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    Dear Reader:
I extend my heartfelt gratitude to you as you embark on this literary journey with me. As the words unfold, you'll discover that this story has taken on a life of its own.
If you haven't gleaned it by now, I find joy in infusing a touch of whimsy and intrigue into my writing. The creative process is a dynamic and unpredictable companion.
So, here we are, on the cusp of a tale that dances on the edge of the known and the unknown. May the words weave a spell around you, transporting you to realms where imagination reigns supreme.
Last but most importantly, BLAME ALEX and my other EDITORS. That means you, Melissa, ALLIE and D!!!!
E.L. Marr
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By E.L. Marr

Book 8- Where is the Yellow Brick Road when you need one?
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On the Road to Mark Hall, Keep

Day 15 -Day
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Under the first golden rays of dawn, the landscape unfurls in vibrant splendor, bathed in a soft, luminous glow. High in the mountains on one side of the road, Chrissy glimpses the distant ruins of the barrow she once braved and narrowly survived. On the other side, fields dotted with wildflowers ripple in the morning breeze, their hues ablaze under the sun's gentle touch. The crisp air carries the earthy aroma of dew-soaked grass and blooming flowers, gradually giving way to the warmth spreading across the horizon.

Ahead, the remnants of the Western Watch Tower come into view, its damaged silhouette a stark reminder of recent battles. Scaffolding braces the jagged stone walls, and workers labor with determined precision to restore its former strength. Freshly appointed guards patrol the site, their polished gear catching the sunlight, though their wary expressions betray lingering unease.

Chrissy’s gaze lingers on the tower as the wagon passes. A shadow flickers across her face, her mind tugged unwillingly toward fractured memories of the dragon. Flames roar to life in her thoughts, the blistering heat so vivid it feels real. Faces of the fallen flash before her, their cries mixing with the deafening bellow of the beast. The clash of steel and the acrid stench of smoke overwhelm her senses for an instant, her grip tightening on the wagon’s edge as if to anchor herself.

The wagon jars over a rough patch in the road, breaking her focus. Chrissy exhales through parted lips, grounding herself in the present as the half-rebuilt tower disappears behind the horizon.

As the hours roll on, Chrissy reclines against a stack of supplies, her backpack serving as a makeshift cushion behind her head. The gentle sway of the wagon syncs with the rhythmic creak of its wheels, coaxing her into a rare moment of calm. Her eyes flutter half-closed, the serene landscape washing over her, though the subtle tension in her posture betrays thoughts she cannot entirely silence.

Seated nearby, Lysandra maintains an upright stance, her composed yet vigilant demeanor offering silent reassurance. Her sharp gaze sweeps the passing terrain with deliberate care, never lingering on any single point. Even amidst the tranquil surroundings, an undercurrent of readiness underscores her every movement. The rustle of leaves and the melodious chatter of birds blend seamlessly with the wagon's steady clatter, creating a fragile harmony that belies the undercurrent of caution in the air.

Jarlam’s gravelly voice breaks the silence, pulling both women from their separate reveries. “What business takes you two to Mark Hall Keep?” 

Chrissy pulls her cloak tighter against the sharp morning chill, her breath forming faint clouds in the air. "Not sure if we're going the whole way," she remarks casually, settling into the wagon's steady rhythm. Her voice carries a blend of curiosity and caution as she adjusts her position on the wooden bench.

Jarlam nods thoughtfully, his eyes lingering momentarily on their well-worn weapons. "You two look like you can handle yourselves," he says, his smirk curling with quiet admiration, the kind earned from recognizing capable travelers.

Lysandra's posture stiffens, her gaze narrowing with deliberate precision. “Is there trouble we should be prepared for?” she asks sharply, her voice cutting through the morning stillness. The subtle tilt of her head and the tension in her jaw speak volumes—she’s weighing every nuance of his response.

Jarlam scratches at his chin, the reins steady in his other hand. He exhales slowly, his eyes fixed on the road ahead. "Sometimes, yeah. Bandits, wolves, saber cats, bears—once in a while, giants. And lately... dragons." His voice lowers on the last word, the weight of it carried in the morning breeze. He avoids meeting Lysandra’s piercing gaze, choosing instead to watch the winding path.

Chrissy lets out a quiet breath, her tone betraying a hint of familiarity. "We’ve heard about the dragons," she mutters, her words as much a memory as a warning.

Lysandra leans forward, her sharp eyes searching Jarlam’s face. “How long till we reach Mark Hall?” The question lands with the precision of a blade, cutting through the conversation’s undercurrent.

Jarlam adjusts his grip on the reins, his movements confident yet measured. "If the weather holds, maybe 10 to 14 days. Could shave off a few if I push the horses, but they’ll need rest." His voice is steady, every word carrying the assurance of experience.

"Are you planning to drive through the night?" Lysandra presses, her tone edged with practicality and concern.

Jarlam shakes his head, his focus unwavering on the trail. “Never. Nights are too dark, too dangerous,” he replies firmly, his hand tightening briefly on the reins as if reinforcing his resolve.

Chrissy shifts slightly, leaning back as her eyes flutter closed, though her voice remains light. "No need to rush just yet. Where will we stay tonight?"

“Hope you ladies brought a bedroll,” Jarlam says, settling back slightly, his voice casual yet firm. “We’ll more than likely be camping out. Ronick Stead’s still a day out. Once we reach it, if you’ve got the coin, there’s an inn. Without it, another night under the stars.”

Lysandra nods, her expression thoughtful as she digs for more information. “And after Ronick Stead?”

Jarlam glances ahead, mentally mapping out their route. “Depends on our pace,” he says, his tone calculating. “Likely a night or two camping before Holdend Farm. Martta Holdend’s fair enough; she’ll feed you if you’ve got coin. But you’ll bunk in the stable.”

Lysandra raises an eyebrow, assessing the options. “The stable sounds better than the open air.”

Chrissy surveys the road ahead, her gaze drawn to the stillness around them. “The road’s almost deserted,” she comments quietly, noting the emptiness they’ve passed for hours, barely a soul in sight.

“It’s actually busier than usual,” Jarlam replies smoothly, his hands steady on the reins as his eyes track the path before them. “War’s kept
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