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	Emallya passed through the gates of Salendar, the basket she carried full of the skeins of yarn her mother had ordered from Markene. Extraordinarily soft and warm, it was one of Markene’s prized exports, and the secret to achieving it was closely held. That it came from some kind of goat was the only knowledge anyone had outside of the select few who produced it. Emallya’s mother, Tallayna, loved it, and since it was too far for her to walk from the village to the city to retrieve the order, Emallya had gone for it. 

	Not that it was a hardship. Half the reason she’d volunteered was for the chance to walk the path to the city on such a fine day. She lifted her face to the sun, hoping it would wash away the sorrow that lingered in her soul. Honoring the dead meant finding happiness wherever one could, not dwelling on what was lost.

	The cloudless sky stretched overhead in a bright blue dome; the grass bordering the road was flush with new green, and a soft spring breeze ruffled it, combing its fingers through her long chestnut hair. Traffic was light on the road at midday, only a few others on foot and a couple of carts, making it easy to move freely.

	Her gaze took in the land, skipping quickly past the long scorch marks that marred parts of it. As always, the stark beauty of the sweeping grassland with its few trees and many wildflowers brought a smile to her lips. It had been her home for the entire nineteen years of her life. Everything about this land spoke to her. Perhaps one day, the War of Fire would be over, and true peace could settle over the land once more. 

	If she never went any farther from her village than Salendar the rest of her life, she would at least know peace in her heart. Unfortunately, that wasn’t to be. At the very least, she would have to leave long enough to go to Galdrilene for training as a Spirit mage. Her magic hadn’t fully manifested yet, but it would. Already, it caused problems as it built toward emergence. It was a worry for another day, certainly not this beautiful one.

	Bird song filled the air as she approached one of the few clumps of trees. Bordering both sides of the road for several cart lengths, the branches intertwined overhead. Though not fully grown, the new leaves provided welcome shade from the warm sun. 

	Emallya had barely passed halfway through the copse when she slowed her walk. Someone watched her; she could feel it, though a careful look around revealed no one, not even another traveler. Unease gnawed at her. Just a week before, Kojen had attacked again. But they wouldn’t return so soon would they? And she wasn’t far from the village now. Even the repeated attacks had barely reached this close to the village. Still, she’d counted on a little more foot traffic when she’d headed into the city alone. It was a dangerous time, but then, her whole life had been a dangerous time. The War of Fire had already gone on for more than fifty years. Even so… She looked around again, peering into the shadows under the trees.

	Something hit the road behind her with a shout.

	A small scream escaped Emallya as she stumbled, torn between turning to see what it was and bolting down the road. Something stirred in her mind, though Emallya had no chance to examine what it might be. She’d only gone a few steps when laughter reached her ears, and she stopped, turning back as a glare pulled her brows together. 

	“Really, Shendal?” Emallya put the hand that wasn’t holding the basket to her chest. “You about stopped my heart.”

	Shendal shook his head, dark brown hair catching the breeze and his amber eyes flashing with mischief as he continued to laugh. “I had no idea you could jump so high or move so fast.”

	“Well, no wonder, since I could feel someone watching me. And the attacks keep pushing closer to the village. How else did you think I would react? How many did we bury last week?” Emallya took a deep breath, trying to calm her heart while still glowering at her twin brother.

	He motioned toward the basket she carried. “You thought I was a Kojen and yet kept a tight grip on the basket?” He chuckled again. “It is not much of weapon, but you could have at least thrown it at the Kojen. It would lighten your load so you could run faster, and a face full of yarn might distract it.”

	Emallya shook her head. “I highly doubt yarn would distract it. And Kojen can outrun all but the best-bred warhorses, so no amount of load-lightening would have helped.”

	“Perhaps you should practice with the blade and actually carry a sword with you,” Shendal countered, amusement still coloring his voice.

	“And perhaps you should grow up,” Emallya said. “Eventually, you are going to have to.”

	He gave her a horrified look, “Never! Even next year, when I’m finally old enough to enter the ranks of Defenders, I plan to retain all of my boyish charm.”

	“What are you doing out here anyway?” Emallya asked.

	“I am here to walk with you the rest of the way.” Some of the merriment left his eyes as a more serious side came out. “Truly, it I do not think it safe to walk alone these days. The attacks are getting far too close to the village.”
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