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Legacy of the Phoenix is dedicated to a lot of important people in my life, both current and past. I like the idea that people come into your life for a reason, a season, or a lifetime, and I truly believe all three are important to our lives. I still think of people I've worked with for years at a time, yet haven't seen since I left that job. People I knew in high school changed and we all moved on. This series of books has taken many years and a lot of courage to publish. It's a work of my heart, and I truly fell in love with the concepts and characters. I only hope that those I love can realize how important they have been in my life, even if they were only in it for a short time.
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Introduction




Welcome to the second book of the Legacy of the Phoenix, the first series set in Avern! 

This second book introduces you to some interesting new characters and takes you on an adventure that includes pirates and mysterious enemies. Patterns emerge as Sanna and her group attempt to complete a harrowing mission to Zeri T'ves. This book takes a few turns that might be unexpected, and it experiments with power dynamics between characters. 

Come along with Sanna, Jovan, and the others, and witness what happens when the world of Avern's very existance hangs in the balance!
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Prologue


Along the Way





Sweet is the taste,
Such is the feeling,
As the End rushes.
—Theramore Kidlenda, Darnarian Poet





Pin looked out over the lands before her and smiled. She was nearing the northern coast of the continent. She’d made it into Phomean and had stopped at the large lake, called the Phoenix Tear. A little to the west, and further north would take her to the Frozen Coast. But first, she would meet up with the group that contained her quarry. She had a feeling they would be there soon after. They were, after all, traveling with more people, and from what the Master said, one of them still had injuries. 

She ran a hand through her short blonde hair and looked around, dark eyes settling on an inn built on the shore of the lake. It was called the Phoenix Hearth. She figured it was a good enough name; and the sign had a passable phoenix depicted on it to the right of the etched letters on the wooden sign. 

As she entered the inn, immediately all eyes were on her. She was one of only a few females in the inn, so it didn’t surprise her. Wearing a traveling cloak that covered most of her upper body and a pair of patchwork leather pants, she stood out among the patrons. Mumbled comments behind mugs of ale surrounded her, but it didn’t bother her in the least. She sat down at the bar and waited for the owner to come over.

“What’ll it be?” he groused.

“You have coffee?” she asked, eyes narrowed and wondering if this rube would even know of something so fine as coffee.

He arched an eyebrow. “Well, now, that I do, but it’ll cost you—”

She placed a gold piece down on the bar. He picked it up, biting it gently, then nodded. “Coming up.” 

After a few minutes, he returned with a steaming mug and a bowl with sugar in it. She smiled. “I don’t need the sugar,” she said as she picked up the strong drink and took a sip. It warmed her to her frozen toes. 

Coffee, this far north, was quite a delicacy and extremely hard to find. Some whispered that slaver orcs forced gnomes to work in the coffee fields of the Seran Jungle. Pin wasn’t sure about that. Orcs were rough customers, but they weren’t usually into slavery. That was an entirely human concept in their world. She sipped the coffee again and rolled her eyes up as the drink tickled her senses.

The rest of the evening passed without incident, other than a few drunks pawing at her. That didn’t last long as she slapped their hands away with more force than they were expecting. No one said anything, really, though. Not after she pushed them away. She just exuded an air of someone who they should leave alone. Finished with the coffee, she got up. She planned on making it to the next town quickly, the one they would meet up in.


      [image: ]“The Master hasn’t said much since Pin left,” Tyla said to her companion. “Do you think he knows anything, Ace?” she turned and looked at him.

Ace sat across from her in the dining room of the tower. The enslaved cooks milled around, fixing food for them as they requested it, never speaking, of course. It wasn’t as if they could, had they wanted to. They had their tongues cut out upon arrival at the Forge. Ace was a sharp-eyed fellow, having eyes like that of a bird, yellow and very round. They barely, if ever, blinked, and his hair was a cool white with feathers adorning the temples in the same white color. He tilted his head to the side and looked thoughtful.

“I think we should trust the Master.”

“Even after what happened to Cage?” Tyla frowned, still bothered by this fact.

Ace sighed. “You are doubting him. Never doubt the Master.”

“He’s right, you know,” came another voice. 

Tyla looked up to see one of their other companions. “Caine.” 

Caine was a little shorter than the others, but he had strong musculature. He had long gray hair that faded into black at the temples and the base of his skull. He had it pulled back at the nape of his neck. His eyes, though, were striking. They were an ice-blue color with the center fading almost to white. There was a sensation of danger that surrounded him, though, one that even Tyla could feel.

“The Master knows best. And Cage was an idiot. He depended too much on magic and less on his own abilities. This reliance on magic will be the end of any of us in the current world,” he said, reaching over Tyla’s shoulder and picking up a piece of fruit.

“Magic is but a tool,” Ace commented, glaring at Caine. 

Tyla felt the tension in the air because these two did not get along with each other. It was as though they were natural enemies. Tyla tried not to get between them, because her powers were not enough to defeat either of them. She considered herself weaker than the others, so she had to depend on the magic that Caine rallied against, and he knew that as he made the comment. She knew he was waiting for her to say something, but she knew better than to get into a war of words with Caine. He never won except by brute force.

“Cage was never the smartest,” Tyla said, trying to diffuse the tension between the two of them.

Caine snorted. “It is no matter. I will not fall to our pretty prey like he did.”

“You say that, but how can you be so sure?” Ace narrowed his eyes at Caine and Tyla felt as though the air charged with energy. Dammit, Ace, she thought. I was trying to settle this down. And you go and stir it up again.

Caine chewed for a moment, then sighed. “My ways are my own. I’ll do what I’m assigned to do, and I will succeed where the rest of you will fail.”

“This isn’t a competition,” Tyla couldn’t help but say.

Caine glared at her now. “It is to me.” 

“We’re supposed to reach the same end, you know, Caine,” Ace said. “We all are doing what the Master bids us to do. And the more of us that fail, the more the rest have to pick up the slack. Someone will have to go after Cage’s prey eventually.”

“I’ll do what the Master says. That’s all I’ll do. There will be no changing in the middle to do something else, or to chase someone else’s prey,” Caine growled, putting down the half-eaten dawn apple. 

Caine turned and left the dining room without another word. Tyla shook her head and turned back to Ace.

“You think someone will have to go after Cage’s prey?” she asked candidly.

Ace nodded. “I think if one of us is successful we’ll be sent out after that one.” 

Tyla finished her dawn apple and looked at him. “I guess I should be on my way,” she said as she stood up. “My prey is out there, and it is time for me to attack.”

“I wish you well. You are at a physical disadvantage, but your magic is strong. You will bring back your prey,” Ace said, giving her a slight smile.

Tyla sighed and pulled her long black hair back from her face. “I hope so.”

She walked out of the dining room and stared at the stairs. The discussion with the Master was unavoidable. She was ready to set out, so she would need his permission. For any to leave without the Master’s permission was to court death, and she really didn’t want to die right now. She swallowed and made her way up the steps. Entering the highest room of the tower, she saw the Master sitting in the window yet again. He turned his burning red eyes on her.

“Little one, you are ready?” he said without a discernible expression on his face.

“Yes, Master. Pin has set out, and now it is my turn. Where is my prey?” she asked, wondering how much the Master knew.

“Heading from the Wildlands to the kingdom of Darna. They seek to release the Keepers.”

“Do you wish for me to stop them?” Tyla asked, nervous at this new information. 

“Let them have what little hope the Keepers offer them. It is no consequence if they are released. It will not impact my plans. Bring me the essence of earth and you shall be rewarded. They must arrive alive, do not forget and become too zealous. Any way you have to do it, make sure you succeed. There is no other option.” He looked out the window again. “Cage failed me. I am counting on you and Pin to bring me back the essence of Fire and the essence of Earth. It is best if their power is still locked, but it will not matter in the end. Bring them to me.”

“Yes, of course, Master. Whatever you desire shall be yours,” Tyla said.

He turned his red eyes back to the window. “Return triumphant. Die, and your soul will be mine to torment as I please. Cage has learned the price of failure.”

Tyla swallowed hard and bowed. “Yes, Master.” 

Quickly, she set off down the stairs and went to her room, where her supplies were ready. She stopped in front of the mirror and wondered if she needed to change her eye color. She decided no, it would use too much of her energy to keep up an illusion to just change her eyes from their natural golden color. Considering the strangeness of the group she was going after; she guessed her eye color wouldn’t be that odd.

She passed Ace on the way out and waved at him. She got outside, pulling her cloak against the cold winds. It was time to set off. Behind her, her shadow morphed briefly into a small feline creature before it turned back to normal.








  
  

Chapter One


In the Snowy Lands





The snows fall down and down.
I watch from within my house.
What will the snow bring with it?
I know not.
—Jamal Carewhisp, Whispara t’Kalima Writer





As morning dawned once more, Sanna watched the sun break on the horizon. She’d taken the last watch for the night. It had been the first night they’d camped since they separated from Keiara and the others. The House of Oracles was near the border with Phomean, but they would have a difficult time getting across that border with a Noran t’Kalima and a dwarf. Jovan had been hiding as a human for so many years that she didn’t doubt his ability to masquerade as one. Elmlock was still with them as well, but she knew he would break off from them at some point. Keiara hadn’t been specific about when that would be. 

Her biggest concern was how much of a leader she was going to be. She’d never thought of herself as a leadership type of person, but Keiara had trusted her with it. She didn’t know if that trust was well-founded or not, but she supposed she would find out if they managed to succeed in their mission to retrieve the Crown of Life and the Ring of Magic, as they were supposed to. Then, there was the question of how exactly they were supposed to release the Keepers with those items in hand. She hoped that the items themselves would lend some clue how to use them. 

“You look thoughtful,” she heard.

She turned to see Elmlock. She smiled because he had such a youthful look to him despite his age. His blond hair was a little wild about his face from sleeping, but his violet-colored eyes were shining and awake. Sanna thought he looked to be only twenty-five turns of age at the very most. She knew, though, that he had been alive much longer than that. He still bore the sword and wand with him that had been frozen in place when he’d turned himself to stone.

“I was just wondering why Keiara chose me to lead and not you,” Sanna said softy, leaning back against the tree she sat against. She put her hands locked behind her head and sighed.

“Gram knew what she was doing when she picked you. I’d make a terrible leader, and she knew it,” Elmlock shrugged and dropped beside her, moving the sword so as not to drive it into the ground.

“Why do you say that?” Sanna asked, turning to look at him. 

“I know you don’t really know me that well, but I’ve never been a leader. I’ve always been more focused on study of magic and exploring it. I get distracted by magic and become rather worthless to everyone around me. I am Kalimourne’s child, after all.” 

Sanna nodded. “So, what’s that wand do anyway?” she asked, gesturing to the implement on his hip.

“Oh, this?” he said, pulling out the wand topped with a star ruby. “It shoots magic energy that damages the enemy. I made it myself; it’s one of a kind. Unlike other wands, this one never runs out of magic.”

“That’s impressive,” Sanna said, running her hands over the staff that lay across her knees. 

“My sword is also magical,” he said, even though she didn’t ask, putting away the wand and pulling the sword from the sheath. “I enchanted it myself as well. Except something unexpected happened with it. Here, put your hand on the blade.”

Sanna arched a brow, and then carefully reached out and placed her hand on the blade. At first, nothing happened. Then, very quietly in her mind, she heard a voice whisper Sanna… She pulled her hand away as though shocked and looked at Elmlock. 

“What was that?” she asked, confused by the voice in her mind.

“It knew your name, yes?” Elmlock said with a grin. Sanna nodded. “It gained sentience. Sometimes magical items become intelligent and can communicate with others. I call it Sunlock.”

“Sunlock?” Sanna asked, glancing at the ornate hilt decorated with the metal sun. 

“I know, but it seems to like it,” he said with a shrug.

“Do you know how to use a sword?” she wondered, curious now if he actually knew how to fight.

“Oh yes, in my younger days I fancied myself a swordsman. I spent a few years training with some really tough masters. That was before I embraced my natural inclination for magic.” He slipped Sunlock back into the sheath and nodded at her. “You wonder why I haven’t done much magic so far, don’t you?” 

Sanna would not say anything; after all, he was a god of sorts. But she had been curious why he hadn’t really done much in their battles that she’d seen if he was so powerful with magic. She’d seen him use the sword to fight when the wolf attack happened, but he hadn’t used any magic. At the time, she hadn’t thought much about it; after all, they had been under attack. However, now that she thought about it, it did seem like a strange thing not to use magic when it was so desperately needed.

“I just assumed you had your reasons,” she said and looked away over the camp where the others still slept. 

Elmlock sat silently for a moment, then sighed. “It’s like this, magic like mine gets noticed. At least now, in the age of the Regulators and the Forge. Though, now that Ackana has revealed her hand, and Sealla has taken control of Lineria where the Forge is, I’m not sure what will become of the Regulators.”

“They were supposed to round up people with magical talent, right?” Sanna asked.

“That was what they were created for, to find and train those with the Talent,” he confirmed. “Those that keep watch for strong magic use would see me should I use my most powerful magic. We can’t be sure on what side those with that power are, however. If they were on our side, it would be one thing, but there is no way to tell who is under Ackana’s influence. And then there is the matter of Cage.”

“He’s dead; why does that matter now?” she frowned.

“Yes, he’s dead, but where did he come from? And who sent him?” 

“Ackana did, right?” she said, confused by the whole idea.

“She didn’t send Cage. Jovan said that Cage wanted him to submit to him, to give up and come with him willingly. Why would he need something like that? Is there something that only Jovan can provide by willingly giving up to him? Why was he so adamant that Jovan do this?” Elmlock sighed again. “Being without full Sight is difficult when the Veil blocks so much.” 

“You normally have the Sight?” Sanna asked.

“All the gods’ children do. Well, I guess Gram’s children, too. As weird as that may sound,” he said, glancing over as Miira and Syera were rising.

Sanna stood up, stretching as she did so. Elmlock rose as well, walking beside her back to the camp. Syera was sitting up, pulling her pinkish hair into a tail while Miira rummaged in her pack for hardtack. Sanna walked over and stoked the fire a bit. 

“Someone’s stolen some of me supplies,” Miira said as she looked up. “The dwarven hardtack I had is half gone already,” she explained.

Sanna frowned. “Are you sure it hasn’t just been used up already?” 

“I’m sure. I know how much I had,” she nodded, a deep frown etched into her face.

“I didn’t see anyone around here last night on my watch,” Elmlock said. “But perhaps we should keep a better eye out tonight. Someone obviously has been through our stores.” 

Syera looked uncomfortable as she sat there. Sanna walked over and put a hand on her flesh shoulder. “Is everything alright?” 

“Th’ cold. It makes my skin ache,” she said, rubbing the seam of her body where the metal met the flesh. “That and th’ light is hard to get used to.”

“It will take a while, but you’ll manage to get used to it,” Miira said, smiling at her. 

Syera looked at her and smiled a little back. “Okay,” she said simply. 

Sanna was concerned about the thought of missing supplies. With their group composition, going into a village was risky. She supposed eventually they would have to deal with that. She sighed and went over to wake Jovan. He was curled up, sleeping deeply for once instead of the light trancelike sleep. Sanna shook him gently until he groaned. 

“What, is it morning already?” he muttered, eyes fluttering. 

“Afraid so,” Sanna told him, kneeling beside him. 

Jovan sat up gingerly, still moving slowly because of his ribs. He seemed to have healed somewhat over the night, though. His complexion was better, and his blue eyes were brighter. Sanna stood up, reaching out to help him up. He clasped hands with her and got to his feet. He groaned a bit, but he didn’t complain. 

“Let me guess, hardtack for breakfast?” he commented as he sat down on one log that they had dragged up beside the fire. 

Miira handed him a biscuit, and Jovan sighed. “Eat up, elf,” she commented. 

Jovan took the biscuit and started gnawing on a corner thoughtfully. “Hey! Elmlock, can’t you just like, use your magic, and make food?” he said, turning toward him. 

Elmlock sat down beside Jovan and sighed. “I can, but we’re trying not to get noticed, aren’t we?” he said, taking some of the hardtack from Miira. 

Jovan sighed. “Worth a shot,” he said. 

Sanna shook her head, taking a biscuit from Miira too. “We still have an issue if we have someone stealing our supplies and no one noticed, though,” she said, sitting on the second log they’d pulled up to the fire. 

“Not much to be done,” Jovan said, looking around at the others. “I mean, they’re probably lost and hungry. They’d have to be really hungry to steal this stuff,” he muttered, taking another bite and then grabbing his waterskin and guzzling a bit. 

Miira glared at him. “That’s some of the best Dwarven hardtack in the underground. My momma taught me to make it as a lass.”

“That may be, but I’d hate to see what bad hardtack tastes like,” he muttered, chewing with a sour expression on his face.

Miira snorted and turned toward the fire, mumbling about haughty elves.

They talked for a few minutes before they decided it was time to break camp and move on. They had yet to cross into Phomean. Then, it was still over two weeks’ journey to get to the Frozen Coast to the north. Phomean was not a small country, and the terrain was not all level, making consistent progress difficult. However, they had Maelstrom with them, so that would make things easier. For now, Jovan was riding the massive horse while his ribs healed, and he recovered from the wolf attack. 

“Are we ready to move out?” Sanna asked, looking around the camp.

“Ready!” Jovan piped up from atop Maelstrom. 

“We’re ready,” Miira said, gesturing between herself and Syera. 

“Then off we go again,” Elmlock said with a nod as he took point. Sanna followed him, leading Maelstrom. Syera and Miira walked behind them, monitoring the rear and making sure no one was following them. 

It was a little before noon when they came upon a large, decimated camp. Burned tents surrounded some kind of pyre. The damp had made the fire go out after whoever had started it left; it seemed. The air was still rife with the smell of burned flesh and hair, though, so it had been something recent. Sanna had to wonder why they had not seen smoke on the horizon. Unless the burning had been overnight. The wind had been in the opposite direction, so they had not detected the smell until they were upon the pyre.

“What happened here?” Jovan asked, glancing about the camp.

“Raiders?” Sanna suggested, wondering herself what could have caused such devastation to the camp. 

Miira walked up to the pyre and began looking around. “I count about eleven bodies,” she said. “Look to be human by the size.”

“Ya burn the bodies o’ the dead?” Syera said, frowning. 

“Sometimes,” Sanna answered. “It depends on the situation. Dead bodies can attract predators and that can be a danger to the living. How do the Noran dispose of bodies?” 

“We bury them in the damp earth where they can become soil once more,” Syera told her.

Sanna nodded, exploring the small camp and finding nothing of any value. “It appears that there had to be at least one survivor of whatever happened here, otherwise the bodies wouldn’t have been piled together to be burned,” she pointed out. “I suppose the attackers could have done it, but I doubt it. It’s more a gesture someone who knew them would do.” 

Jovan had jumped down off Maelstrom and was going through the burned-out tents as well. There wasn’t much left other than some of the sturdier poles that had made up the tents. Two fire pits had been dug between the seven burned tents, but like everything else, they’d been destroyed, and the firewood scattered around the area. 

“While we’re stopped, we should break for lunch,” Sanna said, looking around. “But not here. Let’s move on a little bit and stop. I have the feeling we’re being watched, though.”

Jovan glanced around for a second. “I’ve been noticing the same thing, but I haven’t been able to see anyone or anything that should be causing such a feeling.” 

Sanna wasn’t sure where the sensation of being watched came from, but she was sure of it. She shook it away, and they moved on a little way down the path. There, they set up for lunch, gathering wood for a small fire as Sanna took a bow and set out to see if she could find any game in the area. After about fifteen minutes, she had scared out a couple of hares from a burrow. They were small, but it was better than jerky and hardtack; well, they were out of jerky. She came back to find Jovan animatedly telling a story about his time among humans to Syera and Miira while Elmlock looked on. 

“I got a couple hares,” she said as she came up.

“Oh!” Jovan exclaimed. “I can skin them,” he said, reaching for a skinning knife in his pack. He made a pained sound as he leaned over, and Sanna imagined his ribs were still giving him trouble despite how quickly he healed.

Jovan prepared the hares as Sanna tended the fire, increasing the heat with her abilities so it didn’t falter. She hesitated to do much more than that if there were those who looked for magic use, as Elmlock had said. She didn’t want to get them noticed by anyone, least of all those who were looking to destroy them. As the smell of the hares cooking permeated the surrounding air, she realized how hungry she actually was. 

“Sanna,” Jovan called, drawing her attention to him. 

She walked over and took a skewer of rabbit meat and nodded her thanks. Jovan continued telling his story from before, talking about a time he almost got caught while he pretended to be human. Syera ate in silence, eyes wide and enraptured by him. Miira attempted not to look as interested, but Sanna saw that she, too, was into the story he was telling. Sanna didn’t want to interrupt, so she didn’t say anything, only listened. 

“You sense it too,” Elmlock said, surprising her as he’d sneaked up on her. 

“How do you do that?” she gasped. 

Elmlock chuckled. “Sorry, I’m used to being stealthy in my approach.” 

“Yeah, obviously. Sense what?” she asked, biting off another bit of meat.

“Someone out there is watching us,” he confirmed.

Sanna nodded. “Not much we can do if they don’t want to show themselves, though. I think they will, though. Tonight.” 

“You plan to stay awake until they appear tonight to steal supplies again?” he said, a slight smile on his lips.

“A little hardtack won’t go very far. The question is, are they an ally or a foe?” Sanna wondered.

“That is yet to be seen,” Elmlock said, looking around at the snow-covered landscape. 

“How long do you think our journey will be?” she said, tossing the stick that had been used to hold the meat to the side.

“To the Frozen Coast?” Elmlock asked. “With good weather, a couple weeks to cross Phomean. That’s assuming there are no blizzards or harsh snows along the way. And assuming no other problems either. I’m worried about the burned camp, though. That means that there’s some sort of raiders in the area. We should be safe once we cross into Phomean, though. I think the border will be guarded, though. Until we get there, though, we’re on our own.”

“I thought about that too, but we will take care of ourselves,” Sanna saw Syera was staring at Miira, then looked away. Curious, she thought. She’d noted that the two women stole glances at each other, and it seemed almost as though there was more than a passing interest. However, there was so much enmity between the Noran and the dwarves, it made sense that they would be wary of each other. 

“I think so. I can use magic if necessary. We have to just hope that we aren’t the only ones blinded by the Veil.”

“Elmlock, what is the Veil exactly?” Jovan asked, having heard the last of Elmlock’s words. “Keiara did it, right?” 

Elmlock nodded. “When Ackana gathered together the ingredients to summon Gram, she gave Gram what she needed to twist the spell to her own desire. She used that power as a way to shut down the ability to See. Except, of course, for Lena.”

“Why Lena? Is it because she was turned into a vampire?” Jovan wondered. 

“I don’t know what gives her the ability to See when others can’t,” Elmlock admitted. He shrugged. “It may have to do with her now undead nature. I have never known an undead Seer before. In this, I am as clueless as everyone else.”

“We need to move on. I want to distance ourselves from that burned-out camp before nightfall,” Sanna said, proceeding to put out their fire with a wave of her hand. 

“That’s so amazing t’see,” Syera said, smiling. “I’ve never known anyone t’be able to control flames so goodly.” 

Sanna smiled. “Lots of training,” she said and offered her hand to Jovan to help him stand. She smiled as she felt her stomach turn at the lie. Ever since she could remember, even before training as a monk, the spark of fire had been under her control. The training made it easier to control.

“Still.” Jovan took her hand and let her help him stand. He winced as he got to his feet but didn’t say anything of his discomfort. “It is quite handy,” he pointed out.

Once more, they gathered their equipment, and Jovan climbed up on Maelstrom. The next few hours were nothing but trudging through increasingly thick snowfall. Sanna noticed the drifts were becoming much deeper the further north they went. Hoping that the snow held off, she worried. She didn’t worry for herself, as she could regulate her own temperature with her powers. Syera and Miira were especially not used to the bitter cold they were going into. She caught up with Elmlock.

“We may have an issue,” she whispered, leaving Maelstrom to walk behind her. 

Elmlock looked at her. “What’s that?” 

“The others. They’re not really equipped for the cold. Syera and Miira’s clothes are good enough for this area, but if it gets much colder, they’re going to need more layers. Jovan too, though he was used to the winters in Lineria,” she told him. 

“Hmm, you’re right. Well, I know there’s a town coming up in the next day or so, as we near the capital. We can get supplies that we lack there. Though, I’m not sure how to get the funds for such purchases…” he shrugged and looked thoughtful.

“I have some gold, not much, just what was left in my pouch that the Noran didn’t take, surprisingly,” she commented.

“It may have to be enough,” Elmlock said with a sigh. 

Sanna dropped back and took Maelstrom’s reins once again, thinking over what they were going to do for money. She supposed they could do something to make money. What, she didn’t know. She glanced over to the west as the sun sank low in the sky. They should camp for the night and perhaps find out who was stealing their provisions. She planned to feign sleep and wait by Miira’s pack where they kept the hardtack.

Everyone bedded down for the night, and Syera took first watch, her eyes good in the dim light near dusk. Miira took second, and Elmlock was going to take the third watch. Sanna was going to try to stay up all night to find their intruder. Jovan was still healing, so they let him sleep the night through. 

It was after midnight when Sanna sensed someone near her. She kept her eyes closed and made sure her breathing was deep and even. Sure enough, there came small noises of someone opening the pack and rummaging through it. Sanna sat bolt upright and pointed the tip of her staff at a dark figure leaning over the bags.

“Halt!” she yelled.

The figure froze, looking up. His form shimmered, and Sanna knew it was some sort of illusion spell. That explained why he’d gone unseen. He stood up slowly as Sanna got to her feet. The spell faded, and she could see him better. He wore a heavy cloak over thick, padded leather armor. His hair was curly and sprang from his head in a corona of orange-colored locks. Hazel-colored eyes stared back at her as he lifted his hands up to his ears. By the shape, he was human.

Sanna’s exclamation had stirred the others to wakefulness. Miira, who was on watch by now, came over to see what the commotion was, and Elmlock had come over from his bedroll. Syera, too, was sleepily making her way over to where Sanna stood holding her staff on the intruder. Jovan was too deep in sleep to be roused so easily.

“Eh, heh,” he said, looking around him. “Um, yeah, so, I’m sorry, but I’ve been out here for days without food. You’re the first group I’ve seen in a week.”

Sanna narrowed her eyes at him. “Why are you out here?” 

“Uh, well, you saw the burned camp. That was our camp. We were attacked by some marauders or something. They didn’t introduce themselves; you know. And they killed everyone in my troupe.” He didn’t move as he spoke.

“Your troupe?” Elmlock asked.

“Yeah, we were a traveling acrobat troupe. We had performed recently in Childers, the capital in Phomean. We were heading south, hoping to go into Lineria next if we could find a good pass in the mountains, but we crossed into the Wildlands, and well, you see what happened.” He looked around, taking note of Syera and Miira. “We got attacked and they killed everyone else.”

“How’d you survive?” Miira asked suspiciously.

“Ah, well, you see, I’m very good at hiding. I used my hiding spell once there were many more of them than there was of us,” he shrugged a little. “I can only hide myself, though, so I couldn’t help the others.” 

“So, you saved yourself, and let the others die?” Sanna asked, arching her eyebrows at him.

“It wasn’t like that!” he snapped. “I tried to take out some of them, and I got at least one of them, I know, but it was too late. They’d already killed everyone and raided the coffers. They set fire to the tents and left.” 

Sanna was still wary of him, but she honestly had no real reason to doubt him. What he described matched what they had seen. “Why not just approach us and ask for help?” 

“Really? With those marauders out there? You might have been some of them!” he exclaimed. 

Sanna looked around at their group and snorted. “Have you seen this group?” 

He glanced around as though just now realizing that the group he’d been stealing from wasn’t quite what he expected. “You’re not all human…” he muttered.

Sanna crossed her arms over her chest and nodded. “No, we’re not.”

“I’ve never seen anyone not human before, even as much as we traveled,” he said, eyes going from Syera to Miira. 

“Yeah, most people haven’t,” she said.

“Um, so I’m Essen. We were actually from the Republic of Namas originally. How in the world did you manage to come by non-humans?” he asked, glancing back to Sanna. He stopped and tilted his head to the side. “And how the hells are you not freezing in the outfit?”

Sanna smiled, holding up one hand and allowing a flame to appear in it. “I have immunity to the cold.” 

Essen looked around, somehow not phased by the magic flame in Sanna’s hand. “Um, so, now what?” 

“Well, we’re headed to Zeri T’ves,” Sanna said. “We’re planning to travel north into Phomean to the capital, then through the hub at Phoenix Tear Lake, then head to the Frozen Coast and catch a ship headed north.”

“Good luck,” Essen muttered. “I hear that finding a boat willing to cross the Pass of Solace is easier said than done.” 

“We’ll find someone.” Sanna was sure of it. They had no choice.

There was a bit of movement, and Sanna looked over to see Jovan had woken up. He was rubbing his eyes and looking around. “What’s goin’ on?” 

“It’s alright, Jovan, our rations thief showed themselves. This is Essen. He was part of an acrobatic troupe that was attacked by raiders,” Sanna explained as Jovan came over to them. 

“Another elf!” Essen said, smiling. “It really is my night,” he said. “Look, I could go with you up as far as the Frozen Coast. Maybe help you get through Phomean safely. I dunno, I might stay on to get to Zeri T’ves. This group seems so unique, how could I resist!”

Sanna nodded. “I don’t mind if you join us along our path. Just know that we plan to make it to Zeri T’ves one way or another.”

Essen was staring at Syera at the moment. “This is fascinating. You’ll have to hide the elves, of course, their ears will give them away.” 

“I have a headband I wear during the day,” Jovan said, dropping onto the log and warming his hands at the fire. 

“We can put a scarf on Syera,” Miira said, nodding at her.

“A dwarf, though, that’s hard to hide,” Essen said, staring at her. 

Sanna paused at that. How did he know what a dwarf even was? Most people, humans anyway, had heard of them, of course, but few knew what they looked like on sight.

“I won’t be hiding,” Miira huffed. “If humans have a problem with me, they can meet my axe,” she informed him, patting the weapon where it lay beside her. 

Essen seemed to have relaxed some but then seemed excited. “Oh my, I never expected to find myself with such a lovely group.”

“Well, sleep should claim us, we have another day of journey tomorrow,” Elmlock said from his previously silent spot. 

“Um, I don’t really have much,” Essen admitted. “I rescued a bedroll, though,” he said. “I’ll go get my things,” he turned and disappeared into the darkness. 

“Do you think it’s a good idea?” Elmlock asked Sanna as he watched him go.

“I think he’s harmless,” she responded. “His story makes sense, and I don’t see anyone traveling through this area on their own by choice. If we don’t take him with us, he’ll die out here before he can get somewhere safe. We’re too far from the next town, especially with him having no supplies.” 

Elmlock nodded. “We should still be wary.”

“Always,” she nodded in return. 

A few minutes later, Essen came back with a pack and a bedroll. He rolled out the bedroll between Syera and Jovan, taking a moment to glance at each of them. Sanna noted that he seemed overly curious about them, but she guessed it had to do with them both being elves. The idea of traveling with elves was no doubt novel to him, and she couldn’t blame him. Not everyone got to do something like that. Still, she felt a little pang of something when his eyes fell on Jovan. She shook it away and returned to her bed.

The rest of the night passed without incident. As the sun rose on the horizon, Sanna got up and noticed that during the night that had remained, Essen had gotten closer to Jovan. She felt her eye twitch a bit, but she ignored it. It was not her business what happened between members of the group. If Essen got close to anyone, it was his choice. 

“You seem thoughtful again today,” Elmlock commented as Sanna stoked the fire a bit.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” she said, standing up. “I’m going to see if I can’t find any game while the others get up,” she said and grabbed the bow and quiver. 

There had been a fresh dusting of snow during the night, so it crunched under her boots as she tried to remain quiet. There would be no sneaking in this, she thought as she heard something move nearby. Instantly on alert, her green eyes darting back and forth, looking for the source of the sound. She drew the bow, kneeling as she waited. She nearly pulled back and shot, but it was a fawn and its mother. Releasing a breath, she let the creatures escape. She would not kill a mother and fawn. She knew others might, but she felt it was wrong to kill something that had barely started life. If she killed the doe, the fawn would die without her. It looked like it would be hardtack this morning.

She returned and saw everyone was up and sitting near the fire. Again, she noted that Essen seemed awfully friendly with Syera and Jovan. He sat between them and was excitedly telling them about his travels. 

“Ah, no luck hunting?” Jovan said as she put down the bow and quiver. 

“Nothing out this morning,” she said with a shrug.

“Too bad, this stuff is bland,” Jovan sighed, biting into the biscuit.

“Hey! That’s the finest dwarven hardtack!” Miira glared at him.

“Well, it is fine as far as hardtack goes,” Jovan conceded. “But it’s still hardtack.”

“It’s better than what we kept for rations,” Essen said, nibbling on his own piece. 

Sanna shook her head. “Well, we better break camp. I’d like to get closer to Childers before nightfall.”

“Well,” Essen said. “There’s a small village between here and Childers. I think it was called Devon’s Hold. It’s just across the border with Phomean.” 

“I’ve heard of that town,” Elmlock said, nodding. “Not much, mind you, but I recall hearing of it at one time. But I can’t remember what I heard about it.” 

Sanna shook her head. “Well, we’ll see how they are. We need supplies and I’d rather stock up in a small village than the capital. If we even enter the capital.” 

“There’s not much at Devon’s Hold. You may be able to get rations but that might be it,” Essen said. “We couldn’t even get a gold piece out of those people for performing in the snow.” 

“No matter, we’ll still get there soon enough to see,” Sanna said as she waved her hand, quelling the fire.

“Wow, that’s handy,” Essen said with a grin. 

“Sanna’s powers are pretty amazing,” Jovan said as he rolled up his bedroll. “I don’t know what we’d do without her.” 

“Probably freeze,” Syera commented as she pulled her cloak tighter.

Essen moved over and put an arm around her shoulders. “Aw, I won’t let you freeze.” 

She turned her pale eyes on him and smiled a little. She was about to say something when Miira shoved a scarf into her hands. 

“Fer yer head,” she mumbled and turned away. 

Syera took it and wrapped it around her head, tucking her ears into the folds of fabric. Essen straightened it a little.

“Looks lovely, dear,” he said.

“Oh, thank you,” she said, blushing a bit.

Miira snorted and turned back to her things. Sanna wondered what exactly that was about. She didn’t have time to think about it, though. It was time to move out and head north once again. By the look of the clouds, though, they were going to need to get to Devon’s Hold before nightfall, or the night was going to be a cold, rough one.








  
  

Chapter Two


Pleasantries





Love is a ring that surrounds us.
It is the thread that ties us.
And it is that which divides us.
—Annabeth Eddings, Traveling Poet





The group paused as they approached the border with Phomean. It was late afternoon, and the sun headed down on the horizon. Sanna wanted to make it to an inn for the night, so it was good that they’d come to the border already. They saw an outpost which was being patrolled by the military of the large kingdom. Sanna’s uncanny vision helped in the situation because they were still too far out to be seen by the men that patrolled it. It had always been one of her unusual traits that no other human shared, but she didn’t think a lot about it. 
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