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    To my husband, David.

 

You know what you did.
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I always think of these things in terms of movie ratings. Now, this is a sequel, and like most sequels it's similar to the first, but the stakes are raised. If Destinies Ablaze was a movie, I believe it would still be rated PG-13, but a little more intense with:

Sexual content (fade-to-black)

Violence (both fantasy and mundane)

Descriptions of blood and other bodily injuries

Depictions of Alcohol consumption

Death

Burn injuries and deaths

For more detailed information (with potential spoilers) please visit pennyfeatherbooks.com
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Get Moving
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Kara sat on the hard ground with her coat and cloak wrapped around herself, willing the slowly rising sun to reach its warm rays into her shivering muscles. Not that it seemed to do much the last few days, but hoping for the impossible was better than stewing in her own misery. And, if nothing else, the sight of the light stretching over the tall peaks of the surrounding mountains was beautiful. Enticingly so.

So enticing, in fact, that she didn't notice Riptha approach. So when he spoke a soft "good morning" she nearly jumped out of her skin.

"Don't sneak up on me like that," Kara panted with one hand on her hammering heart. And, yes, it was only the startle that caused it to beat so erratically. Nothing else.

Riptha chuckled with a twisted mouth as he sat close enough to share some of his warmth. "Weren't you supposed to be keeping watch? If even I could sneak up on you, what would have happened if an enemy came near?"

Kara rolled her eyes. "I don't know why Winlow insists on us all losing sleep to keep watch. My gem alerts me to any threats. It would wake me if Punitachu soldiers got near us."

"Well, you know how that old man is." He lounged back as best he could and watched her out of the corner of his eye. "How does that work, anyway? I mean, I've seen it warn you of danger, but how does it know?"

Kara shrugged. "All I know is whenever there's danger around — and I don't already see the threat — it tugs at me and makes sure I see it."

"That's certainly a useful feature. Almost makes me glad you have that thing."

"Yeah, except we wouldn't even be in this situation if my gem hadn't come back to me in the first place."

Riptha grimaced. "Right. Sorry."

"It's alright, I'm over it. Mostly." Kara absently rubbed the gem beneath her shirt. In truth, she still didn't quite know how to feel about the gem that had embedded itself in her flesh and given her the ability to use The Flame for magic. Was that only six months ago? It felt like a lifetime.

At first, she hated the thing and wanted it gone. It had upended her life and connected her to a destiny she never wanted. Not to mention that having the gem had put her in mortal danger on more than one occasion. But it also had its uses. Wielding magic was often fun and stuff like helping plants grow and healing wounds had definite practical applications. There was also something about being connected to The Flame that made her feel...whole. The warmth that flowed from her gem filled a void within herself that she didn't know was there before. After so long having it, Kara wondered if she could actually part with her gem should the option arise. Just the thought triggered a deep sorrow in the pit of her stomach.

It was complicated.

Riptha watched her for a long time, then asked, "So, if you weren't keeping watch for danger, what were you doing? Why not go back to sleep?"

"And risk Winlow finding me that way? I know you think I'm reckless, Riptha, but give me some credit."

"Do you really think he'd give you a hard time? The old man's been extra lenient toward you ever since you found out he's your great-grandfather."

Kara snorted a laugh. "You noticed that too, did you? Well, I'm trying not to take too much advantage of him over that whole situation. Guilting him for hiding the truth every once in a while, so he will let us set up camp before it gets too cold, is one thing, but I don't want to push it. Besides, I enjoy watching the sunrise. It's so different compared to how it was back home. Especially with all these mountains around us. They're so..."

"Imposing?" Riptha offered.

"I was going to say 'big', but you have always been better with words than I am." Kara nudged his shoulder. "When we first saw them I never dreamed they'd be so large."

"Mountains do tend to be on the large side." Riptha chuckled. "Certainly larger than the single plateau you're used to from Morain."

A familiar pang hit Kara at the mention of the tiny island where she grew up. It was the only home she had ever known, and she feared she would never see it again. "The world has turned out to be much bigger than I expected."

"Is there no part of you that's glad you get to see more of it? I'd think you of all people would relish the adventure."

"I never minded the kinds of adventures we had growing up, but in all truth, I was happy back home. I don't think I ever even considered leaving."

"I can remember one time you considered leaving," Riptha muttered.

Even without Riptha looking at her, Kara averted her eyes. She had gotten so used to pretending the night they nearly eloped never happened that sometimes she forgot. The trip to Faldon brought up the memory more often than she liked, however, and once again she had to swallow the swell of emotion that threatened to choke her. "That was different."

Riptha grunted, but didn't comment further. After another thick silence, he hopped to his feet. "We should wake the others."

Kara accepted his offered hand and stood as well. She went to the smaller of the two occupied bedrolls while Riptha took the larger one. Kneeling, Kara shook the shoulder of the man sleeping in the fabric folds. "Winlow, the sun's up."

The creased face of the old man — although he was much older than he looked — scrunched, and a coarse groan rumbled in his throat. "Of course it is." He ruffled his salt-and-pepper hair as he sat and opened his eyes.

"Is there any more meat for breakfast?"

Kara grinned across the stony clearing at the large pirate stretching as he sat up on his own bedroll. His blonde hair and stubble caught the morning light in a way that softened his features, highlighting the man's gentle, considerate nature more than his bulging muscles and intimidating stature.

"That's what I like about you, Clemens," she said. "You always have your priorities straight."

Clemens flashed a bright grin. "Thank you, lass. I do what I can."

"There's some fresh meat left," Riptha answered as he surveyed the leftovers from their dinner the night before. "Just enough for breakfast, I think. But after that, I'll have to go hunting again."

Winlow grumbled, "Not much point to that, I'm afraid. This far into the season and among the mountains, anything worth hunting would have migrated or started hibernating by now. We'll have to rely on our non-perishable supplies for a while."

Clemens' face fell. "That's disappointing."

"You should be glad we've had fresh meat for so long," Winlow growled. "Without the boy's skill with that crossbow we would have had to survive on jerky and nuts long before now."

"Is it just me, or did that almost sound like a compliment?" Riptha grinned mischievously at the old man.

Winlow's bushy brows lowered. "Don't get cocky. I'm merely pointing out your one useful contribution on this trip. Without it, we would have left you in Truuport."

Kara sighed. "Winlow, must you?"

"He's lucky I share my 'one contribution' with him despite his lack of appreciation." Riptha handed her a portion of their meager meal. "And, as the gentleman I am, I shall refrain from reminding him that there is one other contribution he expects me to make once we reach Lavaria."

Kara took a bite of food to hide her laugh at the dark look Winlow shot Riptha's back. They all knew that Riptha's biggest role in their group would come when they reached Lavaria — the last kingdom independent of Punitachu. As a marquess, Riptha was the only one of them who had any chance of getting them an audience with Lavaria's king. Any reminder of this made Winlow extra grumpy, but he wouldn't dare say anything and make Riptha change his mind about using his influence in such a way.

Riptha used this knowledge to his advantage as much as possible. It was only to antagonize the older man — a level of pettiness Kara never knew Riptha to exhibit before, but Winlow kind of deserved it. He was tougher on Riptha than anyone else, and was sometimes even downright mean. Kara was actually a little impressed Riptha pushed back against him rather than taking the more passive approach like he usually did. Even if it meant the two men argued a lot.

But despite their antagonism and Riptha's teasing, Kara knew Riptha would never actually refuse to help them. Throughout the entire trip, Riptha gave of everything he could, enduring more abuse and physical discomfort than he ever had. And it certainly wasn't required — at any moment, Riptha could have returned to Morain and his life of luxury and privilege. Nobody would have blamed him, least of all herself.

Kara knew he wouldn't do that, though — even if sometimes she wished he would so he'd be safer. But Riptha cared about the plight of the people hurt by the Punitachu war. He had always been compassionate and willing to fight for those in need, even if his approach was more measured than Kara would sometimes have liked. He took the slow, "official" paths, but his goal was always to help. And she had to admit his methods were effective, even if they took twice as long.

Kara was so lost in thought she hadn't noticed Clemens move to sit by her, so she was caught off guard when he nudged her and rumbled, "What are you grinning about? The food ain't that good."

Kara bit her bottom lip. She hadn't realized she was grinning. "I was just...thinking about home." She couldn't help a glance at Riptha, though. After seventeen years of friendship, he and 'home' were practically interchangeable. Even after months of travel, with his tan skin darker, his brown hair scruffier, and his coarse facial hair a foreign sight on his usually smooth face, the sight of him still filled her with a deep sense of comfort.

Clemens followed her gaze and chuckled deep in his chest. "Aye, I'm sure you were."

Kara's cheeks warmed, but she took a bite instead of responding. Clemens was far too observant for her liking sometimes.

Winlow hunched over their map while he ate and ran his finger over the crinkled surface. "If we keep a good pace, we should reach Pludmore in about two weeks. If we're lucky, we'll make it through the mountains before the snow gets too deep."

Riptha snorted. "Since when have we been lucky?"

Kara asked, "You really think we'll have to travel through snow?"

Winlow glanced at the sky and answered, "I think there's a decent chance."

Kara chewed her bottom lip.

Clemens asked, "Is that a problem, lass?"

"Well, no," Kara hesitated, "I've just never seen snow before. I'm not sure I like the idea of hiking through it."

"You've never seen snow?" Winlow's brows furrowed.

Riptha sighed. "We've been through this before. Kara and I grew up on a tropical island. Cold doesn't happen there."

"Don't give me that attitude, boy. I can't help but notice you don't seem bothered, so why should she?"

"Because my mother's family is in Amberdon and I've visited them in the winter before, so I have seen snow. Although I agree I don't relish the idea of hiking through it without the guarantee of a warm shelter." Riptha rubbed one arm as if cold just at the thought.

Winlow dismissed him with the wave of a hand. "The two of you will get over it. But if you want to avoid the worst of the cold we best get moving — we've lollygagged enough this morning."

Kara, Riptha, and Clemens exchanged irritated looks, but they knew better than to argue. So, instead, they all got up and went to work packing up their simple camp. Once finished, they scattered the fire pit and headed east to trudge deeper into the mountains.
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Our Problem
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After so many months of traveling together, the four companions fell into an easy rhythm. This predictability felt at odds with the chaos that stirred within Riptha as they walked. It wasn't just the uncertainty of the future — although traveling to confront the king who held most of the known world in captivity would give even the bravest person pause.

In addition, though, Riptha's past kept creeping to the forefront of his mind. His time in Truuport put in stark relief the memory of his family and the responsibilities he abandoned when he and Kara left Morain. He could push through that discomfort by remembering what his actual goal was in Lavaria, at least. The bigger issue, of course, was Kara herself.

This journey put the pair in closer proximity than even growing up together on a small island ever had. On such a journey, they had to survive through various struggles — a fact that bred a unique intimacy. In addition, the others often tasked Riptha with hunting, then Kara cooked when it was her turn. On these days, Riptha couldn't help but remember when he would dream about such domestication with her.

Such things were foolish to dwell on, however.

Riptha forced himself to remain present in the moment as he walked beside Kara, conversing about the mountains and the increasingly cold weather. As the day wore on, Kara moved forward to speak with Winlow when he called her, and Clemens drifted back to join Riptha. The two men walked in silence until Clemens spoke.

"You seem distracted this morning, mate. Everything okay?"

"You mean other than walking a mountain pass in the freezing cold?" Riptha grinned at the larger man. "Everything's fine, Clem. I appreciate your concern."

"You sure about that? I can't help but notice you've been increasingly unsettled of late. Can't help but wonder why."

"It couldn't possibly be the unsettling journey we're on."

Clemens ignored the frustrated look Riptha shot him and shrugged. "S'pose it could. I find myself wondering if it has more to do with stuff like that conversation you had with Kara this morning."

Riptha's toe caught on a pebble and he stumbled a step. "You were eavesdropping?"

"You were talking not ten feet from me, mate. I woke up and couldn't help overhearing."

"You could have said something," Riptha grumbled. "Besides, there was nothing unusual about that conversation."

"No, and that's what worries me. The two of you have been tense around each other for a while now, and I don't have to ask why. I've seen the way you look at her. It can't be easy living so close like this, considering your history."

"There's nothing with which you need to concern yourself. Whatever you think is going on is none of your business."

Clemens sighed. "Aye, you'd be right there. And I don't intend to tell you what you should do. But you're my mate, mate — and the truth is, I'm worried about you. It isn't healthy to keep your emotions pent up."

"I'm not—"

"Aye, you are, and you can lie to yourself all you want, but I see the truth even if you won't." Clemens stopped walking, and his look was so compelling Riptha stopped as well. "You leave a fermenting bottle of mead without letting it breathe and it'll look calm as can be, but you agitate it even a bit and the whole thing will explode and you'll have a big mess on your hands. I don't want to see what kind of mess you'll make letting those emotions ferment without letting them out."

Riptha wanted to argue, but even as the words formed in his throat, a familiar pressure built up to stop their progress. All he could get out was, "What makes you such an expert?"

Clemens grinned. "Part of my job as quartermaster was keeping the peace among a load of pirates. Sometimes the best way to do that was to stop a conflict before it started."

"Guess that would make you pretty good at reading people," Riptha had to admit.

"What are you two dallying about back there?" Winlow demanded.

"Coming, Cap'n." Clemens scurried toward where Winlow and Kara waited, leaving Riptha to follow. Clemens whispered, "I won't tell you how to live your life, mate, but as your friend I'm asking you to think about what I said — for your and Kara's sake."

The pair reached the other two, so Riptha didn't respond. He was thinking about it, however. So much so that he didn't notice Kara appear beside him.

"Clemens was right — you are distracted today."

Riptha's eyes flew to the man now walking beside Winlow. "What exactly did Clemens say?"

"Just that you're distracted today." Kara raised an eyebrow. "Why? What were you worried he had said?"

"Nothing."

Kara watched him before shrugging. "Fine, it's not like I really care, anyway."

Riptha snorted. "Nice try, but I still won't tell you."

"But you admit there's something to tell." Kara flashed a toothy grin.

Riptha glared at her, but kept his mouth shut.

Kara let out a breath and looked away. Without conscious thought, Riptha's eyes followed the contours of her face. Even with lips chapped from the cold air and dark copper skin burned and toughened by the harsh sun, something akin to a dagger twisted in his chest, and he had to look away in order to take a proper breath. He was just lucky her silky black hair was hidden in her wrap and she wasn't pointing those penetrating, entrancing, beautiful sapphire blue eyes at him.

Perhaps Clemens had a point.

"Have you thought about what might happen when all this is over?"

If Riptha's sudden question surprised her, she didn't show it. "Is that what you two were talking about?"

Riptha shot her an exasperated look, but otherwise didn't respond.

"Fine," Kara mumbled, then after a moment's thought answered, "Not really, to tell you the truth. There's enough to worry about right now that I've tried not to think too hard about what may or may not happen."

"That's fair. But if you had to think about it — assuming things go the way we hope — what do you expect to happen afterwards?"

"I don't know — I'd just figured we'd go home, I guess. Try to get back to the way things were."

"Do you really think that's a possibility?"

"Well, why not? Why can't things go back to normal?"

"I can think of at least one reason 'normal' may not be possible." Riptha's eyes flashed to her chest.

Kara grabbed at the top of her shirt, clearly knowing where his mind went. "You mean because of the gem?"

"The Queen's gem? Yes."

"I'm no queen. I'm a glassblower, and that's all I want to be."

"You may not have much of a choice in the matter, Kara. People will have certain expectations of you."

"And who's going to force those expectations on me? You?"

Riptha put his hands up defensively. This was not how he had hoped this conversation would go. "Don't look at me like that — I will not force anything on you. I just want to make sure you realize the reality of things."

"Your reality. You come from that world of expectations, not me."

"Trust me, you rarely have a choice in such things. That world grabs you whether you want it to or not."

"Well, I for one have no intention of rolling over and allowing anyone to force me into a life I don't want."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Riptha demanded.

"Don't play stupid, Riptha — it doesn't suit someone of your station. What would your dear mother think?"

Riptha had to clench his jaw until his teeth hurt to keep from snapping at her. "I have done my duty throughout my life, but you of all people know I never allowed myself to be enslaved to the life into which I was born. The sacrifices I made were my choice. You're only attacking me because you know I'm right, but you don't want to face reality."

"The reality is, if we survive this, I've got half a mind to get this stupid gem out of my chest and go home!"

Riptha gaped as she whipped around and stormed away. He had to jog a few steps to catch up. "Hey, I didn't realize that's how you still felt about it. You know I would never try to force you into anything. I just didn't want you to be caught off guard."

Kara let out a noisy breath between her lips and slowed her steps. "I know. I'm sorry that I lost my temper. But I'm not stupid — I know what certain people will expect of me." Her eyes narrowed on Winlow's back. "That doesn't mean I intend to do what's expected. Especially if I don't think it's right. I just hoped you, of all people, would be on my side."

"Hey, you know I am."

"Maybe, but you clearly think I should take the throne."

"I believe if you took the time to think it through, you may make that choice for yourself, that's all. Ultimately, the decision is yours. It doesn't matter what I think — it never has."

"Don't sell yourself so short — you know I value your opinion." One of Riptha's eyebrows twitched up, and Kara amended, "Well, as long as it lines up with what I want."

Riptha laughed, and the tension in his chest eased when she joined him. After a moment he said, "Think about it, though, okay? It may not be as bad as you expect."

Kara scoffed. "Me being queen? I can't think of a single reason I'd want to do that. Can you?"

Riptha hesitated. A voice inside screamed, Yes! If you were queen, we could finally be together. But hearing her disdain for the idea and seeing how clearly she wanted to believe her life could go back to normal kept him silent. The last thing he wanted was to influence her on such an important decision. "Nope, not a one."

Kara watched him suspiciously, and she opened her mouth as if to question him, then froze. Her eyes grew wide and distant, and a faint glow emanated from them and the gem beneath her shirt.

Riptha had seen that look enough times that his heart started racing and a hand flew to the crossbow hanging at his hip. "What is it?"

"Soldiers." Kara dashed past Riptha and toward a line of low hills along the pass.

"What's going on?" Winlow called back. "Where's she going?"

"Kara's gem alerted her to danger. There are soldiers, apparently," Riptha answered.

"She's not running toward them, is she?"

Riptha threw his hands in the air, resigned to the fact that that's almost certainly where she was going. Then he hurried after her with Winlow and Clemens fast on his heels.

The three men found Kara crouched at the crest of a hill on one side of the path. When Riptha followed her gaze, he saw what appeared to be a small group of people with something among them. It was too far to see details, but he knew Kara could — though he still wasn't sure how. "What do you see?" He asked.

"Punitachu soldiers. They have a family in a cage. Looks like they're about to load them onto a horse-drawn cart."

Clemens climbed up on the other side of Kara and whispered, "How many?"

"Only a dozen," Kara answered.

"Do they sense us?" Winlow called in a low voice from the foot of the hill.

"Don't seem to."

"And you're sure it's only those twelve? There aren't any others hiding in the surrounding hills?"

"Not that I can tell."

"Good, then we can move on without trouble," Winlow declared.

"Wait, what?" Kara spun and slid down the hill, landing right in front of the old man. "Maybe you didn't hear me — they have a family in a cage."

"And?"

"And two of them are children! The youngest can't be more than eight."

"Not our problem," Winlow growled. "Come on down boys. We need to move on while we can."

Clemens and Riptha slid down the hill as well, but Riptha stayed sitting on the slope. He knew what was coming and rested while he could.

Kara overcame her shock and demanded, "How can you say it's not our problem?"

"What makes you think it is?" Winlow planted his fists on his hips.

Kara choked, "Children...in a cage! As decent human beings, that should most definitely be our problem."

"It's a sad situation, yes, but not our primary concern right now."

"How can you say that? Do you not care about what could happen to those people? I can't fathom any reason that warrants caging children."

"I can tell you exactly why that family is in that situation," Winlow said. "At least one of them has a gem and was stupid enough to use their magic. That's the only reason I can think of for why Punitachu soldiers would abduct a family."

"They have gems?" Kara blinked in the direction of the soldiers. "What will happen to them?"

"Girl, I have fought, run, and hid for over sixty years to avoid finding out what happens to Punitachu found outside the city's borders. All I know is that they get captured and brought to Matlek. What happens then is nothing I want to know about."

"So you're just going to ignore them when we can help?"

Winlow stepped closer so he loomed over Kara. "Those people are not my concern. My only concern is getting you to Punitachu where we can do a whole lot more good for them and every Punitachu alive."

"Which won't do those kids any good if they get killed before we even get there."

"It also won't do them or anyone else any good to let you get captured, and allow Matlek to gain control of your gem."

"What good is having this stupid gem if I can't use it to help people?"

Kara's voice was quiet enough to not attract unwanted attention, yet her words echoed. Riptha smiled when Winlow's anger deflated.

The old man's hands flexed a few times before he said, much more gently, "It's dangerous. If you got captured or killed—"

"That's a risk we take every blazing day. We've faced much worse so we can get to Punitachu and help people who are being hurt by Matlek. At least, that's what you've been saying, isn't it?" When Winlow remained silent, Kara continued, "There are people right on the other side of those hills being hurt by Matlek's men right now, and we have the power to help them. Are you really going to stand there and tell me you're okay with just abandoning them?"

Winlow groaned and rubbed his neck. "We're still outnumbered. What do you propose we do?"

Kara answered, "We make a plan. All we have to do is—"

"Oh no, I've seen the kinds of plans you come up with. I want you to stay safe, remember?"

"Fine, then I won't come up with a plan. We'll let Riptha do it. Trust me, he's great at coming up with boring plans that keep me as safe as possible."

Winlow blew a noisy breath through his lips. "Does this really mean that much to you? You don't even know these people. Can’t you just let this go?"

Riptha couldn't stop a snort from escaping, earning him a glare from both of them — although Kara's lips quirked into a faint grin. He had asked that same question of her on multiple occasions, although it was usually animals she was determined to break free from a cage. And each time, she convinced her hapless best friend to go along with her scheme to set them free. Eventually, Riptha learned it was pointless to try to dissuade her. Clearly, her newly found great-grandfather had yet to learn that lesson.

Poor old fool.

Kara crossed her arms and told Winlow, "Listen, we can keep arguing, but there’s no point. I'm helping those people whether you want me to or not. I just figured I'd meet you halfway and at least give you a chance to help."

Winlow sputtered, "You...that's not...girl! I have half a mind to knock you out and carry you away over my shoulder."

"You could. See what happens if you do." There was no threat in her voice — it was a simple statement.

Winlow slid an exasperated expression to Riptha, who shook his head. "Don't look at me, old man. I learned years ago not to argue with Kara when she gets like this, especially when she's right. Trust me — it's best to just go along."

Then, when Winlow shifted his gaze to Clemens, the large man shrugged. "They got kids in there, Cap'n."

After a long growl, Winlow grated, "Fine, I guess I'm outvoted. We'll save the blazing family. So what about it, boy — do you have a plan I'll approve of?"

Riptha let out a long breath, turned his face to the sky and tilted his head as his gaze landed on the peaks of the mountains. "As a matter of fact, I just may. Does your magic work on snow?"
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Poisoned Flame
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Kara leaned against a rocky hill and bit back her frustration as Winlow removed his pack and bulky coat, saying again, "Do not move from this spot until the coast is clear. Do not stray from the plan the boy came up with. And by The Flame, do not even think about your magic unless it becomes—"

"'Absolutely necessary.' Blazing bones, Winlow, I know. You boys do your part and I'll be safe as can be. Now, don't you have somewhere to be?" She shooed him with both hands.

Winlow humphed, then stomped away muttering something about being forced into nonsense by young idealists.

"Geez, you'd think he doesn't trust me or something."

Riptha tended to his crossbow as he said, "Shall I remind you about Truuport?"

Kara coolly replied, "Shall I remind you I saved your life?"

Riptha's hands froze and he pursed his lips. "Point. Just remember that you'll be on your own until I can swing back around. I'll try to be quick, but be extra careful until then."

"You and Winlow have more in common than either of you would admit," Kara muttered. "I. Will. Be. Fine. You worry about your part and watch Clemens' back."

"Aye, watch Clemens' back," the large man echoed. Clemens had also removed his heavy coat and was stretching his legs. "You got enough bolts, mate?" He only sounded a little nervous.

"Don't worry, Clem — I've got more than enough," Riptha assured him.

"Great. Cap'n should be set, so if the two of you are done flirting, can we get this over with?" Clemens didn't wait for a response before jogging away.

"We were not..." Riptha groaned, cheeks pink. "He realizes I have a weapon, doesn't he?"

Kara giggled, not quite meeting his eyes. "You know how he is. Now get going." She shoved him in the direction Clemens had gone. "And Riptha...be careful."

Riptha looked back and smiled. "You, too."

Kara watched them go, then settled in the shade of the outcropping where they had hidden their packs.

The twelve Punitachu soldiers stood in a group, so still they may have been statues, a short distance from the cage full of whimpering people. Kara had only just begun to wonder what they were waiting for, when a crossbow bolt stuck in the ground beside the feet of the one with the most decoration on his uniform, who they assumed was the commanding officer. A second thunked into the side of the wagon, drawing their attention to the man who had jumped onto the driver's seat with a hatchet in hand.

Clemens called, "Hiya, lads. Hope you weren't running late for anything." More spry than Kara would have expected, Clemens leaped off the bench and sliced the leather straps connecting the horses to the cart. Then he smacked them each on the rear and the horses bolted with high-pitched cries.

The Punitachu commander stepped forward and a sickly purple light surrounded the gem in his hand. But before he could release his magic, a crossbow bolt appeared in his forearm. As his scream echoed, Clemens ran.

"Get him!"

At the commander's yell, the Punitachu soldiers raced after Clemens, leaving the prisoners alone.

Even though every muscle twitched, Kara stayed where she was until she counted to fifty — although she may have rushed the last dozen or so. Then she sprinted across the open space to the cage.

Once there, Kara got a better look at its inhabitants. Two adults, a man and a woman, did their best to guard two children from every angle. The man's eyes darted around like a terrified yet determined animal, muscles twitching with the need to either fight or flee so much so that his disheveled hair vibrated.

The woman held her children with their heads against her body. The taller girl with her ear pressed to her mother's chest, and the small, shaking boy in a knit cap with his face pressed to his mother's stomach so hard it was a wonder he could breathe. The woman stood completely still, emanating a calm that only a mother trying to comfort her children could possess. In her blue eyes, though, Kara saw tears pooling and a look of despair and resignation.

When Kara appeared, the children whimpered and the man jumped. "Don't be afraid — I'm here to get you out. I, uh, don't suppose you know where they left the key?"

The woman, though dazed, was the one to answer. "It was on the captain's belt."

"Of course," Kara sighed. It would be too much to hope that this would be easy. But she plastered on her best smile when the girl's lip quivered. "Don't worry, a lock has never stopped me before and it won't now. I just need to get a little creative...." She scanned the surrounding area, noting a fist-sized rock with a vicious point. Perhaps, with enough force, that could break the lock.

Kara caught her breath as the gem in her chest exploded with pressure even as the woman in the cage screamed, "Behind you!"

Kara spun, reaching into The Flame as she did, and knocked away the piercing gust of wind that aimed for her leg. When the air settled, she saw one of the soldiers focusing glowing purple eyes on her. That's when Kara realized her mistake. "This was a trap."

The soldier grunted and then vanished.

Kara stumbled back against the cage, frantically searching, but it was as if the soldier had never been there. Even though her gem buzzed like a bee in a bag, it couldn't pinpoint where he was. "Where the blazes..."

"He's still there," said a small voice at Kara's elbow. The boy gripped the bars and blurted, "He's forming air and Flame around himself like a mirage so you can't sense him. It's very effective, but he can't do any other magic like that, so his only option for attack is—"

Kara nodded once, then ducked and rolled away to the sound of a cudgel hissing right where her head had been. The soldier roared with frustration and reappeared.

"Thanks, kid. I owe you one."

Despite the situation, the child beamed. And the soldier vanished again.

This time Kara only hesitated long enough to flinch (it's very unnerving when someone disappears like that). Kara reached into The Flame and sent the surrounding air swirling in a mad vortex. Leaving only the area around the cage untouched, she pulled air so aggressively that for the briefest moment she couldn't even take in a breath. Her gamble worked, though, because at that same moment the soldier flickered back into view, staggering in the gale.

Kara released her hold and the wind settled, making her ears pop with the sudden change of pressure. She and the soldier both sucked in a breath and Kara panted, "Please don't make me do that again."

The soldier sneered. "Fine, then we do this the hard way." A stream of purple fire erupted from his outstretched hand.

Kara sent her own blue flame to counter it, and when the two met they sizzled and filled the air with a nauseating smoke that made Kara dizzy. It was only her gem that saved her next time, alerting her to the solid spear of wind coming toward her, and she deflected at the last moment. Kara sent back a crushing wave of air, but it dissolved before hitting the soldier and he merely blinked to protect his eyes from loose gravel.

There was no time to be frustrated, though, as the soldier pursued her with fire and wind at a terrifying speed. Kara dodged and deflect everything he sent her way, but she could not strike back with more than a breeze and a mildly irritating amount of gravel and sand at his face. Kara ran to keep her distance from the soldier, but she hesitated to go too far and leave the family.

When her attention was split between running, deflecting, and glancing at the cage to make sure the people were still unharmed, Kara tripped over a rock. She hit the ground hard enough to rattle her already aching head, and the knee that took the brunt of the fall exploded with pain. Kara scowled at the offending obstacle, ready to make it explode with her mind, but stopped. It was the rock with the point.

The soldier saw his opportunity and sprinted toward his downed foe. Kara called a massive gust at the rock and sent it flying at the door of the cage. It hit true, and the lock broke and fell.

Kara then had to deflect the next attack from the soldier and rolled out of the path of his cudgel. She swung her leg and kicked his elbow hard enough to make it snap in the wrong direction, and the cudgel clattered to the ground.

The man screamed and, somehow ignoring his broken arm, dove at Kara. His knees slammed into her stomach, and with the air forced from her lungs, he latched his good hand on her throat and squeezed.

Kara pulled and scratched at the arm pinning her down. The pain in her abdomen pounded with each heartbeat, and her lungs screamed for air so loudly she thought she could hear them. Or maybe that was the blood rushing in her ears. Whatever the case, somewhere deep inside Kara had a sickening realization — if something didn't change fast, she was going to die.

In pure desperation — and because she couldn't think of anything else — Kara reached into the flame of the man on top of her.

Nauseating purple flame swirled around her and Kara almost lost consciousness right then. But a hint of memory tickled her curiosity enough to keep her awake. This purple flame was the same as she found in the graks. But those were unnatural beasts created by Matlek. Why would a man — she was fairly confident he was human — have the same flame as the graks?

With no other options coming to mind, Kara braced herself against the nausea and dove deeper into her attacker's flame. Almost instantly, she found what she hoped to see — a line of magic leading away from the man. Only instead of it reminding Kara of a leash on an animal, it was more like the strings of a puppet, pulling and controlling the man. And the strings disappeared to some mysterious master.

Kara wrapped her consciousness around the strings and cut them with all that remained of her strength. The purple flame fell away, and healthy blue flame surged up in its place.

At that moment, the soldier made a screaming, gasping noise and flipped off Kara, who sucked in air and rolled over coughing. Once her vision cleared of tears, she found the soldier still on the ground, broken arm cradled against his chest, bright blue eyes glistening with awe and relief.

"You...you did it."

Kara swallowed the lingering lump of fear. "I did what, exactly?"

"You broke his hold on me," the soldier answered, on the verge of tears. "It must be true what they say — you possess the Queen's Gem, don't you?"

"So I'm told. Whose hold did I break? Matlek's?"

"No. I mean, King Matlek gives the orders, but the actual puppeteer is his chief advisor and general. A man named Akthrois. I don't have long to explain, but the simple version is he twists the flame within himself and poisons The Flame all around him. Any Punitachu with a gem who gets near him is weakened because of that poison and can't resist his influence. He can then use his poisoned flame to pollute the flame of his victims and control us."

"How is that possible? How many of you does he have under his control?"

"Any Punitachu you see with a purple flame." The soldier's voice broke. "I don't know how he does it, but it's impossible to resist. He takes complete control of your flame and then can make you do anything he wants. We act against our will, but we are aware of what we are doing the entire time."

Kara gasped. "Light of The Flame, you're aware of everything?"

The soldier nodded, then folded over and shook with racking sobs. "I have done so many terrible things. I can never hope to repent of all the harm I've done. So many innocent lives ruined and lost at my hand."

"Hey, don't be so hard on yourself." Kara placed a hand on his shaking shoulder. "You just said you had no control over what you did. None of that was your fault — all the blame lies with Matlek and that Akthrois guy. You did nothing wrong."

The soldier met her eyes and choked, "Thank you. I do not deserve such mercy, from you of all people." His good hand gripped her fingers. "I have little time, but you must know that although we can not control our actions, your people stand with you, Your Majesty. Once you free us from Akthrois' hold, not one Punitachu will stand against you as you take your rightful place on the throne."

"I...uhm...thank you. If nothing else, I'm glad I could free you. And now that I know about this, I can free anyone else under Akthrois' control. No need to wait."

"I fear that may not be the case. I can already feel him reaching back in."

At his words, Kara noticed the sweat beading on the soldier's brow and a pained look in his eye. "But there must be a way I can free you for good."

"I'm afraid not." The soldier stood and stepped away from her. "It's rare that anyone breaks free of Akthrois' control, but when one does, it never lasts for long. And we're not given a chance to try again."

"I don't understand. Isn't there anything I can do for you?"

"Even this last chance to act for myself is more than I ever could have hoped for. Just...if you may, please have mercy on my companions. They have no more control over their actions than I did."

"You're compa—" Kara's throat tightened. "But, wait—"

"Long live the QueeAAAAH!"

Purple fire exploded out of nowhere and engulfed the soldier. Kara reeled back at the sudden heat and the sound of his piercing screams. Desperate to do anything to help, Kara reached into The Flame and lunged for him. Kara gripped one of his shoulders, but as soon as she touched the purple fire, her head filled with noxious fumes and her hand burned with a heat she had never felt before.

Kara stumbled back. The pain in her hand reduced, but the skin was red and broken with blisters. That discomfort only provided a brief distraction, though. The soldier's screams crescendoed until the flames vanished and a crisped, smoking corpse thwumped to the ground. Kara's nose filled with the smell of burned flesh, and her stomach convulsed.

A low rumble shook the frigid air, and Kara watched in horror as snow avalanched down a distant mountain to wipe out the other Punitachu soldiers. The last part of Riptha's plan completed.

A hand touched her shoulder and Kara screamed and spun to find the woman from the cage facing her. Behind her, the man held the two children protectively. All of them watched Kara with concern and awe clear in their expressions.

"It's okay, I won't hurt you," said the woman. She glanced at the burned body. "Are you alright...Y-your Majesty?"

Kara couldn't speak and could hardly breathe. Her knees folded, and she fell to the ground with her burned hand cradled against her stomach. A weight settled in her chest, so heavy that it prevented her even from crying.
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It's More
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Kara stared without seeing her surroundings as she sat on a wood stool in a little kitchen, her burned hand in a bowl of cold salt water. Even though the intense pain radiated up her forearm, she welcomed the distraction. Focusing on that kept her mind from wandering to the image of the soldier burning to death in front of her, and kept his screams from echoing inside her skull.

Mostly.

The door to the kitchen opened and the woman from the cage walked in carrying supplies. "How's your hand feeling?"

"Hurts. How are the children?"

The woman — whose name was Narabelle — took the stool across from Kara. "Shaken, but they're resilient. Last I saw, your brother-in-law was entertaining them with tales from life on the sea. Colby is a colorful character. Excellent with kids, though."

A lump formed at the false name used for Clemens. After everything that happened and what the family had seen, Kara wished they could have been honest about their names. Winlow insisted they maintain their assumed identities, though. "I'm glad." She sucked in a breath when Narabelle took her hand out of the water and dabbed it with a cloth.

"Sorry." Narabelle grimaced. "But I have to dry it before I can bandage it."

"It's fine, just stings a little."

"I should think so. This looks quite painful."

"It's not the first burn I've had. It's not even the worst." Kara laughed ruefully. "I doubt it'll even scar too bad. Burns just always hurt the most when they're fresh. I'll be fine."

"You were very brave to try to help that poor man. So awful." Her hands slowed. "Was what he said true?"

"Which part?"

"That y-you're...d-do you truly possess..."

Kara stifled a sigh and pulled down the collar of her shirt. There was no point keeping the secret now.

Narabelle's breathing shook. "Light of The Flame. I never dared even dream it could still exist. Oh, Your Majesty–"

"Don't!" Kara closed her eyes and took a steadying breath. "Mrs. Narabelle, please don't call me that. 'Kya' will do."

Understanding colored her smile, although Kara doubted she actually understood. "If you wish."

Kara nodded, then changed the subject. "Why did those men have your family in a cage, anyway?"

"Because we're Punitachu." Narabelle took a jar of ointment and began spreading it on Kara's hand. "Well, I am, at least. Zeb's from Amberdon, but our children have gems. We move around living in tents to keep them safe, but we come to this cabin every year for the winter. That's probably how they found us."

"Why did they want you, though? You don't seem like much of a threat. There must be a reason Matlek would want your family captured."

Narabelle stopped what she was doing. "You really don't know?"

Kara admitted, "I was protected from all this until recently. I know Matlek's soldiers capture any Punitachu with gems they find, but I don't know why. And why does Akthrois control people? That seems unnecessarily cruel."

"Well, that one's easy, at least." Narabelle sighed. "Very few Punitachu follow Matlek willingly. There are some, but I can't imagine it's enough to maintain his control over Faldon. Any Punitachu with a strong enough gem is taken and polluted the way that poor soldier was. They're forced to do Matlek's bidding, and that gives him the military strength he needs to stay in power."

Kara pursed her lips, absorbing this information. "You said only those with a strong enough gem are taken. What if you don't have a strong gem?"

"Those of us with less power meet a different fate." Narabelle lifted her skirt to reveal a scarred and disfigured calf. Kara knew it was rude, but she couldn't stop the gasp that escaped. Narabelle dropped the skirt again. "If your magic isn't strong enough to prove useful as part of Matlek's army, he removes your gem."

"But I thought removing our gem killed us."

"With a strong enough connection to The Flame, it does. And even with a weaker connection, it can. It depends on where it was located and whether you can get medical treatment. Mine was in my leg, so the bleeding was minimal and I got treatment, so I survived. I had a sister, though—" Her voice broke. "Her gem was on her wrist. There was so much blood...we couldn't stop it in time. She bled out."

"That's awful," Kara breathed. "I'm so sorry. Was there nobody with a gem to heal her?"

"My father and I both had our gems removed, and my mother and brother were taken. Then the soldiers abandoned us and ignored our cries for help."

"That heartless...What the blazes is the point of such wickedness? Just letting her die like that. I can't believe Matlek would be so cruel! And why take your gems at all? Clearly, they didn't think your magic was much of a threat. Why not just let you keep them rather than taking them to probably just throw them away, anyway?"

Narabelle shook her head and returned her focus to bandaging Kara's hand. "I don't know and honestly try not to think about it too much."

"I'm sorry. I don't mean to bring up painful memories. My curiosity gets the better of me sometimes."

"No need to apologize. I wish I could answer more of your questions, I just..." She shrugged. "I'm just grateful that my children were spared. For now, at least."

"I am, too." Kara smiled. "Your son saved my life. How did he know what the soldier was doing?"

Narabelle chuckled. "Bastian is so clever; I've stopped trying to understand him most of the time. His gem is on his head, you know. He's a genius — and so powerful. I've never known anyone, especially a child, with such a strong connection to The Flame — before meeting you, at least. He can feel the flow of magic like no one I've met before. If only he could safely use his magic, I know he'd be a force to be reckoned with."

"That's very impressive."

Narabelle beamed. "I can't help but be proud. Florella, my daughter, isn't as powerful, but what she lacks in magic she makes up for in cunning and heart. Her gem marks her as a healer. She's never been able to use her flame for healing, but she says she wants to be a doctor and heal people without magic — says she won't let someone like Matlek determine who she has to be. Florella experiments with making ointments and the like from herbs and other things in nature. She made this ointment I'm using now."
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