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A World of Miracles

It was still cold but the first hints of spring had been seen. The snow was more slushy in the warm part of the day, and on sunny days like this the promise that it wouldn’t remain long could almost be believed. The whole family and much of the town had turned out to see the newest wonder created by Echal Mirron, Tzadi of the Red Spire. Galan felt a small pang of jealousy for all his brother had accomplished, but mostly he felt pride.
In the years since Galan had settled in to his new life as the Duke’s heir and right hand he also had a long list of accomplishments. Sure many of them were because Feylynn and Sha had trained up an amazing Saeti work force but also because he and his father had managed to break strangle hold that the Guilds had over manufacturing. The great canals were full of boats during the warm months and sleds once the ice formed thick enough for it. The farmers were producing three times the amount of food on the same amount of land, and money was flowing into and out of the coffers at an unprecedented rate in living memory. For the last three winters no one had actually starved over the winter. Those were accomplishments not nearly as flashy as his elder half brother and half sister could achieve but when a child that survived the winter or one of the elders could rest warmly in their bed because the new style of heating stove was cheaper to run, it was wonder enough for him.
He couldn’t deny though that his heart skipped a beat when Skylord appeared on the horizon for the first time. It was a bare speck and seemed to keep growing larger and larger. Minute by minute until it took a massive circling loop around the field. The shadow reminded him eerily of what it must be like to have a dragon hunting for you.
Soundlessly it descended from the sky at an alarming pace and its large haunches bunched as it touched the ground as light and graceful as a sparrow. The crowd behind him was going completely wild. He couldn’t help a tinge of regret that he wouldn’t be riding it to the Red Spire with them. He and Angvar had made the trip last summer. It was good to see Moe and Bess again, and he picked up a lot of useful ideas from Echal. Thinking back on the trip, he chuckled a bit. His family would fly there, visit, and come home in less time than it took for he and Angvar to ride there escorting the trade wagon.
As the Saeti attendant opened Skylord’s passenger compartment and began to help load on the family’s bags, his father came back for one last word with him. Speaking of famous relatives and hard shoes to fill, General Duke Evan Mirron, a living legend in the history of the Kingdom of NoVas, stood before his son. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with? It’s not yet too late.”
Galan grinned up at him. “Want to?  Of course, who wouldn’t? But, you and I both know I should stay here and keep the projects on schedule. We spent too much time getting this momentum built that both of us can’t be away. I’d waste the whole trip worried about what we’d come back to find.”
The old Duke snorted, and just nodded in understanding. Then he got a bit of a leer on his own face, “This wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with a certain young visitor who is due any day?”
Galan felt his face redden. He wasn’t a stranger to women, nor did his father think him a child to be teased about casual crushes, but the young visitor he was referring to was the daughter of a local noble who had determined he was the one she wanted, and with each passing year, he became more inclined to let himself be caught. “No, I will admit that I find myself looking forward to Penny’s visit, but that wouldn’t keep me from flying in Skylord, if other duties didn’t hold me here.”
Evan took his son’s shoulders one in each hand. “I am proud of the man you are becoming. Remember, this young woman is not one of your dalliances. We must observe a certain level of propriety. Never be seen alone with her and always make certain you have a proper chaperone. I know you know this, but I also remember how easy it is to allow passions override common sense and tradition.”
Galan took a deep breath, he had heard this lecture for each of the last two visits. Early on it wasn’t a big deal as the young woman in question really wasn’t much more than a girl. This time he suspected his father was right in his concern. “I will do nothing to dishonour myself or our family.”
Evan’s eyes twinkled, “Didn’t doubt it. Though if you do finally decide to let her catch you, know that your mother and I approve. Just do it the right way. It’s the kind of thing you only get to do once.” He braced his son and then pulled him in for a hug. “I should get moving.  It appears that they are loading your mother and sister on now.”
“Safe travels!” He called out, waving to his mother and little sister. Esta looked excited. Feylynn on the other hand seemed as if she would have been content to take her carriage.
He waited with the crowd watching the loading door pulled up and secured. There was what seemed like a very long wait, until without warning those giant wings unfurled, at a guess he would say over twenty paces tip to tip, and the haunches bunched up and with a leap it was airborne.  Skylord soared upward in long slow looping circles and then leveled off and began its long journey back to the Red Spire.
With a sigh, Galan turned back toward the Manor.
Skylord

Evan always felt a bit nervous leaving the Dutchy. So much could go wrong so quickly. Oh Galan had really grown into his role as the heir, and had proven himself more than capable of unorthodox solutions to truly challenging problems, but Evan couldn’t help feeling a bit guilty dumping it all on his shoulders. He still deserved to have a young man’s freedom, to explore, grow, and learn, without the crushing responsibilities of a Duty that never sleeps.
That sense of unease was put back in the box and placed on the shelf as he entered the wondrous project of his eldest son. The interior was rustic, the ribs of the great beast were a thin-walled metal piping, skinned over with what looked like some sort of hide, melded directly into fine wires of essential metal that hold the entire skin in tension.  The ribs were lined with contact points to hook in cargo nets and tie downs. The reclining couches that had been brought in were bolted directly down to the ribs and were amazingly luxurious. Over stuffed leather covered, each with its own yeti hide covers. Even flying higher than the mountain tops, the inside should be comfortable.  He really was impressed. When he had first been told that they would be twenty-four hours in the air with only a short six-hour stopover, he had really been worried comparing it to a ride in a wagon. This was so much better than a wagon. It was much more like a luxury river cruiser, it even had a small water closet in the back to keep the long flight from being unmanageable.
The young Saeti attendant walked the central aisle tugging each couch to be certain it was secured once it had its guest in place. He stopped before returning to his little compartment in the beast's head and turned, “I’m honored to have you aboard Skylord. I will need a few moments to get us airborne and then I can come back and answer the multitude of questions I am certain you all have.” He hesitated to see if anyone would object to his plan, then completed the climb up the short ladder and one could hear him speaking with the great beast.
Looking to his left he saw Ivor grinning like a loon. “Excited are you?” Evan asked.
Ivor chuckled, “I thought riding in Koloss put me on the top of the food chain. This thing is... whoa!!” The beast shifted, one step, two, and all of a sudden they were thrown back into their couches as the ground fell away below.
Evan laughed through clenched teeth. “Feels a bit like a cavalry charge.”
Feylynn gave him a tight smile. He knew the problem for her wasn’t one of fear of flying but rather that she didn’t fully understand the spells involved. Echal’s letter had said it used spells as well as the natural laws of the world to keep it from crashing to the ground. Magic she understood she was fine with even if she couldn’t replicate it, but forces she didn’t understand always left her concerned.
Esta looked a bit green, it seems that a combination of picking up on her mother’s unease and the speed of changing altitude was wreaking havoc with her internal sense of normal. Evan had climbed enough mountains in his days that his body knew what was going on, but even he had to admit that having it happen this rapidly wasn’t comfortable. Still much more comfortable than a week long ride in a carriage.
True to his word, the young Saeti came back to the passenger compartment. Evan’s eyes sort of glazed over as the miracle was explained. Feylynn and Esta though were hanging on every word and asking questions. Evan smiled as he saw each of the noticeably relax as they began to understand how they were able to ride this comfortably and at speeds no land travel could match.
Eventually, the young man made his way back to the duke. “Your Grace, I was asked to show you some of the capabilities of Skylord. Your son would like you to comment on it tactically and strategically.”
Ivor’s ears perked up at this point. With a word of warning to secure any loose items, the man pulls a leaver and slowly a rear hatch opens. The wind whipped around the compartment, making conversations at anything approaching a civil tone impossible. Evan began to look at this contraption in a whole new light. He waved his hand to signal that the door could be closed, while he started to test ideas for opening a third dimension to the traditional tactical problems.
Head of the House

With the duke gone and everyone looking to him, Galan spends the first day just sticking to the routine. Let everyone see him there and see that nothing has changed. It’s only for two to three weeks, Sophia is holding down Feylynn’s responsibilities, so this really should be easy.
No sooner had that thought, than the next petitioner on the docket was an elven merchant seeking direct trade with the Dutchy. So much for simple. He knew King Oliver had an open trade policy so there was little chance that he would step in it that way, but with the new-found manufacturing power house status, he didn’t want to give away the farm. He probably was over thinking it, but something about the timing had all of his instincts screaming set up to him.
The merchant greeted him in elvish, but Galan stopped him. “I will be happy to speak to you in my mother’s native tongue, in a social event. For the sake of my advisors, the language of the court is common, and I will expect any public business to be conducted in it.”
“Of course, Your Grace.” The merchant continued with only a moment of irritation playing over his face. “With our close family ties, we would like to expand our markets into the human lands through you.”
Galan nodded. “We welcome trade with our Elven kin. In exchange for this exclusivity, you would want?”
“Oh, a small warehouse in your town of Hammerheim would be sufficient to our needs.” He said with a smile. Then almost as an aside, “Of course we would like to be the sole representative for the sale of books from your book engines.”
Galan smiled, so that’s what they were worried about. “Please leave us some samples of what you wish to offer for trade. My advisors will see you paid for it, and we can discuss this once the Duke returns.”
The merchant bowed, “I’m expected back home with a reply in three weeks, Your Grace.”
Galan now knew what he had felt as if this were a trap, because it was. “I see, the same applies, and you will have my answer within two weeks. It is a little close for your deadline, but roads are clear and there should be no delays.”
“As you say, Your Grace.” He gave a sweeping bow as he retreated.
As he turned to other matters, he made a note for Angvar to investigate this merchant and if his parents weren’t home early to send him packing. Handing the note off, he turned to the next case.




Arrival

Window to the Past

The flight had been remarkably comfortable. Little Kai had slept almost the whole way. She was awake and exploring through the night though. That suited Feylynn just fine. Touring the little mountain cave that her family had used that first long winter on the run was sort of like taking a peek back in time. The old dwarven mine had been reopened now as a layover point on long flights back to the heart of the Kingdom. Little towns had been popping up along the land route for the last year, but this was higher than a land-based road would choose. A new wing had been cut into the mountain to house the security contingent that lived there for months at a stretch, but the main rooms used by the family had been converted over to some very comfortable VIP rooms for the passengers of Skylord.
For Feylynn it was the details carved into the walls by a young Shadrea, and the ingenious built-in devices dreamed up by Echal that held the most interest. Even early on, they were creative and focused on making their world a better place. The great soaking tub, was a marvel in and of itself, considering refugees on the run essentially built it, in a place that was never likely to be permanent. It was a window into their early years before they ever knew that she and Evan yet lived. When they thought they might be on the run forever.
It was with just a little tinge of regret that she loaded Kai and Esta back aboard Skylord for the last leg of the journey.
Reunion

Sha stood out on the flattened plain that had been set aside for Skylord. She was excited. She had ended up getting tied up on a dozen projects and hadn’t seen her mother since Kai was born almost two years ago now. Still it was those projects, like cutting usable tunnels through the mountains so that snowed in passes couldn’t prevent the movement of troops that made all of this possible. With infantry troops on a six-month rotation and cavalry on a three-month rotation now, General Reardon wasn’t likely to get caught in the same crunch he was in on their second winter at the Spire.
She was ready to go on to the next phase though. She and Pavel had been helping with Red Spire duties, or her mother’s attempt to revive the Green Spire, for so long now that she had almost forgotten that she had once promised herself and Pavel that they would run off together to explore. She looked over; he was chatting with Echal and Savon about a new section of ground where they were planning to do an expansion. She loved her brother, but she was not about to let him convince her to get involved in that. He would graduate his first class of six Tzadi from the Red Spire next year and had more than an hundred Saeti graduating this year. He could figure out how to make it work from here. She and Pavel deserved time alone after all this time.
She scanned the sky again and sure enough, just a speck on the horizon, but it was headed this way. She couldn’t make it out and while they were expecting Skylord any moment, a nagging voice in the back of her mind reminded her it could be any other big flying creature. “Pavel, Echal!” She pointed off to the east as the spec got larger.
“Ah good, they’re on time. I’ve missed them and I wouldn’t miss being here when they get here, but I’ve got a class in one hour and it isn’t good when the instructor is late.” Echal said with a grin.
“You sure, I wasn’t wanting to stand out here doing nothing if it was just a big wyvern or small dragon coming to dinner.”
Echal laughed, “Nah, I’m sure. Something about Skylord, I always can sense it.”
She relaxed a bit. Yeah, it had been too long since she did something fun. She would need to talk to Pavel, but visit with the folks and then maybe it was time for them to move on to their own adventures.
As Skylord spiraled down out of the clear blue sky, a crowd had gathered to watch as usual. The human fascination with flight was almost instinctual, not that the elves were immune from occasionally seeing a pixie or fairy go by and wonder what it must be like.
She had thought that the city had grown up out of nothing her first visit. She couldn’t imagine where all of these people came from. Over two-thirds of the city's population had arrived since that fateful second winter. The newcomers like to think of themselves as rugged pioneers but quickly change their tune when in the presence of those who withstood the giant and yeti army that attacked them with the very winter itself. At the far end of Victory Park, there is a new building called Justice Hall. It is a truly beautiful structure that looks like an ivory snowflake fell from the sky, for the sole purpose of being a monument for men. Beautiful that is, so long as you do not realize you’re standing in the gathered skeletal remains of the yeti army. More than an hundred yeti fell and three of the frost giants that could be tracked down all contributed to this monument to perseverance. The honored dead lining both sides of the building, a great eternally lit torch keeping away winter’s chill.
Sha shuddered. She had missed that dark winter having returned home to help Feylynn deliver Kai. Echal had been in a dark place by the time relief arrived. She thinks it may have only been the growing children, and the Hedge Witch cautions of passions one cannot let go of, that pulled him back from the brink and returned him to some version of sanity.
Pushing such dark thoughts away, she moved forward to greet the family as they disembarked and help them all get to the palanquin golems. She was a bit surprised when Esta completely ignored directions and yelled to their parents, “I’m riding back with Sha!” and ducked into a palanquin farthest away from rest.
Hugs were shared all around, and everyone was routed back to the Spire to meet the newest members of the tribe. Joining Esta in the palanquin's cabin she braced herself for whatever scheme the girl had cooked up. To her surprise, she just really wanted to have some girl talk with her older sister and get some advice for how to tactfully cut free from their mother.  Finally, a normal people challenge Sha thought as they rode along.
Family

Dinner was chaos. Everyone was laughing and crying and hugging. Echal scared the hell out of Ivor. He was as bad ass as Sha but unlike Sha and Pavel, who for the most part approved of Ivor and Esta, Echal kept talking about locking souls in the dark where no one could ever find them again. Pavel said he was just being protective of Esta but Ivor wasn’t sure.
He had tried to get in good with his pretty redheaded wife, thinking maybe she would help convince Echal that he wasn’t so bad, but then he found out she was some kind of trained super spy assassin. Everywhere he looked, this branch of her family was even spookier than the ones he had already met. I mean personal squire to General Duke Mirron wasn’t for the weak of heart but these people here had their own gnome!
He jumped when Esta took his hand. She smiled at him. “Don’t let them spook you. It’s just part of the game they play. In their own twisted way, they really are just trying to look out for me.”
“So you’re saying your brother really couldn’t steal my soul?”
“Oh no, he very much could, and from what I’ve been told after the stresses of setting this place up, he’s become more likely to bring the hammer down than he used to be. But that isn’t the important part. The important part is he does actually love me and wants me to be happy. Since you make me happy, he’s actually your ally.” She snuck a chaste kiss on his cheek. “Be happy my love. You now have very dangerous friends.”
Ivor was still having a hard time wrapping his head around that. Echal, Savon, Weapons Master S’vin, and General Reynolds all looked at him like he was a bug they may need to step on, rather than a friend. Even the duke kept grinning at him as if he expected someone else to step on him by accident and save him a lot of trouble.
He reflected that when the Hedge Witch was the friendly face; it was a good sign that he was in over his head.
After Dinner

They all sat around the giant table. Everyone had eaten their fill at least half an hour ago but no one really wanted to be the first to leave the table and by extension family that they hadn’t seen in far too long. As usual, biology has a way of resolving these age-old questions. Being at least eight months pregnant, Ellie Reardon the general wife, and some sort of distant cousin, though Esta wasn’t sure how, had to visit the water closet. Then of course the new mothers all wanted to check on the children. Seeing Sha didn’t follow Esta caught her eye and motioned discretely towards the door.
Sha almost laughed out loud, but just quietly rose and headed that way giving Esta an excuse to follow. She really hated abandoning Ivor to the men of her family, but he was a big boy and he would need to learn how to live with them. At least at a distance.
Sha slipped into her room and Esta followed. “We’ll use my room because the only one to try to bug me here is Pavel and well,” she got a sly slightly embarrassed smile, “If that happens, we’ll talk soon.” They both giggled though Esta was still a bit more naïve about such things than she should be.
“Well... That’s kinda why I needed to talk to you.” Esta started out.
“Oh, getting serious is it?”
“More than that.”
“You’re not pregnant, are you?” Sha asked, going straight into midwife mode.
Esta pulled Sha’s hands away from her stomach. “No, we haven’t even been together like that. Not that there’s a whole lot of opportunities with the chaperones Mamma and Daddy insist on all the time.” She sighed and rolled her eyes. “We’ve done other things,” she shrugged, “but nothing that could get me pregnant.” She sat obviously thinking, “The one time I asked him to do that, he said the first time could only happen once, and he wanted it to be right. Do you think he doesn’t really want me?”
Sha laughed, a full belly laugh holding her sides, “Oh no, dear sister of mine, I think you may have just stumbled on a man who actually loves you, and not just how you can make him feel. I never viewed Ivor has having that level of depth before.” Sha began reworking her mental image of the young man. “Though I do envy you. Your body is at least ready, well unless he’s hung like a horse!” she teased Esta who blushed but said nothing. “We’ve probably got another two years before I’m big enough to do anything without magical assistance.” She made a face. “This damn body just won’t grow fast enough.”
Esta’s jaw dropped, “You mean you and Pavel haven’t...”
Sha waved her hand. “With magic a lot of things are possible that just aren’t really a good idea without it. If you had enough power to make some of it work, I’d teach you but unfortunately you don’t.” She shrugged. “As for me and Pavel, the answer to your question is not unaided. In the strictest technical sense of the term, I am still a virgin. In the practical world he and I have been living as husband and wife for almost five years total now.” she stretched out on the bed to let dinner digest. “The point to all of that little sister is not to let others tell you how your life and your relationships have to be.” Sha let out a long sigh, “I know this much about Alorns, the men usually end up with more than one wife. You shouldn’t let them push you into that, but you shouldn’t let our ideas of what a marriage should be stop you from doing it, if that’s what it takes to make your marriage work.” Her face got very serious. “You and Ivor do what the two of you need. Pavel and I will back your choice against his family or ours if it comes to that. Life is too precious to live it trying to be something you are not.”
Esta had tears rolling down both cheeks as she dove into Sha for a hug. “I love you and I wish we could live closer, but I know that isn’t who you are, or at least not yet. I am going to ask you to be my maid of honor in the summer and ride along with us back to his Tribe?”
Sha smiled. “So that’s the plan, eh?”
“I do my master work piece to prove I am Saeti in late spring. I over heard Mama and Daddy talking that Ivor would be knighted and his own man after snow melt. They will expect him to arrive back at his own Tribe no later than the fall hunts. So we marry with Mamma and Daddy there around mid-summer if they will give their blessings and want to be there. Then we travel to his people and repeat by their customs so that it includes both sets of parents.” She lets out a long sigh. “Or that’s the plan, anyway.”
“When are you planning to tell our parents?”
“After he is knighted, and once my Saeti project is started. They won’t have too many doubts about it by then, as my Master Work piece will be an Alorn wagon, with an elven twist.” She winked at Sha to show that she was planning on tweaking both sets of parents just a bit with it.
“I have to check with Pavel on these kinds of plans, but it fits in with my plan to scoot out before there are anymore babies to deal with.”




Beit HaTzadi

One Perfect Day

The next morning everyone had plans for the day. Everyone except Moe. Esta had always known how to work Moe, and he always had had a soft spot for Esta. It didn’t take too much wheedling to get him to agree to play chaperone for Ivor and herself as they went out to explore the bustling boom town of Beit HaTzadi.
The palanquin golems were quite the feature, oh it wasn’t Skylord, but to be able to see the city and visit the shops without getting one’s feet muddy was quite the treat.  The streets were packed. To her surprise, every day was market day here. From bounty hunters selling exotic skins to spice traders and she even found one Elven silk merchant who gave her an incredible deal on three full bolts of white silk.
It was nice to have Moe around again, but Esta could tell he was getting bored. So she used just a little magic to fill his empty bottle with wine and then distill it down to a fine brandy. Moe spent the rest of the afternoon with a happy buzz, enjoying watching the children shop and play. He even turned a bit of a blind eye when a kiss was stolen or a cuddle went on a bit too long. Ivor seemed like a good young man to him. A boy who looked him in the eye, and spoke to him with the respect he would use for the girl’s uncle, couldn’t be all bad. Besides a blind man could see he was completely besotted by Esta.
When she stopped at the alchemists shop, she learned about the local alchemy academy. Ivor knew he had lost her for the rest of the visit. As soon as the dwarf minding the store learned who she was, he sent off one of the Yadzee immediately with her description. Promising that the library would be available to her from tomorrow morning, for as long as she was here.
Ivor knew the value of a good alchemist, but he hated carrying around all of those vials. Invariably one would break at the wrong time and then real chaos would take over. Still, Esta seemed content to just grab a couple spare healing potions and a universal hangover cure. Ivor looked at her a bit funny. She smiled up at him. “For Moe, I’ve been keeping his bottle full all day. This way he won’t have to pay for his little indulgence.”
Ivor grinned. “Good thinking. Hard to get a man to volunteer for duty that is going to hurt as bad as he is likely to in the morning if you don’t do something big to help it out.”
She shrugged. “I’ll give it to him as we head up to the Spire. No reason to distress Bess. She would be denouncing him as a drunkard for days if she saw him now.”
They both laughed as they clambered back into the palanquins chair with the snoring Moe resting comfortably on the other side. Esta knew they needed to get back but snuggled together with Ivor in the relative privacy of the palanquin’s cab, she decided to have them take the long way around. She didn’t want the day to end, but then there was a knock at the cab’s side. In flew a Yadzee, and it woke Moe. Seems that their absence had been noticed and mother wanted her home immediately.
As the Yadzee flew off, Esta handed Mo the hangover cure. “Bless you, my dear.”
Esta giggled. “Can’t have you distressing Bess, over just a little bit of fun now can we? Just our little secret.” She winked conspiratorially and Moe chuckled. He knew what they were up to, but he also remembered what it was to be young. Sometimes he wished Bess could remember.
A Father’s Pride

Evan Mirron felt tired. He had pushed for half a century of his adult life to hold together the fractured scraps of humanity. Even when called upon to fight for his King, he was trying to minimize human death and extend civilized protection over as large of an area as possible. The kings weren’t always just, but even the worst of them were better than being left in isolated villages at the mercy of random goblin kin raids.
It was why he had allowed his own Dutchy to languish while he served on every major battlefield for over three decades. It is why he refused to vie for the Crown, even though his was the most legitimate claim, once it was obvious that the transition would be peaceful. It cost his first wife her life. They chased his family across the kingdom, not believing he would actually sit it out. It cost him the early life of his eldest son. He couldn’t complain about the man his son had grown into, he couldn’t be certain that he would be as driven as he was if he’d grown up in the comfortable life of the Dutchy. No matter what, there was no denying his amazing accomplishments.
Evan was sitting with Savon, S’vin, and Echal in Echal’s planning room. Echal had cleared the entire top floor of the Spire. It was a large open room with multiple meeting tables, large maps hung from frames on wheels, and a view of the growing city and the plains beyond that is breath-taking. He kept trying to find a flaw, or a place where the wisdom of his years could finally be of use to his son, but couldn’t find it. Savon had been listening in their many years together and had already taken care of the obvious, and S’vin, despite his protestations of retirement, had tightened up any loose ends.
Echal had provided for the city to grow to four times its current size. The frost giant’s snow attack that second winter had impacted his vision for the city. Each walled section of the city surrounded a fortress with even taller walls. Each fortress was accessible from the city, but also via a stone line tunnel from each of the other fortresses. Even one tunnel leading for miles out to the recently reclaimed outpost of the Brotherhood of the Well. Never again would they be isolated from help or cut off from resupply.
It was a scale that would be unthinkable, were it not for the small army of Saeti students and Tzadi students to work virtually for free.  Of course with Feylynn training Saeti and Tzadi, he and Galan could probably increase the security situation. Even as well settled and Kingdom core that the Dutchy was, there were still occasional goblin kin pushes that make it past the Brotherhood.
The new lake that had been created as an irrigation reservoir and fish farm was also piped into the tunnels. If it required a retreat, pursuit could be cut off by the simple expedient of draining the lake into the tunnel. Evan would hate to be the one who had to clean up after that, of course, he would hate to be in the pursuing army more.
Echal finished up his presentation, he looked nervous. “So Dad,” the word came out oddly forced despite his best efforts, “What does the Famous General Mirron have to help me improve this?”
Evan chuckled, he had wanted to wince as he saw his eldest son’s discomfort with the word, but he maintained. He and his son would never be as close as if those early years weren’t missing, but Evan was determined that over time, he would make it up to him. He would be a good father. He stood up and flipped through the maps hanging from the rack. “The design? Nothing. I couldn’t be prouder of the men I trained who helped you put this together. I couldn’t be prouder of you for assembling the team you needed to get this done. That is the mark of a great leader, the ability to assemble the best team you can for the job. The only thing I can add is communications. We used Yadzee for generations before we lost them. Their reports aren’t real time but as long as the weather is mild it gives you the best option you can have. With these tunnels,” he shrugged, “even weather becomes less of a concern. As contingency plans are always a must, a semaphore system would be important as well.”
Echal’s confusion and concentration were evident on his face. The old duke smiled. “Ah guess us old guys do still have a trick or two to teach.” A chuckle went around the room. “A semaphore is something I haven’t needed in thirty years, but as a young officer I had a commander who studied military history. Back before we lost the coast lines, ships at sea needed to be able to coordinate maneuvers. Imagine rivers as vast as these plains.” He motioned out the window. “I know, I know, but I’ve seen texts that discuss it.  Anyway, they used a complex system of waving different color flags at each other. We used it from hilltop to hilltop to let us know which pass the main force of the enemy army would be using. Our system was crude and makeshift, and only what we could teach to men on the eve of the coming battle, but here, you have a different situation. Come, let’s take a look.” He walked over to one of the observation windows and pointed out. “Watch towers along your walls are a direct line of sight to two of the other three. That means you can signal most of them direct, or all of them with only one relay. For a very short message, it might even be quicker than a Yadzee could fly. Then as you push out, imagine a half dozen look-out towers scattered out there among those hills, each with the ability to see, report, and run if the danger was actually a threat to them.”
Echal grinned from ear to ear. “You sir, are a genius! I wouldn’t have thought of the idea but now that I have, imagine golems on each of the hill sides relaying what they see. Four men on shift up here logging the reports with a small party of Yadzee messengers to carry orders through the tunnels to the various fortress commanders. Best of all, I can finally consolidate General Reardon here in the Spire. On this very floor. It’s a more secure location and less chance of him making my cousin a widow again.” he grinned at S’vin who merely nodded appreciatively.
“I’ll need to consult with Sha and Pereek on the best design for the least amount of energy. We could number them and put them out quite a ways so they would just relay back. It would give us time to actually start farming some of this land around here and think of the savings on having patrols always out...” He looked around and grabbed up a small leather-bound book that was lying on the table and started jotting notes furiously.
Savon looked up at the Duke, “When he gets like this, he could be at it for a while. Any other ideas?”
“No. Is this normal?” The man asked concerned his son didn’t seem to be aware they were still speaking.
Savon grinned. “No, but it is normal for him. He’s getting the ideas out of his head and down where us mere mortals can wade through them at our own pace.”
S’vin grinned, “First time he did that to me, I hit him with a slap shot to the middle. He learned more focus after that, but given the chance he would rather be with his books and spells building than tearing down.”


Education

Ivor woke up and hit the soaking pool. The warm water steamed and relaxed away sore spots he hadn’t even realized were sore. Oh, the Duke didn’t do the physical training with him, not at the Duke’s age, the Duke’s days of fighting for any reason other than to not get dead were long past. He had a weapons master for that, and that grizzled old bastard was just plain vicious. This kind of sore though didn’t come from practice, it was the sore of muscles always demanded to be holding odd positions. He could hear the Duke’s voice now, “Young Master Ivor, is that how a gentleman stands?” Or his favorite, “It’s called breeding and bearing, I know your father by reputation at least, so there must be nothing wrong with your breeding. That means that your slouching body must be the result of it being worn by an idiot. Now stand up straight and hold your head high. Demand that the mighty of the world meet your gaze as an equal.”
Ivor snorted, he would just be happy of all of these mighty of the world weren’t future in-laws who thought him a harmless pet for their beloved daughter/niece/sister/whatever, or worse yet those who were trying to think up ways to make him disappear in a way that wouldn’t hurt her. He ducked his head under again. The worst part is that they weren’t bad people, she was amazing and while he was well thought of among his people, his people didn’t have all of these stupid rules about how you had to speak or walk or the foolish rituals like rising when a woman comes to the table. He snorted, or even having tables he admitted to himself. They had so much stuff and so many rules. He just missed being home on the open plains. Seeing them here just barely crusted with snow made him homesick. Oh, it was on the wrong side of the Kingdom and he was pretty sure things would work a little different out there, but sleeping one night back in his yair listening to his brothers snore would be pretty damn welcome right now.
He got out of the soaking tub. These wouldn’t be a thing he would find too often on the plains. He would be going home this summer. Esta swears she wants to come with him, but would she really be happy with them? Were some of her family right, and she was too good for him? Picturing Esta in a yair wasn’t easy, but picturing a life without her was even harder.
The duke had given him this time off basically so he could spend it with his son and grandchildren. Esta was off at the alchemists library and they would be lucky to pry her out of there in time to shut down. He smiled as he always did when thinking of her. Today he would go and work on his education. Drying off and getting dressed he took a bit of extra care to be sure his money was secure, the area he was going to may or may not be the most secure spot. Either way, he wasn’t planning to let himself be cheated or rolled.
Dressing in the least ostentatious clothing that the Duke allowed him to be seen in. ‘A member of my household must always dress to bring honor on our house. It would do to have you mistaken for the servants.’ By this point he could even hear it in the Duchesse's voice. She always had very firm ideas of propriety.
Asking a few discrete questions of the right tavern keepers and Ivor found himself knocking at the door of a large but modest house in the southern quadrant of what was now being called the ‘old city’. It was still fairly early in the day, but he had hoped that by getting there before anyone else, so there wouldn’t be a crowd. He wasn’t ashamed of what he was doing but he knew that they Duke and especially the Dutchess would have a whole different opinion of it. Still, he needed to know this, and it was the only avenue available in their society. So screwing up his courage, Ivor approached the door and knocked.
A very attractive young woman answered the door. “Good morning, I am Anise how can I help you?”
Ivor felt his courage fail. She was a Hedge Witch! He knew that they could live here in peace, but he also knew that they could be dangerous. As he stood there torn between carrying out his mission and running in fear of his life, the young woman giggled. “Please, come in. I promise I won’t bite, well not hard anyway.” She opened the door further and fearing he might regret this Ivor stepped inside.
The main room was open with many chairs and a small raised dais in the corner with musical instruments resting on it. There were large overstuffed leather couches lining the walls and low tables in front of each couch. As he scanned the other direction, he saw a hallway leading to the back side of the house. He could hear women’s laughter coming from that area and smell what was obviously a late breakfast still on the air. “We’re just having a little breakfast. No one was expecting a visitor so early, I don’t believe. Would you like to join us for a bit?” The words were simple and nonthreatening. This seemed so much different from what he had been led to believe these places would be like. He found himself just following her down the hall.
The back room was a huge kitchen. Older motherly women were still tending to the cooking stoves, while around the table sat a wide array of women from barely more than girls, to early middle age, and Ivor noticed they were all dressed in their nightclothes. Instantly he turned his back so as not to be seen to gawk. This set off a chorus of giggles. The young woman, Anise she said her name was shushed them and took his hand. He felt the tension drain away. “Is this your first time in a place like this?” she asked with a gentle calming tone.
“First time for a lot of things, ma’am. That’s what I came here for.” Feeling a bit sheepish he turned slowly around, and it was quite the lovely sight. “I’m an Alorn. By now I would have been married to a widow whom I would have provided for, and who would have taught me all the things I need to know about being a husband. I’ve lived among NoVasians for the last four years, so there has been no one to teach me. I’ve found my wife to be, but I know a man can hurt a woman if he doesn’t know what to do. I would never want to hurt her, so I need someone who can help me know how to do it right. See she asked me to one night, and I told her it was her first time and the first time should be done right.”  He hung his head embarrassed, but then gritted his teeth and continued, let them laugh, this was important for Esta and the future. “She thought I meant waiting for a wedding.” he shook his head in confusion, “What does an Alorn care about such things? Let the Duke and the Dutchess worry about such things, they have lands and titles to protect. I am Alorn, my wife will cast her yair where she will, and will be safe within the tribe!” He felt a little better now, remembering who he is and why he needs this. He looked up, meeting each of the eyes around the table. “I didn’t know how to love her the right way, and I would rather cut my good right hand off than hurt her by doing it wrong. I have coin and can pay, but I need someone who can teach me.”
This time it was Anise who giggled. The other women at the table all just looked vaguely hungry. “Oh, my fierce young Alorn. I think you’re going to have a very busy morning.” She hugged him tight, kissed him gently on the cheek. “I hope you ate your breakfast.” She released him and smiled widely. “Ok ladies, who wants to teach this young man what he needs.”
The rush was a bit unnerving for Ivor.




Life Happens No Matter the Plan

Decisions in the Dutchy

Sophia had been Feylynn’s right hand for a little over two years. Handling things with her gone was a trial, but the systems were all in place. She rolled her eyes when an official letter came out to the school from Galan. She liked Galan, but he was letting this whole thing go to his head. Oh, nothing in the actual running of the Dutchy.  She would never say it out loud. He was more in tune with the Dutchy’s inner workings than even the Duke was, but things like this letter frustrated her. She shook her head, an official letter under the Duke’s seal to invite her and Angvar for a dinner. Maybe it was his twisted way of saying attendance wasn’t optional but both she and Angvar were almost always at dinner.
She put the letter aside and went back to the pile of requisitions. Twenty-seven wagon loads of sawdust. She shook her head again and almost went back to Galan and his letter. What on earth were they planning to do with that much saw dust and where was she supposed to find teamsters to deliver that with all the pre-planting hauling that was going on?
Butterflies

She had her escorts, but this was a trip she was making with no parental oversight. Oh, her lady's maid was her mother's age and was without doubt a parental spy, as was the coachman. Not to mention the guards who were her father’s hand-picked men.  Still, while they were sworn to obey her, they could snitch later, but they couldn’t override her. She was in command of her own destiny, at least for the two-day trip.  The Duke and Dutchess would not be impressed by her new found independence. She wondered how Galan was going to respond this time.
He was smart enough after his sister helped her hit him over the head, not to treat her as a child. The problem is she sort of still was, but she’s grown a lot. Will he still treat her as a ‘good friend’ or will he see the woman she is finally becoming?
She fussed with the lacings of her bodice and the amount of cleavage it could provide, all under the withering glare of her lady's maid. She didn’t care; she had decided, Galan was the one, now it was just figuring out how to make the arrangements. The problem was, her family couldn’t hope to be a good economic pairing. He would have many other options now that the Dutchy was so fantastically productive. She just knew that they were right together, they could make each other better. How did she get the Dutchess to see that? That was the key. Her support with the Duke would go a long way. At least the Duke wasn’t one of those who was looking to expand his house through marriage.  Of course when you have ties to the elves and to the Red Spire... she shook her head, she may be reaching above her grasp. Would Galan be the kind of man to see what they can be, not just what she is right now?
This bumpy carriage ride wasn’t making the butterflies in her stomach go away any faster.
Life is Complicated

Savon called the Duke aside. “You asked me to keep half an eye on anyone going to town alone.” Evan nodded. “Well, I don’t know how to report this one.” Savon shook his head. “I know you had me send my guys out as protection not as spies but it seems your squire has decided to frequent a certain house of ill repute. My man says he went in just before midmorning watch was called and didn’t leave until the third bell.”
Evan’s eyebrows shot up. He never expected such a thing from Ivor. The boy seemed obsessed with Esta, or maybe he was just obsessed. The traitorous voice in the back of his head asked, ‘so are you mad that he’s stepping out on your little girl, or are you just angry that you can’t last six hours in a place like that anymore?’ Evan squashed that thought right away. “I’ve lived among the Alorn when I was young. They have a warped view of things like this. I mean it makes sense when you’re among them but you get home and wonder how they could ever make it work. I’ll provide the needed correction.”
Savon nodded. “Sorry to dump it on you but figured better to let you know and handle it than someone else say something.”
Evan just grunted and started off down the hall to Ivor’s room. Part of this was his fault for giving the boy so much time free. He should have been too busy to get into mischief.
Psyching himself up for a big display, he had built up a pretty decent head of steam when he kicked in the young man’s door. The boy was still sleeping as the door flew open, but to his credit he met the angry Duke on his feet and with a dagger in hand. He recognized the duke and dropped the blade but then noticed the fire in his eyes and thought that maybe he should have held on to it.
“You think to make a fool of my girl, do you boy?” The duke growled, crossing the room like a tiger stalking his prey.
Now it Ivor was very confused. “Your Grace?”
“Oh, don’t play dumb boy! I know the whole sordid story. Spending your time in the whorehouse and coming back to my little girl like there’s nothing wrong!”
“It wasn’t like that.” Ivor started but was cut off.
“Wasn’t like what? You spent six hours in there asking for directions?” Evan roared. He wished he could feel as enraged as he sounded. This was a rite of passage for most young men, he hated to hold it against him but Esta would be crushed if she found out.
“Sort of” he started again and again was cut off.
“So you want me to believe that you went to a whorehouse for six hours and nothing happened! What kind of fool do you think I am?” he roared.
Thinking back on it, Ivor was sure that was what they called a rhetorical question. With the accusations, on top of the demeaning way he kept talking about the women who had been so nice and helpful to him, all while not letting him get a word out, had robbed him of the will to be civil. Something deep inside Ivor broke and the pent up rage and anger of years picked this one very inopportune moment to come gushing forth in a rush.
“Several sorts of a fool actually but mostly one who is so sanctimonious and self righteous that he doesn’t even feel the need to hear me out. You come in here bellowing about my actions but take no responsibility for your own. Damn you, for a fool if you want to act like one!” The duke’s eyebrows shot up, he had never seen Ivor openly defiant before.  Oh, teen age sullenness sure, but this was something more. Something much more. Unfortunately, Ivor wasn’t done. “You claim to be my teacher, to teach me what a man must know. You even hold out hope that one day I will marry your very own daughter but you don’t seek to be sure I know how to be a proper husband! Hypocritical fool is what that makes you! Among my people, I would have been married to an experienced widow long before now. She would have taught me the things I need to know about loving a woman. If not for these wonderful women who took the time to teach a clumsy boy how to be a man, how would I have learned? Yet you call them whores! I don’t know what kind of fool that makes you, but it certainly adds to the list!”
Fire burned in the young man’s eyes and his fists were clenched at his sides as he fought for control. Evan could see the fight going on in the young man as he struggled to regain control.  Evan, too, was now genuinely angry, but most of the anger couldn’t find a firm point to assert control. His head was spinning because in its own twisted way the boy made sense.
In a final effort to regain control, Ivor snatched up his bed sheet in one hand and pushed past the older man heading for the door. He didn’t make it. He turned and fixed the duke with a stare that was white hot. “She came to me. She wanted me to love her. I had to tell her I would not. I didn’t know how to do it without hurting her! I hurt her anyway by making her doubt my love for her! Teacher my ass! All you can teach is how to rule and invade and destroy! Teaching me how to love her, you never arranged for me. So I arranged it for myself, and for her!”
Before more was said that he couldn’t take back Ivor stormed out of the door wearing only the bedsheet and a scowl that threatened to peel the paint off the walls.
Evan collapsed into the room’s only small wooden bench. He knew the Alorn married young, but it never occurred to him that this was a reason for it. Or that not having that made Ivor doubt himself.  Oh, this was just a bloody mess. He wished he could speak to Feylynn about it but she had some pretty definite ideas about such things. One thing was certain, he and Ivor were going to need another talk, once tempers had had a chance to cool.
Lord and Lady of the Manor

Galan had pulled out all the stops. He had the staff jumping as if it were King Oliver himself showing up for dinner. Most of them were happy to do it with a tolerant smile. Seeing the heir settling in to host duties seriously and more seriously courting an eligible young woman, was as much a source of pride as it was a source of amusement.
The point he was hammering home, in a way that could not be missed by a young woman raised to read these cues, was this is your home. Everything about this visit was identical to how his mother would be received after a long trip away. Dinner had her seated in his mother’s chair while he occupied his father’s. This was both a trial run and a message in a language he knew she would not only understand but find meaningful. The message couldn’t be clearer to her. ‘Do you like this? It could always be this way if you want.’ He couldn’t help but wonder if the anticipation of having to wait for her to grow up was part of the allure, but he didn’t think so. She was smart. She was smarter than Sha, and he didn’t think anyone was smarter than Sha. It wasn’t your standard smart either, it had a real political and civic feel to it. She would make an absolutely amazing Dutchess Mirron, yet she wanted him, for himself not the Dutchy. She would make an amazing life-long partner to bring their family into the next generation.
So it was with full fanfare that he had the servants lined up to greet her on as she arrived. He waited impatiently as the coachman helped her out. His eyes boggled just a bit, she had grown and matured over the last year. If this went according to plan, she would be ready next year at this time to take this promise seriously and make good on it. He stepped forward and gave her a warm embrace and a chaste kiss on each cheek. “Welcome home.”
Her eyes widened and started to mist up. He had chosen those words carefully. Without usurping his father’s authority to negotiate his marriage contract, he was letting her know that he had made his decision. She walked with him to meet the staff and then to tour the house, while the staff was unpacking her belongings into her suite. The dour lady's maid followed a polite distance behind them, scowling the entire way.
As they came to the suite reserved for her and her staff, Galan halted the tour. “I am certain after the long trip, you are anxious to have a few private moments to ready yourself for this evening. Dinner is at seven bells, but our guests will arrive shortly after six bells. I know it isn’t exactly how tradition dictates, but I would very much appreciate you helping me welcome them.”
Penny felt as if the butterflies would explode through her stomach and carry her away. A guest didn’t welcome other guests to the home, but the lady of the house was expected to do so. If she had missed every other message he had sent, she couldn’t miss this one. “Why I would be most honored.” As she released his arm, she slid her hand down into his for just a moment and could feel the warmth spread through her cold fingers and had the butterflies going wild.
Galan did a little half bow and raised her delicate fingers to his lips. “You do me the honor, my lady.” and he turned away.
Penny was giddy and even the dour old maid couldn’t dampen her excitement.
Galan grinned, this was going rather well. If they could make it through dinner, he should have smooth sailing all the way until morning.
The young couple greeted their guests as Lord and Lady of the manor, and it was lost on no one. The guest list wasn’t the men holding power, but rather their heirs. This was a trial run to let everyone know what the future would hold. This was a collection of young up and comers. Not just the old money power centers, but also young merchants and the burgeoning class of proto-industrialists. This was Penny’s chance to meet and greet the people she would spend her adult life cajoling, intimidating, and leading to ever greater heights. Galan had met them all before, but this was his first real chance to observe them interacting with each other. The wine flowed freely, but he abstained.
Dinner went as expected and the drinks went on until late in the evening. Eventually the designated chaperones were dozing in the corer, and the last of the guests had left. Penny and Galan could finally talk with some real measure of privacy. It was time for laying the cards on the table. Holding nothing back, they discussed everything from Galan’s mistresses, temporary mistresses Penny stressed, to Penny’s lower station and how that should not be a problem. Galan assured her that he had spoken to his father before tonight and there was no plan for a great uniting of the houses.  For the most part the other Dukes were involved in the civil war in one form or other, and his father viewed them all as unreliable.
They also made a game of sneaking kisses and caresses while the chaperone’s snored but always springing back to the proper distance as one or the other would wake. The anticipation and forbidden pleasures of it made it special, this would be a night that they would both remember. As they watched the sun rise over the snow covered rose gardens, Galan pulled out a special bottle of wine that he had put back for just this moment. As he poured them each a glass he caught her eye, “This is wine brought from another world. From my birth world, to be shared with my love, in celebration of our first night together in our home.”
As they finished the bottle, the sun rose, and so did the house staff. The magic couldn’t linger forever but as they each headed to their separate rooms, they tried to hold on to at least a piece of it.




Nothing Lasts Forever

Facing the Music

Evening had come and Ivor was dreading the next time he and the Duke crossed paths.  He didn’t regret what he did, but he really regretted how it was done. The duke was only protecting Esta as he saw it. He could see that in the old man’s face there toward the end, but his anger and his pride wouldn’t let him just stop there. Now he might be going home in shame.  Oh, that wouldn’t mean much in the long run, but shame of failure was shame of failure and he was no fan of it. He jumped at the unexpected knock on the door.
“It’s open.” He said loud enough to be heard but with little enthusiasm. Evan walked through the door and his hopes crashed. This was not how he wanted to end this day.
“Sit, it’s ok. We need to talk. I mean talk this time not scream at each other as I did last time.”
Warily Ivor sat up on the bed and nodded toward the duke.
“After having time to think about it, I realized I defended Galan for essentially the same thing, though with less pure motives, when Feylynn found out. I did so because I was protecting my son for doing what young men often do.” He shook his head, “I didn’t defend you the same way, because I was protecting my daughter from the pain and shame, she would feel if she learned of it.”
The man sat down in the chair across from Ivor and let out a big sigh. “Hypocrisy is a bad look on anyone, but it looks worst in the mirror. I wish you had come to me with your concerns, though I certainly understand why you didn’t. It is not exactly the thing I would have discussed had our situation be reversed.” Rubbing his eyes and stifling a yawn, he looked over to Ivor. “I say none of this by way of excuse. You were an impudent ass, and I was an overbearing hypocrite.” He grinned at Ivor to show that he too could recognize a bad situation made worse by bad choices. “The one thing you are correct on, when we return, you will no longer be my squire. You are past what I can be expected to teach you. Sir Ivor, they shall know you by from thence forth.. Work out your own damnation from here boy, believe me you don’t have it all figured out, but then none of us do. If you wish my council, you have but to ask.”
Ivor’s voice cracked as he tried to reply. With a force of will he forced it to form the proper words. “Thank you, Your Grace. My apologies for my earlier impudence. I will always value your council, if not always the manner in which it is given.” He too managed a rueful smile.
“Son, and I mean that, she seems stuck on you. Don’t hurt her. Your world differs vastly from hers. Realize that, but yes you have my blessing. After she passes her Master Work test and is a Saeti in her own right, we can negotiate the details.”
With a loud groan and feeling the full weight of his years in his knees and back, General Duke Evan Mirron felt part of the torch passing to the next generation. It surprised him that he did not feel lessened for its lack. A fatherly clap on the young man’s shoulder was his only good bye. But as he closed the door, he couldn’t help but smile, at least he knew that there was iron under all of that youthful foolishness.
Too Little Time for the Important Things

It was late and the dwarven scribe had chased her out of the alchemy library, so she came back to the Spire to absorb what she had been memorizing. Esta had picked up Sha’s trick of a perfect recall. She could spend all day looking at the books and then read them when she had time.
Her just skimming over the texts and asking for more had really angered the scribe who didn’t believe what she was telling him until she picked three books at random and started quoting verbatim from random pages in the book. After that the scribe was happy to bring her stack after stack of books, even if it meant that he didn’t get much done that day but supplying her insatiable appetite and shelving them when she was done.  Still, they drew the line, at seven bells the doors closed and she had to leave.
She was curled up in the corner watching the children play. Feylynn, Catrin, Mah-Li, and Sara were all gathered in talking and exchanging stories. Esta listened and realized they wouldn’t get many chances like this. To be able to get even most of the family together. They were far-flung now and soon she would be just as far the other way. It didn’t seem fair.  Oh, it was necessary but times like this were important. More important than studying, which she could do on the flight back. She just couldn’t decide if she wanted to talk to the adults about motherhood that she too would experience soon, or dive in among the little ones.  In the end play won out, and she soon found herself playing horse for a swarming pile of toddlers.
By the time it was bedtime for the little ones, Esta actually dozed off herself.
So it was that she was able to wake later in the night and over hear Catrin and Feylynn talking in worried and hushed tones about some new project of Echal’s. Who but Echal would ever have thought to make divination machines. She knew from her own studies that her mother was worried about the long-term future. She knew about the work Eber was doing, and her the situation with her first husband but this was the first time she realized that the whole family was working on something and that they were treating her like a child and keeping it from her. She couldn’t be angry, oh she could, but it wouldn’t change anything. She pretended to be sleeping as she listened. She didn’t know how she could help; she wasn’t a powerful Tzadi or a trained assassin like Catrin. She just wanted to pass her final step and become a Saeti, marry Ivor, and be happy. What good would it do for her to know that disasters were coming? She wasn’t powerful enough to stop them. Then she remembered playing with the little ones earlier. How could she not try to keep it from hitting them unawares, or her own children when the time came?
No decisions were happening tonight. After she and Ivor had settled in, she would have a long talk with mamma and find out exactly what was going on.
Soon My Love Soon

Penny waved to the honor guard that Galan had sent to see her to the border of the Dutchy. They were all smiles and seemed pleased with their lord’s choice or at least that he was making a choice and going to secure the succession and the stability that comes with that. She was rather pleased if she did say so herself. Galan wasn’t shallow as so many nobles were. He wasn’t ambitious over growing his territorial boundaries but rather focused on making life better for what he had. He would be no threat to her brothers, and could be a real ally for her family.
As long as she can convince the Dutchess that he wasn’t marrying too far beneath his station, this could be her happily ever after. Even the long bumpy carriage ride didn’t seem as bad now. Though she did make the decision that she would be investing in a barge. There had to be a way to make one fit for a noble to ride, and without all the teeth rattling bumps every few paces.
Time Flys

Evan was on the grass strip where Skylord was being loaded once more. He hugged Echal as if it might be their last. He knew that he couldn’t live forever and while it was now much easier to visit his eldest son, it still wasn’t easy.
As if reading his thoughts Echal smiled and caught his eye, “This isn’t goodbye Father. Galan is old enough now to take over a lot of the day-to-day duties, and by your own admission, is doing a good job at it. Skylord’s schedule has not been decided but I expect it will be in the Dutchy at least every other month. Same for Voivoed’s Rest, and you could catch it in either place.”
The old duke nodded. “True, but we both know how easy it sounds, until the time comes to actually free up the time.”
Echal nodded knowingly. “That I do understand. Still, I suspect I will be flying to speak with Harder in a few weeks. Maybe I can drop in to visit you for a couple of days then?”
Evan smiled warmly. “It will always be open to you. Or send Catrin and the little ones, if things get dicey here again.”
“That I will keep in mind. I couldn’t make her leave before, but the children can give me a good way to get them all to a safer spot, until I can educate the savages.”
So it was that Evan found himself being helped into the belly of Skylord, and the all too brief feeling of having most of his family under one roof was fading with it.
The trip back seemed shorter. There would be plenty of work when he got home, of that he knew, but if he could find the time, Galan needed to spend a bit more time with Echal. They needed to feel the bond of their blood. Time may come when they need that tie, and he wouldn’t be around to create it.
Duke’s Return

Angvar was scanning the cloudy sky. Galan said that they were due back today at the latest. With the weather being what it was Angvar wondered if they would hold over an extra day just to be certain. He knew that once the Duke was back Soph would be busy for more than a week with Feylynn catching up on everything. He also knew Galan wanted to make a new trip to the Elven lands. He had received a letter from his distant cousin Aelah inviting him for some big holiday. A small party traveling fast could make the trip in just under a week, faster if they had something like Koloss or Skylord to travel in. He suspected that introducing Skylord to the elves was what Galan had in mind. He just didn’t know how Echal would feel about that.
The rain started just as he saw the speck out on the horizon that let them know Skylord was inbound. Flying made him nervous, but maybe Soph could come with if they flew there. He would be a real hero if he could manage to arrange that. Still, he didn’t like the idea of putting something like that on display with the elves. The way they had reacted to Koloss and Sha blowing away their test, made him second guess the wisdom of flying something like Skylord right into their hands.
Angvar felt a moment’s chagrin, it really didn’t matter what his concerns were, these people made their own rules. He still thought they were nuts for some of it but what they pulled off on the last trip to the Elven lands made him suspect that they would get by with whatever it was they had planned this time too. The last time he spoke with his own father, the old man was impressed with how the Dutchy was flourishing enough that he increased Angvar’s pocket money without being asked. Perhaps it was time he took his father’s stance and just enjoyed the ride. He still couldn’t help but think there was something more going on, and he wished he could help more.
Time for trying to sort that out was over now that Skylord’s hatch had just opened and the Duke was officially back. Time to deliver Galan’s letter to the Saeti caretaker and make sure he made it to his quarters.




Final Steps to Independence

Preparations of Sir Ivor

The duke had been wistful for several days. Something was going on with Galan that Ivor didn’t know about and figured it really wasn’t his place to intrude but things around here had changed. Even the Dutchess after practically living at the Academy was looking, well different. Sad wasn’t the right word but maybe nostalgic.
Ivor shook his head, this was not his concern. He had enough on his plate, learning the rituals of the knighting ceremony. Wouldn’t do at all to make a fool of himself and the Duke by botching this job. Still, he couldn’t help but sense that things were about to change. Oh for him, certainly, and for Esta. Maybe that was it, they had come to the realization that she would be leaving with him and they were dreading to see her go. He knew he certainly couldn’t imagine a world without her in it.
Focus! Ivor you idiot, the voice in the back of his head screamed. She’ll probably not even want you if you screw this up. He laughed at the voice. Ivor knew exactly how little Esta cared for the trappings of power. It was one of the things that concerned him about taking her home.  Oh, he didn’t care that her lack of concern for tradition would cause rough ground for him to travel over, having her by his side meant none of that would be too hard. It was for her sake that he was concerned. If she couldn’t fit in with the other women of the Tribe, it could be a very lonely place for her when he was called away.
Again he shook his head, damn it boy, chase those horses when the time comes. For now, do what you need to do to go home with your head held high.
A Flight to the Elven Lands

Galan came in with a big smile, waving a letter. She thought that it had to be from young Penny to make him so happy, but this surprise just added to the surprises she had received since returning home. His settling on Penny wasn’t a surprise though she was a bit surprised he had done so, so soon. Hearing the recounting of her visit from the various staff had made her envious of them. She would have loved to see him coming in to his own like that, but as is too often the case, it was her absence that allowed him to do so. This surprise however was a whole new set of concerns.
“Good morning, mamma!” he didn’t sound all grown up, and that was her first clue that he wanted something. It was ‘mother’ most of the time now, ‘mamma’ being reserved for begging for a treat much like when he was just a tiny boy.
“Good morning, Galan. What’s got you in such high spirits this morning?” Better to find out what it was early on if she could get him to just come out with it.
“Got a response to my letter to Echal. These semi regular visits from Skylord are just like having him only a province away.”
“Oh, I didn’t know it came back in today.” She pointed to the letter. “So how’s your brother?”
“Oh, he’s fine. Sends his love. Says his gift for Ivor’s knighting is still about a week and a half from complete. Something about fitting a dedicated power stone? I figure that would make more sense to you than to me.”
“Yes, that can be tricky sometimes.” Feylynn allowed for, not nearly convinced that was the real delay but going with it. “Anything else I should know about?”
“Well...” Here it comes, she thought. “He agreed to let me fly a small party on Skylord to the Elven lands to follow up on a trade delegation that came while you were gone.   As well as his answer to their, um, suggestion.” he grinned. “Don’t think they’ll be overly happy with his answer, but it doesn’t leave them in any worse shape than I left them in.” he shrugged.
“A trip to the Elven lands, and you didn’t think you needed to run that by your father and I after how the last trip ended?” She gave him that dangerous look he remembered so well from the times he had decided to sneak off fishing with Jumping Fish.
He put on his best ‘gotta love me’ smile that always worked on Bess for extra cookies when he was little, “Well that is kind of what I am doing now. Was on my way to talk to Dad, when I bumped into you first.” He shrugged as if it were no big deal. She knew that she had foiled his plans to win over his father first by cornering him like this. “Besides, Echal wants an excuse to show off his new toy, and he said he is sending a special caretaker on this mission to see to its safety.”
“So you think, you’ll be fine because if things go wrong they won’t want to cross Echal and whoever he is sending?”
“More or less worked last time. If they wanted us bad enough, they could have had us then. They don’t want to provoke a fight, and besides, it isn’t me that they want. Esta wants some Elven silk for her final project, and she told me to get a few extra bolts for Penny. A wedding present early so she can use it for her gown. You know how women can get over such things.” He grinned at her to show he was just teasing. She didn’t grin back, and he started to get nervous.  Yes, she was his mother, and no she had never done it before, but you just never knew when she might decide that a week as a goat or some such would do you some good.
Finally breaking the silence, “OK let’s go talk to your father. Might be a good excuse to send Sophia on a small mission for me. I’m assuming you’re taking Angvar if you go?” He nodded. “Let’s see if Evan’s willing to dangle you in front of them again.” Shaking her head as she went, she led him off in search of the duke.
Master Work Home Making

Esta had started the materials for her project as soon as she got back from the Red Spire. She had taken thin slats of multiple different woods and with Shape Plant, forced them to merge into each other. Using a technique metal smiths, that Echal had spoken about to her, she then twisted the striated wood and folded it over on to itself many times. The effect in steel was to give the metal a grain like wood. The effect in the wood was to make it more like the burl of a walnut tree, but with a great multitude of colors and strengths of wood. It truly was beautiful.
She this encased this wood in a rectangular steel collar that was open on both ends. She cast Rejuvenate Plant, and Plant Growth, to re-establish the tree, or actually the many trees as one. The steel collar forcing them to grow in thin straight planks. Truth was this alone could have been made into anything and would have sufficed to earn her Saeti status. It would have been enough, had a touch of sibling rivalry not reared its head at that moment. Echal and Shadrea had both exceeded in their tests. Galan hadn’t really been tested yet but she could tell her parents had lower expectations for them. Oh still high by normal people standards, just not Sha and Echal, world changing standards. Usually she was just fine with that. She wasn’t as powerful as Sha and no where near as creative as Echal, but she was still their sister and she wasn’t going to let this go without something that would make each of them acknowledge her accomplishment.
The tree was grown, cut, and re-grown over the weeks while everyone was focused on Ivor’s knighting, and Galan’s trip to the elves.
She was so proud of Ivor. He looked quite the fearsome figure in his armor with Daddy conducting the ceremony. The gifts from Echal and Shadrea were just beyond anything she could have hoped for. Who would have ever thought of a saddle that allowed him to talk to his horse and control it with his mind? Not to be out done Shadrea gave him a pair of boots that could very well save his life. They just seemed to make you faster to react. She had put them on, to see what they could do and while she didn’t move any faster, it just seemed that when a situation changed, she was already moving to counter it. Almost before she realized it was even happening. Amazing. Then the special arming doublet that the Alchemical Academy had sent with well wishes as an early wedding present to them was icing on the cake. Pouches inside for small vials of topical healing potions. If he’s wounded bad, it will more than likely break one or more of the healing potions and at least give him a fighting chance to get to help. The amount of clever ideas coming out of the Red Spire was reshaping the very world.
She too had gotten her wedding presents early from Sha and Echal. Gloves that softened any material they touched into the consistency of heavy clay from Echal, allowed her to intricately carve the beautiful wooden sides of her yair using her sculpting talents rather than trying to carve into them using clumsy wood workers tools that she had no experience with. The traditional yair of the Alorn was a form of a covered wagon, that lowered its sides and expanded its covering into a highly functional tent for them to live out on the open plains for most of the year. This would be not only her transportation to the plains of the Alorn but their home once they arrived, so she spared no expense or effort in making it as impressive as she could.
Sha’s gift wasn’t immediately helpful in the construction, but would be invaluable once they set up their home.   She was given a wand with several spells that were more than she could cast on her own but she could power them and cast with the wand. Only one of which would she use on the yair. It was the Animate spell. While she would need to put her energy into casting the spell, the yair would set itself up, and with another casting pack itself back away. No small feat considering the piles of Elven silk used for the canopy. She didn’t have time for the furnishings to make the completion date for the project. As it was, she spent the entire night prior to the grading putting on finishing touches.
So it was that she fell asleep in her yair for the first time in the early morning hours before the judges arrived. Caught by surprise, she wasn’t dressed in her best for the presentation. Her work frock still had stains from the various processes to make her version of Koloss or Skylord.  Even so, as they called to her, she walked out into the bright midsummer sun and greeted them with a weary smile. The three judges, Mamma, Sophia, and some Tzadi from the White Spire all looked at her disheveled appearance and grimaced. With the wave of the wand, she commanded the yair to make ready for travel and obediently it packed itself neatly into a compact wagon easily pulled by two horses. The gleaming burl wood, intricately sculpted, shown in the bright sunlight.
The questions were the common few she expected but when they gave her space to speak she was suddenly hit with inspiration. “Why are we doing this in the heat of the summer sun? Please, I’d like to invite all of you into the comfort of my yair so we can continue as long as is needed.” With another wave of the wand and an accompanying wave of exhaustion for having used it twice without a rest the yair obediently unfolded back into a comfortably shaded tent. “I don’t have furniture yet. As you can see,” she motioned to her disheveled appearance, “completing the main work took all of my time. You are certainly welcome to sit on the wagon bed for the meantime.”
The shade was welcome and with a word the side walls adjusted to take advantage of the slight breeze. “I’ve also expended my power stones or I would offer you some wine.” She shrugged. “A new home takes time to build, but I am pleased with my beginning.”
She could tell by the looks on their faces, especially that of the White Spire Tzadi that they were impressed with her beginning as well. As they left, the White Spire Tzadi took a moment to lag behind. “You’ve done very well for yourself young Saeti Mirron. Many newly raised Tzadi would find this a challenge in the time you had available to you. I truly hope your young Alorn is worthy. If not, feel free to look me up. The White Spire hasn’t had a Saeti program, perhaps it is time to remedy that.”
Esta could feel her feet floating. Oh, she and Ivor would make it just fine. They were going to show the entire world, but it was little acknowledgements of her accomplishments that made the effort seem so worth it. At least until Ivor showed up. He had been waiting for them to get done. His praise made the rest seem unimportant.




Weddings

Negotiations with Estrella-fosca

Evan was reviewing the proposal from Estrella-Fosca. He looked over to Feylynn, “Dowery is a bit underwhelming. What I can’t tell is if it is intentionally low, or if that’s just what the poor child’s family has to offer.”
Feylynn smiles at him. “Does it matter? She’s the one Galan wants, and she’s a smart girl.”
Evan made a face. “It’s the principle of the thing. Doweries are important. They show a commitment from both sides to the new family. I don’t want to burden her family or seem as if we don’t value her, but the problem is, I think we value her more than this.” He wiped at his eyes, “It really isn’t about the amount in our case, but I won’t be made the fool in this deal either.”
Feylynn understood the issues on this side, if he looked weak it could be bad for other dealings. His Dutchy’s newfound wealth and power was just going to grow as this last class of Saeti took up their occupations. While Esta’s was the most impressive of the displays if she did say so herself, the others in her graduating class were damn impressive. Add to that some of the new ideas that Evan had imported from the Ohio Valley, and Galan’s interesting little side deal with the Elven merchants, they couldn’t afford to have anyone thinking that the Duke was slipping. It would encourage all of the worst kinds of foolishness. “It’s too bad there isn’t a way to know what they have to work with.”
Evan grunted. “I could always check with Harder about their tax situation.”
Feylynn shook her head. “It would take a lot of time, and this is our problem, we should be able to sort it on our own. Besides you better get ready, Ivor’s father is due any day and you’ll have a new set of negotiations.”
Evan whooped, and it made Feylynn jump. “My dearest you are brilliant!  Absolutely brilliant!”
Feylynn was used to him acting like this, it would take him several moments of congratulating them both on being smarter than they had any right to be. Then he would unpack exactly what it was that she had said to set him off. She just calmly gave him that look until he was ready to share.
“Alorn’s are the answer to this quandary! Alorn’s have a bride price system as well as a dowery. Tradition says that the bride price is usually rolled in to the dowery. I make mention of it being light, not wanting to stress their family, I offer a bride price sufficient for a future duchess, as long as it is rolled into the dowery so that the dowery is commensurate with that of a future duchess. If he’s being cheap, it will embarrass him. If he’s just more impoverished that I had believed, it will save face all the way around.” He set the papers aside to just admire the beauty of his own solution.
Feylynn made a face, “I’ve never heard of such a tradition. I wonder what the purpose was?”
Evan relaxed back in his chair, “That I know.  It was explained to me during my exchange time. The bride price is the groom saying how much he values his bride. The dowery is the bride’s family’s commitment to the future success of the marriage. As they allow for dissolution of the marriage contract, it is an incentive to not be hasty about such things.”
“You see, children are considered property of the father’s house. If a woman leaves, she must leave behind her children, and I don’t have to tell you what that costs a mother. She takes with her the dowery, all payable immediately. Usually a husband has it invested in many projects and cannot easily come up with it. By rolling the bride price into the dowery, the bride’s family is increasing her protection in that marriage. Especially when more than one bride is involved, it can become a real strain. At the extended clan is expected to make up for any shortfall, they do a pretty good job of making sure that the husband is doing his duty and the bride doesn’t have a serious reason to leave. If she does go, the dowery keeps her from being a burden on her father’s resources. He may have plenty of mouths to feed already.” He shrugged and smiled at her. “It seems to work well for them, and it should give me the leverage I need to resolve this problem.” He hesitated for a moment, “Now all I have to do is figure out how I will pay for a bride price and a dowery at the same time.”
It was Feylynn’s turn to laugh. “Sha and Pavel will be here soon. I’ll get us something made up that Harder will gladly take in exchange for his usual taxes. That should free us up enough, if we’re not saving back for that.”
Evan smiled at her. “You, my dear, would have been priced well beyond what any man could pay.”
Negotiations with the Alorn

Esta found herself seated between her mother and father, across the table, Ivor sat next to his eldest brother Endor. Endor began, “Duke Mirron, thank you for the training you’ve given to Ivor, and for the invitation to your home. My father would have made the journey himself, but a pair of orc arrows to the belly on one of their last raids has him unfit to ride.”
The Duke’s face openly showed his concern, “I would not want to pull you from his side at such a critical time.”
Ivor actually laughed. “Our father will outlive us all Your Grace. If you wish to pity someone, pity our mothers.” He gestured to his half brother who barked a laugh. “By now they will be ready to feed him to an orc just for some peace and quiet to return to their yair.”
Endor grinned, “My irreverent brother likes to jest, but he may not be far from the truth. Our family is what you would call tight knit, but...” He looks over at Ivor, “Well we have a saying for it, ‘no one can make you crazy, except family.” He shrugged, “I do appreciate your concern for my father’s wellbeing.  I have been sent to negotiate on his behalf if you will accept it?”
The duke nodded. “Of course. Shall we get started?”
Endor nods in agreement. “Our father is prepared to offer fifty sheep, twenty of cattle, and ten horses.”
The Duke slammed his hand on the table and Esta jumped, “Are you trying to be insulting?” he bellowed. Feylynn took this as her signal and she cast an illusion of storm clouds gathering in the room where they were meeting complete with lightening and thunder.
Endor was prepared for the duke’s response but not knowing the storm was only illusion he found himself badly unnerved. Ivor had seen this technique before and was only mildly concerned. “No insult was intended. Duke Mirron this is a common opening offer.”
The Duke made a show of getting his temper under control while Feylynn let the illusion slowly dissipate. “I see. My counter then is five thousand sheep, one thousand cattle, and five hundred horse.” He said with a completely deadpan face and completely even tone.
This time it was Endor who was caught speechless for a moment, and when he finally found his voice he spluttered, “Impossible! All three of my father’s wives, and mine as well, combined wouldn’t come to half of that!”
The duke grinned broadly. “None of them were my daughter.”
Esta took a moment to interject. “Daddy, I think we need a small break. Let me take our guest to my yair and allow him to rest. Let both of you think about what being reasonable means.”
“She is probably right. You’ve both started off on the wrong foot. Maybe we start again after lunch?” Feylynn said to her husband.
The Duke closed his eyes for a moment. Rubbed his eyes, “As usual, you’re right. Are we agreed, meet back after some food, and negotiate in earnest?”
Endor felt his eyebrows raise, this wasn’t traditional but was also not unreasonable. “As you say. Perhaps this is best.”
Ivor offered Esta his arm as they headed out the side door of the manor house and into the heat of a midsummer day. Discretely Ivor squeezed Esta’s hand as they approached the yair.
“It’s set up for travel. We should return inside out of the heat.” Endor said.
Ivor just grinned. “No, it’ll just be a minute.” stepping back from Esta to give her room to work.
Pulling the wand from her sleeve, Esta gave it a small wave and a command to open.  Endor could be heard softly swearing as the yair set itself up and adjusted it’s covering to take best advantage of the slight breeze. Ivor began pulling collapsable stools from their storage area and setting them up. Esta waved her hand and a large block of ice appeared, “Beer or wine?” She asks Endor who is looking very unnerved at this point.
“Um, a beer would be nice thank you.”
Ivor reached into the hidden drawer on the side of the yair and pulled out a large brass spigot and handed it to Esta. She first cast on the large block of ice and the inner chamber filled with a rich golden beer. She then pushed the spigot through the ice wall and the now cold beer flowed into the mug Ivor had ready waiting for her. She handed the first mug to her guest while Ivor filled one for the two of them.
Esta turned to her brother-in-law to be and slightly bowed her head. “Rest and Peace in our yair.” she looked to Ivor. “Was that right?”
Ivor smiled. “Well, it’s usually said, ‘Peace and Rest’ but only a traditionalist curmudgeon would quibble about that.”
Endor finally recovered his wits enough to reply, “Peace and Grace upon your yair.” After a drink of the beer he seemed to settle a bit, “This is really beautiful.”
Esta beamed at him, “Oh you like?! I made this. It was my Saeti Master Work project.”
Endor stood and was tracing his fingers over the engravings. “Truly remarkable. What kind of wood is this? I’ve never seen it’s like.”
Esta giggled. “I’d be disappointed if you had. I made it as well.” She sat and explained the process involved and how the woods had been selected to maintain the burl style even as the tree grew straight.
Food began arriving from the manor and as he relaxed and began to look increasingly thoughtful.
By the end of the meal, he turned to Ivor. “Little brother, you are certain of this?”
Ivor just smiled and nodded. “More than I’m sure of my own name.”
Endor shook his head, “Ok, assuming that the Duke will roll it into the dowery so I don’t actually have to come up with his ridiculous request, and she only takes her dowery with her if you kick her out, not if she leaves on her own. On those conditions, I will agree to his highway robbery.” He grinned at Ivor. “You know that means if you want to kick her out, it will bankrupt the entire tribe, so we’ll just make her a widow instead?”
Ivor grinned. “Endor, tell me you’re not just jealous that I found her first?”
Endor barked a laugh, “Yes little brother, you did make quite the find.” He turned to Esta and gave her a welcoming smile,"Assuming your father is just trying to protect you, he should agree to the new bride price. Welcome to the family little sister."
Finally out and away.

Sha and Pavel arrived amidst the chaos. Babies all delivered, and obligations all met, they would escort Esta and Ivor, and finally have some time, just the two of them. She had been promising this to them for longer than she cared to think about but finally it looked like they were going to get just that.
She had cried at both weddings. Pavel was so sweet asking her if she wanted that for them. She didn’t see the point. They were beyond such things. The spells that bound them, the experiences, the shared dreams and thoughts. They had spent most of their time either helping Feylynn or Echal, and now Esta.
Two weeks, and they could disappear. After that the world is ours. She watched Pavel sleeping peacefully. Tomorrow we say goodby to Mamma and Da before they leave and then Mother and the Duke, and then we slip off too. Two more weeks to deliver Esta... She felt a little guilty running off on them, she knew that what they were doing was important, but she needed this, and she was taking it.




New Lives Begin

Almost Empty Nest

Feylynn was holding on to Kai like she was afraid that she might grow up overnight and fly away. Evan tried to give them a little space. Feylynn wasn’t being horribly reasonable this week. With both children married, Galan and Penny off to the Challet to set up residence there for the rest of the year, and Ivor dragging Esta back to his people the house was so empty.
Even Sha and Pavel would be gone for an extended time. Feylynn wasn’t ready for her children to grow up in what to her seemed the blink of an eye and carry on with lives of their own. Evan tried to be understanding. He knew it wasn’t uncommon for Elven children to remain home well into their fifties and sixties. Human, or half human children leaving in their mid-teens to early twenties was hitting her very hard indeed.
They were proud of their children and Feylynn readily admitted that they were responsible adults and capable of making the most of the lives that they had chosen, but it seemed unnatural to her for them to be doing it so soon. All of her Elven motherly instincts were screaming for things to just slow down.
Evan being human and used to the much more truncated life expectancy was handling this much better. Galan, at nearly twenty-one was actually a bit of a late bloomer. Still, he had spent that extra time preparing well. The Dutchy would be in good hands when his time came.
“Feylynn?” She looked up at him and smiled a thin weak smile. “What do you say to giving Galan a couple of weeks, then asking him to watch over things for us, while we slip off?”
She sighed, “That would be amazing, but where would we go? Besides who would take care of my classes at the Academy?”
Evan shrugged. “I don’t know. You just seemed to need a break, so I thought you should have one.”
She looked down at Kai, who was enjoying being the center of mamma’s attention at the moment. “Your daddy is just too good to us, you know that.”
Kai threw her arms up in the air, “Daddy! Up!”
Evan chuckled and went over to pick her up, grunting as his back reminded him he wasn’t twenty anymore either. Holding her in his arms he looked to Feylynn and raised an eyebrow. “So?”
Slowly she shook her head, “No, I’ve got too much to do at the Academy. You’ve got the new project with the water wheel you’ve been working on. We just need to get to work to fill the void, but I do think we need to schedule a day for just the three of us once a week. No other demands, just family time, sort of like we had on the Ohio.”
Evan felt a weight lift off of him at that moment. She would be fine, and it was a fine idea. The world could spare them for one day out of the week. “That my love is exactly what we need. I say we start day after tomorrow. It gives us a day to clear schedules, and maybe we’ll ride down to the Bowman’s Lake and camp for the evening?”
“Yeah, it’s a good start. When we come back, we can put a little more thought into it and see what day works best for the future.” Feylynn to felt some measure of pressure fade. This wouldn’t fix things, but it could give her a chance to enjoy time with her husband and new baby, just a bit more than she had in the past.
Summer Trading Camp

Sha found Endor’s reaction to Koloss amusing. She described Skylord to him but she still isn’t sure if he believes her. Pavel had been riding up top for most of the day. She tried to get him to come sit in the cool with her, but he was being stubborn as usual. They had just left civilized lands behind and would be at the Alorn summer trading just under three days of easy travel. Koloss could make it much quicker but that would mean traveling by night and much faster than the others could travel. She promised herself she would let Koloss stretch his legs once escort duties were over.
Escort duties in civilized lands consisted mostly of terrorizing arrogant young nobles who thought they would have some sport with a lone Alorn yair traveling through their lands. Things would get a bit tense as Ivor and Endor would ride up to intercept the would be miscreants. Then Koloss would return from it’s scouting, or in one case Esta called up an illusion of a troop of King’s Cavalry approaching. Either usually served to slow things down until proper introductions could be made. Sha giggled, mentioning the Duke worked almost as well as Koloss to settle things. She remembered when she was little they spoke his name with respect even in their small far-flung village, but ever since his miraculous return with powerful friends and newfound wealth and favor of the Crown, his reputation was one to conjure with. One look at her and Esta’s Elven features, they accepted the claim to be his children without question.  It wasn’t that half elves were unheard of but they were rare enough that one didn’t take the chance.
Moving into the wilds that would obviously change. Out here the Alorn live among the goblin kin and monsters. Their warriors were well trained and adapted to handle the threats. They also had a high mortality rate. She was fairly certain that Esta hadn’t fully grasped that. The chance she would be a widow by the time she is thirty is four times greater marrying an Alorn than it would be if she were marrying even a NoVasian soldier. That was why she was happy to see that the Duke had given him an excellent sword, and Esta had given him amazing new armor.
As she was dwelling on her sister’s dangerous life choices, Pavel yells down, “Hang on. Ettin!” and Koloss shifted direction and picked up speed. The hammock swung wildly as she tried to shift position without being thrown out. She felt the impact and was able finally to shimmy up through the hatch. Koloss looked like a big dog trying to wrestle a grown man. It was up on its hind legs with its fore paws held in each of the ettin’s hands.
Pavel is trying to climb up to Koloss’s head to attack the ettin with his axe. Fearing that the ettin would be able to throw Koloss off and risk crushing them under their own mount, Sha decided to attempt a quick end to this fight. Casting an illusion of a large eagle diving for the eyes of the head on the right.
Acting on instinct. The ettin released Koloss’s right paw to use that hand to protect his eyes. The entire world shifted tossing her back into Koloss’s hold, but also let his great jaws sink deep into the ettin’s left neck. Blood gushed and slicked Koloss’s polished surface throwing Pavel from his perch. Flying through the air he dug his axe deep into the creature’s flesh. It wasn’t enough to stop his fall but pulling it through the flesh as he fell opened a great gash from pectoral muscle through all the way to the hip, whereupon hitting the bone it wrenched the axe from his hands.
Ivor had already begun his charge, lance lowered and horse pounding, he saw Pavel fall where his charge would carry him. Reacting with a speed only his boots could give, he dropped the lance leaned to the side in the saddle and pulled Pavel clear of the huge feet of the ettin and Koloss. Once clear he released Pavel so as not to drag him further than absolutely required and reached for his bow.
Endor being familiar with the tactics of such creatures did not charge off, but instead drew in closer to the yair. As he had feared a young ettin, not yet eight feet tall dashed out toward the yair. Urging his horse to a full run, he drove his lance point deep into the side of the creature’s chest. Both heads let out a hideous death wail.
Ivor saw the creature run toward his yair and his heart sunk. He hesitated for just a moment, but it wouldn’t have mattered. He was too far out of position to do any good. As his brother impaled the creature stopping the attack cold, he felt such a wave of relief flood over him, that he almost neglected the still very dangerous situation with the wounded adult ettin. Pavel was moving at this point but only to get out of the way. Ivor saw his opportunity, the tough hide was pulled away and exposed the ribs and below them the laboring lungs and heart. Standing in his stirrups and timing his release for the horse to have all four legs in the air, he took a breath and released. The arrow flew true, and he saw the lung collapse and that was all it took for Koloss to bring it to the ground. He scanned the horizon; the fight was over. He owed Endor a great debt, even though he was certain Endor wouldn’t see it that way. She was part of the tribe now; it was his duty to protect her.




When a Thank You Won’t Do

Esta had seen the creature coming and was readying to feed it a fireball. It wouldn’t have been enough to kill it but it would have known something hit it. Then out of nowhere, Endor came sweeping in to end the problem.
She was happy with the result, but Ivor seemed to be taking it hard. He felt guilty for not being there to protect her. They had already lost most of the day gathering the hide, and to Endor’s dismay all the bones from both of them. She giggled at the looks he cast her as she asked them for the ghoulish souvenir.
They decided to camp early that evening. Things were delayed anyway, and Pavel and Koloss needed some patching after their adventure. Ivor was still acting all depressed, and Endor seemed oblivious. Pavel tried to thank him for his heroic save, but all Ivor could think about is what if Endor hadn’t been there?
Esta had finally had enough. “Ivor get over it. I had it handled. Yes, I thank Endor for settling the issue so quickly, but I had it either way.” Endor’s face wrinkled up. She turned to him and raised an eyebrow. “You doubt my word on it?”
Endor held up his hands as to show he didn’t want to argue. “I’m not doubting your courage, little sister. I just know that if I hadn’t been charging that beast from horseback with a lance, I would have been very concerned it could have gone the other way.”
“And I am just a little girl, so I should have been twice as concerned?” She gave him a dangerous glare.
Endor just shrugged. Ivor winced. Esta just turned to Sha, “Ready on the water?”
Sha chuckled. “Keep it small. We don’t need any undue attention.”
Esta released her first fireball into the light rise behind Endor. The earth hissed as the fire crackled in the dry grass around the impact site. Before Endor could agree he was impressed, Esta had whipped another one to land beside the first. She then stepped back and motioned to Sha, who created a cloud of moisture that settled over the area, smothering the flames and smoke.
Endor was swearing quietly under his breath and looking at the two tiny women with whole new eyes. Ivor laughed, “Be happy my brother, when we met she tried to burn my face off.”
Esta smiled sweetly at him, “Oh poor naïve husband of mine. If I had wanted your face burned off, it would have been. I just wasn’t a fan of that scruffy bit of peach fuzz you called a beard at the time”
Endor was howling with laughter. “Oh, I see why you wanted this one. She is a jewel!” He turned toward Sha. “Do you have another sister?”
Sha chuckled. “Not one that will work for your plans. She is not yet four.”
Endor grinned, “I’ve got sons.”
The night wore on and Esta slipped inside of her yair and went to work on the ettin bones. The bones were rolled out flat and cut into strips. With the softening gloves she was able to shape the strips into a tight weave, then she sandwiched it between two pieces of the raw ettin hide. Melding together the two layers of hide into a single piece, she then shaped it into a full breast plate and then with a couple of castings of Dehydrate, turning the hide into a rock hard surface. Soaking it in oil and applying a heavy coat of wax would finish it off.
She set it aside and cleaned up. Ivor would be coming in soon and she wanted to be ready.
Center of Attention

Ivor enjoyed their short trip through the wilds and to the trading camp. Days riding in the late summer sun, and evenings with Esta, he could get used to this. Even a quick hunting trip with Pavel was kind of nice as well. Never mind that by the time they got back Sha and Esta had already summoned a wild gazelle, dressed it out and had it cooking.
Endor was just amazed at their capabilities. The fire ball thrown by Esta was at least what he had been told to expect of tzadi. Bringing the gazelle right into bow range, not to mention his new lighter breast plate. Koloss was so beyond anything he had ever imagined, or Esta’s yair, he could already hear his wives asking for one.
Right on cue, they arrived and were nearly swarmed by the various tribes. Ivor left home mostly invisible, but returned to his people as a minor celebrity. When he finally arrived at his Father’s yair, he found the old man already regaled with a multitude of reports about their guests and of course Koloss. When he managed to make his way through the thronging crowds, he found his father sitting in the door of his yair and holding court as the gathered throngs were there to get a look at the new comers.
Ivor stepped up to his father, they studied each other for a long moment, and then Bjorn pulled him in for an embrace. Into his ear where the cheering crowd couldn’t overhear, “I hear you’ve done us all proud. Introduce me to your new wife, and I’ll get us out of the public eye.” He holds the young man again at arm’s length, and loud enough for the crowds, “Welcome home my son! You have fulfilled your duty to your tribe, and family with honor and distinction.”
Again the assembled onlookers raised an incredible din. Ivor pitched his voice a bit lower so it would carry better, “Thank you father, I am happy to be home.” He turned back to where Esta was holding back by Endor and held his hand out to her. She could feel her face burning as she stepped forward where the crowd went wild. “Father, may I present to you, your newest daughter, the Saeti Lady Esta Mirron, daughter of Elven Tzadi Dutchess Feylynn Mirron of the Mists clan.” The crowd went silent. They didn’t know what a Saeti was, but the daughter of a duchess, and an elven Tzadi, were known to them. The name Mirron was also known and one couldn’t help but wonder if she were somehow related. All packaged in this tiny little woman, barely more than a girl to be honest.
Bjorn stepped forward and embraced her and then held her at arm’s length. “Welcome to your new home, my daughter.”
Esta’s face was flaming red being in front of all of these people, “Thank you, Father.”
Bjorn waved to the assembled onlookers and then stepped into his yair, and Ivor and Esta followed.




Settling In

Meeting the Family

Esta never really considered herself to be shy, but all the commotion on their arrival had her wanting to find a deep hole to crawl in where she wasn’t feeling like she was on display. Her new father-in-law seemed to be a good man. Bjorn Fair Hair was completely bald except for a single long braid of stone gray that descended halfway down his back from a little patch at the back of his head, and a matching stone gray goatee. He had penetrating eyes and a quick smile and seemed to quite happy to have her there.
His three wives, including one that wasn’t much older than Sha or Echal were a different story. Ivor’s mother, his middle wife, barely acknowledged her presence. The eldest of the three and several years Bjorn’s senior, seemed to have sunk into that bitter gloom that come to some people with age. For her Esta seemed just another change that must be endured. The youngest seemed to be somewhat welcoming but afraid to be seen as being too close with an outsider and the new member of the family.
Bjorn started to order family servants to set up Esta’s yair, but Ivor stopped him. “Pappa, it’s not needed. You really should see her yair. It was her master work final exam for being named Saeti among her people.”
She smiled at him, “Ivor is right that it is better if I set it up, however I do need to know where and someone should check on Sha and Pavel. It isn’t right for me to just ignore them. They will be my guests here for a couple of days before they want to go off exploring on their own. Assuming there is no problem with them camping here? They will stay in Koloss, so they have no need of any special accommodations.” She then looked down, realizing that was more words than she had managed all together since they had arrived.
Bjorn nodded, “Of course we should see to your family. Though I think Koloss as you call him should probably stay just outside of the camp. It caused quite the stir when you arrived.”
Esta looked back up at him and grinned mischievously, “Koloss has the tendency to do that. Wait until my step brother decides to visit in Skylord.”
Bjorn looked to Ivor, who just shook his head. “Her brother Echal is the Tzadi in charge of the newly rediscovered Red Spire. Skylord... Well think Koloss, only it flies.”
Bjorn looked at him in disbelief. “Oh, surely you take me for a fool.”
Ivor just grinned, “You’re bound to see it for yourself one day. I’ll try to get you a ride. It is an amazing rush once you get over the thought of how far it is to fall.”
“You have ridden this great beast?”
“Only a few short months ago.” Ivor shook his head. “Echal is very busy, and I only met him the once when we went out for a visit. It was he who gifted me with my new saddle. That too I should let you try once you’re more fully healed up.”
Bjorn shook his head, “I knew the world held many wonders, but men flying through the air in great beasts like Koloss I find so hard to credit. Still speaking of Koloss, Endor will give them directions to where they can set up close to our family’s yairs. I take it he will be able to drive this new style of yair?”
Esta nodded. “Of course, and he’s seen it set up so he will know what to look out for with it.”
Endor grunted as he got up, “Review her ket’v while I’m gone. I’ll have some things to answer for but if you read it closely, you’ll find it acceptable.” He tossed the old man a small scroll case.
Bjorn unrolled in and started to swear. Ivor watched him and when he saw the man’s color begin to change, he broke in. “Father...”
Bjorn looked up, “Ivor, how could you let your brother do this?”
“Father, read it all. Especially read the dissolution clauses.”
The man went back to the scroll and squinted at it. “Ah, so that’s why he agreed to it.” He sighed. “You realize this still makes you the wealthiest man in the family by a wide margin?”
Ivor shrugged. “That would happen soon anyway, even if it weren’t for the dowery. She has accepted salt in your yair, perhaps it is time for you to do so in hers? It was what opened Endor’s eyes.”
Bjorn raised an eyebrow and offered Esta his arm. His wives spread out behind them and they all walked to the edge of the camp where Koloss was just settling in, and Endor was pulling up with the yair. Bjorn had a bit of a sour look on his face, which only deepened as Endor grinned at him.  As Endor vaulted out of the seat, and with a swift movement unhitched the two magnificent draft horses, and led them off to the communal corrals.
Easier Together

Ivor took special care to watch his father’s reaction. He knew his little bride was about to set the whole camp on fire and he needed to be able to gauge the reaction. Sure enough, a small wave of her wand and folds of the yair began to fall into place. He heard his mother gasp, and he looked over in time to see a look of fear. He really hoped they would be able to get past that. HIs father on the other hand was just watching.
Ivor nodded toward the flap of the yair but Esta moved to block the way. Her voice rang high and clear for any and all to hear, “Welcome to my home my new family.”  she did a half bow to his father and slightly smaller for each of his wives as she moved out of the way allowing them to pass. Ivor went straight for the stools so that all could sit reasonably comfortably, considering the time available for setup. Ivor saw her reach for a hidden power stone and couldn’t help but grin. She’s pulling out the stops. Sure enough, she replicated the trick with the ice blocks that she did for Endor, but this time with the twist of having three options. Two types of wine and a beer.
Sha and Pavel arrived, and Sha grinned at Ivor. She knew Esta was showing off but could also see she was getting tired. With just a small hand gesture to Pavel, Ivor realize that they were linking in. Ivor could see it in Esta’s face when the extra energy surrounded her. Her lips pull back in an almost savage grin. The earth at their feet moved and shaped itself into a table at just the right height for the stools and then solidified into stone. A large crystal of pure salt formed right in the center of the table just as plates of fine foods appeared on the table. Through gritted teeth, Esta looked to Sha. “If you would please?”
Sha smiled widely. “Certainly, little sis. You know I’ve always got your back.” Just that quickly everything was properly set and Sha went to pour drinks, as if that was what Esta had meant. Ivor didn’t know for certain but he knew she couldn’t make food this good this quick, so he had to assume it was an illusion. He reached for a small bit of finger food on the edge and popped it into his mouth. Best tasting illusion Ivor had ever had. Esta smacked his hand in rebuke.
For the first time the old woman behind Bjorn laughed. “I usually say, you have to forgive my son, he got his father’s manners. Now finally I can say, he’s your problem to fix now.” All assembled laughed, even the bitter oldest wife.
Fortunately, they didn’t stay longer than the illusion lasted, and Ivor thought it went very well considering. Still when everyone was gone, and it was just he and Esta she broke down into sobs. He didn’t know what to do. He just held her and eventually as she recovered her composure she just said that it was all the strain of meeting new people and being judged and she managed not to run and hide, but when they were all gone...
Ivor wasn’t a wise man. Ivor wasn’t a particularly intelligent man. What Ivor was, is a man who understood what it was like to fight outside of your weight class and even when you win, it takes it’s toll. He took her to bed and made her forget all about it.
Until sunrise of course.
Mornings

The sun was shining in the yair's side. Esta rolled over and stretched. Ivor was still snoring, poor boy. She was a bit needy last night, and he really didn’t get much sleep. Ah well, he’s young and strong, she thought with a smile and a stifled giggle. It was starting to get sticky as the heat of the day was building.
Outside of the yair she could hear the bustle of camp life. She wasn’t sure she would ever get used to having only a thin silk wall between herself and the noise of essentially a whole town going about its daily life. She was just trying to talk herself into taking care of the morning necessities when she heard a singsong voice from outside the yair. “Good morning love birds! Time to come out, even newlyweds cannot sleep the whole day away.”
Esta groaned, and Ivor didn’t move.  “We’ll be out as soon as I can wake him up! She called to the voice who just giggled and promised to be back in an hour. Esta managed to get up and moving. She even managed a hurried and rustic wash. She knew she couldn’t have water closets like back home here but she was determined to have something better than creating water over her head one gallon at a time until she felt clean. Besides it made a tremendous mess on that side of the yair.
Dragging Ivor out of bed was a lot harder and involved getting pulled back into bed for twenty minutes. True to her word the voice came back. This time Ivor answered her, “Jenna I just woke up. Let me get dressed and I’ll meet you at our stall.”
Jenna smiled, as she left she heard Esta whisper, “Which one was Jenna again?”
The Trading Stall

Jenna was minding the trading booth when Ivor and Esta finally made their appearance. It was early afternoon, and she tried to put on a stern face, but her general excitement for one of her favorites among Bjorn’s older children kept causing a smile to break through. “There you are! I should separate you two so some work can get done!”
Ivor grinned, “Jenna it was a long trip out here, I just needed to catch up on some rest.”
Jenna snorted. “I’ll bet.” she winked at Esta who blushed ferociously. “I need to get back, your mother has been with the children all day and you know that is a lot to ask of her these days. Try not to bankrupt us.” She kissed him on the forehead and reached up to tousle his hair as she used to do before she left. “Hmm. Won’t be able to reach to do that much anymore if you keep growing.” She grabbed her gear and headed off to Avi’yael’s yair.
Ivor sat in what little shade could be found, and pulled Esta into his lap. “This is the quiet part of the day, which is why we’re here. They wouldn’t trust us during prime trading hours. After we’re done, we can see about finding Pavel and Sha, and maybe go look at the other stalls.”
Esta wiggled into a more comfortable position, “That sounds like fun. Sha and Echal were such a surprise to us when they first came for us, but Sha has really become the big sister I never knew I wanted. Echal is great too, but he’s so busy with everything back at the Red Spire...” she trailed off thinking.
Ivor shrugged, “He was good to us for the time we were there and if we ever needed him, I don’t doubt he would come to our aid as fast as any of my brothers. Pavel too for that matter.”
Esta giggled, “Of course Pavel too. It’s so easy to forget about big quiet reliable Pavel. I see what Sha sees in him but I’m so glad you actually talk to me. Getting Pavel to string ten words together is hard. Oh when he does, they are usually deep but they sure are rare.”
While they were talking an older woman approached and was looking through the various wool piles. She pointed to the smallest pile, “How much of this do you have?”
Esta had been to the village market before, she knew the right answer to that kind of question. “How much do you need?”
The older woman smiled and tutted, “Oh lovie I need fifty pounds. Your angora is very fine but I suspect being this fine you can’t have very much of it.”
Esta was bitten by the bug, she didn’t know how much the family had but fifty pounds didn’t sound like much. “If I can supply all of it, do you have the coin?”
“Lovie if you can get me the whole amount in one stop, I’ll buy it for five NoVasian sovereigns a pound.”
Esta looked at the tag on her side of the table which said four sovereigns per pound and grinned, “Done!” She shook the woman’s hand. “I’ll need to send my husband to pick it up. We obviously don’t keep it here in the stall.”
The older woman nodded understandingly, “Pick it up before market close?”
“Sounds wonderful. I’ll need a deposit for twenty pounds to hold the rest.”
The older woman pulled the coin from her belt pouch and handed it over to Esta with a smile.
Ivor was watching the whole thing as Esta was giddy that she had gotten such a good deal for it. He scratched his beard, “Um honey, what if we don’t have fifty pounds?”
“It’s only fifty pounds, and besides if not I have another trick up my sleeve if I have to but if we have to do that, I’ll need Sha and Pavel to help bail me out” she grinned. “Go tell your mother I made us some money!”
Ivor loved to see her this excited and gave her a quick kiss before heading off to find out if this was as good as she had hoped. He really hoped it was.
Short Falls

Avi’yael came back with Ivor. He was carrying a sack but neither of them looked happy. Ivor put the bag down, “Twenty-five pounds Esta. All we have is twenty-five pounds. That’s a full year’s production for the six little goats that produce this kind of wool.”
Esta’s face drooped. “I didn’t know.”
Avi’yael shook her head, “That is why you ask when learning something new. This isn’t your duchy where you just ask and everyone rushes to give you what you want. Now we’ll have to scour the whole market and maybe find enough, but since everyone saw you make your little deal, they will price us out of any profit!”
Esta’s face was red, but she wasn’t about to just give up her victory. “Bring me the goats. I’ll fix this.”
Avi’yael threw her hands up, “You can’t fix this with the goats! Even if your shore them bald, it wouldn’t be more than another pound or two at most.”
Esta felt her temper flare, “YOU can’t fix it with the goats.” She turned to Ivor, “Fetch them for me please, and I WILL fix this.”
Ivor shrugged and headed off. Avi’yael just looked at her and fumed. Ivor returned leading six goats. Esta laid out a blanket and walked the goat upon it. She drew her wand from her sleeve and touched the goat’s nose, and the hair could be visibly seen to grow. After two minutes, it was such a shaggy creature, but with long fibers that would be ideal for spinning. Much longer than would have grown in naturally in a years' time. With another wave of the wand, all the hair fell off of the goat and in to a nice pile on the blanket. Esta needed to sit down to recover but the look of shocked amazement on her mother-in-law’s face was worth the effort.
Ivor weighed out the fiber. Three pounds. The slightly longer hair and no waste gave them an optimal harvest. It still meant that they would need to do this seven more times in the next five hours. Esta knew that would not work, she just wasn’t strong enough by herself.
“Ivor, I’ll never make it on my own. I need Pavel at least and Sha to add in would make it easy.”
“I’ll find them.”
Avi’yael watched him run off and looked back at Esta. “I didn’t know you could do this.”
Esta shrugged, “I haven’t pulled it off yet.”
Avi’yael looked at her sideways, “All that you did yesterday, but this is hard for you?”
Esta sighed and smiled a little sheepishly, “I was showing off yesterday. Trying to make a good impression. I had stored power I was drawing on, and toward the end Pavel and Sha were quietly helping out. This is a bit harder than a lot of what I was doing, and I’ve used up my stored energy. Until it recovers, in say a month or so, I’m a lot weaker.”
Avi’yael nodded, her cold reception of Esta melted slightly. “If it matters, the show was impressive.”
Esta tiredly giggled. “Thanks. Do you have people who would be willing to sheer these goats manually? It would save energy.”
Avi’yael nodded, the earlier warmth faded but the duty of the tribe took over, “Of course, we take care of our own here. You just do what you can. I’ll be back with those to help you with the shearing.”
It took the three of them about three hours to harvest enough to fill the order. Pavel looked at the shearers, “Those goats will need extra food. Their bodies have had a real workout today.”
Jenna stopped back by the stall just before the market close, she had her eldest daughter in tow and they were looking for ribbons. “Liv wanted to know if you and Sha wanted to come ribbon shopping with us, while the guys went poking into the smithies?”
Esta grinned, and looked over to Sha. Sha shrugged, she looked an age match for Liv, even though she was closer to Jenna’s actual age. “Come on, this will fun.” Sha hopped to her feet and off they went.
Esta looked back at Ivor and Pavel, who were likewise getting to their feet but headed in the other direction. She was glad that he and Pavel got along so well.




Camp Life

Saying Goodbyes

Pavel appreciated the Alorn wedding. It was short.  Vows were exchanged, the ket’v was read and two witnesses from Ivor’s family affirmed it by signing, and he and Sha for Esta’s. The whole tribe made more noise than Pavel had ever heard for a full two minutes, and it was done.
The sun was still high in the sky when he and Sha were able to get Esta and Ivor free of the crowd. Pavel was going to miss Ivor, much like he missed Galan. Echal would always be his brother in his mind, but Ivor and Galan had managed to find a place in there as well. He wondered if all men who had much younger brothers felt this way or if these young men were just different. Sha and Esta were all hugs and tears. Speaking of worming their way into your heart, little Esta slid right in to his while he wasn’t looking. For a family that didn’t really form until more than half of them were already grown, they had become incredibly close.  Of course that is why they ended up scattered all across the known world. The irony of this was not lost on him.
He stepped forward and just put his hand on Sha’s shoulder. The massive hand on her tiny shoulder reminded him again of just how fragile she was. It was easy to forget when she was in full Arch Tzadi mode. She reached up to hold his hand. “I know, love. I’ll be ready soon.” She said.
Esta moved in to hug her again. “I won’t!”
Ivor grinned up at him, “Can’t say I don’t wish you could stay too, and I’ve even got my own brothers here. You sure you need to run off so soon?”
Sha pulled away and took a deep breath to get control of her emotions, “I’ve been promising us that I would do this for years now. We’ve got to get out of here before the next emergency or pregnancy happens to keep us around. I’ve set things up so I can find you. We will visit from time to time and let you know before we head back to the civilized lands.” She shrugged, “Assuming there isn’t an emergency to call us back before then that is.”
Esta giggled, “Always something?”
Pavel chuckled. “You kids have fun and we’ll see you before too long.”
Sha turned and gave him a gentle shove. “Let’s go before I change my mind.”
Sar’oth’s Gift

Esta and Ivor arrived back to Esta’s yair and were surprised to find an elderly woman standing at the flap. “Hello, can I help you?” Esta asked figuring the woman had a message for them.
The woman bowed, “I am Siri. I am a gift from Sar’oth. She knew a woman of your station would be used to having a lady's maid, and that there would be an adjustment period as you learn our ways, so I am here to assist.” She looked like one who would be a crony of Sar’oth.
Ivor smiled, “That was very thoughtful of Sar’oth. Today though, I don’t think we’ll need your services. This is our wedding day, so there won’t be much for you to do.” He pulled Esta close to him “Tomorrow about noon, we’re expected to take a shift in the trade booth. A wake up call would be helpful.”
The woman made a sour face, but bowed again and scurried off. Ivor swept her up in his arms and carried her into the yair. They left all thoughts of Siri at the door.
Siri

The flap of the yair opened, and Siri walked in. Ivor remembered telling her that they needed a wake up call, so he just groaned and disentangled himself from Esta. She mumbled and snuggled back into the blankets. Ivor grabbed his breeches in one hand and his shirt in the other and rolled to one side of the yair to handle his morning necessities.
Siri tapped Esta on the shoulder which earned her a mumble as Esta rolled over. She tapped her on the shoulder again. “Esta, you’ll want to have his breakfast ready, you need to get up now.”
Esta mumbled something about a food vendor on the way and promptly began to softly snore. Ivor found it amusing. Yeah it was a wife’s duty to do such things, but they had the money to buy what they wanted and Esta really could use some rest. So could he, if he were honest about it but it wasn’t the first time he had needed to wake up before he really wanted to.
He was just about to intervene as Siri went to wake her for a third time, but Esta sat up glared at Siri and made a gesture toward the stone table and a platter of fresh fruits and a loaf of fresh bread appeared. Esta rolled over and went right back to sleeping. Ivor chuckled and sat at the table and started to eat.  Ivor was also amused by the frustrated frown on Siri’s face, he could tell this was not her idea of proper wifely behavior but as Ivor was fed and not complaining there just wasn’t much she could say. She simply looked on with disdain.
They’ll get used to each other in time, he thought. Ivor finished pulling on his clothes and went out to check on their schedule at the booth. Leaving Siri and Esta to figure out getting themselves there.
Worlds Collide

Siri was fretting and being noisy as she bustled around the yair. Esta gave up trying to sleep and began to get dressed. She could see this was going to go bad if it wasn’t fixed quickly. So once dressed, she called Siri over to the table for a conversation.
“Siri, come have a seat. The yair is clean enough, and we need to talk.”
Siri objected, “Esta, a new wife can’t be too cautious about the clutter, it can be easy to let it go. Then when her husband comes home, she isn’t ready. Or what if his mother, or one of the other wives were to come by? What would they think?”
Esta shook her head, “Let me worry about that part for today. We need to talk.”
Siri came over but didn’t sit.  Esta was done worrying about it by this time. “We seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot. Do you object to being my lady's maid? Were you forced or coerced into this job?”
Siri’s eyes went wide, “Oh no. I’ve been friends with Sar’oth since we were just girls. My fourth husband recently passed on. I’m too old to marry again.” she waved a hand as if such were silliness. “I stay with my eldest son, and his family. His wives aren’t really the best examples of an Alorn wife but they suffice. Here I’m needed. Here, I can help you move from the sedate and useless life of a NoVasian noble woman, to the productive life of an Alorn wife.”
Esta stuffed down all the initial replies that sprang to mind. She didn’t want to make an enemy of this woman, no matter how closed minded she was. She knew she needed someone on her side to help her navigate through the cultural differences, but this woman didn’t seem to be on her side or anyone’s except Sar’oth’s. It didn’t seem fair to end up with essentially three mother in laws but it seems that is what happens when you love an Alorn lout. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
“I think you have a bit of a misconception. I will be the wife to Ivor that I promised to be, but it is only his approval I seek.” She said it as calmly and measuredly as possible. “I also expect you to respect our privacy. Call for us in the morning, don’t barge in and certainly don’t wake me unless I have asked you to. I will be doing some magics soon that are very draining and will require extra rest. You are right that we should have someone here to help with the chores that I will be too busy for, so how does one go about hiring a cook and cleaning staff among the Alorn?”
Siri looked scandalized, “Not care for your own husband? Such a thing just isn’t done! As for waking you, it is unseemly for a husband to be awake before his wife has his things in order. Food should be ready, real food not magic that has no substance. His clothing mended, his sword oiled, his bow cleaned and his quiver full. Armor cleaned and ready to fight at a moment’s notice. When you don’t take care of your husband, you put the entire tribe at risk!”
Esta just shook her head. “This isn’t working. Siri, take the day off.”
“There’s so much you still need to know!” Siri protested.
Esta gritted her teeth. “That much is true, but I have an idea where I can find it out. You have the day off. End of discussion.”


Ah Youth

Jenna was cleaning and dressing a small goat when Esta finally caught up with her. “Esta! Good to see you this morning!” she waved with bloody hands still holding the knife.
“Can we talk?”
“Let me get this on the fire to roast...” She drug the carcass to edge of the table.
“Hold on. Just leave it for a moment.” Esta waved her hand and uttered a short phrase and the small goat began to turn a nice caramel color and in just a few short minutes was smelling quite wonderful. Another short phrase and the color deepened, and the smell became positively mouthwatering.
Jenna’s eyes widened. “I guess I’ve got more time than I thought.”
Esta forced a smile, “Good because I’m exhausted now.  Sar’oth sent me a gift. Supposedly she is there to be a lady’s maid.  Instead, she thinks she’s going to make me into the model ‘Alorn Wife’." Esta took a deep breath and sat down at the table with a sigh.  “I’m trying to be nice. I really am. She is more like a prison warden than a lady’s maid.”
As Jenna was listening, she took a moment to cut loose a taste of the meat. “This is actually very good!”
“I’m as tired as if I took the time to cook it, but it’s a good job done faster than I could. All magic has a price. When I’m making things that other’s can’t make, I need my sleep. Ivor shouldn’t suffer, but I shouldn’t have to quit doing what I worked so long and hard to be able to do well.” She just sat there pouting. “There has to be a way to make this work.”
Jenna smiled at her. “When Ivor marries again, you’ll learn that the one thing sister wives do not do is interfere with each other’s schemes. I can’t tell you what to do about Siri or Sar’oth, though I have found my own ways of dealing with them. What I can tell you is that you have to trust in yourself and find a way forward that works for you. Think of it as practice for his next wife.”
Esta shook her head. “I don’t plan to have that problem. I mean I know it is your tradition but I’m sure I can convince him to remain with me alone.”
Jenna laughed at this. “You’re trying to fight generations of duty and conditioning. It’s not all bad, when sister wives work together and genuinely help each other, it can be a real blessing. I wasn’t able to achieve that with Sar’oth or Avi’yael. I consider Avi’yael a friend and we could have been true sisters had she not resented my youth, and of course some scars left on her by Sar’oth. I would like to be your friend as well Esta. Life here can be hard, and friends and family ties can mean the difference between life and death. I just can’t interfere on your behalf in this. It has to be choices you make. One thing I can say, Ivor will be an obvious place for you to turn. Don’t. He could speak to Bjorn and the problem would be resolved. Others would quickly grow from it and you’ll have to deal with those, eventually. This is for you to resolve.” She stood up. “Rest as long as you need, I really appreciate the help with dinner.” She looked around to be sure no one was watching them too closely. “The last piece of advice I can give, keep an open mind about sister wives. Meet others, see what has worked and what hasn’t. You’re a smart woman, you couldn’t do the things you do if you weren’t. Be smart about this, not willful and selfish. You can be happier than you ever imagined, or more miserable. No one wants to end up like Sar’oth, or Siri, but too many do.”
With that she returned to her yair, leaving Esta still resting by the little table.




on the Move

Life With the Warden

Esta woke up to a voice calling from the outside of her yair.  The voice was pitched low, but it was insistent calling her name. She opened her eyes; it was still dark. The voice came again. “Esta, wake up. We’re breaking camp today.”
“Siri? It isn’t even light out!”
In a moment the flap to the yair opened, “The men will start scouting the trail at first light. Ivor needs to be ready to move by then.”
Esta took a deep breath, counted to ten, and rolled out of her nice warm bed into the cool pre-dawn air. “What are you talking about?”
“Ivor needs to ride with the other men scouting ahead, while we break camp. He’ll need fed, and to have his equipment laid out. He will have a long day today. You will also need to have a meal prepared for the road. We’ll not stop until almost dark.”
Esta shook her head, “This can’t all be done at a reasonable hour?” Even in the dark she could feel the old woman’s scowl.
“I’ll lay in the fire while you prepare some food for cooking.” Siri said heading for the small hearth just outside of the yair.
Esta caught her shoulder. “Don’t worry about that.” She said an arcane word and made a small gesture and a small stone began to glow with the light of a candle. “How long before he needs to ride out?” she whispered.
The old woman thought for a moment. “About an hour.”
Esta shook her head. “Forget the fire, we don’t need it.” She pulled some of the smoked meat she had from one of the trade booths earlier. She began to cut it up and dump it into the small iron pan she had brought for just this thing. She nodded to Siri. “If you want to help break me open say... are you eating with us?” the old woman shook her head. “Then five eggs should do just fine.” The woman looked at her oddly but went to the hanging basket of eggs and selected out the eggs she wanted. Esta pealed the skins off of a tuber she had on hand and dumped it into the bowl as well. She drew in her will, said the appropriate words and cast the cook spell. Moments later the smells of breakfast began to fill the yair.
“Go help your family get ready. I’m going to wake my husband up right. If he’s to have a long day, at least let him be smiling through it. Come and wake me about a half an hour before we need to leave if you will.” She stood up and went back over to crawl in bed with Ivor. She heard Siri gasp in incredulity, but she also saw the yair flap move as she left.
Ivor had slept through the whole thing. She smiled, he slept like a rock here. Back in the Dutchy he woke at every creak of the old house. Here among his people, in the midst of the wilds, an orc raid wouldn’t wake him. She pulled back the light blanket that they had been sharing a few moments ago. Oh, he’s already awake in the important ways. She licked her lips and wondered how long before he woke up.
Breakfast

He finished his morning necessities and walked around the wagon to what they were using as the living quarters of the yair. He could smell breakfast and fell into it with the vigor of a man who hadn’t eaten in a week. Esta sat across from him just smiling and teasing him gently about needing to eat to keep his strength up. Ivor knew today would be a long day, but for now he just wasn’t worried about it.
He smiled at Esta. “I take it Siri woke you?”
Esta snorted, “Oh the warden was by earlier. I sent her to help her own family. If you were going to be gone all day, I wanted us to at least have the morning.”
Ivor was laughing, “The warden, eh? I guess it kinda fits. She means well.”
Esta shook her head, “Siri is my problem. I’ll figure out what to do about it. I will need to know where the horses are at. I could summon them but if they hurt themselves getting out of the paddock or let other horses out...” she trailed off looking thoughtful.
Ivor laughed. “Yeah that would cause quite the stir. Fortunately, you don’t have to worry about it. My horse may already be out there, and they will bring the horses for the yair around before it's time to go. We have to give the boys too old to be in their mother’s way and too young to ride with the warriors something to do on move day. Otherwise imagine the mischief they would get up to.”
Esta smiled, “Mischief? I thought Alorn boys were all mild and virtuous..”
Ivor’s laugh cut her off, “Perhaps one day, you’ll get to find out for yourself.”
Esta smiled at him and dumped the last remains of the pan out on his plate. “I can’t eat anymore and you’ve got a long day riding.” She then cut up the last of the smoked meat and cast Dehydrate on it, turning it into an especially tasty jerky. She sliced some fresh cheese off of a wheel she had bought in the trading booths and diced it into bite-sized pieces. She filled one leather skin with fresh water and one with beer. She dumped all the pieces she made up into a small leather bag. “This should keep you until you can get back to me. Go easy on the beer in the hot sun. Wouldn’t do to have you falling out of your saddle.”
Ivor grinned. “Not this saddle I won’t.”
Esta kissed him on the forehead. “Let’s not test it. Try to be safe, my love.”
Ivor armored up and went out to saddle his horse. Esta decided there was still time for a little nap.
Back in the Saddle

His horse under him, and his weapons easily at hand, Ivor ran his horse through its paces. It was good to be home. He was in the vanguard this time. Alorn tribes moved with the men fanned out in front scouting the path and making sure they didn’t end up caught up in a wildfire, or orc or goblin encampment, or worse yet a raiding party.
At a reasonable distance the women would follow with the yair, followed closely by the older men and young boys with the flocks and herds. Traveling was a dangerous time for the tribe.  They were spread out and moving at the speed of the slowest yair or most stubborn members of the flock.
Riding out on the far left flank, he was scanning the horizon. There was a small line of smoke in the far distance but he knew others would be tasked with investigating that. For him this would just be a long day of riding back and forth along the flank making sure that no one could slip in around the forward deployed out riders. He was mostly ok with a quiet day. It just felt good to be in the saddle and even though the day was warming up, at least it wasn’t raining.
Rumor Mill

Avi’yael entered Esta’s yair. She couldn’t believe it, the girl was still in bed and the sun was high in the sky. Nothing was even packed yet! When Sar’oth came to her, she had just choked it up to gossip but here it is right before her own eyes. “Esta! You’ve got to wake up!”
Esta sat up and blew a stray lock of hair out of her eyes. “Are the horses here?” she mumbled.
“No! Thankfully. You’ve got a lot of work to do before you’re ready for the horses.” Avi’yael was wringing her hands and Esta could see she was really concerned. “When Sar’oth told me yesterday that Ivor wasn’t being taken care of I assumed she was just being her normal bitter self. When they told me that you were still in bed, I didn’t believe them. You can’t be the reason that the tribe doesn’t get on the move!”
Esta stretched, “So the warden has turned spy and gossip? I’m getting really tired of everyone telling me how to take care of my husband. I will get up, and I will show you why this isn’t a problem.” She rubbed her eyes and started getting dressed. She picked up her brush and then looked to her mother-in-law and just shook her head and tied a scarf around her head.
Ten minutes of packing up the various loose furniture and blankets and rugs, and she stepped out of the yair with her mother-in-law following. A wave of the wand and the yair moved and half a minute later everything was packed comfortably away. She looks at Avi’Yael, “See, I won’t be delaying us. I am now very tired.  Please, can you keep the gossips to a low roar?” She laid out a remaining unpacked rug and stretched out in the shade under the wagon. “It’s ok, wouldn’t want you to be late getting packed because you were worried about me.” Esta was proud of herself, the sarcasm was almost perfect.
Avi’yael did just that, she had plenty on her own plate getting ready. She just wasn’t sure what to do about this strange new daughter-in-law. She wasn’t of the tribe, hell she wasn’t even completely human. This just wasn’t what she was expecting for a daughter-in-law. She couldn’t fault the girl, she admitted to herself. She was just different, and the tribe wasn’t an easy place to be different. Tradition had kept them alive in this harsh world and a woman who was ignorant of their traditions and the reasons for them could put them all at risk. It wasn’t fair, but life rarely was.
She spent the rest of her morning preparing her own yair and trying to figure out how she could make the girl fit into the family for Ivor’s sake.
Traveling

It had been a long day. Esta wasn’t as tired as she had expected, the pace at which they traveled provided several opportunities to sneak little naps and she could always snack along the way. It was just that she was all alone. Esta was used to having people around. With Ivor gone and not knowing anyone else, she had a sad day. At one point she had found herself talking to the horses just to have something besides the clop of hooves and the squeak of wheels in her ears.
The long train of wagons were called to a halt and, in far from military precision, the wagon train slowly ground to a halt. The sun was hot and Esta was feeling sorry for the horses.  After long minutes of nothing happening, she pulled her yair off to the side of the rest. Climbing down from the driver’s seat, Esta walks to the front of the horses and is petting them for a moment. When there is still no movement she partially unhooked them and pointed to the ground casting Transmute Earth to Water.
A trough a pace wide, two paces long, and a pace deep appeared filled with clear, clean water. Esta giggled as she sat on the far edge, lifting her dress and dangling her feet in the cool water. The horses lowered their heads getting a much-needed drink. The call came out to start moving again, but she just waited. There was plenty of time before the last of the yair passed her, and her horses had earned their drink. To her surprise, several yair stopped to see why she had stopped and after reattaching her horses and backing her yair away from the small pond, she was happy to share with the others as they stopped.
It was nice to visit with the others. They were friendly, and she knew it was a good thing to be able to water the horses. She even soaked down a blanket for each of them and laid it across their backs to cool them In this heat. Finally she got back into yair and pulled back to an opening in the train.




New Friends

I Married Right

The sun was setting, and they drew lots for guard duty throughout the night. Ivor got lucky and this first night had no shift. So he was riding back to the camp hoping that Esta was doing ok. He knew that his yair was different enough that even still packed and with it getting dark, he should be able to find her easy enough.
To his surprise, it was easier to find her than he suspected.  Her yair was fully set up. She had a cluster of yair around her and a crowd gathered. He rode in and had a little trouble leading his horse through the crowd.  He was surprised to find a shallow watering hole in easy reach to tie his horse where he could drink his fill. Pulling off his saddle, he made his way toward his yair.
There was a large fire built in front of yair. As he got in closer, he could see Esta with several other young women including a couple of cousins he recognized and one of Endor’s wives. Tables were set up and loaded with food. Esta finally caught sight of him and came running over to jump into his arms. “You’ve made friends.” Ivor said with a smile when she finally came up for air.
Esta kissed him again, “Did you know those kids after walking all day were going to eat cold food, and the women were going to stay up half of the night just cooking so they could eat tomorrow?”
Ivor shrugged. “Yeah. It’s a big part of what makes moving such a slow grind. It’s only for a couple of weeks and then we’ll be in the hunting lands until the snow flies.”
Esta shook her head. “Not tonight. Let’s get you some food and let me rest for a bit more and I’ll refill your beer. Then you can carry me off to bed.”
Ivor chuckled, “If I wasn’t hungry enough to eat a horse we could just skip to that last part.”
They turned and almost bumped into his cousin Enya as she was bringing them a plate of food. “Enya! Is that really you?” Ivor exclaimed.
She blushed. “It’s me. I knew Esta would want you to eat, so I brought a trencher of food for you.”
Esta giggled. “Thank you. I just saw him and well it’s been all day...”
Enya nodded. Ivor grinned, “When I left Enya was still afraid of the dark.”
Enya shrugged. “You were gone a long time, and since I married Ruik, I don’t worry about the dark anymore.”
He looked at Esta, “So what’s with all of this?”
She looked down and a little shy. “I made a watering hole for the horses and it made me some friends.”
Enya snorted, “She saved us from having to haul water, and helped us have a hot dinner for our families. That tends to make friends. I’ll let you two catch up though.”
Esta waved, “Just stop by in the morning with whoever is going to ride with me and it’ll let me do this again tomorrow night.”
Ivor finished his food, still standing there while the ladies were chatting. “Lets go on in. Since you set up the yair, it seems a shame to waste it.”
Esta smiled and led him to the door flap. A cheer went up as she led him inside from those assembled around the fire and the food. They could hear the noises of the gathering until late in the night. Traditionally, they would just camp each family under their packed yair. To be able to spread out and spend time with each other and get warm food in their stomachs after the long day was a rare treat.
So Much For Sleep

Ivor heard the horn and rolled out of bed. Esta was still trying to wake up. “What is it?”
“Night attack!” Stuffing on armor as fast as he could while Esta ran around getting buckles he couldn’t easily reach Ivor tried to explain. “One of the sentries sounded the alarm. Don’t know how bad yet but more than he could handle alone.” He kissed her quickly as he snatched up sword belt and headed for the door flap.
Esta was scared, really scared. Since that terrifying trip back to the Dutchy the first time she had never known real danger. This could be anything. “I’ll set up for any injured.  Go and be careful!”
Esta carried his saddle out behind him as he made his way buckling the last buckles on his cuirass and belting on his sword. He took the saddle from her and smiled. “I am always careful! Stay with the other women they will know what to do!”
Ivor road away to the rally point for orders.
New Ways and Old Traditions

Ivor no sooner left than the other women gathered up the children and began to hitch up the horses. Esta gathered things she might need to work her spells and set her yair to be packed as well at a moment’s notice. Enya came running up, “Pack up, we need to move if the order comes!”
Esta shook her head. “My yair can pack quick enough if an order comes, but we need a place to handle the wounded if needed.” She pushed food scraps off of the table and began to lay out her pack. “I’ll need a couple of the older women who can help me tend the wounded and maybe a few of the older men so we’re not completely defenseless!”
Enya shook her head. “The wounded ride away with us!”
Esta looked at her, “And if they can’t? One of them could be Ivor, or Ruik.”
Enya looked torn but just nodded and run off. Esta was washing down the table when Siri and another woman who looked like Siri’s mother, followed closely by Bjorn limping along in his armor.  Bjorn could be heard swearing over the din. He hobbled up to her, “Daughter, you need to make ready to flee with the others if the order comes!”
Esta ignored his words and instead looked at the hip he was favoring. “You’ll do for protection but not busted up like you are. You’re first on the table. No arguments, up!”
The three women looked at her as if she had spouted a second head, and Bjorn starting spluttering. Esta wasn’t deterred nor really paying attention to what he was saying. She took him by his arm and led him over to the table. Examining the wound it had mostly closed up, it was just deep tissue damage that hampered him at the moment. “Hold still!” she ordered. More from shock at this little slip of a woman giving orders than anything he held still. She frowned and realigned his leg a bit and drew in her will, muttering a short phrase under her breath she felt a wave of exhaustion come over her and heard the older man gasp.
Bjorn jumped up and began walking around the limp dramatically lessened. “By Yo’lar’s burned testicles! I can fight again!”
Esta shook her head, “No you can’t or at least you shouldn’t but if things get close, you are at least as fit as I can get you not knowing what else is coming tonight.” She handed him a wad of herbs wrapped in a bit of tissue paper, “Hold on to this. If you have to fight, just swallow the whole thing as you go in. It isn’t good for you, but it beats getting gutted and it will help keep you in the fight until we’re clear and I can work on you later. Now please, I must rest. Enya! Get those two to make up a stretcher or two and a couple of travois for the horses. I hate moving wounded people but we won’t be leaving them behind on my watch!  Oh, and find me two big lads who can strap the wounded into them and lead those horses if we have to move!” and with those last words, she plopped down by the remains of the fire and wrapped her cloak around herself. It could be a damn long night.
Goblin Raid

Ivor arrived at the rally point just as the first wave was being sent to the horn’s sounding. These were men who had been held in reserve for just such a contingency. He made his way to the War Chief organizing this fight. “Chief Gar!”
“Ivor! Glad to have you back on this one. Just hold until I can get you a full squad assembled.”
“Ready to go, sir! My new wife is setting up a rally point for caring for the wounded. Ours is the only yair still set up so it should be easy to find. She is a healer among her people.” Ivor said, hoping that was enough to get through.
“Still set up, damn it man, go back and get her ready to move. We don’t know how big this thing is yet!”
Ivor just grinned, “When this is done, I’ll show you some of her tricks. She’ll be ready to leave with the rest if it comes to that, but just trust me until then. I married right with this one!”
The old War Chief just snorted. “If we get wounded, I will send them along. For now, it looks like your brother just showed up with six others. I need you to ride forward and do a full circuit. The attack seems to be coming from the flocks area, but let’s not get surprised, eh? Remember Endor is in command! Obey him or I’ll have your hide!”
Ivor just grinned and raced off to give his brother their orders.
Two more riders joined them as they were out in front scanning for a surprise attack. It was the better part of an hour making a thorough scout of the area before they came around to where the action had been. Dozens of goblins littered the ground. The sentry who had sounded the alarm was still on his horse but he had two arrows protruding from his back. Two more young men lay on the ground moaning. The group that had come down from Chief Gar had given chase to the goblins who had fled. Ivor rode up and dropped out of his saddle to examine the boys on the ground. One was just knocked unconscious the other though had a nasty belly wound. It had been packed and bandaged but he didn’t have long left. Esta might be able to do something but he didn’t know what.
Ivor realized what had happed, they left the sentry to guard the boys and the flocks while the able-bodied had taken after the fleeing goblins. It was a common tactic, but the three wounded men wouldn’t last long if they didn’t get some help soon. “Endor, we’ve got to get them back. They’re still twenty minutes from help and I’m not sure this boy had it.” He pointed to the one at his feet.
Endor nodded. “Take him back. I can spare one more for the other fallen boy, but we’ve got to hold this until more arrive.”
Ivor hesitated for a moment. He didn’t want to be the one leaving the battle, but this kid couldn’t be over fourteen. He swore quietly and moved to get the boy up into his saddle. Luckily, his saddle would keep him from falling out, but it still worried him that moving too fast would open his wounds. It was still going to be a long trip back to the yair.
Two-thirds of the way there, the sentry lost his fight with the arrows and fell from his saddle. The other rider stopped as well, and they threw him over the saddle. Ivor recognized him as his helm fell off, it was his cousin’s husband Ruik.
Wonders

Bjorn felt a little guilty not reporting for the fight as good as he was feeling now, but his crazy new daughter of his would need protection if they all had to run. She was just sitting there giving orders and while he could tell Siri and Fera weren’t happy to be following the orders, they begrudgingly were.
The first of the wounded arrived in just a few moments. Bjorn shook his head, it was one of those foolish injuries that happens when people don’t have enough sleep. The saddle girth strap slipped and dumped him off of his horse. The knee was out of place and the boy was trying to be tough and failing. Esta and the women helped him off of his buddy’s horse. He screamed out as he hit the ground and almost passed out.
Esta moved in and started talking to him, she twirled a little gem in front of his eyes and he seemed to just go into a daze. She had a couple of the women hold his leg in place and she pulled and twisted the foot, and the man didn’t even whimper. She just wrapped his knee with some soaked rawhide, and the ladies laid him back wrapping him in a blanket.
Bjorn had never seen a knee put back in without a man even giving a grunt. She was definitely something he hadn’t seen before. The next man had an arrow in his lung. She said some words, waved her fingers and pulled the shaft free and clear without having to push it through. She bandaged him up and told him to sit this one out and sent him over to sit with Bjorn.
More women had appeared, daughters old enough to drive yair were pressed into service so it freed their mothers up to come and help. Broth was being cooked and herbs steeped in it. Esta was always sitting if she wasn’t personally needed, he could see her weariness grow. Each time she worked on a wounded man, a measure of her energy drained.
Bjorn walked over to check on her. He knelt by her little bench, “Are you ok? I can see there is a cost to you to bring health to others.”
Esta gave him a small smile. “I’m trying to do as little as possible for each one. Save strength back for the big ones that might be coming.” She shrugged. “That’s the hardest thing about this, knowing when to hold back and either let nature take its turn or at least wait until you’ve had a nap.”
He shook his head, “Is there anything that can be done to help?”
“It has to be special people who can help. If I had Pavel and Sha here....” She trailed off looking off into the distance. “Still this is better than nothing.”
Bjorn felt helpless. He realized he did not like that feeling. He looked up and saw Ivor and T’rell leading three horses with bodies strapped to them. “Well, it looks like it’s about to get busy again.”




The Journey Continues

Price Paid to Make a Change

Enya brought him food as the sun came up. Ivor hadn’t slept. He felt guilty closing his eyes while Esta was worn as thin and exhausted as she was. Enya looked scared, Ruik hadn’t regained consciousness. He was still holding on, but it was by a thread. The rest of the wounded were doing fairly well except for the kid knocked out. He still hadn’t wakened, but they strapped him to a travois and were ready to move. At least he wouldn’t be left behind. The kid with the gut wound was awake and Esta had him in some sort of trance for the pain. At least that didn’t drain her. She had actually taken damage herself to keep that kid breathing until morning.
He forced a smile for Enya. “He’s tough as dried rawhide. He just lost a lot of blood. As soon as we know there isn’t anyone worse off coming and Esta gets a little sleep...” He shrugged.
Enya’s red eyes filled with tears again and she hugged him. He just hugged her back and hoped he wasn’t lying when he told her it would all work out.
War Chief Gar rode up. Ivor jumped to his feet and pushed through the assembled crowd to reach him. “New orders?”
Gar just shook his head. “Rider came in, the fight is over. They’re still mopping up. Turned out we camped almost on top of a goblin warren.” Gar rubbed his face. “I came to check on the wounded.  More should be headed this way. Sounds like most are pretty light. My son is among them.” He put a hand on Ivor’s shoulder. “I’ve just come to check on him, not to try to get special treatment.”
Ivor nodded. “She’s already taken damage to herself trying to help. She can’t do more. I might need your help to convince some parents or wives of this. So far, we’ve lost no one.”
Gar sighed. “Best news I’ve heard. Scouts reporting in said they didn’t expect the wounded left behind here to make it.”
Ivor cringed. “They’re not out of the woods yet. I just desperately need to get Esta some sleep and then we can do more, but now she’s just barely staying awake.”
“Have our healers not helped?”
“They can’t do what she can do. It’s what I tried to tell you. She’s just past the point.”
While they were talking, the wounded showed up. Most were just cuts and could be stitched up by the tribes healers. Gar’s son was the exception. They had tied off the leg to prevent more blood loss, but the cut was deep. It needed healed or he would lose the leg.  Of course if Esta used up what little she had left then, Ruik or Ved, the unconscious boy took a turn for the worse, there was just nothing that could be done. Sha was crying. Ivor was just holding her as he explained.
Everyone was looking at her and she was too tired and hurting to make a clear decision.
Enya was bawling and even the stone-faced Chief Gar looked as if he were rigid enough to shatter. The old woman who had shown up with Siri approached. “I’ve saved something back. She held out a small vial. This will give you a temporary boost later if you need it. Save the man’s leg and use the vial if you must after you’ve hopefully gotten some sleep.”
Esta looked at her in shock, and the old woman just smiled and nodded. So Esta took the vial and placed it in her bag and turned to do what healing was needed, and then collapsed out of the way to let the healers stitch him up. Ivor carried her to bed.
Making the Needful Choice

Avi’yael forced Esta to wake after three hours of sleep and drink a broth. Ivor smiled wearily at his mother who made him eat as well before putting him back to bed as if he were six again with one of the innumerable illnesses that children get. He found it oddly comforting.
Avi’yael was at the door of their yair the entire day. As evening drew on, she once again woke them and plied each with as much solid food as they could hold. Esta was still worn and had dark bags under eyes but she had rested enough to heal herself and ate like a woman possessed. “Mother Avi’yael, has there been any change?”
The older woman shook her head. “Don’t you worry none about that just now. You’ve got to rest yourself first.”
“I have. I’m much better. Yes, I’ll sleep for a week when it is over but for now, I just need some new clothes and maybe a wash, and I can do some good.”
Ivor sat up from having laid back on the bench to digest. “I’ll get some water in.”
Avi’yael held a hand up. “It’s already waiting. We’ve needed fresh hot water for treating the wounded, extra has been heating since lunch. Sick people should always wash before they attend other sick people.” With that she stood up and went out the door flap.
Ivor smiled over at his new bride. “Well, she seems to have done some re-evaluating.”
Esta gave him a shy smile. Before they could talk more a small tin basin appeared along with several jugs of hot water, all carried in by Siri, Sar’oth, Avi’yael, and Jenna. Avi’yael looked over to Ivor. “Your father and Chief Gar want to speak to you. Go, let us take care of her.”
“Thank you, Mother. Thank you all.” He said. Leaving his armor behind he pulled on a fresh shirt and went out to find his father.
The four women helped Esta undress and poured the warm water over her washing away the dried blood from her hair and spots on her hands and arms. Esta started to cry. The other women didn’t even try to stop it, they just washed her lovingly and helped her wrap in a warm blanket.  Fera, the old woman who had first accompanied Siri arrived in the tent. “We have one taking a turn for the worse. Are you able to help?”
Esta didn’t even bother to dress. She simply tucked the blanket in around her and followed Fera out, the other women trailing behind. Except for Sar’oth who delayed only long enough to gather her some fresh clothes.
Esta approached Ruik, Enya’s sleepless hollow eyes begging her for some miracle. “He woke long enough to ask for me, and then he went back into the dark. His breathing has been ragged ever since.”
Esta looked at him and frowned. “He has fluid from the wounds in his lungs. I can try something but with as much blood as he has lost it could be very dangerous. I’m not holding back now, I’m ok to do this I just fear that the process to save him might be hard enough to kill him. If we do nothing, he will probably die as well.” She looked Enya in the eyes. “Do you want me to try this?”
Enya wailed, deeply distraught but nodded. Esta, looked at him and tried to focus the spell effects as much as she could. She gathered in her will and cast Destroy Water. He turned an ashen gray and began to cough violently. “Hold him down, damn it. I’ve got to complete this now!”
Each woman with her dove on the large man as he struggled franticly for his next breath and Esta cast again healing first. Then seeing it was not enough began to share her own vitality with him, again the pain seared through her and she cried out, but his breathing eased and his eyes fluttered. His voice cracked, “Enya?” It came out a hoarse whisper but Enya sobbed in relief.
“I’m here my love! I’m here and you’re back from brink!” she held his face in her hands so that his eyes could focus on her. She could see his color returning. “You’re going to be just fine.”
She turned to thank Esta but Esta had collapsed. The women had released Ruik and were now rolling Esta into the blanket and using it as a hammock were carrying her back to her yair.  Enya was torn. She wanted to go, but she had just been given her Ruik back, and nothing could have pried her from his side.
Once back in the yair, Avi’yael demanded of Fera, “Where is the vial. She needs strength now!”
Fera shook her head. “It will do no good. It was just my joint oil. She wouldn’t have made the decision to save the boy’s leg if she thought it the last of her strength. I gave her what she needed to do what needed to be done in that moment. It bought her the time to sleep and recover. Put her back in bed. Let her sleep tonight. In the morning before we move out, she will have the strength to renew herself.”
Each of the women present looked at Fera aghast. Each knew she had been right to do what she did by how the events unfolded but she could just as easily have been setting her up to choose a leg over a life.
Avi’yael’s face grew dark. “Your actions may have worked out this time, but the women’s council will note them when next we meet. You did not have the right to make this decision for others.”
Esta whimpered, and all concern over the argument went away as they covered her with blankets and among themselves set watches over her sleep.
Wise Council

Ivor caught up with Bjorn. He was napping under a small canvas lean to. Ivor’s sister woke her father as soon as she saw Ivor approaching. Bjorn took the moment while his children were teasing each other after a long time apart, to pull his shirt and boots back on. The sun was still bright and his eyes didn’t want to stay open. It felt like someone was dumping a handful of sand in them. Still, he took a swig of warm wine and forced himself to his feet.  It still amazed him at how much better his old wound felt than at this time yesterday. It almost made up for the deep exhaustion. He really was getting too old for this, but now wasn’t the time to show it. The old lion gave a growl and roar, more to convince himself than anyone else that he still maintained his place in the pride and went to welcome Ivor.
“So how is she?” Bjorn asked. There was no need to ask which she he meant.
Ivor shrugged. “About as tired and worn as you looked waking up over there.” He grinned at his father, then nodded. “But just like you, she’s strong and stubborn. A little rest and she’ll be good as new.”
Bjorn growled and grinned at the boy. Pride Bjorn felt for all of his sons, Ivor really had made the most of his time away. Others before him had learned to read, and others learned to fight, and yet others had learned to create great new innovations. His Ivor had learned how to join them to himself, to absorb what is good in them and not lose himself in the bargain. He hugged his son in a great bearhug. “Keep it up, boy, and I’ll show you stubborn.”
Ivor felt his ribs straining as his father playfully tried to crush the air out of him. Coughing and laughing, “Ok, ok! Goblins did me less damage.” He complained, grinning the whole while.
Bjorn released him and shook his head. “Speaking of goblins, Gar and the other chiefs are wanting to talk to us in council.  Some of the old guard, are not happy that your wife’s yair wasn’t struck and ready to move.” He waved his hand at Ivor’s exasperated look. “I know, and you know, and most of the Chiefs that matter know. Still, we have to let them have their say and answer their fears. That is why I wanted you here to go over what was likely to be an issue. I have it that the women’s council will be having a similar convening once we reach the hunting lands. Just be glad you don’t have to be involved in that.”
Ivor laughed, then felt his face freeze. “Esta, will she have to appear in the women’s council?”
Bjorn snorted. “I know better than to ask. If she’s a woman of the tribe, then she needs to be one all the way. Fortunately, after last night, your mother’s view of her has altered rather dramatically, and even Sar’oth has been mollified.” Another incredulous snort, “Wasn’t sure I’d live to see that day.” a moments pause while he savored the feel and then he grinned back at Ivor, “Chief Gar’s wives are quite the supporters as well after saving young Vil’s leg.  If she is called, she will appear, but don’t worry, she’ll not appear alone and friendless. Now, let’s head over to find Gar. We have our own issues to deal with and leave women’s worries to the women.”
What is This?

Esta tried to stretch but she couldn’t. She started to fight her way to conciousness, she couldn’t move her arms. She forced her eyes open. Her head exploded as the light hit her eyes and she squeezed them closed. She called out, trying to struggle free.
“Shh child. Rest, we’ve got you. You’re ok.” came an unfamiliar but friendly voice. “You needed your sleep, but the tribe needed to go, so we made a way for you to sleep comfortable while we got moving.”
“Ivor?” Esta croaked.
“Shh, just rest. He’s out riding scout with his brother and father. You just need to rest and heal.”
Esta winced as she forced her eyes open. She was in a cargo wagon, laced into a hammock that swayed with the bumps and jolts of the trail. Clever, she wished she had thought of something like this for carrying the wounded. “Water?"
“Of course.  Here drink this.” The older woman held a wine skin to her cracked lips.
The drink was bitter, but it was the needed liquid. Esta made a face.
The older woman laughed easily. “That’s why I didn’t warn you. It’s always harder to get people to take the second drink. You need to though, one more. This is fairy wart tea. I probably don’t need to tell you what that is, so you know you need it. Drink up.”
Esta made a face and took the drink. She closed her eyes to stop the stinging needles in her eyes. “Did Ruik make it?”
“He’s doing just fine. You need to heal up so you can look in on the two boys that are still struggling. You don’t do either of them any good until you’re whole. One of them is my grandson. So rest, tonight we’ll need you.”




Hunting Grounds

Yair sweet Yair

Esta was happy to be home. The two-week trip to the hunting grounds had been demanding. She couldn’t really rest properly even with everyone trying to force it on her. She had tried several times to heal the boy in the coma, but he just wasn’t recovering. He could still take in food but only barely. That and her sharing her own life force with him daily had kept him alive and fighting. She just wasn’t sure if this would work. He just wouldn’t wake up. She had tried twice to awaken him magically, but that only resulted in brief lucid moments before the dark would claim him again. His poor parents were beside themselves. Sha would have been able to fix this, but she wasn’t Sha, and she never would be. She was going to just have to figure this one out on her own.
At least the tribe had taken to sending young women to her, to help her drive and help with a lot of the domestic chores when she needed time for healing potions and the like. They were all great, ok almost all. She loved Septima, a quiet dark-eyed girl that just had a quick mind and that shown talent that was as precious as water in the desert. Esta had even taken to working with her on herbs and just a touch of alchemy. She really seemed to enjoy learning. In another year or two, she would make some young man very happy. Rina was also fun. She played the scatterbrain, but she could handle what was needed and she was a chatterbox. Not brainless things though, she was a people watcher. She knew everyone in camp and she spent a lot of time helping Esta to know where the social traps were at. If Galan hadn’t already settled on Penny, she would introduce them. Firey hair and a mischievous bent, she made even the drudgery seem to fly by. Her husband would end up a chief, and he would think it all an accident. She couldn’t help but giggle every time they spent the day together. The other girls were nice, but not exceptional. Shara was the only one who was a trial to be around. She was oppositional and defiant.  Oh, she was strong and competent, but she viewed everything as a competition. Esta couldn’t figure out what her real problem was, but she didn’t seem to like Esta much, yet always volunteered to help. While she was a help, she was so frustrating that Esta would almost rather just do it herself.
Of course the worst part of this was how empty the yair was most of the time. Ivor was away more than he was home since they had arrived at the hunting lands. Still when he was home, it was nice. He had spent so much time away; he spent the time being with her.  Yeah, the sex was great, but more than that, it was almost like early days when they were slipping off together and the outside world just faded from their thoughts.
Last time he was home, she had made him promise to take her hunting. He had said it wasn’t done by women of the tribe, but Esta said no one needed to know if they just decided to sneak off together one day. Go for a ride, and just not make it back right away. As chilly as the nights were getting, she hoped he would arrange it soon.  Otherwise, it could end up to cold to have any fun.
Homecomming

Ivor suspected that something was up. The chiefs had him out on every hunt every day. It had to be some kind of test, none of the other men were being run so ragged. He always seemed to draw the long hunts too. Out a day or even two at a time. Finally he had reached his breaking point. He had been home only one night in the last week. He sought out his father.
“Oh good Ivor, you’re here. We were just talking about trying to take a look up at the old abandoned mine. If a cave bear has denned up, up there for the winter...” Bjorn began and trailed off as he saw Ivor’s face.
“I’ve done my duty to the tribe. I’ve brought down four deer and an elk, this week alone. I need a couple of nights home. My wife is forgetting what I look like.” Ivor grumbled with a sigh.
“When was the last time you were home for the night?” Bjorn asked with an eyebrow quirked.
“Six days ago, and four days before that!” he rubbed his eyes. “I appreciate you not assigning her to the processing crew and giving her time to work on her projects at home, but at some point I would like to see her. I’ve promised her we would go riding, and one night in a warm yair, isn’t too much to ask.”
Bjorn nodded. “True. I can’t get grandchildren this way. Two days. Then we go out to see about that cave bear.” He grinned at his son.
“Sounds fun. See you in two days.” Ivor took off and headed for his horse before anyone could change their mind.
Riding back home Ivor was hoping Esta would let him get a real bath and a night in a real bed before she insisted on her hunting trip. He loved hunting, not just for the provision it supplied the tribe, but it kept him alert and actively practicing his skills. He had had enough hunting over the last two-and-a-half weeks to last him the rest of the season. Still hunting with Esta probably wouldn’t be hunting it would be more like a long ride in the country and an early retirement to the bedroll. He had tried to explain to her that it wasn’t like hunting at her father’s hunting lodge, but he doesn’t think she quite understands. At least he will get some time alone with her, and that was never a bad thing.
When he arrived at the yair, she was busy with Septima working on some potions. He made it all the way inside by the time she noticed. She jumped up and ran to him. She hugged him for a long moment, just happy he was back. Then she sniffed and wrinkled her nose. “I’m happy you’re home, but you need a bath!”
He laughed. “They’ve kept me out in the field for days on end. I think it is some kind of test but I finally went to my father to get some time home.” He shook his head. “May mean I failed the test, but at this point I don’t care.”
Esta started to help him out of the heavy cloak and the sweat-soaked shirt. She started to reach for the drawstring of his britches and he stopped her. “Hello Septima.” Esta jumped remembering that the girl was still here. “You’ve grown up quite a bit from before I left. How’s your brother doing?”
Septima lowered her eyes, she had caught herself staring at him standing there half dressed. She flushed but hoped in the dim light of the yair he wouldn’t notice. “Many things changed while you were gone. More are changing now that you’re back. Lem was off hunting, did you not see him?”
Ivor shook his head. “They had me running the whole time. Unless they assigned him to one of my hunting parties, I have seen no one.”
Septima giggled. “Poor thing, no late night drinking and telling tall tales about the thirty point buck who wouldn’t let you get into bow shot.” She looked down embarrassed to have let that slip out.
Ivor just grinned. “Is that what the women think we do at the hunting camp?”
She flushed again. “I shouldn’t tease you about it.”
Esta’s eyes sparkled. “So don’t tease him, tell me and I’ll tease him.”
Ivor pinched her backside. “Careful you!”
Esta jumped and giggled. “Septima, those just need to seep in the spirits for the next day. I know you usually stay over, but...” she trailed off.
Septima jumped as if she just realized she was stalling their reunion. “Oh! Oh, yes, of course. My mother will be happy to have me back for the evening.”
Esta called out, “Just remember to check them in the morning. I’m making Ivor take me riding and I may not be back in time to strain them out on time. You remember how we did it on the last batch?”
“Oh, no problem. Um... Sweet dreams.” she gave Esta a small smile and took off out the door flap.
Esta just giggled, “Now where were we? Oh yes...”
Lay of the Land

Septima ran out of the yair. Esta may not know what they women’s council was cooking up but Septima could read the writing on the wall. She ran as fast as she could to Rina’s yair. She hid behind the neighboring yair until she could catch her eye. Waving her down she whispered, “You want to come with me. Can you get away?”
Rina shook her head. “Not easily. Why?”
“Ivor’s home. She had him half undressed before she remembered I was there.”
“Oh, I’ll meet you there in a few minutes.” and with that she ducked back to her mother’s yair before they missed her.
Septima made it back to Esta’s yair. She tucked herself into the shadows near the invalid’s wagon that was parked nearby. She could hear them laughing and water splashing. She felt her jealousy rise for a moment but she squashed it. Esta deserved this time with him, she had been denied long enough. She was straining to hear their conversation when Rina arrived and made her jump guiltily. Rina just grinned at her and huddled in the shadow with her and wrapped herself in her cloak.
The young couple in the yair were out of the bath and by the sounds were enjoying each other’s company. Septima listened raptly he sounded so loud in her ears but the familiar sounds coming from Esta were certainly reassuring. Then she noticed a small whimper come from beside her. She turned to stare at Rina, whose eyes were almost glazed over until she felt Septima’s stare. “Oh, like you weren’t too!” she said in a harsh whisper.
Septima flushed. “But you’re loud and if you get us caught!”
Rina had a momentary flash of trying to explain this to Ivor and Esta and she felt the giggles building. She bit her lip and it still wasn’t helping. She looked over and saw the pure panic on Septima’s face and she had to crawl away she made it out to the more public areas and began laughing like a madwoman.
Septima got cold feet that maybe they had been heard and joined her. Walking back to Rina’s mother’s yair they neither one said anything just thinking over what they had heard. Before Rina turned off to go inside, she turned back to Septima and kissed her on the left cheek. “Thank you. For what it’s worth, I hope we both get him. I would value you as a sister wife.”
Septima thought she should say something but her thoughts were just too muddled. Her head had too many possibilities chasing too few actual choices. It would be a very restless night.
Running Away

The sun was up, but Ivor was still snoring. Esta smiled to herself, she never thought that sound could be endearing, but she found that after many nights without him, even these little things were precious to her. She had already washed out his hunting clothes. Magic made that chore take a lot less time than one would normally expect but still it was tiring. She packed up a small amount of food to take, more for trail comfort than an actual meal. She put her wand in its sheath up her left sleeve and took down one of the nearly recharged Power stone in the small pocket hidden in the hem of her right sleeve. Three vials he placed in her belt pouch in case she were the one needing healed. She looked around, but there was nothing more that she needed. She looked over toward the bed and saw that Ivor had woken and was just watching her. She flushed. “Don’t look at me like that!”
He laughed. “Why not? You’re beautiful.”
“Flattery will get you everywhere, but not out of taking me hunting. So if you’ve slept long enough?”
Ivor groaned. “The bed is so comfortable, join me!”
“Ivor you promised!”
“Ok, ok. Let me get dressed.”
“Your clothes are clean. Will you want your armor since it will just be the two of us?”
He hesitated. He didn’t want the armor, but she was right. If they were attacked while out, he wouldn’t have a full hunting party to assist and at least with some armor, he would last long enough she could get away. “Yeah, I suppose that’s a good idea too. I wish I had a lighter set that would work for situations like this, but then we’d have to lug it around too.”
Esta smiled and shrugged. “Maybe I can think of something. For now, let’s get you ready to go before Septima shows up to check the healing potions.”
They had practiced getting him into armor enough on the ride here that it went fairly smoothly. Ivor went out to saddle up the horses and Esta to visit her coma patient. She used her Awaken spell again, and again it worked long enough to get some semi solid hot gruel in him. He still wasn’t conscious but he could eat and tell his mother he loved her before the spell's effect faded and he was once again returned to his coma. On a hunch, Esta tried one last thing. She touched the wound site on the top of his head and cast Dehydrate. He gasped and turned an ashen gray. Esta immediately cast a healing on him, and his eyes fluttered open. He was weak from lack of food and being bedridden for weeks, but for the first time he looked around at his surroundings with interest. Then as if remembering something he needed to tell them, he sat bolt upright and screamed “Orcs!”
His mother calmed him and comforted him, letting him know that was long past. Esta just sat by his bedside stunned. It had worked. She had found another way! It was just fluid on the brain causing swelling. By the time he was asking for something to drink, she was laughing like a madwoman.
She found Ivor holding the horses just outside the tent flap. She threw her arms around him and tried to babble out the story between sobs and maniacal laughter. Ivor realizing what had happened just grinned from ear to ear and leaned over to whisper in her ear, “If you don’t want to be telling this story through my whole time home, we need to get going, and I mean now!”
Realizing he was right, Esta climbed on to her horse, and called out loud enough for all to hear, “Race you!” and took off at a full gallop. Ivor protesting her head start and urging his horse on to catch up.




A Private Hunt

Hunting Camp

The race was fun. The air was crisp and cool. Ivor was still sweating like a pig in his armor but at least he could feel the cool breeze on his face and it made for a mostly comfortable ride. The sky was clear, but Ivor could smell a change in the air. They needed a shelter built, even if only for one night, or it would be really uncomfortable morning.
Leading the horses up one of the multitude of rolling hills, Ivor was looking around. Off to the south and east, he could still see the tribe’s yair spread out in a small carpet over the open plains. Both north and west were rolling hills covered in hardwood forests. Ivor was torn between scouting and getting started on a shelter.  Fortunately, Esta seemed to read his mind, she just grinned. “Go ahead, make sure there’s nothing spooky to coming to visit us while we sleep, and I’ll get started on camp.”
Ivor grinned. “On spooky patrol. I think we’re going to get some rain, so cut us plenty of spruce for thatching.”
Esta just waved him off and turned to the hillside to begin to cast. The loose dirt and debris began to sweep up the slope, leaving behind the bedrock to work from. Ivor saw she was busy and rather than get in her way he tied off the horses and took a quick scout to the far side of the hill.
There were game trails crossing the whole area. He found one cold campsite, and it looked goblin kind by the amount of trash and careless way they left it, but it looked to be several weeks old. The only thing that made him a bit nervous is the amount of semi usable gear abandoned.  Of course they could just have had a bad hunt and ran into a bear or maybe a big cat.
There wasn’t really anything of value, so he moved on. He saw some signs of elk in the area and maybe a bear as well. At least it was something big, there were signs of small trees knocked over and others uprooted.  Fortunately, it all looked at least days old so it probably wouldn’t be a problem. He kept sweeping the area, more sign of small roe deer but the signs were old. This area may have already been hunted, but then again the purpose of this wasn’t to get provisions, this was time for Esta. Time to let her have a little time just the two of us. He just wished she would have been content to have it back in their comfortable yair.
The sun was getting low over the hills by the time he made it back. She was sitting resting beside an amazing camp site. Carved back into the hillside about a half dozen paces was the makings of a nice cabin. All the way to the back a small area for the horses complete with filled watering trough. The front area had a small soaking tub and side walls that had been turned to solid rock. A clear space that would make the perfect spot for their bedrolls and while it was still open to the air a large tarp would fix that, or he could probably bring in enough dead fall to provide solid support. She smiled wearily at him. “Sorry, not quite done yet but I’m tired. Can you get me some logs for the roof?”
Ivor grinned. “I thought we would only be here for one night?”
Esta shrugged. “One night this trip. Echal and Sha gave me an idea for how we can have this available whenever we want it.”
Ivor sighed. “You’re always thinking.”
Esta gave him a fetching look. “Get me my logs and I’ll make sure you have some beer waiting.”
Ivor barked a laugh. “Done, but help me out of this armor first.”
A few minutes later he was out thinning some saplings and pulling up enough dead fall to support them.  He was exhausted by the time he made it back with the last load; the sun was behind the hill and there wasn’t much time left to get this buttoned up. Wrestling the large deadfall logs in to place by himself was a real challenge but Esta was too short to be of any help.
Fortunately laying the smaller saplings in place went much quicker. She insisted there was no reason to lash them down, so it was easy and done just as the last light was fading.  Then, Esta created two light stones for them to use to finish up. She also moved the excavated pile of dirt back into place to cover over the saplings and even down the front. Turning all the loose dirt into a large piece of black granite. Only the good-sized door gave any sign that there was anything here but hill side.
She turned toward him. “It’s getting cold. Lets go in and get settled. I didn’t bring a lot of food, but there should be enough for a good snack before we start out to hunt.”
Ivor shook his head. She thought they were going to eat what they caught. She didn’t realize what it took to find game when her father’s yeagers weren’t pushing it toward you. “M’love, it could get fairly hungry before we find something. All the sign I saw was old, the area may be hunted out.”
Esta just chuckled. “We’ll be fine. I just need a short nap after building all of this. We can start our hunt around midnight.”
Ivor shook his head as he followed her inside. “Night hunts are dangerous. We don’t want to do that if we don’t have to.”
Esta just smiled as she turned and kissed him. “My brave hunter, you don’t have to join me if it scares you.”
Ivor recognized this taunt from their early days and gave her the attention she was courting. The tickling led to passionate kisses, but the exertions of the afternoon prevented it from going any further. They both drifted off to sleep fully dressed on their bedrolls.
The distant howling of a wolf woke Ivor. He looked through their packs and found the beer she had promised him. It wasn’t hot food, but it was an acceptable alternative. He had drank almost a half a gallon, when Esta rolled over, and not finding him lying there woke up to look for him. She smiled,“Found the beer, eh?"
Ivor was buzzing well, “Yeah. What you say we try to heat the water in the tub and spend the night in instead of trying a night time hunt?”
Esta crawled over to where he sat and lay her head on his thigh. “I want food.”
Ivor played with her hair. “You can magic that up. I know you can.”
Esta fought her way to her feet. “Yeah, I can, but this is something I want to do. You don’t have to come, I’m not leaving shouting distance. If for no other reason then I can’t carry anything big I shoot all the way back here.”
Ivor chuckled. “Big plans?”
“You just sit there smart ass, I’ll show you. You just be ready to help carry it all.” With that she pulled on her boots and picked up her bow and quiver and went outside.
Ivor gave her a minute and then moved to sit in the door where he could just barely see her outlined by the faint light of a waxing moon. She sat still for several minutes, then he saw her stand, draw the bow. He first heard her triumphant shout and after a moment one of stark fear. Then he saw a fireball streak out and hit a great shadow.
Snatching a Meal

Esta was rather pleased with herself. She would get to show Ivor a new trick. She took up a position just outside the mouth of their little hide and cast Summon Beast. She called an elk to her, thinking it of sufficient size to be impressive to Ivor yet not so big that they couldn’t kill it or carry it out with travois.
She was just beginning to think that perhaps the spell had failed when at a comfortable bow range appeared a beautiful elk. Esta hesitated, the creature was truly magnificent. Shooting it seemed cruel, but she knew how her food got to the table and so with careful aim, she made the killing shot. The large bull elk took off but Esta could see he didn’t make it far, less than a hundred paces away his legs failed him, and she let out a shout of triumph and took after her prize.
She had made it only a few steps when she saw a great shadow rise up out of the trees. In pure fear reaction she threw a fireball at its head. As the fireball flew it illuminated the creature. Its giant scale encrusted yellow head and large fangs, Esta could hear herself scream as she fled from her position trying to find some cover.
She could see the rest of the creature make its way out of the trees. The great wings and scaley body had to be at least five paces long and it was bending aside trees the size of her thigh. Esta pressed herself to the ground as the head swung back-and-forth scanning for her. Running away would not help, it could easily catch her, and her little fire balls seemed to do it no harm. She thought of Sha and the green dragon, but realized she didn’t have Sha’s preparations. If it took to the air though, there was no way she could hide long enough to make it back to their camp.
So first thing to do was figure out how to keep it from flying away. She belly crawled towards its gigantic back left foot. She drew in her will and touched the ground at its feet. She cast Earth to Water; the foot was in the hole up above the ankle. Luck was with her and the great beast failed to notice. It’s heavy scales making it indifferent to being a bit wet. Then drawing on another large amount of power from her Power stone she turned that water back to solid granite, then in another second to solid iron. It suddenly realized what had happened, and the enraged roar shook the surrounding hills. Esta also knew it would find her. There was nowhere to go, and she knew at any moment it would realize that she had to be under it. Once it decided to simply lay down, she would be crushed lifeless. Using what was left of her own energy, Esta cast earth to air, creating a hole to fling herself into.
She was curled up in the hole crying and filled with panic while exhaustion threatening to overtake her. When the dragon suddenly flopped to his belly and started to roll around.
A Forlorn Hope

Ivor saw the shadow and grabbed for his sword. His first instinct was to rush to her on foot, but he was trained enough to know that wouldn’t save her. He needed his mount. On horseback, maybe he could last long enough to lead it away from her. Tightening the girth strap as he was walking the horse through the door, he flung himself into the saddle and charged off in the direction she went at a full gallop.
The horse shied as the angry roar of the creature and Ivor had to struggle a bit to keep it on target. When Ivor saw the great yellow dragon, his heart dropped. Small for its kind, it was still a dragon, and he was still badly over matched. In the back of his head he could hear the duke’s calm voice, when outmatched, do the unexpected.
In mid gallop he switched plans. Shifting his sword to his left hand he reached for the lasso back by the saddle bags. The dragon hadn’t taken notice of him yet. It seemed intent on rolling on the ground much like a dog scratching fleas. Ivor threw the lasso over one fang in the dragon’s lower jaw. The momentum of the charging horse snapping the rope taunt and forcing the dragon's great maw to open wider than it was supposed to naturally.
Another great roar and the dragon cut loose with its breath weapon. With his head pulled to an odd angle and no way to aim, it goes wildly astray. His struggles only get more violent as Ivor slipped from the saddle and slapped his horse to send it running with the other end of the rope. Ivor ran in making a two handed strike at the scaly beast's neck with his sword. To his chagrin the blade simply bounced harmlessly from the heavy neck scales. The beast let out with another blast of its breath weapon, and again wildly ineffective as there was no way to direct the blast. Ivor struck again and again realized what made dragons so damn difficult to kill, he might as well been using a pocket knife to fell a great oak.
A third roar echoed as a blast of hot air erupted from the dragon’s mouth. This time the rope snapped free. Ivor knew it wouldn’t be long now.With its great jaws freed up the dragon would waste no time in shredding his unarmored flesh.
The End is Near

Esta had heard the great bellowing and the awesome explosion of the breath weapon. Each time she heard it she knew Ivor was still in the fight or it would have stopped. The dragon was lying on the ground but it had rolled off of her hidy-hole in whatever struggles it was having above.
Her heart stopped and skipped a beat as she noticed that the scales weren’t perfect cover. You could get a blade up under the scales if you stabbed up and under them.  Once he felt you doing that and long before you could kill him, he would just roll over and crush you. Thinking frantically, she remembered Echal’s fight with the frost giants. She took out her wand and cast upon an arrow in her quiver. She was burning her own life force at this point. Either it died, or she did in the next dozen heart beats. She was able to jab the arrow up and under the thick scales and into the relatively softer flesh of the skin.
She heard the roar and the breath weapon attack again. She flung herself into the hole and concentrated. The arrow cork screwed up through the dragon’s soft innards.  She jumped as the third breath weapon discharge rattled the whole area and the dragon rolled back over trapping her beneath. She couldn’t see, but she didn’t need to. She focused on her tiny arrow as it wormed its way up through the diaphragm and into the lungs. Still it wasn’t enough and she could feel that the spell would demand more power soon. She heard a new roar from the beast, and this one carried more than just blind rage. She knew her arrow had found the heart. She tied her arrow in a knot through all four chambers of the heart and squeezed. Now it was just a contest to see who died first, and maybe they all would.
Running for Life

Ivor just barely rolled out of the way of the snapping jaws. The thick hot blood dripping from the dragon’s mouth and spraying in a fine mist at each of its labored breaths gave him an idea. He couldn’t kill it but maybe he could lead it away. With a great war whoop, he charged into the creatures sight and did another quick roll to miss the gnashing of teeth. Then he took off running into the woods.
The great beast was enraged and seeing him as its only visible enemy tried to pursue.  The great iron block on his left leg badly hampered pursuit. Ivor was on his feet now and using the cover of the forest could have gotten away, but every few minutes, he would shout at the dragon and keep the chase going.  If Esta was alive, this was his chance to buy her time to escape.
Blood soaked and in the dark it was only a matter of time before tragedy struck. Ivor slipped and fell down the slope, breaking his left leg. He looked up the hill and saw the dragon too was struggling. It too fell some paces away, he could hear its labored breathing much like his own. After the moments adrenaline was used up, and darkness took him.




Not According to Plan

Good Horsey

Esta kept feeling something grabbing at her hair. She was just so tired and sore that she couldn’t open her eyes to fight it. It was so cold. At least whatever was grabbing her hair was warm. She felt a warm gust of air on her face and she sneezed. It was enough to open her eyes. It was Ivor’s horse. It was trying to wake her. Ivor! She needed to get moving.  Oh, but it hurt.
She was able to get a hand in its mane. Nice horsey she thought. Just pull me out. Good boy. She coaxed the horse. Her throat too raw and cracked to actually speak. The horse seemed to know what to do though as he pulled her halfway up and then broke loose of her grip. She was just about to cry out in frustration when it moved around and the right stirrup was within her grasp. She felt the cold hard earth scraping against her as it drug her out to lay face up in the dark of the night gasping for air.
It took a long moment, but she was able to just barely haul herself into position, laying over the saddle.  Fortunately, the magic of the saddle took over and held her firmly in place as the horse started walking. She had no way to tell it where to go. She just hoped wherever it was they wouldn’t get there too late for Ivor, as she blacked out from the effort.
She felt her entire world jolt. She moaned, and it jolted again. The horse was trying to buck her off but saddle was keeping her firmly in place.  She still felt the impact enough to rouse herself to slip slowly and painfully from its  back. She was in front of their camp. She could even hear her horse inside restless with fear after the dragon roar.
It was a long crawl to the saddlebags. Two healing potions later she was no longer sore, but the darkness was still threatening to claim her. She had used reserves beyond what she could spare. In a moment of inspiration, she cast Awaken on herself. Suddenly she was alert. She knew this was temporary but for the moment she could think. Snatching up a light stone, and the remaining healing potions, she mounted the horse who waited for her by the door. She had always had a way with animals, but this horse was getting extra oats for the rest of his days for this. She mounted up and began her search.
The sun was just lightening the sky with predawn gray when she found Ivor. She could hear the dragon thrashing its death throes just a few feet away. Tumbling to the ground in her need to reach him she scrabbled up on all fours to check for signs of life.
Her heart leapt when she saw the small mist of his shallow breathing in the cold morning air. Oh, he had cuts and scrapes a plenty, but his leg seemed to be the only serious problem. That was problem enough though. She too tired and weak to set it properly. If she just gave him a healing potion, it might heal badly and permanently cripple him. He was just so cold. Thinking quickly she covered him with her cloak. Opening one of the potions she dipped in a finger and just dripped a couple of drops into his mouth.  She was rewarded with a pain-filled groan. She hated that it hurt him but at least it was a good sign. She pulled the saddle blanket from the horse and made up a little pallet that she could roll him on to. Then covering them both of them with her cloak she settled in to share warmth and try to rest. If she could recover, getting them out of this mess would be nothing but she needed an hour’s sleep first.
At least it Means We Aren’t Dead

Ivor was slowly regaining consciousness. The dreams were wild, crashing through the forest being chased by something large. He just couldn’t find Esta. He had to get to Esta. He moved and the jolting pain in his leg brought him suddenly awake as he screamed in pain.
Esta was there! She was holding him trying to keep him from moving. Ivor sobbed in relief. “I thought I’d lost you!”
Esta was bawling, “Sh, just stay still. The worst is over but if you move, you can hurt yourself still.” she managed to choke out between the tears. The sun was above the hilltops now and some of the frost had melted. She looked around with a much clearer head and assessed their situation.
“I’m not strong enough to set your leg by myself. I can’t heal you until we set it or it could cripple you by healing wrong. I need you to just stay still while I think.” She had finally gotten control of herself enough to start actually thinking instead of just reacting. “I could build a travois, it's a long way back but we could get there.”
“The Dragon?” Ivor asked looking around.
“We got it. I heard it thrashing its last over behind those trees.”
Ivor blew out the breath he was holding. “We survived!”
Esta began to giggle tinged with panic, “For now.”
Ivor repositioned himself a little wincing as he did it. “Can’t you just move it straight the way you open and close the yair?”
“No, that won’t..,” Esta trailed off thinking hard, “Ivor you’ve got it. I can’t cast that spell but I can use Apportation. I’ll need my hands on the break... but you could drink the potion when I get it right!” She grinned at him, “We can do this!”
Ivor gave her a sickly grin in return. “Let’s get us mobile then.” He held his hand out for the healing potion.
Handing it to him she began to gather in her will, “This is probably going to hurt, but don’t pass out on me or we’ll have to do it again.”
He nodded and gritted his teeth. She wasn’t kidding. He felt the magic grab the broken leg and yank; he felt her hands grind the bones back into alignment. Black spots appeared before his eyes as he downed the potion.
She could feel the bones knit back together. As she heard him scream. He gave her a sickly smile as he went into a coughing fit. “Don’t you dare move yet. One potion doesn’t fix that. Even this second one,” She tossed him the bottle, “won’t heal it all up, but go ahead and bottoms up.”
Ivor made a face, the things tasted vile but he could feel his strength returning. She was already starting to cast again, and he felt the pain in the leg fade to nothing. “I think I can stand.”
She shook her head. “Not yet. Let me rest. We’ll get you mounted, and then we can go for help.”
In Camp

Bjorn had been putting together a small scouting party to investigate the roaring last night. Something that made that kind of racket didn’t fear much, and could likely be a threat to the whole camp. He hesitated to pull too many hunters from their needed function, but this was important too. He stopped by to see if Ivor would join them but found the yair empty except for Septima working on some potions.
When she told him about the private hunt, he began to worry. There was a lot of territory out there and no reason to believe that they were anywhere near all the excitement but still... He put his foot down hard when Septima said she wanted to come with to find them. He didn’t care what the women’s council was up to; they weren’t married yet and letting a young girl ride with a scouting party into a dangerous area wasn’t something that was happening on his watch. She shouldn’t have put up as much of a fight as she had against a Chief thirty years her senior but he chalked that up to the influence of his new head strong daughter-in-law.
He put the package she had prepared for Esta in his saddlebags. If they ran across her, Septima seemed to think this would be the things she needed to help. Bjorn saw all of this as an unnecessary delay. The sun would be almost mid sky before they even got out of camp at this rate.
Rina was waiting with those assembled and was also told plainly no. She didn’t pout as he had expected, she merely nodded and the offered, “Take my brother Hiram with you. He’s old enough to ride with you, and he can take my place.”
Bjorn growled, Hiram was a good kid, but he certainly was not old enough to ride with them under normal circumstances. He was close enough that agreeing to take him would take less time than arguing. “Done! We’re leaving now, he’ll need to catch up.”
Rina gave a shrill whistle. Hiram came around fully loaded for a long scout patrol and trying hard to hide his grin. Bjorn gave Rina a stern look. She had outmaneuvered him and they both knew it. Still she had done it fair and square. “Come on, boy, you’ve got to learn this sometime, might as well be today!” Off they rode. Rina went to join Septima at Esta’s yair. News would come there as swiftly as anywhere.
Finally, out and away from the camp, Bjorn urged his mount to greater speed forcing the others to try to keep up. He wasn’t sure why he felt bad about this situation but he just couldn’t get it out of his head that he needed to move.
On the Trip Back

Riding double meant going slow but Esta didn’t want to risk going back for her horse. She had enough water to keep her until others could arrive. Getting Ivor back was the primary concern. She was also starving and knew he was too. They hadn’t really eaten much since yesterday afternoon. The healing potions took care of injury, but exhaustion and hunger were something all their own.
She was just about to suggest that they break for food when she saw a pair of scouts riding their way. “Over here!” she shouted and waved. Drawing their attention. She slipped from the horse's back and started to lead it.
Ivor made a face. “I should probably be the one walking.”
“Not on a new and partially healed fracture! You’re going back to camp and back to bed for at least two days before you start walking around on that!”
“Guess she told you little brother.” Endor was grinning at him and Ivor flushed.
“You knock it off, he has a broken leg. I’ve got the start of a heal on it but he is not going to be doing anything crazy until it’s fully healed.” She made a face at him, and then smiled, “Thank you for coming Endor, we really could use some help.”
Endor laughed. “Well, glad to help but we came to find out what was making all of that roaring last night.”
Esta shuddered. “That’s how your brother broke his leg, saving me from the dragon.”
“Dragon? In these hills? Hasn’t been one in generations! Are you sure?”
Esta felt her anger rise, she hadn’t been through this whole nightmare for some lout to question if she knew what a dragon was. “Endor! I think I know what it is to be attacked by a dragon! You wou...” She regained her composure as Ivor dropped a hand on her shoulder.
“My wife knows what she’s talking about. Knows it well enough she left the carcass up there for us to haul out. Food for the winter and some to share there. If there are more men out scouting use the horn assemble them and we’ll take you back so you can start processing it. It will probably take us another two days just to butcher the damn thing!”
Endor’s eyes went wide as he realized what Ivor had just said. Not only was it a dragon but somehow little tiny Esta had killed it. This he just had to see. He pulled the horn from his belt and sounded four sharp blasts and a long sorrowful one. It was the signal to assemble, the long note giving others the chance to estimate distance and direction.
Endor pulled out his bedroll and set up a little shade for Esta to sit and eat the lunch he had packed. Jav who was riding with him broke into his lunch for Ivor to eat from the saddle as they waited.
Bjorn was first to arrive and as much of him as wanted to be incredulous, their story had the ring of truth to it and the evidence wasn’t more than an hour’s ride away. Ruthlessly Bjorn ejected young Hiram from his horse and told him to walk Ivor back to camp. “I’ve never seen a dragon! Can’t I at least go and see it?”
Bjorn grunted. “You wanted to come along and we allowed it. These other men haven’t seen a dragon yet either, at least most of them. You get to be first back with the story though. Now get moving and let them know we’ll need carts and extra draft animals.  Hell, it may end up being easier to just move the camp. For now, I need a butchering committee and enough guards for them.”
Esta spoke up, “If I have time to get some rest when we get back there, I can take care of the butchering.” she waved her fingers. “I just couldn’t do it and heal Ivor and have the energy to ride.”
Bjorn noticed she looked as tired as he had ever seen her since the night of the goblin attack, anyway.  “Oh, Septima sent this for you. He got into his saddlebag and tossed her a neatly tied leather bundle. Inside were four healing potions, and bless Septima the girl had been paying attention, a fully charged Power stone!
Esta grinned. “Hiram, today is your lucky day. You’ll want to be really nice to Septima!” She jumped up and rushed over to Ivor, “Here drink two of these and you can race off and show them on foot if you want.”
Ivor made a face remembering the taste but to be able to be there when Endor got to see his first dragon, made drinking liquid fire worth it.
Family Pride

Jenna found Esta and Ivor asleep in their little cave camp up by the work site. Without Esta magically dressing out that beast they would have been a week just cutting it up and much probably would have gone bad. As it was every woman in camp was cutting and drying or salting or smoking dragon meat from sunup until late in the evening, and would be for a week straight. She had claimed the heart and spent the last nine hours boiling it to a fine tender soup. She also kept the knotted arrow found still lodged so securely that they had to cut the meat away from it.
She called out at the door to give them the time to make themselves decent and then slipped in. They had been sleeping, and honestly she hated to wake them. This was a traditional meal and their right after the kill. And even tired people had to eat. “Sleepy heads. Sun has already set. I brought dragon heart stew. You’ve both had an interesting couple of days. Food will do you good.”
Ivor took his bowl and began to eat with vigor. “Any news about a possible mother anywhere? Or a lair with a hoard?”
Jenna laughed. “No mother, thank the fates, and no den for it either. It is also a desert creature.  There is a desert on the far side of these hills, but it had truly wandered far from its usual turf. Bjorn is worried that something over there might have changed and start pushing them this way. If that happens, hunting here will become very dangerous.”
Ivor nodded and continued to shovel the food in his mouth. Esta took a moment. “Are we going to have enough wagons for everything?”
Jenna shook her head. “Much will need to go by travois. We’ve got herders even considering how many sheep can be used to pull a sled if we can get snow to fall before we need to move to Winterhold. We’ll get it all moved or hidden and stored, but it will be a job. The great Horn Feast is only three weeks away. We have to be ready to head for Winterhold after that.”
“I wish I could stay and visit. There isn’t the time. You’ve earned your rest, enjoy it. Tomorrow, there will still be plenty to do.” With that she stood, picked up the knotted arrow and handed it to Esta. “This I believe is yours. Hell of a smart move.”
Esta smiled tiredly, “I wish I could take credit for it. My brother Echal used it on a frost giant one time. Luckily, I remembered as it was our only chance.”
Jenna chuckled. “You seem to make your own luck daughter of mine. You do our tribe great honor.” and she left.
Esta snuggled down under the furs next to Ivor. “We’re going to be moving again? So soon?”
Ivor just held her tight. “It’s the way of things with our tribe. The Feast of the Horn, then the ten-day trek to Winterhold, the Feast of the Accounting and finally the Feast of the Yair and we’ll be in place in Winterhold until the weather breaks and we head back toward the trading city. Maybe we can break free for a bit and visit your folks in the spring. Would you like that?”
Esta shrugged. “Oh, I miss them like you wouldn’t believe but my home is here. I would feel small again going back to live in the shadow of Mamma and Daddy, and Echal, and even as great as they are Sha and Pavel cast a pretty long shadow. Here I’m just me, and I get to help people who really need it.” She hesitated for a moment before adding, “Did you know that I saw Ruik actually driving one of the wagons? Here I can make a difference.”




Secrets Revealed

Machinations Mischief and Matrimony

Rina had been working her sources. She needed to know what the women’s council was planning. This craziness with the dragon had just made things even harder to judge what they were really up to. She didn’t mean she wanted to know, but she needed to know. Her whole future hung on this decision and no one was talking to her about it. She had even tried to sound out Jenna, but the older woman was too sharp and just smiled at her instead of answering anything useful.
Then finally a break! Sar’oth was talking to Rina’s mother when they thought she was out collecting water, but she had traded chores with her younger sister Melody and was straining to hear the conversation that was held at just above a whisper. Each suspicion confirmed, had her nearly ready to explode with excitement. She needed to talk to Septima, but she also needed to stay and listen. Time was moving fast.  It seemed that they had until the Day of Accounting to figure out a plan. For the next day, the women’s council was planning to call Esta before it and question her before making their final decision. Esta wouldn’t even know how important the questions she was being asked were. Oh, this is just a fine mess, but at least it was one she finally had confirmation of.
Sar’oth nearly bumped into her leaving as Rina was making a great show of just getting back. Sar’oth eyed her suspiciously but having nothing she could prove moved on with her day. Rina made a big show of being done with her chores and then quickly skipped out of the yair before they could find new chores for her. This was Septima’s day working at Esta’s yair, so it might be hard to get her away for a talk but they had to do so and quick. Day after tomorrow as the Feast of the Horn. Time would wait for no one, especially young girls who were meddling in their own futures. We couldn’t have that now could we?
Rina slipped away quietly and headed for Esta’s yair. She found luck was on her side, Esta had been called away to help with stubborn birth. Septima was left behind to make sure dinner didn’t burn. Ivor was off helping to build more cargo wagons, the tribe would eat well with this hunt. Not just because of the dragon, but it certainly put them way over the top of supplies they needed. Rina slipped in next to Septima and in a voice not much over a whisper, “I got confirmation. Mamma was talking to Sar’oth when she didn’t think I could hear. We’ve been right all along, and they are going to make their decision after the Day of Accounting.”
Septima shook her head. “I don’t know how that is going to go over with Esta. Her people don’t have more than one wife. She is our friend now, and she’s been a great teacher to me, but if one of us gets promised to Ivor...” Septima made a worried face.
Rina shook her head, “Oh if we let it play out as it normally would, there will be no end to drama, and worse than that one of us will lose, and the other will be viewed as competition by Esta. I don’t know her people well enough to know how she will react, but no one reacts well to a surprise like this. We have to talk to her.”
Septima paled, “Won’t that just make it worse?”
Rina shrugged. “Not if we’re on her side. Not if she knows we’re not trying to displace her.” Rina wished she were as confident as she sounded.
Septima didn’t think she sounded all that confident. “I’m scared. I don’t want to lose her as a friend.”
Rina sighed. “Let her get blindsided by this, and find out they have picked you, and she’ll think we were planning it behind her back. If we add her to our plans and show her we are not the enemy... Maybe we all get what we want.”
Septima thought for a moment and nodded. “It’s the only hope we have.”
“I’ve got to get back before I’m actually missed. Tell her tonight to ask for both of us tomorrow, for a big project. We’ll take the time to lay it all out then.”


The Big Talk

Septima felt sick in the pit of her stomach. Things had been going so well, she had learned so much and she didn’t want this to end. Besides, she had kind of gotten used to the idea that Ivor would be the one for her. He was strong and kind, and if he treated her half as well as he treated Esta, it would be better than many wives received. She also knew Rina was right, he would be a great chief one day. Bigger than Bjorn ever dreamed. He needed wives that could help him, and as much as it hurt her to say it Esta and Rina could make it on their own. They didn’t need her like she needed them.  Oh, she knew she had talents and was very skilled at just about anything she set her mind to do, but Esta was a miracle wrapped up in pure sunshine, and clever Rina, could work the tribe’s convoluted social structure like a musician playing a harp. Her strings were everywhere and people just confided in her without ever realizing what they had just let slip. So she was probably the most scared when they finally all gathered in the yair.
Esta was smiling and drawing out the large dragon throne she was planning to build for Ivor. Rina was chatting about meaningless things as Ivor was rushing off to help his brother on the cargo wagons. Once he was gone, and they were pretty sure he wasn’t coming back for something he had forgotten, Esta took a long stretch, put down her charcoal and just flat out asked. “Ok, you ladies wanted us all here together, so what are you two up to, and do I want in?” She grinned at them.
Septima looked panic stricken and even Rina winced slightly. “That’s not exactly how I’d put it. We,” she motioned to Septima and herself, “aren’t really up to anything, other than riding with the wind rather than against it. But you’re right, something big is getting ready to happen and while we’ve suspected for several weeks now...” she trailed off and took a deep breath. “I got confirmation yesterday.” She picked up the charcoal and started to sketch a different version of the throne while the silence drug on.
“So are you going to let me in on the secret?” Esta asked after it had been too quiet too long.
Rina looked at Septima who only looked miserable and then turned around the new sketch of the dragon throne. In this version, the seat was wide enough for two, but there were smaller seats up on each arm allowing four people to occupy the throne. “This version would work when Ivor gets married again.”
Esta sighed. “Ivor has no plans to get married again. I think he is quite happy with me. You’re changing the subject. What’s the big secret.”
She looked between the two girls. Septima looked sick and Rina looked like she was trying to think of the best way to break bad news. “What? It can’t be that bad, can it?”
Rina sighed. “We don’t think it’s bad at all. At least not if it works out the way we hope, but given your background, we’re fairly certain you will not like it and we don’t want to be blamed. We also don’t want to let you be blind sided by this. It’s tribal culture, and you need to know. Any woman of the tribe would at least be suspicious by now.” Septima was nodding vigorously. “Promise not to kill the messenger?”
Esta felt her heart drop. What now? “How can I promise anything when I know so little? You’re both my friends. I rarely kill friends over a little bad news.”
Septima blurted it out, “The women’s council are planning to push a new wife to Ivor.”
Rina made a face at her. “Let me handle this. Your delivery method is like a rock to the head.” Septima just flushed and hid her face behind her hair.
“Someone just needs to tell me what’s going on!” Esta’s voice began to raise.
Rina held up a hand, “Please we’re not supposed to know, and we lose any advantage we may have.” She forced her own voice back to a soft whisper. “You needed help. The wisdom of the women’s council is that you need sister wives. So they start bringing us by to see who you can work with. It’s why Shara was always such a bitch. She has her sights set on Ruik and was afraid she might get chosen.”
Rina reached out for Esta’s hand, her face was pale and she looked on the border of panic. “We’re not your enemy. We know that the women’s council will match make for us, and then our fathers and the groom’s father will arrange our bride price and dowery. This is the way of things for any woman of the tribe. Usually it works out fairly well. Other times not, but all tribal women know this is coming. You would have been hit by surprise if we hadn’t suspicious, and I hadn’t done some snooping.”
“You’re saying you want my Ivor!” Esta gasped.
Septima looked up, “We’re trying to tell you that the women’s council will begin to bring mountains of pressure on to Bjorn and Ivor to pick one of us, no matter what we do.”
“So you don’t want this either?”  Esta was really confused.
Rina grinned at her. “We’re saying the pressure will come, and eventually he’ll almost have to give in to it. We want you and Ivor! We know that we will have to marry, and Ivor is a better choice than almost any other man in the camp. Ivor is going to be a great chief. You made that almost a sure thing when you saved the men in the goblin raid. Then you and he kill a dragon by yourselves. Yes, if given the choice, either of us will take Ivor, because it is better than the other options. We would rather have you and Ivor, and each other. We don’t want them to pick one of us. We want you to help us both get picked! We know we can work together. We know we can help each other! Most of all, we won’t fight each other to try to be Ivor’s favorite.”
“This just can’t be the case. You’ve got to have misunderstood something.”
Septima looked up at her. “We’re not mistaken. We wanted you to know. We hope you will want us as part of your family as much as we want to be a part but the next step is really up to you.”
“I can’t. I don’t know. I...”
Rina squeezed her hands. “We’re your friends no matter what. You need time to think. Tomorrow is the Feast of the Horn, and ten days until the Feast of Accounting. After that you’ll be called before the women’s council and from that they will pick one or the other of us. Then in ten to fifteen years, you’ll have it happen again and a third wife will be involved. This is the way of a tribal woman. Our suggestion is we choose for ourselves, and you give us the ability to do just that. You can help us bend the rules, but they won’t be broken, even for you. You need time to think. We’ve not discussed anything with Ivor. This is women’s council business.  You may want to talk to him though. Remember, we love you and want only what will bring us all the most happiness.”
Septima spoke up, “We should leave you alone so as not to pressure you?”
Esta took a deep breath and wiped her eyes. “Yeah... I think I’m going to need a minute.”
Decisions Decisions

Ivor got home that evening and Esta was all worked up, he could tell she had been crying and she was starring at two slips of parchment in front of her. “Hello m’love.” He whispered as he walked in the door flap.
She jumped and looked at him and started to cry uncontrollably. He just moved in to hold her. He wanted to ask what was wrong and how to fix it, but he had seen this stage of breakdown before. She wouldn’t be ready to talk until she had gotten this out of her system. He just held her and hummed a quiet tune for a few minutes and once she seemed a bit more in control, he kissed the top of her head and squeezed her tight. “How can I help?”
She gave a frustrated laugh. “Well, it is all your fault, really.”
He knew by the tone that she wasn’t actually angry at him, but this was dangerous ground. “Uh oh. What did I do now?” he said in a half teasing tone.
She turned so she could face him and laid out the two pictures of the thrones. “Did you know why they were sending Septima and Rina here?”
Ivor shrugged, “You needed help?”
She laughed that hollow laugh again. “That’s what I thought, too.” She broke down and gave him an account of what the young women had told her. Ivor just listened until she was done.
He let out a long sigh. “Well, it makes sense and if Rina says she has had it confirmed, then she’s right. One thing that girl knows is camp gossip.”
“Is that all you have to say?!” she nearly screeched at him.
Ivor shrugged. “It makes sense. It’s our way. I thought you liked them?”
“I did before I learned they were just scheming for you!” She looked at him. “You want them too!” she accused.
“Whoa, slow down there. It is our way.  This was bound to happen, eventually. Usually they give a new wife at least a year before introducing others, but in your case, I understand why they are trying to expedite things.” He held up his hand to keep her from interrupting. “As to me wanting them,” he shrugged, “They both seem like good women, and if I am to marry again, they are either or both acceptable choices. Better than some,” he shivered. “When Siri first showed up, I was afraid that was part of their plan.”
Despite herself, Esta felt a giggle ripple out. “Don’t even joke about that!”
Ivor looked at her seriously. “It wasn’t a joke. Men in the tribe live a dangerous life.  Sure, you would just pack up and go home if something happened to me, but our women don’t have that choice. They often assign someone like Siri to a young warrior to teach him what being married is. I was gone, or I would have already had a wife when we met. It is a great dishonor to refuse to take wives and provide for the widows and orphans. A man won’t long make his home among us, if he refuses his kinsman’s widow.”
“So you’re saying we have no choice!?” she wailed her anxiety climbing again.
“Of course we have a choice.  No one is forced to marry someone they don’t want to! It's just that once you’re past a certain number of refusals, the pressure to accept the next one keeps growing. If we’re going to live among my people, this is something we have to accept. If you wish to leave, go back to NoVas, or the Dutchy, or Beit HaTzadi, I will go with you. My parents will hold my funeral, and I will be considered dead to the tribe. I am willing to do this if it is the only way for us. But many people you could save as you have since you’ve come to us will die. I will have no standing in NoVasian society, so it will be as if you married a commoner. You knew that this was our way when you married me, yet still I will forsake all to go back to NoVas if you wish it.”
Esta was bawling and sobbing uncontrollably. This wasn’t fair! She shouldn’t have to choose! A little voice she didn’t want to listen to said it wasn’t fair to the widows and orphans not to do just this thing. Ivor was her’s damn it she had fought her mother for him, she had fought her father for him; she had moved out to live in a damn tent for him! What more did he want from her? The little voice treasonously said to become one with his people as you said you would. She wouldn’t listen to that voice, she wouldn’t! There had to be another way!
Ivor sighed. “I love you. If I marry them, I will love them as well. Love is a choice you make not an emotion you feel. Men of our tribe show their love with every hunt where they bring home food that the family may live. With every fight against the monsters who would destroy us all. With every night on watch in the cold and the rain. A mother with a second child does not love the first one less. But the decision is yours. If you cannot live among my people, I will go to live among yours, even though that was not what we had planned.”
He stood up and kissed her on the forehead. “Make whatever decision you must, but do it soon. Septima and Rina are right about one thing. Once the women’s council has made this determination, each delay will only bring more heartache.” He walked out into the night air, leaving her alone with her raw emotions and the treacherous voice in her head.




Hectic Holidays

Children Grow and Change

Avi’yael watched Ivor’s household with intense curiosity. She was sure they had figured out what was happening. Esta was moping around. Septima and Rina were both tip toeing around doing their assisting chores when Esta was elsewhere. Ivor looked grim and determined. She hated to see this.  It was hard to put the very young under pressure like this, but if they made it through, it would give them the strength they needed for the future. She considered trying to involve herself but she remembered Bjorn’s mother and decided against it.
The Feast of the Horn had arrived and the whole tribe was celebrating. The racket was deafening and the beer and wine flowed freely. One last day of play before the hard push toward Winterhold. She did see Esta walking past her yair alone. She couldn’t resist she called out. The girl jumped as if she were about to be eaten, but then her better manners took over and she joined her mother-in-law in her yair. Ivor’s younger siblings were off playing today, so it was just the two of them.
“Esta please join me. Would you like some tea? I have a kettle on to boil.” Avi’yael asked lightly.
Esta shook her head and then found her voice. “No, but thank you.”
“I was hard on you when you first came. I should have shielded you more from Sar’oth’s harsher edges.” she gave Esta a small smile.
Esta laughed a little hollowly, “It was mine to figure out. Eventually I did, but I thank you for saying so.”
“I know our ways are strange to you. I thought maybe I’d help a little more this time, since you don’t have a sister wife to do it.” She saw the wince and knew she was right they did know. Suspicion confirmed she carried on without delay. “Horn is about rejoicing and being called together. It is why all the Alorn tribes begin their journey immediately after so that we arrive in Winterhold all in time for the Accounting. The days on the trail are for contemplation. With everyone in their own space, as well as the rigors of travel, are to prepare you for the Accounting. For the Accounting each person is led to a windy peak and there they give an accounting of themselves. Alone, no one hears the account, it is for you alone to make your peace with your god, or nature, or whatever you think you own an accounting of yourself.”
Esta looked sharply at her. “A god?”
Avi’yael smiled serenely, “The Alorn have held on to the scraps of our original religion through the grinding of the wheel. Oh much was lost, and much more we have failed in our purpose. Legend says our ancestors failed our god. He took the faithful with Him, and we missed the chance. Still, we hold to who we are hoping one day he may look on our descendants with favor again and remove them from the beneath the millstone. When the cycle brought the religion wars, we fled into the wilderness and have lived here ever since. Yes, our numbers were greatly reduced. Many of our number do not believe the old legends, but much of it has shaped our culture. You needed to know before you gave your Accounting.” Avi’yael waited for the horrified reaction.
Esta began to cry. “Thank you for your trust mother. The secret of the Alorn will be my secret as well. Even Ivor has not seen fit to explain this to me.”
Avi’yael took the girl’s hand. “He is one of the undecided. He wants to believe, but it is a hard thing to accept. If they abandon us, why sacrifice? He is young. He will grow in time to feel the pull more, I think. At least if his father is any indication. You are my daughter now. I did not want you ignorant of our ways.”
Esta sat there with her just holding her hand and trying to make sense of what she had heard. Of all the peoples of the world, only the Alorn held to their beliefs after the horrors of the god wars at the end of the last turn of the millstone. She wasn’t sure what she thought of that, but it seemed to her somehow noble. A people trying to make right an eons old failure to a god they could only barely remember. Bittersweet was the only word that came to mind. She found she was enjoying sitting with Avi’yael. Calming. It was a nice change from the wrestling she had been doing with herself over the last few hours.
Lonesome

Ivor had never felt so alone. Esta had shut down. While she was working through whatever she needed to, she wasn’t saying more than a dozen words to him. She could barely even look at him anymore without tearing up. Septima and Rina both avoided him like he was diseased. He understood, but he was so used to having one or the other of them around by now it was just hard.
He had volunteered for the long patrols. Anything to have a reason not to be back at the yair. In the long hours of sentry duty he couldn’t help but wonder if ruining Esta’s life was something he needed to give an Accounting for. She had known, her parents had known and warned her. Part of him wanted to scream that it wasn’t fair to change the rules on him now, but then that voice in the back of his mind reminded him that all of her rules had been changed, and he was left to feel guilty. By sundown tonight he would be back at Winterhold. What ever her decision, she would have to give it to him soon.
An Accounting

The Feast of Accounting was a long hard day for everyone.  Winterhold was a hollowed out mesa that once would have held five times the number as were there. The old Chiefs were reading from the remnants of books and scrolls that they had available, this took hours. Fortunately, no one actually sat through the whole thing. Everyone would take their turn giving their Accounting, and attending the reading, and the women would rotate through the child care area.
Jenna had gone with Esta for the Accounting early. She was sitting through the readings; she wished she knew the language better. The chanting was relaxing, and it focused her thoughts, but she didn’t really understand. Bjorn understands it, at least as much as anyone, and he will talk with her about it whenever she asks. She finds it all so interesting how the ancients saw the world before the millstone had ground most of the life out of it.
She was just getting ready to collect her children and head back to the yair when Avi’yael and Sar’oth found her. “Have you seen Esta?” Avi’yael asked.
Jenna shook her head. “Not since early when she went with me for our Accountings.”
Sar’oth made a face. “Did she come back with you?”
“No, but she has to be back by now. That was hours ago.”
Avi’yael took a deep breath, “Which area did you choose?”
Jenna took the lead and headed toward the remote area where she and Esta and parted company earlier in the morning. They walked a little way along the path to where they could finally see the girl. “Oh, but she is giving it her all.” Jenna breathed in a whisper.
The women watched as Esta shouted at the sky. As they watched, she collapsed to her knees, but it didn’t last long soon she was back up and shouting. Jenna worried for her voice, if she had been at it like this all day...
Avi’yael sighed. “She’s taking it more seriously than I thought she would. She had found out what the women’s council was planning. I explained some of the mysteries in the hopes that she would think about something bigger than herself.”
Sar’oth shrugged, “She seems to be so intense. I don’t remember being that wound up when I was younger, but then maybe that is the balm of old age, that we can remember our past as we like.”
Avi’yael snorted at that comment. Sar’oth just grinned at her. “Are we going to wait for her?” Jenna asked.
Avi’yael smiled, “I am. You two can go take care of things.”
Jenna shook her head. “No, we’ll all wait together.”
Eventually, Esta finally wore down and turned to leave. She was shocked to see Bjorn’s wives waiting calmly for her.
“Hello mothers” Esta greeted them with a hoarse voice.
Avi’yael smiled broadly. “Did your Accounting bring you peace?”
Esta’s laugh was bordering on the hysterical, “I don’t know if peace is the right answer, but if he’s really up there, he now knows my thoughts on things! You were all waiting here for me?”
Jenna laughed. “We got worried. The very devout rarely last more than a couple of hours shouting into the wind.”
Esta flushed. “I’ve been told I can be wilful sometimes. I am sorry to have worried you, and I appreciate you waiting for me, but I need to talk to Ivor, and find Septima and Rina.”
Avi’yael’s grin broadened. “Perfect, we’ll walk you back.”
Family Life

Ivor had handled his obligations early and had spent the rest of the day in the yair waiting for Esta’s return. He was missing her. Not the crazy, brooding, and angry woman that had been all he had known for the last couple of weeks. If she wanted to go, then he would go, if she wanted to stay then they would stay, but tonight she would decide so that things can go back to how they were before.
As it got dark, he became worried. She should be home by now. He was just gathering his things to go find her when the tent flap opened and she stormed in with determination in her eye and flanked by a very bewildered looking Septima and Rina. “Good, you’re home.” She threw both arms around his neck and kissed him deeply. “I had my Accounting. It took a little longer for me than most, maybe it was because it was my first time.”
He now understood the bewildered look on Septima and Rina’s faces. If she had been going on like this the whole walk here they had to be worried sick. She had obviously come to some conclusion, but she wasn’t making any sense. “Hello m’love.” He started, and she just put a hand to his lips to stop him.
“Sorry but I’ve got to get this out now and in one go before I lose my grip.” She turned to Ivor, “I love you! You are the man you are because of where you come from. I can not be your wife and deny you who you are. So, ok, we’re going to do this.” She turned on the two young women who were looking at her all wild-eyed. “We need to get some things straight before this goes any further. I’m terrified about doing this, but if we’re going to do it, we do it right.”
Ivor watched the smile begin to dawn on both of their faces. He couldn’t help it he felt a bit light-headed himself. He was going to get to stay with his tribe and keep his wife. He was waiting for the other shoe to fall, life rarely gave without taking.
Esta was still on a roll. “I know that he marries all three of us. Technically, he has three marriages, but we each have only the one to him. I can’t see that working. We’ll keep tribal custom but once together, we’re together! We are one family.” Septima was crying and Rina was actually blushing. Esta stopped long enough to ask, “What’s wrong, what did I say that was wrong?”
Septima wiped her eyes. “I hadn’t dared hope for that.  At best I expected to be tolerated as a necessary evil.”
Rina and Esta both looked at her stunned. “Never! Seeing Bjorn’s wives work together and seeing them when the struggle with each other convinced me. We will not compete with each other. We can’t it only weakens us.” Esta proclaimed as if she could make it so by decree. She turned on Rina. “You blushed. You never blush. What did I say?”
Rina actually managed to get redder. “There is gossip around the camp about some families where the wives are closer than they should be.  It is rumored that they are together even when he is gone.” She spluttered the last going full crimson and looking down.
Esta was confused, “Of course they’re together until he gets back. Where else would they... Oh... How would that even work?”
Rina was looking for a place to hide. Septima was completely red faced and hidden behind her hair. “How would I know?” Rina asked sharply. “I told you it isn’t discussed. Even with me!”
Ivor laughed. It was a deep and full belly laugh. They all turned on him and he laughed again harder. “I might know something about it, but let’s not worry about it just now. There is plenty of time to see if you want to try anything like that.” He tried to wipe the smile off his face but was failing as three pairs of eyes pinned him in place. “Ok, I paid for an education in Beit HaTzadi. Maybe we’ll arrange a flight there in the spring if you need to know more than I can provide. For now, let’s just try to concentrate on the parts we all understand the workings of, ok?”
They relented, but each eyed him sidelong from time to time, as they began to plot their next steps. Ivor didn’t envy his poor father, these ladies knew exactly what they wanted and between Rina and Esta, they were likely to get it. It also didn’t bode well for anytime he ran afoul of them teamed up, but there were certainly other benefits that he was really just beginning to consider in earnest.




Winterhold

Life Continues

Esta was enjoying their stay at Winterhold. The place was immense. Even with all the tribes of the Alorn gathered for the Feast of Accounting, it was still only partially filled. The whole mesa was intricately carved on the inside with apartments and markets, and even more than one whole colosseum. If it were filled she suspected there would be more people here than in Voivoed’s Rest.
She had marveled at how much light there was this far underground when she had first arrived, Bjorn had taken her to the Elders who had showed her the special glass that ran in long strings from the top of the mesa to the lowest caverns underground. These thin strings of glass were special because they caused the light to bend. She had asked how they made it but like so much here; it was a leftover from before the first breaking of the world. She had asked how many times the world had been broken, but the Elder just smiled and said many. She had questioned the Elder many days, and many days ended in frustration. She was sure that they knew the answers to some of her questions but that she was not judged worthy of an answer. Between this, and Ivor being on a honeymoon period with first Rina and now Septima, she was glad to have plenty of dragon bone, scale, and leather to work on to dump some of the boundless frustration in to something productive.
Today she was leaving all of that behind to do a little shopping. The nomadic nature of the Alorn meant that whenever the tribes gathered, they were able to exchange trade goods from the far corners of the region. She had already collected herbal samples and seeds from more than half of the vendors. Some amazing furs and even a spool of giant spider silk. The spider silk was raw and usually required a lot of work to strip the adhesive from it, often damaging the fibers underneath. She wanted to try using the Soften gloves to force the strands into a felt, then sandwich it into the yellow dragon leather to make Ivor a lightweight armor that he could comfortably wear hunting and maybe the next time they stumbled into a beast bigger than expected he’ll be better protected.
She had just one last item to find. Women of the Alorn carried their newborns in a special fur lined harness that ran cross wise the body allowing the baby to be carried hands free against the chest. She hadn’t told Ivor yet, though Septima noticed her morning sickness and understood what it meant.  Unfortunately, they would be heading to the hunting grounds by the time she was due. She hoped her mother would be willing to fly out, or Sha would return in time, but that was all in the future. For today she needed to build herself a baby harness. When Septima’s honeymoon with Ivor ended next week, she would show Ivor. She smiled, he would make such an amazing father.
New Projects

Rina found that married life agreed with her. Ivor was more than she expected in a husband, her sister wives were closer to her than her own sisters, even if every bit as annoying at times as her natural sisters. Septima was finishing up her honeymoon time and Rina knew she had no right to begrudge her, and now learning Esta’s news, she knew it would be an extra night before they could all be together. Oh Esta needed the night with him to share this kind of news, and one day it would be her turn as well, but it was just lousy timing.
She had spent her free hours in the marketplace. She had rented them a small stall with a workspace. She started by selling some of Septima and Esta’s healing potions and then borrowing the Soften gloves she began shaping spear points and swords from the dragon teeth and bones.  This, of course was not priced small, so it brought in the right kind of buyer. Chiefs and the wives of chiefs lined up for the exotic and prestigious weapons. She had taken to making fine pitchers and flatware from just normal animal bones but shaped as no one in any of the tribes had done before. Wealth poured into the family, but more important, information flowed freely. Everyone was willing to trade her stories and gossip as they shopped for the exotic trinkets that would make them the envy of their social circles.
With Ivor’s permission, Rina had begun to sell off some of the flocks and herds. They had more after this lambing season than the tribe had herdsmen to shepherd them. Rina had known that her husband would be rich, whoever he was, but Ivor was now wealthier than the poorest of tribes. Between Esta’s amazing talents and Rina’s own people skills, and if she was honest Septima’s hard work, though this week she really didn’t feel like crediting Septima for anything. She quickly squashed that thought, it wasn’t Septima’s fault, each of them had had a honeymoon with him alone, and just because it was Septima’s turn was no reason for resentment. Ok not much reason for resentment, she felt herself smile as she gave herself that little indulgence to be selfish for the moment.
Esta popped in to the shop loaded down with packages. Rina raised an eyebrow. “Been shopping?”
Esta grinned at her. “You make the money honey and I spend it.”
Rina snorted, she knew she wouldn’t be making it nearly this fast without Esta. Though Esta was not big on casting right now. She said the baby was taking all of her energy, so she would limit most things to one power stone. Once it was empty, they were done until it recharged. Rina sometimes wished she could do more on her own. Esta promised that they would look into more things like the Soften gloves when they made it back to the Trade City, and she could contact her family.
Esta held up several dried plants. “These are dried herbs from the far south. Rowen Tribe’s hunting area. They always get a premium price for them because they are only in season for a very short time. Now, let’s see if I wasted our money or gave us a whole new path to riches.” She brought out a small wooden crate and filled it with created dirt. Rina’s gasp was audible when she dumped the expensive herbs out on the dirt. Esta looked at Rina and her eyes sparkled. “Here goes nothing.” She first cast Rejuvenate plant and the dried leaves came to life sprouting new growth and even the start of a root system. Then casting Plant Growth and as she felt a wave of exhaustion take over she saw that the crate was filled with fresh green plants ready for a fresh harvest.
Rina smiled broadly, “Oh are we going to be quite the hit! I know just the woman for this product.”
Esta smiled a little weakly. “I’m glad, because now I need a nap.”
Rina kissed her forehead. “Sleep. You earned it.”
All Good Things Must End

Septima hadn’t been dressed in two, no three days. Even thinking that made her giggle. Ivor was still snoring; she tried not to wake him. She had been playing with the yair design. Three traditional yair would work for traditional families, but if they were really going to unify, and with all of their extra gear, they needed something more. The problem was that they needed to be able to move it all. They still only had three drivers. Usually by the time chiefs were this prosperous they had nearly adult daughters who could help. She never dreamed that this would be a problem she needed to solve. She almost broke into giggles again, but Ivor had changed her entire world. To be honest, it was Esta and Rina; they teamed up and propelled him to the very forefront of Alorn society.
She had helped him dress for a meeting of the Chiefs and Elders last week and he left better dressed than most of those he would meet with. She was so proud of him. Proud of all of them to be honest, they hadn’t fought and squabbled, ok not much, and never to the point of losing sight of bringing honor to their family and their tribe. Bjorn, Gar, and the other chiefs found themselves being consulted more often this winter than they had in the past.
It had only been a few months and things were already different. Rina was selling her potions as fast as she could brew them up. People, her people, were going to live who might have died because of what she did. She kept trying to figure out how to configure the tents to give them more room to work, and host the crowds that would show up every evening. Some to talk business and trade, others seeking healing from Esta or herself, yet others just to ‘be seen’ in the ‘right company’. It was often overwhelming.
She thought about Esta and how her people handled this. They built large castles but those couldn’t move with the seasons or for the holidays. Still a hybrid would work if she could figure out how to move it. She thought about the little hunt camp that Esta built, carved back like it was into the hillside. Amazing but still immobile. She was just about give up and crawl back in beside Ivor when suddenly an idea hit. Triangles. If they set up their three yair and ran a curtain between them, they could use the courtyard created to entertain or to treat wounded if it came to that. It wasn’t perfect, they still had one extra cargo wagon than they had drivers if Esta couldn’t drive, but usually it would be workable.
Oh well, now that she had something worth working on, she could always do it later. Ivor had slept long enough to recover, at least if she gave him a little encouragement. She just couldn’t help the smile as she slipped in between the furs with him, this new life was going to be so much better than anything she had known before.
Pulling Out of Winterhold

Gar had put Ivor in the lead as the tribe pulled away from Winterhold. Ivor knew why he did it, in his full dragon scale plate armor and with the dragon bone lance trailing an elven silk pennant, he struck quite the figure as he rode past the other tribes who hadn’t broken camp yet. Gar wanted to show off, and probably if the truth got out Bjorn did too.
Ivor didn’t care, all of this posturing and politicking would be done with soon and it would just be him the horse and the open sky. He loved being married; he reminded himself, and he did. It was just that the girls had been so excited by his newfound status that they had him attending every event they could arrange and hosting them more often than not. It was good for the families' finances and status, but he hated playing the game.  Of course he just had to show up and not screw up, Rina took care of the game. She seemed built for the game, and with Esta and Septima backing her... He just shook his head.
Speaking of Esta she was about to drive him crazy. His mother said that she was ‘nesting’ and it was perfectly normal but she kept working and reworking their yair configuration.  Some how she and Septima got it into their heads to redesign a yair or more accurately how yair should be set up in camp. He understood that it gave them more room, but it was just the four of them so far with one more on the way. That brought a smile to his lips as he passed the next tribal camp. When he mentioned this though, Rina took their side, so he just decided not to worry about it and enjoy the extra room to sprawl.
He thought back to the early days of trying to escape his tutors in Voivode’s Rest. He could never have dreamed that his life would turn out this way. He was still counting his blessings when the blast of a horn startled him out of his memories. That was the signal to fan out. This close to Winterhold was usually pretty safe, but then so too was the hunting grounds a little voice in the back of his head reminded him, but he got the shiny new armor out of nearly getting killed in that safe area. Getting down to business Ivor determined not to get taken by surprise like that again.




Visiting Family

Skylord

Esta had a note waiting for her at the Trading Camp. Seems Echal was sending Skylord to pick them all up for a visit with her family. She was excited. She had thought she would have to send a message to them. She was standing out in the open field, scanning the sky.
Ivor was having a conversation with Bjorn and all the assembled chiefs. He had given them a heads up at what would be arriving. Bjorn had hesitated but only for a moment. They had seen enough wonders with Esta and Shadrea to let their doubts only extend so far. Ivor heard the gasps spread through the crowd. He grinned and turned. Sure enough, Skylord was rapidly growing from a smudge on the horizon to an identifiable creature. He caught his father's eye, Bjorn gave him a lopsided grin and just shook his head.
Once on the ground and opened up, Echal came down the ramp. Esta broke free from the crowd running toward him. She threw both arms around him and hugged him tight. “You came yourself!”
Echal laughing at the unexpected reaction. “Well yeah, figure I was overdue for a visit with the folks as well. I will probably get pulled into something pretty quick here.” he said, nodding at Ivor and the chiefs walking his way. “Do you think you could help Catrin with the little ones?”
“Oh! Babies!” Esta smiled at him. She patted her huge stomach. “We should probably get some practice.” Echal grinned back at her and nodded to the two young women approaching. “Echal this is Rina, and this is Septima, they are my sister wives. Ladies, this is my big brother Echal.”
Echal raised an eyebrow, “Ladies” he started to say more but Ivor showed up with the chiefs. Esta grinned at him and shook her head. Then she drew the girls off to go help Catrin.
Ivor was all smiles as he walked up to Echal. “You sure know how to make an entrance!”
Echal shook his brother-in-law’s hand. “I take it this is the welcome wagon?”
Ivor grinned and turned, “Assembled Chiefs of the Alorn. This is my brother-in-law, Tzadi Echal Mirron Master of the Red Spire.”
The questions started. Everyone talking at once. Every Chief thinking his questions were most important. Echal tried twice to answer them, but each time new questions were coming in. Ivor and Bjorn got between him and the swarming crowd. Suddenly everyone was in the shade. Suddenly a booming voice rang out from an Echal who had grown to twenty paces in height.
“You will maintain order! I am Tzadi, and I have spoken!”
Septima and Rina gasped and looked to Catrin, who was only smirking. “He likes his theatrics when things threaten to get out of hand. Esta tell them he won’t hurt anyone.”
Esta shook her head. “Why didn’t I ever think of that? He’s giving certain folks a lesson in manners and how important their demands really are in the grand scheme of things.”
Ivor just grinned at Bjorn. “I think he’s got this.” Ivor yelled up to Echal. “You seem to have this under control. We’re just going to go help your family with your baggage. Try not to hurt too many of them, we do still need them.”
Bjorn muttered to him once they were comfortably out of earshot. “That’s an impressive brother-in-law you’ve got there.”
My Old Room

Esta stretched. She was back home in her old rooms in the Duke’s manor house. Ivor snoring beside her, Rina and Septima playing in the bath. Ever since they had discovered indoor plumbing with on demand hot water, they had taken more baths than any six people would need in a lifetime. She couldn’t wait though. The curse of every pregnant woman, she had to pee.
She slipped into the water closet and took care of her morning necessities and came out to join the others in the bath. Rina looked at her with a mischievous grin. “We both feel special now. You left this to come live with us!”
Esta chuckled as she slipped into the warm water and felt it soothe away the sore back that was now seemingly just a normal part of her daily life. “I warm our bath water in camp!”
Septima splashed a bit, yeah, but the bath is just a little tub and we can’t all sit in it like this, and it gets cold quick." As if warding off the fate, she pulls the stopper from the hot water pipe and the water temperature rises slowly.
“We would need to talk to mamma or Echal but it shouldn’t be hard to do. I just can’t really do those kinds of permanent things.”
Rina rubbed her belly, that was just starting to show. “Catrin is amazing. I wish I had more time to learn from her.”
Esta grinned. “Yeah, you two would make a dangerous team.”
Septima shook her head. “I can’t believe how nice your parents are. Your mother has been nicer to us than I was afraid considering how they view sister wives. Your dad is just in a whole new world of his own. Our chiefs could learn so much from him.”
Esta laughed a bit. “Mamma wants me to be happy and seeing that I’ve come to terms with the situation and am happy, it’s all she really cared about. Well, that and both of you contribute to our success. I don’t think either of you would have liked her much if you had turned out to be a dim-witted twit.” The other two giggled. “As to Daddy teaching our chiefs, he already has. He had Ivor more than two years, pounding as much history and know how into him. Ivor didn’t care for it much, but I know he’s proud of what he’s learned and I’ve even seen him use some of it when dealing with the chiefs.”
Ivor woke up and noticed the bed had went from too small for all of them to empty. He hoped he hadn’t overslept. Today he was supposed to ride into town with Echal and the Duke. Seems the Duke is rather proud of some of his new manufactories and wanted Ivor to check it over for a trade mission. He heard the splashing from the water closet and sure enough they were all enjoying a soak. “The bed got lonely.”
Noticing him there, they moved to make room for him. “I think it’s been decided that we’re spending some money on a heating stone, to keep the water hot so we can do this at home.” Esta said with a smile.
“Ah luxuries, in a nomad’s yair. What is the world coming too?” He said trying to block the splashes that came his way as he slid in the water.
The Family Business

Duke Evan and Ivor riding into town in matching plate mail shaped from whole yellow dragon scales, with Echal joining them in, what had become nearly synonymous with tzadi of the Red Spire, distinctive armored robes of stone giant hide and crimson, caused quite the commotion in the busy little town of Hamarrhime. It also helped keep the curious at a reasonable distance when they took their lunch in a small park.
Evan looked at the two young men and started in a serious tone. “Ivor, you’re part of the family now and so you should know more about the family business.” Evan smiled and shook his head. “No son, I don’t mean running the Dutchy, as much as I do love this place. We just brought Galan up to speed last winter after he was done with his honeymoon. Now it’s time for you. Echal, give him the overview.”
Echal began to explain what they had learned about the secret of the elves. The White Spire’s secret and the truth about King Oliver followed after. Echal began to explain the mill stone of time and the cycles of civilization and the family quest to stop the destruction. To better understand what is causing this recurring catastrophe and reverse it.
Evan waited until he was done and saw a look in Ivor’s eye that gave him hope. The young man had another piece of the puzzle. Evan was certain, but he was also certain he wouldn’t learn it in this conversation. “Esta is getting her briefing with her mother now as well. Obviously we’re trusting you not to run back and divulge all of this.”
Echal interrupted. “That scene when Skylord landed should be proof enough that they aren’t ready.”
Evan leaned in. “But you are. In your day, you will be a great man among your people. I know they have secrets. I know you know some of them even now.” He grinned at the guilty look on Ivor’s face. “I’m also not asking you to betray any oaths. Or any of your elders secrets.” The young man’s face was a picture of relief. “When your day comes, help us put all the pieces of the puzzle together so that we can prevent mankind, the elves, the dwarves, and yes even the gnomes, from eventually devolving into goblin kin or worse. Each time civilization gets pushed back, we come back a little weaker and with fewer resources to come back again. Don’t let the light go out on our peoples. This is the family you’ve joined. We’ve given up time with each other so that each can do his duty to hold things together. Even now, Sha and Pavel are still scouting farther than the Alorn range, looking for more puzzle pieces. Will you join us?”
Ivor nodded, “Of course. Yes, there are things I cannot say today, but in time I may be able to, or maybe my sons.”
Evan grinned. “That’s the right idea. I’ll likely long be dust by the time we start to figure this out, but because of our efforts our children’s children’s children may not have to hit that ultimate low point. For make no mistake, we are in the collapsing stage. Maybe if we don’t let it fall as far this time...” he trailed off and then just shrugged.
Ivor had found a cause. Ivor knew that these men were on to something, but he needed time in Winterhold to see if he could figure out what. In the meantime, he would enjoy this short time with family. He would raise his sons to fight the good fight, and he would try to lead his people in a way that would let their hoarded information shine forth to banish the darkness that threatened to engulf them all.
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