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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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A soft but persistent voice tugs at Chrissy, needling its way through the fog of sleep until it finally wins. “Hey... hey... hey, lady.” The words repeat with stubborn patience, close enough that there’s no pretending she didn’t hear them. Chrissy’s eyes crack open, her head pounding dully as she drags herself back toward consciousness.

“Hm... what?” she mutters, blinking against the light and pushing herself up on one elbow.

“You’re in my bed,” a young girl announces flatly, arms crossed in a way that’s far more authoritative than her size warrants. Fiery red hair spills down around her face in unruly waves, and for a split second Chrissy is hit with the sharp, uncomfortable thought that the girl can’t be much older than Tommy.

“Oh—sorry,” Chrissy says, scrubbing a hand over her face as she sits up the rest of the way. “Lucus said I could crash here.” A yawn sneaks up on her anyway, stretching her jaw until her eyes water.

“That’s okay,” the girl replies with a shrug that says she has already decided the matter. “Lucus is my daddy, and he said I’m supposed to get you up and feed you.” She steps forward and shoves a wooden bowl into Chrissy’s hands with surprising confidence. “Here.”

Chrissy looks down at the bowl, steam curling up into her face. Oatmeal. Thick, warm, and blessedly real. The heat seeps into her palms, grounding her more effectively than sleep ever does.

“My name’s Lynn,” the girl adds, watching her closely now, clearly expecting something in return.

“Hi, Lynn. I’m Chrissy,” she says, offering a small smile before another thought snaps into place. Her eyes lift immediately, scanning the room. “Hey—where’s Ronnina?”

Lynn’s face brightens at the name, the question clearly a happy one. “Oh! She went with Genny last night,” she says easily. “Daddy said Genny took her home so she could sleep proper. She’s my friend now.” There’s a note of simple excitement there, the uncomplicated joy of a kid who’s glad to have someone to play with again, without the faintest understanding of what Ronnina lost to get here.

Chrissy nods slowly, relief loosening something tight in her chest. “Good,” she murmurs. “I’m glad she wasn’t alone.”

Lynn bobs her head, satisfied, then gestures toward the far side of the room. “Daddy wants to see you when you’re ready. He said let Hadvin sleep, though. He was up half the night throwing up.” She wrinkles her nose dramatically, grabs a bucket with exaggerated care, and stomps off, muttering under her breath.

Chrissy eats quietly, careful not to make a sound as she glances toward Hadvin. His breathing is steady now, deep and even, the worst of the fever finally broken. He looks better than he did in the cave, better than he had any right to, and that alone should have been enough to settle her.

Instead, the numbers creep in.  I only managed to save two.

The thought lands heavier than the bowl in her hands, sinking straight into her gut. Two out of how many? Two pulled back from the edge, while the rest... The images press in uninvited—still bodies, drained faces, screams cut short in smoke and stone. Her jaw tightens as the familiar spiral starts to drag at her, that ugly voice whispering that it wasn’t enough, that it never is.

She swallows hard, forcing another bite down even though her appetite is gone. Her shoulders slump for a moment, the weight of it pressing in from all sides. Two shouldn’t feel like failure, but it does, and she hates that about herself.

Then she exhales slowly through her nose and stops it there.  No.  She straightens a fraction, eyes lifting back to Hadvin’s chest as it rises and falls, to the warmth of the room, to the simple fact that Ronnina is alive, asleep somewhere safe, with family waiting for her. Two mattered. Two were breathing because she didn’t stop, because she kept moving when it would’ve been easier to quit.

“You don’t get to count ghosts,” she mutters under her breath, more warning than comfort. “You count the living.”

The knot in her chest doesn’t disappear, but it loosens enough for her to breathe again. She finishes the last of the oatmeal, sets the bowl aside, and gathers her things with renewed purpose. There will be time later to feel bad about what she couldn’t change. Right now, there are still people standing, still paths ahead that need walking.

She moves slowly, deliberately, gathering her gear without a sound, careful not to disturb the steady rhythm of Hadvin’s breathing. One last glance confirms he hasn’t stirred, his chest rising and falling in a calm, even cadence. Satisfied, she slips her pack over her shoulder, eases the door open, and steps outside, the cool air meeting her like a quiet challenge. Her spine straightens, her expression settles into resolve, and she closes the door behind her just as softly, already bracing herself for whatever waits beyond.
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Lucus stands near the forge outside the shop, speaking in low tones with a tall, broad-shouldered blonde woman, his hands braced on his hips as he listens. When he spots Chrissy approaching across the packed dirt, he breaks off mid-sentence and turns fully toward her, relief cutting through his weathered features. “Chrissy. I’m glad you’re up,” he says, lifting a hand in greeting before gesturing to the woman beside him. “This is my wife, Saray. Saray, meet the young woman who brought Hadvin back to us.”

Saray doesn’t hesitate. She steps forward and pulls Chrissy into a firm embrace that nearly lifts her off her feet. “Thank you,” she says, her voice thick with relief and gratitude. “Thank you for bringing him home.” Chrissy stiffens for half a heartbeat, caught off guard by the sudden closeness, then something in her chest gives way. She exhales slowly and lets herself lean into it, the warmth of the hug settling into old, hollow places she keeps guarded. For one fragile moment, it feels like safety, like something she lost long ago reaching back for her.

Lucus clears his throat pointedly, a rumbling chuckle following as he shakes his head. “Easy there,” he says, amusement softening his voice. “You’ll crush the lass before she gets her bearings.” He tips his head toward the road. “Aren’t you meant to be back at the inn, Saray? Bread won’t bake itself.”

Saray gasps softly and releases Chrissy at once, smoothing
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