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  Outcast of the Flame




   




  Why didn’t you save us? His mother’s maniacal voice echoed in his mind.




  Baden jerked awake, his cry of shock bouncing off the cave walls. He leapt to his feet, spinning toward the entrance of his rocky shelter with his staff in hand, only to find it devoid of imagined intruders. The true threat lay within his mind, as always. Even time failed to heal those wounds. It did little more than further empower his nightmares.




  The warm coals of his dying campfire slowly called him back to reality. He nervously stroked the brands on the inside of both wrists, an open book, wreathed in flame, depicted in his flesh warned all those he encountered of his crime against the Gods.




  Nightmare or memory? he wondered. It’s hard to tell after so long away.




  In the distance a horn echoed among the desert’s broken crags. A long, mournful call. Baden’s brow furrowed. I don’t recognize that signal, he thought. Could it be for aid or war? He sighed, kneeling in front of his small, makeshift camp as he prepared to move on.




  He set his staff down and snapped his fingers. The heat in the fire leapt from the coals into his weapon, briefly illuminating the magical runes engraved upon it, hinting at its true nature. If only my clan didn’t consider this the ultimate form of blasphemy!




  He took a quick sip from his canteen, the cool liquid momentarily distracting his mind from the loneliness within. "Running low," he commented to no one in particular. "Maybe that horn is near an oasis."




  With a thin rope weaved of dog’s bane he tied his bedroll into a bundle, leaving a loop free so he could hang it behind his back over his travel cloak. He retrieved the rest of his gear, slipped on the lizard skin boots of his own making, and fished the last chunk of meat from the cold fire before leaving the cool shelter of the cave.




  He walked into the early morning heat of the shallow gorge, surrounded by sharp rocks and frail plant life. Again the horn echoed through the desert’s many chasms, as if coming from all sides at once. Baden cocked his head to the side and, with an experienced ear to guide him, headed south.




  War or aid? he thought as the horn sounded a final time, cutting off suddenly. He could see death hawks swirling through the air over the source of the sound. Their massive, eight foot wingspan terrorized those not accustomed to the desert.




  Soon columns of smoke rose in the distance, causing them to fly in tighter circles closer to the ground, knowing their next meal lay just out of reach. Baden paused. War, then. I suppose I should keep my distance. He turned his back to the carnage, as he always did. It was not as if those the Ravagers attacked would accept his help anyway… not for a crime as severe as his.




  Most of those exiled to the desert crossed it quickly, heading for the sea and a fresh start on foreign shores. Some brave merchants also used it for trade, cautiously. A few, though, Ravagers, hid within the desert and lived off the exiles instead.




  Any religious convictions they once had died with each generation, until only the rule to never harm one of their own remained. The Council did little to stay the Ravagers’ actions against caravans they’d already ostracized. Sometimes a well-armed group could fight them off, other times not.




  His father served as a master of fire manipulation, driven by an obsession with ancient lore. He insisted some powerful relic lay buried in the desert. So convincing were his pleas, his family followed him into the ruins. His convictions were so believable in fact, the Ravagers caught wind of them as well. Emerging from the caverns holding an ornately carved staff, he promised Baden their search was over and their prosperity was assured.
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