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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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Book 9- Over the hills and through Hell we go
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Day 16 Early Morning
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The rhythmic clatter of hooves against the cobblestone road echoes around them, the steady sound filling the air as the horses’ steps beat in time. The overgrown path beneath their hooves gradually gives way to the natural chaos of trees and undergrowth as Chrissy and Lysandra guide their horses off the road and into the dense embrace of the forest. The once-structured cobblestones are soon replaced by the uneven earth of a winding trail, snaking its way upward through the thickening woods.

The day hums with a serene ambiance, birds calling softly from the canopy, the sun filtering through the leaves in patches of light. The horses step carefully, their hooves crunching through the underbrush, as Chrissy and Lysandra ride in companionable silence, the wilderness around them.

After a while, Lysandra finally breaks the silence, her voice calm and steady, cutting through the stillness. “You did the right thing.”

Chrissy gently tugs the reins, bringing her grey horse to a smooth halt as they reach the babbling stream. The clear, cool waters shimmer in the sunlight, a tranquil contrast to the rugged landscape around them. “What do you mean?” Chrissy asks, her voice soft but curious.

Lysandra nudges her painted horse closer, allowing it to dip its head to drink from the stream. Her tone remains even, steady, as she looks toward Chrissy. “You're not the only one who can take care of others.”

Confusion flashes across Chrissy's face as she slides down from her horse with a slight wince, stretching her legs after the long ride. “Huh?” she asks, her voice carrying a note of uncertainty.

Lysandra turns her horse to face Chrissy, her eyes reflecting understanding and a quiet support. “Leaving Michael with Jarlam was a good choice. It’s okay to rely on others sometimes. We’re in this together, after all.”

Chrissy exhales deeply, glancing back down the trail, her concern for Michael still lingering in her gaze. “I know it’s hard to leave him, but I must get to Seik’si. I feel like he’s in danger, even though he hasn’t said it. I can sense it. But you’re right... I don’t like leaving a sick boy with a man I barely know,” she admits, her voice heavy with reluctance.

Lysandra offers a reassuring smile, her hands gently guiding her horse closer to Chrissy’s. “Jarlam’s been running the wagon with his father for years. I’ve never heard anyone speak ill of him or his family. He’s reliable, Chrissy. He’s one of the few who can travel all over the keeps without issue—well, other than bandits, wildlife, and now dragons,” she adds, her tone light, trying to ease Chrissy’s tension.

A flicker of relief passes across Chrissy’s face. “That’s good to know. And it does take some of the worry off me.” She inhales deeply, her eyes narrowing as her gaze shifts back to the trail ahead. Her resolve to reach Seik’si hardens, despite the gnawing worry for Michael.

Lysandra glances toward the distant horizon, her expression unreadable, but a spark of curiosity in her eyes. “Speaking of knowing, what do you know about where we’re going?” she asks, her voice soft yet expectant.

Chrissy adjusts her saddle with swift efficiency, her movements sharp and practiced as she swings back into the saddle. She settles herself, casting a quick, assessing glance at Lysandra. "Well, I’m not entirely certain of the distance, but I do know we’re headed toward a cannibalistic tribe. But I don’t think that will be the worst part. You see, there are these three mysterious women who seem part bird," she explains, her voice steady despite the weight of the revelation.

Lysandra's eyes widen, disbelief flashing across her face. "What?! You mean we’ll be facing the Pharcry and their Skrikande priestesses?" she exclaims, her voice rising with a mix of shock and apprehension.

Now seated firmly atop her mount, Chrissy expertly guides her horse across the stream where the horses had just quenched their thirst. She offers a pragmatic suggestion, her voice calm and composed. "You always have the option to turn back."

"No!" Lysandra snaps, her voice resolute as she tightens her grip on the reins. "I won’t let you face them alone."

Chrissy gives a resigned shake of her head, acknowledging the gravity of their challenge. "It’s still not ideal odds," she murmurs, her tone a mix of determination and reluctance.

Lysandra's expression tightens as she contemplates their daunting task. "Do you have any inkling of how we’re going to handle them?" she asks, her voice low but edged with curiosity.

"A frontal attack is out of the question," Chrissy explains, her eyes sharp and calculating as she ducks under a low-hanging branch, guiding her horse carefully through the dense foliage. "The Pharcry have booby traps set up, and their archers have a clear line of sight. They’d pick us off before we even got close."

Lysandra follows closely behind, her horse mirroring Chrissy’s movements as they skillfully navigate the forest, avoiding the obstacles in their path. She glances up at Chrissy, a question in her voice. "How high are their positions?"

Chrissy points toward a nearby elevated vantage point, her gesture swift and confident. "If we circle around this area," she suggests, "we could gain a strategic advantage and snipe them from above. It'll give us the element of surprise and a clear shot at their vulnerable spots."

They continue their journey, pushing their horses to climb the steep mountainside. The ground beneath them shifts with every step—loose rocks teeter dangerously, threatening to give way beneath their feet. But Chrissy leads the way with careful precision, guiding her horse through the treacherous ascent. After what feels like an eternity, they finally reach a relatively flat area.

The ground levels out enough for them to dismount, and Chrissy expertly secures her horse to an old
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