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    Dear Reader:
I extend my heartfelt gratitude to you as you embark on this literary journey with me. As the words unfold, you'll discover that this story has taken on a life of its own.
If you haven't gleaned it by now, I find joy in infusing a touch of whimsy and intrigue into my writing. The creative process is a dynamic and unpredictable companion.
So, here we are, on the cusp of a tale that dances on the edge of the known and the unknown. May the words weave a spell around you, transporting you to realms where imagination reigns supreme.
Last but most importantly, BLAME ALEX and my other EDITORS. That means you, Melissa, ALLIE and D!!!!
 
E.L. Marr
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By E.L. Marr

Book 16 – Evictions! Nothing ever goes as planned!
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The sun blazes overhead, its searing heat hammering the riverbank as Chrissy strides into the Circle of Stones with Lysandra and Meena. The sight of Tanhne, Cissio, and Bobma sprawled lifelessly on the ground halts her in her tracks. Chrissy’s heart leaps into her throat, and she grips her sword like it’s a lifeline. “Oh, no way. Not today,” she mutters, stepping cautiously closer.

Then Tanhne stirs, stretching lazily under the sun’s golden glare. “Seriously?” Chrissy exclaims, her voice a mix of relief and exasperation. She lets out a sharp laugh, hand flying to her chest. “You’re napping? I thought you were dead!”

Tanhne blinks at her, completely unfazed. “We enjoy the sun’s warmth,” he replies, his voice calm.

“Yeah, well, maybe give a girl a heads-up next time,” Chrissy quips, shaking her head.

“Where’s Momko?” Meena asks, scanning the area.

“He’s swimming toward the towers to scout,” Tanhne says, rolling his shoulders in a languid stretch.

Chrissy narrows her eyes. “And no one’s worried he’ll get spotted?”

“The water is deep,” Cissio answers smoothly. “Unless someone has powerful magic, he’ll stay hidden.”

“Guess we’re setting up camp then,” Chrissy declares, clapping her hands and jumping straight into action. Lysandra collects firewood with swift efficiency while Meena lays out bedrolls like a pro. Chrissy kneels, digging a pit in the sand with purposeful strikes.

Meena tilts her head. “What’s with the hole?”

“It’s a Dakota stove,” Chrissy explains, her tone confident. “Fire stays in the pit, with a vent for air. No smoke, no attention. Warmth stays close, and cleanup’s easy.” She pats the sand with a grin. “And voilà—campfire, stealth edition.”

Once settled, Chrissy turns to Tanhne, her tone shifting. “I need to ask you something about your time as a slave. Not the painful stuff, but details—locations, transport methods. That okay?”

Tanhne nods, his gaze steady. “You may ask anything, my Thane. You freed us and treated us kindly.”

Chrissy leans forward. “Did they bring you through here? How’d they transport slaves?”

Tanhne’s voice hardens. “Mostly in chained wagons—wooden or steel. When crossing lands that outlawed slavery, we were shoved into false bottoms of wagons beneath goods. Fish, mostly. The stench was unbearable, and we were starving.”

“That’s disgusting,” Chrissy snaps, anger sparking in her voice. “I’m sorry you endured that. What do you know about the towers?”

“Not much,” Tanhne admits. “We were taken from Black Moore far southeast of Falls Creek. The Jarl there barely tolerated us, even though it’s our ancestral home.”

“Black Moore, huh? Was the old Jarl or the new one in charge?” Chrissy asks.

“There’s a new Jarl?” Tanhne’s surprise is palpable.

Chrissy smirks. “Yeah, Sidgeer. Married his steward, and she’s a badass. Gave up her eyes to protect Falls Creek.”

Tanhne’s expression softens with recognition. “Sidgeer? He was kind, even as a boy. He found ways to help us—like sneaking fish into the swamps and redirecting cruel overseers. His mother covered for him when his father scolded him for wasting food.”

Chrissy’s grin widens. “He’s still that guy, only now he’s in charge. The old Jarl? Let’s just say he’s not bothering anyone anymore.”

The group shares a laugh before Chrissy shifts gears, recounting her past encounter with the towers. Her vivid descriptions pull everyone into her memories. Later, the group gathers for a modest meal, their camaraderie a welcome respite beneath the blazing sun. 

The golden sun dips lower, casting long shadows across the camp as Chrissy stretches her legs out, leaning back with a casual smirk. She’s about to sink into the rare comfort of a quiet moment when Tanhne strides over, breaking the stillness with his clipped words. "Thane Chrissy, Momko has returned."

Chrissy sits up sharply, energy snapping back into her limbs. "That was fast," she says, tossing a glance toward the shore.

Tanhne nods. "Swimming straight to the towers cuts hours. The roads wind too far."

Chrissy stands, dusting herself off. "No kidding. It took me almost two full days of walking from the stone bridges." She strides down to the beach, her boots crunching against the coarse sand. There, Momko devours a massive fish like it insulted his ancestors.

"Damn, Momko," Chrissy calls out, a sly grin tugging at her lips. "You didn’t just swim; you flew."

Momko glances up, flashing a quick smile between bites. "Thank you, Thane. Speed is survival for my kind."

"Name’s Chrissy," she corrects with mock severity. "Use it, or I’ll start calling you Fish Boy."

Tanhne’s cautious voice interjects. "It wouldn’t be wise, Thane. If another Thane or Jarl hears us addressing you informally, they might punish us for disrespect."

Chrissy’s smirk sharpens into something more dangerous. "Let them try." She smashes her fist into her other palm, a satisfying thud ringing out. The sting shoots through her still-healing hand, but she masks it with a quick roll of her shoulder. No way she’s letting a little pain kill her vibe.

Lysandra, ever focused, steps in. "What did you see?"

Momko wipes his mouth, his tone grim. "Six bandits in the tower by the road. They’ve taken travelers. They are planning to sell them."

Chrissy’s jaw tightens. "How do you know?"

Momko snarls, disgust rippling through his words. "Overheard them tearing into a guy for harming their 'merchandise.' They threatened to toss him over the waterfall—for raping a child."

Chrissy’s expression hardens into something that promises pain. "You heard this underwater?"

Momko shakes his head. "No, got in close. They didn’t see me."

Her eyes narrow. "You’re not exactly subtle, big guy. How?"

With a slight grin, Momko steps back. His skin shifts, blending perfectly with the rocky shore until he disappears entirely.

"Whoa!" Chrissy exclaims, spinning on her heel to get a better look. "That is epic. Can you teach me that?"

Momko chuckles as he reappears. "Sorry, Thane. Family trait."

Lysandra pushes forward, eager. "Did you hear when they’re moving the prisoners?"

Momko nods. "When their boss returns from Wyvern Keep. We have time."

Chrissy snaps her fingers, her mind kicking into overdrive. "Okay, where are the hostages?"

Momko gestures toward the mountains. "Cages, hidden in the trees just behind the tower on the other side of the water."

"Great," Chrissy mutters. "Cages. Because we’re in medieval Disneyland now." She paces, muttering strategies to herself, before turning to the group. "We need someone on-site before they move them."

Meena steps forward, confidence radiating. "I’ll go. Momko can swim me there. I’ll climb up at night."

Chrissy stops, eyeing Meena skeptically. "Climbing? Cold? Hypothermia ring a bell?"

Meena tilts her head. "Hypo-what?"

"Freezing your ass off," Chrissy says flatly.

Meena holds up her necklace, delicate chain of woven silver glinting in the light. Suspended from it is a gem, a firestone, that almost looks like a living flame encased in crystal. The stone flickers with hues of deep red and vibrant orange, swirling and shifting like molten lava trapped in time. It emits a faint, comforting warmth as if holding a tiny, eternal flame within its core. The intricate setting of the necklace enhances the gem’s fiery beauty, with tiny engravings that resemble dancing flames, adding to its mystique and allure. "Not with this."

Chrissy leans
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