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      Candice awoke to the smell of smoke. She blinked the sleep from her eyes. The sounds of screaming woke her the rest of the way. Hesitantly, she opened her door. Her father fought against a man twice his size. The door was broken into splinters on the ground. Beside it lay her mother, bleeding from a crushed skull she would not wake from. Her father fought with all the energy and strength of a man half his age. His eyes were full of rage, his movements fed by the need for revenge, the need to survive and the need to protect Candice from following her mother.

      The stranger was a horror to behold. Blades protruded from his arms. Scar tissue surrounded the spots where they were jammed in to the skin. Her father struck him, but the man only grinned at seeing his own blood pool on the floor. With no sign of slowing down, he battered her father back. Candice saw her death then. Her father would fall, soon. She would see him die, but there would be no time to grieve. If she was lucky, it would be quick for her. If not … well, it was out of her hands either way. She took solace in knowing she would not feel anything come tomorrow.

      Then her father surprised her. Ignoring the many blades cutting into his skin, he grabbed the stranger’s arms and pushed him back. Until that moment she had not noticed the fire which was fed by a fallen lantern. It covered almost the entire front wall. The stranger screamed as his armor and blades became superheated, his skin blistering around them. She was still staring at the man when her father grabbed her arm and led her through the back door. Behind their house was where they kept the horses and chickens. Coops lined the left side of the walkway from the house while a hitching post followed to the right. At the back of the yard was a small barn where the horses slept and ate. She could smell the blood from the back door. Portions of their fence were broken or missing. Chickens ran around frantically, most of their cages busted open or in pieces on the ground. As they ignored the chickens and ran to the barn, Candice heard the screams throughout the village as similar scenes played out in other homes. Thankfully, their house was at the edge of the village, so they were able to move about the yard unnoticed. There was no need to open the barn. The door hung off two broken hinges and fell to the ground the second her father touched it. The smell of death was stronger, now. Her father cursed, and she could see why. Dead and dying horses littered the ground. Only one, Sunshine, remained.

      Sunshine was light with a blonde coat and hair. She bore a white star shape at the center of her forehead and was friendly and reliable. But she was a small horse, not capable of carrying two people, at least not for any distance and when speed was of the essence. Grabbing some blankets since there wasn’t time to saddle the horse, her father picked her up and put her on the horse. “Head north and don’t stop until you reach town.”

      “But that’s almost three days away.” She’d never ridden Sunshine that hard before. She’d never ridden any horse that hard before.

      “Go.” He slapped the horse to make it move and stood watching as they rode away, jumped, over the broken fence, and disappeared into the woods.
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      “I don’t know how I let you talk us into traveling south with you?” Thomas cut at the foliage to make a path.

      “Because you love adventure,” Kern replied, cutting at stray limbs Thomas missed. Thomas was human, one of the few full humans to ever work in the Flame Guard, an elite group of assassins and espionage agents stationed in the city of Suriax. Kern, a three-quarter elf, was also once a member of that select group. But that was long ago. Now, they would probably both be arrested if they ever stepped foot in Suriax again.

      “What I’d love is to be back in the mountains introducing Marcy to my family and settling down to the quiet life of a farmer.”

      “Planting season is months away. You still have a little time left before you become boring,” he teased.

      “I happen to like boring,” Thomas argued.

      “Then what are you doing here?”

      “Keeping you from getting into trouble,” Marcy answered, pushing her way through the trees to join them.

      “Marcy, my dear,” Kern replied, “that is an impossible task.”

      “Probably,” she agreed.

      “You know, getting so close to your sister’s territory probably isn’t such a good idea.” Thomas broke through to a clearing and sheathed his sword. Without preamble, he took a seat on a rock. “Who’s for lunch?”

      “I’ll cook,” Marcy answered, setting about the task.

      “What’s she going to do?” Kern asked, taking his own seat. “It’s not like she’ll even know if I do cross the border, not that I plan to. I’ll be in Alerian territory the entire time. Besides, Pielere asked me to check out the rumors of those raiders traveling north. He needs to know if they should send troops down here. With it being so close to Maerishka’s lands, she may consider it an act of war if they send any troops without concrete proof of danger. Things are just starting to calm down between the two cities. They don’t want to stir everyone back up again.”

      Just a few short months earlier the cities of Suriax and Aleria were on fire, literally. Queen Maerishka of Suriax made a deal with her god, Venerith, giving up her entire city and all its people to him in exchange for power. Venerith heard her and granted the request, showering down blue fire from the sky and changing the people of Suriax, forever branding them as his own.

      Aleria, led by Maerishka’s half-siblings Pielere, Mirerien, and Eirae, was located just north of Suriax. The cities were only separated by a small river with protective walls lining each side. Once one city, they split a generation before and became the capitals of their own separate kingdoms. They were both founded on a strict observance of the law with one big distinction. In Suriax it was legal to kill.

      Just before the night of Blue Fire, Kern learned he was actually the missing brother to the Alerian monarchs, making him a half-brother to Maerishka. This knowledge forced him and his uncle to leave Suriax and put him on Maerishka’s list of least favorite people. She was still convinced he would return one day to vie for her throne. But Kern couldn’t care less for her throne, or any throne for that matter. All he wanted was to be left alone.

      Kern pulled his cloak tight. It was a gift from Mirerien and his brothers. They accepted him when Maerishka would have him dead. Along with his uncle, now safe under their protection in Aleria, they were his family. If they needed his help, he would do what he could to help them. The smell of cooking meat brought him back to the present. They had a good bit of daylight left. Even with this break to eat, they should make it to town before nightfall. It would be nice to sleep in a bed again, although Marcy’s cooking did make sleeping on the ground a little more bearable.

      True to his estimations, the sun was just beginning to dip below the horizon when they came up to the next town. Small houses dotted the countryside, gathering with more density at the edge of a lake fed by two small rivers. They waved a greeting to a couple farmers rushing to finish up their work. Spotting the inn easily for its size and boisterous sounds issuing forth, they walked that way. Men drank and played card games on the porch. Inside, people laughed and played games while others sat by the bar and loudly recounted stories from their past exploits. “You two find a table. I’ll rent the rooms.” Kern sank into the bar stool and waited for the waitress to make her way over to him. She had light brown hair, pulled back into a bun at the back of her head. Casually, she wiped the sweat from her brow and chatted with a patron as she poured his drink.

      “What’ll you have?” she asked once she made it to him.

      “Three ales and two rooms,” he replied.

      She pulled out three mugs and started pouring, telling him the cost. Kern pulled out some coins and dropped them on the counter. “Alerian money,” she commented, pocketing them quickly before handing him two keys. “What brings you this far south?”

      “Looking for trouble, I guess.” He shot her a grin and was rewarded by an answering grin of her own.

      “Oh, there’s plenty of that down here.”

      “Any more than usual?” he asked casually, taking a swig of his drink.

      She looked around, slightly uneasy. “Not quite sure, yet. Let’s just say the locals are restless.”

      “That so? I didn’t think people around these parts were easy to spook.”

      “You ask a lot of questions,” the man beside him said without looking his way.

      “It’s the only way to get answers,” Kern replied easily, not about to be intimidated.

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “Call me curious,” Kern answered. The waitress looked between them and moved quietly on to the next patron.

      “Curiosity can be a dangerous thing.” He turned to stare at Kern, one dead eye and a scar marring the right side of his face. His one good eye looked straight through Kern.

      “Is that what happened to you,” he asked, “got curious and lost an eye?” There were gasps around him. The waitress even spilled some ale on her way to pour another drink down the bar.

      The man stared at him another few moments before breaking out in a grin and laughing. There was a sigh of relief all around. People began talking again, the moment of danger past. “I’m Brierand.”

      “Kern,” he took the man’s hand and then finished his ale before looking at the other two drinks. Oh well, he could always get more for Thomas and Marcy later. Taking a drink out of the second mug, he pushed the third over to Brierand, who took the mug in a single swallow.

      “So,” he said, wiping his mouth, “why does someone from Aleria want to know about our problems way down here?”

      “Are there problems?” he asked without answering.

      “You could say that. Merchants who travel south don’t make it back, and the last two supply caravans never made it. Some say the plains territories have declared war on us now that they are part of Suriax. Others speak of legends long forgotten from the times of the Great Wars. I heard a man the other day say he saw a Sublinate passing through. A Sublinate! Can you believe that? No one has seen their kind this way in centuries. It seems the old warning stories have come back to haunt grown men’s dreams, turning them into children searching for a mother’s skirt to hide behind.”

      As long as there had been war, there were people who excelled at war, enjoyed it, and worshiped it. There was one group who turned war into an art form, enhancing their bodies for battle, reveling in the skill of strategy and accepting death as an inevitable by-product of the many wars always raging somewhere. They enjoyed meeting an enemy honorably and defeating him in fair combat. They called themselves the Sublinates.

      As with all bands of warriors, some fell to blood lust. In the midst of battle, they moved from accepting death to taking pleasure in it. Those men believed death was the true glory of war. They reveled in pain and lived in a constant state of agitation, grafting weapons onto themselves. Most Sublinates called this way of thought a perversion. There was a schism in the group, and they fought, near to the point of extinction. For when two groups who love battle as much as they decide to fight, there is little to rein them in.

      And that was that, or so the stories told. Random groups of Sublinates popped up from time to time, though they usually followed battle, leaving normal folk to believe they were merely the stuff of legends. There were those who believed the stories existed only to warn of the dangers of blood lust and senseless killing. Even Suriaxians saw the logic of avoiding such a lifestyle.

      Everyone near them seemed tenser now with the revelation of the Sublinate sighting. It was not a good omen. As far as Kern could figure, it could only mean things in the Southern Plains were about to get very dangerous, if they weren’t so already, and war had very little regard for borders. Thanking Brierand for the information, Kern ordered new drinks and joined Thomas and Marcy at their table and filled them in.

      “So, we are most likely looking at a war about to begin,” Marcy summarized.

      Thomas looked off in thought, his eyes haunted. “There’s one other possibility,” he said quietly, holding his mug and absentmindedly swirling the contents. “When I lived in the mountains, I met a traveler, Casther. He was the Flame Guardsman who brought me back to Suriax and helped me join the Guard.” Marcy nodded, having heard this part of his story before. Kern listened silently. “It was not an easy journey to Suriax. The droughts had made many people desperate. Those leaving the farming lands for the cities, hoping for a better chance at survival, met hundreds of other people seeking the same. There weren’t enough jobs or resources to feed everyone. The jails were overflowing. It was a miserable time.

      “One town had a killer they couldn’t catch. They hired Casther to help. The bodies were brutalized, barely recognizable. No one there was up to the challenge of dealing with a criminal of that magnitude. One night, we came upon the killer as he tore apart his last victim. I’ll never forget the feral look in his eyes. All over his back were scars, most in a series of three parallel lines. Some were old and scabbed over. Others were fresh and still bleeding. I froze. Casther ran up and knocked him off the body. Impossibly, the man was still alive. He whimpered softly, in too much pain to move out of the way as they fought. The monster’s attacks were completely unrestrained. I heard his bones crack and break several times as Casther landed good hits. The man would laugh and continue using the damaged limbs with no hint of pain. That fight was the only time I saw real fear in Casther’s eyes. He fell and would have died, but a series of arrows flew past, impaling themselves in the monster’s head and chest. Even with an arrow blinding him in one eye, he didn’t stop moving until the archer lunged forward and drew his blade across the man’s neck, severing the head in one clean swipe. The stranger cleaned his sword and used a booted foot to turn the headless body over on the ground. He grunted in disgust at the scars before pouring a liquid over the corpse and lighting the body on fire.

      “As the fire burned, the stranger turned and would have left without a word, but Casther stopped him with a hesitant touch on his shoulder. His hood fell back, revealing a man wearing a large amount of weaponry. On his head, he wore a strange crown-like structure that protruded from his skull, as though it were a part of him. The stranger stared at Casther for a moment before calmly raising his arms to set his hood back. His hands were covered in bladed gauntlets that grew out of his arms and infused his hands. His fingers clicked against each other as he moved them. He looked over at the burning body. It was almost entirely ash. The fire was nearly extinguished, just a few smoldering bits of fabric. I asked him who he was, what that other man was. He looked me straight in the eye and said, ‘Beware those who bear the triple bands.’ Then he left.”

      “And you think he was a Sublinate?” Kern asked.

      Thomas shrugged. “He fit every description I ever heard of one.”

      “What about the other man? You don’t think he was a …” Kern couldn’t bring himself to say the word they were all thinking.

      Thomas looked up from his mug, his eyes devoid of uncertainty. “He bore the bands. I know what he was.”

      Marcy put a hand on Thomas’ arm. “What are you suggesting?”

      Thomas looked down and swallowed past the lump in his throat. He forced the next words out with great difficulty. “Sublinates are drawn to war, but there were no wars anywhere near the town where I met the stranger. The only thing that could have drawn him was the reports of the brutal killings. What if the Sublinates and Cullers never ended their war? What if the reason everyone thinks the Cullers are gone is because the Sublinates strike fast and eradicate any sign of them before their madness can spread?”

      No one answered.
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      “Again,” Zanden ordered

      Rand held out his hand to help Lynnalin stand. He cringed at the bruise forming on her face, but she didn’t complain. She just took her stance and prepared for the next attack. As a dwarf, he wasn’t accustomed to fighting elven women, but Zanden insisted everyone in the unit, even the mage, be able to fight. His argument was simple. They needed to work together as a team, to anticipate each other’s movements and fighting techniques. Learning some basic moves and watching them practice the more complicated techniques would help her know how to better use her magic to assist them in a fight. Conversely, they each spent time learning what spells she could cast, their range and intensity, both on their own and with augmentation from her Suriaxian fire, so they would be less likely to get in her way when a spell could prove more useful than close combat.

      They were part of a four-man cinder unit, an advanced scout team being sent by Queen Maerishka to investigate the reports of raiders in the Southern Plains. Zanden was their leader and an expert fighter. Rand was a pretty good fighter himself. He didn’t know any self-respecting dwarf who couldn’t hold his own in a scrap, but that wasn’t why he was on this mission. Rand was a marenpaie trainer. Marenpaie were special hounds bred in Suriax for combat, racing, and long-distance travel. They were exceptional animals, but not entirely accustomed to fighting in tandem with the Suriaxians’ new fire abilities. This mission was as much a test of their adaptability and continued usefulness to the city as it was an opportunity to work out the kinks in the new fighting techniques Zanden spent the past month developing for the military. Lynnalin was the mage of their group. It was always good to have one of those around for long range attacks and support magic, and the group was rounded out by a member of the Flame Guard named Casther. Rand didn’t know him before this mission assignment, but the past few weeks of intensive training had taught him not to underestimate the man’s skills. When subtlety and precision were needed, he was their man.

      Rand moved to begin the fight, but Zanden held up a hand. “This time with fire,” he added. Lynnalin’s eyes flinched, and Rand hesitated, but after a quick breath, she called forth her flames and nodded. Blue fire wrapped around her hands and arms, burning just above the surface of her skin. Rand called the fire to his hammer. The metal gleamed in the flickering light, reflecting the movements of the flames. After his old hammer caught fire and lost its wooden handle, he forged a new one made entirely of metal. The only drawback was the extra reverberation he felt when he hit something. Metal didn’t diffuse the impact waves like wood did. Feeding the fire into his weapon, he felt the metal heat up. Swinging wide, he began his attack.

      Lynnalin avoided his attacks with all the grace and dexterity of a mage. In other words, she stumbled and nearly fell three times while just barely avoiding serious injury. Her breathing quickened, and she had the wide-eyed look of someone trying to follow his movements without the skill the keep up. Then everything changed. He swung down, and she used her fire to deflect his blow. Still unsure of herself, she did not follow through with an attack of her own but jumped back and threw off two blue fireballs in quick succession to buy herself some much-needed space. Breathing heavily, she dodged his next few attacks with the confidence of someone who knew where the blow was coming from, though the grace was still lacking.

      “Enough,” Zanden said. They stood at rest and let their fire go out instantly. “Good,” he told Lynnalin, patting her on the shoulder. “You are learning to anticipate the attacks. That’s enough for today. You two get some rest. We make it to the border tomorrow.”
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      Marcy pumped the handle to get water from the well and fill the last of the canteens. Humming to herself, she began to sing. So lost was she in the song, an old ballad on the Sublinate/Culler War, she did not hear anyone approach. The sound of clapping startled her into dropping the canteen. Water spilled out onto the ground, quickly soaked up by the dry sand around the well. A large human man stood, leaning against the outer wall of the tavern. While she eyed him suspiciously, he stepped forward and picked up the canteen, handing it back to her.

      “We don’t get too many elven women around here,” he commented.

      “I’m just passing through.” She stepped to the side, edging her way past him, but he matched her steps, not giving her an easy opening to leave. A good two heads taller and broad in the chest, he towered over her. She was not completely unaccustomed to being shorter than those around her. She grew up a full elf in a city full of half-elves. Even Kern was only three-quarters elf, so he had some added height from his human heritage. But this man was tall, even for a human. His eyes looked over her appraisingly, and she felt her stomach turn.

      “This can be a dangerous place for a woman such as yourself,” he warned.

      “I’ll be fine.” She moved to rush past him, but he grabbed her arm. Pulling her to him, he held her opposite shoulder with his other hand and leaned in to speak directly into her ear. His body wrapped around her like a cloak.

      “Such a small thing like you needs protecting. Otherwise, someone could try to take advantage of you.” He slid his hand down into the top of her blouse.

      “I don’t need protecting,” she said defiantly, hiding her reaction to his touch.

      “Oh?” he answered, clearly unconcerned with what else she may have to say. His confidence ended a moment later with her next three words.

      “I’m a Suriaxian.” Blue fire came to her hands, burning his arms and singeing his jacket. The man jumped back, his eyes wide with fear. Marcy fed the fire until it formed a small ball hovering just above her fingers. As she made ready to throw it, the man jumped and ran away. Marcy closed her hand and extinguished the flame. “Oh, well, time to go.”

      Grabbing the fallen canteens, she topped off the last one and plugged the cap in the hole. Rushing back to her room, she looked around for Thomas, but he was not around. She grabbed their travel bags off the bed and knocked next door, waiting for Kern to answer. Thomas sat looking over their map at a small table in the room. He looked up in surprise as she tossed him his bag. “We need to go.”

      “She’s up there,” a voice called from down the stairs. Several sets of footsteps walked loudly up the steps.

      Kern looked over at her. “For you, I presume?” She nodded. Kern pulled her inside the room and waited with the door half-closed. Three men appeared over the stairs. The first two looked like some kind of constable or law officers. The third man looked panicked and had pretty bad burns just starting to blister on his hands. Kern shot a glance at Marcy, who shrugged.

      “Can I help you?” he asked when the men stopped in front of his door.

      “He’s harboring the Suriaxian,” the burned man shouted. One of the officers motioned him to be quiet and moved him a few steps down the hall. The other officer turned back to Kern with a serious face.

      “There are claims you travel with a Suriaxian female. Is that correct?”

      “Why should it matter to anyone who I travel with?”

      “The woman in question was involved in an altercation with one of our citizens.”

      “Well, that certainly doesn’t sound like her, unless she was provoked, of course.” He looked pointedly at the burned man.

      The officer followed his look with a grimace, not bothering to defend the man. “Be that as it may, we do not allow Suriaxians in this town. You and your companions will have to leave immediately.”

      “Wait, you aren’t going to arrest her?” the burned man complained. “She’s dangerous, a menace.” The rest of his objections faded away as the officer moved him out of earshot, back down the stairs.

      “Of course,” Kern answered and closed the door. “I must say, Marce, your social skills are parallel to none.” She grinned ruefully.

      “What did he do to you?” Thomas demanded, standing angrily. Marcy’s face flashed with uncertainty.

      “Obviously nothing Marcy couldn’t handle,” Kern said. “Those were some nice burns you gave him. Have you been practicing?”

      “Some,” she looked away.

      “Good,” he said, surprising her. When the Night of Blue Fire came, they were both affected, but Kern gave up his powers, turning his back on Venerith and forsaking his Suriaxian citizenship. Since that time, Marcy avoided talking about the fire or her own continued use of it. Whether she thought he may be jealous that she kept the power he lost, or if she felt guilty for not doing the same, he couldn’t tell. Either way, it didn’t matter to him. He did not want that kind of power, but he did not begrudge her for keeping it. He didn’t even know if it would be possible for her to do as he did, should she wish to. The power was hers. She might as well use it. “It may come in handy in the Southern Plains.”

      “So, we are crossing the border?” she asked.

      Thomas folded up the map and threw his bag over his shoulder. “Yes, Kern and I decided it is the best way to learn if the raiders are something more before they have a chance to make it farther north.”

      Kern grabbed his own bag and put his few belongings in it. Marcy handed them each a canteen, and they were off.
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      Lynnalin sipped her tea and stretched out her toes. Rand and Casther sat on the other side of the fire. They were checking their weapons and supplies. Zanden stoked the flames and turned the meat over the heat. Everyone was more subdued tonight. This was the first night since crossing the border. Zanden pulled off the meat and took a bite. The fire crackled in the quiet night. Lynnalin flipped through her spell book and scrolls, taking inventory of everything she had. Some of the scrolls were a little advanced, even for her, but she felt fairly confident she could pull them off if the need arose. She organized the scrolls in order of ones she may need to access the quickest and put them back in her bag. Checking all her potions, she readied her bag for the morning. They were only two days north of the last village attacked, meaning they could run into trouble at any time. Volunteering to take the first watch, she puffed up her blanket and positioned herself to where she could see all the camp and much of the surrounding area. She hadn’t cast any spells today, so it could be the last time for a while she could share in the watches. Frequent spellcasting required time to recover else she risked losing focus and miscasting or just forgetting her spells entirely. Everyone understood this, so on days when she used her magic, the others split the watches, allowing her the extra sleep she needed. But Lynnalin did not want to take advantage of her role in the group. She could pull her own weight. Sharing in the watches helped her prove that. One by one, the others fell asleep. She listened to their even breathing, drawing runes in the dirt by her leg to pass the time. In the distance, she heard night birds flying after their prey. Bushes rustled softly. Then one of the hounds woke, looking sharply to the west. She followed his gaze, straining to hear. She thought there could be voices, but her ears were not sensitive enough to tell for sure. Tapping on Casther’s shoulder, she motioned to the direction of the sounds. She and Zanden were mostly elf, but Casther was full elf, which gave him the advantage of ultra-sensitive hearing. If anyone could tell what the sounds were, it would be him.

      “Voices?” she mouthed. He nodded. She moved to wake Rand, and Casther woke Zanden. Together, they quietly moved in the direction of the voices. As they got closer, Lynnalin could make out a woman and at least two men talking and laughing. She scrunched her face, trying to figure out why they sounded familiar. Zanden motioned them to fan out and surround the other camp. Lynnalin and Rand took the left, while Zanden and Casther stayed right.

      “I’ll be right back,” the woman said, walking toward Lynnalin and Rand. They took positions, preparing to attack if necessary, as the woman stepped through the trees. Lynnalin felt her jaw drop.

      “Marcy!”

      The smile died on Marcy’s face as she turned in the direction of her name. Fire sprang to her hands. Lynnalin stepped forward, lowering her hood. “It’s me.”

      “Lynn?” Marcy asked in shock, dropping her fire and rushing to hug her friend.

      “What are you doing here?” they asked in unison.

      Lynnalin was an old friend of Marcy and her brother Bryce. She often made magical items for his tavern. But Marcy left town without any warning during all the craziness a few months before. All she knew about Marcy and her whereabouts came from random snippets of information she gathered from Bryce after his infrequent updates from his sister. She still wasn’t entirely sure why Marcy left. “I thought you were going to the mountains,” Lynnalin said. That was the last thing Marcy told Bryce, anyway.

      “Small detour,” Thomas explained. Thomas, followed by Kern, joined them in the clearing. Zanden and Casther entered the clearing from the other side, taking their place by Rand.

      “What are you doing here?” Marcy asked again.

      “Same as us, I’d wager,” Kern answered for her. “They’re investigating the attacks.”

      “And why do three former Suriaxians care about raiders in the Southern Plains?” Zanden asked, suspiciously.

      “Just doing a little recon for Aleria,” Kern answered. “We are assessing the potential threat north of the Plains.” The two men eyed each other.

      “Hello, Thomas,” Casther said, inclining his head in greeting. Thomas looked over in surprise and inclined his head in return. The two men obviously knew each other, but they were both from the Flame Guard, so that wasn’t so surprising.

      Rand laughed, diffusing much of the tension, and put up his hammer. “So,” he said to Kern, “you’re the queen’s half-brother I’ve heard so much about.”

      Kern laughed, responding to Rand’s outspoken honesty. “So I am.”

      “It’s true then?” Lynnalin said. “How did you keep it a secret for so long?”

      “I didn’t know until recently,” he answered. “Why don’t we all take a seat and compare notes? Honestly, I think we could use each other’s help on this one.”

      “What makes you think we need your help?” Zanden challenged.

      “From what we heard in the last town, I’d say you could use all the help you can get.”

      Before Zanden could answer, the sound of hooves hitting the ground at a rapid pace drew all their attention. They moved just as the horse and rider came crashing through the trees, running past them. The rider, a girl, squealed in surprise at seeing people. She jerked on the reigns reflexively and sent the horse tumbling in an effort to turn. The girl flew off its back, rolling into the bushes. The horse collapsed in exhaustion. Lynnalin and Marcy shared a glance and walked over to the girl, touching her softly on the leg and side. She jerked conscious and scooted away, fear in her eyes.

      “Feel no fear, we mean no harm,” Mary said in a sing-song voice, slipping into an old lullaby. The girl responded instantly, melting into Marcy’s arms with a whimper. Marcy sang and stroked her hair.

      “This horse has been ridden hard for days,” Thomas said, examining the beast and giving it water from his canteen.

      “Where are you from?” Lynnalin asked.

      The girl, still calmed by Marcy’s singing, looked up at Lynnalin. “Breakeren,” she answered. Lynnalin looked back at Zanden. That was the location of the last attack. By all accounts, this girl was the only known survivor.
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      “We are here,” Zanden indicated on the map. “Breakeren is there. If we come around this way, we will get cover from the hills.”

      “That’s assuming the raiders are still there,” Kern pointed out.

      “Until we know otherwise, we will act as though they are. Once we get there, we can reassess the situation based on what we find.” Zanden folded up the map and put it away.

      “What about her?” Lynnalin asked, motioning to the girl, still asleep on Marcy. She stayed by her side the entire night. Marcy hummed softly to her, running her fingers through her hair to keep the girl from waking frightened. They were on the opposite side of their new joint camp. The marenpaie slept along the outer perimeter. The girl’s horse gave them a wide berth but didn’t move too far from Thomas, who continued to provide it food and water.

      “There’s an Alerian town not too far north of here,” Kern said. “She should be safe there.”

      “The problem is getting her there,” Rand observed. “We need to get to Breakeren now if we hope to find anything. We don’t have time to go leading some girl through the wilderness, into Alerian lands no less.”

      “Thomas and I can take her,” Marcy volunteered, keeping her voice low to keep from waking the girl.

      “That’s a good idea,” Kern agreed. Thomas nodded. From their Guardsman days, Kern and Thomas possessed special communication rings that allowed them to speak to one another over great distances. Kern also had a couple of teleportation scrolls he could use if they got into trouble. Besides, Marcy was the only one the girl seemed to trust, and Thomas could keep them both safe along the journey.

      “In that case,” Lynnalin stood and walked over to Marcy, “take this. It’s a scroll for a spell to influence people’s minds and make them open to suggestions. I bought it years ago without realizing the spell had to be sung. I can’t carry a tune to save my life, but you may be able to use it to make someone view you as a friend instead of a threat or a target.”

      “Thank you.” Marcy accepted the scroll and gently woke the girl, assuring her she was being taken to someplace safe. With a few words of encouragement, she and Thomas said their farewells and were off.

      “We will need to double up someone if we hope to make any real time,” Zanden said. “Have you ridden before?”

      Kern nodded. “Once or twice, not far, though.”

      “Good enough. Lynnalin, you ride with Casther. Let’s go.”
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      Drander meat was a delicacy across the continent. The Farnesay gnomes domesticated the beasts hundreds of years ago. The meat was highly sought after for its rich, deep flavor and ability to complement nearly any dish. It was easy to cook, hardly ever drying. No matter where you came from or how much money you had, everyone loved drander.

      As the only people to successfully tame the animals, the gnomes had a corner on the market. They were the final say on who had access to the meat. After a disagreement years before with Queen Maerishka, they forbade their meat being sold to or traded in any Suriaxian territory. With her marriage to King Alvexton, the Southern Plains became hers, and the trade restrictions now covered them as well. Most plains inhabitants couldn’t care less about their king’s marriage or their new ruler. It had very little to do with their daily lives. But they did miss the meat. What little bit that remained from before the union of the kingdoms was now expensive and difficult to find. Most people would rather keep it to eat than sell it, even for a good price.

      But the beast next to his cage was not a domesticated drander. Evan looked through the bars and could not ignore his fear at seeing the animal so near. Wild drander were large, twice or even three times the size of their domesticated counterparts. They had long, sharp tusks protruding from their massive lower jaws. The bite force behind those jaws was enough to snap a leg in two. Between the tusks sat two pair of sharp, pointed teeth with serrated edges. The rest of the mouth was full of strong molars designed to grind their food into dust before they even swallowed. They had short, hoofed legs and a bony structure going down their back. The hard bone protected their spine and made them very difficult to injure in a struggle. This shield bone branched out into several smaller bones, resembling a reversed set of ribs. All were covered by hair and visible only as lumps under the skin. A long mane of hair hid the exposed parts of their necks and throats, protecting them even further.

      Evan watched the monstrous beast pull against his chain, held by a giant of a man. The man was as terrifying as the beast. Muscles bulged, practically breaking his skin. Bones, that looked strikingly similar to a drander, surrounded one arm like a bracer. The tips of the bone were shoved into the skin, held in place in some spots by metal brackets bent and bolted into the skin. His shoes and clothes were made of drander hide. All he needed was a set of tusks to complete the look.

      “Is that him?” a high-pitched voice asked. Evan looked over at a girl standing outside his cage. No, not a girl. Despite her childlike height and hair pulled up in three bushy ponytails on both side and the top of her head, he could tell she was no child. Given her proportionate features and size, he would guess she must be a halfling, though he’d never actually seen one before. His village was all human with very few visitors from outside. The occasional merchant who passed through was usually human. Every five or ten years, an elf or dwarf would run the deliveries. That was rare enough to spark conversations for weeks.
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