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Chapter 1

The Dragon's Flagon, an inn in a town of two hundred thirty people, is crowded on this cold night. Located off the Great Southern Road in the southwest corner of the continent in the hamlet of Tondor, it has a reputation of being welcoming to travelers and for serving cold ale and hearty food. There is a fire keeping the patrons warm while mutton and corn are cooking in the kitchen. Ornik is behind the bar as usual, serving up his good humor along with the fine ale that is renowned throughout the region. He has seen every type of character in his establishment, which he has been running for almost forty winters. Travelers are frequent as the Great Southern Road is just to the west of town, and the port city of Meer is only forty or so leagues to the southwest. He has seen barbarians from the north, dwarves from the Myth Mountains, dark-skinned foreigners from across the Sea Of Tears, soldiers who patrol the entire Kingdom of Martell, and countless other strangers he cannot put a name to. He has no problem with any of them as long as they don't cause trouble and have enough kendra to pay the bill.

The inn is full since the roads have become dangerous, and bandits are becoming more brazen in their attacks on travelers. The autumn season is cruelly frigid and sleeping outside without a fire is not the most pleasant experience. This influx of travelers seeking shelter has led to the diversity of the crowd on this night. The regulars from the town make sure the sixty-five-winters-old owner gets no trouble from the strangers. Rarely does a fight break out. The occasional brawl arises when there is a discrepancy at one of the two stasshire tables or if there's a cheat at the dice game.

The serving girl with blue streaks in her blonde hair is tiptoeing around the patrons with a pitcher of ale in each hand. She maneuvers between two tables when a drunkard makes the mistake of grabbing her bottom as she passes by. Without losing a step, she spins to her left, gracefully places the pitchers on the table, and in one fluid motion reaches down to her ankle and unsheathes her dagger. Before the drunk patron realizes what is happening, the serving girl finishes her spin and is face to face with the man while her dagger point is firmly pushing into his crotch. As she's about to speak, Ornik screams from behind the bar, drawing attention to the spectacle. “Sapphyre, please don't do it. We don't need another eunuch leaving this tavern thanks to you.”

All eyes are now watching Sapphyre. The embarrassed drunkard has both hands up signaling surrender as she allows the dagger to linger a moment longer. She slowly withdraws her weapon and with an icy stare retreats backwards to the raucous laughter of the crowd.

The attention shifts to the dice game as Ashcon, the stranger with the yellow eyes, is on a lucky streak. The crowd surrounding the game is growing. Sapphyre had noticed the stranger and his black-clad friend upon their entrance hours earlier right before the evening meal, after which they secured a room on the second floor.

Skenn, Ashcon's companion, is one of the largest men Sapphyre has ever seen. He stands almost seven feet tall and has broad shoulders and huge hands. Garbed in black, billowing robes, he has no problem slipping into the shadows and remaining nondescript despite his size. Ashcon is thin with dark skin, no facial hair, and his slanted yellow eyes angle downward toward a sharp, pointed nose. Although he is not extremely good-looking, Sapphyre has to admit he is somewhat handsome and conducts himself with an aura of self-confidence. While his companion in black has no obvious weapons, the gambler has two swords hanging from his belt and two dagger hilts protruding from his boots.

The dark-clad giant has situated himself in the corner by the fireplace and is enjoying a mug of ale while fixing his attention on the dice game and his friend on a lucky streak. Sapphyre is in the process of delivering some mead to a member of the dice game when she notices the large stack of kendra in front of the somewhat handsome stranger, who seemed to always be in control of the dice. She pauses to watch a few rolls and sees that each time he throws a winning combination, what looks like a small tattoo of a cat's eye on his neck glows yellow before each toss. As she looks around the dice game, she senses that no one else sees this phenomenon and wonders why. After realizing she's been staring and has been derelict in her duties, she retreats back to the bar to continue with her service.

As the evening turns into early morning and the games come to a close, the tavern slowly empties and the patrons who are staying the night retire to their respective rooms. This is true of the lucky dice player and his companion. They head to the second floor to count their winnings and get a night's respite from their travels.

As the door closes behind them, Ashcon turns toward it, holds up his hands and gestures to the door. An octagon tattoo on the wrist of his left hand glows blue as his spell of warding is put in place. Activating this spell via his Rune of Warding enables the two companions to engage in conversation without the fear of being overheard. The Rune of Warding is one of the dozens of designs all over his body, which engage a certain power when activated. The fact that there are few people alive who can actually see these runes leads to the current conversation.

Skken, knowing the ward is in place, turns to Ashcon with concern in his eyes and is about to speak, when Ashcon holds up his hand and says, “The serving girl saw something. If we are to assume she saw my Luck Rune, then we have much to discuss.”

Skken replies quickly, “There is no doubt as to what she saw. While you were busy taking these people's kendra, I was carefully observing her demeanor in reaction to the dice game. At first, she outright stared at your neck and, once she realized that no one else could see it, she became nervous. If she is your seeker, Ashcon, the enormity of that possibility cannot be ignored.”

Ashcon sighs audibly and while disarming himself, turns to Skken. “We cannot assume anything, Skken. I admit it is unnerving to know she can see the runes, but let us not jump to conclusions.”

“So, when do we apprehend her?”

“Calm down, Skken. I don't think we will need to apprehend anyone. We need a few questions answered. That is all. Let us retire as tomorrow looks to be quite an interesting day.”

Skken reluctantly agrees and prepares to drift off to a restless sleep.

Sapphyre finally finishes her cleanup duties and heads to her quarters for the evening. After putting her dagger under her pillow and washing up, she reclines and ponders what she has seen this night. She considers sneaking up to the second floor and eavesdropping on the two strangers, but thinks better of it. All of her instincts tell her that she must learn more of the yellow-eyed man with the glowing tattoo, but has to decide on the best course of action. She has always followed her instincts and tonight will be no exception. As she lies down on her bed and drifts off to sleep, she begins to think about fate and how it brought her here.







Chapter 2

Sapphyre's earliest memories go back to when she was five winters old and living on the streets, doing what she could to fill her belly and keep safe. Orphans and homeless children are a common sight in the city of Thorenn, the capital city of the Kingdom of Martell, located in far-east Arstevia. It is the largest city on the continent and home to the Imperial Palace, as well as the main port on the eastern seaboard. The city is broken down into districts, with the biggest being the Emerald Center, where most of the trade takes place. This is where you can purchase various foodstuffs, weapons, clothing, gems, and almost anything worth a kendra. It is bustling during the day, but once the sun goes down and the shops close up for the evening, it's a ghost town. Dock Bay is where the sailors congregate and is crowded with inns of ominous repute and whorehouses for seafaring travelers. Granite Loop is home to the laborers, with family restaurants scattered throughout. Skid Way is the dark side of the city, where thieves congregate and the authorities turn a blind eye to all happenings. The gambling houses provide entertainment for the masses and dozens of taverns line the streets. The Guild of Slight controls Skid Way. Almost all illegal activities go through that organization. There are a few other notable gangs in the area, and there are always new groups challenging the rule of the Guild of Slight, only to find themselves destroyed when they gain too much power. The Royal Compound is where the truly rich reside, as well as being home to the Imperial Palace and the barracks for the large Imperial Army. The Royal Compound is fenced in and patrolled by the Imperial Guard to keep out the undesirables.

Sapphyre surely fits into the category of “undesirable” and has only seen the Imperial Compound from afar. It is while she is looking at the magnificent castle from a rooftop in the deserted Emerald Center just past midnight that she is approached by the first person to have a real impact in her life.

“It is beautiful, isn't it?” asks the stranger, who startles Sapphyre to a point where she almost falls off the roof. “Please calm down as I mean you no harm.” The stranger appears to be a young teenager. He takes a piece of berry cake out of his pocket and hands it to Sapphyre as a gesture of friendship. She hesitates to take it from him. With a light smile, the young man breaks it in two, starts eating his half, and hands the other to Sapphyre.

She grabs it with her small hands and starts devouring the delicious treat. She nods a thank you. As she looks at the young man, she sees in him a sense of strength and a calmness that puts her at ease. He is about five feet ten inches tall, tall for his apparent age, which Sapphyre guesses to be at about twelve winters. He has long black hair, large oval brown eyes, and a small scar beneath his left eye. His garb is similar to most of the young people who wander the streets of Thorenn; however, his clothes are absent the filth that covers most of the downtrodden homeless of the capital city. She doesn't spy any weapons on him and that is not alarming, as she has no weapons of her own. As he finishes his half of the tasty morsel, he extends his hand and introduces himself. “My name is Katrivus, Kat for short, and it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“Sapphyre,” she replies softly and accepts his hand, “and thank you for the cake.”

“I've seen you around here before. You need to be more careful when you're stealing bread in the middle of the afternoon. You don't want to be thrown in the jailhouse, believe me. I've had to break out of there once and they are not kind to pretty girls.”

Sapphyre, still very much hesitant to engage in conversation, just nods.

“So you steal during the day, engage in frivolous dreaming from rooftops at night, and steal sleep in garbage heaps and abandoned lodgings when you can. That doesn't seem like the proper way to spend one's time,” whispers Kat.

“I do what I have to do to survive.”

“I also do what I must to survive, Sapphyre,” says Katrivus as he stands up and kicks a pebble off the roof. “I lived for a long time just the way you do until I realized that if I kept going it alone I would die on the streets. So I formed a group, and now we have a place to stay. We have food to eat and have over fifty kendra saved.” He pauses for a moment and continues. “Do you know of the Black Pearl in the Row?”

Sapphyre nods yes.

“My people have a place in the basement there,” continues Katrivus. “There are fourteen of us at the moment. The proprietor lets us stay there in exchange for the occasional favor. It's not much but it's warm and dry. Please accept this formal invitation to join the Pugs. If you decide not to come, please forget we ever met and good luck to you.”

Sapphyre stands up and looks at Katrivus who is taking short steps backwards to the roof's edge. “Why are you doing this? Why do you want to help me?”

“Like I mentioned, I've seen you around. And I need more people in the Pugs,” Katrivus replies smiling. With that, he jumps off the rooftop and disappears into the dark of the night, leaving Sapphyre on the roof pondering her thoughts. As the night turns into early morning, Sapphyre shuffles down the ladder on the side of her favorite escape and searches for a place to sleep for a few hours.

The following day is cold and wet and Sapphyre finds herself walking the streets of the Emerald Center as the various shops are opening for business. She notices one shop owner being especially careless as he unloads goods from his wagon and she slides into a corner to observe. The man is taking his time going from the wagon to the inside of his shop and back, leaving plenty of opportunity for a thief to snag a bag while his attention is elsewhere. The hour is early, with not too many people out and about. Sapphyre decides to make a move. The man grabs a wool bundle from the back of his wagon and retreats into his shop, and at that moment Sapphyre slides in silence to the opposite side of the wagon and waits patiently for the man to head back outside. She sees the man grab another sack and as he is turning to enter the building, Sapphyre reaches up to steal a bundle. As she touches the top of the sack, a hand grabs her hair from behind and throws her to the ground with such force that her breath is knocked out of her. The man then puts a foot upon her chest and yells, “Hey, Floren, I nabbed myself a little whore thief!”

Sapphyre tries to struggle, but it is of no use as the large man has her small frame pinned down to the wet pavement. Floren then comes out of the shop and reaches down with one hand, grabbing Sapphyre by the hair, and slapping her across the face with enough force to draw blood. “You think you can steal from me, you little brat? I don't know if I'm going to hand you over to the authorities or if I'm just gonna sell you m'self!” He brings Sapphyre to her feet, and as his face comes inches away from hers and she can smell the mead on his breath, he whispers, “You're a pesky little thing, aren't you? She'll fetch a nice price with this long brown hair and them dark brown eyes, won't she, Stormm?”

“She will,” he responds smiling. As the two men engage in a small bit of laughter, a dagger flies through the air and lands in Stormm's throat, forcing him to release Sapphyre as he clutches the bloody wound with both his hands. As soon as the man drops to his knees, four boys emerge from the shadows with clubs at the ready and surround the shop owner. Katrivus removes the dagger from the dying man's throat and pushes him onto his back. The air emerges from the gory wound with a gurgling noise while his mouth gasps ineffectually for breath. Red bubbles froth around his throat and trickle from his lips. Slowly he begins to suffocate on his own blood.

Floren is in shock and starts to inch away when he is struck in the back of his knees from behind by one of the club-wielding boys. He falls down to the ground, bent over in pain. Katrivus whips his head up by his hair and puts his dagger only inches from his eye. “If you'd like to live, you will not only keep your mouth shut but you'll gladly hand over to us the remains of what you have on this wagon.” He then cuts the man from his eye to his mouth, deep enough to leave a scar. “Let this scar serve as a reminder of our little meeting today. Bother this girl again and I will cut out your tongue. Do you understand?”

Floren nods in understanding and Katrivus kicks him in the back as the four other boys take the contents from the wagon. Grasping the shaken Sapphyre by the arm, Katrivus leads her away.

That night, as Sapphyre is eating in the basement of the Black Pearl Tavern, discussing the terms of her membership in the Pugs, she feels a sense of family for the first time in her short life. After eating her fill and bathing for the first time in many weeks, she falls asleep on her bed of straw with tears rolling down her cheeks.

Over the next three winters with Katrivus and the Pugs, Sapphyre learns various ways to earn a profit and is trained to use a dagger and pick a man's pocket without him feeling a thing. Kat's skills are advanced beyond his fifteen winters. He teaches everything he knows to the aspiring thief. She is a quick study and after only a few winters in the service of the Pugs has gained herself the respect of the small brotherhood.

At night, when they are not out stealing, Katrivus and Sapphyre engage in conversation about all aspects of life. Kat does most of the talking. Sapphyre is quite happy to listen to the young man pontificate with passion about the empire he plans to build. He talks about his admiration of the Guild of Slight and how they have used their power to control most of the gambling in the city and even have politicians in their back pocket. He talks of philosophers and entrepreneurs, of trade and commerce, and it all fascinates Sapphyre. When she inquires as to how he knows so much, to her amazement he responds it's from reading books on history. This is something that is foreign to Sapphyre, as she has never known anyone who was able to read or write.

That is when her education truly begins. Katrivus spends hours at a time teaching Sapphyre. He steals books just so he can read them to her and have her read them back to him. Sapphyre buries herself in her studies and if she was a quick learner with a dagger, she is even better with the written word.

Katrivus warns her, “The less people know about you, the better, so there is no need to advertise your ability to read and write. The knowledge you can gain from appearing ignorant is beyond measure.”

As the Pugs gain in power and size, they expand their operations beyond petty theft. The kendra they acquire over the winters enables them to purchase a small hovel in Dock Bay, believing if they situate themselves by the pier and away from Skid Way, they will keep from being discovered by the Guild of Slight. Some of the older members of the Pugs even get legitimate jobs on the docks for the purpose of finding out information. One of these acquired tidbits lead to another monumental point in young Sapphyre's life.

The rumor was that a barge would be arriving from the far northern continent with goods of unimaginable value. Assailing the ship would be out of the question, as it would be guarded at all times. Katrivus decided that they should obtain a copy of the shipping manifest and see where the goods were being distributed.

After obtaining the inventory list, they peruse it and come up with a plan of action. Katrivus, looking over the list, quietly summarizes, ”Most of the goods are being sent to the Imperial Palace, and that will be out of the question. A handful will be immediately put to sea again and we can't risk our contacts on the docks to attempt those. There are goods being distributed to the wealthy citizens of our own capital city.” With a grin on his face he decides, ”That is where we shall make our move.”

The largest quantities of goods were being bought by Steele Monthall, a newly rich member of the populace with a taste for young boys. His pomposity and his extravagance, along with his newly acquired wealth, have left him less than popular with the aristocracy of Thorenn. His peculiar sexual preferences also make him an easy choice for the Pugs, as the authorities, while they won't ignore the theft completely, will be less than diligent in their duties to assist him.

The ship was due in to dock at daybreak, and the goods were to be distributed immediately for security purposes. As fate would have it, there was a royal gala marking the anniversary of the birth of the prince regent at the Imperial Palace that evening, and all the nobility was expected to attend. Steele Monthall would never give up the opportunity to hobnob with royalty, so there was no question that he would be gone from his estate that evening.

Katrivus, Sapphyre, and two other experienced members of the Pugs would lead the operation. Steele Monthall's estate was located inside the Imperial Compound in the western section, only two blocks from the west gate. They would wait until the celebration was in full bloom, and then two members of the party would enter through the back of the estate and pick the lock of the door leading into the library. Their surveillance showed that the servants' quarters were off the library, to the left of the kitchen on the main floor. Most of the servants would be tending to their charges at the Imperial Palace, so the burglars expected only three or four to remain on the grounds.

As Sapphyre and Katrivus stand lookout on the street in front of the mansion, the two boys pick the lock and are in the house within seconds. Forty-five seconds go by and the back door is opened slightly, the sign that it is safe to enter. Sapphyre and Katrivus silently enter the house and one of the boys signals to them that the servants are bound and gagged and will be no threat. Sapphyre and Kat go upstairs in search of the booty while the other two remain downstairs to keep watch.

Two shipping boxes are untouched on the floor of the upstairs study, and Katrivus takes out his dagger to open them. Inside are smaller boxes, and the two thieves are confident that they contain goods and jewels of various size and value. Since they couldn't very well walk away with a horde of boxes, they decided ahead of time they would transport the treasure in the pouches concealed on their person.

As they pull the small containers out of the larger one, Sapphyre notices something that stops her in her steps. She reaches out to Katrivus and whispers, “Do you see a glow emanating from any of these boxes?”

He replies, “No” and continues emptying the shipping containers.

Sapphyre grabs his arm, “We can't take all of them.”

“What are you talking about, Sapphyre?”

“Some are evil. I can't explain it, but I see an aura coming from some of the boxes. The one in your left hand glows brown and has a distinct, awful smell.”

Katrivus looks at her warily, “Sapphyre, you're just…”

But Sapphyre cuts him off. “Kat, listen to me!” she whispers. “You must trust me.” She holds a small box in her left hand. “This box has a light blue aura and has a magic to it, but a good magic. Most of the boxes have no aura at all. Please, Kat, leave behind the boxes I ask you to.”

He gives her a long, considering look, but at last replies, “If you insist, Sapphire, I will,” says Katrivus.

The two thieves continue opening the boxes and transferring the contents into their pouches, less the few Sapphyre orders them to put aside. As Sapphyre reaches the bottom of the crate, she finds a box that is larger than the rest. It has a bright green aura to it, brighter than the others. She opens it and gasps. Katrivus turns to see what brought about the reaction, and he too is stunned as to the beauty of what lies within. Sapphyre withdraws a dagger with a shiny blue twelve-inch blade, sharper than anything she has seen before. The hilt is embedded with diamonds, emeralds, and rubies.

“Katrivus, look,” she exclaims, holding the dagger for her friend to see. “It's the most beautiful dagger I have ever seen.”

He looks at the small weapon before responding. “Take it for yourself. We have enough here to make everyone happy.”

Smiling, Sapphyre grabs the scabbard from the bottom of the box. The two thieves then casually walk downstairs, join the other two Pugs, and escape into the night.

After stowing the goods from the haul, Sapphyre asks Katrivus to take a walk with her. She leads him up to the rooftop where they met the first time. “Thank you for allowing me to keep the dagger, Kat.”

“No problem. It seems drawn to you. How long have you known about your gift of detecting magic?” he inquires.

“Tonight is the first time it's ever happened. I guess we don't travel in circles where magic is in abundance,” she says.

“True. Let's keep it between us. We can use this ability of yours to our advantage.” The two then sit in silence admiring the bright lights coming from the palace where the gala is still in full swing.

The next five winters are abundant ones for the Pugs. The riches gained from the Monthall heist enabled them to grow their operation and even led to the purchase of a ship. They were starting to get noticed by the Guild of Slight, but did their best not to infringe on their operation. Katrivus knew it was just a matter of time before action would have to be taken, but for the time being, the Pugs enjoyed the riches of their spoils.

The coming summer celebration of StarSight excited the populace of Thorenn, as they expected thousands of visitors from all over the kingdom. Everyone would profit from the influx of strangers, from the desirable inns inside the Imperial Compound, to the shady taverns down at the docks. The Guild of Slight even imported working girls from all over the region to fill the whorehouses with ladies for every taste. The celebration of StarSight took place once every nine winters, and the influx of magic users to the kingdom made it a monumental event in the lives of the common folk. There were wizards, witches, shamans, sorcerers, sorceresses, priests, shamans, mages, and more. All types of magic users were represented, except for the warlocks, of course.

Sapphyre, just turning fourteen winters old, has never experienced the celebration and is absolutely in awe of what she sees. The magic users keep her attention, their auras glowing with all the colors of the rainbow. She even notices the imposters who have no glow as they try to trick the populace with bogus readings and fake trinkets. There are fortune tellers, mages selling robes of power, and necklaces foreign stones she has never before beheld, emanating magic. As Sapphyre wanders about the grounds, she happens upon an old woman sitting in a carriage decorated with bright feathers of all colors. The beauty of it transfixes Sapphyre. When the old woman signals to her, she steps up.

Once inside the carriage she realizes that the old lady is blind, however she is staring directly into Sapphyre's eyes. Looking into the unseeing gaze, Sapphyre feels a sense of warmth and trust she has never before withheld. Tears start streaming down her face for reasons unknown to her, but the sense of déjà vu is so strong that Sapphyre asks without thinking, “Are you my mother?”

The woman smiles and replies softly, “No, my child. I did know your mother and your father. Please give me your hands.”

Sapphyre then places both her hands into those of the old woman and instinctively closes her eyes. As she does so, a vision appears to Sapphyre. It is a vision of her as an infant, submerged in a pool of brilliant blue, the old woman glancing down at her lovingly. Suddenly the vision changes and she is staring at a middle-aged couple, the man standing approximately six feet in height with no distinguishing characteristics except for his eyes. The man's eyes reveal an intelligence that goes beyond the comprehension of mere mortals. The woman is the most beautiful Sapphyre has ever seen. She stands a demure five feet tall with a tiny frame and has the most striking bright blue eyes the girl has ever beheld. The most distinguishing characteristic of this woman is her hair, which is a rich blond with a blue streak extending from above her right eye down through the entire length. Sapphyre melts at the sight of these two and understands immediately they are her parents. Instead of feeling anger or resentment toward the couple she has never met, she feels an outpouring of love and affection that causes her to sob uncontrollably. Suddenly, the woman removes her hands and the vision ceases.

Sapphyre looks at the blind woman who has tears streaming down her own face and a radiant smile of someone half her age. Sapphyre feels tears running down her cheeks as well and senses a change within her. The woman holds up her hands. Sapphyre sees a reflection in the air in front of her and gasps. Her hair is no longer dark but blond with streaks of light azure, and her eyes have changed from brown to sparkling blue.

She is about to speak when the old woman cuts her off. “There is much I cannot tell you. Those were your parents and they loved you dearly. You were placed in my care due to circumstances that you will one day become privy to.” Sapphyre again attempts to interrupt but the old woman holds up her hand to stop her and continues. “I knew the day would come when you would first become aware of your magical ability. That indicated it is time to start the fulfillment of your destiny, child.”

She then reaches down and picks up a bowl containing a sky-blue liquid and hands it to Sapphyre. She puts three feathers of different colors into the bowl. The floating feathers form the shape of an arrow with a glowing blue tip. Sapphyre stares at it, wide-eyed. “You must always trust the feathers. They will point you toward your destiny,” says the woman as she hands the bowl to Sapphyre.

Sapphyre looks down into the bowl and sees that the feathers are pointing west, and she realizes she must leave Thorenn and head in that direction. She looks to the old woman for acknowledgement and receives a nod in response. She is about to put the bowl down in the carriage but the old woman gestures for her to take it. The old woman then touches Sapphyre on the cheek and she knows it is time for her to exit the carriage. Sapphyre nods and descends the short steps to the gravel below. She turns to bid farewell to the woman, but when she spins around, the woman and the carriage are gone.

Taking a deep breath, Sapphyre walks slowly to a large flat rock leaning upon a leafless tree on the outskirts of the main square and sits down. She takes her left hand and reaches over her right shoulder and grabs her now blonde hair and turns toward it in wonder. Her eyes are drawn towards the blue streak and she combs her hair through her fingers. She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath and brings up the image of her parents in her mind. Sapphyre stands up confidently and opens her sparkling blue eyes energized with the prospect of learning her true identity.

With an ethereal calmness that even surprises Sapphyre, she heads back home and searches for Katrivus but can't find him anywhere. One of the younger Pugs tells her that Kat left on his ship on business and would be gone for quite some time. Sapphyre wishes she could bid him a farewell, but decides she must leave at once. She leaves a long note for Kat, packs her belongings, binds the dagger to her waist, puts the bowl and feathers in her pack, takes a little under half of the kendra she and Kat have hidden away and leaves the only place she has ever known, heading west toward her destiny.







Chapter 3

The smell of baking biscuits and frying bacon stirs both Skken and Ashcon awake. The sun is just making its way over the horizon as the companions finish dressing for the coming day. “So what's the plan Ashcon?” Skken impatiently inquires.

Ashcon sits on the edge of the cot and sighs, “Let's set a simple trap for her.” He stands up and paces in short steps with a devious look on his face. “We will pose to leave the inn for a bit in search of a tradesman and have her tend to our room.”

Skken smiles slightly with his head down as he polishes Grizzclaw, his prized saber, which has been blessed by the Star Gods. “So we come back, catch her in the room, grab her and go?”

“No, I think we'll question her here. And be nice,” Ashcon chides. “Don't scare her too much.” Then he looks around the room and walks toward the small bedside table. Ashcon reaches down, withdraws the smaller of the two daggers from his left boot and places it on the table beside his cot. He puts his hand upon the dagger and closes his eyes. A rune in the shape of a horn on his left calf shines green and then fades, as Ashcon withdraws his hand. “We'll know when she's in the room. Come, let's eat,” states Ashcon as he walks briskly to the door.

They are sitting at a table for two when Sapphyre brings water and bows slightly. “Girl,” inquires Ashcon. “Is there a leatherworker in this town by chance? My mate lost his saddle and we're hoping to replace it as soon as possible.”

Sapphyre nods yes in response. “His shop is on the other side of town by the well.”

“Thank you,” says Ashcon, and waves his hand, shooing her away. “Bring us hot food.”

“A saddle?” whispers Skken, grinning slightly.

“Makes sense. She doesn't need to know you ride bareback.”

Sapphyre returns to the table with rashers of bacon and steaming hot biscuits with gobs of butter. She puts the plate between the two men and Ashcon removes a two-kendra coin from his purse, holds it between his fingers, and hands it to her. “We are staying another night. When we are gone, go to our quarters. There are leggings that need cleaning and I want them done by this evening.” Sapphyre nods, takes the coin from the fingers of Ashcon and hurries away.

Sapphyre can't believe her luck and she smiles as she patiently waits for them to leave the inn so she can go their room and take a look around. She watches as they exit and approach the stables. She waits until she sees the men retrieve their horses and start toward the other side of town before she runs up the stairs to their room.

She puts the key in the lock, turns it until she hears the familiar click, and opens the door with a sense of foreboding. She giggles to herself quietly, realizing she has nothing to be nervous about, as she was invited after all. She eyes some dirty leggings on the floor as she closes the door behind her. Glancing around the room she spots a wide-brimmed black hat upon the mantle, a few belts on the floor, empty glasses by the bed and a dagger on the bedside table. The dagger has a slight green hue to it and Sapphyre looks at it wide-eyed, inquisitively reaching to grab it. As she twirls it in her hand, on the street below, Ashcon glances Skken as he turns his horse around and says, “She's in the room.”

Sapphyre slips the dagger out of the scabbard and sits down on the edge of the bed. The weapon itself is nothing special, with a clean, sharp blade, yet it definitely has some magic quality to it. Sapphyre is looking down at the blade, wishing she had the ability to tell what type of spell enchants it, when the door suddenly opens and Skken and Ashcon enter quickly and close the door quietly behind them. Sapphyre jumps up, startled. Ashcon smiles a toothy smile, holds up his hands to his shoulders, and says, “Sorry to surprise you. Please.” He gestures with his hands to the chair beside the bed. “Sit down.”

Sapphyre sits down as Skken moves toward her. He holds his huge right hand out and eyes the dagger still in her grasp. She hands the dagger to Skken without a word and places her hands on her lap with her head down toward her chest.

Ashcon takes the seat opposite her and Skken retreats to the other side of the room where he lights the two small torches affixed to the wall. “What is your name?” inquires Ashcon.

“I didn't do anything wrong!” replies Sapphyre defensively. “You told me to come here. I'm sorry I touched the dagger. Please don't tell Ornik.” Tears start to form in her eyes.

Ashcon holds up his hand and says, “I'm not telling anyone anything, and you're right, you did nothing wrong.” Sapphyre relaxes a little in her chair and Ashcon continues. “I just have a few questions I need to ask you. Will that be ok?”

Sapphyre nods slowly.

“What is your name?” inquires Ashcon once again.

“What's yours?” she replies quickly.

“Ashcon,” he says. “That is Skken.” He points in his direction.

“Sapphyre,” she responds.

“Where are you from, Sapphyre?” asks Ashcon.

“Here and there. I've been here for over two winters, so now I say I'm from here.”

Ashcon, not known to be a patient man when he is seeking information, activates a rune above his left eyebrow that glows bright orange in the shape of a single flame. While it's glowing, the two torches that Skken lit earlier burn brighter and illuminate the entire room. Ashcon deactivates the rune and the light returns to its normal state. His attention is focused on Sapphyre's eyes. She is staring in awe at the area of his Sun Rune, which affirms their suspicions of her ability to see the markings. Fazed by this, Ashcon rises from his chair and turns to face Skken. Skken nods and Ashcon walks toward the door, activates his rune of warding, and then returns to sit down facing Sapphyre.

“Please tell me exactly what you saw. Both now and downstairs last night.” He looks at her and continues. “It's very important. Please, don't be afraid.”

Sapphyre raises her head and glances across the table. “I saw a tattoo of a flame above your left eye. And last night I saw a tattoo of an eye on your neck when you threw winning rolls,” she replies honestly.

“Thank you for being so forthright.” He stands up, pushes his chair in and continues. “They are called runes, not tattoos. Skken can see them, and occasionally I run into another who has the ability. But never one so young and not in quite a long time.” Skken walks toward Ashcon holding up his hands, apparently thinking that Ashcon is giving up too much information. Ashcon nods and gestures for Skken to remain where he is.

“Have you ever met any magic users before?” asks Ashcon.

“The inn is right off the main road. Yes, I've seen magic users before.”

“Do you notice anything about them like you do about me?”

Sapphyre pauses. Her eyes creased, she ponders the question. “No,” she replies softly, not wanting to reveal her ability to detect auras. Then she attempts to distract them with a bold question. “Where are you from?” Sapphyre asks.

Ashcon looks at her. Amused, he smiles and replies, “I come from a town a few hundred leagues to the northwest of here.” He glances at Skken and continues, “Sapphyre, we need to find out why you can see my runes.”

Sapphyre looks up and back and forth between the two men. Ashcon stands up and turns to Sapphyre. “Skken and I need to talk privately.” He holds up both of his hands, palms out toward Sapphyre, and moves them in a circular clockwise motion. Small orbs glow a faint blue on each palm. As he puts his hands back down to his sides and turns toward Skken, Sapphyre realizes she can no longer hear the men, though they are less than four feet away. Sapphyre utters her name out loud and, relieved to hear her own voice, sits back and watches the conversation she can't hear.

Skken turns to Ashcon. “Is she your seeker?”

Ashcon moves his head sideways. “I don't know but we obviously need to find out. We can't take her to the temple without a summons.”

Skken replies, “Maybe this is an exception. To confirm your seeker.”

Ashcon interrupts. “There is never enough reason to attempt to enter the temple without a summons.”

Skken says, "So, then what?

“We need to find Sorenthor,” Ashcon replies, alluding to the infamous Lost Seeker.

Skken sighs in response and replies, “Fine. Where do we start?”

“We know he goes to Thorenn for supplies. Someone there would know how to contact him or how to locate him. He's the only one who would be able to confirm or deny,” says Ashcon.

Skken gestures toward Sapphyre. “What if she won't go? Do we just take her?”

“Yes,” Ashcon immediately replies. “Hopefully that won't be necessary.”

Ashcon turns back toward Sapphyre, holds his palms out, and moves them counterclockwise. Two red orbs glow briefly. Ashcon says, “Sorry about that, Sapphyre, but it was necessary. You are a very unique individual and in order to figure out just how special you are, we are hoping you will join us on a journey.”

Sapphyre looks up warily. “To where?” she inquires.

“We will be heading east. We need to go see a man named Sorenthor. He'll be able to tell us why you're able to see my runes,” replies Ashcon.

“Why is it so important to know?” Sapphyre inquires.

“There are very few people alive who can see what you can, Sapphyre,” says Ashcon with a subtle tenderness to his voice. Ashcon does not want to confuse the young girl so feels no reason to bring up seekers. He places his hand in hers and asks quietly, “Will you come with us?”

Sapphyre, still confused by all that has transpired, replies, “First I would like to know what you are.”

Ashcon looks at Skken, who is shaking his head from left to right, and then he turns toward Sapphyre. Releasing her hand, he rises and asks, “Have you ever heard of a runestar?”

“No.”

“Most beings your age haven't,” Ashcon says as he paces with slow steps. “I have runes all over my body that give me certain abilities. We don't have the time to really delve into all that is a runestar at present, but rest assured, I mean you no harm.” He stops in front of Sapphyre and gazes into her blue eyes. “My powers were bestowed upon me by the Star Gods themselves and I am sworn to protect the light and the stars. You must consider all you have learned and make a decision, Sapphyre. I pray you will come with us, and on my honor, Skken and I swear to protect you.”

Sapphyre has been able to see a light green aura surrounding Ashcon ever since she touched the dagger earlier, but feels no need to reveal that yet. She stands, looks at Ashcon, and states, “I know you not, and you may be without honor, which would negate your oath.” She looks down at her feet and back at Ashcon who does not reply. “I must ponder this. When do you leave?”

“We depart in two days' time.”

“Very well. You will have my answer before you gp.”

Sapphyre leaves their room and heads to her small quarters. She retrieves the bowl with the liquid and the three feathers. Ever since she arrived at the tavern almost two winters ago, the bowl has revealed the same thing on a daily basis. The feathers all join together in the center of the bowl. Their tips touch together and glow a bright blue. She recalls the surprise she felt when she saw the feathers take that shape for the first time, knowing she had arrived at a predestined location after spending so much time on the road.

This is the only time since then that she is truly wondering what the bowl will reveal. As she sets the bowl on her small table and drops the feathers in, she closes her eyes and wonders what fate has in store for her. As the feathers turn in the bowl and start to form an arrow facing east, she thinks of the old woman in the carriage instructing her to always trust the feathers. Sapphyre opens her eyes and smiles as the tips begin to glow blue.







Chapter 4

North of the Myth Mountains, hundreds of leagues from the Dragon's Flagon, Drak'thonn is awakened from his slumber by a thought from the Zagador. He hesitantly pushes himself off of his Bed of Perpetual Ice and places his two feet on the floor. At once the pain sets in, a pain he has come to treasure as a reminder of his lifelong quest. Once he is no longer touching his magical bed, his skin returns to smoldering ash.

It has been over seven hundred winters since the fateful day that changed his life forever and his body became living fire. He always had dark skin, but now it is black as night and resembles burning charcoal. Drak'thonn is huge, standing almost seven feet tall with a body of solid muscle. His face has the remnants of what was once an eye but is only scar tissue now, leaving him with one seeing eye. His nose is melted down to just the two nostrils above a hideously deformed mouth. He is an expert with every known weapon, and the Zagador have granted him the power to control fire. As the anointed leader of the Dark Horde, his power over his followers who worship the Zagador is absolute.

He is not one to have servants, although there are thousands who would cherish that honor. Drak'thonn hears the orc sentries outside of his quarters as he slides on his body armor and attaches his mithril axes to his belt. He starts walking, leaving a trail of fire footprints on the ground, and the doors open on his approach as the astute guards part them for their leader. It will take most of the day for Drak'thonn to make it to the Temple of the Dark Gods from the Skeed Towers where he resides. He takes his large mount from the stable and makes his way to answer the summons of the Dark Gods, knowing that Zidi will be awaiting him upon his arrival.

Zidi is one of the high council members of the Dark Horde and is second in power to Drak'thonn. He is a warlock of unimaginable power and maintains his residence in the Temple of the Dark Gods. He is invaluable to Drak'thonn as he is the only one who can summon the portal to reach the Zagador.

Zidi is bald with charcoal skin, hollow eyes, and thin lips. He is so skinny he resembles a bag of bones. He is always garbed in a black robe with his staff and nothing else. The staff is made of connected human bones, and the handle is a human skull with a pearl dagger embedded in it. The pearl dagger is enchanted by the Zagador and contains the power to call the portal. As the religious leader of the order, he inherited the DarkFlame Staff upon his ascension seventy-seven winters ago. His time is running out and the staff will pass on to the next leader upon his demise.

Drak'thonn enters the Temple of the Dark Gods and approaches Zidi, who is already beginning incantations with his staff at the ready. He greets Drak'thonn and tells him he is not privy to the information the Zagador will entrust to him, but that they are anxious to meet right away. Drak'thonn nods to Zidi, removes his weapons, and positions himself on his knees in front of the Great Seal below the DarkFlame Staff. As Zidi continues the spell, the seal starts to glow and amber and black fire shoots out and covers Drak'thonn, who disappears into the realm of the Zagador for only the third time in his life.

He is greeted by one of the Zagador, as the Dark Gods do not have individual names. The Zagador decided on the appearance of a female being, one that is unfamiliar to Drak'thonn. Drak'thonn assumes a kneeling position in front of the Zagador, as she begins to speak. “The time has come to fulfill your destiny, chosen one,” the Zagador says. “Your brother and his guardian have been joined by a third and the prophecies are now in play. The time has come to prepare for the invasion of the kingdom and the destruction of both your brother and his newfound charge.”

“As you wish,” replies Drak'thonn, relishing the opportunity to exact revenge on Ashcon and the Star Gods.

“The form in which you see me now is that of a dreggan. They reside on the northern continent and will join you and aid you in your quest. They are powerful warriors and number in the thousands. The females of their race lead them, and you will take the leader as your bride upon their arrival in two moonsigns. After you have destroyed the kingdom and killed Ashcon and his companions, the two of you shall reign forever as king and queen of the eternal night that will come to pass after you succeed in your mission.”

“As you wish.”

“Over the next few moonsigns you will be joined by other allies to expand your ranks. Each of these allies will prove most valuable to you and have powers to aide you. They will all acknowledge your sovereignty over them without question. You are to make the leader of each of these factions a member of your high council.”

“As you wish.”

“We wish you luck in your quest, chosen one. We expect you to be ready to invade the kingdom and begin the search for your brother within six moonsigns,” says the Zagador. The Dark God then disappears and Drak'thonn is transported back to the temple.

He stands up and turns to Zidi, and with a newfound fire in his eyes, says with purpose, “Prepare a high council meeting for the end of this moonsign. We have much to discuss.” As he prepares to exit the temple, he looks into Zidi's hollow eyes and states, “The time of destiny is upon us. Vengeance will be mine.”
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