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Flint came home from the graveyard knowing that her life was finally going to change. Her father’s death set things in motion that had been stagnant for far too long. The house was somber with the whispered condolences of her neighbors. She laid out a meal for them taken from the winter stores that she had spent the summer putting up. She could be generous because she knew she wouldn’t need them. There was no reason to stay here anymore.

Only four of her six brothers were present. Steel, the oldest, was a soldier for the King and too far away to return for something as paltry as the death of a father who had disowned him. Flint had sent Steel a warning as soon as she saw her father’s spirit fire dim. Her brother understood what was about to happen. A few weeks later, a bundle of sturdy woolen cloth arrived for her with a handful of silvers hidden inside. She hadn’t seen Steel in years. It was more than she’d expected and a kindness that lightened her burdens.

Granite, the other missing brother, was in the lockup again, probably for another bar fight. He’d been given that name in the hopes that he would be persistent. Instead, he was stubborn and blockheaded. She knew he cared even less than Steel about their father, but she’d have to find him.

“I’m sorry to intrude at a time like this,” said a stocky man in threadbare clothes.

Flint knew he wasn’t the least bit sorry and wondered if he’d had to borrow those clothes to present such an impoverished aspect. “Good day, Mortar,” she said civilly.

“I’m wondering about the bills.”

She knew this was coming. Her father owned money to a lot of people. “I promised you’d be paid. It’ll take a bit of time to sort it all out, but everyone will be paid.”

He scrutinized her with a sour look. She held her head high. There was nothing for her to be ashamed of. The debts weren’t hers. But she had promised everyone in town that they would be paid. Mortar finally came to the conclusion that pestering wouldn’t advance his cause and slunk away. She let out a soft breath of relief.

Her other brothers stood awkwardly by the hearth, heads hanging, brows furrowed. Not a one of them mourned. Their father had been a hard man, unfair and selfish. It was a relief that he had finally passed, and yet it was still hard to lose a parent. He had been a larger-than-life figure, ordering her about for her entire life. She would miss him in a fashion, but she didn’t mourn him either.

Coal glanced at her. She knew he’d be the first to speak. “What do you need?” he asked. Second oldest son and seventeen years her elder. He still treated her like a child when she’d already passed marrying age, but she knew it was out of love and forgave him.

“Can you handle the sale of the farm?” she asked, knowing it was a burden. Coal was a blacksmith in a town on the western edge of the barrens. It was a good three-day ride to come back here.

Coal shrugged. “You think he’ll sell it?”

In a fit of pique, their father had disowned Clay, the oldest, and left everything to Granite, his fifth son. Flint thought it was because with his drinking and fighting, that was the son most like their father. “He’ll want the coin more than the land.” She knew in her heart that he would never come back here. Granite wouldn’t know what to do with the land. The house would fall down and the fields go to weeds unless someone else made things happen. 

Her brawny brother fidgeted, dropping his eyes away from her. “Who will ask him?”

“I will.” Flint was the only family member that could talk to Granite without putting him into a fury. She’d been thinking about the proper phrasing since the moment her father’s health had started to fail. She’d asked around and found a buyer for the land. When her father became bedridden, she’d sent the livestock to her brothers Clay and Basalt. They had a farm of their own up north near the Icy River. None of her neighbors questioned it. A sick man couldn’t take care of his animals. She still had her brother Marl at home, but his heart wasn’t in it. He was another one that shouldn’t be forced to work the land. He was across the room speaking with the Servants of the Lady of Shadows. She knew that when they left, Marl would go with them. 

“I don’t need any of it,” Coal said, bringing her back to the issue at hand.

“Nor do we,” Clay said, joining the conversation.

Basalt made a face. He never could keep his emotions hidden. “You gave us the animals, I guess that’s fair.”

“It’s more than fair,” Clay snapped at him. “How much do you think someone would pay for this place?”

Flint stepped between them. “Most of it’ll go to pay Pa’s debts.”

Basalt grunted his understanding. He was almost as hard-headed as Granite but had a much sweeter nature. Flint knew that he was thinking of his betrothed and the house that they were building. 

As soon as the conversation had started, the rest of the neighbors had slipped away. It was just family now. Flint sent her brothers to the table while she fetched the parcels she’d made up. They were quiet as she handed them out. For Marl, youngest son but still six years older than she, a warm shirt she’d sown from the fabric Steel had sent. She gave him the things he might need while in service and sent him off to find the Servants.

“Soft-hearted boy,” Basalt grumbled fondly.

“It’s where he belongs,” Flint said. She wasn’t sure when she had become the de facto head of this family. It had come about like an icicle forming from a single drop of water. The day her mother died, that drop had started and even though she was the youngest, she’d taken it all on.

“Not a calling I’d choose for anyone,” Coal mumbled.

“He’s kind and honest,” Flint said. “That’s who I want to hold my hand when I’m dying.”

Her brothers grumbled their agreement uneasily. She wasn’t sure if it was the topic of death in general or her death that had them so discomfited. She knew that she was the only thread left that kept them a family. If she raveled away, they would all trundle along in their separate lives without expending the energy to stay connected.

She gave Coal a shirt also. This one she’d spent a lot of time thinking about. Coal didn’t need money. He was a skilled blacksmith and had built a good business for himself. What he needed was a woman in his life. So she’d made a shirt that showed off his broad shoulders and deep chest. She’d done some fine handwork on the collar and cuffs. The buttons were shiny brass from their father’s old uniform.

Coal recognized them. She could tell by the way his eyes got misty. He was old enough to remember how their father was before the drink turned him dark. Something she’d only heard about, but never experienced for herself. 

“Thank you. This is a fine shirt,” Coal said.

For Basalt and Clay, she gave them the few useful items from the house and all the tools from the shed. “But what about you?” Clay asked. “Don’t you need...,” He waved at the yard unable to finish the sentence.

“I’m leaving,” Flint said. 
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That night, alone in the house for the first time in her life, she felt free. All of her brothers were gone, back to their own lives. She had no one who needed her attention or assistance. From this moment on, her life was her own. A great calm descended on her. She had expected to be afraid but found herself at peace.

The next morning, she packed the few things that she’d set aside for herself. She’d made a warm coat from the rest of the fabric Steel had sent. He’d known that she would need to leave. There was nothing for her in Far Enough. It was a rough town of subsistence farmers and fugitives. She’d never been clear on why her father chose this town to raise his family, but she’d had some suspicions when she found the old army uniform in the bottom of a trunk. The town had gotten its name from a group of cattle thieves who felt they’d traveled beyond the reach of the king’s men. There were only two reasons to be here: you were running from something, or you were born here.

Her plan was fairly simple which made her hope it would work. First, she needed to tell Granite that he’d inherited the farm; then she had to talk him into selling it. The money would pay off Pa’s debts and leave a tidy sum for her brother. She had hopes that he would give her a bit for her trouble. Then she would travel down to the School of Wizards and Weirdlings and ask to be enrolled. Her single knack was too insignificant to get her an acceptance into the College of the Gifted. She’d been tested as a child and labeled a Weirdling, someone who can only do one thing. Her only ability was to put a spell on a rock that could release heat on command. She hadn’t told them about her ability to see a person’s spirit fire because she had been too young to realize that not everyone could, but that wasn’t really a Gift. 

The sun was still low in the east when she closed the front door. Dew sparkled on the remaining plants in her mother’s old herb garden. To the north, the Skytop Mountains rose sharply into the sky. Snow covered two thirds of them. Winter would come early to Far Enough this year. 

“Where are you going?” Mortar stood in the road, hands on hips.

“I have to go see the magistrate about the sale of the farm.” Flint was surprised at how easily the half-lie fell from her lips.

Mortar glared past her as if he was calculating the price of the rundown house and overworked lands. “Who’s going to buy this place?”

“That’s not your concern.”

“If you don’t have a buyer, I don’t get paid,” he stated hotly. “If I don’t get paid, I’ll make sure that everyone in this town that’s waiting on that money places a charge with the sheriff. They’ll find you. Wherever you go, in the all of Haroon, they’ll find you and lock you up.”

“I gave you my word that you would be paid.” Flint kept the heat out of her voice with great difficulty. She didn’t like being called out like this. All of her personal dealings with the merchants in town had been cash transactions. It wasn’t fair that she was saddled with her father’s debts when they actually belonged to Granite now. In a good year, they would have been able to make a profit on the fall harvest, but her father had been too sick to plant that spring. And yet, they still needed the same supplies as any other year.

Mortar snorted with disdain. “As if I would trust that.” He turned on his heel and tromped away.

A snow-kissed breeze from the mountains lifted the hair away from her burning cheek. Far Enough bred suspicion and rancor in the soul which was another reason she needed to leave this parasitic town. She shouldered her pack and headed south. 

The closest real town was Dead Horse. She’d been there a few times with various brothers to buy goods that they couldn’t find in Far Enough. Without the wagon and horses, it would take her all day to walk there. Luckily, this was the best time of year to travel through the High Barrens. A cool breeze coming down from the mountains would hold off the searing heat of the desert, but she carried extra water, all the same. By the time she stopped for her midday meal she was wishing for a horse. It was a long dusty walk and barely half done.

The sun had set in a clear sky long before she reached the town. The warmth of the day drained away quickly into the dry desert air. She had to stop to pull out her new coat. Footsore and cranky, she arrived at the inn where she’d planned to stay, only to find it full. That was the first wrinkle to her plans.

She might be old enough to be married, but she wasn’t so old that wandering around the town after dark was a good idea. Growing up in Far Enough had educated her to the rougher side of life. Having six brothers had taught her how men behaved. Dead Horse wasn’t a large town, but it did have four inns. She considered the attributes of each and ranked them from good to bad. Head high, she stepped out confidently for the next one on her list. 

As far as plans went, hers failed miserably. She clomped across the creaking porch of the last inn with a sinking feeling. The common room was filled with the type of men even her brothers avoided. Except maybe Granite. She needed a minute to think but didn’t want to stand there on display. She had the ability to see a person’s spirit fire, as had her mother, who taught her how to judge a man at a glance. All people had spirit fires, wizards had a color to their fire, weirdlings sometimes a sound, but the Gifted had volume. That was what she saw right now. There was a man by the hearth with a spirit fire that had the weight of an ocean to it. He was scowling at the man seated next to him, who looked asleep. The spirit fire in the sleeping man was very low and an unearthly chill emanated from him. 

This might be a perfect opportunity to ingratiate herself into safer company. She hurried over. “Great-man may I offer my gift?” she said softly. The man wore no insignia of the College of the Gifted and might want that kept a secret. She wasn’t stupid enough to call attention to a Gifted traveling in disguise.

He looked at her with piercing eyes the gray of thunderheads. “What are you little girl?”

Flint clamped down on the anger that flushed through her at his question. “A weirdling, Great-man. I can offer hot stones for your...friend.” She refused to cower before him despite feeling the crushing intensity of his power.

A bushy eyebrow quirked at her offer. She realized how foolish it must have sounded. She pulled a stone from her pocket and spoke the release word. It heated in her hand as she held it out for the Gifted’s inspection. Her cheeks began to heat as well. This was not well thought out. Why would a Gifted need her meager assistance?

He took the stone from her hand. “Pure earth-energy,” he mumbled.

She was about to tell him it was just a simple spell her mother had taught her, but those eyes froze the words on her tongue.

“It might help.” He looked past her. She followed his gaze to a man with facial tattoos, dressed in the leathers of a Gray Plainsman. He in turn nudged another man who appeared to be half-Sylph despite also looking like a Plainsman. That was another surprise. She didn’t think that Sylphs would couple with other than their own kind, but that was what his spirit fire told her.

A nod and a few coins to the innkeeper later, she found herself at the foot of a bed putting spells on rocks. The half-Sylph brought a sack full of them and when she finished, he brought another. She had offered her puny skills to a great master and wondered if he would burn her out in spite. Halfway through the second sack, she could feel her own spirit fire flickering. She’d never tried to do anything like this before. But as she watched, the unearthly cold in the man receded as his spirit fire fed on the warmth of her rocks. They were drained in a short time and though she tried, she couldn’t re-spell them. 

Holding them in her hand, she could feel the wrongness in them. In fact, it was hard to hold them. That unhealthy cold seeped out of them as if it sought to steal the warmth of her own heart. She dropped them with a clatter that sounded much too loud in the silent room. “These are evil.”

“Why do you say that, child?”

“I am of marrying age,” she snapped. “And my name is Flint.”

He blinked those storm cloud eyes at her. “I am Ludwyn. Why do you say that these are evil?”

“Because they want to steal my...” but she had no words. Warmth? That didn’t explain it. “My heart’s heat?”

“An interesting observation. What you feel is energy from another plane.” He gestured to the cold man. “Godwyn was drawn in while closing a rift.”

She felt the words twist inside of her. That man had touched one of the other nine planes of the Keersaket. Her world of Haroon was just one of them. A long time ago the Gifted had traveled to all of them. Until something went wrong. Bad things came into this world. Now no one traveled out, and the Gifted that were Dwyner’s Guides were tasked with keeping the gates closed, but sometimes things tried to create their own entrance to this world resulting in a rift.

Ludwyn held up the rock that she had dropped. “Earth-energy from our world seeps into him, and the wrong energy is forced out.” He closed his fist, squeezing the stone. A flash of blue light illuminated the bones in his hand, and then that hand was empty. 

She felt the lessening of the cold. 

“The Great God Dwyner has gifted me with weather skills which are useless for this task. Your little trick is quicker than summoning another Guide,” he explained. She wouldn’t have asked, but was grateful that he had shared that much.

The half-Sylph brought her another sack of rocks. She put her heart and mind into the spelling, knowing that Godwyn might die without her small talent. A small voice in the back of her mind wondered why the great god Dwyner didn’t just give Ludwyn the ability to work with earth-energy, so that Godwyn could be saved. This kind of illness was surely something even the Hands of Bhanur couldn’t heal. 

Her mother had told her it was a simple spell. Flint said the words and thought of the summer’s sun warming the earth, and it worked every time. She didn’t need to ask a god for any help the way the other Gifted did. It was a spell or a knack, not a Gift. Once her knack had been known, her father had set a price on it. Every winter she had spelled pebbles for herdsmen’s pockets and larger rocks for people too poor to buy wood for the winter. She was aware that for some people, her rocks were essential for survival in that brutal place. Her father had known that also and charged crazy prices. She smiled with satisfaction thinking that he’d be furious at her for giving it away. 

It was getting harder and harder to spell each rock. The coldness in the room pressed on her mercilessly, as if it knew that she was forcing it away. She regretted missing her dinner. The floorboards felt rough through the thick fabric of her trousers and her muscles were starting to cramp. No matter how hard she narrowed her focus to the work at hand, she could feel her energy leaking away.

A warm flush ran through her. She felt a big hand on her shoulder and realized that Ludwyn was giving her some of his life-energy. She was too surprised to speak. Obviously, he needed the rocks, so she focused on the next and the next and the next.
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Flint woke on a pallet in the corner of an empty room, covered by her own coat. The Guide and his people were gone, and so were her rocks. She quickly located her pack to double check that she hadn’t lost anything. Not that she would ever consider that a Gifted would steal from someone as lowly as she, but this had been a rather unusual encounter. She only relaxed when she was sure that everything was where it should be.

It was then that she noticed the tray on the table by the hearth. Someone had left her a hearty breakfast. She ate half the food and packed the rest then refilled her water bottles from the pitcher on the tray. When she picked up her coat from the pallet, something fell with a solid thud. A small leather pouch had tumbled out of the pocket. She picked it up cautiously. There were plenty of stories told around the fire about dubious gifts from Gifteds. She unknotted the pouch to tip the contents onto her palm. Coins. Lots of different coins from all the realms in the great world.

First, she was thankful for the coins, but then she realized how smart Ludwyn was. He’d given her only small coins. If she’d tried to pay for something with a gold, people would have asked questions about how a snip of a girl from Far Enough had gotten her hands on a gold coin. But he’d left her a lot of small change that all together might equal a couple of golds. That was a greater sum than she would have earned in a week of spelling rocks. She pocketed a handful then hid the pouch deep in her pack with the coins that Steel had sent her.

Rested and fed, she headed out with only one longing glance backwards. Last night had been the strangest encounter she’d ever had. If there had been more time, she might have asked the Plainsmen about the legendary horses they bred, or asked the other one how he could possibly be half-Sylph. And she especially wanted to ask the Guide who he thought gave her the ability to make hot rocks.

But she had a lot to get done, and the sun was already up. Since she hadn’t had to pay for the room, and in fact had made money last night, she was sure the rest of her trip would go well. But that was before she got to the lockup.

The jail was on the outskirts of town. Not a far walk, but not a pleasant one either. She passed a tannery, a slaughterhouse and the scorching heat of the kilns of a brickworks before the sturdy building came into view. It was surrounded by a high brick wall that blocked the view of the interior. A pair of guards watched her approach with an interest that sent a chill up her spine. She needed to be a little cagey with these two. She’d already spoken with the sheriff in Far Enough about what would be needed. That gave her an idea.

“Has the warden arrived?” she asked blithely.

“What would you be needing him for?”

“I’ve legal documents that need to be witnessed and sealed.” She had no idea if the warden would actually see her, but it didn’t hurt to appear confident.

The guards eyed one another. One shrugged at the other and opened the sally door in the huge gate for her. He gestured her in.

Flint stepped through into pure hell. The stench of sewage and disease made her wish she’d skipped her breakfast. The center of the courtyard had a pit of sludge. Trenches ran down into it from gutters along an interior wall. She could tell from the small, high windows that cells ran along all three walls. A door opened to her right, and she hurried away from the fumes.

Another guard led her down a narrow hallway and up a flight of stairs to an office. Every step along the way she shed some of the odor, but she had a sinking feeling that the smell had seeped into her clothing.

The warden was an older man, well dressed and well groomed. He scowled at her, but his words were polite. “What brings you to the jail, good-woman?”

She couldn’t curtsey because she was wearing trousers, so she gave him a slight bow. “I’ve come about my brother, good-man.”

“You’re going to give me some sad story about needing him on the farm,” he grumbled.

Flint huffed a soft chuckle. “Nay. He was never one for the farm, but I do need to speak with him about family business.”

The warden’s scowl lightened just a bit. “Name?”

“Granite.”

He shuffled through a stack of papers. “Granite of Far Enough?”

“Aye, sir,” she said politely, but privately doubted they had many others with that name.

It took a lot of grumbling and scribbling before he looked up at her and named a price. 

“Is that just to speak with him?” she asked.

“Nay. He’s done half his time. That’ll free him.”

Flint pulled out her purse and laid coins on the desk one at a time, adding them in her head. After her meager purse had been emptied out, it still wasn’t enough. That required getting the hidden pouch out of her pack. Buying Granite’s freedom would certainly sweeten his temper and hopefully coax him towards agreeing to her plan. It cost almost all of the Guide’s coins, but she hoped it would be worth it. She couldn’t imagine how awful it would be to have to spend any time in this place. He had to be grateful to her for his release.

Another guard took her to a different door. Apparently people leaving didn’t have to go through the cesspit. He left Flint to wait in an echoing anteroom lined with benches. The stone floor was scuffed, and the plaster walls were patched. It was a dismal place on the outskirts of hell, but her spirits rose. She’d done Granite a good deed today. Surely that would make him more cooperative. He would sign the documents giving Coal permission to sell the farm and pay off the debts. Then she could drop the papers off with Coal on her way to Stone Bridge and the School. With good weather, she’d be there by the end of the week.

The inner door banged open and two guards hustled through dragging a ragged old man. 

“This one’s for you good-woman,” the guard said when she didn’t react.

“No, I’m waiting for Granite.”

“This is him.” They dropped him onto the stone.

She stepped closer to examine him. His skin was almost the same worn gray as the tatters of his clothing. He was beyond thin, his face almost skull-like, and he stunk of filth. But the blue eyes that looked up at her in confusion were familiar.

The door slammed shut behind the guards leaving her alone with Granite. He was so weak that he couldn’t stand. And her plans crashed into failure once again.
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Flint returned to the inn hoping that her chances of finding a room were better this early in the day. She’d paid a man from the brickyard to cart her brother over in his wheelbarrow. A silver got her a smaller room behind the stairs near the kitchen. It would be loud, but she didn’t think her brother would even notice.

She had to spend more coins on hot water to bathe him, new clothes, a warm coat, ointments and bandages. He was in very bad shape. His feet were cracked and swollen with infection. His spirit fire flickered weakly. She wondered how long he had been in that prison. He had left home years ago. From time to time. rumors and gossip of his fighting and drinking filtered into the farm. He was constantly in trouble, in and out of the lock-ups in all the towns within a day’s ride. She searched her memory for a hint, a casual word from any of her brothers that Granite had been arrested for a serious crime but came up short.

All her plans lay in the dust. Granite was dying. There was nothing for it, but to take him to the Hands of Bhanur in Ledge. And the only way she would get him there was in a cart.

With a sinking heart, she dug out more of Steel’s coins. These were supposed to have been for her room and board in Stone Bridge while she studied at the school. Instead, she went to the livery stable and asked about a horse and cart. The stable master sent her to a house at the edge of town. They sent her on to a shack out of town. There she found a broken-down cart and an old mare to match.

She walked around them both examining them with a careful eye. The cart had a solid wheelbase but needed some repairs. The mare was younger than she looked but had been used harshly. She bartered down the price and demanded the tack be thrown in for free.

“What’s her name?” she asked the owner.

He shrugged. “Why name an old nag like that?” He eyed the coins she’d placed in his palm. “Luck,” he grumbled before shuffling back into his shack.

Flint ran her hands over the mare. She was underfed and overworked, but strong despite the ill treatment. Her spirit fire was hot. “Persistence,” she murmured and got an ear flick of acknowledgement. 

The horse stood patiently as she hooked up the decrepit cart. Then they walked back to the livery.

Flint gave away more coins for good feed and stabling for the night. She borrowed some brushes to curry Persistence. 

The stablemaster brought over a bucket of oats, taking a look at the animal. “What happened here?” He scowled at her, pointing to welts along the mare’s withers.

“I just bought her,” Flint said as she continued to groom Persistence. “Previous owner didn’t take very good care of her.”

His expression softened. “I’ve got some liniment.”

“I’d appreciate that,” she said.

When Flint was still young, her mother had taught her how to stoke a spirit fire in an animal through gentle grooming. It wasn’t something she realized might be a Gift until after her testing by the Gifteds. But she was pretty sure that it was just another knack, not really a Gift. And she didn’t have to ask for help from a god to do it. Over the years, it had helped her family keep the farm going. They could buy poorly livestock and know that she and her mother could nurse them along to robust health. So she continued to brush the mare’s dull coat, finding that she was a lovely dappled gray underneath the layer of dust, while she stoked her spirit fire.

Persistence was more interested in the oats. Flint left her with plenty of hay and fresh water. She borrowed a hammer and knocked the cart into better shape. Then she went back to the inn to spoon feed her brother. She hoped that good food and sleep would bring them all into better shape in the morning.
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The next day dawned gray and drizzly. Not an auspicious start for the long walk to Ledge. She had to hand out a couple of coppers to get the barman and kitchen boy to help her load Granite into the cart. Persistence seemed eager to go, but she was still looking rough.

They walked out of town watched by more eyes than she liked. Coming from Far Enough had taught her to prefer anonymity. The only people that watched like that were planning something, like robbery. But if they had watched her well enough, they’d know she had nothing worth stealing. 

The barman said that Ledge was a two day walk or a one day ride, so she split the difference and planned on a day and a half. The road was rocky, barely a scrape in the dust-dry earth of the desert. She took a lot of breaks letting Persistence graze on the thin-leaved vegetation along the side of the road and giving Granite small bites of food. After the insignificant progress of the first two hours, she wondered if she should double the estimate to four days instead.

She hadn’t been this far from home before and tried to conjure up any memories of her brothers’ travels. The High Barrens was mostly desert, but there were some canyons with surprising microclimates. As she led the horse and cart up into the stony hills, she planned out what might be needed in a worst-case scenario. She’d brought a lot of water and had extra food if she counted the preserved rations she’d put aside for her journey to school. She had clothes for all weather, a couple of blankets and a waterproof tarp if they actually got some rain. Unless she broke an axle, or the mare went lame, she’d be all right.

Ledge was supposed to be on the edge of the Great Canyon. As she traveled, she kept an eye on the eastern horizon, hoping to catch a glimpse of the far cliff walls of that great slash in the ground. Her brothers had mentioned seeing it. It was said to be deeper than the tallest building in Obsidian, the King’s capital, and wider than the widest river in all of Haroon. She looked forward to seeing something that spectacular.

Persistence needed more breaks as the road got steeper. When they came across a flat area, late in the afternoon, Flint called it a day. A cliff wall blocked the wind, and a tumble of boulders on the opposite side reflected the heat of the setting sun. Protected and almost flat, it made a perfect campsite. She left Granite sleeping in the cart while she scouted a patch of greenery for Persistence to graze. There was even a tiny trickle of water oozing out of the cliff wall into a time-worn basin where she could refill her bottles. She made an offering to the elementals and any local spirits before even touching the water. Then she carefully listened to the wind before setting the horse to graze on some shrubby plants. There was no tingle or buzz that she associated with the presence of elementals, but that was no reason to be rude.

The sun went down behind the cliffs earlier than she’d expected. She was glad she’d made camp already as the sudden dark of the desert crept around her. She cooked up some stew, which she thinned into gruel for her brother. He barely took a few mouthfuls before sliding back into sleep. His spirit fire had stabilized but at such a low level, she worried about him. He lay slack-limbed in a sleep so deep that she had to listen to make sure he was still breathing.

“We’ll be there tomorrow, I promise,” she said, knowing he wouldn’t hear her. “They’ll get you well.” She shivered in the chilly air, hoping she hadn’t told a lie.

Tired as she was, she still took some time to tend to Persistence. Flint brushed her down using the healing technique. Considering today’s trail, she expected they’d need every advantage they could get tomorrow. Her mare seemed to appreciate the effort. When she was done, Flint stretched a few times as she tidied up the camp. She knew from experience that new activity would make her ache in the morning. Every spring when she started up chores that she hadn’t done around the farm all winter, she got sore muscles. The ground was hard and stony, so she joined Granite on the cart, glad of the warmth of sharing double blankets.

Morning was as late in coming as night had been early. The sky was pearl gray when she opened her eyes, but her camp was still in deep shadow. She made a quick breakfast of dinner’s leftovers. Persistence was looking better for her rest and went into the harness willingly. Granite mumbled and groaned in his sleep when she tried to wake him for a meal, so she gave up after awhile.

The clouds from yesterday blew apart by midmorning letting the sun burn off the bit of fog that lingered in the low areas. The road to Ledge looked empty. Heat shimmers danced in distance warning her of a long, hot walk.

Flint had once considered applying to the Hands of Bhanur as an apprentice because of her knack for healing animals. Her father had scolded her, saying that the Hands did not heal animals, and that she should not bother them with such foolishness. In truth, she had only met one Hand, and that was when her mother was dying. A fever had swept through Far Enough taking so many people that the Hands were making visits together with the Servants of the Lady of Shadows. It was a bad time that she didn’t remember clearly.

She started her walk with a little anxiety that morning. According to all she knew, the Hands would take in anyone who needed them. A small part of her started to fret about what would happen if they refused her. Granite was too sick to travel much further. And despite Persistence’s willingness, Flint didn’t think the horse could handle more either. Sometimes when people said that all were welcome, they actually meant all rich people. She didn’t have many coins left and worried that she wouldn’t have enough to buy supplies for the journey to Stone Bridge. If she had to pay for Granite’s care, she might be able to work it off. But that would be another delay before she could head to the school.

The sun climbed through a clear sky making the desert heat up around her. The road became more and more barren. There were no patches of greenery for Persistence to graze. Flint put some water in a pan for the mare at midday. She sipped at her bottle wondering how much further the temple was. She’d come so far from the Skytops that the cooling breezes were gone. Her clothes were soaked with sweat. She fashioned a sunshade out of their blankets for Granite and pulled out a floppy old hat for herself.

Another hour of slow climbing brought them up to the top of a mesa. Despite the heat, it was a relief to finally be on level ground again. Flint stopped for Persistence to catch her breath. She looked around, but there wasn’t anything green in sight. No snack for the horse, and very little water left for any of them. The road ran through a narrow cut in massive walls of limestone. She walked the horse to one side where they could rest in the sharp-edged shade.

“I’ll take a look around the corner,” she told Persistence with a pat on her sweaty shoulder. Flint took a long breath before stepping back into the oven-hot sunlight. She could almost feel the dry heat pulling the moisture out of her skin. Mumbling wishes under her breath she wandered down the trail. At a break in the rock walls, the trail turned. She peered around the corner and would have cheered if she hadn’t been so exhausted. The high columns and long porticos of the Temple of the Hands of Bhanur were right there.
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Chapter 6   
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Flint felt like a beggar arriving like this with a sick man in a decrepit cart pulled by a broken-down old horse. Her clothes were covered with dust, and she desperately needed a bath. But she’d barely turned the corner before apprentices in the blue robes of Bhanur came running to help her. The temple loomed above her, huge in the entrance to a narrow box canyon. The towers soared up almost as high as the canyon wall. Clean white stone glowed against the ruddy colors of the natural rock around it. The canyon ended in a solid stone wall just beyond the temple. Rough stair steps had been carved into the rock face climbing up to the sky. It made her dizzy to think about attempting that climb.

The apprentices seemed to be running in all directions, their footsteps whispering against the rock walls. Her vision blurred for a minute, and she had to hang on the Persistence as her head spun. When she looked again, they were taking Granite away on a stretcher. His thin body was covered with a blue sheet. 

A young woman escorted her around the side of the temple to the stables. Outbuildings and a sturdy stable were built into the canyon wall. A courtyard with a kitchen garden, chicken coop and goat pen filled the space between the temple and stable.

“I need to see to my horse,” she said as the young woman tried to take the lead. She was swaying on her feet from exhaustion, but Persistence needed water and food first.

“Do you not think we know how to care for the beasts?” a gruff voice asked her.

She turned to find the speaker and tottered drunkenly.

“Hoy Lass, you’re dead on your feet.” He grabbed her arm to steady her.

Flint focused on the speaker through blurry eyes. Facial tattoos and leathers. “You’re a Plainsman.”

“Aye. I know a thing or two about horses.”

“She’s been treated rough,” Flint said. She coughed some dust out of her throat. “I’ve only had her two days.” Plainsmen were known for their horsemanship. They bred the best horses in the world. She was afraid that he’d think she was responsible for her mare’s condition. “But she’s worked so hard for me. I didn’t know the road was so steep. Or rocky. I’d have bought some hay...” she trailed off, unsure of what more to say.

“I’ll take care of her,” he said.

“She needs a gentle hand,” Flint insisted.

He showed her strong white teeth in a big grin. “I hear you lass.” He patted the mare’s dusty coat. “What do you call her?”

“Persistence.”

He barked a laugh. “I can see why.”

Flint let the apprentice tug her away. She led her into the temple where the temperature dropped significantly. She let out a sigh of relief.

“Bhanur blesses us with cool breezes,” the young woman stated with reverence.

Flint thought it had more to do with building enough doors and windows on the proper angles to catch the prevailing winds but offered no opinion. It wouldn’t do to insult the people that she’d come to ask for favors.

She followed her guide to a long dormitory room. High windows shed light onto a bright room of beds and chairs set up in groups. “This is the family quarters. You stay here while your husband is being treated.”

“My what?” Flint blinked at her in confusion. “Granite is my brother.”

The apprentice bowed. “My apologies,” she said smoothly. Then she showed her the bathing rooms, outhouse and lastly the kitchens. She left her there with a tankard of cool water and a fat cheese sandwich.

She devoured the sandwich and a second tankard of water. Giving her thanks to the cooks, she found her way back to the dormitory. She only meant to lie down for a bit. A bath was in her future, and she was so looking forward to it. But when she opened her eyes, the room was dark. She wandered out into the hall where an apprentice sat at a narrow desk doing copy work.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

“I didn’t mean to sleep so long,” she said sheepishly.

“Your body needed it,” he said simply.

“How is Granite and Persistence?”

“I know the Hands are with your brother. I don’t know about Persistence?”

“My horse.”

“Our stablemaster is a Plainsman,” he said, as if that answered the question. And it probably did.

“Come.” He stood and lifted a wizard’s light lantern. “The cooks always leave something out for any Hands that might be working late.”

“I couldn’t take food that was meant for a Hand,” Flint said in chagrin, although her stomach was rumbling. 

The apprentice chuckled. “There’s always plenty.”

Flint was shocked at the amount of food laid out on a massive sideboard. There were wizard’s shields over each dish to keep the food fresh. The room had small tables and chairs scattered around in a cozy manner. The windows on the far side were dark. “What time is it?” she asked.

“After midnight.” The apprentice helped himself to a biscuit and an apple. “Take whatever you want. There aren’t any critical procedures going on tonight, so I don’t think any of this will be needed.” He opened a cabinet and handed her a wizard’s light lantern. “I need to get back. Can you find your way?”

She stared at the lantern. “Um. Yes.” Back home in Far Enough, a lantern like this would cost a year’s pay. And an apprentice just handed her one as if they grew on trees. She went back to the sideboard and looked at the spread. Full platters graced it from one end to the other. Wizard shields winked merrily over each dish. For a moment, she was overwhelmed by the richness of it all. She felt like she’d stumbled into a duke’s castle.

“You should eat, lass.”

She startled at the voice. It was the Plainsman, and he’d entered the room silently. “I, I’m from Far Enough. I’m not used to this.”

The Plainsman grunted his understanding. “Took me a bit.” He opened a cabinet and took out a bottle. “Ale?” he offered.

“No. Thank you.” She couldn’t stop staring at the blatant display of wealth before her. What would they expect of her?

“They don’t ask for money,” he said as if reading her thoughts.

“But do they expect it?”

“Not of you, lass. If you’d pranced in here in a gilded carriage, they would.” He poured a tankard full and helped himself to a saucer of nuts.”

“How’s Persistence?”

“Resting. She’s got good lines. You named her well. Treat her proper, and she’ll work her heart out for you.”

Flint nodded. She brushed the dust off her tunic, feeling awkward.

“Eat lass. You need it. Then you should sleep again.”

That sounded like sound advice, so she filled a plate with the more mundane items. Once she’d eaten her fill and drunk two more tankards of water, she felt ready to sleep again.
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