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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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Day 19 -Early Morning
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Golden light streams through the farmhouse shutters, igniting the room with amber hues. Chrissy stirs beneath the blankets, stretching lazily as the warmth envelops her. She blinks away sleep, her gaze shifting to Lysandra, who remains curled up in her bedroll, her breathing deep and steady.

Chrissy sits up, running a hand through her tousled hair, her muscles relishing the slow wake-up. The room hums with the soft rustling of leaves outside and the distant trill of birds greeting the day. A faint smile tugs at her lips—moments like these are fleeting and cherished.

Spotting the faint orange glow of last night’s embers, Chrissy steps lightly toward the hearth. She carefully selects a handful of sticks from the woodpile, arranging them methodically atop the coals. With a gentle exhale, she fans the embers, encouraging the fire to spring to life. Flames curl around the dry wood, crackling softly as warmth gradually spreads through the room. Chrissy pauses for a moment, letting the soothing sounds of the fire and the calm of the early morning wash over her.

Driven by purpose, she turns to her pack, kneeling on the floor to sort through its contents. Each item is handled with care, the essentials separated from the rest. Tools and supplies she doesn’t need for the road are set aside for Lysandra and Jarlam to trade or use.

Outside, the world stirs awake. The lowing of cattle mingles with the soft rustle of the trees as a breeze dances through the branches. Sunlight filters through the greenery, dappling the ground with shifting patterns. Chrissy’s focus sharpens, but her thoughts drift to her metal companion.

“Morning, Seik’si. Are you well?” she asks silently, her hand resting on the jar of oil.

“Good morning,” Seik’si replies warmly through their mental link. “I am. And you?”

“I’m fine. Do you need any oil?” Chrissy lifts the jar, inspecting it thoughtfully.

“No, I’m still running smoothly. I should be fine for a while,” Seik’si assures her. “When are we leaving?”

“After breakfast,” she responds, setting the jar aside.

“Good,” Seik’si remarks with eagerness. “It will feel great to stretch my legs.”

Chrissy chuckles softly. “Yes, it will.” She glances at the spread of items around her, pondering whether they’ll fit back into her pack.

Behind her, Lysandra stirs, her movements sluggish. She props herself up on one elbow, her sleep-heavy gaze landing on Chrissy near the fire. “What’re you doing?” she asks, her voice thick with grogginess.

Chrissy glances up, a playful glint in her eyes. “Just sorting. Some of this will be more useful to you here than with me,” she explains, gesturing to the small pile of supplies.

Lysandra’s brow quirks slightly, a flicker of concern flashing across her face. “How am I supposed to trade those if I’m stuck here on the farm?” she challenges, sitting up fully, her tone sharper now.

"I was thinking Jarlam could haul some supplies to Mark Hall for trading," Chrissy says, her voice steady as she stacks items neatly. "Meanwhile, you could hitch up a cart with a couple of horses and gather food and supplies from Ronick Stead."

Lysandra pauses, her fingers idly tracing the strap of her pack. "Could I go to Wyvern Keep instead?" she asks cautiously, her voice dipping as though testing the waters.

Chrissy looks up, her gaze sharpening at Lysandra’s nervousness. "That call’s yours," she replies, shrugging slightly as she continues rifling through gear.

"Wyvern Keep, then," Lysandra decides, her words firmer now, though the corner of her mouth twitches with unease.

"Fine." Chrissy grabs a breastplate and sets it in the pile with a decisive thud. "But when I get back, I plan on meeting the neighbors."

Lysandra kneels near the fire, rubbing her hands briskly together. "Why bother?" she asks, her curiosity breaking through the tension.

"Better to befriend them than fight them," Chrissy explains, her hands moving deftly to condense the supplies into a more manageable load. She pauses, pulling out two axes and a bundle of firewood. "Why’re these in here?"

"Rain. Figured they’d come in handy," Lysandra says with a casual shrug.

Chrissy’s nod turns to a bemused expression as she pulls out three pairs of men’s underwear. "And these?"

"They’re clean," Lysandra answers flatly, unfazed by the scrutiny.

Chrissy huffs a laugh, tossing the underwear back at her. "Stick to useful stuff. Unless you’re planning to gift them to someone."

"Practicality first." Lysandra grins, catching them mid-air. "You might want to keep some of the other clothes, though. Unless you’re aiming to ruin your favorite tunic."

Chrissy snickers, giving a mock sigh of surrender as she continues sorting. Her fingers curl around the haft of a steel war axe, its metal vibrating faintly with an unusual warmth. She holds it up for Lysandra to see. "What about this? Feels like there’s magic in it."

"Probably is," Lysandra remarks, leaning closer. "Nobles or clergy might pay well for enchanted gear like that. Mind if I take one for myself?"

"Take what you need. You’ve got to keep yourself alive too." Chrissy’s smile softens as she watches Lysandra pick through the weapons, testing their balance with swift, precise movements.

Chrissy digs deeper into the pile and freezes, pulling out a smooth ceramic object. Her lips curl into a mischievous smirk. "Wait a minute. Is this...?"

Lysandra’s hand shoots out, snatching the object quickly. "Mine."

Chrissy laughs, shaking her head. "Thadmor not keeping you company enough?"

"It’s for when he’s busy," Lysandra fires back, tucking it into her pack with no hint of embarrassment.

Chrissy chuckles, raising her hands in mock surrender. "Just promise me that thing stays hidden when I’m around."

"Deal," Lysandra quips, her tone light but her eyes flicker to seriousness. She picks up a smaller sword, giving it a testing swing. Its balance earns
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