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Fall
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The forest was cool tonight. The sun had set not long ago, and the heat was quickly slipping away. The green leaves were slowly turning to warmer colors as the days passed. I’d never noticed the different shades of green, but I had a lot of time to watch the leaves since I’d run away. Hiding in the forest had seemed ideal, with food abundant and waiting to be picked and rivers providing fresh water whenever I would need it. Reality was not as kind as dreams. The good fruit had often been picked by nearby townspeople and I was unsure of what was safe, so I ate very little, eating what had not rotted on the ground that I recognized as food. Occasionally, thanks to my gift, I could pull down fruit that was too high for others to reach and had not yet fallen. I was no good at hunting and could not chance a fire, and so there was no meat to be had. The streams weren’t always sparkling clean and fresh, as I had long pictured, but the others tended to stick to water that was safe.

The group I was following was small. Nine men formed the squad Jasper had been placed in, and Jasper was the youngest, as he was only eighteen. Jasper, having grown up privileged, had been perhaps as unprepared as I had been to follow him. However, his needs were provided for, and I had not thought beyond following to even grab something to hold water. I had, a month ago, consoled myself with the knowledge that I had not been given an opportunity to leave with more than the clothes I still wore. Now, as I was forced to go long stretches without water as we trekked for most of the day at a fast pace, I despised my ignorance.

My only saving grace was that my clothes were fairly practical. Made of sturdy material, my gown was not decorated and was black. I had worn it often to remind my stepfather of my mother’s death, hoping to make myself unattractive in the process. I was glad of the shorter sleeves, but I had not brought my cover for cooler weather. I had not realized that summer was leaving early and could only hope that autumn would be a long season as I feared my chances in the winter. Although the days were warm and I was often exhausted at the end of the day by the fast pace, the nights were chilly. For that reason, when I found Jasper’s dark blue coat, given to him as part of his uniform, I had not hesitated in keeping the gift. It was then I realized Jasper knew I was following him.

It was difficult following Jasper and his squad. I could not follow closely, knowing I would be spotted. Often I followed in the woods, struggling over the uneven ground while the rest had a path. If they passed through a town, I went around. On the stretches without cover, I could only follow when I was afraid I would lose sight of them, which meant a lot of traveling after they had stopped and uneasy sleep, fearing they’d leave before I woke. As time passed, I managed to sleep in snatches and still function, and I fell much less often now. At times I was forced to stop for a few moments when I caught up to them. In the first days, I was afraid they would hear me stumbling after them, scraping my hands, tearing holes in my cotton chemise. While the outer garment refused to tear, it was far dirtier than it had ever been. The color of my slippers was unrecognizable now, though I was grateful for the sturdy leather.

Guided by the smoke in the distance and the faint sounds, I approached the camp with trepidation. Jasper at times left food for me, knowing I was struggling to survive, but we had to be careful not to be discovered. The latest assignment the squad had been given was transporting a chain gang to a rock quarry to serve their time. Not only were the criminals dangerous and always looking for an escape, they were extra sets of eyes that I had to avoid. For that reason, I was extra cautious when moving close to camp.

The sudden shout of warning alerted me that something had gone wrong again. The group of nine men in the squad were up against a group of twenty-three men in the chain gang. Though the chain was attached to their ankles and looked to be heavy as they dragged it with them on foot day after day, this was not the first night they had clashed with their sentinels. My gift had protected the men of the squad before, though they didn’t realize it. Jasper was in the most need of my gift, and I didn’t hesitate to scoot forward.

The fighting was still going on as I reached a place where I could see. I could only be so close without getting caught. As I peered through a crack in some boulders, I saw the chain gang had a new advantage. Jasper and the rest of the military crew were doing their best to subdue the convicts, but several were free of their ankle chain and had gotten their hands on their tools used at a quarry, attacking with heavy hammers and sharp pickaxes. Jasper had already been wounded twice, limping and had a long scratch down his face and neck.

As I watched, another prisoner of the chain gang shook off his manacle and hefted one of the sledgehammers with an evil grin. Before he could take more than a step, I sent my gift flowing out. There was a brief, blue glow that I hoped no one was paying any attention to, and then the chain snapped on his other ankle. The big man stumbled and fell flat on his face, the big hammer slamming a breath away from the squad leader’s foot.

The captain of the squad turned sharply, saw the man, and caught sight of the thin, wiry escapee who must have lifted the key. He was moving along the chain, trying to free the others. Still controlling the chain, I locked everything into place. The little man tried frantically to get the key to budge, but it wouldn’t twist. The captain lifted the hammer at his feet and took two steps towards them. With a cowardly yell, the little man dropped the key and fled into the darkness, to my left. It was a simple matter to lift a tree root and he tripped, slamming face-first into a tree trunk, and sliding to the ground with a groan. The captain swung the hammer down, barely missing a hand grabbing for the key, and smashed the metal key. It twisted and a piece chipped off, disappearing.

Before any of the chain gang could grab him, he put one boot on the hammer and withdrew his sword, pressing it to the bulge in someone’s throat. “Anyone care to try and escape now?” he asked in a dangerous voice. I couldn’t see his head, but I knew his grey eyes would be ice cold. They often were. Cold and merciless. I pitied Jasper being stuck with him.

When no one answered, he barked out a name.

“Yes, Captain Jaxon?” came the panted reply.

“I’ve changed my mind. You are now free to kill any prisoner who hasn’t surrendered in the next five seconds.”

Those chained instantly threw themselves flat on the ground, slamming into each other in their haste. Three of the free prisoners did the same. Others were still fighting back. Two fled for freedom and there were currently two escape routes. One led past Captain Jaxon. The other led through my already-injured brother.

My brother managed to take down the first prisoner by injuring his leg, but the second prisoner was too close. Jasper ducked the sledgehammer similar to one Captain Jaxon had used, but the stocky man kicked him hard. Jasper lost his grip on the sword, rolling away from it to dodge the hammer as it slammed into the dirt a breath away from his head. Frantically I sent my magic soaring towards the hammer. The man lifted the hammer a second time, and I yanked it backwards, as if he had over-swung. He stumbled, but managed to keep his balance. This time he swung it around, and it was all I could do to slow down the swing, as if dragging it through water. Still, it crashed into Jasper’s right arm. Jasper was sent flying, right into a pile of rocks. Before the man could follow up and make certain Jasper was dead or continue his escape, one of Jasper’s squad stabbed him with a sword and dispatched the second man a moment later.

I breathed a sigh of relief as I saw Jasper trying to move, looking dazed. His arm hung awkwardly, but he was alive. He’d survived another day. With the last of the convicts under control, the squad started to round them all up, collecting all the weapons. Very quietly, I crept farther into the trees to watch from a distance. The dark blue coat I wore helped to hide me as I moved away. My stomach rumbled for sustenance. I pressed a hand to my stomach, hoping to silence the sound as I got out of sight.

*
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Captain Jaxon watched his men attaching everyone still alive back to the chain while two gathered up the rock quarry tools. The prisoners would be using them again when they reached their destination. Those who were dead would be buried in the morning by the same crew who had just tried to escape. With the key broken, he couldn’t let them loose of the chains now. It would be someone else’s problem. He entertained a brief smile as he pictured the faces of the locksmiths. They hated him. There was rarely a time when he came back with the key in working condition. There were times when he smashed it right in front of the prisoners on the first day. As far as he was concerned, it helped to keep them in line if they thought their escape impossible. And as small as his squad was, he needed every advantage.

He saw young Jasper against the pile of rocks, groaning, and figured he’d lost another one. All in all, he should have been dead within the first week. Pampered, unable to use a weapon past a few weeks of sword training, Captain Jaxon had planned his letter to the family the second day. He led the toughest group of fighters. Those who were put with him either had survived hard living, or they were killed. Jasper hadn’t stood a chance of surviving.

And yet. Over a month in, and he still lived. Luck, they’d supposed at first. Sheer luck that the swordsman they chased had lost his grip at the wrong moment the first time. Jasper had a scar on his side from that one. Luck the second time, two days later, when the branch broke under the escaped criminal they were searching for. Jasper had been at the rear, and likely would have been shot in the back with an arrow. Luck the third time when Jasper had foolishly tried to rescue one of the squad. Virkinoff had been cornered by two men who were taking their time in killing him while the rest of the looters had held off the others in the squad. Jasper should have had his head cut off that day. It was luck and the element of surprise that had saved him when he leapt to Virkinoff’s defense, taking one down with a knife he kept in his boot and allowing Virkinoff to kill the other. Since then, the men had taken Jasper under their wing and called him their lucky charm. No one had been seriously injured, not even Virkinoff. For a month Jasper’s luck had held under circumstances like today when he should have been killed and had managed only scratches. Today, the kid’s luck had run out.

Virkinoff strode over to the lad, tucking a knife in his belt. He met his captain’s eyes and received a nod in permission. Better to kill the boy mercifully than let him suffer his way to a slow death.

Virkinoff crouched over the boy. “Hey, lucky lad. How’s your head?”

Although Jasper shouldn’t have been able to move, he slowly groped with one hand for the rock nearby and managed to push himself up. “It’s not so bad,” he lied. But one arm was clearly broken.

Virkinoff helped haul Jasper to his feet, scanning him. Disbelief was evident. “Hey, Mal. Come check over our lucky lad’s arm.”

Mal crossed the distance in long strides. The tallest man among them, although by no means bigger than Virkinoff who was only an eye shorter, Mal was in charge of keeping whoever they had alive. He ran light fingers over the broken arm while Jasper winced. When his eyebrows winged up, Captain Jaxon guessed his luck had held. “A fairly straightforward break, Lucky. I expected the bone to be pulverized. I’ll reset it, but I think you’ll live.”

Virkinoff’s bellowed laugh rang through the area. “You are one lucky lad.” He clapped Jasper on the back. Jasper winced, but grinned.

After Mal reset the arm and had checked over everyone, he moved next to his Captain. “All fine, Captain Jaxon. Only bad injury is our lucky charm.”

“That boy should be dead.”

Mal shrugged his shoulders. “I’m with you, Captain. No broken ribs, though I’d hazard a guess some of ‘em are cracked and he’ll be bruised pretty badly. But he should have lost a lung, maybe two, and broken more bones than just his arm. And his arm should have been pulverized. I checked it several times. It’s a clean break. I don’t know how the boy does it.” Mal scratched his head. “Though I’ve wondered several times if the reason he survives is the reason he’s been put with us. No boy that young has ever been put with us. And men with ten years on him haven’t survived as long.” He shrugged again. “But he’s brought us luck as well. No serious injuries since he’s been here. No one escaped today, not even the little weasel,” he said, referring to the still-unconscious man who’d lifted the key. “Lucky break he knocked himself out.”

The Captain remembered seeing the man fall. And a hint of the color blue. Just like when Jasper had been attacked with the hammer. A man who worked on a chain gang in a quarry for several years didn’t suddenly over-swing backwards. That was a mistake he expected Jasper to make. Out of the corner of his eye, he’d thought he’d seen a hint of blue then as well. There had been flashes of blue for more than a month, and he hadn’t been able to find anything to create that color. He might have suspected it was Jasper’s doing, but something told him it wasn’t. Jasper wasn’t that aware.

With an absent nod, he sent Mal away to puzzle over this latest incident. Some of the previous occurrences he could attribute to luck. This was more than luck. This wasn’t possible.

The other men ruffled Jasper’s hair and chuckled as they gathered around the fire, the chain gang staked down securely farther away. “You’re a terrible fighter, lad, but you’re our lucky charm,” they teased.

Jasper only grinned, embarrassed. “I’ll do better next time. I’ll try not to need to be so lucky.”

Captain Jaxon was frowning at Jasper. “Very lucky,” he said slowly. “How did you survive that blow?”

Jasper shrugged. “I was already trying to jump out of the way, Captain. I guess it didn’t hit me as hard.”

Jasper’s blue eyes were wide, innocent. But he didn’t buy it. The boy had to know something. He nodded, as if agreeing. “Fortunate timing,” he said.

Jasper smiled, but there was a hint of relief in his eyes. “Yes, sir. Just luck.”

Luck, if luck was colored blue.

He kept a close eye on Jasper that evening, moving out of sight of those gathered around the fire. Although Jasper ate all the soup, he ate only a bite or two of the bread before stuffing it away in his pocket when he thought no one was looking. He lingered around the fire longer, saying his head ached too much if he tried to lie down. When the last of the men disappeared into their tents or the shadows, Jasper stood. He walked over to a fallen tree nearly outside of camp and set the bread he’d hidden near one end, where it couldn’t be easily seen. Then he swung his canteen over what remained of a branch and left it there, walking back past the fire to his own tent. Captain Jaxon settled deeper into the shadow, and waited.

*
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I watched the camp from my position. Far to the right was the chain gang. I wouldn’t need to worry about running into them. The fire flickered low, but enough for me to see where my brother had left the bread. He knew I’d be nearby and that I’d need sustenance.

Slowly, ever so slowly, I moved closer. I took my time. I’d nearly been caught twice before by one of the men who came out of their tents for one reason or another, and they had reason to be alert tonight. But nothing stirred. No one moved. No sounds came, other than the occasional rattle from the chain gang.

When I reached my previous hiding spot, I peered around, my heart pounding. I hated being this close to camp, but it was the only reliable source of food. And now that my brother’s arm was broken, I was going to need to stick close. My stomach rumbled again, and I grimaced. I’d used too much energy tonight. I needed that food if I ever hoped of staying with them tomorrow.

With no sign of anyone, I slid over the boulders and crept to the log. It wasn’t too far. The gift from Jasper was at the very edge of the natural campsite, protected by a ring of boulders and fallen trees, and I was quick. Even if someone spotted me, I could probably make it into the trees before I was caught.

I glanced around one last time, seeing nothing. Assured of my safety, I reached over my rock for the bread, and a hand clamped over my wrist.
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Chapter 2
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Caught. I tried not to panic, attempting to extricate myself, but my captor was having none of it. He hauled me over the rock none too gently, lifting the bread and the canteen with his other hand. I glanced up at his face, and felt myself go pale. Captain Jaxon Mandell. A man without mercy. I was in trouble.

A single, sharp whistle rent the night, followed by his command. “Men! At the fire!”

They assembled quickly, traces of sleep disappearing when they saw their captain dragging me towards them. I fought uselessly, refusing to scream. Jasper ducked out of his tent and paled when he saw me.

“Mal, I want an arrow at her heart.” The captain thrust me forward. Before I could move back, the tall healer had an arrow pointed right where his captain wanted it. I stayed very still, looking at no one.

Captain Jaxon tossed the canteen and the bread in front of me. “Jasper. Explain why your rations were left for this girl,” he snapped.

Jasper tried not to let his nerves show. “I...I don’t know, sir.”

“Then why did I see you put it on that log?”

“I...the pain, sir. I must have...forgotten.”

Not even the other men believed it. “Lad, don’t push your luck any farther today,” Virkinoff advised in a deep rumble. “Is she your girl?”

Jasper glanced at me, then lowered his head. “Sister,” he whispered.

“How long have you been following us?” Captain Jaxon demanded of me.

I refused to answer.

When he turned his glare to Jasper, my brother quickly replied. “I’m not sure, sir.”

“But I can guess.” He turned his dark gaze back to me. “Since the first week. Since the swordsman somehow lost his grip and you became very lucky.”

I didn’t move. He couldn’t prove anything.

“She’s your luck.” I could feel his eyes boring into me. “And it’s not just luck, is it? If I tell Mal to shoot, will his shot go awry, or will his string break?” When I didn’t answer, he said, “Mal. Five. Four. Three.”

I clenched my hands, anger flaring, and I heard the bow crack. There was a murmur. I met the captain’s gaze defiantly.

Captain Jaxon’s mocking set my teeth on edge. “It seems we have a very lucky family. Or would either of you care to explain why your luck seems to be blue?”

Again, it was Jasper who gave in. “She’s...she’s gifted, sir.”

It was Virkinoff who spoke. “She’s mage?”

“She’s not our problem. Tomorrow we deliver her to the nearest station so she can be taken back to wherever she came from.”

“No!” It burst from me, a shout of denial that echoed through the trees. “I will not be sent back!”

His eyes were impassive. “Then answer my questions or I’ll leave you with the chain gang for the rest of the night.”

My brother paled. “Captain...”

He held up a hand. “I am tired of her defiance. She will explain, or she will be treated like a criminal.”

My eyes narrowed. “I saved your life today,” I hissed at him. “Or did you believe it was luck that sent an attacker at your feet?”

He ignored that. “I will only ask one more time, and then I won’t ask again. Why are you here?”

I lifted my chin defiantly. “To protect my brother.”

“Explain,” he ordered. His grey eyes were cold, daring me to defy him.

My voice held bitterness. “Father died when I was nine. Mother remarried when I was fifteen, but she became sick almost immediately and died just over a year later. My stepfather hated us, especially when he learned that Mother had left most of her estate to her children and not to him. He had to be rid of us. Everyone knows the reputation of the Death Squad,” I said, throwing the nickname at him. “My brother was sent here to die so my stepfather would have more of the estate.”

“So you came to protect him with your gift.” He looked annoyed. “A touching story, but your brother is not a child. You do not belong here and you will not stay. I will have your stepfather contacted when we reach camp to notify him of where he can find you and you will stay there and not return. We do not need a child who thoughtlessly runs away from home into danger.”

“I left home so I wouldn’t be forced to marry my stepfather, and I would rather have you kill me than go back and marry that pig!” I felt a little satisfaction that he’d stopped turning away and dismissing me. I wasn’t going back home. And now that they all knew I was gifted, I’d use it to escape if he wouldn’t listen.

My brother choked in the silence. He looked sick. “But you’re his daughter!”

“Stepdaughter, and he never adopted me.” My voice was tart. “That was the reasoning he gave. I’m almost seventeen. Old enough to marry.”

“You can refuse him,” my brother argued. “He can’t force you to marry him! Why didn’t you use your powers? He would have stayed away and never touched you.”

“He would have had a mage bind my powers if he found out I had them. Or do you believe he only beat the servants in private?”

Jasper’s face rippled with anger. “He wouldn’t dare to touch you.”

“He dared plenty,” I said bitterly. “Nothing that could be proven. Nothing that couldn’t be blamed on feminine weakness after the death of our mother. Without you, I had no choice but to leave.”

My brother had never looked more helpless. Not even being part of the Death Squad had made him look as helpless as he did now.

Through this, the other members of the squad had remained silent. It was hard to read their expressions from the shadows cast by what was left of the fire. I turned on the captain and waited, daring him with my eyes to try me.

His eyes traveled over me. I knew what he saw. A girl, too thin, dirty, cold, dressed in worn clothes, wearing a jacket that was supposed to be her brother’s, and desperate. Nothing showed in those grey eyes. I didn’t suppose for a minute that any pity would show because he wouldn’t feel any. As many people as had died under his command, I doubted he even cared anymore.

He seemed to come to a decision. “Your brother is eighteen.”

I nodded once.

“At nineteen he has the right to act as guardian on your behalf. Stay with your brother for one year, then I will let both of you go your way.” He raised his eyebrows at me, his mouth challenging. “Are you willing to risk a year with the Death Squad?” He tossed the nickname back at me.

I stared back defiantly. “Yes.”

“Let me make this clear. You follow the same rules as the rest of my squad. I will not tolerate impudence from you. If you use your gift without good reason, I may well be tempted to have your gift suppressed until the year is finished. You will address me as captain or sir. Am I understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

He nodded once. “Tomorrow you will clean up. I expect those under my command to be clean and pressed each and every day. Your brother will provide you with the rest of your outfit. I expect you to keep track of it and keep it in good order.”

Jasper flushed at the slight reprimand since I was wearing his jacket. “Yes, sir,” he said meekly. My repetition of his reply didn’t hold a trace of timidity. If he thought I was afraid of the clothes I knew I’d be given, I’d show him now I would risk more than trousers for my life and my brother’s.

Captain Jaxon almost turned to go then directed his gaze at me. “Name,” he ordered.

“Ivory Rodan. Sir,” I added belatedly.

He cast his gaze at the rest. “Dismissed.”

My brother and I stood still while the rest moved, muttering quietly to each other. When they’d disappeared, I hurried around the fire, throwing my arms around Jasper. He held me as much as he could with one arm. “Ivory, I’m sorry.” His voice was thick with suppressed emotion. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know anything.”

“There was nothing you could have done.” That had been our shared frustration on the day my brother left. There was nothing we could do. Our stepfather was our guardian until we turned nineteen. After Jasper turned nineteen, he would be given the choice to stay in the military or leave, so he only had to survive until he was old enough to claim his inheritance and his independence. Once he was free, he could free me as well. All we could do was wait.

He pulled back when I started to shiver, looking at me. “You’re starved. I hoped...maybe your gift...”

I shrugged. “It helped at times, but it takes too much energy. I tried not to use it except to keep the animals away.”

“And help me.” He made a face.

“Not just you,” I was quick to assure. “I helped everyone as well as I could.” I lowered my gaze. “I thought I was hiding my gift well.”

“Well enough that you never let our stepfather know.” He scooped up the bread with his good arm, handing it to me. “Here. Eat.”

After brushing a bit of the dirt off, I proceeded to devour the bread. The water tasted sweet, although I knew that was simply because I hadn’t had anything to drink since morning. My brother watched me, taking in my appearance. While silently finishing my meal, I returned the inspection. Aside from the broken arm, my brother looked well. His dark brown hair was longer than he usually kept it, but it fit him and his new clothing. My brother had always looked like I remembered our father: dressed impeccably and with dignity in his demeanor. Now he looked more pensive, and a little lost, as if he were trying to find himself. But he also looked...mature. My brother was fast becoming a man instead of simply looking like one.

When the canteen was empty and the bread gone, my brother gave me his pallet, despite my argument that he was injured. In the end, he slept near the fire, and I slept inside his tent, warm for the first time in many nights.

The next morning, my brother gave me one of his extra uniforms. He was still growing, but we were close to the same size at the moment. I simply thanked my brother before striding towards the river while Captain Jaxon watched, refusing to be intimidated. I’d survived weeks on my own. I could survive a year with him.

*
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The girl had grit. To agree to stay in his squad for a year required grit, fear, and a certain amount of desperation. He hoped he wouldn’t regret his decision any more than he already did. Despite her gift, which would have to be kept hidden, she would be as much a liability as her brother, and he didn’t need another one. No female belonged out here in this amount of danger. And yet. To return her home seemed unnecessarily cruel. And he had no doubt Ivory would simply escape and return to following her brother until he could opt out of his duty.

Jasper had spent his night by the fire, and didn’t look as if he’d slept much. Whether that was from his injured arm or his sister’s presence was a question only he could answer. As others rose and joined him at the fire, he kept his eyes down, obviously uneasy. It was Angelo who broke the silence, nudging Jasper with a grin. “You’ve been holding out on us. You never told us you have a pretty sister.” He let out an appreciative whistle. “A very lovely woman.”

A smile edged out. “I didn’t think it fair since I doubted you would ever meet her.”

“Are you mage too? If you’ve been hiding that, lad, I’m going to feel left out.”

Jasper shook his head. “Just Ivory. We think she got it from our father’s side. We’ve never met them, but Father seemed to know some about magic even though he didn’t have any.”

Angelo didn’t seem bothered either way. “Ah, well, at least we have one mage on our side. And a sight for sore eyes, she is, too.”

“Every female is a sight for sore eyes to you,” Gideon said, keeping his eyes on the fire.

“She won’t be any trouble,” Jasper quickly defended.

“She’s female. She’s already trouble,” Gideon muttered.

“Don’t take it personally,” Angelo advised as Jasper was looking indignant on his sister’s behalf. “Just that if anyone finds out we’re traveling with a female...” He trailed off.

“Women are trouble anyway,” Colm said.

“The best kind,” Angelo said with a grin.

Colm just shook his head.

“We move as soon as the men are buried,” Jaxon called briskly. “Jasper, make sure Ivory stays with you.”

“Yes, sir,” Jasper said automatically.

His men started to move, rousing the prisoners who were still asleep, starting them on digging a grave. The number of men made the process swift, and the hole was dug and the dead men lowered down. The rest of the men started to take down the camp. Most had already taken down their own tent, packed their things. His eye caught Ivory headed back to camp. Freshly washed, dressed in the uniform given to her, rich, brown hair braided and kept out of the way, she walked with pride and purpose despite her improper clothing. She wasn’t about to give him a weakness. She moved straight to her brother and set down her bundle of clothing, helping him shove dirt over the fire. In daylight and nearly dressed the same, they looked more like twins. They had identical blue eyes, both had dark brown hair, and both had similar mannerisms, though Jasper had dropped some of them since joining the squad. His sister had more boldness, but both had undeniable bravery and loyalty.

Mal moved by him, watching the scene out of the corner of his eye. “Captain, do you think having a girl with us is our best option?” he asked in a low voice.

“Would you prefer I send them both out to survive on their own?” he inquired. “That I tell them to leave and let them fend for themselves?”

Mal grimaced, knowing the two of them wouldn’t survive long. Or if they did, it would be because they were found and taken back to their stepfather. “It’s just...well, Captain, I’m not sure a girl with us is going to bring any peace.”

“We’ve already had her following us for nearly two months,” he pointed out. “Is she any more of a weight than a boy with a broken arm who should be dead? Or are you afraid of her mage skills?”

Mal shrugged. “I’ve been around mages. But they’re rare enough now it’s going to set people on edge.”

Mages hadn’t been a strong force in society for decades, and there were very few left that were openly acknowledged. Those who were mage could be paid well if they found the right position, or shunned and feared as unnatural in other places. Many mages learned to hide their abilities or simply didn’t use them, especially those in unwelcoming cultures or those in high society.

“She’s learned to hide it. I would guess she hasn’t been trained, so what she knows is limited. Jasper will keep her in line or I’ll have a mage do it.” Briskly, he called, “Let’s get the gang moving. We’re heading out in half an hour.”

The chain gang was interested to notice the new addition as they started to shovel dirt to fill in the hole again. “Somebody’s got a ladylove,” one taunted while the rest added their jeers.

To her credit, Ivory simply ignored what they had to say, continuing her business. However, as the suggestions became crude, he caught a flash of blue around the chain, and the entire group fell over, landing on one another. They were distracted by grumbling at each other, allowing Ivory to slip out of sight behind a tent.

He strode after her, coming around the tent to find her pulling up the stakes to her brother’s tent in preparation to take it down. The instant she saw him, she straightened, eyes flashing defiantly at him.

He settled his hands behind his back. “Weapons. Can you use them?”

A moment passed as she realized he wasn’t going to reprimand her for defending herself, then she answered. “I was never taught.”

He stayed silent, waiting. When she finally remembered, she let out an annoyed sigh. “Sir.”

“Not with any kind of weapon? What have you been using since you ran away?”

“Luck. Sir.”

“Follow me.”

She followed obediently, hesitating only a moment as he ducked inside his tent. She stayed very close to the entrance, watching as he opened a chest, revealing an assortment of weapons. He tucked the key back into his pocket, gesturing her forward. “You will keep this on you at all times. Find a place where you can easily access it.” He selected a serrated blade, a little small for his men, but a good size for her hands. “Don’t hesitate to use it. Hesitation might make the difference between living and dying around here.”

She touched it carefully. “Yes, sir.”

“You will train with it. You will also train with this.” He selected a bow. “Learn how to use it. Practice every day.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You’ll need to share a tent with your brother until we deliver the chain gang. Once there, you’ll be outfitted with everything you’ll need.”

“Thank you.” When he turned his expectant gaze on her, she let out a quick sigh. “Sir.”

He continued. “Do you have any questions?”

Her reply was prompt. “Don’t you get tired of people calling you sir or captain every sentence?”

He decided to let that one slide. “My men do it to show respect.”

“You can show respect without using a title,” she pointed out.

“You can also use a title without showing respect. My men know to show respect. You have never once had respect despite using a title. At the very least, it will remind you of your place.”

There was a flash of resentment. “Yes, sir,” she muttered.

“Dismissed.”

She ducked out of the tent, muttering something under her breath.

As soon as the chain gang had finished burying those who had died, they set out. Ivory said not a word to anyone but her brother, not even once in retaliation for what the chain gang said about her or suggested, and he caught no magical retribution. At the next campsite, she carefully watched the process, then copied it, setting up her tent, disappearing into the woods to gather firewood, quick to step in when her brother struggled at a task with only one usable arm. Not once did he see a glint of blue.

As the men gathered around the fire for their meal, quieter than they usually were, Ivory stayed back. Her brother gathered her food and brought it to her and she sat alone in the shadows. If she felt any offense at being subtly treated as an outsider, she gave no indication.

A catcall drew her gaze to the line of prisoners just over the rise. They couldn’t really see her, but they could easily hear anything above a normal conversation. Even though Ivory hadn’t spoken, they’d been relentlessly hounding her. Jasper had taken offense to much of what they’d said or implied and had fumed for most of the march. Ivory appeared not to care. But as the next suggestion came soaring towards their camp, her eyes narrowed at the offenders. She shifted, her hand turning palm up, as if scooping something out of the air, then lifting up in a short jerk. There was no immediate reaction, and just as he started to wonder if she hadn’t used her magic, there came a howl. More howls followed the first and she went back to her food, a satisfied smile on her lips.

“Gideon.”

Gideon rose, walking over towards the gang that was busy yelling at something and each other, curses flying. Gideon returned moments later, hands tucked in his pocket. He sat back down and returned to his meal. “Fire ants, sir. Should keep them busy for a while. Looks like most of a nest.”

He knew who had caused the angry ants to come to the surface. The rest could guess.

“Bad luck for them,” Angelo drawled. He didn’t seem concerned. “Good thing we’ve got our lucky lad here.”

Jasper glanced at his sister. “I doubt I’m that lucky.”

“Of course you are. You brought us the best kind of luck. A pretty girl with a penchant for vengeance and the gift to do it creatively. You don’t mind if I court her, do you?”

“That’s up to her,” was all Jasper would say.

He interrupted Angelo’s persistent cajoling. “The gift. How strong is it?” No one in the camp misunderstood who or what he was talking about.

Jasper immediately lowered his food and met his captain’s gaze. “I don’t know for sure, sir. She’s always been able to do anything she’s tried, but she never learned much.”

“How did she learn?”

“Our father used to take us to watch the mages work. He’d show us how they lifted things, used their gift instead of their hands to carry and move heavy items. When he died, our mother would take us, since it was the only way for Ivory to learn. She’d practice in her room, especially once our mother died, sir. She didn’t have anything else to do.”

“What all has she learned?”

“She can read and write and do figures, sir, although she wasn’t allowed to study once our mother became ill. She’s never learned how to fight, but she’s clever. She uses her gift to defend herself, and no one has ever figured it out that I know of. Just...little things. Spilling a glass of wine. Moving a carpet. She broke a chair once.” Jasper gave a grim smile at that memory. “Broke the seat out from under him. She mostly does little things that would embarrass you, sir. Nothing very harmful. Mother and Father wouldn’t have stood for it.”

It didn’t escape him that the boy wouldn’t even give their stepfather the honor of a name or a title. “Has she courted?”

Jasper shook his head. “No, sir. She was presented to society at fifteen, but then Mother was so sick she didn’t go again. Then she wasn’t allowed. She’s never shown much interest in courting.”

He raised his voice. “Ivory. At the fire.”

It was only a few moments before she appeared. When he simply stared at her, she gave what was becoming her trademark huff of air before saying, “Yes, sir.”

“What are the limitations to your gift?”

She bit her lip a moment, glancing at her brother before answering. “It makes me tired. I have to have energy to use magic, just like I do for anything else. Usually I need to eat more if I’ve used magic. Sir.”

“Can you heal with it?”

With regret, she shook her head. “No, sir. I know it’s possible to help heal, but I only learned by what I saw. I don’t know what to picture or what motion to make to heal.”

He had the answers he needed for now. “I trust there will be no further appearances of any fire ants or any other kind of creature.”

She bit her cheek to stop the smirk, but couldn’t quite contain it. “I only saw one nest, sir. I can’t imagine there would be any more nearby.”

Before she could leave, he motioned for her to stop. “Mal, take Ivory and show her how to use her bow.”

“Yes, sir.” Mal got up, shouldering his quiver of arrows and sent Ivory a smile. “This way. I want you away from camp until you get a handle on archery.”

*
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The concept of archery was simple. String arrow on bow. Pull back, aim, and shoot. Of course, the reality was that it was more difficult than I had anticipated. I couldn’t figure out the aiming part. When I expressed my frustration, Mal just laughed and said, “Actually, you’re doing very well, for a beginner. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’d learned about archery before.”

I gazed at the target. “It can get worse than this?” I queried.

Mal clapped me on the shoulder, chortling. “If you want to know the answer to that, just ask your brother.” He handed me the empty quiver. “Go gather the arrows. The more you practice, the better you’ll get.”

“How long will we practice?” I asked.

“No more today. I want your reflexes sharp as long as we have this chain gang. They’re a tricky, nasty lot. We’ll keep the practices light until it’s safer. And then,” he grinned evilly, “we’ll see about wearing out whatever muscles you have.”

I looked at the bow, then at my arms. And remembering my lessons at learning to ride a horse, I could guess just how sore I’d be.
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Chapter 3
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The next day, I hung at the back of the group. I’d learned that when I was out of their immediate line of sight, the prisoners tended to forget I existed. Brennan, a man who hardly spoke a word, handed me his cap before we broke camp. “Town nearby,” he said.

I immediately tucked my braid under the cap, settling it low. “Thank you.”

“Watch your blade,” he said simply before heading to the front of the chain gang, keeping his hand on his knife. The rest of the men were all doing the same, keeping one hand on their weapon as they headed towards the town Brennen had spoken of. Since there didn’t appear to be a path around the community, we went through it.

Captain Jaxon led the way. Mal, his second-in-command, was right behind. Brennan was beside him, leading the horse that pulled the cart of weapons and tools and whatever they weren’t carrying on their backs. My brother followed the cart, preventing anyone from trying to jump in the back, or make a quick steal, with Donnovan beside him. Virkinoff led the chain gang, intimidating everyone who saw us with a fierce glower of warning. Flirtatious Angelo had gone serious. Superstitious Colm was rubbing his lucky charm, muttering something about socks while Russel and Gideon followed along beside the chain gang. I brought up the rear. Most of the people got out of our way, casting fearful looks our direction. For some reason, I didn’t think their fear was solely of the chain gang.

Near the midpoint, I caught sight of a man mostly hidden in shadow, glancing our way repeatedly. As the chain gang shuffled by, something suddenly flashed in the air from his hand towards one of the prisoners. Before I could send my magic to it, a scarred hand snatched it out of the air and I lost sight of it. Satisfied, the man slipped off between two buildings and out of sight.

I was planning on warning the squad, but the man moved too quickly for me to figure out which one he was. As we reached the last building, the group suddenly bunched together, allowing him more length of chain. He lunged for Russel, who was too close. Russel’s hand was still on his blade, and I yanked it up. His hand jerked to keep hold of the blade, but he wasn’t strong enough to prevent my magic from dragging the blade all the way across his body to block the strike. Before the man could try again, I latched my hands onto the end of the chain and yanked hard, wrapping the heavy ball at the end around a small tree as the men were jerked off their feet.

Russel recognized what had happened and quickly put his foot on the weapon that had nearly killed him. With a single nod of thanks to me, he relieved the man of his item and motioned to the others he had it under control. Before we could start moving again, two arrows came whizzing out of nowhere. The one closest to me I pulled quickly downward, planting it in the dirt. The other, thankfully, whizzed harmlessly by. Colm immediately fired back, and hit his target crouched on a roof to the left. The other man I recognized from a few moments earlier when he’d given the prisoner a weapon. He was better hidden and avoided the shots meant to kill him. Picking up a sizable stone, I let my magic ripple through it before I slung it as hard as I could at him. With a little bit of magical encouragement, the stone struck him square in the throat. Before he could recover, Virkinoff had crossed the distance to him and dispatched him with a single swipe.

Without a word, we fell back into line. Thwarted again, the chain gang moved sullenly down the road and out of town as soon as I had freed the metal ball from where I had lodged it around the tree, pushing with my magic as well as my hands. Russel dropped back a few paces to walk beside me, squeezing my shoulder. “Thanks, lass,” he said.

I sent him a timid smile. “You’re welcome.”

“Lucky that we have you,” he said before going back to his place.

We camped in the open that night. The trees were sparse here, likely chopped down for building supplies to construct the nearby town. It gave us a clear view of the stars as Mal started the campfire and Virkinoff staked down the chain gang while Russel and Colm made sure the prisoners didn’t attempt to attack again.

I had just seated myself in front of my brother’s tent when Angelo came over and coaxed me to my feet. “There’s no need for you to sit there, pretty lass. You’re one of us after all.”

I hesitantly allowed him to draw me to the campfire, blushing as I took a seat in the ring with the rest of them, Brennan moving aside so I could sit on his left. Angelo sat on the other side of me, handing me a bowl and a spoon. “Eat as much as you want,” he told me. “I want you able to do that magic stuff tomorrow and all the way back to camp.”

“How far away is camp?” Jasper asked. “Two days?”

“Three at this pace.” Gideon, the one who held the maps, answered while peeling a carrot since we weren’t near enough to a stream to wash it. “Storm tonight might slow us down a bit.”

I looked up at the sky. There were clouds there, but it was too dark to see if they were storm clouds or not.

Jasper passed me a peeled carrot. “What happens when we get back to camp, sir?” he asked. “How do we explain about Ivory to Commander Roe?”

There were snorts at that, but they let the Captain answer.

“Unless you’d like Ivory’s reputation questioned and for her to be sent back to your stepfather, we don’t tell Commander Roe anything.” There was just the slightest edge of malice in his tone.

Jasper winced.

I considered it, then I discarded the idea. It wouldn’t matter how much my reputation was ruined. I would still have my inheritance, and my stepfather would still want it. “Why can’t I pretend to be a boy?” I asked.

My brother instantly bristled. “No.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Why not?”

“Because you’re a lady.”

“And you’re a gentleman. I don’t see anyone putting up a fuss over that.”

“I’m supposed to be here. You’re not. You just need to stay out of sight.”

I rolled my eyes. “And when someone spots me? I can’t make myself invisible, Jasper. If we provide a reasonable explanation, no one will question it. Having a boy join your group isn’t going to make anyone think twice. Having me sneak around as a lady is just going to attract suspicion, unless you want me sneaking around as a harlot.”

Jasper choked on his own carrot for a second before he managed to swallow it. “You’re not pretending to be a harlot!”

“Then I’ll have to be a boy,” I said, unconcerned. “Not only will no one think twice, no one will care what I do.”

Jasper wasn’t buying it. “They’re not going to just let you wander around camp,” he argued. “Someone is going to say something.”

“Does anyone say anything when you wander around camp?” I shot back. “Maybe you didn’t notice it while you were growing up, but you got to sneak around and do a whole lot more than I did. And if I did sneak around, I had to work a lot harder. You could get away with murder before I could get away with sneaking out after dinner, and I doubt it’s any different elsewhere.”

Jasper didn’t like it, scowling as he chomped a bite off the carrot.

“Boy it is, then,” Mal said. “We’ll call you Lucky.”

There were smiles at that. My brother wasn’t one of them. He was too busy glowering over the thought of me passing myself off as a boy.

The topic changed to other matters while the weather got chillier, and damper. I could almost feel the rain coming now. The others could too and ate quickly. Russel passed a bit of his meal to me, nodding once before heading off to his tent. The others didn’t linger any longer, heading to their post or their tents as soon as they were done, some of them even patting me on the shoulder on their way past with a comment of, “Good work today.”

Captain Jaxon didn’t seem to appreciate my assistance. While the others were friendlier, he gave no hint of even approval. As I got up to leave, finished eating, he spoke, voice impassive. “I didn’t see you practicing today.”

With a sense of undeserved criticism, I followed Mal out of the camp to practice. We didn’t practice long again. Not only did Mal want to avoid wearing me out, the storm was fast approaching, and the wind made it nearly impossible to fire with any sort of accuracy. I had just gathered up the last of the arrows when the first fat, cold drop of rain splattered on my neck, eliciting a slight squeal. It started pouring the instant I made it to camp and I ducked inside my tent. My brother made it in a minute later, grimacing as lightning and thunder cracked the sky. “It’s going to be a bad one,” he said ruefully.

His prediction was right. It poured for most of the night, and the thunder rumbled the ground while the flashes of lightning made it difficult to keep my eyes closed for very long. It finally started to lighten to a drizzle and the celestial performance ended. The ground was incredibly muddy, soaking my shoes, which were still my old slippers covered by the trousers that were just a bit too long. The moisture soaked up into the fabric, making it uncomfortable and cold to walk as we took down the camp, splashing through unavoidable puddles. The chain gang didn’t look any happier, as they’d only had a makeshift cover and all looked pretty thoroughly soaked, if a bit more rested than I felt. I refused to complain, but I remembered storms being a lot more enjoyable at home.

The bad-tempered criminals resumed taking their ire out on me, using especially filthy language this morning. I was searching for a creative, new way for bad luck to visit the chain gang, to repay their nearly constant heckling, when Virkinoff solved the problem for me. The first prisoner who sent a comment my way as we left camp was jerked off his feet by the big man and lifted to eye level. “The next time I hear a word out of your mouth about her, I’ll start making this trip very unpleasant.” He threw the man back in line.

The swarthy prisoner almost voiced a comment, then seemed to think better of it at the look on Virkinoff’s face. I dropped farther back, unwilling to create further problems, secretly pleased at their defense.

The trip was just as muddy and wet as our campsite. In fact, I had to stop a few times and squeeze some of the water out of the trousers, wishing for a skirt that wouldn’t cling as much as these pants were. The others didn’t seem to notice as much. Of course, they had longer legs and could avoid some of the larger puddles. I was shorter and didn’t have that option at times. The chain gang grumbled quietly among themselves, occasionally throwing a curse at us, at a stick, at a deep puddle of water, at the sky, or at each other. As we stopped for lunch, I balanced myself on a tree and used a stick to scrape some of the mud off my shoes, no longer able to feel my toes because of the cold.

One of the shorter, yet still taller than me, members of the chain gang chanced a remark, thinking Virkinoff was too far away to hear. With an easy move, Gideon reached out with his gloved hand and gave a clout to the back of the man’s head. “You heard the order,” he said at the answering snarl. “I’m more than willing to do this the rest of the way.”

“You see,” my brother growled out, in as foul a temper as the chain gang. “They know you aren’t a boy.”

“I didn’t show up pretending to be one either,” I snapped back. “I can start pretending to be a harlot if you want.”

“I forbid it!” My brother seemed as surprised as I was as the words left his mouth.

Silence sat between us for a moment. “Until you come up with a better idea, and sneaking around isn’t, we’ll go with the plan Captain Jaxon didn’t argue with,” I said with more diplomacy than I felt like extending.

“Captain Jaxon didn’t argue with any of them,” Jasper grumbled.

I let out a long-suffering sigh then yanked the hat down tighter, hiding more of my face. I next hunched my shoulders a bit, letting the proper posture that had been so drilled into me slip into a slump, lowering my face. The oversized jacket didn’t reveal anything of my form as I sent a glance over to the chain gang. “I’d bet the chain gang wouldn’t be able to tell us apart until we were close. I’m not planning on parading around. I’ll stay out of sight as much as possible.”

“Don’t fret, lad,” Mal advised, surprising us both as he came up behind us. “They won’t see what they don’t expect to see, unless it becomes very obvious. The rest of us will make sure she stays hidden.”

“Thank you.” I gave something like a curtsey in the oversized coat.

“You’re earning your way. Keep watching our backs, and we’ll watch yours.” Pursing his lips, he stared musingly at me a moment. “Don’t slump quite so far or you’ll look deformed. And don’t walk so daintily.”

I pulled up the pant leg enough for him to see the slippers. “I have to. These shoes weren’t meant for this much wear and tear.” The bottom was getting slippery with all the mud. I’d nearly fallen more than once while the rest clomped along in their boots.

“You’ll have new shoes at camp. Until then, give up on being clean. We’re all going to get muddier. The longer you fight it, the more energy you waste.”

I made a face. “I’m not trying to be such a girl,” I muttered.

“Nothing wrong with being a girl. We all like girls. But if you’re going to pretend not to be one, you’ve gotta act tough. Most of what we do is to impress the girls. Angelo hasn’t whined once since you showed up.”

I smothered a giggle, biting my cheek.

“Moving out!” Captain Jaxon called.

I was heartened a little to see I wasn’t the only one to slump a bit in disappointment, or groan. Still, we all obediently moved. It made me feel a little better to see that no one enjoyed the muddy trails at all.

It drizzled on and off on us the rest of the afternoon, leaving us all chilly and our clothing damp. I didn’t hesitate to move near the fire when we stopped and set up camp, watching Donnovan slice potatoes and carrots and other things as he tossed them in the pot that was slowly starting to bubble. As I hadn’t had much training in making a meal, I moved closer to watch. “What are you making?” I asked.

“Stew. Get us all warm tonight.” He glanced up at me. “You ever cooked?”

I shook my head. “I can decorate cakes. That’s about it.”

A smile twitched his mouth. “Want to learn?”

“Yes.” I knelt down next to him, watching.

He took a potato and sliced it, tossing the small pieces into the pot, then handed the knife to me. “Now you.”

I selected another potato and carefully cut it in half. Then I took the half and cut it into thirds, then sliced those pieces. While I did that, he worked on the carrots with another blade.

“Why aren’t we peeling those?” I asked, dropping in the last bits of potato.

“No need to when it’s all going to be cooked anyway. Now, what do you know of herbs?”

I perked up a little. “I used to pick herbs with my mother. She had a specific few she liked to use. When we all went to the country, Father and Jasper would make a fire and do other things while Mother and I went to find the herbs she wanted. She said she only needed what she could pick herself.”

He handed me another potato and started to sort through his pack. “This is sage.” He held up a small, smooth leaf. “Smell it.”

I obeyed, taking a deep breath. “It smells familiar.”

“It should. It’s commonly used as medicine.” He plucked another one. This one was spikier. “Rosemary,” he identified.

“Isn’t it a flower?” I asked, breathing in the scent of the new herb.

“It is, yes, but it’s also an herb.” He pulled out a small packet, eyes twinkling with mischief. “Don’t get too close to this one,” he warned. “It’s got a kick.”

I took the packet, gave a cautious sniff. My nose started to burn. “It’s a pepper, right?”

“It is. A very spicy one. Warms you right up. Sometimes I add a lot. Sometimes I don’t add as much. Depends on how much I want to laugh as I watch them try to eat it.” He pulled out a dried pepper, chopping it a few times before tossing it in. As we continued to work, he’d pull out other spices, identifying them for me. Some went into the pot, some did not. The onion was last, and I blinked away the tears as I let the pieces slide from my fingertips to the now-boiling stew.

The others gathered around shortly thereafter, voicing their appreciation of the fire and the stew. Donnovan winked at me as he popped a piece of the pepper into Angelo’s dish before handing it to him. Angelo gulped down the first bite, eagerly going after the second. Then, as I watched, his eyes went huge, his face went red, and he turned and sprayed everything in his mouth behind him, coughing. “Water!” he gasped. “Water!”

Already familiar with this common trick, the others burst into laughter as Angelo, unable to tolerate the mildest of spices, frantically gulped his entire canteen of water, then went dashing off into the darkness, heading for the river, calling threats and curses back to Donnovan.

Donnovan just chuckled, handing me my bowl next.

By the time Angelo made it back, most of us were halfway through our stew. I lingered over mine, letting the bowl warm my hands. Angelo whacked Donnovan, scowling, then sat down, searching through his stew for any more bits of pepper before cautiously eating a bite or two. His skin was still flushed from the heat of the pepper, and his blond hair was dripping at the ends. I guessed he’d stuck his head in the river to gulp water.

“Seconds?” Donnovan asked, lifting the ladle.

Jasper offered his bowl, and so did Mal. After that, Donnovan rose and went with Virkinoff over to the prisoners. The prisoners were nearly docile as they waited patiently for their turn of the food. It had been a long, cold day for all of us, and they understood fighting meant the stew would get colder.

To my surprise, most of them had the bowl emptied in less than a minute, waiting not quite so patiently this time for seconds. Donnovan scraped the pot into their eagerly waiting bowls, then trudged back over. This time the convicts savored their portions, guarding it carefully as they sipped or ate chunks with their hands. Donnovan handed the ladle to me. “You clean,” he stated. “Make sure it’s cool first.”

I nodded. “What do I clean it with?”

“Water will do. Don’t risk more. The river will be running fast. Don’t lose the pot.”

“And if you do, don’t jump in after it,” Jasper advised.

I couldn’t help the incredulous expression. “Do I look stupid?” I asked.

“I just didn’t want you to try and save it and drown,” Jasper defended.

I reached out with my gift, letting blue magic flash through his spoon an instant before I twisted my hand. The spoon jerked out of Jasper’s hand and smacked him sharply on the leg. Then I let it drop into the almost-empty bowl of stew in his lap. “I have other ways of dealing with lost items.” 

“Ow,” Jasper muttered, sending me a glare. “I hate it when you do that.”

“I hate when you say stupid things. Besides, you know perfectly well that I can swim.”

That caught attention. “You can swim?” Angelo asked, sounding impressed. Unless you were a sailor, few had a reason to learn to swim, especially as only one side of the country was connected to the sea.

I shrugged. “Father knew how to swim. He insisted all of us learn, even Mother. We learned as children, and he used to take us every summer to make sure we still remembered how.” I tapped the side of the pot, feeling for temperature. It seemed relatively cool. Grabbing the scouring stone, since there wasn’t sand nearby, I headed for the river.

The water was cold, but I’d been cold all day, so it didn’t really make a difference. Mal met me at the river as I was hauling the clean pot out of the river. He held out my bow and a quiver of arrows. “Every day,” he reminded me.

I resisted making a face, setting the clean pot carefully out of the mud. Practice, thankfully, was short, and Mal even helped me carry the pot back, holding it high so it wouldn’t get splashed with mud. The rest of the camp had done whatever chores needed done and were settling for the night.

Exhausted by the day, I crawled in bed after shucking the mud-splattered shoes and trousers. Before my brother made it to the tent, I’d fallen asleep and dreamed of firing arrows at mud monsters.
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Chapter 4
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The next day was drier, if only briefly. By mid-afternoon, the weather was still chilly, and the rain returned. At one point, the weather was so rough that Captain Jaxon ordered us to halt and find shelter. We crouched together under a bush-covered overhang and occasionally peered out to see the wind whipping the branches wildly back and forth, with lightning cracking almost constantly across the sky.

“You all right?” Jasper murmured, putting his good arm around me.

I nodded. “You?” I whispered back.

Lightning lit the area again to show my brother’s face was a bit paler than normal. He’d never liked storms. “It’s starting to ease up. I don’t think it’ll last too much longer.” I felt that to be more of a fervent hope than an actual prediction.

Letting my fingertips sparkle, I held up my hand. “Want to play?” I asked, hoping to distract him. As children, we’d play games with my gift. I’d move things, and he would try and figure out what I was doing with my gift. Our parents had approved of this game, since it taught me to use my gift, but keep it so subtle no one else would know.

Jasper gave a half-smile, but covered my hand with his. “Probably we shouldn’t. Not with all these people around.”

There came a particularly loud crack of thunder, and my brother jerked, his gulp clearly heard in the momentary silence that followed. I made myself look frightened and scooted closer to him, as if I were the one frightened. “I don’t remember storms like this at home,” I said, making my voice a little shaky.

My brother forced a smile. “They’re quieter inside. Dryer too.”

“This is a rough one, lass,” Virkinoff said, his voice a kindly rumble. “Don’t you worry. We’ll ride it out. We’ve seen worse.”

“Remember that one near the coast?” Mal asked on a chuckle. “Thought it was going to blow us all out to sea. Rammed those two ships together. It ruined half their cargo. We were on hand, so we got most of what they were getting rid of. New clothes. Fresh food. And our cooking pots,” he said.

“I got my lucky socks out of that one,” Colm offered.

“Don’t ask,” Russel said when Jasper looked puzzled. “He’ll try to show them to you, and they smell. I swear if he drags them out in here, I’ll throw them into the nearest mud puddle.” He sent a warning to look to Colm.

There came a sudden burst of lightning that reached the ground and the earth seemed to shake with the ensuing thunder. Now Jasper wasn’t the only one who looked nervous. There came swearing from the chain gang. “We’re gonna die!” the weaselly man wailed.

“Shaddup!” someone yelled back. Then the sky split open with a fork of lightning and roaring thunder, and we missed the rest of the argument.

I looked over at Mal. “I don’t have to practice, do I?” I asked,

Mal’s mouth twitched into a grin. “I’m not going to make you.”

I slid my hand to take Jasper’s. “Good, because I really don’t want to go out in that.”

My brother clenched my hand in his. “You’d probably get struck by lightning.”

“Too many trees in the way. Besides, you’re taller,” I teased.

He wore a ghost of a smile, his frame relaxing a little.

The storm went on for another three hours. The lightning and thunder went away after one. Jasper relaxed once the lightning had gone. Captain Jaxon decided we weren’t going anywhere today and sent Colm and Russel searching for a new campsite close by. Virkinoff and Angelo made sure the chain gang were still where they were supposed to be, ignoring their whining that the lightning could have hit their chain and killed them all. Donnovan went scouting for additional food supplies nearby, taking me with him.

“Your brother’s nervous around storms, then,” Donnovan commented when we left the campsite.

“No more than the rest of you,” I defended.

Donnovan sent me a knowing look. “Lass, we all know Jasper was the one twitching like a nervous colt, not you. He did the same during the last storm we went through.”

“He isn’t fond of storms,” I admitted. “He’s never liked them.”

“Your brother can have his weaknesses. We won’t think less of him for it.”

“Jasper will. At least if he feels no one knows, he won’t feel so inferior.”

“A nice thought, but we all know,” Mal said, surprising us. “Captain says I’m to go with you.” He jingled a pouch of money in his pocket.

“Jasper doesn’t have the skills you do. Very little of his past has helped him survive with you. He doesn’t deserve to be seen as a coward.”

“We don’t think he’s a coward. We think he’s young and inexperienced, and he is.” Mal cast a glance back at the campsite as the clouds drizzled on us. “But he’s learning.” Mal studied me a moment. “Doesn’t it bother you to come across as weak to protect your brother? You didn’t even flinch during the storm.”

I shrugged. “I’ve had to hide my gift my entire life. Pretending to be afraid won’t upset me. Jasper has been raised to be my protector. When Father died, Jasper had to take over some of his duties, especially when I was presented to society. Protecting me is what he knows.”

“I have a feeling he didn’t need to do a lot of protecting,” Mal said knowingly, kicking a limb out of the way. I envied his boots. My slippers were next to useless.

“It’s different,” I insisted. “His weapons before were the right tone and the right word, and our family name. Using connections. It was all about knowledge and very rarely about actions. Now, everything that would help him survive is about actions and very little of the knowledge. He may feel inferior to you, but at least he won’t feel substandard to me.” I pointed at a light in the distance. “There?” I asked.

Mal nodded. “Not to seem insulting, but this might go better if you looked like a woman instead of part of the Death Squad.”

I pulled the cap off my head, straightening a little. “How pathetic would you like me to be?” I asked dryly.

Mal flashed me a grin. “Just stand there and look miserable and cold.”

“Not hard to do.” I slogged through the mud after them towards the little house across a muddy field.

Mal knocked on the door when we reached it. The man inside opened it a crack, suspicion clear. “Yes?”

“Pardon me,” Mal said courteously. “But we were passing by, and our food supply is a bit low. Would it be possible to buy any extra food you might have to hold us until we reach the next town?”

The man scanned our little group, and his eyes settled on me. Right away, I saw his expression soften a bit. “Let me see what we have. Not to seem discourteous, but our little one is ill. You’re welcome to wait by the barn. It should be dry inside.”

I couldn’t hide the gratitude. A dry place. “Thank you, sir,” I said, curtseying in the long coat.

As soon as we entered the barn, Mal said, “Ask him about the sick child. He won’t suspect anything coming from you.”

“You take care of children?” I asked curiously.

Donnovan chuckled, breaking into a rare smile. “He takes care of everybody. He can’t stop himself. If any of us so much as cough, he’s mixing up something. He’s been known to take care of the chain gangs we transport.”

“He had an oozing wound,” Mal said with minor irritation. “Was I supposed to let it get worse?”

“Why can’t you ask about the child?” I asked. “If you’re the one who heals everyone.”

“He’s already suspicious. He knows chain gangs travel the roads nearby. The only reason he didn’t slam the door in our faces was you. And do I look like your typical doctor?” he asked.

I scanned his muddy shoes to his too-long hair, bedraggled clothes, a beard that needed shaving but hadn’t been done in a day or two, and a tough demeanor that was certainly different from any doctor that had ever treated me or my family. My doctors hadn’t had calluses, hadn’t done hard labor, and abhorred dirt. “I suppose not,” I admitted. “What do you need to know?”

“If it’s been sick long, if it’s sleeping, if it’s eating, if there’s a fever. And make sure you ask how old the child is.”

“If it were serious, wouldn’t he find a doctor nearby?”

“There may not be a doctor nearby. Many of us travel. A doctor may only be here once a month, if that frequently. I suppose you never had to worry about such things.”

“I didn’t,” I admitted. “But if doctors travel, what happens to people when they need a doctor and there isn’t one?”

“There are always healers or people that doctors train. It’s usually enough to help people survive when the doctor leaves.” He stretched out his legs with a groan as he eased himself down on a small stool. “Where did you live?”

“Hasn’t Jasper told you?”

“Jasper would barely tell us his name. He was introduced as Lord Rodan, and it was quite obvious he knew nothing of the military. We know he comes from a privileged family, but he told us nothing other than his parents were dead and he was sent here by his stepfather.”

I could only imagine Jasper’s humiliation; to be thrust in a world where he was next to helpless and to be introduced as a noble and a liability had probably made for a rough start. But as the men had accepted us both, and one of us mage at that, I saw no harm in sharing. “My family lived in Arcadia.”

“Ah.” Mal nodded. “A large place, and a training ground for doctors. Then you would have always had plenty of doctors for any illness.”

“Doctor Conrad.” I felt myself smile, remembering the elder man as I took a seat on an overturned bucket, tucking my legs primly to the side despite that I wasn’t currently wearing a skirt that required me to sit that modestly. “He always took care of us.” Then the smile faded. “And he came to Mother’s funeral, and Father’s. He was kind. And honest. He took the time to care for servants when he had earned his place well enough that he never needed to care for anyone besides those of the noble line.”

Donnovan, who had been silent for a while, now spoke. “When did your mother die?”

I had lost count of the days, traveling in the woods. “A month before Jasper was sent here.”

“You’re still in mourning.” There was genuine sadness from Donnovan. “It hasn’t been three months. You haven’t been able to give a proper farewell to your mother. I’m sorry, lass.”

“It’s all right,” I said, fighting to keep my tone even. “I know that others have taken over the duty of caring for the grave. And Mother was ill for so long, we knew it was coming. Jasper and I made our peace as best we could on her last days, and since Jasper was leaving, we honored our parents before he left.” I looked down at my hands. “I think, perhaps, coming here made it easier. There is much to serve as a distraction, and living in Mother’s house didn’t seem...right.” The six months of mourning were supposed to be a time to grieve freely for the lost loved ones, pardoned from much of society’s standards. Black was to be worn in some form or fashion for the first three months, and on to the sixth month if so desired. In some cases, people wore black for an entire year to symbolize their mourning.

“We didn’t know you were both in mourning.” Mal patted my shoulder gently. “May your sadness ease.”

I had heard the phrase multiple times at the funeral, and at the following visits to honor our mother at her grave, but this time I actually felt better. “Thank you.”

I heard the splashing of water mingled with footsteps and immediately rose. Manners had been too ingrained in me to remain sitting even though I wanted to. Moments later, the man entered carrying a basket. “Some bread and eggs and milk. The milk is fresh.” He offered the basket to me.

“Thank you.” I accepted it and passed it to Donnovan. “Your say your little one is ill?  I hope it isn’t anything serious.”

“A cough. She cries most of the night. No matter what we do, she just cries and cries.”

“What’s her name?”

“Lydia.”

“What a beautiful name,” I said warmly. “How old is she? Is she walking yet?”

“Oh, no. She’s only seven weeks.” He gave a tired smile. “She eats and sleeps and cries. And there has been a lot of crying.”

Mal was digging in his satchel. I’d yet to see him without it. “Does she run a fever?”

“Not that I can tell.”

“Does she have pain?”

“There are times I think so, but it’s our first child...” he trailed off helplessly. “I can’t tell what’s normal. She arches her back a lot. I thought there was something wrong with her back, but I can’t find anything, and it isn’t consistent. And when she’s upset, she won’t settle for hours. Not even my wife can get her to calm down.”

“What do you think?” I asked Mal. “Is there anything you can do to help?”

“It sounds like colic.” Mal withdrew a pouch and handed it to him. “This should help. It’s dill. Mix with a little alcohol, and it should help ease the pain. If you have ginger or fennel, those might helps as well. Gripe water has helped most babies with colic that I’ve treated. I don’t have any ginger, or I’d give you some. When the rain stops, lay her in the sun on her side for a little while. It should help.”

“And I hope if we pass back by someday, we could see her walking,” I added.

The man bowed, gratitude evident. “Thank you for your kindness.”

I curtseyed back. “We are merely returning the kindness given to us. We appreciate the additional food. I hope the money is enough for your trouble.”

“No charge,” the man declined. “If this gives us a few more hours of sleep, it will be payment enough.”

I gave another short curtsey. “Your generosity will be remembered, sir. Lydia is lucky to have such a kind man as her father.”

A few more platitudes and we were on our way, back through the mud. As soon as the man had closed the door, Mal said, “You can’t help being noble, can you?”

“No more than you can stand idle and not help those who are sick. Besides, what does it hurt?”

“Nothing. Just keep in mind that if you ever speak to anyone like that, they’re going to realize you’re no commoner like the rest of us.”

I put the cap back on my head, tucking the braid underneath. “I don’t think I get to do a lot of speaking anyway.”

Colm and Russel met us on the way back. “Looks like you had good luck,” Russel commented as he spotted the basket of food. “We didn’t find squat that wasn’t covered in mud.”

“What about that slope to the north?”

“We were heading that way next, but I’m guessing it’s flooded too.”

“We’ll go with you,” Mal decided. “It’s not too far.”

I obediently followed, listening to them list possible campsites, and then disregard them one by one. Some would be muddy. One now belonged to an unfriendly farmer. Another provided too many escape routes. There wasn’t enough cover at two of them. The final consensus was that none of the other campsites were better than what we already had, so the slope was our final shot.

We had to work to climb the hill that led to the valley on the other side. There was plenty of tall grass, so less mud, but the grass was still wet, and slippery. Only by grabbing clumps of grass did I stop myself from falling down the hill. I sourly noted the others had far less trouble. I was never wearing slippers like these again. They simply weren’t practical for anything.

When we reached the top, Russel sighed. “Yep. It’s flooded.”

I looked down the hill. There was a small gathering of water. Not too tall, or it escaped from a low point in the tiny valley, but just deep enough that we couldn’t camp here unless we wanted to camp underwater.

“Captain won’t like it, but we could camp on this side,” Mal suggested reluctantly, gesturing to the knoll we had just climbed.

“Why won’t he like it?” I asked.

“No cover. Down here, we’re protected from anyone passing by, and we also keep the chain gang contained. If they’re in the open, then we have to post several guards to make sure they don’t leave. Down here, only one guard would be needed.”

I inspected the unfortunately large puddle at the bottom. “What if the water wasn’t there?”

“If the water wasn’t there, we’d be camping in the valley, or at least staking the chain gang there. The problem is that the water doesn’t have anywhere to go, so it turns pretty swampy until the water dries up.”

“So no one benefits from the water collecting here?” I pressed.

“No one wants to use swamp water, and I seriously doubt anyone travels to here for their water, not when there’s a stream not too far away.”

That was good enough for me. I picked my way carefully down the hill.

“Lass, what are you doing?” Mal called.

I didn’t answer, wading in when I reached the bottom. Mud squished under my shoes and the water rose to my ankles, to my knees, not quite reaching my waist. I peered through the murky water, searching for anything I would need to be careful for, any habitats that would need the water for survival. Then, I waded back out, until the water was only at my less-muddy shoes. Calling upon my gift, I imagined a hole forming, then swirled my finger around, guiding the magic to the hole I’d created. Mud churned upward, turning the water dark as I created a deep well for the water to go to. By the time I was satisfied with my job, the water was no longer covering my shoes and was continuing to recede. I then looked at the deepest edge of the water, blocked by a rise of earth from flowing downward to the forest. All it took was a push with my magic, and the water started to flow that way as well, towards where I knew the river was.

The trek back to camp was quick and silent. Donnovan’s food basket was noted with eagerness. “Campsites?” Captain Jaxon asked.
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