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Gilly’s goats grazed on the dry grass and thicket, their occasional "maa" a soothing melody on this hot summer day. She leaned on her walking stick to take pressure off her aching left leg. This open flat section northeast of the village stretched far across the horizon. From here, she could see strangers approach from miles away. A defense tactic that had become ingrained after years spent on self-imposed guard duty.

Divided by terrain and cultures and ruled by King Ywen and his Horsemen, Ryca was a dangerous land for her kind, ones who knew how to wield Light, to weave magic. She had been on guard since the King’s Horsemen tracked her family down in a far off woods, over two decades ago now. Along with her goats, she had run then, carrying her baby sister south across the breadth of the western edge of the Land of Ryca. Weeks later, heart sore, feet torn, lame leg throbbing and red straggly hair plastered to her wet cheeks, she reached this little forgotten corner of Ryca. A pastoral village named Nadym.

Gilly had stayed hidden on the village’s outskirts, enviously watching smiling farmers go about their daily tasks in blissful ignorance of any danger. They didn’t picture Horsemen hiding behind every bush. Or imagine a sword striking down each time they closed their eyes.

Her ever-present fear of discovery, one she hadn’t been able to shake in the two decades she'd spent here, kept Gilly from spending much time with the people of Nadym.

The bright sun rising high in a clear blue sky hinted at yet another scorching day. Perspiration trickled off her forehead and droplets slid down her back beneath her long brown gown and linen underskirt. She was looking forward to sitting in the shade and taking off shoes and stockings to cool her hot toes. To the right, near a hilly terrain, large oaks promised cover. She herded the goats that way.

"Gilly!" The light singsong voice came from a distance.

Her heart skipped a beat in acute pleasure even before her niece ran up to her. The girl wore a pretty blue gown cinched at the waist. The material had intricate embroidery sown at the hems by her mother, Anna.

Skye came to a breathless halt, a small replica of her mother with sunshine hair, pert nose, and inquisitive eyes.

In contrast, Gilly had sun-flecked red hair, hazel eyes and a face dusky from years spent under the sun. At thirty-three summers, she considered herself past the age of "pretty."

Gilly planted a disapproving expression on her face that belied her bubbling happiness at seeing Skye. "What did your mam say about trailing after me?"

Skye shrugged and tugged a tall blade of grass to chew. "My mama's always angry with me for one reason or another. Besides, she doesn't understand."

"Understand what?"

The eight-year-old kicked at a mole mound. "All Mama wants me to do is chores. With you, I get to roam the plains." Arms spread wide, she twirled with abandon.

Gilly viewed the knobs of hills breaking up the flat surface from Skye’s perspective. Patterns of purple, gold, red and silver wildflowers waved in the wind while tawny grass stretched far across the horizon. Land that usually seemed shaded with melancholy now shouted, freedom.

Such a rare emotion. Fear she was familiar with. Sadness. Even loneliness. This sense of well-being, in a land that posed no threat, no sense of doom? She wanted to embrace this sensation, cherish it, if only for a few moments. What harm if Skye stayed for a while?

“You go farther than anyone else,” her niece said. “I'm not allowed to wander this far without someone by me."

"You're not allowed to wander at all, with me." The reprimand, aimed at Skye, generated spasms of guilt in Gilly. She wasn’t on intimate terms with her sister. In fact, Anna was unaware that Gilly was her sister.

After escaping the King’s Horsemen, believing they would search for two children, Gilly, then a ten-year-old girl, had decided she and her baby sister would have a better chance at survival if they separated. So, shortly after reaching this isolated village, she left the baby on a temple’s doorstep, hoping someone would adopt her.

To her delight, a couple took her sister and named her Anna. Gilly should have left then. It was the sensible thing to do. The safe thing to do for both of them. She just couldn’t do it.

No matter how lonely it was to watch others love her sister, she couldn’t bring herself to leave Anna. What if her sister needed her? What if the Horsemen tracked Anna down and Gilly wasn’t around to save her? Those questions kept Gilly Nadym-bound. So, living alone in the woods, she secretly checked on the baby’s welfare.

A few months later, when the couple who adopted Anna conceived a child, they passed the “orphan” to another childless couple. Months later, Anna was passed along again, and then again. Seeing her sister shunted among families like an unwanted puppy broke her heart.

Needing to do something to help her sister, she “officially” moved to Nadym. Calling herself Gilly, a goat herder, she attempted to befriend Anna, even offered to watch her. The plan was easier imagined than accomplished. The villagers had apparently grown fiercely protective of the orphan child. Anna was indeed loved, if not intensely and personally, certainly as a member of Nadym’s close-knit community. They refused to allow strangers anywhere near the child.

Still, as she grew up, Anna must have felt disconnected because she spent her childhood trying to prove she belonged in the village. That included following all village customs and rejecting everything she deemed out of place.

She didn’t understand why Gilly lived alone. Couldn’t conceive why anyone would shun communal activities. She saw Gilly’s tendency to talk to her goats as “crazy.”

Despite Anna’s aversion to her, Gilly adored the woman her sister grew up to be. The day Anna married was Gilly’s happiest and loneliest day of her life. Her sister had finally established a safe, secure home, but one that excluded Gilly. If Anna had her way, she would never let either of her children anywhere near Gilly, whom her sister had long ago nicknamed the Madwoman of Nadym.

Anna’s daughter, however, had an independent streak as wide as these plains. One her mother couldn't control. One Gilly should discourage. Turning Skye away was a bittersweet task she had yet to master.

She tucked a strand of Skye’s blond hair behind her ear. Despite her misbehavior, this child had a good heart. Anna should be proud of her.

The goats, which had been grazing peacefully until now, moved toward a rocky outcrop. Skye and Gilly followed. In the distance, melodious voices floated. It was harvest time, when villagers gathered on the southern fields to apply their scythes and reap in rye and oats. A community effort that seemed to require much joyful singing.

"Why do you come so far?" Skye asked.

Gilly stumbled over a rock and cursed her left leg for lagging instead of lifting. Skye’s personal question intruded in places best left undisturbed. How to answer? "Guess I like the sense of vastness. Seems I've been staring out onto open fields most of my life."

"Even when you were little, as little as Bevan?"

Bevan. Skye’s little brother of four summers. Now there was a quiet, lonely soul. Anna kept him close, so Gilly could only study his behavior at the market, the temple and the public well.

Skye asked again, "Did you stare off into the fields when you were little?”

"Since I was a touch older than your age, anyhow."

"What about before then?”

"Don't remember much before that."

"Why not?"

Too close! A mental warning shot out, sharp and shrill.

Normally Gilly would end the conversation here, but Skye's innocent blue eyes pleaded for a confidant, a friend. Friendship meant sharing and talking, not running away.

"Just the way I am. My mam said I'd had an accident, a fall that knocked my memories out and broke my leg."

"How did it happen?"

"Don't remember that, now, do I?"

"Does your mam?"

The question ripped open the old wound and Gilly swallowed hard to keep the pain from flooding out. Her throat clogged and her eyes filled. She looked away, searching for control. Once her throat loosened its fierce grip, she spoke softly, serenely. "She died long ago."

The ancient pain turned over like a bony old dog and returned to its pit for another nap.

"Oh." Skye’s eyes softened with compassion. As quickly, her mood shifted. With a shout, she ran toward the goats.

Bleating, they scattered. Skye chased after the youngest. As she lunged for him, the kid skittered away, and Skye fumbled to the ground, empty-handed.

With a tolerant laugh, Gilly allowed her niece’s play, glad the uncomfortable conversation had ended. The girl scrambled up and chased after the kid, which took off up a hill.

Skye waved to indicate she would meet her at the top and tore off at a run before Gilly could argue. That girl had too much energy. Skye scooted up a rocky portion as if she were a goat herself, her gaze firmly planted on the kid that watched her with cool insolence from the top.

Gilly forced her lame leg to move faster as she climbed after them.

A scream sliced the still air.

Skye! Gilly jerked her gaze upward. The kid was on the hill but not her niece. She cursed her leg as she hurried up the rise. “I’m coming.”

The moment she reached the top, the kid raced off toward the rest of the herd. On the other side was a sharp drop some forty feet to the ground. The girl clung to a branch of a dead oak. That weak branch wouldn’t hold her long. She must have slipped, unprepared for the hill to abruptly drop off.

"Help!" Skye cried.

"I'm here." Fear for Skye’s safety, combined with her fear of heights, made Gilly nauseous. The contents of her stomach roiled. Calm down! This was no time to be ill. Skye needed her. The girl was too far down from this crest for Gilly to reach, even with her walking stick. She looked for other means of getting to the girl.

If she tried to go down, she would probably fall, as Skye had. If she went back to the village, it might be too late by the time she returned with help.

"My hands are slipping." Panic was clear in Skye's high-pitched voice.

"Hold on." Gilly's stomach did another turn, threatening to empty her breakfast over the ledge. Her head swam. As if in a bizarre nightmare, she pictured Skye smashing into the rocks below, limbs twisting and cracking.

Breathe! Think! She must save Skye. Can't let her fall.

The dry branch cracked. Skye screamed and fell.

Instinctively, Gilly reached out. “Halt that fall! Come wind, come leaves, cradle my girl, lift her up and bring her back to me.”

Shimmering Light surrounded Skye. She hovered midair, her body limp. Slowly a breeze stirred the droplets of Light surrounding the child. Fallen leaves rose from the ground to cradle Skye and then lifted her higher to gently place her on Gilly’s outstretched arms.

"Gilly," Skye said, awakening. "What happened?"

"I have you. You're safe."

Skye stared at Gilly quizzically and then said, “You can put me down, now.”

Startled, she realized she stood carrying her niece’s weight equally on both her legs. She knelt to set Skye down. Her lame leg felt as strong as the other. Before she could ponder that physical oddity, Gilly heard the sound she dreaded most. Hooves pounded. Swords clashed. Horses snorted. She swung around expecting to see the King’s Horsemen.

The plains were empty of riders. Her goats watched from below, curious but unconcerned. Despite the evidence of her eyes, Gilly was worried. She had performed magic. High Magic.

The signs were everywhere. The grass looked greener. A glance over the cliff showed the old oak in full leaf, as if it had never died. The air itself thrummed with excitement. How could this not be detected? The Horsemen would come. They always did when someone wielded High Magic in Ryca. How much time did her family have to escape? She must warn Anna. Time for them to flee again.

Gilly’s sides were aching from running back to the village, but her niece looked as if nothing were the matter. As if she hadn’t dropped off a cliff and almost died. As if she hadn’t raced ahead and sped back a dozen times to hurry Gilly along.

Worried Skye might tell someone Gilly had saved her life, she had warned the girl to keep mum. Skye had reluctantly agreed. The fact Gilly planned to return to the village with her seemed to make up for that disappointment.

Thankfully, the goats, too, obeyed Gilly and ran without argument or need for coaxing. However, the race to the village gave time for other worries to poke at Gilly. The change in her surroundings for a start.

Where use of High Magic had blossomed the area around Skye’s fall, the closer they drew to Nadym, the worse the countryside looked, as if a wave of dark magic had swept the land. Everywhere there was charred grass, dead trees and overhead, thunderclouds gathered.

If that wasn’t enough for concern, she was also anxious about what to tell Anna. She couldn’t talk about the magic she’d performed. Use of any kind of magic was forbidden all across Ryca and her sister was more likely to turn her in than run away with her. Nor was Gilly comfortable revealing their true relationship to her sister. Anna simply wouldn’t believe her. Somehow, she had to convince her sister and her family to leave Nadym.

When Gilly and Skye arrived at the village, the first drops of rain splashed her cheeks.

“Look at everyone,” Skye said. “Wonder what’s going on?”

The place teemed with not only villagers, but also men on horseback. Gilly’s worst nightmare had come to life.

In green capes and black armor, the King’s Horsemen were in Nadym.

Breathless, Gilly stumbled to a halt. Her face went icy cold as if blood had drained off in a rush. Despite spending years being careful, avoiding people, refusing to use any hint of High Magic, the King’s Horsemen were here. They had come to this backwater village because she had used magic.

She absently touched Skye’s head. How else could she have saved Skye?

I should have watched her better. Told her to be careful. Made her go home. This happened because I let down my guard. Allowed people to get close. I knew better!

Gilly couldn’t shut off the self-recriminations, but she did pull Skye behind a house before either of them was spotted.

Turning to the goats, she spoke firmly. “Home! Go. Go. Go.”

The goats scampered away toward her shack.

“Look, there’s my mama!” Skye pointed.

Pulse racing, Gilly peered around the corner.

At the far edge of the crowd, Anna’s blond head bobbed up as she repeatedly leaped, trying to see past everyone.

Foolish woman, stay down! Gilly took hold of Skye’s arm, and they worked their way into the heart of the village, hiding in alleyways and between animal pens at the back of houses. Every time Gilly checked on Anna, her sister seemed to have made more headway, working through the crowd. Ignoring grunts and curses, her sister finally broke into a central clearing and came face-to-face with a Horseman.

Gilly groaned and shut her eyes. She couldn’t watch.

Skye found a crate to stand on for a better view.

Gilly joined her on another. If she was to save Anna, she needed to know exactly what was happening. Just their luck that was not any Horseman Anna had stumbled into. His darker green cape indicated he was the captain. A black metal patch covered one eye. He gazed at Anna with disdain.

“What’s going on?” Skye sounded more animated than alarmed.

“Those are King’s Horsemen, and they’re here for your mam.”

“What do you mean?”

“Shhh! Not now.”

The rain had started to fall in earnest but the street remained crowded. The villagers probably had never seen this much activity and they weren’t about to miss any of it because of an inconvenient summer shower.

Anna, apologizing, stepped away from the captain and onto the toes of Vyan, the village chief. He stoically moved her behind him and with an ingratiating smile to the captain, said, “Perhaps we should conduct our business indoors? Away from the um, rain, yes?”

His backwards glance at Anna suggested she should be avoided as much as the downpour.

Gilly could have kissed the man for separating Anna from the captain but she was also worried. Vyan wasn’t Anna’s closest ally in Nadym. Ever since her sister rejected his marriage offer and instead chose Marton, the village blacksmith, Vyan had held a grudge against her. Gilly didn’t care for the idea of him speaking privately with a King’s Horseman who’d no doubt ask about children who might have come here twenty odd years ago.

The captain frowned at Anna over Vyan’s short stout shoulders, pausing long enough to make Gilly gulp with fear. Finally, he nodded assent.

Air rushed out of Gilly’s lungs in profound relief.

Vyan led the captain away while the Horsemen dismounted in a clatter of metal on metal.

“We have to get your mam out of this village,” Gilly whispered to Skye and then stepped off the crate. Her leg began to ache. Curse the rain.

“She won’t like that,” Skye said. “This is something mama knows that Lissa doesn’t. She’ll want to stop and tell her.”

Lissa, her sister’s confidant and fellow gossip-monger. “There is no more time for village chit chat. Run home and tell your papa that I said all of you must leave Nadym.”

“Leave? To go where?”

“Anywhere but here, Skye. These Horsemen mean to harm your family. Run home and tell your papa your family must escape.” She gave instructions to get her father and brother packed and to a secluded cowshed north of the village. “I’ll bring your mam. Hurry!”

Gilly then wove her way into the crowd until she came up behind Anna. Her niece might be easy to convince, but Anna not so much. Deciding to go the no-explanation route, Gilly took an iron-fisted hold on her sister’s wrist and pulled her behind her.

Villagers scrambled aside as she dragged her sister to the outskirts of the crowd. Luckily, Anna was at first too stunned to make a fuss. Soon enough though, she dug in her heels and pulled back, hard, and their headlong rush came to a jarring halt.

"How dare you!"

Gilly checked her surroundings. They were well past the Horsemen. Still, she stepped closer before whispering, “We have to leave. Now.”

Anna pushed her back, incensed. "First, you lure my daughter from her family—I know she was with you today, Lissa told me Skye was headed in your direction—and now you drag me through the village when I have important business to attend. This is the last time you'll interfere with me or mine, Gilly, I promise you."

Skye ran up to her mother and tugged at her sleeve. "Mama, you have to listen to Gilly. You’re in danger."

Gilly could have cried. Why hadn’t the child gone home to start packing?

"Don't talk to me about danger. You're in enough trouble.” With heat rising up her face, Anna looked like a pot boiling over. “Go home and start on the vegetables."

"Mama, please. It's important."

Anna cut her off. "Enough, Skye."

"Your mother’s right,” Gilly said with a sigh and nodded to Skye. “Time she and I talked. Go home. You know what to do."

Skye glanced from her mother to Gilly, and then, with a frustrated cry, sped off.

Gilly turned back to Anna only to find her sister was even more livid. Now what?

“That will be the last time you tell my daughter what to do.” Thunder rumbled overhead.

The wind, which had subsided, picked up, blowing Gilly's red hair about her face. The coincidence between Anna’s temper and the worsening weather wasn’t lost on Gilly. Unconscious magic was more powerful and uncontrollable than manipulating Light. She hoped it was less traceable. Then a way to get Anna to listen became clear. "You have your papa's temper."

Her sister looked shocked and confused.

Anna hated her label of “illegitimate,” given to her long before she'd learned to milk a cow. So, hearing she had her papa’s temper, which suggested Gilly knew who that man was, wouldn’t be overlooked. Gaining information about her parentage could erase the label and give Anna the finest accolade possible in a village where lineage was highly prized – a family tree.

Leaving her sister sputtering in shock, Gilly spun and headed home. She had a small cottage on the outskirts of the village, located halfway between Nadym and where Anna and Marton lived. Sooner they were out of sight from these Horsemen the better. She had lots to do and little time to waste. A check over her shoulder confirmed Anna followed. Good.

Once inside her home, Gilly stuffed clothing and food into an old knapsack, the same one she had carried when she left her mam’s cottage with baby Anna in her arms. Long ago, she’d lost too many loved ones. This time, they would either all escape together, or perish together.

“Maa.” One of her goats cried the warning. Her sister had arrived. Took her long enough.

Anna lingered by Gilly’s open doorway as if afraid to step into the Madwoman of Nadym’s home. “For someone with a gimpy leg, you move pretty quick.”

“I've learned that allowing my deformity to slow me can cost lives.”

“Why must you say such outlandish things?” Her sister’s voice was peppered with frustration. “I’ve known you all my life. You’ve never been in danger. The villagers treat you well. When have you ever had to run for your life?”

“I had a life before Nadym.”

Anna strolled around the room, her gaze following Gilly’s movements.

“That pack will split before you're done," Anna said.

The sack did look ready to fall apart at the slightest wind, but it would have to do. Gilly bent by the fireplace, lifted a loose stone and dug within for the coins she’d squirreled away for this emergency. She’d expected the Horsemen to find her every day for the last twenty odd years.

Jingling bag in hand, she faced her sister and was taken aback. Anna looked so grown up. Straight blond hair, strong determined face, brooding eyes full of worries, and a no-nonsense manner.

Anna gave up on small talk. "What did you mean about my papa’s temper?"

"Exactly what I said." Gilly tucked the money in a belt under her dress and picked up the knapsack. She avoided looking straight at Anna in case she was tempted to hug her. That would surely spell disaster.

Anna ran to bar the doorway. "You're leaving the village?"

"We're leaving."

"I'm not going anywhere, Gilly. Now, what makes you think you know my papa?"

Gilly took a breath brimming with dread. She'd known this day would come. She had expected to feel a little intimidated. Not have her guts twist like a washerwoman wringing out clothes. Spit it out. "Your mam used to say your papa had quite a temper. This once you must put aside your animosity and think about what's best for your family."

“How could you possibly know any of this?”

"I was the one who left you at the temple. It had been my job and privilege to watch over you and keep you safe."

She cringed at the half-truth. Safer this way. Less chance she’d blame Gilly for deserting her. Better demeaned as a servant than hated as a sibling who abandoned her.

"Why not say this before?" Anna demanded with suspicion. “Explain yourself!”

Gilly gazed past her sister and out the open door. Any moment a Horseman could appear there. "I left you to keep you safe. Admitting our connection would have put you in danger from the King’s Horsemen. They've tracked us down anyway.” She shied from mentioning magic. Like the other villagers, Anna would condemn the practice of the ancient craft as illegal. She probably didn’t even realize she was capable of shaping Light. Finish this.

Gilly spoke tersely; getting the words out before her throat closed too tight or a Horseman came by to slit it. "Your family is the enemy of King Ywen. A blood feud. I was your...keeper, charged with your safety. The king had your father killed first and then one summer later, the Horsemen discovered your mother, brother, and sister." Her voice cracked and her next words came out in a hoarse whisper. "Only we escaped because I didn't return to help the others."

Anna sucked in her breath.

Gilly avoided her sister’s critical gaze. The haunting deed was etched in blood in Gilly’s soul, one she wasn’t ready to elaborate.

“Maybe they’re still alive.” Hope vibrated in Anna’s voice.

Gilly looked up then, and spoke with authority, slaughtering that particular idea in its path. She wasn’t about to let hope fester in Anna like an open wound that never healed. How many nights had she lain awake hoping her mother hadn’t perished? That she was out there looking for her and Anna? Hope was for fools.

“They’re dead, Anna. Your mam loved you very much. If she were alive, she would never have stopped looking for you.” For us. She finished with, "Now the Horsemen have come to Nadym, we must leave."

"No." Anna crossed her arms.

Gilly’s mind rocked at her sister’s adamant stance. “But...”

Anna waved a dismissive hand. "I only have your word for any of this."

Gilly leaned forward. "The Horsemen are real enough. You’ve seen them yourself."

"So what? I’m not afraid of them.” Anna stared directly at her. “I’m not a coward. I have nothing to be ashamed of. I was a baby at the time. What could the king possibly hold against a newborn?”

Terrible unease built up in Gilly at Anna’s cool reasoning. She didn’t care what sins she was responsible for; she would not sanction another family tragedy. What would it take to make Anna listen to sense?

"Maybe the king isn't looking to finish me off,” Anna said. “Maybe he's searching because he knew my family and they were friends. Perhaps he wants to offer a grant in memory of my parents. You've simply prevented him from finding me for all these years."

Finding her jaw hanging open in stunned disbelief, Gilly shut her mouth with a snap. Frustration burned a hole in her midsection and she spoke through clenched teeth. "Anna, he wants to kill you, not give you a present."

Then dread raced up her back as one of her perimeter spells activated. Someone was coming.

A woman’s voice called Anna’s name.

“It’s Lissa,” Anna said with joy.

Gilly grabbed for her and missed as her sister hurried out the door. She had no choice but to follow, searching the area for any sign of a green cape.

Lissa, a plump young woman of Anna’s age, grabbed her friend by her shoulders. "You'll never believe this. I came straight away to find you.” She spotted Gilly then, and her flow of words halted. “What are you doing here with her? I almost didn’t believe it when a villager said they’d seen you come this way.”

"I was telling Gilly to stay away from Skye.”

“Oh! Of course. Anyway, I’ve got news. There are King’s Horsemen in the village.”

Anna casually straightened a metal brooch that held her shawl in place over her blue dress. "I saw them talking to Vyan. I meant to tell you, but I've been busy. You finally heard, did you?"

Lissa’s cheerful expression fell. "You knew?"

"I also know who they're looking for. I was on my way to speak to them when you interrupted. You can come with me, if you like." Arm-in-arm, Anna led her friend down the lane toward the village.

"Don't be foolish, Anna," Gilly said as her control of the situation slipped away.

“You stay away from my family,” Anna said over her shoulder. “Let’s go Lissa."

"All right." Lissa looked backward at Gilly, eyes wide and curious.

Under that intent, unwavering stare, the hairs on Gilly’s neck quivered.

"When I left the village, the Horsemen were asking who had come to Nadym as children.” Lissa said. “You were found as a baby, weren’t you, Anna?”

Gilly clutched her knotted stomach and ordered herself to breathe. “Anna!”

Ignoring her call, her sister marched down the lane and out of sight.
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Chapter 2
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Gilly had a quiet word with her goats, telling them to go into the woods to live if she didn’t return by sundown. Then, with her legs shifting in a rhythm uniquely their own, she followed the two women back to the village.

Anna was fast, but Gilly knew where she was headed, and why. Her sister was filled with uncertainty, about her family, the king's intentions, and her future in Nadym. That uncertainty made her rash.

Gilly increased her pace, pushing her game leg to its limit. A flame built in her left hip and knee and soared into an inferno by the time she reached the edge of the village.

The crowd was still there. The Horsemen had spread out to surround them. She blended into the outbuildings and inhaled deep, painful gulps, and willed her legs to stop shaking.

A Horseman, his green cloak draping his back and covering the hindquarters of his roan mount, waited not two feet from her. They were facing inward, toward the village. Probably posted on the outside of the crowd to keep villagers from fleeing. Anna would have had no trouble entering. The silly twit probably announced she was the one they wanted.

A commotion up ahead distracted the Horseman beside her. People cried out, and then a strident whistle sounded. A signal? The one near her rode forward.

Gilly worked her way to the village center.

Recognizing the cobbler, she stole up to him and whispered. "What's happening, Jimmy?"

"Vyan's dead. They've got Tom strung upside down like a wood pigeon ready for market day. They say he killed Vyan but that man's never hurt anyone since I've known him. What's happening, Gilly?"

Tom? Her head swam for a moment and she shut her eyes. Focus! "Did you see Anna?"

"She pushed her way in with Lissa. Said something 'bout important business with Vyan. They moved up 'fore I could tell ‘em he'd be interested in nothing no more."

Gilly left him with a comforting pat on his shoulder and advice to go home. She then headed toward Vyan's house, the largest in the village. Constructed of timber, its front room faced the porch where Tom's interrogation took place.

Gilly had known Tom most of her life, since shortly after she arrived in Nadym. The tall slender boy with dark hair and intense brown eyes had been a few years her elder. Over the years, he had grown into a loner, almost as much as Gilly. He cared for his cattle but had never married, and rarely spoke. Anna often scoffed that he preferred brew to banter.

He may have been quiet, but Gilly had gained the impression that he was also kind. Perhaps from the gentle way he treated his animals. Tom couldn’t have killed Vyan; she was as certain of that as she was that the Horsemen had killed her family. She couldn’t worry about him right now. He wasn’t her responsibility. Anna and her family were counting on her to save them.

She scooted to the back and entered the shed behind Vyan’s house, slipping past the sheep and into the back room. Wailing came from the front room. There, she found Vyan's wife and daughters huddled together beside the central hearth, looking like a heap of colorful, expensive material on the floor. Past their skirts, Vyan's motionless legs protruded.

Tom was visible through the front window, strung up by his feet on the house’s front porch. His tunic had been stripped off and red welts showed where bloody lashes marked his back, over other recent cuts and bruises.

Gilly tore her gaze past the porch scene to where Anna stood motionless on the street in front of the crowd. Lissa was close beside her. The two women held hands.

The sound of the whip striking and Tom’s cry brought her gaze swinging back to the closer spectacle on the porch. The one-eyed captain wrapped his dripping weapon like a cord and then grabbed Tom’s hair, pulling him up until they were face to face. “Where are they?"

Tom didn't reply.

The Captain released him and snapped his whip. Tom moaned in agony.

Gilly cringed. He was taking this beating for her and Anna. He hadn’t even had a chance to properly recover from last night’s wounds. Cuts she’d help sew up.

An early morning incident had created the other wounds on Tom’s back. Close to sunrise, Jonas, the miller, had discovered Tom in bed with his wife. Apparently, Tom had stumbled, drunken, into his neighbor’s house and passed out in the man’s bed thinking it was his own.

Jonas’ wife, not realizing Tom snuggled up to her and not her husband, had slept on, until her husband returned and found her with another man in his bed. On being shaken awake, she swore she was as shocked as Jonas. Her irate husband didn’t believe her.

After the beating, despite Jonas’ ire, the compassionate couple had come begging to Gilly to sew up Tom’s wounds. Tom had violently protested Gilly seeing him stripped to his waist and bleeding but Jonas had held him down while Gilly worked with needle and thread. The miller had seemed to take inordinate pleasure at Tom’s anguish at her hands.

Even Jonas wouldn’t wish on Tom the Horsemen’s current cruelty. What they all needed was a distraction. Something to focus the Horsemen’s attention away from Tom and Anna.

She retreated out the back door and into the sheep pen. She undid the gate’s latch and the one next door and the one after that. Animals pushed through into the open air.

Chickens, goats, sheep and cows milled at the back of the houses. Her rule about avoiding High Magic no longer applied, for the Horsemen were already here. Since they hadn’t found her by the cliff face it stood to reason that they could probably generally sense the region where Light was activated but not be able to pinpoint its particular location. Also explained why they hadn’t found her with her baby sister in the woods all those years ago.

Softly, Gilly chanted a song her mother had taught her to draw bees away from the hive with the promise of food. She altered it slightly to focus on animals instead of bees.

White speckled Light immediately hovered in the air and then settled around the animals. The livestock pushed and shoved, slowly at first and then in a frantic fashion, heading toward the village center. People and horses alike were shoved aside in the livestock’s attempts to reach a promised bounty.

Pleased with their chaos, Gilly sneaked around front in time to spot One-Eye turn to see what was the commotion, and then bark out orders to his Horsemen.

Gilly made straight for Anna.

Lissa was gone – panic at the Horsemen’s brutality must have set her in motion, but the thoughtless girl had left Anna behind. Gilly grabbed her sister's sleeve and pulled her into the closest front door. For once, her sister didn’t argue or complain. As the door slammed shut, she realized she’d brought Anna to Vyan's house. Bad choice. Anna was shaking in her hold as she stared fixedly at the dead body.

“What's happening?" Vyan's daughter asked.

"Some animals got loose," Gilly said. "They seem to have upset the Horsemen."

"Good. I hope they trample them to death!" his wife said, raising a vengeful stare. "They killed Vyan, Gilly. They say Tom did it but they must be lying. Why would Tom kill Vyan?”

“What happened?” Anna asked.

“They were talking to my father,” his daughter said. “Then I heard a lot of shouting outside. We all rushed to the door to look out. It was just a small fire, easily put out. When we came back, my father had a knife in his chest. The Horsemen stormed out and a short while later a Horseman dragged Tom in here saying they caught him running away. They suspect he threw the knife at my father."

Tom had probably been in the wrong place at the wrong time. She couldn’t help another glance at him out the window, still hanging upside down. He was going to die. The idea didn’t sit well, but Anna was her top priority. Tugging at her sister’s sleeve, Gilly said to the grieving women, “Please don't tell anyone you saw us."

"My husband was stabbed,” Vyan’s wife said. “Like he was nothing, Gilly. He was the Chief of Nadym. A Chief!"

All that confirmed Tom was definitely doomed. As her heart shrank in grief, a desperate daring idea spawned. Dare she do it? Yes, she must. She dragged Anna toward the inside door and earnestly whispered, “You’ve seen the Horsemen’s cruelty, Anna. Is there any doubt about their intentions toward you and your family? Head for the cowshed north of your place. Marton and your children will meet you there. Go. Now."

Anna snagged her elbow as Gilly turned back into the front room. “Where are you going?"

"Just leave." Dislodging her sister’s clamp on her arm was made harder as Anna intensified her grip.

"Why aren’t you coming with me?"

Her sister was so obstinate. Her reason for not following Anna would just get her insulted again. Considering her crazy plan to rescue Tom, she wondered if she had indeed ale froth for brains. "I'm going to get Tom."

Anna’s nails bit into her skin. "He's a drunkard and a murderer. Leave him. They'll kill you if you go out there."

Gilly forcefully pulled loose and was certain she lost skin during separation. "He's taking this punishment for us, Anna. Go to your family. They need you and I can’t help him if I have to worry about you, too."

Gilly pushed her sister into the back room and shut the door. Before her courage fled, she headed for the front porch and Tom.

Outside, cows trampled everything in sight. Goats were on the thatched roofs. Chickens flew around the Horsemen, many of whom had been unhorsed. The air vibrated with alarmed moos, clucks, and baas in addition to men shouting and women wailing. A burst of laughter startled her but she couldn’t locate where it came from.

One-Eye was further down the street, riding a white stallion and slicing anything or anyone that stumbled into his path. Gilly couldn’t look at that needless bloodshed.

She moved to Tom’s side and focused instead on untying his rope binding. When the last loop unraveled, he collapsed on the front porch with a heavy thump.

She crouched beside him and whispered, “Stand up.”

He didn't move.

With a frustrated cry, she slung his left arm around her shoulders.

“What are you doing?” He slurred the question around a swollen lip and a missing tooth.

“Getting you out of here.” She tried to lift him and buckled under his weight. For such a slender man, he was heavy. “You need to stand.”

“No.” His gaze trained on the white stallion, he removed his arm from around her shoulders. “He’ll be back. Leave me. Leave Nadym. Not safe here anymore.”

“Fine, I’ll go. With you.”

“No!” His rejection was vehement. “Let me die. I deserve it.”

Gilly sat back in shock. “No one deserves to die.” She said the words with force and then glanced at the frightened crowd on the street. Had anyone heard? No, the din was too loud, thank the Light. Gilly moved his arm back across her shoulders. “You will not die. I won’t let you.” She needed to get him off the porch, away from watchful eyes.

“Stop it.” His protest was fainter this time and his eyes were closed. Any moment now he would be a dead weight.

She debated stringing together a spell to lighten his weight. It was either that or drag him, which would be slower and louder. Before she came to a satisfactory conclusion, someone lifted Tom's other arm. She gasped in fright before recognizing Anna’s scowling face.

Her sister appeared none too pleased to be back out here.

Gilly’s emotions rocked from relief to horror. She feared her heart was permanently lodged in her throat. “Why can’t you ever listen to me?”

“Do you want help or not?”

“Yes!”

“Then shut up and lift. I don’t know why I bothered to help your ungrateful butt. Don’t expect a repeat of the gesture. We’re done once we leave the village. I only came as a 'thank you' for coming for me. Now and before.” She paused to gulp in air, as if admitting to the role Gilly played in both those rescues was tougher than hauling Tom.

Gilly squirreled away her sister’s gratitude to cherish later, amazed by its sweetness. For now, what concerned her was Tom’s boots scraping so loud the captain might hear it above the screams of his victims and come galloping toward them. At least the sound masked Anna’s non-stop whispered rant.

To her astonishment, they made it safely into the house without incident. Anna shut the front door with a final angry muttering of “Idiot woman.”

Vyan’s wife’s gaze was grim but she didn’t object to their helping Tom. Obviously she blamed the Horsemen for her husband’s death. Thank the Light. Gilly and Anna, half dragged, half carried Tom through to the back room and into the animal pen. Once outside, Anna, panting, stopped. Tom slid to the ground between them.

“We'll not make it on foot dragging him," Anna said.

Gilly nodded. She’d come to the same conclusion and had devised a plan. An even more audacious one. Under her breath, she chanted her spell.

An answering whinny came from the street out front. Followed by a protesting shout, several painful sounding thumps and then strident cursing. A white stallion, surrounded by speckled Light, cantered around the corner to the back of the buildings. He halted before Gilly and tossed his head in greeting.

Gilly swallowed a triumphant grin. That’ll teach One-Eye to hurt innocent villagers. While Anna watched open mouthed, Gilly’s next muttered spell had the horse kneeling before them so she could heft Tom to lie across the horse’s back. Then she climbed behind him and offered her sister a hand. "Let's go."

Without a word of protest, Anna gripped Gilly’s hand and climbed up behind her. Her sister continued to surprise her.

She was wondering if a spell would be needed to ensure the horse could carry them but he rose to his feet with seemingly little effort. As they slowly trotted down the track at the back of houses, she discovered the big stallion was incredibly sturdy. The only spell she had to cast was one to whisk the soil in their wake to hide his hoof prints as they passed.

They reached the outskirts of the village and she risked urging the stallion into a faster trot and hoped he wouldn’t collapse before they reached the cowherd’s shed. He didn’t.

On their arrival at the meeting spot, Marton rushed over. He pulled Anna off the stallion and held her tight in his arms. “I thought for sure you’d get yourself killed.”

Skye called from inside the dilapidated structure, “Papa, can we come out?”

“Yes.”

The young girl rushed over, and then stopped to smile tentatively at her mother.

Bevan ran straight to the horse. “Ahww!” Reverently, he held out a palm to the magnificent white stallion that stood at least four times his height.

Gilly slid off, landing on both feet without a single twinge. She again wondered if more than the land was affected by High Magic. She would ponder that mystery later.

“Marton,” she came around to his side, “would you please help me with Tom. He’s hurt and needs care.”

Anna nodded to her husband. He reluctantly released her to go to Tom’s aid.

Anna opened her arms and Skye ran into them.

“Mama, I was afraid I’d never see you again and never get to say that I don’t hate you. I love you.”

“I know, baby. I love you, too, though
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