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Ground of Resurrection

Wizard Wars, Book Two

Mell Eight


Chapter One

Dare hadn’t been given a choice about living on the prairie, but he was doing his best to embrace the life he had. Admittedly, he admired the way of life the villages had created over the last ten years he had been living among them, traveling from village to village. They had grown from separate entities to a cohesive whole that worked together to ensure their survival on the harsh prairie. His life now was completely different from his pampered childhood.

Oakville was the only village on the prairie with access to a forest. The trees were tall and stately and had a nasty habit of lifting their roots out of the ground to trip people as they were walking by. Over the last three weeks, while visiting Oakville, Dare learned to automatically raise his feet high as he walked so he didn’t faceplant.

The villagers were only allowed to cut down a few trees a week with the permission of the prairie. Dare had become part of a very convoluted dance. Every spring, the villagers collected seedlings that had been blown out onto the prairie the previous fall. Those seedlings wouldn’t survive the summer buried underneath the tall grass. Then, before chopping down anything in the forest, the villagers asked the prairie which trees were suitable. Cutting the trees could be harrowing in a forest that had been known to fight back on occasion. The villagers planted one of the seedlings where each old tree used to stand, where they would grow to replace the trees the villagers took.

All the cut wood was eventually distributed throughout the villages in the prairie so they could continue building whatever new homes and businesses they needed. In return, Laketown and Farmtown sent the food they produced. Every village had a purpose on the prairie; as long as Oakville continued to send wood out to the other villages, they would in turn receive the things they needed.

If only the villagers had chosen to be equally pragmatic about Dare’s presence.

“Here’s the rations you worked for,” Olaf said as he ambled into the cleared area. He was careful not to step on any of the seedlings Dare had just planted. Dare took the bag Olaf was holding out to him. A quick glance inside showed a large loaf of bread, a smaller wheel of cheese, and some leafy green things poking out below that.

Dare wasn’t surprised there wasn’t any meat in the bag. Livestock were needed to pull the heavy trees; there weren’t any whose meat could be sacrificed for food. A new village was in the process of being constructed where all sorts of livestock—oxen for the plows and wagons, chickens for eggs, cows and goats for milk and cheese, and sheep for wool—would be kept. With an active surplus from that village being sent out to all the villages, more animals could be used solely for the meat. Until then, Dare and the rest of the villagers lived on a vegetarian diet.

“I was hoping to spend the night and leave in the morning,” Dare began but stopped when Olaf shook his head in denial.

“It’s past time for you to move on to another village, boy,” Olaf said firmly. He turned and walked away, leaving Dare alone in the forest. The rest of the people he had been working with had snuck off while Olaf was talking.

Dare let out a heavy sigh. He would never get used to this. The feelings of abandonment, the churning in his stomach, and the tightness in his chest every time he thought he might be welcomed but was sent away instead. It hurt so very much, but at least he had learned not to cry about it.

Of course, he understood why. He had been a terrible little shit his first year on the prairie. He may have been eighteen years old at the time, but the way he had acted, he might as well have been a child. He had somehow managed to grow up during the last ten years, but the damage had already been done.

Dare was a prisoner of war. Before that, he had lived a life of luxury with his every want and need catered for him. As the prince and heir of the throne of Ammet, the kingdom to the north of the prairie lands, he had been spoiled horribly. Political machinations by the Wizard’s Council that helped rule Ammet had convinced King Mitchell, Dare’s father, to include Dare with the invading troops sent to subdue the prairie. The invasion had failed with terrible consequences. Nearly a thousand men and women had been eaten by the prairie, but Dare had been saved to be a pawn in his uncle Russell’s revenge plan and abandoned in First Village.

Going from luxury to learning how to earn rations had been completely lost on him. When food wasn’t delivered at regular mealtimes, he had thrown tantrum after tantrum until he’d almost starved to death. George, the leader of First Village, had literally tied him to a chair and spoon-fed him soup until Dare recovered. Then George had put a small, palm-sized basket, woven from thick grass, into Dare’s hands and told Dare to fill the basket with precious stones. One full basket meant three meals each day.

Dare had done it, not realizing that leaving the village to walk in the wild prairie was one of the most dangerous jobs in the entire village. He had gotten food and he had watched and learned the way the village worked. Everyone had a task to accomplish each day to earn their keep. No one, George included, was simply given anything for free.

Learning the ways of the prairie was a painfully slow process, but Dare had eventually done it. His airs and spoiled attitude had taken years to throw away. He had felt freer ever since, but by the time the lessons had hit home, it was far too late for him to be accepted. His poor behavior early on had ensured that.

The younger kids in First Village used to dare each other who could prank Dare the worst. Stealing his clothes on washing day and forcing him to return to the village naked. Running into him when he had a full basket, often stealing the basket and the gemstones he had filled it with and ensuring he wasn’t eligible for food the next day. Eventually, they had grown in both age and ability, and Dare had to learn how to defend himself against knife attacks. The dares grew worse and worse until Dare had fled from First Village in desperation.

Yet, the stories of his terrible attitude had spread. He took a new name—he was no longer Prince Michael, even in his own mind, and calling himself Dare seemed poignant after all he had suffered—but people still knew him regardless of what he called himself. He traveled from village to village, staying in each one for only as long as his extra pair of hands and strong back were useful, until he was sent on his way again. After five years living in First Village and five years wandering, Dare wasn’t welcome anywhere.

If Dare had thought he could survive on his own, he would have abandoned the villages well before now, striking out into the prairie, but there was no food in the prairie, so he needed the villages.

Well, Dare thought firmly to himself as he tucked his bag of food into his pack with his other personal belongings. That’s life now. Where should I go next? He pulled his sword belt down from the low branch he had hung it on that morning and settled it into place around his hips. The last vestiges of his previous life hung in his sword. He wasn’t trained to use a knife, and his magic wasn’t offensive in nature, only defensive: a sword kept him safe so Dare held on to it.

He hadn’t been east in a while. Over a year had passed since he had last worked for a few short weeks at the village near the Great Bone Canyon. Hopefully, they would be ready to stomach having him nearby for a while again.

Dare took a deep breath, then turned so his back was to the setting sun and started walking.

★

Rubies, emeralds, sapphires, and diamonds were scattered across the ground as far as the eye could see. After his years walking the prairie, Dare knew the way the prairie grasses moved in the wind versus when a vicious prairie dog was stalking. He could find the gems lost between the thickest stalks of grass and still be able to hide until the dogs moved on.

Magic was intrinsic to the prairie, so even though the paths looked like a lot of people had permanently squished the grass down, Dare knew there weren’t enough people combined in all the villages who could create them. No, one day the prairie itself had decided to create paths to connect the villages. Anyone who traveled between the villages, be they simply moving to a new home or transporting goods, stayed strictly on the paths because the prairie itself had declared those paths safe. Straying off the paths was the main reason people vanished. The rumors Dare had heard whispered the prairie got hungry sometimes, and human flesh was a welcome meal to these sentient wild lands.

Dare hadn’t known about the prairie’s hunger when he was first sent outside the village to search for gems to fill his basket. He hadn’t understood he courted his own death every day of those five years, not until he began to actually watch those around him and realized that only a few truly brave people dared to do what he did. Every day from then on was a dare, one Dare made with himself. I dare you to survive. I dare you to brave the prairie. I dare you.

He didn’t use the paths on his way east, instead cutting through the tall grass. Sure, it was another dare, but it was also avoidance. Other people used the paths, and meeting them along the way was always unpleasant, particularly the derisive looks and comments he received after they learned who he was. The occasional prairie dog and the threat of being eaten by the prairie itself was less onerous.

Dare passed the time looking for the biggest shiny rock he could find. He would pick one up and carry it until he found one bigger. Usually, the size of the gem he brought would get him at least one meal at a village and would give him enough time to beg for work to earn some food to continue traveling.

Though walking alone was lonely, it was still familiar as his entire childhood had been spent alone. Dare had been surrounded by people who only spoke to him because they wanted something from him, never because they liked him. Perhaps he had subconsciously contrived being ostracized by the villages in order to maintain that status quo. Though a new place with new people, he had done his damnedest to ensure no one liked him or wanted him around.

Well, he had gotten what he wanted.

Dare had matured since then. He knew the power of hard work, the joy of a job well done, and even the comradery of working hand in hand with others. He knew all that, and none of it mattered. Regret for his past behavior, proving his worth today was all irrelevant to the people who remembered him demanding they care for him hand and foot. So, he walked alone, traveling from village to village, and at every stop he tried to change their ingrained negative perceptions and always failed. No one was willing to walk beside him on his long trek, but that was a different issue altogether. He needed the villages to stop ostracizing him first before he could start dreaming of something so lofty.

Dare pushed aside his wandering thoughts. Hopes and dreams did not have a place on the prairie, especially not when one moment of distraction could mean he missed a prairie dog looking to make him its next meal. He took in a deep breath, let it out, and started walking again.
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