Juniper wiped a tear from her cheek. “I’m sorry, I know no one really wants to hear about the past relationships of their date,” Juniper said, pouring her second glass of wine.
“Juni, I’m sorry, I didn’t want to bring up pain from the past for you. You have an amazing heart and you are so very thoughtful.” Laughlin gestured at the beautiful retreat Juniper made for them. “He was a very lucky man to have you as his wife, even for a short time.” Laughlin held Juniper in his arms until they grew tired and then he helped her out of the hot spring and gathered their clothing on the way to the tent.
Dusk was waiting for them, happily lying on a fur hide just inside the entrance. Once they dried off, the three of them snuggled together. Laughlin and Dusk fell asleep right away, but Juniper did not require sleep in the same way they did, she only needed to meditate for a few hours to feel refreshed. Laughlin was still asleep next to Dusk when Juniper heard the sound of feet crunching through the snow north of them.
“Wake up, someone is coming," she said, rolling over to nudge Laughlin awake. "I’m going to check it out.” Juniper’s body began to glow white and the sound of cracking bones as her shape twisted and shrank startled Dusk, but the wolf remained quiet as Laughlin dressed and grabbed his sword. Laughlin watched in amazement as Juniper’s body continued to shrink and her clothes, which were now too large, fell to the floor. Juniper had seemingly disappeared, and in her place, a tiny field mouse nosed its way out of her crumpled clothing.
The little mouse scurried out of the tent and in the direction of the footsteps. Remaining out of sight, Juniper got as close as a field mouse could, to the cloaked figures heading toward their camp.
“Are you sure you know where we are going?” One asked the other in a raspy deep voice.
“Yes, it is here, beyond this mountain, I can feel the orb’s power like it’s calling to me. The thief is in the city just beyond the pass.” The other figure said, pointing toward Blackwater.
“What will we do when we find it?”
“We kill the one who stole it, and take it back, they do not know what they are in possession of.”
Juniper ran back to the tent and shifted back into her human form. She quickly grabbed her sleeping shift she'd packed, threw it on, and dug two daggers out of her bag.
“They’re going to kill someone in Blackwater. They’re looking for an orb of some kind. I have to warn Leon,” Juniper said.
“We should take out the threat first,” Laughlin suggested, unsheathing his sword.
They waited until the assassins were past the campsite and quietly peered out of the tent. “They’ll hear us as soon as our feet make the first sound, I will take the one on the left, can you take the one on the right?” Laughlin asked.
“I think I have enough energy to shift again, I will make it count,” she said, dropping her daggers. Juniper began to shift, growing larger and sprouting thick black hair all over her body. She assumed the form of a large black bear and her dress shredded into pieces as she grew. Laughlin gaped at her in her bear form, his face showing slight concern—maybe even fear, hoping Juniper still recognized friend from foe in her predatory form.
“Are you ready? On three. One, two… THREE!” Laughlin shouted and the bear beside him roared as it sprinted toward the assassin on the right. Laughlin charged the man on the left who drew his sword quicker than he thought possible. Their steel clanked together, ringing out through the air. 
Juniper bit down with all her force on the appendage nearest her mouth, which happened to be the assassin’s left arm. He swung his sword with his right hand and caught her left shoulder with his blade. The animal roared in pain and swiped at the assassin with its massive claw.
Laughlin blocked the strike of the assassin he was engaged in combat with and lunged forward to strike, but his opponent was agile and whirled out of the way, then spun around and tried to make contact again. Laughlin brought his sword up just in time to parry the strike, and with a flick of his wrist, disarmed his opponent. Laughlin glanced over at Juniper just as the other assassin drove his sword through the bear’s middle. The beast fell to the ground and slowly, all the hair disappeared and Juniper was left naked and bleeding from her abdomen.
“Drop your weapon, or the girl dies,” the assassin commanded, holding his sword to Juniper’s neck. Laughlin could see a slight rise and fall of juniper’s rib area, but she didn’t look like she would last much longer. Laughlin raised his hands and let the sword go.
As his hand opened, Laughlin let out a sharp whistle and before the sword reached his chest, Dusk lunged at the swordsman threatening Juniper, knocking him to the ground. When the hilt of Laughlin's sword reached his waist, he made a quick grab for it and ran it through his unarmed attacker, slicing upward, spilling his insides onto the ground in front of them.
Dusk held the other combatant down. Laughlin kneeled beside the assailant, pulling the red mask down to the man's chin so he could see his whole face. Laughlin noticed the side of his face was covered in what appeared to be scales. Not natural scales, but much like the orc tribes who disfigure themselves by cutting their ears or burning themselves to appear more frightening, he thought it must be for intimidation. 
“Hold him there, Dusk,” Laughlin said, rushing to Juniper’s side. “Juni, can you hear me?” He gently slid his arm under her neck and cradled her to his chest. “Juni, please.” The clouds parted and the light of the moon shined down on them. The beams illuminated Juniper’s body in an ethereal glow and her wounds began to close, although the bruises remained. “Thank the druids and their power,” Laughlin whispered. He left Juniper lying in the moonlight and grabbed the rope from his pack. He tied the assassin’s hands and gagged him with a piece of cloth from the man’s tunic. Once he was secured, and with Dusk still standing guard, Laughlin moved to help Juniper stand.
She leaned on his strong shoulder as he stood up slowly, guiding her to an upright position.
“Can you walk?” he asked.
“I’m not sure,” she replied truthfully. She tried to move toward the tent. Every step sent a shooting pain through her stomach and she sat back down after only three steps. “No, it’s okay, get him to Leon, I will be fine here for the night, I will rest, and meet you at your house in the morning,” she said.
Laughlin wanted to resist but knew this was urgent and as much as he hated to admit it, Juniper would slow him down.
“Okay,” he finally agreed, “Dusk, stay here with Juniper, keep her safe.” Laughlin scratched his wolf and kissed Juniper on the forehead. “Can I take you back to the tent at least?” he asked.
“No, I need to stay in the moonlight as long as possible. I will be okay. I have Dusk.”
Laughlin turned and grabbed the man by his arm. “On your feet, assassin,” he said through gritted teeth.
Juniper watched as Laughlin marched him forward until they disappeared over the switchbacks descending the mountain.

      [image: image-placeholder]The sun was just beginning to peak over the horizon when Laughlin opened the door to the Silver Talons Guild Hall and guided his prisoner inside. He approached the desk, keeping the prisoner firmly in hand. 
“I need to see Leon Rend right away, please, it’s urgent,” Laughlin spoke quickly, yet respectfully.
“Let me see if he is available.” The man behind the desk closed his eyes and was very still for a moment or two and then he opened his eyes. “Commander Rend will be right with you.” Laughlin assumed they must be using some form of magical communication as no words were spoken out loud.
“Thank you,” Laughlin replied.
While they waited, Laughlin took notice of the beautifully decorated guild hall. The marble floors were pristine and the grand staircase behind the desk was carpeted in a deep greenish-blue fabric accented with silver trimming on each side. A crystal chandelier hung from the vaulted ceiling, with candles flickering light throughout the entrance. The lobby smelled of fresh pine and clean linens. Finally, Laughlin heard the sound of boots coming down the stairs as the Guildmaster, Commander Leon Rend, approached to shake his hand. Several guards followed him and stopped a few paces behind.
“How can we help you?” Leon’s voice was deep and gruff. From up close, Laughlin could see the flecks of gray peppering his hair as well as the stubble on his chin.
“I was sent here by Juniper Moonshadow. We were camping on the mountain just northeast of here when this man and his companion passed our campsite. Juniper heard them talking about an orb of some kind and they said the person who stole it was here in Blackwater. They planned to kill the person and take the orb,” Laughlin explained.
“Where is his companion?” Leon asked. For a moment it appeared Leon’s face had gone pale, but his stone expression did not change.
“When we heard their plan included the murder of a Blackwater resident, we did not hesitate, we attacked. Juniper was injured and is healing at the campsite, the other man did not live to make the journey here,” Laughlin replied, leaving out the details of how he had been the one to spill the man's insides.
“Guards, take this man to the dungeon, I will be down to interview him shortly. Hank, will you please send scouts to the mountain to retrieve both Juniper and the body of this man’s accomplice?” Leon requested, facing the man behind the desk. Hank nodded and whispered to a nearby squire who ran off to deliver Leon’s orders.
The guards moved up, each gripping one of the man’s elbows. They moved him swiftly from the hall.
“Thank you, I’m sorry, I don’t think I caught your name,” Leon said, looking at him as though he were a drifter.
“It’s Laughlin, sir. I live in a cabin in the western woods of Blackwater,” he explained.
“Oh yes, with the uh… the wolf, right?” Leon asked.
“Yes, sir.”
“Well, thank you for bringing this man to me, we will take it from here. If you are ever looking for work, the guild could use more muscle and honorable men.” Leon nodded farewell before turning toward the dungeon, the sound of his heavy boots striking the marble floor faded before Laughlin moved from the spot.
Not quite what I expected, he thought, turning to leave. He wasn’t sure if he should go back up the mountain to find Juniper or if he should stay out of the way so the scouts could do their job. It was still early, and Juniper did say she would return Dusk to the cabin when she felt rested.
With heavy thoughts and worry, Laughlin returned to his cabin and tried to go back to sleep for a while, but all he saw when he closed his eyes, was the scaly face of the assassin as he thrust his sword through Juniper. He got out of bed and grabbed his tunic, hastily pulling it over his head. He couldn’t wait any longer to know if Juniper was okay.






  
  Four


Towering over the Kingdom of Ash, a dark castle silhouetted the full moon. Black storm clouds swirled above with frightening menace. The screeching of bats echoed through the empty streets as they tried to flee the storm. A black, horse-drawn carriage moved swiftly over the cobblestones toward the castle. the clopping of the hooves thundered like roaring applause. It didn’t matter to Queen Luciana that the townspeople cowered in fear, shutting themselves inside their homes when they heard her carriage approaching. To her, the common people meant less than nothing.  
The iron gates creaked unpleasantly as the footmen pushed them open for the Queen’s carriage to enter. The footmen jumped back onto the back of the carriage after closing the gates, and the driver steered the horses to the front steps of the castle. The man on the left rushed to open the queen’s door, but as he reached for the handle, the door burst open and slamming into his nose. 
“Could you have taken any longer?” The Queen snarled as she looked at the footman in disgust as blood dripped from his nose. “Clean yourself up. Someone fetch my daughter and bring her to the throne room.” Queen Luciana ordered as she marched forward without a second glance at the help. Her black dress trailed behind her as her heels echoed down the hall. She crossed the grand room and sat rigidly on her throne, tapping her fingers impatiently. Moments later, her daughter, Akiri, stood in front of her with a heavily armored guard on either side. 
“I have just come from the Temple of Divination, and guess what the prophecy foretold?” The queen stood and approached her daughter, lifting Akiri’s chin with her bony finger. Luciana inspected her face, turning it from one side to the other with a frown.
“I don’t know, mother,” Akiri replied, adverting her eyes from Luciana's piercing gaze.
“There is an orb of great power in the hands of our enemy, a young prince in the kingdom of Ledora. You need to claim it from him.”
“Why me, shouldn’t we have an army do such a task?” Akiri asked.
“Because of your bloodline, it is your birthright just as much as it is his, and no one but you, or the young prince can claim it. You must find it before they destroy it, or use the power for themselves. I have a battleship and a crew ready for you. Gather your things and you will leave by nightfall. I want you to bring the orb of power back here to our kingdom.” She placed a hand on Akiri’s shoulder. This was the closest to motherly affection Akiri had ever experienced. The queen was always so cold and militant in every aspect of her life. 
“The ship will be stocked with plenty of gold to cover your travel expenses. You will be captain and the crew will answer to you. Bring the orb of power back here so we can make our kingdom the most powerful in the world.” She dismissed her daughter with a wave but held up a finger to one of the guards for him to stay. 
“As soon as my daughter gets her hands on the orb, kill her and bring the artifact to me. I cannot wield its power while she lives, but she needs to touch it before she dies to activate its magic.”
“Yes, My Queen,” he replied with a deep bow, never looking her in the eye. The guard exited the room and Luciana paced from one side of the room to the other. Her black and green dress clung to her slender shape, and the high-collared black cape she wore flowed behind her as she walked and fanned out with every turn. The queen’s hair was to her waist, thick, and black as a raven’s wing. Her pale skin amplified the dark circles under her eyes. She was tired, but there was no way she was going to be able to sleep any time soon.

      [image: image-placeholder]Akiri packed the essentials and took another glance around her room to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything important before departing for the ship. She thought about saying goodbye to her mother before she left, but it was a kind of sentiment which had no place in their kingdom, or their relationship. 
Akiri's mother taught her to be strong, calculating, cunning, manipulative, and even downright cruel. Nothing else—ever. Motherly advice was not freely given, but a tongue lashing, withholding food, and isolation were common tactics the queen used to make sure Akiri did everything she commanded her to do.
Akiri walked silently from the castle and to the carriage waiting to take her to the docks. She had never captained a crew before, but she had sailed plenty. When your home is an island, traveling to the mainland is sometimes necessary to find what you need, and in some cases, who you need. The ride to the docks did not take long and when the footman opened the carriage door, Akiri breathed in the sea air.
When Akiri boarded the ship, the crew was lined up on deck to introduce themselves. She scanned the faces, most of them she already knew. The last person in line caught her eye. She walked down the row, toward the person in the gray cloak. Their hood was drawn and their head down. Akiri approached cautiously. 
“Remove your hood please,” Akiri said. Two bony, pearl-white hands grabbed the hood and pulled it back, revealing a bald head Akiri was sure had never seen the sun and where her eyes should have been, there was nothing but smooth powder-white skin.
“Who are you?” Akiri asked.
“They call me soothsayer, teller of fortunes, I can see your future and I can guide you to the artifact you seek.” The witch’s voice was no more than a raspy whisper.
“Right. Okay then, what’s our heading?” Akiri asked.
“South-East, until we reach the kingdom with golden peaks, it is there you will find what you seek. A boy, dressed in the armor of gold, the orb of power within his hold.” The soothsayer drew her hood once more and walked away toward the stairs leading below deck. 
“Okay, men, you heard her, we have our heading, let's shove off.” Akiri walked past the sailors and to the captain’s quarters. She collapsed onto her bed and stared at the ceiling. Part of her hoped this trip would be short, and the other part wished she could find a new life, somewhere far away from the island of misery; the kingdom called Ash.






  
  Five


Leon Rend stared into the scale-covered face of the prisoner. Sitting in a chair on the outside of the man’s cell, he waited for answers. Leon had left the prisoner locked in the dungeon for almost a full day without food or water, hoping  by morning, the breakfast he presented would urge him to talk. Leon sat the tray on the stone floor in front of the cell. The smell of eggs and bacon filled the space and he heard the prisoner’s stomach growl.  
“Are you ready to talk yet? I don’t have all day, I have things to do, so if we don’t speak now, it might be a few days before I can make it back here.” The man stared at Leon, glanced at the food, then back to Leon with no expression. 
“What is your name?” Leon continued, but his question was followed only by more silence. “I will gladly leave you to rot in this dungeon if it means Blackwater is safe from you,” he threatened. The man laughed. It was the first sound, and the first emotion Leon had seen from him.
“Please, tell me what is funny about rotting away in a dungeon.” Leon rattled the bars of the man’s cell.
“It’s funny you think this ends with me,” the prisoner finally spoke.
“How does this end? I could let you go free, for the right information.”
“I will be a dead man either way. I’d rather watch the world burn with me.” The corners of his mouth turned upward in a sinister grin. 
“Tell me about the orb.” Leon gave him a stern look.
“What do you want to know about it?” The way the man looked at him, Leon wondered how much he really knew.
“What is its power? Why do you want it?” Leon asked. The prisoner laughed again and shook his head.
“You know where it is, don’t you?” The prisoner’s eyes seemed to stare into Leon’s soul. “Mark my words, far worse than the likes of me will be coming for it when I don’t return.” The prisoner moved to the bedroll on the southern wall and without another word, he curled onto the thin foam mat with his back to Leon and just like that, their conversation was over.
Leon slid the tray of food under the bars and into the cell, then left the dungeon with his mind racing. There was so much to do. He sent a messenger with orders for the guards to lock down the gates of Blackwater. No one without proof of residency would be allowed inside and all vendors would be received on the docks. Then he sent the same notice to the town crier so the citizens could be warned against strangers.
“Hank, I’m leaving for the day. Velen Shrike will take care of any Guildmaster duties for the day, but if there is an emergency, please send word to Mrs. Rend,” Leon said, removing the pin on his lapel. Hank, the guild receptionist, wore the same pin, a magical item allowing the wearers to communicate telepathically across any distance.
“Deliver this to Velen Shrike,” Hank said, handing Leon’s pin to the Paige next to him. Hank nodded to Leon. “Safe travels, sir.” 
Leon didn’t want anyone to know where he was going. Stopping at the armory, Leon grabbed a pack of essentials, dry rations, a bedroll, a water skin, and some torches. He packed everything in his leather backpack which bore his initials. He had a day’s walk ahead of him and it was best to be prepared. Leon stopped by his office and grabbed his greatsword, a vorpal sword with the power to invoke Hellfire; a sword Leon had affectionately named Destiny.
Leon drew up the hood on his cloak and ensured he was not being followed. The temple of Ophay was at the southeastern border of Blackwater. He could have taken his horse, Horatio, but a war horse would draw unnecessary attention. Instead, Leon took the back alleyways where he was less likely to be spotted. 
A wonderful artificer Leon knew created a system of underground tunnels connecting to each home’s relief chambers. Water trickled into the tunnels throughout the day from the dam they built at the edge of the bay, but it made little difference until the flood gate opened at high tide and washed the waste away. The sewers had four inches of standing wastewater sitting stagnant underground. The stench was almost unbearable, Leon had to pull his tunic up over his nose to breathe, and even doing so did not stop the urge to vomit. 
Leon broke into a sprint, gagging as he ran, and when he reached the end of the alley, he released the breath he had been holding. When he got farther away, he took in deep, frantic gasps of the fresh air, thankful no one was around to see him like this; the warrior he was, brought to his knees by the scent of human excrement. 
When he regained composure, Leon continued, taking a path through the southern forest, which was was overgrown and still littered with leaves from the previous fall. He thought it wise to stay off the heavier traveled footpaths if he wanted to remain unseen. 
In the thick of the forest, it was hard to tell what time of day it was. The sun's position was difficult to see through the thick canopy and the clouds. Leon thought it was at least mid-day because his stomach began to growl. He sat down behind a boulder, using the rock to rest his back, and pulled out a package of rations. The mixture of nuts, dried grapes, dried beef, and mango was strangely satisfying. He hadn’t eaten a ration since his days of leading the Blackwater Army. Being the Guildmaster did have its advantages. Leon was never the kind of person to have everything while others went without and he made sure those who lived in Blackwater never went hungry. He might not be able to help the world, but he could help those who lived near him; his friends, and neighbors. 
He had to help them now. Leon had to figure out how the small crystal orb he took from Orion and stored in the Temple of Ophay was now calling to people that Leon could only assume were Orion’s minions. Leon brushed the dirt from his trousers as he stood and collected his things, packing everything back into the leather backpack before continuing on his way.
Off the path to the left, Leon heard the trickling of water. He hurried toward the sound and found a small but steady stream of water coming down the cliff face. Leon pulled out a handkerchief and laid it over the opening of his water skin to act as a filter. Leon gave the water a taste test, and found it to be clean and refreshing. He filled his water skin to the top after drinking his fill and tied it to his belt. Suddenly, a feeling he was being watched washed over him. He turned around quickly, eyes scanning the forest. He didn’t see anyone—he did, however, hear voices heading toward him on the path to his right. The men were talking and laughing. They didn’t seem ominous, but Leon did not want to risk it. He ducked down behind a boulder and waited for them to pass. A feeling of dread crept up in Leon’s thoughts. What if they found the temple, and already had the orb? He wondered. Leon stayed where he was for a while, he did not want to let a cracking branch or a shuffle of forest debris alert the men to his presence. 
Panic set in and Leon pushed on, the path became more narrow, and more littered with debris until it didn’t look like a path at all. Leon wasn’t sure, but it seemed like he had passed that tree before. The forest swirled around him and Leon stumbled, tripping over a root—or his own feet, it was hard to tell, but his head met the ground in a hard thud. Then the nightmare came; a vision of death. 
Blackwater was engulfed in flames. Screams erupted from the city as a huge red dragon circled in the sky. Leon’s eyes  rolled back in his head, and his body seized on the forest floor as the vision intensified. 
“Bring me the orb,” a voice hissed. Suddenly, he saw Sophie running across the courtyard to her mother’s arms. Samantha held their daughter as the large red dragon landed in front of them. With a huff and a thunderous roar, the beast unleashed its fiery breath. Leon screamed in agony as the flames engulfed his whole world—his wife and daughter. "Wake up." Leon looked around at the destruction of Blackwater. "Wake up." Leon thought he heard a voice and searched for it, through tears and desperation. The voice sounded like Sophie's. He called out for her, and then Samantha. "Wake up!" The voice grew louder. "Wake up!" Then he saw it; a great silver dragon dove down from the sky and sank its talons into the neck of the red dragon. "WAKE UP!"
Leon looked around again for Sophie, but saw only a bright shining light. It grew closer and closer until he was inside it and then came a familiar sensation—magical teleportation—a swirling vortex launching him through both time and space, propelled at the speed of light out of the vision and back into the darkness of the forest.
Leon gasped as he came to, first reaching to make sure he still had Destiny, then he grabbed his water skin and greedily gulped the contents until it was empty. He didn’t know what the orb had to do with his vision, but he would do anything to keep it from becoming reality. This was not the first time the vision had plagued his dreams. The first time was after the battle of Braidwood when he took the orb from Orion’s scepter and wrapped it in his cloak. To Leon, it seemed Orion was controlling the dragons with the magic in the orb. It was a power no one should have again and was the reason he took it and brought it to the temple of Ophay. They had the safest vaults in all the land. 
The tomb beneath the temple was deep and the vaults were protected by runes. Leon gave a monthly donation to Ophay to use one. He filled it with random trinkets he had collected over the years, old suits of armor, and old furniture he could not bear to part with; like the wooden cradle Sophie had slept in as an infant. 
When it became too dark to continue, Leon laid out his bedroll. He kept everything else packed,  his arm through the strap on his backpack, and a firm grip on the hilt of Destiny. He closed his eyes and prayed to the Gods  the nightmare would not return.

      [image: image-placeholder]Leon woke to the sound of birds and the rays of the morning sun peeking through the leaves above. His neck ached from the awkward position in which he had slept and the muscles in his back never felt so tense. Life as the Guildmaster had kept him comfortable over the last sixteen years and he had forgotten what it was like to sleep on the ground beneath the open sky.  
Leon rolled his bedroll and secured it to his pack. He wasn’t far from the temple now and he wanted to make haste. Leon’s stomach growled, but he ignored the hunger and quickened his pace. When he finally saw the temple in the distance, he sighed with relief. The Ophay were working in the gardens
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