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Prologue
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Mago

As Mago walked slowly down the line of female captives, he contemplated the meaning of mercy. He was a benevolent master. His whores were never beaten. He ensured that they were always well-fed, sheltered, and protected. They were even permitted to drink (as long as they didn't get too drunk to perform) and to appeal to his mistress if they objected to a particular client. Not that she let them out of the task without a good reason, but it was better than they would be treated in most other brothels. 

As he continued his line of travel, he was certain that the trembling, battered, shackled women wouldn't see it that way. They would, after all, still be whores if he chose them, no matter how he treated them. And since the Warlords and any of their warriors who got a hold of spare coin were his primary clientele of late...well, the freshly brutalized women would be unhappy to see such men again.

His sandals squished in the mud, reminding him that the interlude of sunshine caressing his face would not last long in the wet season. Metal quietly clinked as the girl he passed—barely sixteen if he were any judge—trembled with relief. Should she be relieved? He supposed that was also a matter of opinion. Those he didn't choose wouldn't be set free. The best she could hope for was slavery in her own home and her own trade, sending valuable tribute to the Dragon Riders. The worst? Well, at least whores got paid. 

Brightly colored robes swished as he stopped in front of another girl (woman? maybe?). She was pretty, despite the bruises and scrapes. Full chest and hips, but not full in the waist. She was tall, with long, slender legs exposed by her torn linen skirt. Her warm almond skin was light enough to be considered exotic, but her matted, bloodied hair was enough of a rich, tightly curled black to be familiar. She was not the type of girl he could pass by without raising suspicion. 

"This one." He affected an uninterested tone as he pointed at her, continuing his slow march. "Her, too." He gestured to the shorter but likely older girl standing next to her. She had a rounder face but shared enough features that they had to be related. Neither of them could be more than twenty. The shorter one cursed at him and tried to run, earning herself a blow from the warrior-turned-guard who staggered her. He had enough self-control not to flinch as he heard it land. 

He didn't like this method of increasing his harem, or den, or whatever this tribe called a group of women for sale, or more accurately, for rent. When he started, he had only solicited women already working in the trade of flesh. He had enticed them with better conditions and marginally better pay. They had chosen to join him. No, he hated this method. One should have a choice if they were to enter whoredom. But the stronger he forged his ties with the Dragon Riders, the more generosity they showed him. It hadn't taken long for their kindness to escalate from promises to golden trinkets to first pick of female prisoners. No matter his personal opinion of this method, he would not—could not—sever those ties now. Too many people would die without so much as a warning. 

"This one also." He gestured to a strongly built woman of about thirty with skin the color of roasted cocoa beans and equally dark hair twisted in knots. She had probably born children and no doubt had the marks to prove it, but some men liked that. Again, she was too pretty to overlook, and he would treat her better than a slave, whether she believed it or not. 

He finally reached the end of the line of captives, smiling to cover the grimace that the smell of the guard's body odor brought to his face as he spoke his respectful farewells. 

"Come, Gisco," he said when they were just far enough away to not cause offense. "I would like to get back to our own camp before they finish rounding up the children."

Gisco held the chains of the three women in one enormous hand, his other hanging easily by the club tucked into his belt. 

"Yes, master. As would I. Seen it once. Not eager to again."

Mago nodded and kept his eyes forward. He wanted to reassure the women that the club was not for them, but then they might try to run or fight, and that would cause delay. Reassurances would have to come later and would probably be better received if they came from his existing whores, not himself. 

"Mago!" a familiar voice rang out from behind him. Bomilcar.

Damn. There would be no avoiding delay now. He turned toward the voice and saw Bomilcar striding toward him. His helmet was tucked under his arm, and his half-plate reflected the sunlight as a smile stretched across his broad, dark face. The Warlord's son was in an excellent mood. But then, why wouldn't he be?

"Bomilcar, my friend! What can I do for you?" He mirrored the younger man's cruel happiness. 

"I was going to help you get your pick of new girls, but it seems you already did." He chuckled and ran the back of a gauntleted finger down the tall, almond-skinned girl's exposed arm. She whimpered and pulled away, stepping too close to Gisco for him to effectively use his club. Her fear only encouraged the man, and he nearly purred, "Don't cry, beautiful. I'll be gentle."

Mago knew that wasn't true. Bomilcar had never tried to strike the whores, nor did he have any unusual appetites, but he was anything but gentle, often leaving them sore and walking with wide steps the next day. 

"I have already finished, as you see. The victory celebrations do require a bit of planning. I wouldn't want to bore you with such trivial details, but I didn't wish to waste any time. Besides, I'm sure your quartermaster has plans for the women who didn't interest me."

"Oh, indeed. But as you say, I am bored by such trivial details." 

The Warlord's son wanted something else. He still rode the post-conquest excitement and always seemed to find Mago when he sought calm or distraction. Oddly enough, the young man didn't always seek him out for the company of his whores. Sometimes, it appeared that he genuinely wanted a friendship with their master, which suited Mago's purposes just fine, even if it always felt like sharing a table with a snake. 

"Gisco, get these women to Sophonisba to be cleaned up. It seems I have other business."

The hulking eunuch grunted his acknowledgement and led the women away toward their camp. 

They fell into step and Bomilcar unconsciously guided them toward the center of the army's camp. As they weaved among the slaves setting up wood-framed tents and preparing cooking fires, Mago kept silent. He had learned the effect calm silence had on most people and waited until Bomilcar decided to reveal his true reason for seeking him out. 

But Bomilcar was comfortable in the silence; perhaps he had grown so accustomed to time with Mago that he no longer felt the awkward pressure to fill it. Mago listened to the rhythmic thuds of mallets driving stakes into the ground and the soft crunch of the long, matted grass under their feet. Then another sound reached his ears: Crying. Children crying. 

They emerged from the forming alleyway between tents into a large open area with the rapid construction of the Warlord and his family’s tents on one side and a wide, grassy knoll on the other. Mago fought down a jolt of fear. He had been tailing the Dragon Riders' army for months, serving them in their southwestern canyon fortress for at least a year. But the sight of the dragons still gave him the intense urge to run and hide.  

Half a dozen dragons lounged atop the knoll, necks and tails lolling out, all four legs tucked under them like cats, and mighty wings spread across the ground, thick green scales soaking up sunlight after a long day of aerial combat. Mago still marveled that such a large beast could fly. They were as big as elephants, though much leaner. The thick, scaled flesh was only a few shades darker than the grass they lay atop. The gold-plated bridles caught the light and threw it in all directions, giving them a slightly ethereal look, which did nothing to quell the fear they inspired. 

The Warlord, Bostar, sat atop the seventh dragon in the open area, as regal and composed as a king on a throne. Mago supposed that in his own way, he was a king. Kings often started as Warlords who amassed support and power. What was more powerful than a man who had the support of dragons?

Rather than overseeing court, the Warlord watched one of his riders, a daughter by a concubine. Dido examined all of the children of the newly subjugated tribe and sorted them into groups. Each child was forced in front of her, where she stared at them with glassy, unseeing eyes. Then she would instruct the warriors into which group to put them. 

Bomilcar shifted beside him, his greaves clinking as they flexed, but he didn't look away from the spectacle. To look away would be weakness, and the Warlord's eldest son was not weak. Bringing a friend along, though...that would not be seen as weakness. So, that was the purpose he had for seeking out Mago's company.

"What is she looking for?" Mago broke the silence, hoping to exchange honesty for honesty. 

"Something to do with their futures. I don't know. I think she's smoked Gnome shit. But Father wants to cull the dangerous ones."

"She can see their futures?"

Bomilcar chuffed. "She claims to be able to see if they are dangerous to us or not."

"How dangerous can children be?" Mago continued to mirror the other man’s disbelief. 

"Exactly my point, but she objects that they will be someday, and that's what she claims to see in their futures. I think she's just trying to get Father to rely on her more. She's just sorting them at random."

Mago considered that. He couldn't be sure that Bomilcar was correct in his assessment, but none of the other family members were forthcoming. It wasn’t as though he could ask the Blind Seer herself, just in case Bomilcar was wrong, and she could see that he was dangerous to the Dragon Riders. 

"She is her mother's seventh child, is she not?" he asked quietly.

"I suppose so. I don't keep track of how many babies my father's concubines squeeze out." 

"And were they all girls, or a mix?"

"I don't know; most of them are dead. The living ones are all girls, but I still think she's a liar."

"I trust your judgement." Mago bowed his head with the words. Deference was almost always effective at soothing away offense with the Warlord's son. The young man flashed white teeth in a feline grin that quickly fell when his half-sister bowed to the Warlord, indicating she was finished. 

Two of the three groups of captive children were shuffled off to the side of the open area, just a few paces next to where Mago and his companion stood. The third group was kept in front of the Warlord. 

Bostar shouted a command. Mago probably should’ve tried to remember it, but his mind rebelled in that moment. What did it matter anyway? Who else could command fell beasts, let alone dragons? The dragon shifted its feet underneath it, not unlike a cat preparing to pounce. It drew in a great breath, and its chest glowed between its scales. Mago looked away. He was a whore master; he didn't care if they thought him too weak to watch. 

He could turn his eyes but not his other senses, and that was almost worse. The rush of air, the roar of fire, the screams that started and cut sharply off, all these still reached him. Air around him suddenly heated and drew beads of sweat along his dark skin. The acrid, stomach-churning scent of charred flesh, hair, and bone. It was over in an instant, but the memory would linger in his mind. He closed his eyes as terrified shrieks and sobbing started from the children to his right, followed by yelling and blows from their captors to keep them in line before they were herded off to rejoin their parents as captives or vassals.

Mago inwardly renewed his vow to keep this carnage from the shores of the Empire by whatever means necessary. Then he turned to his companion, who, despite being a hardened warrior, looked a bit pallid. 

"Have we met your obligation? Or must we witness the slaves clean away the charred remains?"

"I imagine we have." The young man shrugged. "I don't want to keep you from your trivial preparations, but if I had to watch..."

It was as close to an apology as he could expect. So, he accepted it with false grace and bowed to excuse himself. He hurried to his own camp, just outside of the army's camp but close enough for convenience. His small cluster of tents was already up, and fires were alight. The tempting scent of sheep and various fowl roasting over them was not enough to block out the recent memory of the children's execution. 

Several of his eunuchs climbed into empty carts to gather more supplies from the nearest winehouse. He hailed them and climbed atop the foremost one. It might’ve been a bit odd that a whore master fetched his own wine, but he could always pretend that he simply didn’t trust his eunuchs with that much coin. 

Nearly an hour of bumping roughly against the wooden seat later, he stepped into the winehouse. 

"Picking up, master?" the brewer asked him. 

"Aye. I'll need six barrels, I think, and one or two smaller casks of that imported ale if you have more."

"I do, indeed." The other man's eyes widened at the recognition of the code words. He hoped that the Dragon Riders would move on from this place soon; he didn't need his cover blown because this contact was so obvious. "Will you be wanting me to order more?"

"Yes." 

The winehouse owner nodded briskly and went into the backroom. He gave some instructions to the eunuchs who had followed him in, and they began loading the indicated barrels onto the wagons. When they were occupied, he brought a parchment and quill to Mago, who quickly scribbled his cyphered note. He didn't have much time, but he knew the cypher as well as he knew the common tongue. 

Then he handed it over to the winehouse owner, along with coin, and received back a signed receipt for the wine, which he tucked into the pouch that hung from his belt. "Make sure you dip it in wax to be sure it survives the crossing."

"Yes, yes, of course," was the man’s flustered reply. “Will you be returning soon for another order, master?” 

Gods, he hoped not, but he must be prepared for such an eventuality. “I cannot be certain; my camp will move when my Lord does. As long as you see Dragons in the sky, you can look for my business.” Mago said, then he strode out and back to his waiting cart. 
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Asha

Asha's sword moved so quickly, the swish of air was drowned out by the clangs of her strikes against the post quintain. High, high, low, high again, a simple combination. She had practiced it enough that her arm could have accomplished the task without her mind attending it, which was likely why something was moving in her left periphery. 

Her left arm rose without further thought and she clenched her fist, filling the shield bracelet on her wrist with mana as she did so. The small spherical object that her sister had thrown at her hit the red haze that shimmered in a disc around her torso and exploded back in the direction it had come. Shrieks and giggles pierced her ears as she gagged at the smell of burning mule dung. More mule chips followed the first into the air from several directions. Great Uncle Luca had enlisted at least three of her younger sisters for this surprise attack. 

"Keep striking. That fellow isn't going to stop attacking you just because you’re defending," the grizzled and gray old man scolded in his characteristic monotone. "Quite the opposite, in fact. Situational awareness, lass.”

Asha clenched her sharp jaw and forced an exhale out of her aquiline nose. Tendrils of her auburn hair had pulled free from her braid and tickled the corners of her gray-blue eyes, adding to her distraction. She repeated the combo, keeping her shield arm raised, shifting it slightly to better deflect the dung that still flew at her. 

"Does mother know you let them throw shit?" she said to him as she practiced a feint into a lunge at about throat height. 

"She doesn't, but since she doesn't know you use that word, I say we call it even." He hadn't moved or changed expressions. "Besides, you'll be dealing with far worse training methods where you’re going."

Where she was going... Her sword tip drooped as her heart skipped a beat. 

"Steady on that guard." Great Uncle Luca never missed a thing. 

Finally, the rain of shit stopped. She struck the post quintain again and again, the force of her blows increasing. Her great uncle might have encouraged her five-year-old baby sister to pick up and throw mule droppings, but he wasn't trying to rip her away from her family. 

Asha's shield blazed brighter, and heat rose in her sword hand as she repeated the combo in rapid succession. 

"Enough! Drop that sword in the water barrel before you melt it," the old man shouted at her. He rarely shouted, but lately it seemed that when he did, it was always at her. 

She pulled the mana out of the bracelet, dropping her arm, and complied. The sword hissed, which meant she had ruined the heat treatment. Her uncles and aunts in the family armory would be very annoyed with that. But it was still sword-shaped, so she had caught herself early enough this time. Or rather, he had caught her. 

"Ye can go back and clean up for supper," Great Uncle Luca said to her, then turned to her three youngest sisters. "You three as well. But wash up in the creek before you go to the house." 

"No thanks," she mumbled as she pulled her whip from her belt and walked out into the middle of the dirt training field. 

The old man didn't say anything but came to stand by her left side as she drew small bits of mana and flicked the whip out. Runes woven into the braided leather of the whip channeled her spells and projected them, so she didn't have to worry about melting it. She targeted dirt clods and tufts of grass trying to grow out of the dry, frosty ground with fireballs and tiny explosions. 

"Is the Order's training really that bad?" she asked after a while. 

"Not officially. But it will depend on who your instructors are, and your preceptor. You would be surprised at how much unofficial wrongdoing gets overlooked based on the rank or bloodline of the transgressor." 

"We could just ignore the summons," she said petulantly as she continued to cast. 

"No, we cannot, Asha. You know that or you wouldn't have agreed to go in your sister's stead." When he spoke like that, she remembered that he had once been a commander of an outpost for the Order of Holy Heroes a very long time ago. It wasn't that his voice or words changed, but something in his shoulders or the set of his jaw. 

"We have you, two Seers, an entire armory, and over a hundred of us are full Mages!" She turned on him, letting the whip hang slack. He pivoted slowly and met her eyes. She was a little tall for a woman, around average for a man, but he was a good head taller than her. "We have walls, water, and plenty of food. Our winter stores are nearly gone, but the first spring harvest is near. We would be untouchable here! It would take an army to get Dendra away from us by force!"

"You don't think they would send an army?" His quiet question took the wind out of her. "You think that the Order of Holy Heroes, the richest, most politically powerful order in the entire Empire, would allow us to ignore a summons for a seventh daughter of a seventh daughter of a seventh daughter, by a seventh son no less? And endure the insult that a non-noble family refused their lawful order?" 

"She's only five!" she shouted, as if convincing him would change anything. In her heart, she knew it wouldn't and she couldn't. "She can't even access mana for another two years. Nine until her first Iulru', seven more after that before she is a full Mage. What could they possibly want with a little girl?"

"Seers are rare. A triple-generation Seer, by a Void father." Great Uncle Luca sighed. "I think your baby sister is the only one in existence, Asha. I don't know why they would summon a mere child, but I know that they will not be ignored. And they have the power to enforce their will. If they convince the Emperor that ignoring a summons amounts to an insurrection, even a thousand Mages may not be enough. If we kept them out, what then? Hmm? Make an enemy of the very Empire we owe our allegiance to?" 

Asha's shoulders dropped, and she hung her head. "They were always going to come for her. This is kidnapping!"

The old man squeezed her shoulder with one large hand. "Legally," She snapped her eyes up at his playful tone. "it's not, unfortunately. But perhaps, you can buy her enough time to grow into an adult by going as substitute. It will spoil their fun to have a first daughter instead of a seventh. And they cannot prosecute us for refusing a summons." He clapped her on the back. "You're just getting nervous, lass. You are close to being well-trained." He gave her a rare smile; he usually saved those for his wife, Verna. "And have a good head on you. I think you can hold your own in the mighty Order of Holy Heroes. Besides, you are powerful enough that they won't refuse your service."

"And if they do? Then will we fight them?" she asked as he steered her back toward the family dining hall. 

"I don't think so, but your grandmother has sent inquiries regarding becoming an official order ourselves."

Asha nearly tripped when she heard that. "But I thought the legal strings that came with such protections and exemptions were too great a risk to the family."

"It is, but not greater than being labeled rebels against the crown. That's why it is so imperative that you convince the Order to accept you as substitute." His light brown eyes bore into hers. 

"I understand," she whispered and squared her shoulders. 

"Come on. Better not to let your final family supper get cold." He took the whip, still dragging in the dirt, from her hand and coiled it for her as they walked back to the courtyard. 

***
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Asha strained to read the summons again by the flickering candlelight. It didn't say anything different than it had the night before, or the day before that, or the day before that when it had first arrived. But she had awoken long before dawn; she hadn't thought she would sleep at all. Fortunately, she had, but it had been short-lived. She didn’t have a name for the feeling buzzing in her chest and electrifying her limbs. It wasn’t fear; it wasn’t that intense. Worried? Not quite. She needed to do something, to act, to move. Her urge was to walk out the door and not stop walking until she was at the Capital. 

She couldn't do that. Her family would never let her leave without farewells, gifts, and blessings. Furthermore, she didn't even know the way. It wasn't as easy as 'just head south'. Her uncles—or rather the first cousins once removed who she called uncle because that was too much of a mouthful for daily use—Jetti and Jolli had said something about a river barge for one leg of the trip and danger of pirate raiders along the coast. 

Instead, she rose in the wee hours and made her final preparations. It hadn't taken long for her to dress in her soft linen undergarments, sturdy wool riding habit, and runed leather boots. The runes were simple enough but invaluable. They would protect against small things like snakes or spider bites and ensure solid footing for the wearer. A broken ankle or snake bite had killed more than one relative before their family had learned the value of ‘small’ artifice. But that was before she was born. Most of her maternal line was comprised of natural Mages, with some healer and weather Mages. One great aunt and a few aunts had married Artificers, and the family hadn’t realized the holes in the armor so to speak until they were patched. Her paternal line, she didn't actually know anything about her paternal line, other than her father. 

She drummed her fingers on the small bedside table, frowning again at the parchment summons. Her father was a Void; his type of mana stopped other Mages from being able to use their own. The Order of Holy Heroes was particularly fond of Voids and employed many. Great Uncle Luca was right. It may be suicide to try and take her sister by force with anything less than an army. Yet the threat remained, written between every beautifully scripted line of prose and emphasized by the Imperial seal. The threat of what would come if they had refused to send Dendra. Because the Order had an army, a very powerful one. 

In order to convince the Order to accept her instead, she must think of what to say. Some fine speech to keep that army away from her home. Her thoughts raced and only became more muddled. Sometimes she wished she was a Seer like her mother and grandmother, not a Destructive. Such decisions would be easier if she could see the future. Of course, anytime she had said so, she got either a lecture on accepting who she was as the Gods made her or reminded sternly that that was not how Seer mana worked. Seers didn't see the future exactly; they saw a person's next action or decision and could infer the consequences of it. They could follow that chain into the future, but the further from the present moment they went, the more uncertain it became. Dreams were different. More like warnings, and easier to follow without the conscious mind to get in the way. Still, knowing how the Order's Counsel would react to her words before she said them would help. Not that it mattered. She was a first daughter; only seventh daughters could be Seers. 

Soft footfalls echoed in the halls outside her door. One pair was unmistakably small, Dendra. Probably Mia and Mya with her, avoiding the breakfast preparations. She couldn't see any light around the shutter of her window shut tight against the cold spring nights. But based on how much candle wax had melted since she lit it to pack her saddlebags and bedroll, it was nearly time to go eat. 

Sure enough, the handle on her door turned without knocking or asking permission, and her youngest three sisters entered. Normally, this annoyed her, but today, her heart ached for missing them. She hadn't even left yet. 

Asha tucked the summons in a small pouch on her hip in front of her runed whip, which she wore in the place of a sword on her dominant side. Then she turned on the stool in time to nearly knock her chin on Dendra's forehead as she launched herself into Asha's lap. The ten-year-old twins weren't wearing their characteristic grins. Dendra squeezed her as hard as her tiny arms could manage. 

"You can't be mad about the poo we threw at you," Mya declared. 

"Oh, can't I?" Asha squeezed Dendra back until she giggled. 

"No, because none hit you. 'Sides, you're not allowed to leave mad." Mya crossed her arms triumphantly.

"Well, I guess that is that." Asha chuckled and held Dendra more loosely. Dendra leaned on her. 

"Want help with your hair?" Mia said, holding up a boar's-hair brush. 

Asha nodded, then stood, tossing Dendra onto the bed, who shrieked more in joy than shock. Then she turned around and plucked out the simple braid she had fastened herself. 

She sat in silence while the twins brushed her hair, gathering mana and weaving the spell as they plaited. They had natural and healer mana. Animals and plants responded to them in ways Asha didn't understand. Coaxing hair fibers to grow this way or weave into this shape came easily to them in ways it never did for her. It was a simple enough spell, mostly to keep her hair free of tangles and secure on her head. The spell also kept the hair cleaner and wouldn’t need to be redone as often. Pretty handy when traveling. Sometimes she wondered how Mundanes managed without all the little magic. Tripping on sticks with spiders in their boots and hair in their face, she supposed. The image made her smile. 

Her thoughts drifted back to her father. "Is Father coming today?"

"Of course, he is! Where else would he be, foolish sissy?" Dendra started to jump on the down mattress. 

"Stop that. You'll break it," she snapped, harsher than she meant to. 

Dendra didn't seem to notice, but she did stop. "You're not going to be sleeping in it, so what if I do?" 

"Someone else might. Besides, I won't be gone forever." She hoped. 

Asha really didn't want to see her father. Did he know why Dendra was summoned by the Order he had once been a part of? Would he try to stop Asha from going and send Dendra? That was absurd, but he had a loyalty to the Order that she never understood, so she couldn’t rule it out. A nagging voice in the back of her mind told her she didn’t understand because she had never tried to. If she were honest, she didn’t want to understand the man who had left her, her mother, and all her sisters. She could never say so because her sisters all disagreed, but she thought it was worse that he was still around and would visit from time to time. Why couldn’t he have left and started his new family in a far-off village, so she didn’t have to smile and make small talk with his wife and her half-brothers every month or so?

"Finished!"

Mia's declaration saved her from feeling guilty for that uncharitable thought. It wasn’t the boys’ fault that their existence was a knife in her heart. Asha reached up and touched the four small braids, two on either side, between her temple and ear, perfectly symmetrical running back to join the larger braid that started at her crown and fell just between her shoulder blades. 

"Thanks, girls. Run along to eat. I'll be right behind you." All three beamed at her and skipped from the room, linking arms as they did. 

After a fairly normal (i.e. loud and chaotic) breakfast of porridge with dried fruits and bread with cheese, Asha grabbed the last of her things from her room that would go in her small pack behind her saddle. The burdens for the pack animals had been prepped for days, her uncles and cousins adding and removing and bickering and repacking. That happened every time the family shipped wool and various textiles to the Capital. An outsider might wonder how on earth her family got anything done at all. But an outsider wouldn’t understand the deep love and respect that ran through the family. Bickering and teasing and nagging and even shouting, her family could move mountains because somehow the chaos flowed together like a hundred tiny streams and became a (relatively) orderly river. There was nothing her family couldn’t do if they really wanted to.

Even mighty rivers could be dammed, the anxiety living in her head whispered. Nonsense. Woe onto anyone who tried to harm her family. There were over three hundred people in her family, and nearly two-thirds were Mages. It wasn’t as if the Mundanes of the family were dunces, either. Most Mages were quite condescending to folk who weren't blessed with mana, but they had never seen her uncles and cousins in action. She hoped they would never need to. Peace ought to remain in the valley she called home. The desire to leave nearly choked her. All this waiting was making her very nostalgic and entirely too melancholy.

She turned away from her room for what would probably be the last time in quite a long time, if not the very last time, through the kitchen and dining hall, past the great fireplace with all its happy memories, and out the door into the sunshine. The frosted grass crunched under her boots.

If she had ever doubted how many people loved her, she certainly didn’t at that moment. No less than three hundred people stood outside waiting for her, their collective body heat warming the air in the courtyard to a more comfortable temperature. They were all massed to one side with her uncles, Jetti and Jolli, on the other. She went to stand next to them, and the murmuring of chatting relations ceased. The five second cousins who were also going on the trading journey stepped away from the ponies, and the party stood facing the rest of the family. Her great aunt, Verna, the family matriarch, and her great uncle, Luca, stepped out of the crowd and stood directly in front of the travelers. Asha's grandmother and mother moved to the front of the crowd but didn’t separate from it.

“We bless you travelers.” Great Aunt Verna’s voice was loud and strong, ringing across the courtyard.

“Walk with purpose.”

“Purpose!” the crowd of loving family echoed in a shout that shook Asha to her core. 

“Look with wisdom.

“Wisdom!

“See with kindness.

“Kindness!

“Hear with compassion.

“Compassion!

“Act with strength.

“Strength!

“Live with courage.

“Courage!

“And return in peace.

“Peace!”

After the blessing, Great Aunt Verna and Great Uncle Luca stepped in to hug each of them. Great Aunt Verna didn’t say anything else, but she squeezed Asha so tight, she couldn’t breathe for a moment.

Great Uncle Luca whispered in her ear as he hugged her. “If peace is not an option, strike with swiftness. Remember that most battles are won by the one who commits the most violence the quickest. Not by whom is most moral. Remember our lessons. Trust your mana in dangerous moments.”

Her mother sniffled in her ear. “I’m so proud of you, my dearest. I am not ready to let you go but know that is my heart and not a reflection of you and whether or not you are ready.”

Grandmother took her face in weathered hands and pressed their foreheads together. “Common sense, child. Though after this journey, I won’t be able to call you that, for you will be a woman grown and tested. Just remember your good sense. It is far more valuable than any spell. “

Easy for a Seer to say.

The rest of her massive family filtered through and gave hugs, wise words, and well wishes. She received them all and trinkets from her cousins, spells on paper scraps, small homemade artifices, herbal sachets, and a small stuffed sheep from one of her youngest second cousins once removed. At the very end of them all was her father and his new family.

First, four of her half-brothers, aged ten through four, gave her awkward hugs and told her how much they would miss her. Then her stepmother, Jessa, stepped in front of her. She awkwardly fished out a small ring around the grabby hands of the twins secured to her by a tight wrap and handed it to Asha. It was made of silver that had been carved to appear as though it were twisted like a hemp rope. There was a beautiful simplicity in its appearance, though she was sure it had not been simple to create. 

“It’ll glow to warn when an evil creature is near,” Jessa explained with a tired smile.

Asha wanted to say that a creature couldn’t be evil. Creatures just were; they didn’t have intent or motives like people. But she bit her tongue. This was a gesture of kindness from a minor Artificer with the best of intentions. Instead, she forced a smile she hoped looked grateful and said thank you as she slipped it on her left forefinger. It fit just right, but she had expected nothing less. Jessa came from a family of jewelers, and she could size someone for rings or bracelets and such just by looking at them.

Her father’s wife returned the smile and went to follow her other sons, wherever they had run off to. All that was left was her father.

He stepped up to her and took her right hand in his, the one without the shield bracelet. “I would hug you, my dear, but I don’t want to undo any of your fancy spells or damage your artifices. I know that your family has many—” he hesitated and smiled tightly— “strong opinions about the Order. Don’t let that cloud your views of them. They do much good in this world. Even if your grandmother can’t see it” 

“There is nothing good about stealing a five-year-old,” Asha shot back and started to pull her hand away.

He held her hand tighter. “Asha,” he warned. “There is more to life than this valley. More people in this world than this family. I’m in agreement with your mother that it is too soon, but in time, your sister will have obligations to that world and those people. The Order is not wrong about that.”

“Don’t speak to me of obligations,” Asha practically hissed and this time, successfully jerked her hand free.

A sad look crossed her father’s face. “Someday, Asha, someday when you are older and wiser, I would like to explain myself to you. Maybe when you return, you will be ready to listen.”

Asha huffed and turned away. Why do all the adults treat me like a child and speak of the wisdom they think I lack? I am twenty-two, an entire year past adulthood. She fumed as she collected her pony and mounted it. They couldn’t even wish her farewell without implying she was foolish.

Her uncles and cousins were already mounted and waiting.

“Ready?” Uncle Jetti called.

“Ready,” she answered, and the company turned their ponies and exited the courtyard. It was so final and yet very much like a new beginning, leaving the only world she had ever known. She thought of the planting soon to come, of the seeds that must be buried if they were to spring forth and grow. Was she a seed? Was the tightness in her chest and burning behind her eyes the soil that must cover her before she could become something larger, stronger, and better than she had been?
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Chapter 2
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Bernard

Commandant Bernard Paynes didn't appreciate the surprised look on Master Louis Fulk's face as the servant announced his arrival in the sitting room. A quick glance around the brightly decorated room explained his superior's shock. While Bernard was never late to meetings of the High Council, he was rarely early and was never the first to arrive. Then again, he almost never had his lovely wife on his arm, and she was a stickler about being early.

The most powerful man in the Order of Holy Heroes recovered quickly and rose to extend his greetings, the finely woven fabric of his civilian doublet sliding up as he did so. Bernard saluted him, now conscious if his own doublet would shift around as he did so; he much preferred his well-worn arming doublet, but that would have been inappropriate for an evening tea that was really a meeting. His wife's hand arrested his slight forward bow, still resting in his left elbow. She likely didn't realize that she was tugging against him. 

"Welcome, welcome," Master Fulk said as he stepped closer. "None of that formality now, Bernard. You are in my home, not the garrison. Let us act as friends here."

"Certainly, sir. Your sitting room is far more comfortable than the garrison's meeting hall," Bernard answered. "Have you met my wife, Helena?" 

On cue, she gave a small informal curtesy. "We have met several times, in fact." She shared a confidential smile with Master Fulk. "As you can see, keeping track of acquaintances falls to me in our marriage."

"As in mine," said Lady Fulk as she breezed in the room, perfectly poised in credit to her aristocratic blood. "As in most marriages I believe." 

A servant announced the Order's Treasurer, Martin Redin, his wife, and the Hospitaller, Isabella Navarre and her husband. Ah, we aren't that early. Greetings and salutes were exchanged. The Master repeated his dismissal of formalities, and yet as the remaining members of the High Council arrived with spouses in tow, all of them gave the formalities just the same. 

"Now that we are all here," Master Fulk raised his voice only enough to cut through the polite chatter. "My elegant wife has laid out tea in the garden for all of our better halves. I am afraid I must monopolize my officer's time." 

"I am delighted with your companionship while my husband has yet another meeting," she purred as she made her way toward a side door. "I hardly ever have company in the evenings." 

Most of the wives echoed her playful complaint as they all filed out of the sitting room and into the garden beyond. Bernard was gratified that he had insisted his wife wear her thick wool shawl, even though she whined that it was the wrong shade of blue for her richly embroidered evening gown. The warmth of the spring afternoon would fade quickly now that the sun was setting. Although Lady Fulk was an experienced hostess, perhaps she had arranged for a warming fire outside. 

"I don't wish to waste any of your, or your spouse's time this evening," Fulk began as servants arrived with imported wine, Imperial ale, various cheeses and dried fruits, and enough tobacco and pipes for the entire Council. Ironically, no tea was served, calling it an evening tea must have been merely a formality. "I assume everyone has read the latest reports from the South. That warlord from the Western coast of that God's forsaken continent is doing very well in his endeavors. How are preparations coming along?"

"The nobility are quite resistant, sir." Grand Commander Alonso Fernandez answered first. "They see no reason to fear this warlord over the others, but most have been pressured by His and Her Majesty to return to court early and keep their children close to, if not in, the Capital." 

"Aye, what about taming Dragons, the most feared of all fell beasts, is unusual? Nothing at all, nothing at all." Ramon Despuig, the Order's Marshal, shook his head. 

"Being unusual doesn't mean that the skirmishing savages will be any threat to us," retorted the Order's High Priest, Hadrian West. 

"That takes care of the noble children, but what of the powerful but poor youngsters?" Master Fulk moved on before an argument could derail the meeting. "We summoned several I believe." 

"Yes, sir," Isabella Navarre said. "I have about two dozen incorporated into the hospitals and almshouse. Though I am not certain all of them will have enough mana to be seen as a threat, should an invasion come."

"Better safe than sorry," Emery Ponte, the Harbinger, replied. "I have added roughly the same number to inventory and the weaver's circles." 

"Indeed," Bernard took advantage of Emery's habit of long pauses between thoughts to seize an opportunity. He might not get a chance if the Harbinger started on tallies of weapons, armament, and other supplies that were being stockpiled. "Proper planning prevents piss poor performance." His quotation was met with several eyerolls and an equal number of approving nods. "Speaking of planning, have we established what to do with the young Seer we summoned from the North? Where should she go? Who will hold her wardship? She is very young yes, not even able to access her mana?" 

"I suppose you think she ought to be in the academy," West did not openly sneer but his distaste was evident, nonetheless. 

"I would not close the academy doors to her," he maintained a pleasant expression as he replied. Professional bearing was his goal, the fact that it would needle the priest was only a benefit. "However, I believe that a child so young and powerful ought to be placed directly in a noble family. I'm certain the infirmaries and weaving circles are taking excellent care of the children that they have but how many more can they handle? And a third generation Seer is not the child we want to fall through the cracks." 

"It is a good point but without disseminating reports of the Dragon Rider's murdering of powerful children, it would be very difficult to convince a high-ranking family to accept a merchant girl from the North." Richard Beaumont spoke for the first time that evening. "Does she have any relations in Meditullio?"

All eyes turned to Alonzo, who was not only the master's second, but also the head of all intelligence gathering, legal and otherwise. "None whatsoever," he said. "At least not outside of the working class, there is a distant connection to the head of a smithing guild, but not a drop of aristocratic blood in the girl."

"Why the Gods bestow such gifts on the lowly born, I have not the wisdom to divine." West muttered. Then louder he said, "I could take her into the temples. We have plenty of priests and no cracks for her to fall through." 

"That would provide her family with a legal avenue to dispute her summons, Hadrian." Master Fulk sighed. "We cannot compel anyone into priesthood. The best place for her would be if one of us here accepted her as a ward. Fully legal, and no one who is not already privy to our intelligence needs to be made aware."

Heads nodded and agreement was murmured, but no one volunteered to take the girl, not even the High Priest. He might want a win over Bernard, but it seemed not enough to take lawful parentage of the young Seer. This did not escape Fulk. After a few quiet moments he turned sharp brown eyes on Bernard again. "You said that you would not close the academy. What of your home?"

"I would have to discuss it with my wife," he answered. "But I do not believe she will object. However-"

"However, that will undermine whatever it is that you truly wanted to ask us for, hmm?" Fulk interrupted, his eyes narrowed but he was grinning. "Out with it, man. My wife looks especially ravishing in that dress, and I prefer her company to yours." 

A net cast for a minnow is also cast for a dire pike. "I wish to form a new type of ballast." Bernard stated. 

"New how?" 

"I think that we are wasting the most powerful of our allies. I wish to experiment with bonding all three races into a ballast." Bernard kept his voice confident and his face neutral, knowing the objections to follow.

At first everyone was silent, then half-articulated thoughts burst out of several mouths.

"Preposterous! Bind with foreigners-" Despuig bellowed. 

"Not even the Gods mixed the races' blood-" hissed Hadrian. 

"The surf-riding Elves will never agree to-" scoffed Admiral Matilda Tewkes. 

"At Ease!" Master Fulk did raise his voice to a shout this time. "A blood bond is no experiment, Commandant. Good Mages will be soul-tied unless one of them perishes. Why do you think that this would be a good idea?"

"As our marshal pointed out, we are facing an unprecedented threat," Bernard answered quietly. "The three races working together would be far more powerful than merely side by side. Think of it! We have the strongest and most diverse mana, but the way an Elf can weave a wind spell after three to four hundred years...or the mastery of a Dwarven Artificer. All three together, pulling mana as one...that would take down a dragon."

"Even if you convinced us," Ponte finally had closed his gaping jaw just before speaking. "It won't be covered by the Alliance, and our treaty with the Elves is far less tenable."

"The Alliance includes military aid," Beaumont said. That is one on my side. "I don't think that a few Artificers for a ballast would be that large of a step from the Trade."

"A blood bond is in fact quite a large step from exchanging healer's service beside the rock-tunneling army for Artificer apprenticeships under Dwarven smiths." Hadrian's face was schooled, but the nasally octave of his voice had gone up. One firmly against. 

"The Elves would likely go for it, if only so that they can wiggle out of any further commitments," Tewkes said dispassionately. "Can't go a league without sighting their traders but help with pirates has been few and far between. They like to keep their storied marines scattered and far from us." Bernard noted her as neutral. 

"Who would pay their wages?" Redin asked and everyone chuckled. Another neutral. 

"I don't know, Bernard," Fulk leaned back in his seat. "I see your point about skill and specialization that unfortunately humans are too short-lived to achieve. But we have fought every other war just fine without intermingling, fighting alongside even, but never that. Can not the distinctly human ability to cross cast or the diversity, as you put it, to access all seven types of mana do far more than that?"

"Perhaps it can, the Seventh did bless us with more mana, but then the Sixth punished us for our hubris with fell beasts." Bernard spoke slowly, focusing on making eye contact with the quiet, undecided members. "I think it would be wise to approach this fell beast differently than we have in previous wars. Binding to the other races would show that we will not repeat our ancestors' mistakes and trade anything for power. We become stronger together without losing our humility and humanity."

His words were met with grumbles and muttering, but no more outright dispute. He let it stretch. Referring to the War of the Gods might have been cheating but he truly believed his words. He hoped that they understood that.

"One," Fulk finally said. "You may experiment with one ballast. I leave the negotiating for members and training to you. Assuming you can work out who will pay them." He smiled and Bernard returned it. 

"Thank you, sir. This will work. I have faith." 

"Now, if you have no more requests?" Fulk's patience had finally run out, and Bernard shook his head and then bowed it in deference. "Tall tales or hair-brained schemes? Good, now Emery, tell me more. What are the numbers of dry stores? Richard, Ramon, how are the smiths handling the increased quotas for spears, cuirasses, horseshoes, and such? We may or may not be facing a war, but I will certainly be facing a fate worse than a troll den if this takes all night."
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Chapter 3
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Asha

The party skirted the compound and picked up the herd of thirty sheep with its two herding dogs and the twelve pack mules laden with textiles. It was a relatively small number of packs, but then it was early in the year. Under normal circumstances, the Pacatus traders wouldn't have made this journey in the fifth week of the second month. The earliest trip Asha was aware that they had made was the first week of the third month, and that had been an unusually warm spring. It had only been twelve weeks since the new year feasts. Asha was grateful that her family had arranged an early trading trip rather than just putting her on a boat out of Inglerho. She wasn't ready to be truly alone just yet. 

As had been explained to her, the sheep were going as commission from some noble on the outskirts of the Capital. He had sent inquiries about the best breeding stock that the family was willing to part with, specifying that the sheep must be herded down the continent, not placed on a ship. This nobleman had some strange notion that a sea voyage would impair the sheep's fertility. Sheep did have delicate constitutions, but none of the Pacatus shepherds had heard of such danger. Nevertheless, this noble was willing to pay more than enough to make it worth the excess travel time. As long as they arrived in one piece. 

Hooves crunched on the frosted, freshly sprouted grass. Saddles creaked, and great puffs of fog lifted into the air every time a pony or mule snorted. The peaks that hemmed them in were especially beautiful that morning, standing starkly white with stubborn snow halfway down. Asha loved springtime. Were there mountains down south? She scrambled her mind for her geography lessons. There had to be. How did anyone live far from mountains?

The party angled south and east, out of the valley that the Pacatus family controlled and toward the river that cut through the middle of it. Asha’s family did not own the entire valley, but it seemed like they did some days. She had never been to the far side of the river. That side was plagued by raiders and fell beasts from the mountains that did not belong to either the Empire or the Dwarves. The river was wide, shifting, and embedded into glacier silt, making it as effective a barrier as the wall visible in the far distance.

They rode in a loose circle around the sheep and pack mules, with more space between riders at the front than the back. Uncle Jetti rode at the front eastern side, guiding the party. Uncle Jolli rode parallel to him on the western side. Asha rode behind Jetti. Across the herd from her was Alaric (who was married to Jetti's eldest daughter, Adelaide). She normally rode in Asha's position, but she had given birth to her fourth child only a few weeks prior. Behind Asha was Erika, Jetti's second daughter. Fanning out to the west, holding the rear, was Jolli's three oldest sons: Arne, Bard, and Crispin.

The two herding dogs caught her eye as they ran back and forth behind the herd, nipping and nudging, keeping all the animals that weren’t being ridden moving in the same direction and tight enough together to be easily led by Jetti. Slender, dark brown dogs that were the very picture of canine speed and agility. They seemed to never tire, though she supposed that this was only the first day of travel. The herd moved at a quick walk, but the dogs were trotting constantly.

As it turned out, the herding dogs did tire, but not before Asha did. As the evening shadows began to fall, it took all her strength to hold herself properly in her saddle. Her back and knees ached, and her buttocks was tender in the saddle. She was pretty sure she could have fallen asleep right where she was, but she was not going to be the first rider to slouch or ask for a break. Luckily for her, Uncle Jetti called for a halt shortly after. 

“Best get a camp set up before it’s dark,” he called entirely too cheerfully after a day’s ride. But then again, he’d made this trip often, and even at home, he was entirely too cheerful.

They had crossed almost all her family’s lands and set up camp about two miles inside their border.

“Is there a reason we aren’t pressing on to the village?” she asked Erika as the group began their assigned tasks to set up camp. Theirs was to strip the saddles and packs from the ponies and mules and tether them out to graze.

“Gotta travel slower with the sheep. Hard travel will make them lose weight, which will make bartering at the Capital harder. They’re also more likely to go lame,” Erika responded as she stripped another saddle. “Besides, the village isn’t likely to have accommodations large enough for us where we can also watch over the herd. We would have to camp out and post guards on the livestock. Might as well do that on our own lands.”

“Surely no one in the village would try to steal from us!” Asha exclaimed.

“To my knowledge, no one so close has tried, but you can never be sure. The only thing you can trust a thief to do is try to steal.”

"I guess that is fair enough then." Asha had been expecting to sleep in a bed or at least on a pallet mattress that night. She had been warned that they would be sleeping out most nights, might as well start now. Asha turned to stake out another mule.

Supper consisted of pottage and seasoned, dried meat. It wasn't fancy, but it was nourishing and warm against the cold of night that had settled in as the sun set behind the mountains. Asha went to her bedroll as soon as she was sure that nothing else needed to be done around the camp. She fell asleep listening to Jetti and Jolli bickering about the best way to stew salt pork. Jetti preferred a hard, quick boil, but Jolli insisted that it was more tender when it simmered long and slow. Jetti was questioning the practicality of slow simmers at the end of a long travel day when Asha crossed into a deep, exhausted sleep. 

She awoke to someone lightly kicking her boot. Stars shone brightly as she blinked her vison clear. It can’t be my watch yet. I’ve barely slept. She opened her mouth to complain, but Crispin covered her mouth with his hand. Starting, she inhaled a foul, rotting stench. Crispin motioned for her to be quiet, then removed his hand. 

"Ye got any bright light spells?" he whispered close to her ear. "Something unnatural to scare our unwelcome friend but won't scare the sheep?" 

"Unwelcome—" she sputtered and cut off at a snuffing sound, accompanied by scratching in the dirt. She sat up and turned toward the sound. 

A large creature with thick black fur was circling the camp. It lingered near the hole they had dug to bury food scraps and other bits of waste. The head was similar to a bear in shape and size and was set on hulking shoulders that were stooped to scrape at the ground with its massive forepaws.

"How did a cave yeti get past our barrier spells? Aunt Cora and Nora took a party along the mountains to refresh them only two weeks ago," she whispered in a rush.

Crispin shrugged. "Don't know, that’s Mage business. Got a light spell or not? I'd rather just frighten it off, but if it gets any closer, we lose that chance."

The cave yeti was bent down now over the refuse, not hungry enough to go after fresh meat from the sleeping sheep. Solitary scavengers that preferred caves as the name suggested, yetis were nocturnal and therefore sensitive to light. 

"Not a light spell, but I have something for it," she said, reaching for her whip. She shook it out and drew up a quick spark of mana. The cave yeti scratched the ground again. She flicked a fireball out of the tip of the whip right in front of its paw as the eight-inch claws scraped the ground again. The beast jumped back and harrumphed. She flicked out three more small fireballs, hoping the frost on the grass would keep it from catching. 

The cave yeti retreated a few steps, rising to stand twelve feet high. She flicked out another fireball in front of its nose. It snorted and swiped its claws near its face as if it could bat away mana. She wondered if the rumors of opposable thumbs to open feed bins were true as she prepared for another flick, but the beast turned away, evidently deciding the trash pit wasn't worth a singed nose. Asha sighed, grateful they hadn't had to fight or kill the beast. She watched the shambling, unnatural steps of the shorter hind legs as it retreated. 

"Since you're already awake..." Crispin grinned at her in the pale starlight. 

"Yeah, yeah, yeah." She rolled her eyes and pulled on her clothes to take her watch early.  

A few hours later, the pale light broke across the sky, turning the mountaintops pastel pink and orange. Asha lit the cooking fire with a tiny fireball as the others rolled out of their blankets and dressed. 

The party made quick work of cleaning up, saddling ponies, and remounting packs onto the mules. Several stubborn sheep were not interested in being roused from their makeshift paddock, but once again, the herding dogs did most of the work to convince them they couldn’t stay and chew their cud.

It didn’t take long for the party to cross the remaining family lands. They were spotted by the large, white guardian dogs that patrolled the inside of the family’s border wall. The guardian dogs were hostile and barked ferociously. It cut through the quiet birdsongs, making Asha's ears ring until one of the guards on the wall gave them a command. He then accompanied the dogs to inspect the party with a firm grip on the loose skin at the back of its neck. The dogs settled and even played with the herding dogs a bit after they recognized the party was, in fact, allowed on their territory.

Asha had seen this many times; everyone in the family was introduced to any new guardian puppies and periodically reintroduced to trained dogs. But the dogs couldn’t be expected to instantly recognize everyone in a family so large. That made the stand-down command and a proper and cautious approach imperative. Even being familiar with the process, the change from ‘I will rip you open if you take another step’ to ‘belly rubs, pretty please, and ear scratches’ was jarring.

After the dogs were properly patted and rubbed down, they exchanged greetings with the wall guards. Then they crossed the bridge that went over the stream running through the wall and exited through the only gate. They skirted several other smaller families’ holdings before entering the village, at which point, they tightened their formation around the herd and commanded the herding dogs to bunch the sheep as tightly as possible without inhibiting movement. Luckily, the mules were strung together on a line, one behind another, and needed no rearranging.

The party kept off the main street of the town that would have gone through the square and the market. They followed the side streets along the eastern side of the town, stopping only to pay respect, which also meant taxes, to the magistrate. Despite the formation change, the party still took up the entire street as they passed, which made polite navigation nearly impossible, but they did their best to limit inconvenience to the villagers. Finally, they arrived at the ford at the village’s southeast edge.

At this point, the ford master instructed them to split into three groups to cross. First, Jetti and Alaric with the mules. Then, Erika, Bard, and Crispin with half the sheep and one herding dog. Lastly, Asha, Arne, and Jolli with the rest of the flock and the other dog. As the large raft was tugged across the great river, Asha realized this was the farthest she had ever been from home, and the journey was only just beginning. She wondered how long it would be before she would be this close to home again. Loneliness squeezed her heart, and anxiety sunk her stomach. She was grateful for the light breeze that rose with the warm, midday sunshine.

After regrouping, the party turned south once more, but this time angled west toward the inlet and the trade city of Inglerho. The rugged, looming peaks of the Cairngrom range grew closer with every passing mile. Asha remembered her uncle’s brief of the route and that the nearest pass was over a hundred miles inland and would have made them journey twice that, backtracking west to get to the Capital.

The plan to hug the coast and skirt the mountains by way of the beaches didn't seem much better to her. She had been assured that this was, in fact, the better trade route and that they would join a larger caravan in Inglerho. Larger caravans had more booty but also more weapons and Mages. Most pirates or raiders wouldn't take that gamble. Erika also warned that the plains of the interior between the pass and the Capital were not free from danger and had fewer caravans to join.

She would have to trust their judgement. Her branch of the family was much more involved in growing, nurturing, and healing the animals and plants that became the livestock, fodder, and textiles her family traded. Jolli and Jetti's branch were the traders, travelers, and merchants. After a long day of riding, she once again fell asleep almost as soon as she laid her head down and pulled her bedroll over herself.

***
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The following day went much the same as the previous afternoon, rising and breaking camp with the first traces of dawn. Saddles creaked and hooves crunched on the barely frozen grass until the spring sunshine warmed enough to melt it and loosen chilly limbs.

They had turned fully west now. In the late afternoon, the party crested a large hill, and Asha got a glimpse of the outskirts of Inglerho on the horizon. She urged her mount to catch up to Uncle Jetti.

“Close yer mouth, or you’ll catch flies,” he teased. “’Sides, that will seem a small hick town when we get to the Capital.”

“Will we camp on the outskirts, like when we approached our village?” Asha asked, trying to redirect attention away from her face before he noticed her blush.

“No
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