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Dedication

I am dedicating this book to all my children. Our world is not Perinthia. The troubles these characters face are hopefully so much greater than anything you will ever face in your life, but all the same I wrote these stories for you, to show you what heroism can be, what faith can do, and what love can bring. And I hope Ciran, Roshin, Ashlyn, and Lorcan can all inspire you to live truthfully and in love.
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It was a gentle touch on the shoulder that drew Roshin from her dreams. The room she occupied was still dim, lit only by candlelight. She blinked open her eyes to see her fellow servant Ashlyn standing beside her.

"The waves are coming faster. It should not be long now," Ashlyn spoke in a whisper. Roshin nodded in understanding and rose to her feet. She took a minute to tuck a loose lock of auburn hair back into her snood and then adjusted her veil so that it draped evenly over her head. Her last effort was to smooth her skirts.

"I am ready," Roshin whispered to her companion. The pair walked out the door of the small cottage and proceeded down the dirt lane which was bathed in moonlight.

"I remember it said that the babes prefer to come on the full moon, seems true this time at least!" Ashlyn was looking up at the shining moon beaming, an excited skip in her step. "How many babes have you seen born?"

"I would guess some more than twenty at this point," Roshin replied with a smile back to her companion. "How is our mother doing this night?"

"It has been a long labor for her, but when I left, she was still in good spirits. Servant Granya was readying some broth for her," Ashlyn explained.

Roshin nodded. "The first babes often take a bit more time to come, but joy is found in patience and grace. I am gladdened to hear her spirits are still high."

The women quickly shuffled down the lane until they reached the door they were seeking. Without knocking, Roshin slowly opened it and slipped in without a word. Ashlyn slipped in behind her. The room they walked into was dark with a dirt floor and clay walls. A fire in the hearth and a few candles placed about provided the only light in the space.

An older woman was seated before a wooden table, ladling a liquid out of a pot into a wooden bowl. Like Roshin, her head was covered with a linen snood and veil. She had a simple tan overdress with an apron tied at her waist.

The woman raised her wrinkled face and smiled at their presence. "Just in time! Our sweet mum has said she has started to feel a need to push." Her quiet voice showed excitement, and the two girls turned and smiled at each other.

A low-pitched moan pulled their attention over to a woman in the opposite corner of the room, leaning against the back of a chair. The woman's bulging belly hung below her, and her hips swayed back and forth in the firelight. Her long brown hair was tied back, and her eyes were closed as if deeply focused on something. Shortly her moaning transitioned into a low and rhythmic hum.

Roshin moved over to the woman, Ashlyn following at her heels. "You are doing so beautifully, mum. Servant Granya says you are starting to feel a bit like pushing. Might I offer some pressure for the next wave?"

The woman did not cease her low hum and continued to sway, but a gentle nod of her head showed her agreement. As her humming again began to build back into the louder moaning, Roshin moved behind her and pressed her palms down onto the small of the woman's back.

As the woman's moaning grew into a louder roar, Roshin turned her head smiling toward her companion, who was standing beside them looking uncertain. "Ashlyn, I think it might be good to offer some support; might you be able to help hold the lady up?" And so Ashlyn nodded eagerly, and, in a couple quick steps, stood before the laboring woman and offered her her hands.

The woman released the chair and allowed Ashlyn to take hold of her. The wave had subsided for the moment, but they all knew it would be a short reprieve. The woman hiked up the skirt of her chemise to reach under it as if feeling for progress, but after a moment her hands returned to Ashlyn for support. Her face was drawn with disappointment.

Roshin continued to massage the woman's back as the next wave built. Ashlyn looked up at Roshin, a bit surprised, as the woman grabbed hold of her arms and squeezed. Roshin again smiled in reassurance and let out a light chuckle before addressing the woman, "Do your best to breathe into your urge, try and relax your baby down. Ashlyn here can help hold you up. Try a squat, and if that is not working for you, we can try something else."

The woman let out a roar as she bore down. Ashlyn did her best to support the woman as she squatted. Roshin bent to take a peek under the raised skirt. As the wave again subsided, Roshin praised the woman. "What a great push. You let us know if you need to move."

The woman nodded and released her hold on Ashlyn, who looked a bit relieved. "I... think... I... think... maybe kneeling..." The woman worked out her words before moving back into her humming. Roshin moved the chair, turning the seat toward the woman. 

"Ashlyn, grab that blanket and bring it here quickly," Roshin directed. Ashlyn grabbed the blanket and returned it to Roshin, who placed it on the seat of the chair. She stooped down to the woman who was now kneeling on her hands and knees. "You can support yourself a bit on the seat of this chair, rest your head, give it a bit of a hug for the next push. It will help support you."

No sooner had she finished talking than the woman leaned onto the seat of the chair, wrapping her arms around its legs. Her hum turned into a roar just as Granya came over. Suddenly there was a pop, and a rush of fluid flowed down onto the straw-covered floor.

Granya handed the bowl she was holding to Roshin. "For after the birth now." And then speaking to the woman: "Try to turn your knees toward each other." The woman complied as she bore down with her urge. "Good work, let's see if we can see this baby." The old woman crouched down and pulled up the chemise to look. "I see a head!" she announced.

The woman took that as motivation, gripping onto the chair hard as she roared. "Breathe, lovely! Breathe!" Roshin gently reminded her as the wave crashed over her body.

"You are so close now! Last one before you have your baby!" Granya announced. As if on cue, the next wave came, and the woman let out her one last roar. The old woman's hands were there to catch the baby as it slipped out into the world.

The woman, overcome with relief, collapsed onto the chair before pivoting over to her side so that she might roll over and see the fruit of her work. The baby had begun to cry a healthy cry. "Oh settle, little sir, we shall get you to your mother." Granya's voice was soothing and gentle as her hands helped unwind the cord of the baby from around his mother's legs so he could be passed to her.

The words, however, did not escape the woman's ears and, like one more final wave, a sob flowed from her lungs. "A boy! Not a boy! He will be lost to me! Not a boy!" Her wailing grief shook through the women who bore witness to that moment.

Roshin knelt and clasped the woman's hand in a plea to get her attention. "He is not lost to you. Now he needs you. You are his mother, and you will define his world, no matter what is to come. Take your son, give him comfort and shelter, and let him know his mother's love."

Granya reached the crying baby toward the woman. Her breath was still cut by gasps and tears, but she let go of Roshin's hands and received him. As she drew him close to her chest, he settled, his crying ceased. Her face looked down to him, so small and helpless, as tears ran down her cheek and fell onto his body.

Roshin offered to help her up. Once standing, all the women helped her to remove her soiled garments. As they did, new waves rolled over the woman. Ashlyn collected a large wooden bowl and joined the other attendants back around the woman. With another push, the woman's body birthed her placenta which Ashlyn caught into the bowl. "Your babe is truly free now."

A blanket and clean set of rags were laid over a fresh litter of straw that had been built up on the floor. The women aided the new mother with her baby over to it and guided her down. They then covered the pair in blankets. Granya brought over a candle as Roshin raised up the cord connecting the baby to the placenta.

Raising the candle's flame up to the cord, Granya began to pray: "Hulen Ahir has welcomed this child into this world, untarnished by the troubles of this age. May the light within him shine ever bright, regardless of the night around him, for it is the light of this candle that has set him free from the bounds of the womb. He may have lost that safety, but what he has gained is yet unknown. May our lord grace him and his mother with peace so that they may continue to draw on this light even if the years roll on in darkness. Praise with you."

The women around the baby knelt in reverent silence. The baby squirmed and squeaked in his mother's arms. Once the cord was burned through, they all went back to work. Soiled litter was gathered up and slowly fed into the fire to burn it away without choking the room with smoke. Once the litter was clear, the fire was built up with wood and a cauldron full of water was placed over it.

Rags were added into the cauldron and Ashlyn stirred them into the water with a long wooden staff. Roshin settled beside the woman, offering her the broth which at this point had cooled beyond what might have been ideal. Still, the woman eagerly drank it up. 

"Have you an idea of what to call him?" Roshin asked the woman.

"My father was Darren, so I have a mind to name him that, but then his father was named Angus, so I wonder if that might be a name to use since he's like to never meet the man." Her voice carried in it a deep sadness.

"Either would be an honor for him. Have both men passed?" Roshin asked with compassion in her voice as she placed a supportive hand on the woman's shoulder.

"My father, aye, he died some years back in a famine. He had refused to eat anything, saving all for myself and my sister." She paused and sighed. "As for Angus, I do not know. He may well have died, as I doubt I'll see him again since his camp has moved on."

"Had his company stayed long?" Roshin asked.

"No. He was a handsome one though." The woman smiled and her cheeks blushed. "Dark curly hair, rich brown eyes. Met him one evening when he and a small group came into the inn for drinks. He paid me special mind. Talked me into all kinds of silliness. Three days he was here, then he was gone."

Roshin knew the story. All the babies she had been present for had a similar story. Her own story was not so different. Her father was not a soldier, but a sailor, who had been captivated by her mother's beauty. She knew what it was to wonder after a man she would never meet.

Roshin sat a long while with the woman and her son. She guided the woman on how to hold the babe to feed him, and then talked to her about what to expect in the coming days. Granya and Ashlyn prepared a special tea and warm soup as a first meal, before taking the baby for a while to allow the mother some rest.

Dawn soon broke and the women gathered up their things and prepared to depart back to the cottage. "We shall be back this evening to check on you. Do you have care for the day?" Granya asked. 

"Aye, my sister will no doubt be by to check me this morning, she shall bring me some food," the woman replied. 

"Good," Granya declared. "Let us go then, my dears. We all need our own rest and meals." And with that, the women walked out the door into the light of the new day's sun. 

Roshin glanced back at the door as she left. She wished she could sit longer with the woman, and she wondered what would become of them both as she had for all the births she had witnessed. But it was a new day, with so many who needed so much. "Let us rest," she affirmed.
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The Trade
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The three women returned to the cottage down the lane. It was now lit up with sunlight. They gathered around a wooden table in the center of the room. Granya led them in a simple prayer: "May our actions and service continue to reflect your truth out onto our world."

The three women in unison closed their eyes, first touching their hands to their foreheads, then to their hearts, before reaching them up to the sky in a ritualized gesture symbolizing their dedication of head, heart, and hands to their lord, Hulen Ahir.

Granya opened her eyes and looked at the other women. With a smile, she announced, "And now we eat." Ashlyn reached for a loaf of brown bread at the center of the table, and she broke off two chunks which she passed to the others, reserving what was left for herself.

With that, the women sat and ate. Granya broke the quiet that had fallen on them with a memory as she looked down at her bread. "I remember when the fields were planted full. Stalks of grains, potatoes, onions. This place was once so green and alive." Roshin and Ashlyn both turned their attention to the old woman.

"My parents were farmers, I can remember their planted fields as a small child..." Ashlyn started before trailing off, as if the rest of her memory was too painful to recall.

"I have no doubt they were beautiful, child, even if they are not anymore." Granya reached over and put a hand on her shoulder. "Those fields can be green again, and so long as you believe that, then there will be hope for you to see that day."

Ashlyn nodded and looked over to Roshin who smiled back a warm smile. Granya continued her story: "King Calder did much for the people to ensure peace and prosperity. He did not demand more than the people could pay, and he allowed our Truth Sayers and teachers to work openly in the community. His early death was a tragedy."

Granya paused and considered her next words carefully. "I wonder if it was in part grief and anger over that loss that pushed his son to war? They say it was so he could prove himself a great commander, but I do think it could be just as well that he started the war in an attempt to slash into the heart of our lord." 

"But why? Our lord is good!" Ashlyn asked.

"For a man that feels he lost unjustly, that goodness is not so clear. Many suffer so much, and many die. Often those impacted feel a need to blame, and why not blame the creator of all for your pain?" Granya responded.

"I understand that, I spent a lot of time angry for the losses in my life," Roshin added, a slight waver in her voice.

"No doubt, child. It is easy to blame that which is above us for our misery. The wounded man does not wish to see that Hulen Ahir does not cause our suffering. It is in our nature to suffer; most we create for ourselves." Granya paused before finishing. "Hulen Ahir gives us a path through such pain, he can give it meaning, and that should not be discounted."

The young women were left hanging on the old woman's words. "She is so wise," Roshin thought as she finished her bread. Roshin had been following and serving as Granya's student for five years and found that even after that much time, she was still fascinated by stories her mentor shared. Listening to them gave her hope that things could again be good so long as they were.

Once the trio had finished eating, they removed their veils and aprons and settled down onto some makeshift straw mattresses laid out on the floor. The cottage had been offered to them by the lord of the town in exchange for their health services to those in the village.

They had been in the town for over a month. In this time, they had addressed an injury sustained by the aged blacksmith, treated a few cases of boils and pox, and splinted a small child's bowed leg. In addition, they had provided comfort and care to a few of the town's aged and infirm. The birth from the night prior was the last item they had to attend to before they would be off to the next village.

"I will be sad to go tomorrow," Ashlyn commented as she laid down upon her mattress.

Roshin nodded her affirmation. "Indeed, the villagers here have been so kind, but I have no doubt we will find hospitality at our next stop as well."

"I am sure we will, but I will still miss this place," Ashlyn said, setting her head upon her arm. "Sometimes I miss having a settled home." Ashlyn had joined Granya and Roshin a year prior after the pair had come through her village. She had become fascinated with Granya and her life on the road.

"You gave up a great deal to join us. We will be back through your village likely next year. If you wish to stay, I think you will be a great asset to them," Granya reassured her.

"I am not sure there is much left there... but I do miss my mother," Ashlyn sighed.

Roshin recalled the face of Ashlyn's mother as they walked out of town. "I imagine Ashlyn leaving hurt her more than she will ever know," she thought as she looked back to Ashlyn. "Still, she is right, there was not much left of that town."

This was the reality for most of the towns they passed through. The men in the villages were all old now as their sons and grandsons had all been taken to join the service. Most could no longer do the work that was required to maintain the communities and they had no apprentices.

The women left behind did the best they could to keep things running, but it seemed inadequate. The physicality required to properly maintain the town structures and work in many of the trades was just outside of their reach. And so, the towns slowly decayed over the years.

The cottage grew quiet as the trio laid upon their mattresses. It had been a long night, and their bodies were all exhausted. It was not long before their breaths settled into a quiet rhythm, and each followed the other into a deep and dreamless sleep.

Because of this, the knock on the cottage door sometime later failed to rouse them. The knock, however, soon turned to loud pounding, and all the women quickly stirred from their sleep.

Roshin rushed over to the door, grabbing her veil and pulling it on her head as she moved briskly to answer. "It must be urgent! I hope our mum is ok!" she exclaimed as she went to reach for the handle. She was startled as the door violently flew open toward her. She staggered back in a moment of confusion.

"Some decency!" Granya exclaimed as three men pushed in through the door.

The largest man, a rough-looking monster with a long salt-and-pepper beard and a large, jagged scar across his face, surveyed the room. "You's the lady healers?" his words flowed out like sap in winter, slow and drawn. A coarseness in them sent the hairs on the back of Roshin's neck skyward. 

"Aye, we are. Might you need assistance?" Granya responded. If she was afraid of the situation unfolding before her, her manners did not give it away. Roshin glanced over to see Ashlyn, stone-faced and pale, squeezing her veil into a ball between her hands.

The large man just laughed, and his two companions soon followed. "No, no help. Just here to claim what is ours."

Roshin stood confused and blinking. Did they mean to kick them from the cottage? She had never seen these men before, and they were to leave the next day. Cold sweat formed as she fought to banish the thought she knew in her heart to be true: "They are here for us."

Before she could react, each of the men had moved to a different woman in the room. The large man stood before her. She thought to whirl around and run, but before she could, she was caught by the wrist and held with a grip like stone.

She squealed and squirmed and tried to pry his fingers from her. The man just laughed. She looked around to see that Ashlyn and Granya were also being held. She felt a rush of panic surge through her like lightning radiating from her center. She reached her hand around and dug her fingernails deep into his hand.

The man suddenly yelped and released her wrist. Roshin was surprised by his reaction, and she thought of it as an opportunity to run, but she was still surrounded, and her captor was still blocking the door. Before she could think of what to do, she felt a fist strike her in the face.

"Little rat!" he cursed at her. She felt herself crumple to the floor as the other two women shrieked in alarm. The world seemed to spin as she was once again grabbed around her wrists.

The next thing she knew she was moving out the door. She could hear Ashlyn crying behind her. The light of the sun hit her face, and the brightness felt overwhelming to her. She saw the villagers standing around, frozen, staring in shock. Not even one moved or said anything. "What was happening!" she blinked in confusion.

The three men drove and dragged the women down the lane until they reached an ox cart, and a group of saddled horses held by two men that appeared to be little more than boys not any older than her. "Soldiers?" Roshin wondered, but their outfitting did not quite fit what she had seen of other soldiers on the road.

A short stocky man, not quite middle-aged, hopped down from the front of the cart. He was unusual looking with curly red hair that framed his face like a mane. His rosy complexion made him look hot. His gait was slightly off as if there was a hitch somewhere up by his hip. He called out toward the women's captors, "You got them! Great!" He then paused. "Only the three?"

"Aye, only three," the large man responded.

"Just as well, easier that way to grab." The stocky man then pulled out some ropes and went to each woman in turn to bind their hands. Roshin attempted to stomp on his feet and kick at him. "I see you have a live one!"

"No doubt, best bind their legs too," her captor responded. The red-haired man was already working to secure her legs. Roshin squirmed to make it as difficult for him as she could.

"What is this? Where are you taking us?" she demanded.

"You are ours now, we will take you where we please," the large man responded, squeezing her arms hard.

Soon all three women were bound and tossed into the back of the cart. Roshin could see the figure of a man coming down the road toward them. He had a proud and bold step. As he neared, she realized it was the lord that managed the town.

"I see you have them," the nobleman said. "I've kept my word to you. Two are even young and pretty," he said, pointing to Roshin. "Now keep your deal."

"Well, aye, two are pretty, but the old one, she might not have much value," the big man said, gesturing to Granya.

"Nonsense, she is a trained medicine woman, an asset despite her age. She is worth a man as much as the others," the lord retorted.

The red-haired man stroked his beard and looked hard at the women in the cart. Roshin felt his eyes bore into her. Feeling exposed, she pulled her veil around her face covering more of her head. "We offer the two boys, the lads are hardy and strong. A fair trade."

"Bollycock!" The lord thundered. "I need at least one skilled man. These are skilled women. I demand the two boys and a skilled man or cut them loose!"

Roshin went to speak again, but Granya quickly raised a hand to stop her. "Hush now child, this might be over before it even starts." Roshin prayed she was right.

The two men leading the negotiations moved away from the cart. "Let's not be rash, we can reach an arrangement," the stocky man said. He placed an arm around the lord, and they walked back off toward the town.

Roshin looked around catching the eyes of one of the boys; he quickly looked away as if very uncomfortable with the situation. "They are trading us like horses," Roshin commented with a sour tone.

"It would appear as if that is the case," Granya calmly affirmed. Ashlyn began again to cry.

"Sorry mum," one of the boys said sheepishly.

"Shut your mouth," the man that had grabbed Ashlyn barked at the boy.

It seemed like hours had passed sitting in the ox cart, out in the sun. Roshin watched villagers pass, craning their necks to see what was going on. Roshin found herself growing more angry that after all they had done for the village in the last month, not one seemed to even think to help.

Eventually the three men returned. The look on their faces said that they had made a deal. The big man was outfitted with a new sword and the stocky one was wearing a new coat and was carrying a cask of something. "Darren, you go with the boys. Serve your new lord well," the big man said.

Nodding, Ashlyn's captor stepped forward and waved the two boys to follow. "Come now lads, we have work to do." And the boys rushed after him. As Roshin watched them go, she noticed the one boy look back. His face looked sad, but soon he turned and followed the lord into the town.

The next thing Roshin knew was that the cart was moving. Ashlyn was still crying. Granya spoke next, "Take heart child, we still have our lives, we must hold fast to our faith. Our freedom is found in Hulen Ahir." The words of comfort sat hollow in that moment with Roshin. All she felt was a swirling of doubt.
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It had been four days since Roshin and her companions had been taken from the town of Veyah. They were traveling south across a bare and muddy landscape. The clouds loomed dark overhead with the hints of more spring rains to come.

Her hands and ankles still bound, she could do little more than look out toward the back of the cart. Two horses had been tied there and were being towed along without a rider. Roshin had been watching their faces as they plodded along. They bobbed up and down in a comforting rhythm.

"Their skin looks so soft," she thought to herself, marveling at the velvet fuzz that covered the end of their muzzles. She did not have much experience with horses. As far back as she could remember she had grown up alongside the docks of the great fresh sea. Goods in such places were moved by boat, barrow, or ox cart.

By the time she had set off traveling with Granya, horses were a luxury that most common folk could not afford. The Empire's forces had confiscated most from the farmers to cover tax debts. Any that remained outside of the military were owned by the nobility, "...and slavers," she thought bitterly.

She turned her head to see the two horses being ridden alongside the cart. Both were bay, but the bigger of the two had a white blaze and two white stockings. "I wonder how hard it would be to ride," she pictured herself climbing up on the back of one of the horses and galloping off before quickly brushing the thought away. "I doubt I could stay on."

Her gaze turned to the men riding the horses. The big one who had grabbed her was Donah. Beside him rode Tahg, a tan-skinned man in his thirties with coarse dark hair that seemed to cover his whole body. She had gathered their names from their conversations with each other. The red-haired man driving the cart was Cormac.

She felt a shudder of disgust run through her as Tahg turned to catch her eye, and a broad smile spread across his face as he looked hungrily at her. The leer made her want to pull her veil around her face tighter and hide.

Roshin was well accustomed to hiding from the unwanted attention of men. She was reminded of her time as an orphan in the port city of Ancalah, in the conquered southern tip of Perinthia. The city had once been a merchant and fisherman's hub, but after the war it became a host to poverty and riffraff.

The streets were not safe for young girls, so as she matured, she found it best to cut off her hair, dress in loose rags, and carry dead fish in her pockets. She acclimated to the smell, but those around her gave her a wide berth and left her alone.

That was how Granya found her, digging in the garbage piles at the edge of the docks. Roshin reflected back on the day she first met the woman some five years past.

Roshin had not noticed her approach. "Clever disguise, I imagine most leave you alone, child," Granya mused from behind her.

Roshin turned around with a start. She tried to form words, but her surprise made it impossible to get them out, "Gah... Err... Ahh..."

"How long have you been on the streets my child?" Granya probed.Roshin paused to count the years, but she was not sure and so in the end she just shrugged.

"A long time alone then. Would you care to come with me? I can see you get a good meal. My only ask is that you leave the fish outside," Granya said with a reassuring laugh.

Roshin was not sure why she had said yes. She had avoided people that she did not know for years on the docks, afraid of what they might do to her. Perhaps it was her plain neat dress and covered head, but somehow, Roshin knew this woman was safe and could be trusted.

Returning to the present, Roshin looked over to Granya, who, at that moment, was sleeping along with Ashlyn. Each of their bodies was propping the other up. She marveled at their ability to sleep as the cart jumped and jerked on the uneven ground. "It must be exhaustion," she decided.

Roshin went back to staring at the faces of the horses following the cart. She heard Cormac curse under his breath as the cart bounced over a rock and dropped hard.

"Careful, Cormac! Every bruise on their bums is a copper off our price," Tahg called out in jest.

"And how much off for that shiner on the girl's eye?" Cormac shot back.

"That wasn't me! Donah's a real brute who never learned manners from his ma!" Tahg retorted, waving the end of his reins over his shoulders toward Donah who was riding behind him. "Ain't that right?"

Donah snorted before flapping his legs hard. His horse grunted from the impact and then surged forward right into the back end of Tahg's mount. Roshin whipped her head around to see what was happening as Tahg's horse squealed and kicked up in objection to the violation of its space. Tahg had to scramble to right himself after having been pitched forward from the kick. 

"Knock it off, you're both bothering the ox," Cormac scolded. "I don't need no runaway beast."

A deep throaty chuckle left Donah's mouth. "No more trouble here." And the group again grew silent as the cart bounced on.

Roshin found herself dozing in and out of consciousness as the clouds cleared and sun began to make its descent back to the horizon. "Break!" Cormac called out and the cart stopped. Roshin blinked and looked around. Granya and Ashlyn were also stirring now thanks to the sudden stillness.

"Why now? I just got me rhythm back," Tahg complained.

"I got-a piss. They likely need to piss too," Cormac replied, pointing his thumb at the women behind him. "Don't need m'cart soiled."

"Aye, fair enough," Tahg huffed as he swung his leg off his horse. He waved Donah over to the women.

At this point Roshin had become well acclimated to the routine. The men would come over, untie the legs of one woman at a time and then lead them out onto the ground a few paces from the cart. At that point they were expected to perform their functions right there in front of the watchful eyes of their captors before being led back to the cart and retied.

It was humiliating. "Might you look away for just a moment?" Roshin pleaded as she did her best to hike up her skirts and squat awkwardly.

Donah just gave her a devilish grin. "Naw, I don't trust you not to do something stupid like run, plus I like your pretty legs."

Roshin found herself turning red. It was Granya who interrupted and got them to avert their eyes, at least for a few seconds. "We need water here. It's been all day, and I am not sure we will make it wherever it is you are seeking to take us if we don't drink or get any food."

Cormac responded, "You will just have to wait till we camp." Upon finishing his comment, he pulled out and took a long draw from his wineskin, no doubt full of whatever he had been given from the lord's cask.

Granya let the insult go and asked, "How many more days of travel can we expect?"

Tahg began to respond, "Five more to get to—" He never finished. Donah slapped the back of his head with his enormous hand.

"You leave us to worry about that," Donah said in a gruff tone. "We will get where we will get soon enough."

The distraction was enough. Roshin had finished and had stood up to be returned to the cart. Once back she watched the men take Ashlyn. The girl was not faring well with the situation. She had said very little and had cried more than she had slept.

Roshin wished she could wrap her arms around her, but the best she could manage was to reach her bound hands over and try and hold on to her fingers once she was returned to the cart. "The not knowing is the worst part of this," Roshin thought.

When the cart stopped for the evening beside a river, everything unfolded as it had the three nights prior. The men unsaddled and hobbled their horses, leaving them to graze on the sparse grass that grew on the river's banks. The ox was tied around the horns with a long line that was staked into the ground.

The men left the women in the cart and moved off a fair distance to set up a fire. "They don't want us to hear their conversations," Roshin assumed. Before they left, they tossed some hardtack and a waterskin into the cart for the three to share. It was not enough. The hollow feeling Roshin had on the inside remained. "I wonder what they are eating?" she asked out loud.

Granya put her hand upon Roshin's thigh. "Don't worry about them child, save your energy. Everyone here is hungry, I have no doubt." And with that Granya invited the girls to join her in a prayer.

Roshin recited the words of thanks for the meager rations though they somehow felt hollow. She thought on Granya's point. It was a fair observation. The land they were travelling on had been bare, and the village they left did not have much either. Hunger was something she had known well in her life.

She needed to think about something else, so she looked around the camp. This particular stop was the greenest she had seen. Over the course of the day, they had moved closer to the Wyrmridge Mountains and the sparse tree cover of its foothills now surrounded them. "It seems like they are taking special care to avoid the open," Roshin observed.

Granya responded, "Wise choice since we are heading south. The closer we get to the capital cities, the more likely there are soldiers about."

Most of the trees were evergreens, but those that were not were covered in fresh leaflets that had just burst out of their buds. The new life of spring was all around them. "If I was traveling through here in different circumstances, I would think I might like to stay," Roshin mused to herself.

A squeaky voice broke the moment of quiet. "South. I have never been south." After days of barely a word, Ashlyn finally spoke without any tears.

It was all Roshin could do not to squeal with excitement. Granya carried on as if nothing about this was unusual. "I do believe this is one of the headwaters of the Platt River. If I am right, then we are a fortnight from our likely destination."

"Which is?" Roshin asked.

"Vargah," was all Granya said. She need not say more. Roshin knew exactly where that was.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

4

The Wagon Train
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The wheels of a great wooden cart creaked and rattled as they bounced between the rocks and pits that covered the road. Behind it, the rest of the wagon train trudged through the barren landscape at a pace that seemed to slow by the hour.

It had rained recently, and without any vegetation to hold it, the water had collected in the various indents that lay out before them. The black pools made it hard to tell just how deep some of the holes were, and the drivers seemed tired of trying to avoid them.

An ox groaned as one of the wheels slid into yet another rut. The driver of the cart cracked his worn leather lines on the back of the beast to force it on against the resistance. Mud splashed up out of the depressions and onto the legs of the horses as they walked alongside the carts.

The party had been traveling for three days now. Having left the village of Dunmaer in the northern foothills, they were now heading southwest, toward the Lakelands and the town of Brenna. The road they traveled was once a vital artery for commerce, but now all it seemed to ferry were troops and refugees fleeing one site of desperation for another.

The oxen grunted and lowed as their skinny bodies strained to pull the carts, heavy-laden with secret cargo. Grass was in short supply in this part of the country. Land that was once cultivated fields and lush pastures was now stripped bare.

The Empire's forces had placed a high tax on agricultural outputs, and the peasant farmers rarely had enough to pay. Most were left to either abandon their homes or stay and starve until there was nobody left to steward the land. Those who were left behind would often just take from it until there was nothing left to take besides sparse weeds and stones.

A crack rang out as one of the wheels dropped hard into an especially large pit. The wagon driver, a gruff man named Tomas, cursed and cracked his lines. "Get moving!" he barked, his voice hoarse from years of shouting at beasts.

The oxen struggled and pulled, trying to evade the pain from the drive lines that smacked their gaunt flesh, but the cart did not budge. Behind it, another driver cried "Whoa!" as he pulled up his pair of oxen, now blocked by the stuck cart. The entire wagon train ceased moving.

Ciran rode over to assess the situation. He was a tall and lean young man with long, dark hair that he wore pulled back. He sported a short beard that had been growing steadily over the last few days of travel. His blue eyes were striking against his tanned skin, but his expression was tired and guarded. "What seems to be the problem?" he asked Tomas.

"The damn cart won't budge. I fear the hole is too large, and we may break an axle or an ox if I keep driving them," Tomas replied, his tone hinting at his exhaustion.

"I see," said Ciran. "We dare not disturb the load, so I think it would be best to get the men to gather and see if we might lift the cart enough for the beasts to get on."

"Aye," said Tomas, nodding his head.

Dismounting his horse, Ciran called out, "We need help!" Dropping his reins to the ground, he moved over to the side of the wagon and stared down at the wheel, which was now partially submerged in a large pit filled with muddy water. Three men soon joined him beside the cart.

"So, we're stuck good this time, aye?" asked Arden, a tall, lanky man whom Ciran guessed to be in his mid-thirties.

"Stuck good indeed. We'll have to put our backs into it," replied Thorne as he puffed out his broad chest and flexed the muscles in his thick arms. Eager to take over and lead the effort, the big man stepped forward and waved to the others. "Ciran, Janek, you should try and push near the top of the cart to get the weight over. Arden and I will lift from here."

Janek, the youngest of the guards at about sixteen, nodded eagerly. His face flushed with determination. The four men took their positions. "Now!" barked Thorne, and all together they lifted and pushed while Tomas cracked his lines. The sour man barked more orders, but Ciran did not hear what he said as the oxen strained.

The wagon refused to budge, and the effort quickly ceased. Thorne cursed and shouted out, "We need more manpower!" With that, Ciran noted that the drivers from the other carts climbed down from their seats.

Behind the wagons stood seven men of middle age, skinny and sunburned. They were bound together with ropes. "The prisoners," Ciran thought. Beside them stood a grey rouncey with a shaggy mane and a disproportionately large head.

The man who was sitting cross-armed upon the horse was Balthus. He was a rough, unpleasant sort, with a face like weathered leather. His long, thick beard made him look unkempt and wild. Ciran disliked him immensely. "I suppose you will want to use MY men to get that careless driver out of his bind," Balthus sneered at the other guards.

Ciran had to bite back a retort. It was Thorne who saved him the trouble of having to respond. "It's getting hot. You don't want to be out here any longer than any of us do. Let's just get it done."

Balthus considered this for a moment, then spat on the ground. "Fine. Just make it quick." And with that, he barked out "Go!" and pointed towards the cart at the front of the line. The bound men quietly shuffled forward towards Ciran and the other guards.

Balthus did not move; he simply watched them all with a snide grin on his face. Under Thorne's direction, the men around the cart took their positions. The bound men lined up to lift, and the others leaned over them to push.

"On three," said Thorne. "One, two, three!"

The lines again cracked, and all the muscles worked together and strained. Slowly, inch by inch, the wagon began to rise. Tomas shouted encouragement to the oxen as he shook the lines on their twitching hides. With a final heave, the stuck wheel climbed back up onto the road, and the wagon lurched forward.

The men all stepped back. They were victorious, but there was no time to revel in their success. The drivers immediately turned and trotted off towards their carts. Balthus shouted to his charges as he waved his whip in the air, "Back to your places or face the lash!"

Ciran turned and collected his mount as he watched the prisoners quickly shuffle back to Balthus. The sour man barked more orders, but Ciran did not hear what they were. His mind had begun to wander until he was surrounded by rows of tents, standing on the churned-up earth of a military camp's sparring yard.

He was a young recruit again, barely old enough to hold a sword, standing in a formation with other young boys. They were all scared, having just arrived at the camp. None of them knew what their life was to be now that they were there.

Before him stood several officers, all hardened veterans of war with cold eyes. Soon the officers were shouting. The boys were drilled on the mission of the Empire and the rules of service. Afterward, the officers ordered him and the other boys into physical work that was far more difficult than any work Ciran had known up to that point.

He shook off the memory as he mounted up and turned to follow the carts. As he did, he noticed a small face peering out from beneath a straw-covered blanket that lay over the middle cart. The face was of a child, a boy no older than ten, with sandy, tousled hair and a wide, frightened expression.

He locked eyes with Ciran before disappearing again under the protection of the cover. "Precious cargo," Ciran thought as he fell back into his place alongside the wagons.

He knew the boy was likely the son of some nobleman looking to avoid the conscriptors. His parents had likely paid good coin to move him out of their village and on to the safety of another hold before the forces came. It was a common practice for those who could afford it.

Family in Perinthia came second to country and service. All able-bodied boys, rich and poor, were to serve in the military. Conscription was mandatory, and for most, it was a lifelong service. Not that there weren't ways around it.

Parents with means shuffled their boys around from place to place to avoid the conscriptors, while those without often tried to hide their children, but doing so could come with a heavy price should they be found. Ciran's own family successfully hid his older brother through one conscription cycle, but they were unsuccessful during the next.

The memory of that day hit Ciran like a punch to the gut. He could still hear his mother's desperate pleas as a soldier with jet-black hair and a jagged scar dragged him and Ronan away.

Leesha, his mother, was a gentle woman with kind eyes and a soft voice. She had begged the soldiers to spare her sons, pleading that they were not old enough. She had clung to her boys, her fingers digging into their arms, as if the force of her presence alone could drive the conscriptors away.

The soldiers were unmoved by her tears. At ten and thirteen years old, the boys were considered plenty old enough for service. The scarred man pried the boys free from her grasp, his rough hands leaving bruises on her delicate skin as he pushed her to the ground.

Leesha wasted no time. She rose and chased after her sons, her anguished cries piercing the air. Before she could catch them, another soldier struck her down with the butt of his spear. She crumpled to the ground, her sobs mixing with the dust. The soldier spat at her and walked after the scarred man.

Ciran's father, a proud man named Fintan, had been restrained by three of the soldiers. As the events unfolded, he fought desperately to free himself, his face contorted with rage and despair. He was only released after his wife had been struck down. Once free, he rushed to her side.

Thrown into a cart with four others from their village, Ciran and Ronan soon found their wrists bound with rough rope. Ciran wailed in distress while Ronan sat quietly until the soldiers moved away. Once they were gone, he leaned in close and whispered into Ciran's ear, "It will all be alright; we still have each other." With that, the cart lurched forward.

Ciran remembered looking back towards his home. His parents were kneeling in the dirt, his father holding his mother as her arms reached out towards her lost sons. He saw his younger sister peeking out from behind the door of their small cottage, her wide eyes filled with fear and confusion.

A tightness formed in Ciran's throat as he looked back to the cart where he had seen the boy peering out. He decided that it was good that this boy was able to avoid that fate thanks, in part, to his sword. He cursed the conscriptors and spat at the ground.

His thoughts turned to the road ahead. Brenna was still another day or so off. He had been to Brenna many times before. It was a small fishing village nestled on the shore of a vast inland lake known for its deep and murky blue waters. The village was barely more than a collection of ramshackle huts, their roofs thatched with reeds from the lakeshore. A single, rundown inn stood at the center of the village, its wooden walls weathered and gray.

The village had once been a haven for fishermen, but the fish stock was depleted now, and the village had adopted a dilapidated appearance. Despite this, Brenna served a vital role in this underground business. It was a place where no questions were asked, and no names were given. A place where the "cargo" could be dispersed without attracting unwanted attention.

Ciran planned to take a short period of rest once they reached Brenna. He would find a quiet corner in the inn, maybe indulge in the local brew, and forget himself for a bit. He knew that he could not rest long. Soon enough, there would be another wagon train, heading down a different road. It was a cycle he had repeated countless times before, and one he knew he would repeat countless times again.

As the wagons creaked their way along the road, Ciran tried to steer his mind towards happier times. The laughter of his sister, the smell of his mother's broth cooking on the stove for days, the feel of his father's hand on his shoulder. They were distant memories now, faded and worn like old parchment, but they were all he had left of the life he had once known.

Despite his efforts, Ciran found his gaze often drifting back towards the line of bound men tailing the carts. Their wrists were chafed raw from the ropes that bound them to each other, and their eyes held a dullness that spoke of a spirit broken by hardship and cruelty. "What were their crimes that turned them to slaves?" he wondered.

One man stumbled as he walked, his bare feet catching on the uneven ground. This earned him a sharp crack of Balthus' whip. Ciran's gut twisted at the sight, a feeling of unease and disgust rising in his chest. But he quickly pushed it down, turning his attention instead to the cart where he had seen the boy's face. "That is why I am here," he whispered to himself.

The sun dipped towards the horizon, painting the sky in shades of orange and red. Arden, who was now riding at the front of the wagon train, signaled for them to stop for the night. "We'll make camp here!" he called out. "The oxen need rest, and the passengers need food and water."

They picked a spot just off the road and got to work clearing away some large rocks to allow the carts in. They set the camp up so that the wagons would form a protective circle around a flickering campfire. As darkness gathered around the group, more heads emerged from the straw, and men in ropes were put to work passing out dried bread and water skins to them.

Ciran hobbled and then unsaddled his horse. He moved to find a place to set down the saddle and lay out his bedroll. Janek approached him, his young face flickering in the firelight. "Do you think we'll reach Brenna tomorrow?" he asked, his voice tight with anticipation.

Setting down the tack and then stooping to unlace his bedroll, Ciran looked up at the boy and nodded. "If we make good time, we should be there by midday. Get some rest, Janek. It has been a long day for all of us, and I am sure you are tired."

As Janek walked away, Thorne came to stand beside Ciran. "Three days without any trouble on the road," he mused. "It's been quiet."

Ciran grunted in agreement. "Most of the people are gone from here. No doubt the soldiers are all off fighting a scourge of dragons somewhere down south."

Thorne slapped Ciran's back and roared with laughter. "Dragons! Funny how the soldiers are always close by, but never prevent the dragons from burning those villages." He winked back at Ciran.

As the men quieted and settled for the night, the sound of approaching hoofbeats echoed out from the darkness, growing louder and more urgent with each passing moment.

"Heads down!" Tomas barked, pointing to the people in the carts. The heads quickly disappeared back under the blankets and straw.

Ciran placed his hand on the hilt of his sword, ready to draw. He saw Arden and Thorne do the same, their faces grim in the flickering light.

As the hoofbeats grew closer, Ciran caught a glint of metal in the moonlight. His heart sank as he realized what it meant. "Soldiers!" he hissed to the others. "Get ready."
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The Fight
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As the soldiers emerged from the darkness, the flickering light of the campfire glinted off their polished helms and the steel of their swords. The leader was a tall man with a hawk-like nose and a cruel twist to his mouth. He drove his charger forward towards the camp. The dark horse's hooves churned the muddy ground as it came to a stop before the wagon train.

"Well, well, well," he said, his voice dripping with malice. "What do we have here? A band of smugglers, by the looks of it."

Tomas, one of the wagon drivers, stepped forward, his hands raised in a placating gesture. "Good evening, sirs," he said, his voice trembling slightly. "We are but humble travelers, seeking respite for the night."

The hawk-nosed soldier howled with laughter. "Do you take me for a fool? I know a smuggler's train when I see one."

Tomas persisted in response, "We seek no trouble, sirs. Perhaps we could come to an arrangement?" Tomas reached into the leather pouch at his side and flashed the soldiers a palm full of silver coins.

The hawk-nosed officer's lips curled into a sneer. "You think to bribe us, peasant?" he spat. "We are not some common highway robbers to be bought off with a few measly coins. We are here to do the Emperor's justice, and all I see here is a band of criminals and deserters." His eyes moved to Ciran as he spoke.

Ciran's hand tightened on the hilt of his sword as he took in the scene before him. The company of soldiers was eight men including the officer, all mounted. They all wore chainmail hauberks over padded gambesons. Their heads were topped with steel helmets adorned with noseguards. At their sides hung the standard-issue military longswords. A few of the men had kite shields strapped to their backs.

"We are woefully unprepared for this fight," Ciran thought as he continued to survey the scene.

Unlike the soldiers, the wagon party was poorly armed. None of the drivers carried swords, and all they wore were light linen tunics and breeches. The only armaments they carried were knives or daggers.

The four guards, including Ciran, were better equipped. They wore leather vests over their tunics, and a couple of guards had leather vambraces, offering some measure of protection. Their swords were, thankfully, comparable, most having been military issue at one point in time, but they had no armor and no chainmail.

Balthus was the best-armed and armored, with chainmail and an expensive longsword attached to his belt. He also carried his bullwhip. Somehow, however, Ciran could not see him actually standing to fight. The bound men in his charge were all still tied together, shirtless and shoeless. They had no ability to fight, even if they might want to.

Ciran held his breath as the seconds passed slowly. The children in the carts were completely still and silent, as if one word would be their undoing. For a moment, the only sound was the crackling of the fire.

An instant later, the leader of the soldiers drew his sword, the blade glinting in the firelight. "Search the wagons," he commanded his men. "Seize anything of value. And if these wretches resist, cut them down."

Ciran and the other guards moved from behind the protection of the wagons to stand before the soldiers in an attempt to block their path. They too drew their swords in preparation for a fight.

"We have nothing of value," Ciran said, his voice steady despite the pounding of his heart. "Leave us be, and there need not be any blood spilled tonight."

The officer laughed again, a harsh, ugly sound. "You would stand against us, boy? You and your ragtag band of outcasts and thieves?" He raised his sword, pointing it at Ciran's chest. "I am feeling generous, so I will give you one chance. Lay down your weapons, and perhaps we will let you live to see the dawn."

Ciran knew that these words were meaningless. If they surrendered now, even if they were taken as prisoners, they would surely be executed. All of them were deserters of service, and they would likely never make it to trial for their crimes against the Empire.

Glancing at his fellow guards, Ciran could see the fear and determination mingling in their eyes. They knew, as he did, that they stood little chance against the soldiers. But they also knew with certainty that the conflict was unavoidable at this point. If they were fortunate, they could buy enough time for some of their charges to run off and escape, and maybe they could cut down some of these Empire rats.

He turned back to the officer, his jaw set. "We will not surrender," his voice ringing out clear and strong. "If you want these wagons, you will have to go through us."

"So be it," the officer snarled as his face twisted into a mask of rage. "Attack!"

The battle began.

The soldiers surged forward. The reflection of the silver moonlight off their steel offered an advantage to the guards as they fell back, tight against the wagons. Since they were unmounted, they needed an advantage to stem the charge of the cavalry. Steel met wood as a slash from one of the soldiers missed its target and hit a barrel.

Ciran bounded out from between the carts to take advantage of the moment of confusion from the strike and miss. Steel met steel as Ciran met this first attacker head-on, his sword clashing against the soldier's blade with a ringing sound. Around him, the other guards engaged the enemy, the sound of battle filling the night air.

Chaos erupted as the bound men, still tied together, tried desperately to avoid the whirling blades and stomping hooves of the horses. The guards' hobbled horses stirred into a panic as they struggled to free themselves of their restraints to flee the chaos of the fight. Oxen moaned and bunched up against each other, forming a protective mass, as they bellowed in distress. Two of the wagon drivers fled into the darkness.

Ciran found himself locked in a desperate struggle with a burly soldier. Their swords clashed and sparked as they traded blows, each seeking to find a weakness in the other's defense. Ciran ducked under a vicious cut that would have taken his head off, then retaliated with a thrust that caught the soldier in the hip. The man grunted in pain but did not fall from his mount, protected in part by the bottom of his mail.

Out of the corner of his eye, Ciran saw one of the soldiers break away from the melee. The man had a wild look in his eyes as he approached the fire in the center of the camp. The next thing Ciran saw was the soldier toss a flaming log onto one of the carts. The log flew through the air in what seemed like slow motion. It fell onto the top of the cart. The dry material caught instantly, and soon the entire wagon was engulfed in flames.

The air erupted with the screams of the children who had been hiding inside. The screams were a sound from Ciran's worst nightmare. However, to his benefit, the sudden inferno caused a crazed panic in his opponent's horse, and it reared in fright.

The rider grabbed hold of the reins for balance as the horse rose up into the air. This, however, caused his mount to lose its own balance and fall backward. The full weight of the flailing animal came down upon the soldier, cracking his neck. As the horse rose up to run, his rider was left behind, dead in the dirt.

Ciran was finally free, and the screams of the children still echoed in his ears. He turned to sprint towards the burning wagon. He had no idea what he would do, but he felt he had to try something to save the children.

Almost immediately, a soldier on horseback cut him off, the animal's hooves churning the muddy earth. Ciran raised his sword to meet the man's attack, but the soldier's blade was already in motion. It struck Ciran's sword with a clang, the force of the blow numbing his arm up to the elbow.

Ciran staggered back, his sword falling from his hand. The soldier urged his horse forward, a cruel smile on his face as he raised his blade for the kill.

Suddenly, a figure leaped forward from the chaos of the battle. It was Thorne, his face streaked with blood and soot. With a roar of defiance, he brought his sword down on the soldier's outstretched arm, severing it at the elbow.

The soldier screamed in agony, his blade falling from his mutilated limb. The horse wheeled around in a panic at the sudden movement, and the rider fell off to the side. Thorne pressed his advantage, his sword flashing in a deadly arc. The blade caught the soldier in the throat as he fell from his horse, his lifeblood pouring out onto the ground.

Thorne turned to Ciran, his eyes blazing with fierce determination. "Grab your sword, lad!" he shouted over the din of battle. "We're not done yet!" Ciran nodded, his jaw set. He scooped up his fallen sword and shoulder to shoulder with Thorne, they charged towards the burning wagon, their blades flashing in the firelight. 

Ciran felt a surge of hope as they neared it, but the heat of the flames seared his skin, and he could go no further. It was then that he realized the children inside had fallen silent, their screams replaced by an awful, deathly quiet.

Ciran felt a wave of despair wash over him, but he had no time to grieve. He exchanged a grim look with Thorne, a silent acknowledgment of the tragedy they had witnessed. The battle still raged around them, and they had no choice but to move from the fire and continue the fight.

Nearby, Janek fought another of the soldiers. Somehow the boy had managed to unhorse his opponent, and Ciran hoped that it would help even out the fight. The boy's face was set in a determined grimace. 

Even off his mount, Janek's opponent towered over him, the man's longsword looked massive in comparison to Janek's shorter blade. But Janek was quick and agile, and he used his speed to his advantage, darting in and out of range and scoring
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