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Dedication




For the constant presence at work beside me

who endures my spoken ponderings

with more tolerance than I deserve

I’m fortunate beyond fairness

to have you in my life.
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Chapter 1


    People were going to die in Elkridge this winter and there was little to be done about it. The landscape sparkled, a pristine white blanket that grew deeper every day, beautiful and deadly in equal measure. Lancing winds sent sheets of snow flying from the peaks in high drifts that clogged the passes.


    Neighbouring villages were days away and could not be counted on for supplies at this point in the season, especially since the northern and southern gates that provided access to the valley were now filled with walls of ice and snow. To make matters worse, in addition to yet another exceptionally cold winter, there had been a particularly poor harvest this year.


    Once again, the elders of Elkridge claimed that this was the worst winter in memory. A claim they made every winter without fail, but with good reason; they were always right.


    The common hearthside talk was that farmers in the valley had been tilling their fields for years with diminishing returns, barely leaving enough time for reseeding. The cold seasons were starting earlier as well, progressively encroaching on the harvest months each year until there was barely any opportunity to gather crops.


    A sense of dread loomed over the village as people prepared themselves for the possibility of watching their loved ones die. The elderly and very young would succumb first. The hale and hardy might survive, but not without difficulty.


    Food shortages weren’t restricted solely to Elkridge either. Adjoining regions had even less food with greater demand, and many people had long since taken up thievery in order to survive. The mountainfolk, a sedentary people who had once treated Elkridge as their ancestral hunting grounds, were the hardest hit by these unusually harsh winters, and therefore the most desperate. Mountainfolk attacks had become commonplace in Elkridge during winter, and there was little to be done about it.


    The village hosted a small outpost of autonomous soldiers from the Boreal Reaches, but even their supplies were running low. They simply didn’t have enough able-bodied men to patrol every road, path, and game trail without spreading their numbers too thin. As such, the mountainfolk moved through the valley largely uncontested in winter.


    Not only were they more accustomed to the climate, but they were more motivated than the soldiers. They were not after coin, they sought only food. Women were unharmed and untouched; the act of copulating spent energy they could not afford to waste. Hunger is what made them dangerous, killing people for their cold storage if they resisted.


    To resist these attacks, villagers had taken to abandoning their homes in the cold seasons, especially those located on the outskirts of the valley. They transported any remaining food on sledges to the centre of Elkridge, where there was strength in numbers. The houses nearest the soldier barracks were common congregation areas.


    Money could not buy survival during these long winters, but food, goodwill, and loyalty were invaluable. Nobody had a short memory in the village. When times were at their most dire, the villagers banded together, and they pooled their resources to make sure everybody had a chance to survive.


    It could be said that the village, which was primarily comprised of artisans and farmers existed as a labour of love. It had started small, with a single artisan looking for peace and quiet away from the wider world. His solitary presence eventually attracted more skilled craftspeople. Those who wanted to hone and practise their trade came to Elkridge.


    These artisans represented the very best of their callings. With the permission of mountainfolk, they constructed the village. The mountainfolk had one condition: They wanted to be taught the trades that were being plied. That amicable arrangement lasted for decades.


    Then, twenty years ago, the village was unexpectedly visited by the Queen of the Boreal Reaches to annex Elkridge into the kingdom of her husband, the king. The mountainfolk resisted—although some say they were goaded—resulting in bloody altercations with the soldiers in her retinue. The soldiers prevailed in the end, being more organised, but there were heavy losses on both sides. A year later, after establishing an outpost for her soldiers, the Queen of the Boreal Reaches left and returned to her husband.


    It was said that the harsh winters began almost immediately after she departed, but more than any threat of man, Elkridge was under attack by nature. No number of soldiers could alleviate the punishing temperatures. The large herds of elk, for which the valley was named, had long since started dying off. The few that remained were being over-hunted by mountainfolk, barely leaving any game for the villagers.


    The soldiers did what they could, sharing their stores with the villagers, but even that had not been enough. Elkridge had run out of supplies and the northern and southern gates were sealed shut against help from the outside world. The villagers were on their own with no foreseeable hope of salvation, alone against the mountainfolk.


    Finally, two elderly villagers were found dead in the snow. A well-liked couple who had spent their best years in Elkridge, it was determined that they had slipped out into the night while their family slept, laid down in the snow, and fallen asleep. They were found with their hands frozen together. The couple had not told anyone what they were doing, but the implication was clear. Their children and grandchildren would have a little more to eat.


    The very next day, for the first time in their history, soldiers and villagers agreed to work in concert rather than as separate entities, organising hunting parties. The officers dispensed weapons to the villagers and began training those unfamiliar in their use. What was once a thriving village of craftspeople protected by the military suddenly became a single-minded tribe whose sole purpose was to survive. Regardless of how well this new venture worked out, at least everyone would feel like they had a hand in their own fate. It was preferable to the alternative; waiting to die while entombed inside their homes.
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Chapter 2

Twenty-year-old Riordan sat at the table in the upstairs study, eavesdropping on the conversation that was taking place at the front door while turning pages of a book he had no interest in reading. He had spent his whole life in Elkridge, raised by Eldwyn Felstorm, an older man with a scholastic outlook on life. Eldwyn was downstairs right now speaking to a soldier at the door. The young man knew that Eldwyn remained aware of every sound that he both was, and was not, making, so he tried to sound busy while straining to hear every word.


    The soldier, Jamie, revealed that a conscription notice had been issued for every youth to middle-aged man in the village.


    “Surely you have enough villagers already,” Eldwyn said to him.


    Jamie, dressed in leather armour and furs, was five years older than Riordan. He was one of a handful of soldiers who had been recruited from the village rather than brought from the Boreal Reaches and had quickly leapt up the chain of command to his current rank of sergeant. He was a likeable fellow who didn’t throw his weight around, despite having the authority with which to do so. Whenever the soldiers stationed in Elkridge wanted to present a friendly face, Jamie was usually sent as their spokesman.


    “Sorry, the captain’s orders were explicit. No exceptions. We’re going to need every young and middle-aged man in the village, especially if we intend to cover the hunting ground that she talked about this morning. Any woman who wants to participate is free to do so. We’re not turning anyone away.”


    Jamie already appeared daunted by the task.


    Eldwyn raised an eyebrow suspiciously. “Something tells me the captain asked for Riordan specifically.”


    Jamie smiled wryly. “I couldn’t speak to that one way or the other, Eldwyn. Just following orders.”


    Riordan slammed the book he honestly wasn’t reading shut and bounded down the stairs. At long last, his freedom was at hand. He threw on the furs that were hanging nearby and drove his feet into the outer boots that were wholly necessary this time of year.


    This was an opportunity not to be missed. The captain had lowered him a rope, and he was going to scamper up it before the opportunity was lost. A hunting party could keep him away from his studies for days. Despite how much Riordan tried to contain his excitement, he failed miserably.


    “Well, it sounds like an inescapable duty to me. Can’t be helped I guess,” Riordan said to the room, avoiding eye contact of Eldwyn. “Ready when you are, Jamie!”


    Riordan was not a hunter. He had fashioned and repaired the tools of hunting many times, but that wasn’t the same thing of wielding them. Still, he had more than a passing understanding of what was entailed in their use, most of it theoretical.


    Eldwyn narrowed his eyes at Riordan, realising his young charge knew the situation was out of his parental control.


    “Your studies will be waiting for you, right where you left them. If nothing else, this will give me an opportunity to plan a new curriculum for you.”


    Riordan groaned inwardly at the thought. He knew Eldwyn wasn’t kidding. The old man turned to Jamie.


    “All right then. Make use of the boy. If you can, send him back with more discipline than when he left. That would be preferable.”


    “I suppose anything is possible!” Riordan chirped as he closed the door.


    He was going to pay for that comment later.

∞


    Jamie took Riordan to the outskirts of Elkridge, where an archery range had been set up under a broad canopy of trees. The cedars offered a degree of protection from the wind, which was appreciated even for a short walk. Nearly a score of young people from the village were already in attendance, eager for a chance to get involved. Nine soldiers had each rounded up two young men from the village. Jamie was the exception; he had just brought in Riordan.


    Riordan recognised everybody immediately. The village carpenters had sent at least one boy or girl each to join the effort. The stonemason’s son, more strong than bright, was looking hale despite the food shortage. The tanner couple sent both of their boys, brothers separated by a decade. The twins of the armourer were piqued by events and no less identical than ever. The bowyer and fletcher sent all of their children out, of which there two boys and three girls. If anybody could shoot well among the villagers, it would be them.


    The tailor and weaver, a husband and wife team, had sent their youngest to join the hunt. He looked the most out of place. Everybody in the village was hungry, but this boy was little more than a skeleton. The look in his eyes was hollow and hungry. Riordan felt for the lad.


    For the most part, everyone else seemed glad for the distraction. It was certainly better than nursing empty stomachs. The village was on the verge of running out of food, and there was no end to winter in sight. It was obvious to everyone why the captain had organised this hunt despite the unfavourable weather conditions.


    Riordan walked over to Yrre, the tailor’s boy, and placed a comforting hand on one of his narrow shoulders. “If nothing else, this beats waiting for the spring thaw,” he said.


    Yrre looked up at Riordan and smiled weakly. “If you say so. I already miss the fire back home.”


    Riordan looked over his other shoulder at Jamie and nodded towards Yrre, curious why somebody so young had been recruited.


    Jamie shrugged. “Not my idea. He brought this on himself.”


    Riordan turned back to tailor’s boy. “Did your father put you up to this Yrre?”


    “No. I volunteered for the hunt. I just didn’t realise it was so cold outside. This is my first time outside in months,” he admitted.


    “Well, it’s not too late to change your mind. You’d be missed, but I think Jamie would let you go if there are more pressing matters at home.”


    For a moment, the possibility of sitting next to a fire seemed to enliven Yrre, but then he caught himself and stood up a little straighter.


    “You don’t have to make excuses for me, Riordan. Somebody has to shoot those elk between the eyes and my vision is better than most.”


    “I’m glad you came along then. At least I know somebody will make up for my horrific aim.”


    “I’ll pick up your slack,” Yrre agreed.


    Riordan laughed. “And I’ll hold you to that.”


    Yrre was all smiles as the soldiers began handing out bows and quivers, each filled with a dozen arrows, to all of the villagers. When asked about their experience with a bow, the boys all claimed to be old hands at shooting. When Nerian appeared, having just missed the tail end of their boasting, she offered to give pointers to anybody who hadn’t done any ranged shooting before. Suddenly the boys felt like a refresher lesson or two couldn’t hurt.


    Nerian and Riordan were two years apart in age, and they had grown up together since they were five and seven years old. She was the older between them and never let him forget as much. Her father, Tynan, was the commanding officer stationed in Elkridge. He eventually brought his wife, Vevay, and daughter to the village after driving out the mountainfolk twenty years before. The transition from court life to country life was an audibly difficult one for his wife, according to those who lived nearby. Nerian, on the other hand, took to Elkridge like a worm to dirt.


    The couple raised their only child to be a lady of breeding, but also a soldier at arms, the latter at Nerian’s great insistence. Their daughter grew into a tall woman, with long brown hair that she wore up in a braided crown.


    Despite her long slender limbs, she was sinewy and could hold her own in a fight against any man. More than anybody Riordan had wrestled, Nerian knew how to use the strength of her opponents against them, regardless if it was in clashes of fists or swords. The same opinion was held by all of the soldiers under her command. Nerian was said to be a calamity for anybody she faced on foot and a fury for anybody she fought astride a horse. Her reputation was well earned. There were no complaints about nepotism when she was made captain.


    Riordan and Nerian quietly acknowledged each other from a distance. She was already wearing her soldier countenance. Nerian would not break out of that mask in front of her peers.


    “Thank you for venturing out of your homes,” Nerian said with casual confidence. “I know it’s cold outside, and it’s not going to get any warmer, but unfortunately we can’t afford to wait any longer for spring to come. You all know why this hunt is being organised, so I won’t bore you with the depressing realities. Hopefully all of our families will have food in their bellies soon.”


    Nerian took the time to look at each one of the villagers as she spoke.


    “This is the plan everybody,” she added, projecting her voice firmly. “We will be fanning out and striking through the valley on foot, but in very precise formation. Every soldier will be responsible for two villagers. The three of you will comprise a hunting party responsible for one quadrant of the valley. I’ve mapped the valley into ten quadrants and every soldier knows exactly where these quadrants begin and end. It’s vital that each hunting party remains inside their own quadrant. That way any game you scare off will be driven towards another hunting party.


    “It’s important that when this happens, nobody pursues their quarry, wounded or not, too deeply into another quadrant. You will risk being targeted by the arrows of an adjacent hunting party. The soldier guiding you will decide when to stop a pursuit. This is not a contest. Everybody will benefit from any game that is shot down.


    “This hunt could take days and we’ll be sleeping outside. The soldiers in your group know the best places to camp for the night, so follow their lead. You’ll all be given rations from our stores and a pouch of dried alfalfa and clover to attract game. Try to make it last. We’re hoping for elk, but anything edible will do.


    “Now before we split off, I want to see how well each of you handles a bow in the cold. I’ll only give you pointers if I think you need them. I don’t want to waste arrows, so only fire three times at the archery butt behind me. That will be enough for me to assess your level of skill and make corrections to your technique between each shot. Who wants to go first?”


    The young women eagerly raised their hands, wanting to prove themselves before Nerian. The young men did as well, but for a different reason. Riordan smiled. The captain already had them in a froth but would brook no informality during training. Her expression made that clear. She handled being in command well. Indeed, she always had, even when they were merely playing at warfare on the foothills of Wyrmstone Mantle with their friend Brogan.


    Where was Brogan anyways? Riordan glanced up the path but didn’t see anyone else coming. Brogan was a decent shot with a bow and should definitely have been recruited by the soldiers. Riordan’s attention was drawn back to the group by a sharp whistle from Jamie to restore order.


    Knowing exactly how well he could handle a bow, Riordan decided to end the ordeal quickly.


    “I’ll go first,” Riordan bellowed without raising his hand. Nerian waved him forward without acknowledging the friendship that everybody knew they shared.


    “Good morning, Captain. You appear to be in excellent form this morning.”


    Nerian relaxed her military countenance for a moment and cocked her head curiously, “How can you tell? I haven’t fired a single arrow yet.”


    “I wasn’t talking about your bowmanship.”


    His comment solicited snickering from the villagers and her soldiers. The snickering stopped when she shot a glare at them. She wasn’t going to go easy on him now.


    “Let’s see if you can fire off an arrow with the same ease as your compliments.”


    Riordan withdrew an arrow from his quiver and prepared to fire.


    “Stop,” Nerian interrupted. “Take a few steps back. There. That line in the snow. You wouldn’t want an unfair advantage over everybody else would you?”


    “Never!” Riordan said with exaggerated sarcasm. He adjusted himself accordingly and aimed the arrow again.


    “Stop!” Nerian interrupted a second time. “See those two red lines on the string? The nock of the arrow sits between those. First time shooting?”


    Nerian knew it wasn’t. She also knew how poorly he handled a bow. Riordan never cared to study archery when swords had always been more satisfying to swing. Hammers more so. Riordan adjusted the arrow accordingly.


    “Better?”


    Nerian didn’t even bother looking. “Proceed.”


    Riordan pulled back on the string again.


    “Stop!”


    “Now what?” Riordan pleaded as the villagers began to laugh at his comical exasperation.


    “See that tiny piece of metal above the two lines I just showed you? Pull that back to your kisser.”


    “My what?”


    “Your kisser.” Nerian pointed to the corner of his mouth on the side he was shooting. “Right here, next to the place where a girl may one day plant her lips, if you’re lucky.”


    The villagers, including the soldiers, roared with laughter.


    “Anything else I should know captain?”


    “No, I think you’ve stalled everybody enough.”


    Riordan paused for a moment, waiting to see if Nerian would interrupt him again. When she didn’t, he quickly fired at the archery butt, eager to complete at least one shot before Nerian could offer any more feedback.


    The arrow flew wide of the target, followed by the sound of the shaft breaking in the distance.


    “I can do better,” he offered.


    “By all means try,” Nerian said with mock encouragement.


    Riordan fired again, except this time the arrow ricocheted off a nearby tree and shattered against another.


    “I think I’m getting the hang of it. Here, let me try—”


    “No, no, that’s quite all right. Let’s save your arrows for the elk, yes?”


    Nerian patted his shoulder to soften the blow of her sarcasm, but it was the lighthearted condescension that really stung.


    Riordan decided to put Nerian on the spot instead. “Perhaps the captain can demonstrate how to properly shoot a bow? I’m sure everybody here would greatly benefit from observing your skill first hand.”


    Nerian levelled her gaze at Riordan. Without saying a word, she retrieved the bow from her back, gracefully withdrew an arrow, and pulled the bowstring back to her kisser. She only focused on her target at the last moment before firing. Two more arrows chased the first in rapid succession. All three found a home within the inner ring of the archery butt, neatly grouped together.


    The villagers cheered.


    Riordan leaned in and whispered to Nerian under the din of their applause.


    “You’re welcome.”


    Riordan knew all too well that Nerian liked to show off, but without looking like she was grandstanding. Nerian looked almost surprised by his insight and smirked. There was no point in denying it, especially to a friend who knew her well.


    “I only looked good by comparison,” she replied. “You’re atrocious with a bow. Hopeless really.”


    Nerian turned towards the villagers and called for the next volunteers. She cycled through them efficiently, offering each one genuinely good advice that was tailored to their individual skill levels. Nerian was well versed on all matters of martial expertise. Each villager fired markedly better by their third shot. When she was done, Nerian assigned pairs of villagers to each soldier, breaking up the bower’s children, who did not need any notes at all.


    “I’ve matched you all to each other by ability. The least experienced have been paired with the most experienced so that you can benefit from their skill. As you can imagine, Riordan will be accompanying me.”


    There were sounds of disappointment from the young men. Some admitted out loud that they would have shot badly on purpose for a chance to hunt with Nerian.


    “Keep warm, good luck, and good hunting.”


    As captain, Nerian saluted her soldiers before she and Riordan walked away together. This prompted a few sidelong looks as everybody else dispersed towards their respective quadrants.


    When all the groups were out of earshot, Nerian turned to Riordan and poked him in the chest with an indignant finger.


    “Ass.”


    “What?”


    “I don’t mind so much in front of the villagers, but those are my soldiers. I need their respect.”


    “You never lost it. Think of me as your personal lamb. Feel free to sacrifice my dignity on the altar of your authority.”


    Nerian smiled at his deflection. He knew better than to take her outbursts seriously. Riordan was one of very few people in the valley with whom she could still be casual.


    “Well, you asked for it then!”


    “I did. No harm was done, but can I at least make it up to you by carrying the tent we’ll be sleeping in?”


    Nerian opened her mouth and then closed it again. Whatever she was about to say had been stopped dead in its tracks. She lifted the tent off her back and handed it to Riordan, before turning to look away.


    “If you want.”


    “Where’s Brogan?” Riordan asked. “I assumed he’d be joining us.”


    “My soldier checked his cottage but he wasn’t there,” Nerian said quickly. She was looking away, up into the trees now.


    “That’s strange. Was his hatchet gone?”


    “I’m not sure. My soldiers didn’t say anything.”


    “He was probably collecting firewood then. That’s too bad. Brogan would have loved to come along. It could have been like old times, just the three of us.”


    “Yes. Old times. Back when we were children. Would you like to go check his cottage before we leave?”


    Riordan couldn’t be certain, but it almost sounded like there was an element of resignation in her question.


    He considered the idea for a moment. Riordan was eager to leave the village behind for a few days, and by the village, he really meant his studies. Still, the days were short and they were already losing time. He adjusted the tent on his shoulders. “No. We’ll catch up with him next time.”


    “All right, we better get going then. I know I said this wasn’t a competition, but I’ll be damned if I let any of my soldiers bring down more elk than me.”


    “I think you meant to say than us. We are in this together after all.”


    “Absolutely. Of course. Than us. You can cook right?”


    Riordan threw a snowball at Nerian. She dodged it easily.


    “Dekarius as my witness, he throws like he shoots!”
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Chapter 3

Nerian and Riordan had been lying in the snow for much of the morning waiting for any prey to come along. Riordan had the forethought to place the folded tent beneath them, which helped, but the real heat came from each other’s bodies as they lay next to each other. Nerian had brought a white rabbit cloak with her, which was big enough to lay across their backs and legs. It camouflaged them both against the winter landscape but also contained their warmth.


    When Nerian spotted the fresh elk trail passing through the glade, she decided that they would hole up here. Any animal sign at this point was a boon. Nerian cleared a patch of snow, spread the alfalfa bait, and then retreated thirty yards away. They had created a depression for themselves in the snow where they had been waiting ever since.


    The two of them quietly nibbled on rations to pass the time, slowly pushing their bodies closer together for heat. Nerian said that a tree perch would have offered a better vantage point, but the skinny birch trees in this region were not strong enough to support their weight. As they lay there unmoving, she taught Riordan how to exercise his muscles by routinely clenching them. This made sure that they wouldn’t be too stiff to rise and shoot their prey suddenly.


    The whole time they waited, side by each, Riordan noted to himself how much Nerian had matured into a shapely woman. He knew better than to express those thoughts any more often than he already did. Ever since Nerian had become captain of the guard, professions of romantic interest seemed to be far from her mind.


    He had realised, along with everybody else in the village, that she was not open to poetic overtures of affection. This was made clear after a foolish young travelling minstrel subjected her to a litany of awkwardly worded ballads about a maiden soldier, which he sang outside her home.


    The gesture might have been well-received by other young women of the village, but not Nerian. The ballad was abruptly cut short when she stormed out in her shift and silenced him with her fists, accidentally caving in his lute with a foot. It didn’t help that the minstrel had been pursuing her across town beforehand, failing to correctly interpret her brusque behaviour as disinterest.


    The lesson had been well taken by every other young man in Elkridge, Riordan included. There was a reason songs weren’t sung about maiden soldiers. The amateur minstrel was never seen or heard from after that.


    Nerian had been no different as an adolescent, but definitely more playful and free-spirited. Riordan remembered the long hair she used to wear, wild and unkempt, like her personality. The responsibilities she bore as captain of the guard had given her a strong sense of purpose, but you could still recognise Nerian beneath it all. Her more conservative appearance had been adopted after the minstrel incident.


    Indeed, the liberated behaviour of her youth was largely absent these days.


    Still, that didn’t stop Riordan from appreciating her slender frame; that is until every muscle in her body suddenly tensed.


    At first, he thought that his ardent thoughts had somehow betrayed him, causing Nerian to react accordingly, but then she squeezed his arm and pointed towards the tree line across the glade. The alfalfa had attracted their desired prey, but more bountifully than they could have ever hoped.


    A male elk and four cows tentatively approached the sweet grass they had sprinkled. They were alert and cautious, but the hunger of a long winter was pushing against their instincts now. Most elk had migrated out of the valley, but the snow and ice had trapped a herd inside. These had in turn been hunted by villagers and poached by mountainfolk, leaving what few elk remained very skittish.


    They would get one chance to take these elk down. If they failed, the elk would scatter.


    Nerian whispered in his ear. “Aim for the closest female, and I’ll target the male. If Feralion favours you, we might take one each.”


    Riordan agreed; it would take the intervention of a god to make that happen. Still, Nerian was trying to be encouraging and he appreciated that if nothing else.


    The captain of the guard was in her element now. Nerian was a predator in the forest, much like she had been in their youth. The elk had taken her enticement and she was about to spring up from her hiding position and fire at any moment. When she did, Riordan wanted to be ready. He focused on the female elk and peripherally mimicked everything she was doing.


    Nerian changed her breathing as the harem gave in to their hunger. She already had an arrow drawn from her quiver. Riordan had not heard or seen the ammunition being drawn. He dared to do the same.


    When the male started eating the alfalfa, Nerian pulled the arrow into her bowstring. All five elk were facing them at this point, approximately one-hundred feet from where they were lying. Each elk offered a clear shot with no intervening trees. Nerian had lured the elk into an ideal position. She truly was an excellent hunter.


    Riordan silently promised that he would do his best this time. No fooling around like he had been at the archery range. Two of his dozen arrows had been shattered, but even so, he knew that even his best would be woefully inadequate for this task. When it came to shooting, he was largely a spectator in Nerian’s presence.


    The captain of the guard held her breath, so Riordan held his. It would be over soon now, when she stood up to fire, breaking the stillness of their afternoon, and he would too.


    She had told him earlier to let his breath out as he loosed the arrows, but he wanted to let it out now. His heart was racing so fast. Riordan suddenly understood the rush that people talked about when they hunted. Finding himself at this moment was both exciting and nerve-wracking at the same time.


    Nerian silently pulled her legs under her body, poised to leap up any moment now. For one unfortunate elk, the end was near. For the female elk he was targeting, life would continue a little while longer.


    That’s when a large clump of snow fell to the ground behind them with a loud but muffled thud.


    Startled, Nerian and Riordan looked back over their shoulders at the same time.


    Brogan. He had shaken the snow loose from a tree branch while descending the ridge behind them.


    He was a stout young man, shorter than Nerian, with wide, thickly muscled shoulders. His close-cropped hair was infrequently combed, but he always managed to shave, however poorly. This surprised Riordan, considering his skill with a sword.


    He must have followed their tracks. There had been no snowfall since they set out this morning, so it would have been easy to find them once somebody had pointed their friend in the right direction.


    Brogan was halfway down the ridge, already smiling and waving at them. The tree line had prevented him from seeing the male elk and his harem.


    Riordan could tell from glancing at Nerian that she was furious.


    Brogan’s smile melted when he saw her expression. He looked up, immediately spotted the elk, and realised his mistake. Nerian looked back at her quarry. Only a moment had passed, but the elk were preparing to bolt.


    All of their planning would fall apart in an instant if they didn’t act. Five elk could feed a lot of villagers. Indeed, they could feed all of them, soldiers included.


    Riordan’s head was pounding with each beat of his heart. The elk were wheeling up on their hind legs, preparing to run away, but it was taking them longer than he would have expected. Until he realised that time was stretching into an impossibly long moment.


    Riordan could feel his heart slowing until it almost mirrored stillness. Then his heart stopped beating—and everything else stopped too. He was frozen in time, along with Nerian, the elk, and Brogan.




    That’s when the bow shifted in his grip and the world lurched.




    Suddenly, he was moving again, racing through the forest. It took him a moment to realise what was happening. Riordan was watching the seasons elapse rapidly, but in reverse. Years were passing in the blink of an eye. Except that he was not quite there in the truest sense of the word. He had no eyes to blink, yet, impossibly, he was seeing it all.


    His perspective somersaulted, driven into the ground. An acorn appeared before him, illuminated in the dirt.


    The acorn suddenly sent sprouts up through the surface, growing from a sapling to a yew tree in an instant. His mind followed the branches upwards towards a branch devoid of knots. This branch was then cut from the highest part of the yew tree, by whom, Riordan could not see. Only the branch seemed to matter.


    Riordan left the tree and followed the branch at breakneck speed. He soon arrived at a shed, where it was then stored, and left to sit for a handful of years, but turned occasionally. The years elapsed in moments, but any stillness was a welcome respite.


    Eventually, the branch was removed and worked with deft hands.


    His mind followed the entire process. A finishing axe and metal plane carved the branch so that the heartwood faced inward and the sapwood faced out. Lacquer was applied to preserve the wood and foreign materials added. Carved ox horns capped both ends, between which a strong linen string was tied.


    It was the bow he was holding, the one he had been handed this morning.


    Without knowing how Riordan was intimately aware of this weapon. The exact length, the irregular shape, the precise weight, they were all present in his mind, from the strength of the wood to the tautness of the string. All of the minuscule details he would have never noticed before formed a completed picture. The likelihood of him firing this bow accurately had been astronomical a few moments ago. Now, there was only one way to fire this bow accurately. Riordan knew exactly what it was.


    His mind could barely reconcile that much information compressed into such a brief moment, but it flooded into him, wholly and without choice.




    No sooner had the vision overwhelmed him than it was over. Riordan was back in his body, his heart was beating again. He had no memory of standing, yet he was already on his feet.


    He could hear his name somewhere in the distance, as if somebody was calling it out while he was underwater. The voice slowly became louder, more familiar. A woman’s voice. Riordan struggled for recognition until the connection was obvious. Nerian. Of course it was Nerian. She was standing directly in front of him. His eyes began to focus on her features when he came to understand that she was struggling with him bodily.


    His left hand was holding the outstretched bow, while his right hand was reaching for arrows in his quiver. Nerian was not only grabbing his bow but his arrow arm as well, struggling to hold them in place. Riordan was still reaching over his shoulder for the quiver on his back.


    “Where did you come from?” he said confused, blinking at Nerian.


    “What do you mean where did I come from? What happened to you? Are you alright?”


    Her green eyes were wide. She looked panicked.


    Riordan stood motionless and wavered on his feet. His shoulder throbbed with pain.


    “I’m—I’m not sure. My arms hurt.”


    “You kept reaching for arrows and firing the bowstring empty. You wouldn’t stop. Riordan, look at your fingers.”


    Nerian relaxed her hands on his arms so that he could look for himself. The fingers that he had used to pull the bowstring were bleeding.


    “Do you remember what happened?”


    Riordan looked into her eyes and tried to remember. The details were coming back to him, slowly.


    “The elk took your bait. You were about to shoot. I was going to follow your lead, but then Brogan showed up. The elk were bolting. I—I’m not sure what happened after that.”


    Riordan looked down at his bow.


    “There was a tree.”


    Nerian looked at him with genuine concern. “A tree?”


    Brogan raced up to the pair, oblivious of their conversation.


    “Riordan, that was amazing! I’ve never seen anything like that before in all of my life! Nerian, tell me you saw that!”


    Nerian wheeled on Brogan, still annoyed by his untimely arrival. “Of course I saw it! It happened right in front of me!”


    Brogan barely seemed to notice her tone of voice.


    “Were those my broadheads you fired? If those were military arrows, then they were definitely my broadheads! I still can’t believe it. Riordan, when did you learn to shoot like that?”


    Riordan looked at the faces of his friends, one concerned and the other excited.


    “Shoot like what?” he asked.


    “What cheek!” Brogan replied. “How long have you been practising? You shot like a natural!”


    Riordan couldn’t help but smile at his friend. Brogan’s enthusiasm was infectious, even if he didn’t understand what he was talking about.


    Nerian was growing impatient. “Riordan, what happened after Brogan arrived? What do you remember?”


    “I—well, I remember you, standing in front of me holding my arms apart.”


    “So you don’t remember doing that?”


    She pointed to the cleared snow where they had sprinkled alfalfa. The bodies of five elk lay on the ground, two arrows protruding from each body. Steam was still rising from their carcasses.


    Riordan was stunned. He had assumed that they had bounded away, but the opposite was true.


    “Wait, you can’t mean to say I shot those elk? No, that’s not possible.”


    Nerian slung the quiver off her back. “Look, it’s still full. I didn’t fire a single shot. Now look at yours.”


    Riordan swung the quiver off his shoulder. Not an arrow remained.


    “That can’t be right.”


    Riordan walked past his friends towards the dead elk. Brogan looked to Nerian for some indication of what was going on. She could only look back with a stupefied expression.


    Riordan loomed over the closest elk. Not only were they all dead, but they had not moved from where he had remembered seeing them before his vision started.


    He didn’t know much about hunting but had heard tales about how injured animals were tracked for miles before they finally succumbed to their wounds. All five of these elk had died where he had remembered them standing.


    “They died instantly. How is that possible?” Riordan asked.


    “Look at them,” Brogan said breathlessly.


    “I am,” Riordan answered.


    “No, the arrows,” Nerian added.


    Each elk had been shot with two arrows but in a variety of different places.


    “There are two arrows in each elk. What does that mean?” Riordan asked.


    “You’re acting like you don’t understand,” Brogan asserted. “You’re the one who put them there!”


    “He doesn’t understand,” Nerian snapped at Brogan before turning back to Riordan.


    “These are perfect shots. Not only has each elk been shot in the heart, but they’ve also been shot in one additional place as well. Look at this one. Arrow through the neck. The broadhead probably severed the spine. That one has been shot through the brainpan. The one closest to the stag has probably been shot in a lung. It’s the same with the other two.”


    “That’s only ten arrows,” Brogan said. “There should be a dozen per quiver. That means he missed twice.”


    “No, he missed the archery butt twice this morning—from ten yards away. Both of those arrows shattered. Riordan only had ten arrows in his quiver, and these elk were over thirty yards away when he fired.”


    The trio fell silent for a moment, looking down at the still warm animal flesh. Brogan finally broke the silence by slapping his hands together.


    “Well, the village is going to eat well tonight! And here I thought the three of us would be gone for days! Just like old times.”


    Riordan was happy for the change of subject, but Nerian refused to let the matter drop.


    “Look at our hiding place. You can barely see the snow depression from here. You fired ten arrows, from one hundred feet away at spooked elk that were already on the move. Hunters are happy if they can hit an animal this big when their target is motionless. You hit five elk as they were running away. Twice each time. But that’s not all.


    “I was watching you the whole time. Your first shot incapacitated each elk in a way that caused them to spin. It was your second shot that perforated their heart. You didn’t just kill five elks, you instantly figured out how they would turn or fall after your first shot. You calculated their deaths.”


    “That explains why they died so fast,” Brogan added. “You killed them in the most efficient way possible.”


    Brogan was beginning to understand what he had just witnessed. Nerian held her hand to her mouth in disbelief.


    “And you were still shooting even after you ran out of arrows.”


    Riordan turned white.


    He knew that it had happened exactly the way Nerian described. Most of what took place was still a blur, except for the last part. Riordan remembered the impulse to keep shooting. He had been trying to make sure that each animal was truly dead. He had still been aiming for vital organs.


    What really disturbed him at this point, what sent a chill up and down his already cold spine, was that Riordan could still feel every imperfection in the bow he was holding. He knew exactly how to compensate for those variances without losing accuracy. He could do it all over again.


    Riordan dropped the bow at his feet and stalked off into the forest away from his friends.
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Chapter 4

Whenever Riordan wanted to be alone with his thoughts, or simply needed a distraction, he travelled across the river in Elkridge to the foothills of Wyrmstone Mantle. This is where he had built his castle.


    The structure was immense, surrounded with both an outer and an inner curtain wall, and situated on a vast expanse of bedrock that could support the immense weight of such a fortress. Riordan ran his fingers between the stones both in his mind and where they would reside, bound together by a hardened mortar of water, sand, and lime.


    Not a single stone had been laid, but that did not make the castle any less real to Riordan.


    The nearby slopes around the walls were rugged and covered with trees that had grown in among the boulders. The massive rocks represented the accumulation of ancient landslides from Wyrmstone Mantle above. These had gradually diminished in frequency over the centuries to allow for the natural growth that currently existed.


    All of that stone would be quarried into blocks for the castle that existed entirely in his mind. They would be laid in courses, five feet high each, eventually climbing up to the height of twenty-five feet. The walls were built on a slope, so both vertical and horizontal accuracy would have to be constantly checked. Painstaking work, but necessary.


    The walls would maintain a level height, extending back to the sheer face of Wyrmstone Mantle. From here, the rear castle would be partially carved. Unlike most castle walls, they would not be created by using a frame of stone filled with rubble. The walls would be made entirely of masoned blocks, fitted one stone at a time. A formidable defensive obstacle created ten feet thick.


    The walls would be constructed with putlog holes, through which beams would be extended. These would support the weight of wooden hoardings during times of imagined warfare. From there, soldiers could gain a more advantageous angle to drop boulders or fire missiles at the enemies below.


    The inner curtain would be no less fortified than the outer, cornered with four towers, five stories high. The view from these towers would overlook the entire valley. You could gaze over Elkridge from one end to the other.


    As Riordan walked through what would be the barbican he could clearly see the murder holes above him and every arrow loop to his left and right. He strode past the gatehouse and into the expanse of the outer ward where he stopped to look up and admire the symmetry of his design.


    Each crenulation atop the walls was evenly spaced, not one was elongated or shortened to account for inaccuracies in measured distances. An invisible detail to most, but appreciated by anybody for whom precision was a point of pride.


    A set of stairs would be etched out of the mountainside behind the castle, a series of switchbacks leading up to Wyrmstone Mantle. There an aerie would stand, a place from which a lookout could eye the world and survey the surrounding lands beyond Elkridge until the horizon met the sky.


    This was the foundation of his castle; it was where Riordan went to think these days. Brogan and Riordan had been coming to the castle since they were old enough to walk. It was based around an old abandoned cabin in the foothills of Wyrmstone Mantle. They made that sturdy derelict cottage their fortress, from which many battles had been waged, lost, and won between the two.


    And when they were done fighting, the cabin was transformed by their minds into a great hall from which the surrounding castle was slowly conceived as their strategic games grew in complexity and scale. It was a gradual process that took place while Riordan learned the craft of architecture and engineering from Eldwyn.


    When Nerian showed up in Elkridge, they were both five years old. This was long before the castle had been completely fleshed out. She was two years older than them both, and her indomitable presence changed everything about their games.




    At first, she just watched Brogan and Riordan cross the river over the main bridge, enough times to get a sense for where they were hiking. Then one day, without waiting to be invited, she tagged along like it was the most natural thing in the world for her to do. Neither boy complained.


    Unbeknownst to the friends, they had actually been independently trying to think of some way to invite her but had never shared as much with each other. They had never imagined that she would be interested in their games and had been wracking their brains for some way to make them more appealing to a girl. Then Nerian did what Nerian did best, she took the decision away.


    She added a new dynamic to their games, just not in the way that they were expecting. They tried shoehorning Nerian into the role of princess or damsel in distress at first, someone over whom they would fight and wage pretend war, the idea being that she would award a kiss to the victor.


    The commander of the guard’s daughter was having none of that.


    Nerian made it abundantly clear that she was no princess. Not only did she know more about armies than both boys combined, but kisses only happened on her terms. She quickly took control of their mock battles and introduced them to a whole new level of authenticity. This only spurned their imaginary castle to greater accuracy.


    Then came the day that Nerian borrowed three blunted swords from her father’s barracks. From that point forward, she was their warrior queen. Nerian belted out orders for both of their armies to follow, as the invading lands were apparently ruled over by a woman as well. Brogan and Riordan happily fell in line. In the end, they didn’t need to make room for a girl in their games; she had made room for herself.


    Not only that, but they were happy for the direction, especially when she dramatically charged into the melee like a berserker. This inevitably took place after Nerian grew restless on the sidelines. Her involvement always turned the tide of each battle.


    Their childhood games, however, eventually came to an end.


    The friends stopped coming to the old cabin after the death of Brogan’s parents, killed in a mountainfolk attack just outside the northern gate. He had been fifteen at the time.


    Brogan took over his parents’ business and devoted himself to becoming a bladesmith like his father. He began to carry his father’s broadsword. He didn’t go anywhere without that blade now.


    Nerian focused on her training, working to become a soldier of the Boreal Reaches under the guidance of her father.


    The death of Brogan’s parents was a blow to them all, but Brogan and Nerian took it the hardest, especially since his father, Logan, had been training them in sword fighting simultaneously at the time.


    Nerian and Brogan were impossible to bring together after that summer. It was almost as if spending any time together reminded them too much of what they had lost.


    For Riordan, trying to arrange his two friends to be in the same place at the same time became an exercise in futility, so he stopped trying eventually. Regardless, he never stopped visiting their old haunt. The castle had become a place where Riordan went to reminisce about days gone by or simply to collect his thoughts, wandering through the imaginary buildings and courtyards that were so clearly defined in his mind.


    Riordan had not talked to Brogan or Nerian since the hunt yesterday. He had walked away and not looked back, leaving Brogan and Nerian behind to deal with the carcasses. Riordan felt bad about that now, but he had not been thinking clearly at the time. He merely wanted to put as much space between himself and the elk as possible.


    As everything that took place during his fugue slowly came back to him, the realisation of what he had done frightened Riordan more than anything else had in all his days of drawing breath. He didn’t know what to make if it, but Nerian was right, it definitely hadn’t been lucky.


    When he had returned home, Eldwyn could tell that something was troubling him but gave him space to work it out for himself. The older man bandaged his fingers and then went to the village to find out what had happened. There was a lot of fanfare when all five elk were brought into the village.


    Nerian had apparently waited with the carcasses until Brogan was able to round up enough soldiers to help butcher and carry the meat. They were happy to help, as none of the other hunting parties had killed even a single elk. That only made the five Riordan had killed more glaringly unusual.


    Eldwyn returned from the village and asked if the stories he was hearing were true. Riordan confirmed that he had indeed killed all five elk. Eldwyn mentioned that Brogan had temporarily put the stretched hides on display in the centre of Elkridge so that everybody could see how efficiently the arrowheads he crafted, and Riordan shot, had slain the elk.


    The entire village was talking about Riordan. Some of the boys who had been at the archery range that day were claiming that he must have shot poorly on purpose, knowing that Nerian would choose the weakest archer among them to be her hunting partner. He was being congratulated for that as well, albeit with a wink and chuckle.


    When the second morning after the hunt brought out the sun, Riordan wasted no time and headed for the abandoned cottage across the river. If the winter wyrm ever loosened his icy grip on Elkridge, even a little, he would take advantage of the fleeting warmth to spend some time alone. Riordan was immediately happier for the change in scenery. That is until he started thinking about what the villagers would be saying about him by now. Sun after a long winter was treated as a blessed event. He cringed at the parallels the villagers were drawing between his feat of hunting and the suddenly favourable weather.


    People loved to create connections between imagined causes and effects, even when they were utterly nonsensical. This would no doubt be one of those times. And knowing Brogan, he would only feed the superstitiously minded and encourage that kind of thinking.


    The further Riordan hiked through the valley, the more apparent it became that the cold weather had finally broken. Although a relief, he wished for less serendipitous timing.


    Sometimes, however, despite his wishes to be left alone, the world had a way of finding him.


    “Everybody is looking for you. Eldwyn didn’t know where you had gone,” Brogan said, “Nerian told me where to find you.”


    Riordan wasn’t aware that anyone knew that he still went to the abandoned cottage. He wondered how long Nerian had known about his visits. It made sense, he supposed, as captain of the guard, she made it her business to know what took place in Elkridge.


    Still, whenever he passed a guard patrol, he had never said anything about where he was going. Riordan had simply let them assume he was on his way to see Brogan, the only person who still lived on that side of the river.


    “I didn’t realise you still came to this place,” Brogan added. “How often do you walk these illustrious halls?”


    “Now and again.”


    “With Nerian?”


    Riordan arched an eyebrow at the question. Brogan looked away to hide his reddening cheeks. Riordan changed the subject.


    “People were knocking on the workshop door this morning. That’s why I woke up early.”


    “Did you answer?”


    “No. Eldwyn did. I pretended to sleep. Apparently, I’ve become quite popular overnight. I left before any more people showed up to thank me for the elk—and the weather. Know anything about that?”


    Brogan looked away. “Well, if I had to guess, I’d say they probably just want to show their appreciation.”


    “If you had to guess? Something tells me you’re not guessing at all. What have you been telling people?” Riordan asked. Brogan was cornered and he knew it. Now it was his turn to change the subject.


    “It doesn’t matter how long you stay out here. They’ll wait for you.”


    “And why would they do that?”


    “Five elk, Riordan. You shot five elk with ten arrows. That speaks for itself, don’t you think?”


    “Do you know what else speaks for itself? You! I think that you have a flair for dramatic storytelling when ears are in abundance. People like a good yarn, especially when the details are exaggerated just enough to teeter between the realms of possibility and the fantastic. Know anybody capable of that?”


    “I might do.” Brogan smiled and brightened a little.


    “You could hold a court filled with kings,” Riordan said, batting aside the false modesty from his friend.


    “It wouldn’t be that hard to do in this case! You singlehandedly saved the entire village from starvation. There really wasn’t much exaggeration to be done.”


    “And I suppose you mentioned the recent change in weather as well?” Riordan asked Brogan, throwing him a glare that conveyed his wearied patience.


    Brogan was used to the look and held his ground.


    “That’s just harmless flair. People don’t take professions like that seriously. The villagers of Elkridge know better than to take me too seriously,” Brogan said. Riordan groaned.


    “What did you say—exactly?”


    “I may have contrived a humorous analogy about you stealing the last morsel of food from the winter wyrm of Elkridge, which in turn caused his belly to rumble so loudly that it woke up the sprites of spring. I thought it was rather inventive, myself. People laughed.”


    Riordan drew his hand down across his face. Seeing that Riordan was distraught, Brogan tried to put his mind at ease.


    “Look, if the weather does improve, nobody will actually think that it was your doing. They might be superstitious, but they’re smarter than that. Besides, Elkridge is isolated. Let the villagers think what they want. By the time the trade roads open again, the people will be too busy planning for the festival. Everybody will be busy working, not engaging in gossip. What they will remember, more than anything, is that nobody is starving anymore.”


    Brogan was right on that point, Riordan thought. The food stores had been completely exhausted. There were maybe one hundred people in Elkridge and twenty-five soldiers. Even if they had all migrated to a nearby village for winter, the journey would have been an arduous one. Many of the old and young would have perished, and there was no assurance that they would have even found any food. Before the passes were sealed shut by winter, there was talk that every village was suffering the same severe weather and food shortages.


    No matter what, at this point, Brogan was not going away. Riordan resigned himself to facing the villagers but was no less troubled by what had happened with the bow. The experience had taken over his body, left his muscles sore, and his fingers bloody.


    At no point did he ever feel in control of himself—except that was not entirely true. Letting go of any control he may have had over the vision, or his body had been seductively easy. Riordan had abandoned himself to the bow, and in so doing, had come to understand precisely how to fire that weapon in the most accurate way possible. He had become a passenger in his own body, and that was not something he felt comfortable sharing with Brogan yet.


    “I need you to do me a favour,” Riordan said, turning to his friend.


    “Anything.”


    “Please stop talking about what happened yesterday. I haven’t sorted it out in my head yet and I’d like to know what I’m going to say to people before they start asking questions.”


    “Got it. Deflect the attention away for now.”


    As usual, Brogan was only selectively listening and then drawing his own conclusions. Still, his interpretation would be enough for now. He did want less attention.


    “Just know, however, that people are already calling you a hero. That was already in motion, and it had nothing to do with me. You know how people reach their own conclusions.”


    All too well, Riordan thought.


    “Well stop encouraging it. Say I was lucky. Say I was simply standing in the right place at the right time.”


    “Sure, but between you and me, that’s a lie and you know it.”


    “Is it a lie?” Riordan threw back, knowing it was. “I think it could have happened to anybody in my place.”


    “Not to me,” Brogan countered. “Not to Nerian if she tried, and she’s an excellent shot!”


    “Fine. But that’s between the three of us. People will attach all kinds of significance to an insignificant event. Don’t feed their imaginations any more than you’ve already done. That’s all I’m asking!”


    Brogan considered what his friend was saying, and then quite seriously added “You know that what happened wasn’t normal, right? It’s all I’ve been able to think about since that day. You made ten shots in less time than most men could fire half as many arrows, and you did so with precision.


    “My eyes were on you, not the elk, as you fired that bow. You didn’t pause to aim for a moment and not a single movement was wasted. And each time you fired, you made another impossible shot. Riordan, even to people who weren’t there, single-handedly downing five elk in one day is unprecedented. That’s what they’re talking about.


    “What I actually saw? Start to finish? Trust me; I’ve kept that to myself. But the villagers need to hear something or their curiosity wouldn’t keep them at bay. Leave that part to me and I’ll only give them what they want, a good story to repeat over and over again, but no more than that.”


    Riordan relaxed a little for the first time in a while. He had underestimated Brogan. His friend understood the situation more than he realised. Riordan grabbed Brogan’s shoulder.


    “Thank you. I get it now. But if you should find yourself repeating the story, over and over again, could you gradually give the tale a more ordinary perspective? I’d appreciate it.”


    “Done. Nothing will be said to make what happened seem any bigger than it was,” Brogan pronounced with a self-satisfied grin.


    “Good. Then let’s not keep them waiting.”


    Riordan walked out of the gatehouse the same way he had entered, strolled along the outer curtain wall, and then finally rounded the furthest corner turret before heading back the way Brogan had approached the plateau.


    His friend followed behind him until they were well clear of the castle before speaking up again.


    “You know what you just did back there, right?”


    “What? Oh, right. Habit. Thanks for putting up with me today.”


    Brogan patted him on the back to put his thoughts at ease, but Riordan could tell that his friend was concerned. He could hardly blame him.
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Chapter 5

Riordan and Brogan made their way down through the foothills at a brisk pace. They knew every place that you could trip and stumble in these woods, even when they were covered by snow, and descended easily without incident. Their conversation had fallen quiet while following their melting footprints back to the river.


    Brogan could be exasperating at times, but Riordan was glad for the company. His friend’s lighthearted outlook helped to mollify his initial knee-jerk reactions. Even so, Riordan couldn’t help but revisit a point in his mind over and over again.


    Nerian had told Brogan where to find him. It was certainly possible that the guards he passed reported as much to their captain, but at what point? They were probably still on duty.


    No, Riordan thought. It was more likely that Nerian had simply known where he would be, which made him smile. Riordan liked that she knew his habit; they knew a lot about each other. Despite their familiarity, however, he could only guess at what Nerian must be thinking about recent events. With awe, like it had inspired in Brogan? Or with dread, like he was feeling.


    When Nerian had shaken him out of his fugue, there was genuine concern etched on her face. Did she know where he was today because her soldiers were keeping a closer eye on him? Had she asked the guards to report his comings and goings through Elkridge? The smile faded from his face as he stepped over another snowdrift.


    The two friends followed the frozen creek down into a gully. They were nearing the river into which the waterway normally fed, but was still surrounded on both sides by steep slopes.


    Riordan’s attention was drawn upwards by movement in the trees. Numerous large clumps of snow fell off several branches with a whump sound.


    “Snow loosened by the warmer temperature?” Riordan asked his friend, who was looking in the same direction.


    “Or an animal climbing the tree?” Brogan suggested.


    “Maybe. Likely? No,” Riordan said.


    They both stopped. Elkridge had been dealing with mountainfolk ambushes all winter long. There had been deaths, but only when the villagers had tried to resist, which of course they would do. Stealing food during this winter, in particular, was tantamount to murder. Whether there were deaths involved or not, it was treated as such by Nerian’s soldiers.


    Riordan and Brogan gave each other a knowing look. They had the same thought. A gully with tall edges would be an especially good place for an ambush.


    Mountainfolk had not lived in the valley for twenty years, but they still knew their way around better than any villager. They came and went by climbing over the mountainous ridge rather than using the northern or southern gates, which were normally patrolled by soldiers. Those had not been manned for a while since the ice and snow had frozen them closed.


    Riordan leaned towards his friend and whispered under his breath.


    “The soldiers have been keeping to the village lately. Even if a patrol had been sent out today, they would have kept to the roadways. They wouldn’t have come up here.”


    “The mountainfolk probably track the patrols,” Brogan added. “At least I would in their place.”


    Riordan kept his eyes fixed on the tree. “If these are mountainfolk, and this is an ambush, they can’t have been here long.”


    “Agreed,” Brogan nodded. “I just came through this gully earlier following your footsteps. Still, they’d have to be pretty brave to venture this close to Elkridge.”


    “Brave or desperate.”


    “Let’s start climbing out of this gully,” Brogan suggested.


    They immediately started to head in the opposite direction from the tree that had dropped snow. It was slower going, as they needed to forge a new path through the still-deep snow.


    The two friends had grown up knowing that mountainfolk did not like the villagers of Elkridge, a hatred stemming from a territorial dispute that began with the queen’s visit twenty years earlier.


    The first settlers of Elkridge had bartered their skills in exchange for permission to build their homes in the valley and had been welcomed by mountainfolk. The settlers understood that while the mountainfolk did not own the valley, they’d had complete access to it for countless generations and dominated the region enough that ownership was implicit.


    But since the queen’s visit two decades ago, there had been bad blood between the mountainfolk and the villagers. According to Eldwyn, the queen’s soldiers had offered nothing but handshakes and smiles for the artisans, but virtually no tolerance for the mountainfolk. Tensions rose back then until the fighting had broken out, after which the mountainfolk were driven off and treated as worse than wild animals.


    While the animosity between the mountainfolk and soldiers had clear origins, the resentment harboured by the mountainfolk towards the villagers was separate. It came from the fact that only one of them ever lifted a hand to stop the conflict and slaughter that took place.


    In the years following the royal visit, tensions only grew worse.


    Every new batch of soldiers to arrive in Elkridge inherited a legacy of hostile relations with the mountainfolk. The few attempts made to cooperate with them were rebuffed. It was impossible to speak with the mountainfolk as a whole, as they were comprised of several fragmented families that pillaged food to survive throughout the year.


    Not only did they rob villagers, but when the northern and southern gates were open, they had also taken to stealing from merchants and visitors travelling to and from Elkridge. As such, the soldiers had been forced to adopt a harsher stance against all mountainfolk. Soldiers led by Nerian.


    Riordan had many encounters with mountainfolk growing up, but mostly with one young man he knew by name. Aiden. He had met him several times throughout his youth, and always in the forest, chance encounters while fishing, hiking, or hunting. It was as if they shared the same territory.


    The mountainfolk boy had always eyed him with contempt and made no attempt to reach out or communicate beyond the first time they met, when he asked him for his name. Riordan told him and Aiden shared his name as well, but that was the extent of it. After that, silence and derision.


    It was as if Aiden had simply confirmed something that he had suspected.


    Riordan did not know what he had done to earn the boy’s enmity, but it had bothered him for years. In the end, he decided that it must simply be an extension of the dislike that all mountainfolk felt towards the villagers.


    The second and last time they had exchanged words took place during a mock battle with Brogan and Nerian at the abandoned cottage.


    Aiden, who was not a boy but also not quite a man, had boldly approached them from out of the forest. Riordan had thought that he was going to ask if he could join in their game at first, but he accused them of behaving like children instead when they were old enough to be adults. By mountainfolk standards, it was probably true.


    Still, Riordan was easily provoked at the time, especially with Nerian there. He walked up to the mountainfolk youth, who was near twice his size and threw the first punch. Aiden just stood there, perhaps not expecting much from the boy walking towards him, but he was quickly surprised to find himself knocked off his feet.


    Riordan was introduced to a world of hurt after that.


    Brogan came to his aid, but Aiden wheeled around with a knife, cut his arm, and kicked him to the ground. Angry at being wounded, Brogan went for his broadsword. Their fight was about to get a lot more serious.


    That’s when Nerian interposed herself quickly and slashed upwards at the much taller Aiden with her own dagger, leaving a deep gash on his cheek that started bleeding right away. Riordan never forgot the expression on Aiden’s face. The mountainfolk boy looked like a frightened child in a state of shock.


    Nerian was furious. She yelled at Aiden to leave them alone, pressing the moment without acknowledging the scar she had given him. And then, surprising everybody, and possibly Nerian most of all, he left without saying a word.


    In retrospect, Riordan felt that Aiden may have drawn the knife instinctively, believing that he was being ganged up on. Mountainfolk children were raised to never let their guard down, especially after being driven out of the valley.


    The villagers did everything that they could to avoid a face-to-face encounter with mountainfolk, but Riordan had not been thinking of them today when he had headed out into the woods alone. The best thing that you could do when crossing paths with mountainfolk was to avoid inciting their already simmering rage, advice from Eldwyn that he took seriously.


    Riordan and Brogan ascended the side of the gully with calm urgency. The deep snow made climbing difficult, but this was where they needed to move quickly. If there was someone waiting in the trees, possibly with a bow or crossbow, this is where they would be the most vulnerable as targets, unable to even dodge properly. Riordan quickened his pace as he followed Brogan away from the frozen creek bed and up the gully.


    Unfortunately, they did not get far.


    Three burly men emerged out of the trees above and slid down into the gully. They now stood in front of them, blocking their path.


    They each wore the same rough hide with matted fur and had the dark black hair of mountainfolk. Riordan had never seen these individuals before. The trio looked as if they could be brothers.


    Each man carried two weapons. The largest man, in front, carried a battle axe and a sword. The man on the right carried a short sword and a long sword. The last wielded a broadsword and studded mace.


    Even at this distance, Riordan could tell that their weapons were badly in need of repair.


    Based on their grip of the weapons and rough stance, Riordan wondered if they could actually wield two weapons at the same time, or if they just held them both to look intimidating. If so, it was working, as all Riordan had was a knife.


    Brogan had his broadsword, as ever, and could handle the blade expertly, thanks to the instruction of his father. While he could certainly handle himself in a fight, taking on three men motivated by hunger would be a dubious undertaking. Still, where Nerian was an excellent archer, Brogan was a talented swordsman. Already, Riordan could see his friend reaching for the pommel of his broadsword.


    Riordan grabbed his shoulder before he could draw the weapon.


    “I’ve got a dagger. Unless you can kill all three of them by yourself, let me try to reason with them first.”


    Riordan knew Brogan was hot-tempered where the mountainfolk were concerned. It was never conclusively proven that they had killed his parents, but all of the signs were there. His parents had been delivering a large shipment of arms to the nearby township of Glenreach, the next closest outpost of the Boreal Reaches.


    Elkridge soldiers had found their remains just outside of the northern gate that led into Elkridge, a popular ambush spot for mountainfolk. Their shipment of weapons was gone, and there were signs of a skirmish. Several men on foot, along with two on horseback, had swarmed their wagon.


    Brogan rarely talked about the murder of his parents, preferring to appear lighthearted most of the time. Riordan knew better. Their deaths had never stopped bothering him; Brogan had simply grown better at hiding it. At this moment, however, any jovial remnant of his friend was nonexistent. Brogan eyed the three men with both martial objectivity and smouldering anger.


    He was calculating the odds, considering if he could cut down all three mountainfolk. Riordan held his breath, ready to fight with a dagger if need be. A few tense moments later, Brogan turned to his friend and shook his head. An answer to his question.


    “Your food. NOW,” the largest of the men bellowed, pointing with his sword at the pouches on their belts.


    Riordan replied by tossing his satchel of rationed food at the man’s feet. Brogan took longer to relinquish his pouch but did the same.


    The two mountainfolk behind the largest man practically dove for the food on the ground, eagerly scooping up their pouches. These men were clearly starving.


    Eldwyn had taught Riordan to put up no resistance in situations like this, especially with mountainfolk. When all you stood to lose was a handful of rations or a few coins, the possibility of harm if you did not hand it over was not worth the risk. For all the academia that Eldwyn imparted on Riordan, it came with a healthy dose of worldly knowledge as well. And Brogan, a frequent visitor after the death of his parents, also benefited from that advice. For that reason alone, Riordan knew that they were of one mind for the moment.


    Brogan was eerily still as his anger was being turned into disciplined focus. Looking at his stance, Riordan could tell that Brogan would be able to unsheathe his broadsword and attack in one fluid motion. Judging by the mountainfolk wariness to approach, they were probably aware of that fact as well. That would hopefully lend authority to what he was going to say next.


    “You’ve got our food. Now move aside and let us pass.”


    “This is all your food?”


    “Unless you’d like to join us in the village,” Riordan added.


    The largest man threw a look of contempt at him. Bringing up the village was an indirect challenge of sorts. The village equalled soldier. Maybe he had gone too far. All mountainfolk believed that the villagers of Elkridge lived with opulence. At least compared to their existence.


    “We’ll have your coins as well,” the largest man ordered.


    The two men behind him exchanged a look and shifted uneasily.


    “You’re welcome to our copper, but that’s all we have.”


    Riordan tossed his coin pouch to where their rations had landed. Brogan glared at Riordan, knowing that his words had led to this, and threw his pouch of coins as well. He wasn’t easily parted from his hard-earned money, but it was still preferable to fighting these men. Riordan also knew that it was his fault that they were losing their coins. Brogan spoke up for the first time.


    “Take your loot and move aside.”


    “I’ll move aside when I’m ready to move aside,” the big man said, as he straightened to his full height. “The soldiers from your village already patrolled this side of the river. I’m in no particular hurry.”


    “If there’s a point in there somewhere, come to it,” Riordan threw back, not liking where this was going.


    “You two are out here alone” the man surmised smugly.


    Brogan turned to Riordan and smiled in a way that was both humourless and disturbing, “And how is that any different than being out here with soldiers?”


    He gripped his pommel tightly.


    The large man shifted his gaze to the broadsword that hung at Brogan’s waist. The implied threat was clear, but the man was too full of himself to notice. Not only that but as his eyes rested on the pommel of Brogan’s broadsword. It was obvious how well the weapon had been made, even from a distance.


    “I’ll have your sword as well,” the man said greedily.


    This was going too far, even for the mountainfolk. The two men behind the largest man knew as much. One of them leaned in and spoke in a hushed tone that still reached their ears.


    “Let’s take what we have and leave.”


    “Shut your mouth! We’re not done here!” the large one barked at his comrade. He turned back to Brogan. “Your sword. NOW.”


    Brogan closed his eyes and took a deep breath before speaking.


    “Come over here. I’ll give it to you,” he said with composed menace.


    This threat the large man understood immediately. His eyes and nostrils flared. He took a step forward while angrily grabbing both of his weapons.


    This moved the men behind him to action for the first time. Each of them dropped a weapon in their off-hand and grabbed an arm of the larger man. The oldest among them, who had not yet spoken, did so now with finality.


    “That’s enough. Take the coin, but that’s it. We’re leaving.”


    The largest man did not look back, instead, he growled and spat, but did not step any closer.


    The youngest mountainfolk retrieved the two weapons, which had been dropped, and quickly collected the coins. While he was doing this, the older man spoke again.


    “There are two archers in the trees. Follow us and they’ll shoot. We got what we wanted. Now you get to leave with your lives. I suggest you go home.”


    Riordan could feel himself relaxing. The mountainfolk had the upper hand, but this older man offered a voice of reason. Generally speaking, mountainfolk were loath to kill anyone over a few coins or stale rations. The retribution Elkridge soldiers would deal on them was not worth the hardship. As for actually having archers in the trees, Riordan didn’t know whether that was true or not, but he had no intention of finding out.


    Losing their rations was irrelevant, especially after the elk hunt yesterday. Not only that, but the coins were a trifling sum. He would even insist on reimbursing Brogan for the loss, especially since it was his tongue that had caused the problem.


    These mountainfolk were merely hungry, even if the big one had eyed Brogan’s sword greedily, but Riordan blamed himself for provoking him. As always, the words had just slipped out. For now, he stood his ground and studied the men, remembering their faces impassively.


    Never cower to mountainfolk, Eldwyn had taught him, even if they’re robbing you. Riordan was pretty sure that the largest mountainfolk could bring both of his weapons to bear, which explained his sense of entitlement.


    Watching them, the largest man was still fuming. He did not like being reined in by the older man, and let his tongue wag a little.


    “That sword will have a new owner the next time we meet little man! One who is big enough to wield it!”


    Riordan could feel the pall of dread fall over him. No matter what advice had been taught to him, Brogan would not suffer that insult. Riordan knew his friend too well. He only had so much restraint where mountainfolk were concerned, and that remark would expend the last of it.


    Brogan drew the wide blade from its scabbard. A heavy weapon, but no more than a butter knife in his powerful hands. All three mountainfolk were paying attention now, as Brogan admired the handiwork of his father.


    “No, I’m afraid that if you want this sword, it will have to be now.”


    Brogan shifted his gaze from the weapon to the mountainfolk. “I don’t have the patience to wait on cowards who postpone their bravery for another day.”


    He may as well have slapped the man across the face. The man glanced at his companions, both of whom had the same look of dread on their faces that Riordan imagined he was wearing right now. Brogan had challenged the man twice. A man like him could not walk away without looking like a fool now. As such, no effort was made to stop him this time.


    “Nobody calls me a coward and lives to tell about it!”


    He dug his heels into the snow and then charged at Brogan, tilting forward as he ran.


    Riordan only had a moment to think. Despite how quickly the situation had spiralled out of control, a part of him felt more distant than ever before. His mind became more separated from his surroundings with each passing moment, which was strange considering the inherent danger.


    He could see the man barrelling towards Brogan, enraged, axe and sword raised above his head to chop and swing down at the same time. It was as if time was slowing down again.


    Brogan did not wait for his opponent to arrive and stormed through the snow to meet him. He timed his move precisely, ducked and spun low under the man’s arms, and then drove his broadsword upwards with both hands.


    The mountainfolk came to a sudden halt against Brogan’s braced body. He was leaning into him, unmoving, one leg swept behind him to support the extra weight.


    The broadsword hilt was up against the largest man’s chest, whose eyes bulged in their sockets.


    He looked down in disbelief, almost as if to wonder at where the blade had gone. Brogan had driven the entire length into his chest and out through his back, stealing momentum of his opponent.


    It would not come out as easily.


    The two remaining mountainfolk could not believe what they were seeing. The youngest among them called out. “Brother!”


    So they were family after all, Riordan reflected, who was still objectively watched events.


    The largest mountainfolk dropped his weapons and slumped forward. He placed his arms around Brogan in a hug, exerting no more strength than a kitten, until even that was too much. His legs gave out as his weight collapsed to the ground, taking the broadsword with him. Brogan had no choice but to let it go. He was covered in blood now, none of it his own.


    The oldest mountainfolk looked at Brogan with regret in his eyes. He had not wanted this to happen but was committed now. Rather than attacking, however, he yelled up at the trees.


    “Shoot them where they stand!”
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Chapter 6

Riordan ducked instinctively as a crossbow bolt whistled over his head. Brogan was not so lucky, who cried out as a quarrel dug deeply into his leg.


    Brogan fell to the ground beside the mountainfolk he had killed. He quickly tried to get up again, but his injured leg failed him. He collapsed clutching it in pain.


    Riordan crouched against the ground and tried to spot the crossbowmen. No other bolts followed the first two shots. They took longer to reload than bows, but could still be fired quickly, and without much training. If he had to guess, there were two shooters and one was definitely in the tree that had been relieved of snow. He was not sure where the second one was hiding, maybe in another tree across the gully.


    Another bolt sunk into the ground at his feet. Riordan grabbed the shaft and pulled it out; the head of the bolt was barbed. He glanced over at Brogan; his hands were around the bolt, about to yank it out.


    “Leave it! You’ll tear your leg apart pulling it out! They’re barbed.”


    Another bolt flew out from the tree, this time ricocheting off exposed rock. Riordan threw himself against the gully embankment for cover. He was hidden from one shooter, but not from whoever was firing from the other side of the gully. A bolt meant for Brogan missed as well, but not by much.


    His friend attempted to stand again as the shooters reloaded, but he collapsed on his wounded leg.


    “Use the mountainfolk for cover!” he told his friend.


    Brogan screwed his face up at the grisly suggestion but immediately saw the sense in it. Good, Riordan thought, that would make him a smaller target. Riordan was still out in the open to one shooter for whom that marksman would have a clear line of sight. Staying where he was meant getting hit eventually, but he wanted to know where that person was hiding. Riordan scanned the trees for any sign of movement. His attentiveness was rewarded.


    A bolt flew out from the trees and he saw exactly which one, too. Thankfully the aim was off. Still, they were pinned down in the crossfire. That did not even acknowledge the two mountainfolk on the ground. Those men would have to be contended with if they survived.


    Riordan considered scrambling up the gully towards one of the snipers, but that would mean abandoning his friend to certain death. If the bolts didn’t kill him, the two mountainfolk in the gully would finish the job. He could throw Brogan over his shoulder and sprint for cover, but then they would be easily outrun. His friend would be a target in the meantime.


    Riordan had to protect Brogan while keeping the two mountainfolk closest to them preoccupied. They were keeping their distance while the bolts rained down, but that would not last. They would close to finish them off once the snipers either ran out of ammunition or perforated them, whichever came first.


    Brogan sat up, as the shooters reloaded again, and tried pulling his father’s blade out of the chest of the downed mountainfolk. The sword held fast, making a sucking noise as he tried in vain to dislodge the weapon from bone and sinew.


    More bolts, this time the barbed head of one grazed Riordan’s left forearm, slicing through muscles. He winched in pain but could still flex his hand. The tendons had not been severed. The second shooter missed as well, striking the dead mountainfolk instead of Brogan.


    This time, Riordan had been waiting for the snipers to fire. He dashed back to Brogan as they reloaded, but there wouldn’t be much time. He was completely out in the open now.


    “Grab his sword. Let me get this one free.”


    Riordan gripped the hilt sticking out of the dead man’s chest. He was more practised with bladed weapons than bows, but he certainly did not have the same talent for sword fighting that Brogan did. Whether he liked it or not, fighting for their lives was the only option left.


    Riordan knew what was required of him. The terror he felt now was not for the bolts being loosed at them, or the armed mountainfolk waiting to finish them off. It was for what he was about to do next.


    He closed his eyes and called out to the same impulse he had felt the day before. The one he had called out to without even realising it with the bow. Riordan couldn’t plead ignorance now; he was summoning that feeling on purpose. It was there waiting for him.




    Time did not slow down in this instance; it came to an abrupt stop. Where he went next, Riordan had no idea. Time began to move backwards again, but faster than before. Years rather than seasons elapsed in reverse. Hundreds of years, then thousands, until everything around him was surrounded by water.


    Riordan saw nothing else at first. Then, his point of view telescoped closer and focused on a mote of some remarkably small object before him—a mineral, floating in the water. The mineral became dense and fell down through the water into the waiting depths.


    The mineral rested on the bottom of this sea until it grew larger, riding the mantle of the earth for a timeless age. The crust of the ocean floor slowly shifted and the water disappeared. The mineral was covered and buried by sediment.


    Riordan could not tell how much time passed next, but it felt like an eternity. That is, until the day a pickaxe chipped the deposit out of the ground in one large chunk and was subjected to intense heat. What was once solid became spongy.


    The chunk was smaller and heated yet again until the spongy mass became purely itself, devoid of any other substances. Then it was combined with a small amount of black rock, hardening the two substances into something else, something new, more resilient.


    Suddenly Riordan understood what he was seeing. He was watching iron ore being combined with coal and turned into steel.


    More heat was applied, moulding the steel. The softer core and sides were sandwiched between a hardened edge and point. A hammer pounded them together repeatedly, shaping the form, crafting a deadly purpose into shape. Heating, followed by cooling, followed by more heating, then cooling again, repeatedly solidifying the shape with extreme temperature.


    Riordan became aware of something else being added to the making of this weapon, something intangible that could not be measured, but only appreciated. Pride.


    Logan was there, for it was his hands that had shaped the steel into a sword. He lovingly fitted the blade with a guard, hilt, and pommel. It was almost perfectly weighted to the blade. Almost perfect, because despite the fact that this weapon was extraordinarily well crafted, Riordan could detect the imperceptible flaws that were buried deep in the material. He also knew where the material was strongest.


    Riordan watched as the bladed edges were sharpened. A meticulous task, but executed without taking shortcuts. This was not merely trade for Logan, or even a family legacy, it was an art. Witnessed here was the durability and razor-sharp edge for which the Bladeswain name had come to be known. Finally, the broadsword was complete.




    Riordan staggered back as the blade effortlessly pulled free of the mountainfolk, offering no resistance whatsoever. He was not looking at his friend now, but rather kept his eyes fixed on the two mountainfolk watching him from a distance.


    Their eyes went wide, not at Riordan, but at the sword in his hand. What did they see? He looked down at the blade and beheld a swath of blood and viscera trailing from the corpse to the weapon. Riordan had not pulled the sword out of the body; he had sliced through it in one smooth stroke. The man had been bisected from chest to shoulder.


    If Riordan was inclined to feel disgusted by what he saw, that moment had already come and gone. His mind was being subsumed with deadly purpose. He recognised the feeling, the same as with the bow. There had been only one way to use that weapon accurately, and he had done so unerringly. Now this sword wanted the same.


    Riordan fought the urge to relinquish control, unlike the day he had killed the elk. There had been no real choice in the matter back then. This time, at least, he was able to fight the impulse. Riordan could feel the seductive urge trying to overwhelm him, a surge of confidence filling his limbs.


    His mind was teeming with all of the ways he could wield the sword most effectively, ideas that would never have occurred to him normally, but made perfect sense at this moment. Riordan knew how to swing a sword competently, but there was a chasm of difference between how well he could fight and the options that were being presented to him now.


    Riordan understood everything about this blade instinctively. The closest target was the threat in front of him, and the sword imparted everything he needed to know to eliminate it.


    Resisting that impulse felt to Riordan like he was holding back a river. A torrent that wanted to take over and carry him away, leaving him divorced from his own body again. It was not a question of if he could resist the impetus to abandon his control, but for how long.


    He turned to Brogan with the last few moments of self-possession that were left to him.


    “Get under the body,” he said.


    Brogan blanched at the suggestion, but Riordan cut him off before he could protest.


    “It’s happening again. I can’t control it. Get under the body so I know you’re safe.”


    Two more bolts clattered against the rocks around them. There was no time to waste. Brogan held his breath, endured the baptismal of blood, and pulled the bleeding corpse over him.


    That is when the tendrils reached out to Riordan. He could see them this time, reaching out from his body and latching on to the sword, slender silvery tendrils that created an immutable connection between him and the blade. They took control of his limbs, but not his mind, enabling him to watch everything that he was doing, a passenger in his own body.


    He couldn’t say for sure when he had started moving, but his feet were running beneath him. The two mountainfolk men were heading towards him as well. No, that wasn’t right. They had not moved at all. They were still standing in place. Riordan alone was closing the distance between himself and the mountainfolk, but at a speed that did not seem possible.


    The closest man was on the move, but slowly. He only managed to raise his axe and sword up to block one attack. Riordan’s sword arm tensed in the last moment before contact was made.


    The thick wooden axe handle that should have been enough to stop a broadsword was cleaved in two, shattering into splinters. It felt no different than slicing through the air to Riordan. The axe head was left, still suspended, as the broadsword continued moving.


    The sword braced behind the axe offered a little more resistance, but not much. Riordan felt his hand turn Brogan’s broadsword imperceptibly before it struck the metal. The point of contact sent a vein of fractures through the mountainfolk’s weapon until it shattered completely. Riordan marvelled at the destruction in slow motion, although he had known beforehand that it would happen.


    He also knew what was coming next. As if responding to his dread, time mercifully surged forward.


    The two men stared at each other. The oldest mountainfolk still was not quite sure what had happened, until his upper torso slid off of his legs. The two halves of his body slumped to the ground, turning the white snow crimson.


    Riordan was in shock. The oldest mountainfolk was dead. He wondered if that feeling was expressed on his face, despite his lack of physical control. His body was already turning towards the younger man who looked on in horror at his dead companion. In a moment, Riordan knew all three of them would be dead. That is unless he could assert himself over the sword.


    These men had been motivated by hunger; they did not deserve to die. Now Riordan was poised to slaughter this fellow like he had the elk. Like the man he had just butchered. He tried to fight the impulse, but the broadsword had one purpose, and it was stronger than his own. It wanted to cut. Something in the weapon had been awakened, something that Riordan had placed there.


    His mind pushed against the lethal momentum that caused his body to raise the broadsword again. There was no purchase in his body, only his perception of time slowed again from the effort. That was something at least, but not what he wanted.


    He watched as his second hand came up to the pommel instead, reinforcing his attack. The young man raised his weapon reflexively to defend himself, but it would not do him any good. His muscles tensed again before the swing.


    Riordan wanted to yell at the mountainfolk, tell the young man to run, but his voice was not his own. The blade changed direction, swinging beneath the parry attempt. There was no stopping himself; it seemed that he could only elongate his perception of each passing moment. He let the effort go, causing time to flow normally again.


    A look of surprise crossed the young man’s face, which briefly turned into relief, perhaps thinking that he had blocked the weapon, or that the attack had miraculously missed. It had not. His face widened with terror as reality sunk in. The mountainfolk’s arms fell to the snow first, removed from his body by a horizontal swing across the chest. The rest of his body followed lifelessly to the ground.


    This was turning into a nightmare. The elk slaughter was nothing compared to this carnage. Riordan wanted to seize control of himself, but the purpose of the sword had not yet been fulfilled.


    Riordan watched as his body bounded up the closest side of the gully. He was heading towards the tree where the second shooter was hiding. It seemed that while the sword was in control, his energy was inexhaustible. The slopes on either side of the gully were no less steep or snow-covered than before, but his body sprang up them like a mountain goat or lion. He was actually gaining speed as he ascended.


    The experience became more unnerving with each passing moment. Firing the bow, his thoughts had been blotted out at first. Nerian had to describe the entire scenario to him before he remembered what had happened. Giving into the broadsword was different. He was clearly watching everything take place but had no ability to influence his actions.


    The bow had turned him into a supremely competent archer, but Riordan could not remember the techniques he used to make those ten impossible shots. It was too far beyond him. Riordan had barely spent any time firing a bow but wondered if the lack of awareness he had felt at the time was connected to the complexity of the task set before him.


    This broadsword was less about technique and more about calculating angles, densities, and structural weakness, which Riordan already knew more than a little about. He was a practised swordfighter, knowing a fair bit about construction materials and stress points. As such, his mind required less information to wield a sword the way he was doing. He had needed a lot more information to fire the bow as he had done.


    Still, he had cut through another sword blade by striking the exact spot where he had known it would shatter the metal. That was the only part of this experience which was overwhelming his mind. Not only could he clearly see those points, which were too hopelessly small to see, but his body was able to precisely target them. It was letting him effortlessly cut through any substance, flesh, bone, wood, metal. Riordan wondered if there was a limit to what he could cut through.


    He watched as his body ran up to the fir tree where he had spotted the second shooter. He could see the mountainfolk at this range, sitting in the branches thirty feet off the ground, trying to get a clear aim on Riordan through the branches. Riordan did not slow down to give him the chance. He felt the muscles in his body tense, prepared to make his most powerful attack yet.


    In one mighty swing, the broadsword struck the tree at speed. At best, it should have dug into the bark and come to an abrupt halt, but that is not what happened. Instead, the wood seemed to explode around the blade, which cleaved the entire trunk. Not only that, but Riordan had swung the blade upwards.


    The tree slid forward off of the stump and then tipped crown first into the gully, throwing up a cloud of snow as it fell onto the slope. It immediately began sledging downhill, snapping branches against rocks, and taking the mountainfolk along with it.


    The trunk bucked as it came to a sudden halt at the bottom of the gully, colliding with an exposed boulder. The sudden stop launched the mountainfolk towards the far embankment. He hit the ground painfully and came to a skidding stop on the frozen creek, battered but still alive. He had managed to survive the fall by hugging onto the trunk for the journey down.


    Riordan could still feel the purpose of the sword. It still considered the mountainfolk a danger and was committed to ending that threat. His body leapt over the gully ledge and began running down the slope. Riordan had always been surefooted, but the way the sword was making him move was almost inhuman.


    He navigated through rocks and tangled brush without slowing, reaching the gully bottom as the sniper stood up to face him. Riordan felt his feet deftly slide across the frozen creek as his sword arm tensed to pass the mountainfolk.


    Riordan did not look back, there was no need. He could hear the sound of the man’s head bouncing against the ice behind him. That’s when he reached the other side of the creek, still being carried by his own inertia. He leapt up the other side of the gully towards where the first shooter had been hiding, the one who shot Brogan. As Riordan scaled the snowy bank he heard his friend call out to him.


    “I saw the shooter make a run for it!”


    He wanted to tell his friend to stay down just in case, but Riordan still did not have any control over his mouth. He sprang up the opposite gully ledge with no less effort than the first time and tidily reached the top. There were footprints in the snow, recently made and easy to follow, which is what his body did, running again.


    Riordan passed a crossbow dropped in the snow, then a spilt quarrel of bolts. The tracks continued in a single direction, running around trees, but always heading upwards. He followed them without pause until he could see a small body running in front of him, weighed down with furs. His target was panicked, trying to put space between them, but limping.


    Hearing him approach, the figure turned and tripped backwards, falling into the snow. The small frame let out a grunt and raised both hands in a feeble attempt to fend off the raised broadsword. He was already holding it over his head when he saw his prey clearly for the first time. A child, no more than twelve years old.


    Riordan stopped; a thunderclap in his head had been sounded. And just like that, he was himself again. No matter what, he would not kill a child.


    Returning to his body came with surprises, the first of which was pain. His arms throbbed with strained ache, pushed to their limit. His legs burned with fatigue and felt insubstantial beneath him. Riordan collapsed to one knee, landing heavily onto the exposed rock. Much as that hurt, it was nothing compared to the agony he now felt.


    Riordan held himself in that position as if bowing before royalty, wheezing for moisture to fill his lungs again. His heart felt like it was going to burst out of his chest.


    The dirty-faced child was similarly winded and stayed on the ground. They were both using this moment to recover from their ordeal. Riordan wiped the sweat from his face and was struck by two sparkling eyes. The child staring back at him was a mountainfolk girl.
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Chapter 7

Riordan propped himself up with the sword, as he was not going to stay upright any other way. He straightened his posture and tried not to sway on his feet too obviously. He tried to hide the pain and looked down at the mountainfolk child reproachfully.


    That’s when she whipped out a dagger and lunged at him.


    In his current state, Riordan could not twist out of the way fast enough and took the dirk in the flesh of his side. He locked his free hand around her wrist, preventing the dagger from being driven any further between his ribs. The impulse to raise his sword and sever her tiny arm was strong, but he drove that thought away.


    She lashed out with her other hand, desperately scratching his face. Riordan gritted his teeth as he pulled the dagger free from his side. With a deft twist, he yanked the blade from her grasp and then pushed her roughly to the ground. The female mountainfolk were apparently no less ferocious than their male counterparts.


    “I’m not going to hurt you, so stop trying to kill me!” he yelled at the girl, more than a little enraged by the wound she inflicted.


    He could feel the warmth of blood spreading through his tunic.


    “You’re just waiting to get your strength back. Then you’ll kill me like you did the others!” she yelled back.


    Riordan could not argue with her logic. She had just witnessed a small massacre, possibly of her family members.


    “If I wanted you dead, then you would be armless right now.”


    He had been given ample opportunity to attack with his sword and she knew it. The broadsword had known exactly the best angle at this distance to dispatch the girl. He had suppressed the impulse to cut, to fulfil its purpose. Riordan had a surprising amount of control now. The mountainfolk girl looked confused.


    “I saw what you did to my family.”


    Riordan placed a hand on the wound she inflicted.


    “Then you know why I did that. Your family attacked us, even after we gave them our food and then coins.”


    The little girl looked away from Riordan.


    “Why not kill me then? I shot your friend.”


    “Yes, you shot my friend, but maybe you were just following orders. I don’t know. You tell me.”


    The young girl certainly did not seem remorseful about her actions, or her attempt to gut him with a knife. When she had stabbed him, it had felt more defensive than vindictive. She had not been attacking out of anger, but out of fear.


    “I shot him because… I wanted to. Why spare me and not them?”


    “Do you want me to kill you? Is that it? I still can if you like,” Riordan said sarcastically.


    The mountainfolk girl scowled and looked away.


    “I noticed that you dropped your crossbow and your bolts back there. I already know you’re a good shot.”


    Riordan pointed to the cut on his right forearm. The girl glanced at the graze.


    “I don’t think you’d abandon a weapon you’re good at shooting unless you regretted using it,” Riordan added.


    “That’s stupid! I could have just dropped the crossbow because it was slowing me down.”


    “Maybe. That’s a good reason. I like my reason better. That way I can believe that a child didn’t want to kill me today.”


    The girl’s eyes flared at the word child. She opened her mouth to speak but then glanced at the broadsword in his hand and reconsidered her words.


    “I’ve never seen anyone kill with a sword as you did. If you had such a sharp weapon all along, why did you give them anything?”


    A sensible question, but not one that he could answer honestly.


    What was happening with the sword, what had happened with the bow, was unexpected and still beyond his understanding. The sword had cut through the girl’s family as if they had been made out of paper, and it felled a tree in one swing. It had also kept Brogan and himself alive, albeit by taking over his body.


    Riordan looked at the broadsword in his hand. It seemed to know exactly where to land every blow and could guide the wielder to that place. The slightest touch could sever limbs, none of which he was prepared to tell the mountainfolk girl. If he couldn’t be honest with her, then perhaps he could exchange one truth for another.


    “Because some things, like food or money, aren’t worth killing to get them,” he finally said.


    The mountainfolk girl looked up at Riordan with a blank expression.


    “You’re a fool.”


    Riordan laughed, and then immediately regretted doing so as it sent a shock of pain through his wound.


    “Well on that point we agree.”


    The mountainfolk girl looked at him curiously. She had not expected such a lighthearted response.


    “You killed my whole family,” she said with a quiet voice.


    “Was one of those men your father?”


    “No. My father already died. He was old and weak.”


    “So, your brothers?”


    “No. They were my family. My father traded me to them before he died.”


    Now Riordan was confused. This must have something to do with mountainfolk traditions that he didn’t know about.


    “Well, your family stole from us and then attacked my friend. We didn’t have any choice.”


    “You stole first.”


    Riordan had heard this before, or rather, the typical refrain of embittered mountainfolk. It referenced how soldiers of the Boreal Reaches had driven them out of the valley decades earlier. While this girl would not have been alive then, she would have heard the sentiment repeated countless times throughout her upbringing.


    “We were tracking elk, five of them,” she continued. “We only had the strength to take one cow for ourselves, but when we caught up with them, they were already dead. We watched from hiding as your soldiers carried all five carcasses away.”


    In a village comprised of artisans, there was a use for every part of an animal. The soldiers had brought the entire bodies back to Elkridge to be rendered. It would all go to good use, more so than if the mountainfolk had simply cut it apart for meat and skin. Regardless, Riordan still felt responsible.


    If what the mountainfolk girl said was true—and he had no reason to believe otherwise—then his actions had precipitated these events. The family of mountainfolk had been counting on those elk to survive, only to lose that chance because he had somehow managed to kill them all with the bow. And in so doing, he had effectively condemned this family to death.


    While there was no boundary to how far the people of Elkridge could hunt, they had certainly created one for the mountainfolk. The valley, once their ancestral hunting grounds, had been off limits to them for twenty years.


    Riordan began to understand why the mountainfolk hated the villagers so much. They had been here first, and now the soldiers of Elkridge were forcing them to fight over whatever game the villagers did not hunt for themselves. Sure, they could relocate, but how was that fair?


    It was no wonder they had started robbing the merchants and travellers who passed through the northern and southern gates of the valley. By wandering across the foothills of Wyrmstone Mantle alone, Riordan had made himself a target. Brogan had only come after him out of worry.


    If he hadn’t run off to be alone with his thoughts this morning, this mountainfolk family would still be alive. They would have also, in all likelihood, starved to death, which was his fault too.


    Riordan’s mind swam with the consequences of his actions. He had killed this girl’s family when he poached their elk. The killing done today was merely following through with that death sentence. Leaving even one elk behind would have been enough to keep them alive until winter ended.


    Riordan remembered that he had sarcastically asked the mountainfolk if they had wanted to join them for a feast in Elkridge. Now he understood the looks of indignation and unrestrained anger that he had provoked on their faces.


    He must have looked deep in thought because the girl interrupted him his musings.


    “Why haven’t you killed me yet? Are you the fool that I take you for, or…”


    A valid question Riordan thought at this point. He certainly wasn’t going to kill a girl, but he hadn’t done her any favours by killing her family. Before he could answer the question, however, her eyes widened.


    “If you think I’m going to lie with you—”


    “Lie with you? You’re a child! Why would I do that?”


    “You’re a man aren’t you?”


    “That still doesn’t mean I would lie with a child!”


    “I’m not a child. I’m a woman.”


    “Trust me, you’re a child,” Riordan said.


    The mountainfolk girl pointed between his legs. “I have heard tell that men from Elkridge have no balls. Perhaps those stories are true?”


    “No, I have all my parts,” Riordan interrupted, “I’m just interested in using them on you.”


    “Then perhaps you don’t like women? Mountainfolk men sometimes take with other men, especially during cold winters. Do you prefer the company of men to women?”


    That was enough. Riordan decided to stop her probing questions before they went any further. “Listen, my preference is for women, but you,” Riordan gestured in the direction of the mountainfolk girl, “cannot be counted as one. You’re still a child.”


    “I’m not a child! I’m a woman!” she asserted.


    “Fine, I don’t know what qualifies as a woman to mountainfolk, but you are not yet fully grown,” he said. “That makes you a child in my mind.”


    “What does that have to do with being a woman?” the mountainfolk girl asked, genuinely confused.


    “What does that have to do with it?” Riordan repeated, sounding incredulous. “That has everything to do with it! Lying with a girl—”


    “I’m not a—”


    “Lying with someone who is not yet fully grown,” Riordan corrected, “is wrong.”


    “It hasn’t stopped men before,” the mountainfolk girl confessed bluntly.


    Riordan’s face went slack. Perhaps it was the fact that she could make such a confession so blithely, but he suddenly felt immense sympathy for this girl. The thought of her being used in that way both angered and disgusted him.


    “What men?”


    “My family. The men you just killed.”


    The mountainfolk girl had already admitted that she was traded to these men by her father. It dawned on Riordan, now, what sort of relationship she would have had with these men. They were not a traditional family related by blood. They were her adopted family.


    Suddenly all of the guilt that he had felt about killing these mountainfolk was gone. They had died quickly, but he now wished that they had suffered more. He also realised that there was no coddling this girl. She was harder than him. Still, he deliberately took the edge out of his voice before speaking again.


    “What’s your name?”


    “Caitlyn,” she replied.


    “My name’s Riordan. I’m not going to kill you and I’m not going to lie with you. And so long as I have anything to say about it, nobody else is going to hurt you either. Not under my watch, but right now I have to help my friend. You were a better shot than the other sniper and hit him pretty good in the leg. Before I can help my friend, however, I need you to answer a question for me.”


    “What?”


    “Is there anybody else out here?”


    Caitlyn took a moment to respond.


    “No. That was all of them. Everyone in my family is dead now.”


    Caitlyn said the words matter-of-factly. Not even a hint of sadness in her voice. Riordan was surprised by that but kept as much to himself.


    “All right. I’m going back into the gully. I’d like you to join me if you can. I noticed you were limping earlier. Can you still walk?”


    Caitlyn looked at him peculiarly, a little stunned by his question. She took a few moments before answering, simply nodding that she could walk.


    Riordan helped Caitlyn to her feet, wincing a little from the cut she had given him. He then turned around and started walking.


    “You’re not going to stab me again with your other knife?”


    Caitlyn smiled to herself. She did have another knife but had thought it was concealed.


    “I’ll try to restrain myself,” she said.


    Riordan laughed.
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Chapter 8

Riordan and Caitlyn made their way haltingly back to the gully. She was limping on a twisted ankle, and Riordan was holding onto his side with one hand, while occasionally using the broadsword as a cane with the other. His knee was throbbing as well, from where it had fallen against a stone, but not so much that he could not walk.


    Caitlyn had overtaken him after a short distance and was in front of him now. The speed of a hobbled little girl was the perfect pace for Riordan. He suggested going down the gully first so that he could break her fall if she tripped on her ankle and Caitlyn accepted.


    When they eventually made their way back down to the bottom of the gully, Brogan was in the process of tying a tourniquet around his leg using strips of fabric torn from his shirt. He looked up and was clearly surprised to see a mountainfolk girl, but said nothing at first.


    Riordan crossed the frozen creek carefully, taking care not to use Brogan’s broadsword as a cane anymore now that he was watching. Caitlyn, however, stopped on the bank. Riordan had reached the other side of the creek before he looked back, having not heard her following. He was standing at an equal distance between the two of them.


    “What’s wrong?”


    Caitlyn was looking past him. He followed her gaze and saw the dead mountainfolk laying in pieces near Brogan. The blood had created a large crimson pool by now.


    Of course, Riordan thought, he was an idiot. He had not even thought about the bodies. Even if these men were guilty of abusing Caitlyn by his standards of decency, she had still referred to them as a family. The guilt he felt must have read plainly on his face because she addressed it.


    “I don’t care about that. I’ve seen guts before. It’s your friend. He’s going to be mad.”


    The more Caitlyn talked, the more Riordan understood that she really wasn’t a child. In body, yes, but not in mind at any rate.


    He turned back to Brogan and yelled at his friend. “If I told you that this little girl was responsible for that bolt in your leg, would you promise not to get mad?”


    Brogan was clearly in pain but he looked back at his friend dubiously, then to the girl, then back to Riordan.


    “Does she have a second crossbow hidden under those furs?”


    Caitlyn smiled again as Riordan answered back.


    “No.”


    “Does she know how to take bolts out of people, or is she only good at the first part?”


    Riordan looked back at Caitlyn for an answer to Brogan’s question.


    “I can get it out,” she said.


    “It seems she does,” Riordan answered his friend.


    “Then yes, I promise not to get mad.”


    Caitlyn caught up to Riordan and together they made their way to where Brogan was leaning against a rock.


    “Brogan this is Caitlyn. Caitlyn, Brogan.”


    Rather than introducing herself, Caitlyn kneeled beside Brogan and examined the bolt stuck in his leg more closely.


    “I need to get the pant leg off. Do you trust me with my dagger yet?” she asked Riordan.


    “No. Soon maybe, but not yet. I’ll do it.”


    Riordan cut the fabric around where the bolt was lodged in Brogan’s leg. It was not pulsing with blood, which was a good sign. He would have been dead already if it had been.


    Caitlyn began to feel around the wound with her tiny hands, then the underside of his leg, trying to get a sense for how deep the bolt had sunk. Brogan was trying to put on a brave face, but Riordan could tell that the pain was chipping away at his good humour.


    “So am I going to live?”


    “The bolt is almost through the meat of your leg,” she said.


    “Can you get it out?” Brogan asked hopefully.


    “Yes, but you’re not going to like it,” Caitlyn added.


    “Well, I like it in my leg even less. Do what you must. I’ll cope with the rest.”


    Caitlyn shrugged, grabbed the bolt in her hand, and with one quick jerk, pushed the barbed head through.


    Brogan howled, but the mountainfolk girl was deaf to it. She snapped off the broadhead and yanked the shaft back out through his leg with a spurt of blood. The whole procedure took place in a moment.


    Riordan took off his belt and cinched it around Brogan’s leg to apply even more pressure on both sides. It seemed to alleviate Brogan’s anguish a little.


    “So how does a girl know how to remove a bolt from a leg wound?” Brogan finally asked.


    Caitlyn frowned and was about to respond when Riordan spoke first.


    “She’s not a girl. She’s a young woman whose body simply hasn’t finished growing yet. Trust me on this.”


    The mountainfolk girl smiled.


    “Fine. So how does such a young woman know how to remove bolts from human flesh?”


    “I don’t. I’ve only removed them from animals. They screamed a lot less than you did.”


    Brogan turned to Riordan.


    “You and I. We’re no longer friends.”


    Riordan smiled and reached out his hand, “Give me your scabbard.”


    Brogan looked at him curiously and held the leather chest strap away from his body.


    “Are you going to keep my sword now? Or just put me out of my misery with it?”


    Riordan removed the baldric and scabbard from over Brogan’s head and off of his shoulders.


    “No, the sword is still yours, it’s just…” Riordan trailed off. “I’ll tell you later.”


    Riordan slid the broadsword into the scabbard. It was only after he had completely let go of the sword that he could finally relax a little. The sword was no longer imparting him with the impulse to cut, but it was keeping him constantly alert, which was mentally taxing. He slung the baldric over a shoulder and wore it on his back.


    “Up you get, person-who-was-once-my-friend. Let’s get you moving.”


    Riordan helped Brogan to his feet. Caitlyn hobbled in front of them on a twisted ankle as they began to make their way down through the gully together. Riordan served as a human crutch for Brogan.


    “The closest cottage belongs to the Millers. I’ll leave you there with Caitlyn, borrow their horse, and ride into town.”


    Riordan looked ahead at the mountainfolk girl and stopped. Brogan followed his gaze. Caitlyn was standing over the bodies of the two men Riordan had cut down. After a few moments, her face contorted angrily and she spat on each of their corpses in turn. Caitlyn turned away quickly and continued to limp in front of them, keeping her face hidden the whole time.


    As they passed by the bodies, Riordan quickly surveyed them. They were bisected, disembowelled, and eviscerated. They looked more like men who had been held down and neatly executed rather than armed and fighting back at the time.


    Riordan glanced at the weapons that they had used to defend themselves, now lying in the snow beside their bodies. Seeing them up close, outside of battle, they looked familiar, not unlike the weapons the soldiers of the Boreal Reaches used, but in horrible disrepair.


    Brogan stopped Riordan for a moment so that he could take a look as well.


    “Those look like single cuts,” he stated.


    “Your father crafted such an excellent sword,” Riordan said, attempting to flatter his friend. It was almost perfect, he thought privately.


    “My father was an excellent bladesmith, but no sword made by his hand could cut like that.”


    “It can now,” Riordan replied dryly.
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Chapter 9

When Riordan, Brogan, and Caitlyn arrived at the Millers’ cottage, they were exhausted in body and mind. The temperature had steadily dropped during the afternoon. Dusk was close at hand. They had painfully quickened their pace to reach the cottage. Smoke rising from the fieldstone chimney and the visible glow of firelight through the windows let them know that people were home. Devlin and Meghan Miller, the kindly old couple who owned the mill, took them in without hesitation, but not without some unguarded glances at Caitlyn.


    Devlin stoked the fire with more wood and fetched water to boil. His wife tended to Brogan’s leg immediately, cutting away what remained of his blood-encrusted pant leg. She cleaned his wounds with boiled rags, and then smothered them with honey to lessen the likelihood of infection and create a protective barrier between the broken skin and the clean strips of cloth she wrapped around his leg.


    Riordan stood by the door waiting for Brogan’s wounds to be treated and then asked Devlin about borrowing his horse. He wanted to leave right away, but Meghan would hear none of it. Finished with Brogan, she turned her ministrations to Riordan, sitting him firmly on a stool by the fire despite his protestations.


    Brogan was now drinking a warm cup of milk not-so-secretly spiked with spirits by Devlin.


    Meghan was a formidable woman in spite of her age. She was not given to idle fretting and not one to pry. Although curious about their injuries, she did not ask any questions, knowing that, given enough space and time, stories tended to tumble out of their own accord.


    Sure enough, Riordan described an altercation with mountainfolk that resulted in the loss of their coins and rations. He had forgotten to retrieve their belongings from the dead mountainfolk before they left, so that part of their story held up at least.


    He said nothing about Caitlyn, nor revealed that she was the one responsible for their wounds. He merely stated that she was under his care. Meghan said rough times drove people to desperate measures and then heartedly scolded both young men for going out into the woods alone.


    Caitlyn stood out of the way, near the door, watching everybody intently. Devlin offered her some warm milk mixed with willow bark, which she accepted, practically gulping it down despite the temperature and bitter taste.


    Riordan guessed that she had leapt, or fallen, out of the tree in a rush to escape when she saw him running up the gully. She had limped the entire way to the Millers’ cottage without asking them to stop, only resting when they did. Similar to most mountainfolk, she showed no weakness.


    Meghan offered Caitlyn a seat at the kitchen table next to the stove, but she shook her head and continued standing with a wall at her back. Riordan could not blame her for being wary, even of a harmless old couple, after what he could only imagine she had experienced in her short life.


    Refusing to give up, Devlin next offered her some bread, which she snatched and comically devoured like a wild beast. Everyone hid their smiles. Devlin brought her three more buttered slices after warming the bread over the fire.


    When Meghan had finished cleaning Riordan’s wounds she went into the other room to get her sewing kit. Caitlyn used the opportunity to approach him.


    “Why are they helping us? Are they your family?” she asked.


    “No, they’re my neighbours,” Riordan replied.


    “What do they want in return?”


    “Almost nothing. My friendship for what it’s worth. I’d help them if they were in trouble. In fact, when Devlin needed a new waterwheel after his last one broke, I built it for him, but nobody keeps track of favours like that in the village. We just help where needed.”


    Caitlyn considered this for a moment, as the idea seemed completely foreign to her way of thinking.


    Meghan returned and Caitlyn backed away behind Riordan, but not so far away that she couldn’t watch what the old lady was doing. Meghan deftly stitched both of Riordan’s wounds closed with horsehair and a bone needle. She was extremely sure-handed considering her advanced years. When Riordan complimented her skills, she looked over at her husband and smiled.


    “There are a lot of injuries at a mill.”


    Devlin laughed and added, “Especially when you’re accident prone like me. I never should have become a miller. I was safer manoeuvring around unbroken horses as a stable boy!”


    That made everybody laugh, except Caitlyn, who jumped a little at their laughter, as if it was an alarming sound.


    Once Meghan approved of her own handiwork, Riordan asked again to borrow their horse. Devlin, anticipating Riordan’s desire to let Eldwyn and Nerian know that they were all right, had already saddled his mare and had her waiting outside.


    Caitlyn wanted to go with him, but Riordan told her to remain behind. He promised he would come back for her and Brogan, after first riding into town. This was a lie, but necessary to accomplish his true goal. Riordan knew Brogan and Caitlyn were in good hands, so he was avoiding town first. He was going to be foolish instead and run a quick errand before tracking Nerian down in Elkridge.


    After waving to Devlin, he headed down the road towards the village and soldier barracks, but only until he was out of sight and earshot of the cottage. Then he turned off into the trees and looped back the way he had come, rejoining the road at the bridge. Dusk was rapidly approaching. The briefly warm weather this morning had made the path slippery with melted snow, but that did not stop Riordan from heading back to the gully where the bodies had been abandoned.


    What had taken most of the afternoon to walk slowly, he traversed in far less time on horseback. When Riordan arrived, he sensed that there was something different about the bloody scene that he had left behind, but could not put his finger on it. It was growing steadily darker, and so he did not waste any time on the matter. There was too much to do in a short period of time. Riordan needed to move quickly, as crows and eagles were already starting to pick at the mountainfolk corpses. That was helpful, but it would not be enough for his purposes.


    The tree that had crashed down into the gully was going to raise questions, but Riordan already knew what he was going to say. The mountainfolk had rigged the tree to fall, cutting them off in one direction while flanking them from behind, but it had not worked out the way they planned.


    With that explanation prepared, Riordan was not looking forward to what he had to do next. The mountainfolk had been killed with single bisecting sword strokes. If Brogan could tell that from a glance, then any soldier of the Boreal Reaches would be able to do the same. It would be grisly work, but he needed to make that their bodies looked like they had put up more of a fight.


    Riordan scared off the birds and dragged the largest man that Brogan had killed over to the older and younger mountainfolk. That still left the headless sniper, along with his head, to be hauled over as well, albeit with great difficulty.


    With that done, Riordan stood over their bodies and contemplated the best way to make additional cuts look natural. His stomach lurched at the idea of butchering them any further, but Riordan felt very strongly that he needed to hide what had been done here. The ease of these killings was an issue. He was already being lauded as the hero of Elkridge after the hunt. This battle needed to look like a struggle. Not a one-sided butchering.


    Lost in his gruesome contemplations, Riordan barely noticed Devlin’s horse until she loudly whinnied, throwing her head around and rearing. He looked around and immediately saw the reason why.


    A large wolf was pacing back and forth atop the gully, having smelled the bodies. Wolves did not normally scavenge carrion unless they were desperate, which any wolf in the valley would be right now. The sound of howling in the woods behind the large wolf made Riordan thankful that he had tied the horse to the fallen tree, otherwise she would have bolted.


    He would ride to Nerian’s soldiers next, who would not investigate until the following day, especially this late at night. The corpses would be torn apart and eaten in that time, a fitting end for these men after he had learned what they had done to Caitlyn.


    Riordan mounted Devlin’s horse and made his way back to Elkridge, keeping to the snow-packed roads. It was dark as they left the gully. As the foothills disappeared behind him, it finally dawned on Riordan what had changed. The pouches of coins and rations were missing. Not just that, but all of the mountainfolk weapons were gone, including the ones that he had destroyed.


    Somebody else had been here before him.





    





[image: icon_elk_135x135]
Chapter 10

The next morning, on her way to scout the gully with her soldiers, Nerian poked her head into the Miller’s cottage to see how Brogan was doing, and to meet Caitlyn. They had spent the night and were having breakfast when she arrived. Riordan was there to recover his friend and the orphaned mountainfolk girl who were both going to stay with him and Eldwyn. Riordan’s adoptive father had not blinked an eye when the question of their accommodations was brought up. To his way of thinking, they would obviously take care of them both.


    Brogan at first had insisted that he could take care of himself, but Eldwyn refused to let him leave. Both Eldwyn and Riordan knew that Brogan would not be able to sit still at his cottage and would only end up opening his wound instead of resting. So long as he was convalescing, he would be their guest.


    Caitlyn was another matter entirely, and not one that they were talking about. Her stay would be more indefinite, at least until some other arrangement could be worked out, or Caitlyn herself let them know her wishes. For now, she seemed fascinated by the workshop in which Eldwyn and Riordan lived.


    There were so many conveniences in their house that she had never been exposed to before, from the blacksmithy and smelter downstairs, to the library of books in the study upstairs, to the relaxing comfort of a horsehair stuffed chair. Caitlyn inspected the entire house like a caged animal at first, looking for a way out and making sure that she knew where to find all of the exits, but then afterwards began looking around with genuine curiosity.


    For now, if she wanted to stay with them, Eldwyn was willing to accommodate the mountainfolk girl, which surprised Riordan a little. He had expected more resistance from the man. Riordan reiterated what Caitlyn had told him, specifically that she was not a girl, but a woman. She very much knew her own mind, despite not being fully grown.


    Riordan explained what he knew about Caitlyn’s history and her previous ‘family,’ which had only made him more sympathetic to her plight. Eldwyn was not surprised, knowing what he did about mountainfolk, but did clarify that not all mountainfolk families were like that. Indeed, only a small minority of them traded their daughters.


    It was at this point that Eldwyn started doing something that Riordan had never seen him do in the two decades that they had lived together. he started to clean the workshop. When Eldwyn saw the looks of disbelief on the faces of Brogan and Riordan, he scoffed. He only offered that with a lady in the house now, he couldn’t ignore the mess any longer.


    Nobody was referring to Caitlyn as a girl any more, but she thought that it was silly for Eldwyn to call her for a lady.


    “I wouldn’t clean for just anybody who came to stay with me, like some lackadaisical misfits,” Eldwyn continued while eyeing Brogan. “It would have to be somebody of great importance.”


    “Who was the last woman who inspired you to clean then?” Caitlyn asked with a smile, having never seen a man clean before.


    “The Queen of the Boreal Reaches until I built her house,” he stated matter of factly, as he continued to busy himself with a broom.


    Everyone in the village was aware that the Queen of the Boreal Reaches had visited Elkridge approximately two decades ago. Riordan even knew that Eldwyn had hosted the queen under his roof because he had been told as much by other villagers. But Eldwyn had never talked about that time and Riordan knew better than to press him for information.


    If Eldwyn ever revealed anything about himself, it was always on his own terms. Apparently, having even one woman in the house had loosened his tongue. So even hearing this much being said was a remarkable disclosure. Brogan and Riordan looked at each other in near shock.


    “Oh shut up you two!” Eldwyn barked at them despite the fact that they had not said a word.


    Making room for everybody posed a little difficulty but was not impossible after some careful stacking.


    The workshop was a large square building with a second story in the centre that enclosed a study. That singular room was also the most immaculate part of the workshop, painstakingly finished with inlaid cabinetry. The ground floor hearth opened on two sides beneath the library. One side served as the shop forge and the other was used for cooking in what passed for a small kitchen. There were winding stairs on either side of the hearth leading up to the study. A stovepipe ran through the library from the hearth as well, which kept that room inviting and warm. The winding stairs continued up a little further into the rafters, where light materials were stored and a small loft was nestled.


    Four thick, old-growth support beams marked the corners of the workshop, but there were no bearing walls. Space was deliberately left open instead. Four sturdy work tables dominated the floor. The tables were so large that each one equalled the footprint of a small cottage. Raw materials and tools were scattered across all available surfaces, along with benches and projects that were under construction.


    The original structure of the building, back when Eldwyn first moved into the valley, had been nothing more than a two-level cottage with a small attached workshop. Eldwyn and Riordan had made numerous additions to that cottage over the years, especially as Elkridge attracted more business from beyond the valley, not the least of which included large commissions from the Boreal Reaches.


    The original cottage had been completely replaced eventually. Now the workshop, as they called it, boasted being the largest building in Elkridge, but that was more a matter of necessity than vanity. There was no foyer or dining room, no master bedroom. There was only the work, a testament to function over form. Most of the village repairs were completed in their workshop using the wealth of tools at hand. These repairs were either made by their own hands or by anybody who asked to borrow the facilities.


    The most remarkable feature of the workshop by far was the network of ceiling tracks that Riordan had affixed to the rafter beams, suspended fifteen feet above the floor. The track was circular, surrounding the central hearth and study. It incorporated two sliding pallets from which hooks, pulleys, and ropes, dangled. These pallets were strong enough to hold any project that could be carried through the workshop’s doors. The new waterwheel that Riordan had made for Devlin Miller, for example, had been constructed here. To that end, each outer wall of the workshop featured a massive set of double doors, ten feet high and five feet wide each, large enough through which two horses could easily ride abreast. Within one of these two doors was a smaller man-sized door for day to day comings and goings.


    Riordan had used up most of the spare metal and wood that lay around during the winter months to keep himself from going stir-crazy. Without the usual clutter, there was plenty of space in the workshop for the two additional occupants.


    Despite the lack of bedrooms, there were many places to comfortably sleep. Eldwyn and Riordan usually just dozed off closest to whatever project they had been working at the time. There were two canvas cots that moved around the workshop, a fur-covered daybed, a swinging hammock, and a pair of high backed chairs in the study, which is where Eldwyn usually fell asleep. That still left the cosy sleeping loft above the kitchen hearth.


    Caitlyn had been given the loft to afford her some degree of privacy, even if at first she did not understand why. Eventually, however, she made the space her own.
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Chapter 11

For the next two weeks, Brogan, Caitlyn, Eldwyn, and Riordan learned how to live around each other. They opened the door to anybody who swung by, either with genuine repair requests, to thank Riordan for his elk hunting, or transparent curiosity to meet the mountainfolk girl that they had taken in. Riordan tolerated any praise with polite deflections, and would often excuse himself, saying that he needed to attend any daily lessons set out for him by Eldwyn. Everybody in the workshop knew that this was a lie.


    Riordan had been spending a lot of time in the study but was not completing his studies as Eldwyn wished. He was teaching Caitlyn how to read and write.


    He had offered to teach Brogan at the same time, taking advantage of his inactivity. His friend, however, refused, believing that filling up his mind with words might clutter out the important details of his family bladesmithing craft.


    To hear Brogan tell it, if ever there was a need to understand something written, he would simply ask somebody else to read it for him. Brogan was so implacable on this point that he spent their lessons outside in the cold to make sure that nothing trickled into his mind by accident.


    Logan had taught Brogan numbers long ago, but that was enough by his reckoning. All of their invoices were verbally memorised and he dealt with all of his clients in person. That was how most of Elkridge had always done their business. The craftspeople in the valley had a reputation for creating quality goods in their respective fields of expertise. They were artisans, not quantity producers.


    That creatively relaxed pace alone had been what had attracted most of the artisans to Elkridge, to get away from the demands of major cities. The artisans of Elkridge made singular items that, in addition to being functional, were also works of art. Logan Bladeswain and his son Brogan were no different. If a client could not describe what they wanted in depth, then they were not interested in working for that person. And even then, if an articulate description was offered, it had to challenge or inspire them in some way, especially if their docket of work was already full. For Brogan and his father, there was no other way of doing business than in person. It had made reading and writing less important in their eyes.


    Riordan had started teaching Caitlyn with the alphabet, the sounds of letters, followed by how to write out her name. Caitlyn had never seen her name written before. They began working in a leather-bound notebook that contained nothing but empty pages, and so the first page was devoted to her name. After that, the lessons switched to learning basic words, then sentence structure, then simple grammar and more complicated words, those with letters that created different sounds when placed next to each other.


    Caitlyn not only had a voracious appetite for learning but a strong capacity for retaining information. It wasn’t long before Riordan was teaching her advanced grammar. The mountainfolk girl absorbed it all and demonstrated quick wit by catching any bad grammar spoken casually in conversation. The more Caitlyn learned, the more Riordan taught. As they completed each lesson, Riordan wracked his mind for what to teach his student next. Caitlyn was reading fluently now and had no difficulty keeping up on any lesson plans he composed. She had even started pointing out mistakes in the texts he gave her to read.


    Eldwyn was audibly amused to see Riordan staying up later each night to write in her notebook, composing new lessons for the next day. “The student becomes the teacher,” Eldwyn would say, admitting that he had never seen anybody take to learning faster than Caitlyn.


    Riordan was less amused by his voracious student. He tried pawning her off on Eldwyn a few times, but he refused. Riordan had fed the girl knowledge, and now he was the source of that food. Riordan would let his mind wander late at night, trying to come up with new subject matter for the next day.


    In doing so, he thought about the paper on which they were writing. He imagined the ground up plants, hemp, and linen used to make paper, drying under the sun on mats used to form each sheet of paper. Riordan pictured the process of sewing each piece of paper together with silk thread and then binding them together with wooden boards covered in leather. He thought about the ink in which his quill was repeatedly dipped. The dark liquid was made from soaked tree bark, boiled with wine, and combined with heavy salts.


    Riordan imagined all of this while he composed lessons, some of which even referenced the techniques that went into making notebooks as examples, like the one in which Caitlyn was writing. The mountainfolk girl attacked the work each morning, day in and day out until they had completely filled every empty page of the notebook with lessons, answers, and pictures that she drew.


    By the end, Riordan could speak a phrase out loud and Caitlyn would write it down perfectly, identifying each part of the sentence afterwards. Only two weeks had passed since they’d started.


    Eldwyn had been keeping an eye on Brogan and Riordan’s wounds during this time and Caitlyn had insisted on changing their bandages, having retained everything she had watched Meghan Miller doing two weeks earlier. Everybody agreed that Caitlyn was unusually bright for her age. Now that she had mastered reading, Eldwyn let the mountainfolk girl choose whatever she wanted to read from his cherished library. She had gravitated towards fiction and history.


    For Riordan, teaching Caitlyn had been a welcome diversion, one that had allowed him to avoid talking about subjects that he did not wish to discuss. Especially not with all the well-wishing neighbours that dropped by with persistent regularity. They delivered meat pies and jerky made from their apportioned elk. Nobody was asking about the mountainfolk, which suited Riordan just fine. His fame with the elk, thanks to Brogan, was enough.


    Any visitors who pushed their way through the front door were obviously curious about Caitlyn, but the men had concocted a story to explain her appearance. They discussed the story with Nerian as well, who had agreed that it was a good idea. Even the Millers were made a part of the conspiracy, which they had agreed to keep a secret. As such, Caitlyn was found wandering through the forest, starving and alone, separated from her mountainfolk family.


    None of which was actually a lie.


    Riordan wondered if Caitlyn would have a problem omitting the part where he had killed three of her family members. She did not. They were also leaving out the part where she had shot Brogan with a crossbow and stabbed Riordan with a knife. For that reason alone, Caitlyn agreed to simplify the tale, almost as if she understood the need to create less discord in the village than what already existed against mountainfolk.


    “So long as you and I never pretend those things didn’t happen,” she told Riordan, “I’ll keep them to myself.”
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Chapter 12

Two weeks earlier, when Riordan had ridden to the barracks after returning from the gully where the attack had taken place, he had reported his version of events to Nerian. She listened carefully, like she always did, and seemed to mostly accept his tale.


    She only stopped Riordan once, when he had described cutting down two mountainfolk and then a third. Nerian asked for details of the battle at that point. Not anticipating her curiosity, Riordan remained honest and stated that after Brogan had killed the first man, he had dispatched the next two, one at a time, and then a third, who had fallen with the tree. A tree that Riordan had cut down with Brogan’s broadsword, but was not about to admit.


    Riordan maintained the story that the tree had fallen over with very little effort, almost as if it had been rigged to do so beforehand, an elaborate trap for blocking the gully, but one that mountainfolk had used before.


    Nerian and her soldiers rode out to investigate the gully at first light the following day. Riordan was about to tell her that their weapons were missing, but realised before opening his mouth that he would have needed to explain how he knew that. She would find out on her own.


    Riordan had later privately admitted to Brogan the lie that he had told Nerian and promised to explain why he fabricated the tale. His agreed to back his story but insisted that Riordan would show him why the deception was necessary. So in the early light of morning, while Caitlyn and Eldwyn were still asleep, they walked out to the frozen creek behind the workshop, with Brogan hobbling along on crutches.


    There was a large rock that marked the spot where the two friends had spent countless days fishing while growing up in the village. Riordan withdrew the sword with directed intent and instantly felt the weapon inform every muscle in his body where to cut and how much pressure to apply. There were several options to choose from to accomplish his goal, but Riordan picked the path of least resistance.


    That was new. The sword was offering him options of likelihood now, but at the speed of thought. Brogan, seeing Riordan raise the coveted broadsword of his father above the stone, opened his mouth to protest, but it was already too late.


    Riordan brought the blade down and cut the boulder in two.


    No words came out of Brogan’s mouth. Instead, he reached out for the broadsword and examined the surface for any damage or scratches. There were none. Handing the broadsword back, he looked at the stone next. It was split in half along a natural fissure. Riordan had already known that. It was where had decided to unerringly strike in the end.


    “Do it again,” Brogan asked. Riordan did, four more times, splitting the stone on every occasion.


    When Brogan was satisfied that it had not been chance, Riordan kicked all the halves into the frozen creek, which promptly broke through the already thinning ice. He very carefully put the sword back into the scabbard and waited for his friend to break the silence.


    “Why don’t you want to tell Nerian about this?”


    “Nerian is a soldier first. She’d have to tell her father, who would, in turn, tell the kingdom. Near as I can tell, this blade can cut through anything now. That’s something a kingdom would want to get their hands on. Do you really want that much attention on your father’s sword?”


    Brogan thought about that for a moment and shook his head. “No, you’re right, but that still beggars a very important question. How did this happen?”


    “I don’t know yet,” Riordan answered honestly, “any more than I know how it was possible to shoot five elk. I only know that I’m somehow responsible.”


    “Responsible? How?” Brogan asked.


    Riordan shrugged, unable to put the sentiment into words yet.


    “I’m not sure either. I can sense everything about the weapon when I wield it. Right down to the smallest variances in construction. And then I...compensate for those variances.”


    “Sure, you can feel how the broadsword is weighted and then swing the blade more efficiently, but how does that let you cut through rocks?”


    “Well, it’s like it shouldn’t be possible, but there’s always a chance, right? Lately, I can feel where that chance is and target it very precisely. Do you want me split another rock for good measure? Maybe a tree this time?”


    “No, that’s quite all right. I’ve seen enough. This is really bizarre, Riordan. I won’t pretend to understand why this is possible, but there’s no arguing with the result. Still, Nerian’s smarter than you and me. She’s going to figure out that something is going on. Do you ever plan on telling her?”


    “I want to. I just don’t know what to say yet. I’d like to figure it out for myself first.”


    Riordan and Brogan walked back to the workshop quietly, lost in their own thoughts. They only discussed what they should do with broadsword for the time being. Their conversation was broken when Brogan strained his wound and caused it to open again.


    Nerian showed up at the workshop later that afternoon, just as Caitlyn finished retying Brogan’s stitches. She told them that wolves had torn the mountainfolk bodies apart in a feeding frenzy. Riordan inwardly sighed in relief at this news.


    Their weapons, she also noted, were gone. She admitted that the area must have been scavenged during the night. When asked, Caitlyn said there hadn’t been anyone else with her family, but Nerian claimed to have found footprints in the snow, although largely obscured by subsequent wolf tracks.


    She asked Riordan if he’d seen or heard any horses, before or after the attack. She didn’t think that the horse had belonged to the mountainfolk that he killed, based on how hungry they sounded from his description. They would have eaten the horse in that case. This horse came from somewhere else, in her opinion.


    Riordan had thought he knew exactly where those horse tracks had originated until Nerian elaborated a little more.


    She had discovered two sets of horse tracks. Both horses had been tied up near the bodies.


    Riordan wasn’t sure, but Nerian seemed to have lingered at that point, waiting for Riordan to respond. He looked away and scratched the side of his head instead. When the stillness grew uncomfortably long, Riordan offered that he hadn’t seen any horses during the attack. Not a lie, but not the entire story.


    Still, that Nerian had discovered that there was a second horse in the area was a surprise.


    Nerian spoke with Caitlyn next, asking her what she knew about her family so that they could be identified. That conversation did not go well. The mountainfolk girl took an immediate dislike to Nerian. So long as she remained dressed as a soldier, it was going to be a barrier against any kind of relationship. Caitlyn eventually refused to talk to Nerian altogether, ignoring any further questions.


    Riordan walked outside with Nerian as she was leaving and related what he had found out about Caitlyn’s relationship to the men. It did not surprise Nerian in the least, but she was glad that he had at least managed to earn her trust.


    Riordan suggested that Nerian join them for dinner a few times, when she was off-duty, to get to know Caitlyn in a more relaxed setting. Riordan couldn’t remember the last time he had seen Nerian out of uniform and noted that there may have been an ulterior motive behind his suggestion, however unconscious.


    She took him up on the offer over the next two weeks, as Riordan was teaching Caitlyn to read. The first time, Caitlyn watched as Riordan pulled out a chair for Nerian and engaged with her in conversation, treating her like a trusted friend. Caitlyn inserted herself between the two of them during subsequent visits.


    Regardless of Nerian’s best efforts to be friendly, the mountainfolk girl took no interest in any subjects she started. She even made a point of clearing off all the plates after each meal, except for the one from which Nerian ate.


    After a week of this behaviour, Nerian suggested another way of piquing Caitlyn’s interest, but only if Riordan felt like he was up to sparring. Both of his wounds were largely superficial and healing quickly, so he readily agreed to anything she had in mind. Nerian promised that she would good easy on him, but asked Riordan not to hold back. Caitlyn came out to watch the spectacle as well, along with Brogan and Eldwyn who always enjoyed watching her best Riordan. He was no slouch with a sword, but not equal to Nerian, not by a long shot.


    As promised, she made the attacks easy, but Caitlyn could not tell. She had never seen a woman fight a man with a weapon before, not up close and personal in any case. To her way of thinking, only men fought with swords, and even then it was more about hacking and slashing than the lunges and parries Nerian demonstrated. At least at first.


    There was a moment during the exhibition while talking about the different ways to charge an opponent and then step back, provoking them to make a reckless attack, when Nerian’s fighting style changed. It was everything that Riordan could do in order to keep up. Despite saying that she would take it easy on him, she caught Riordan off guard several times. She always, however, stopped short of what would be a killing blow. She had even managed to disarm him unexpectedly, much to Riordan’s chagrin. He was not using Brogan’s broadsword, which remained sheathed in the workshop, but rather one of the extra blades Nerian had brought along.


    Caitlyn was riveted by their martial exchange. After watching intently, she dismissively stated that if Nerian could fight that well, then anybody must be able to do it. Rather than let that lie, Nerian challenged Caitlyn to back up her claim, proceeding to hand her a short sword that she had brought along. The mountainfolk girl accepted.


    What transpired next evolved faster than anyone anticipated, including Caitlyn. Suddenly Nerian was teaching her how to fight with a sword as if their relationship had always been headed in this direction.


    Caitlyn picked up the basics of blocking very quickly, after which she wanted to be taught attacks. Nerian agreed to teach Caitlyn everything she knew, but only if the mountainfolk girl never complained about the hard work that this would entail. If she agreed to those terms, Nerian would return each day and teach her something new.


    When Nerian left for the evening after dinner that night, Brogan immediately pulled Riordan aside, almost as if he had waiting for the right moment.


    “She was testing you.”


    Riordan looked at his friend in disbelief. “Who was testing me?”


    “Nerian. She was putting you through your paces outside to see how well you would do.”


    “What? Do you mean the sword fight?”


    “She was being sneaky about it, but yes. She was trying to see if you were capable of killing those mountainfolk as you said. There were a few moments when I could tell she was measuring your reflexes against her own. You have to tell her now. She knows you weren’t telling the truth.”


    Riordan shook his head. “No, that was just grandstanding for Caitlyn. Nerian just loves to show off.”


    Brogan sighed.


    “Her attacks were precise, testing to see how you would fair against opponents of varying skill. She started slow and then gradually increased the complexity of her attacks. You reacted accordingly, and from what I could see, even pushed the limits of your skill.


    “If I could see that, Nerian definitely could, which would’ve made it impossible for you to have cut down three armed men singlehandedly. By the end, Nerian was still holding back, but soundly defeating you each time you either attacked or defended. Trust me, we used to train together under my father. I know when she’s getting the measure of an opponent.”


    “Why would she do that?”


    Riordan thought back to the night of the attack and immediately found his answer. “She did seem surprised that I had cut down three armed men.”


    “No offence Riordan, but it is difficult to believe. Maybe one, with your skill level; two, if you were seriously injured afterwards. But three men? And mountainfolk at that? All without suffering a scratch until Caitlyn stabbed you. It didn’t make sense. She knows you’re hiding something.”


    Riordan did not like the idea that there had been an ulterior motive behind their exhibition fight. Still, he thought, what right did I have to be offended? I’m keeping something from her as well.


    “But this was for Caitlyn’ benefit. I could always say that I didn’t try my hardest because I wanted her to look good.”


    “My father didn’t simply teach us how to fight. He taught us how to read our opponents beforehand so that we knew what to expect. Nerian did that with you today. Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re a novice swordfighter, a good one, but Nerian is a master. And I am better than you both.”


    “But only at sword fighting,” Riordan jibed, trying to lighten the mood.


    Brogan took the compliment but remained solemn, which was rare for him. That alone made Riordan take his words even more to heart.


    “You know Nerian does nothing by accident,” he continued. “She’s going to bring this up with you sooner or later. Be prepared for that. I’ve done what she did today many times, with you, with her, and with complete strangers. Even if she was trying to make your exhibition match seem fun and easygoing, she was a taking a measure of your skill.”


    Riordan remembered how quickly she had been able to assess each villager during archery practise before the elk hunt. She had only needed to see each man fire once or twice before she could improve their aim with the barest amount of feedback.


    If Brogan was right, then Nerian had strong suspicions about the attack that day. If so, then she was already giving him the benefit of any doubt in her mind—at least for the time being.


    Riordan decided that it was good advice. He would tell Nerian everything that there was to know. He did not want to test their friendship any more than he had already done by hedging the truth.


    Caitlyn interrupted the two friends. She had the leather-bound notebook in her hand.


    “What are you two whispering about?”


    “We can’t decide who’s a better swordfighter, you or me,” Riordan said, with a smile.


    Eldwyn interjected, overhearing their conversation from the kitchen. “If she learns how to swing a sword at the same speed that she consumes a book, then Caitlyn after one lesson!”


    Brogan took the weight off his injured leg by placing his foot on a chair.


    “You were a natural. Maybe even better at sword fighting than you are at shooting.”


    Caitlyn blushed at all the attention but clearly appreciated the praise.


    “I drew a picture. Do you want to see it?” she asked Riordan, deftly changing the subject.


    “Of course.”


    Caitlyn leaned against the arm of Riordan’s chair and flipped open the notebook to the back.


    “There was only one more empty page left, so rather than have it come to an end, I wanted to come up with something that would happen next.”


    Caitlyn had drawn a picture of her and Nerian sparring against each other with swords. She had even written an anecdotal paragraph underneath the picture, about how Nerian was the captain of the guard in Elkridge who taught both men and women how to fight. Brogan craned his neck to comment on the artwork.


    “That beautiful, Caitlyn. I can recognise you and Nerian right away. Have you drawn before?”


    “Not until Riordan gave me this notebook.”


    “And now it’s filled with pictures and writing,” Riordan said, “take a look for yourself.”


    “Do you mind?” Brogan asked, before presuming he was allowed to see her drawings.


    “Not at all.”


    Caitlyn handed the notebook to Brogan who started at the beginning and flipped through, one page at a time. Riordan turned back to Caitlyn.


    “So all of a sudden you like Nerian. What brought that on?”


    She thought about the question for a moment before answering.


    “She doesn’t do anything half-heartedly.”


    “I can’t say that I disagree, but I’m glad. She’s a good friend of mine, and it seemed like you didn’t approve of her at first.”


    “That’s because I didn’t.”


    “Why’s that? Because she’s a soldier?”


    “No. Well, maybe at first. But then it was because I didn’t like how she looked at you.”


    “And how was that?”


    “A lot.”


    Riordan reflexively looked to Brogan, from whom he had expected a snide remark. He always had something to say whenever a comment was made about him and Nerian. No reaction was forthcoming. Brogan must have been engrossed in Caitlyn’s notebook and had not heard. He looked back at Caitlyn.


    “Nerian only looks that way at me because we’re interested in what each other have to say. I look at her the same way. That’s normal between friends.”


    Caitlyn narrowed her eyes. “Uh-huh.”


    “So do you plan on becoming a swordfighter now?” Riordan asked.


    “You don’t look at her the way she looks at you,” Caitlyn pursued, ignoring his attempt to change the subject. “Is it because she seems more like a man than a woman?”


    Riordan shook his head.


    “What then?” she asked.


    Riordan looked at Brogan again, who was still not paying attention, lost in his own world.


    He looked up at Eldwyn, who was listening to the conversation now, but at a distance with a smile, clearly enjoying the line of questioning.


    Riordan looked back at Caitlyn who was studying his face.


    “Why is Nerian less like a woman because she’s a swordfighter?” he returned.


    “She’s not, I suppose. I’m just trying to figure out what you think.”


    “So let me get this straight. You think I don’t look at Nerian the same way she looks at me, apparently, because she’s a woman who uses weapons?”


    “And that she’s better at using them than you are.”


    Riordan laughed. “What if I told you that’s one of the qualities I like about Nerian?”


    “Then you would be unlike any man I have ever known before. Also, I might have to stab her a little during my next lesson.”


    “Please don’t. I already know what that feels like.”


    “Riordan,” Brogan interrupted with a faraway voice.


    The face of his friend had turned completely white. The tone in his voice was distant, which was instantly concerning.


    “What is it?” Riordan asked with urgency.


    Brogan appeared stunned as he brought his gaze up from the notebook to face Riordan and Caitlyn.


    “I can read.”
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Chapter 13

Nerian had just finished giving Caitlyn her first lesson with a short sword. Riordan had come along to watch. The persistent cold weather had not discouraged the mountainfolk girl’s enthusiasm in the least. As much as she had enjoyed the time spent in Eldwyn’s study, pouring over books for the first time in her life, a part of her seemed happier to be outside.


    Although still freezing at night, the harshest winter temperatures were receding. The villagers of Elkridge were confident that if this was all the winter wyrm had left, they could bear it.


    Walking back to the workshop together, Caitlyn abruptly stopped in front of the door, spun around, and made a formal statement.


    “Thank you for the lesson Nerian. You’re very good with weapons. Much better at using them than any man.”


    “You’re welcome, Caitlyn. It’s my pleasure.”


    Caitlyn shot a meaningful glance at Riordan to make sure that he had understood, and then went inside. Caitlyn had left them alone for a change, heading upstairs to do some reading. Brogan was already there, fervently reading a book on blacksmithing that Eldwyn, who was out at the moment, had lent him.


    “What was that about?” Nerian asked Riordan once Caitlyn was out of earshot.


    “Don’t ask. Just be happy you’re still alive,” Riordan said with a smile. “Everybody is busy here. Mind if I join your patrol of the village? If I’m mistaken, that’s what you’re doing next.”


    “You know my comings and goings that well?”


    “Just like you know mine it would seem,” Riordan answered, “Brogan knew exactly where to find me because you told him where to look. It’s almost like we’ve been friends for most of our lives.”


    “Is there something on your mind?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.


    “Something is always on my mind these days. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing. Let me grab some food for us to eat and drink.”


    Riordan raided the pantry quickly and then headed out with Nerian.


    They continued down the road to the outer village thoroughfare that circumvented the centre of Elkridge. Now, with the slightly warmer weather, patches of road and a few properties were starting to appear again. Some villagers had even cleared the snow away in places, optimistic that no more would fall. It had given people something to do as they waited through what felt like the final days of the cold season.


    Wherever the pair walked, villagers would wave from their yards, or step out of their homes to embrace and greet them both. They thanked Riordan and Nerian for the elk meat that had been distributed around the village. Everybody in Elkridge had known them both since Riordan was a resourceful boy and Nerian was a precocious girl. As such, they still treated her with that level of familiarity despite her adopted uniform.


    Newcomers to the valley sometimes did not know how to act around Nerian. She was an authority figure as captain of the guard but could summon the manners of a refined lady at court. Riordan quietly marvelled at how effortlessly she switched between the two and wondered if Nerian was even aware of doing it. If nothing else, she seemed to enjoy disarming expectations.


    Vevay, Nerian’s mother, was an exceedingly refined woman. She originally forbade her daughter from all soldierly activities, but there was no stopping Nerian once her mind was set on a goal. She had watched her father training his soldiers and mimicked their lessons in private with practise weapons that she had stolen from his barracks. Despite all the reprimands, punishments, and straps she received from her mother whenever caught, it had never been enough to dissuade Nerian from what she wanted to do. She endured it all, which impressed her father. Seeing that it did, however, encouraged his daughter to further heights of delinquent behaviour.


    Vevay eventually conceded that her daughter could not be swayed from her chosen path and consented to her training, but on one condition. Nerian could continue her martial studies if she simultaneously studied the protocol of a proper lady. Vevay refused to completely abandon her only daughter to the rough ways of soldiers. Her father agreed that she would have to do both or give up fighting completely. That was all Nerian had needed to hear. After that, courtly etiquette became her nemesis, which she was determined to conquer through complete mastery, and combat was her reward. To the credit of her prodigious stamina, she excelled at both.


    Riordan was glad that she had made time for him today, but after several more families came out to greet them and gush with an appreciation for their efforts, he realised they might never exchange any private words with each other. As such, Riordan guided them off of her usual homestead patrol, and onto the one road lined with shuttered storefronts. Sensing him taking the lead, Nerian followed. The centre of town had not been touched by shovels yet, but the path was just wide enough for the two of them to walk intimately side by side.


    There was a lot of ground to cover in Riordan’s mind, but he had decided to start with Brogan’s sudden ability to read and write. Nerian had been amazed to find Brogan reading in the study when she had arrived that morning to train Caitlyn and even more so when he had stayed inside to continue reading instead of joining them. She had asked Riordan about it at the time, but he couldn’t say much with Caitlyn there and offered to explain later.


    “It’s not just reading. Brogan can write out anything we say out loud. More than that, he never makes a single mistake. And when he has done transcribing what we said, he corrects our spoken grammar.”


    “And that didn’t seem unusual to you?” Nerian asked, “For him to learn so fast?”


    “I suppose, but it makes me wonder. Maybe he’s wanted to read and write for a while now, but was too stubborn to admit it. You know his excuses, he’s afraid that learning how to read and write might crowd his mind and force out his father’s teachings. Now he’s filling his mind with even more information about his profession. He claims it’s already made him a better bladesmith.”


    “Sure, but he’s otherwise the same person? No sudden changes?”


    “I wouldn’t say so. You should hear him arguing with the books sometimes. It’s become a source of amusement in the workshop. So no, he’s still Brogan. The best part was his face, right after realising he could read. He was more surprised than any of us.”


    “That’s the part I don’t understand. Who spontaneously learns like that?” Nerian asked. Riordan thought about his answer.


    “I think his stubborn refusal to learn was hiding a very real desire to become literate. He was probably learning how to read and write peripherally over time, without ever being aware of it. The obstacle between his stubbornness and that knowledge eventually broke down.”


    Nerian raised a dubious eyebrow at his theory. Noticing as much, Riordan tried to clarify his point.


    “Think about it like this. Brogan has always known that he could learn how to read and write, but avoided books and even being around somebody who was reading. He was afraid that reading and writing might somehow rub off on him. It’s silly, but that’s what he thought. The longer he believed that idea, the more wilful he became about not learning how to read and write, in spite of all the people in his life who are literate. I think Brogan’s secretly wanted to read and write for a while now, but having been so verbally opposed to the idea for a while now, he became his own worst enemy. It’s a point of pride to him. So long as he knows his numbers, reading and writing was largely unnecessary.


    “I think Brogan… his mind at least, has been slowly trying to make sense of all the words around him. Books, engravings, signs. Then one day he idly flips through Caitlyn’s notebook, this illiterate mountainfolk girl who picked up reading and writing in two weeks, and his mind was caught off guard.


    “All the words he never understood were suddenly deciphered. The combination of pictures and words abruptly fell into place, like the final missing piece to a puzzle that he’s been slowly working on for years. At first glance, it looks like Brogan spontaneously became literate, but really he’s been learning at the speed of molasses.”


    Nerian sighed. “You know that makes absolutely no sense, right?”


    “Oh come on! It makes a little sense.”


    “Maybe a little, but otherwise no. Utter nonsense for the most part.”


    “All right Captain Straightforward. What do you think happened?”


    “I don’t know. It’s downright strange, but I will tell you this. People don’t just spontaneously learn how to read and write. They certainly don’t learn by sticking their head in the ground. You’re stretching for an explanation, but to be honest, I think you also enjoy the speculation.”


    Riordan was hard-pressed to disagree. The truth was he did not know what had caused Brogan’s unexplainable literacy. Guessing at the reason had been a welcome respite from thinking about his own newfound abilities.


    “Sometimes I think you know me better than anybody else in this valley,” Riordan admitted.


    Nerian smiled, but then a forgotten thought came to mind.


    “So this notebook, it was the same one in which you’ve been composing lessons for Caitlyn?”


    “Yes.”


    “Is it safe to assume you’ve spent a lot of time with this book coming up with exercises?”


    “Quite a few actually.”


    “And all of those lessons were written directly into that book? Nowhere else?


    “Sure, but what does that have to do with anything?”


    Nerian looked away, thoughtful, as her feet began to slow.


    “Probably nothing,” she said, but then came to a complete stop. Riordan did as well, at which point Nerian turned to face him.


    “What really happened the day you and Brogan were attacked?”
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Chapter 14

Riordan did not answer right away. Instead, he scratched the side of his head.


    Nerian was going after what she really had on her mind like she usually did. Her direct approach was her way of trying to catch him off balance. Even so, he had been expecting this question for a while and he had been looking for an opportunity to talk.


    A week had passed since she had tested his skill at sword fighting. According to Brogan, that exchange had poked more holes in his version of events than he first realised. Fortunately, Riordan had taken Brogan’s advice and prepared. More than anything, he wanted to be honest with Nerian.


    “I killed them, just like I said, one at a time, with the broadsword that Brogan’s father made.”


    The same story he had told Nerian that night after riding from the gully to the barracks. Not a lie, but not the whole truth either. He had to start somewhere.


    What he had not expected was how, by talking about that day again, he could recall the faces of each man, their expressions as they died. Each of them had been utterly surprised by the sudden turn of events which had lead to their demise, except for the sniper, whose face he had seen later, contorted and frozen in place on his decapitated head.


    The memories must have surfaced on his face because Nerian seemed to notice.


    “It still bothers you doesn’t it?”


    “I try to keep myself distracted with other thoughts. I think that’s why I worked so hard on the lessons for Caitlyn.”


    Nerian nodded. “I know the look. I’ve seen it in soldiers after they’ve taken a life for the first time. I don’t doubt that you killed those mountainfolk. I’ve just been trying to figure out how. Don’t be offended by this, but were they drunk at the time?” she asked.


    “I’m not offended. Killing them wasn’t a badge of honour for me, not in the slightest. But no, they were completely sober,” Riordan said.


    “Were they weak from hunger? Starving and emaciated?” she pursued.


    “I’m sure they were hungry but no less able-bodied than any other mountainfolk I’ve met.”


    Nerian considered what Riordan was saying before speaking again.


    “Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you fought back, and I’m happy you survived, but if everything you say about these men is true then―”


    Riordan interrupted Nerian to finish her thought.


    “―I shouldn’t be alive right now. I should be dead. There was no way I could hold my own against that many mountainfolk.”


    Riordan had taken the words out of her mouth. Nerian nodded, but then reached out for his shoulder and gripped it firmly.


    “Nerian, you’re my friend first, but you’re also captain of the guard. You have a responsibility to uphold, your duty as a soldier to the Boreal Reaches, and closer to home, to your father. You can’t be expected to keep secrets that endanger the village.”


    “I know where this is going.”


    “Are you sure about that? Because I’m not.”


    Nerian could not have looked more attentive at that moment so Riordan continued.


    “I cherish my friendships more than any possession I own. You and Brogan are my two closest friends, but it’s different between us. Whenever I tried to escape from my studies, it was always to meet up with you. We could always talk about anything that crossed our minds. Nothing was ever off limits. I value that more than you can know.”


    Riordan paused to collect his thoughts, but Nerian filled the silence.


    “You feel like you can’t tell me what happened that day because I’m a soldier of the kingdom?” she asked.


    “No, I can, and I will, but only if you ask me again. But if you do, the answer is going to put you in conflict with your oath as a soldier, because I will ask you, as a friend, not to tell anybody. I would be asking you to choose between your allegiance to the Boreal Reaches and your friendship to me. I don’t want to do that.


    “At the same time, I’m conflicted because there’s nobody else I would rather tell than you. Nobody who I think could understand better than you could. But I’m also afraid it’ll change how you look at me. More than that, I’m afraid it will change how everybody looks at me if what I want to tell you becomes common knowledge. Or even a few select people, like your father. I don’t want to put you in that position, Nerian. It’s not fair.”


    Nerian shook her head at Riordan.


    “You’re such an idiot.”


    Riordan blinked. This was clearly not the answer he had been expecting. He opened his mouth to speak, but never got the chance.


    “Come with me,” she said.


    It was not a question, it was a command. Nerian grabbed his hand and set off at a determined pace.


    “Where are we going?”


    Instead of answering him, Nerian pulled him along faster. Without saying another word, she took Riordan to the outskirts of Elkridge. He did not resist. Nerian had been forthright with him before, but not like she was now. Not with this sense of emotional urgency. If Riordan was honest with himself at that moment, he would admit that he was actually enjoying the prolonged contact of their hands, even if she was wearing gloves.


    They arrived at the archery range where he and the other able-bodied men had been brought before the elk hunt. The archery butte was still there, Nerian looked around to see if they were alone. There was no one and was almost twilight. Most villagers had settled in for the evening.


    Only then did she retrieve the bow from her back and fire.


    It was so fast Riordan had not even noticed her pulling an arrow. That was partly because she was not even looking at the target. Nerian did this five more shots in the blink of an eye, emptying one-half of her quiver before stopping.


    They were standing twice the distance away from the target than he had been on that day. The light was dim in the early evening, so he had to move in closer to confirm what he was seeing. That’s when his mouth dropped open. Six arrows were nestled directly in the centre of the bullseye, but that was not all. Each arrow had spilt the preceding arrow, leaving one, the last arrow, still intact.


    Nerian padded up behind him.


    “I had to stop doing that. You’d think it would get boring for me after a while, but it didn’t for some reason. I couldn’t get enough. I still can’t, but the barracks were losing too many arrows and the fletcher was starting to get suspicious.”


    Riordan touched the bow she was holding and recognised it immediately. Not because it looked any different than other bows in her armoury, but because of the sensation it had given him. A feeling of supreme competence. Merely touching the wooden stave with his fingertips, Riordan could feel his head starting to swim. He pulled his hand away.


    “This is the bow you dropped that day in the snow,” Nerian confirmed. “I’m a good shot, but not this good. With this bow, however, there’s nothing I can’t hit, whether seen or unseen. I only need to picture the target after no more than a glance.”


    Riordan was speechless.


    “This is the bow you were using when you missed that archery butt,” Nerian continued, “yet when we went hunting, you killed all five elk with ten arrows. I’ve wondered if maybe you were only pretending to be a bad shot that morning, but my gut tells me different.”


    Nerian was already starting to make the connection. Riordan had not thought much about the bow lately. A part of him had hoped that it might have been lost in the chaos of that day. For Nerian to have made the shots she just fired, it was obvious to him now that he had changed the weapon. Nerian wasn’t stupid. As usual, her keen perception had narrowed in on the truth.


    “How does it feel for you? Firing that bow at the target?”


    “It’s exhilarating.”


    “But you don’t feel any loss of control? The bow does exactly what you want? Not vice versa?”


    Nerian had not been expecting that question.


    “No. Not at all. Well, I’ve gotten carried away with arrows, but stopped after I went through five quivers.”


    “Were you by yourself at the time?”


    “Yes, right here in fact. Nobody else was around.”


    “And have you told anybody what that bow can do?”


    “No. Not a single person. Not even my father.”


    “Good,” Riordan said, sighing with relief. “This is what I’ve been afraid of telling you. Part of it anyways. That bow—it isn’t normal anymore. It’s been changed. I changed it.”
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Chapter 15

Nerian let her expression soften.


    “When Brogan left to get more soldiers, so we could carry all the elk meat back to Elkridge, I tried the bow then and discovered what it could do. I’ve been carrying it around with me ever since. It hasn’t left my side, whether I’m asleep or awake. And in all that time, I haven’t told anybody else what it can do.”


    “I’m sorry to put you in that position.”


    Nerian cupped the side of his face so that he would not look away.


    “There wasn’t a moment when I considered sharing a secret that might endanger you with anybody else.”


    Nerian had never spoken to him in such a gentle tone before. The compassion in her voice surprised him. A part of him wanted to feel her hand through the glove, but he was more overcome by the shame of doubting her loyalties as a friend.


    Thinking back, he couldn’t remember when he had started thinking of Nerian as a soldier first, with priorities above their friendship, but he clearly had at some point, possibly the day she had taken her oath as a soldier of the Boreal Reaches. She had become busier after that point, evidenced by them spending increasingly less time together. Nerian had always been on patrol or engaged in training exercises. Then, after Brogan’s parents died, she became even more focused on her duties. She became captain of the guard a year later.


    But in all that time, it occurred to him now, she had never stopped holding their friendship in even higher regard than her rank in the Boreal Reaches army. Riordan privately admonished himself; he should have never doubted her feelings. Now, because he had, it was time to make amends.


    He thought back to the day that he had shot the elk and recalled the visions of the bow being constructed, the wood being harvested beforehand, the tree from which the stave was cut, growing from a seed.


    “That bow came from a yew tree. It’s obvious from looking at it. We can recognise the wood and the grain, but I know the exact tree from which the wood for this bow was taken. I could probably locate the original tree if I thought hard enough about it. I watched the history of that bow, details I should have no way of knowing.”


    Nerian looked confused. “Do you mean everybody who has fired this bow?”


    “No. I saw the bowyer who works with your father. He would have been the craftsman, correct?”


    “Yes, he was one of the original soldiers who settled in Elkridge twenty years ago. All of our bow staves would have been replaced in that time.”


    “That’s what I mean. I saw every step of this bow coming into existence, but even further back. I saw the tree from which the wood was cut taking root in the ground. From there, I followed it growing, until it was shaped and varnished into the weapon you are holding today. My mind followed along for years until it was done.


    “And in that final moment, I knew everything about that bow. Every imperfection and nuance. I knew how to fire it unerringly, compensating not only for any variance in construction but my own lack of skill. There was so much information flooding into my mind that I blanked out. That’s why I didn’t understand how the elk had been killed at first. It only came back to me after I thought about it for a while.”


    “I remember. You were in a thick daze. I could barely get through to you,” Nerian recalled. Riordan nodded.


    “It was like waking up from a deep and intense sleep, but after only really nodding off for a moment.”


    “So what you described, the history of the bow, coming into that knowledge so fast, is that what changed it? Or did you change the bow, Riordan?”


    He thought about her question for a moment. Riordan had not pondered the matter until just now. This was the most he had talked about the events of that day. He could already feel himself relaxing as the burden of keeping his thoughts a secret lessened with each uttered word.


    “There was an instant… after Brogan caused the snow to fall and the elk were startled. It was right as they were rearing and about to bolt. Time stopped for me. I knew exactly what was required to stop them at that moment. I couldn’t explain it with words if asked, I still can’t understand it, but I intuitively knew the exact likelihood of being able to stop those five elk in their tracks. I also knew that it was far beyond my skill.


    “My heart was pounding. I didn’t want to disappoint the village, but most of all―and don’t laugh at me for saying this―I didn’t want to disappoint you. This is going to sound strange, but that’s when the distance between how well I could shoot and how well I needed to shoot—closed.”


    “What do you mean closed?”


    Riordan searched for more specific words in his mind, however clumsy, to explain the sensation.


    “The chance of it happening. I mean, there was me, with the meagre amount of skill I possess with a bow, and then, very much separate from me, there was the level of skill I needed to shoot all five of those elks. I could sense that the likelihood of being able to do that was impossibly far away, like on the other side of a wide chasm.


    “But then, after the vision, watching the tree grow, the wood getting harvested, the stave crafted into a bow, that chasm didn’t exist anymore. The bow had leapt across it. Or I had. Or I had pulled the bow across that chasm to me. Does that make sense?”


    Nerian opened her mouth to speak, paused, and then finished her completed thought.


    “No.”


    Riordan laughed. “I don’t blame you. It barely makes sense to me.”


    “So wait, could you see this chasm?” Nerian asked.


    “Not exactly. It was more of a feeling. It felt like a chasm. But then after the vision, I didn’t feel like that chasm of improbability was there anymore. I’m not sure why it didn’t feel that way. I only knew that I comprehended everything there was to know about this bow.


    “I could intricately describe how the grain flowed through the wood inside and out while holding it. The skill to shoot it, however, came from the bow, not me. That much I’m sure about. Which is why you’re able to shoot so well, but only with this bow, right? Have you tried others?”


    “I did. I’m still a good shot, but nowhere near the archer I am with this particular bow.”


    “And you’re still in complete possession of your senses?”


    “Very much. They might even be sharper.”


    “I see. Perhaps that means you’re a good match then. It was different with me. My hands held the bow, drew the arrows, and pulled the string, but I was a slave to own my intentions. It was like once the bow knew what I wanted to do, it took over. I became the least important part of it after that. I only remembered what happened afterwards, once you told me.”


    Riordan could see that Nerian had been listening intently to every word he had said. She had not been listening in disbelief but engaged. Trying to put everything he had said into terms that she could rationalise. Her attentiveness put him even more at ease.


    “So how much of this is alarming to you Nerian? I have to ask because you seem to be taking everything in stride so far.”


    Nerian shrugged, “Maybe I should be more disturbed, but I’m not. It’s more like the stave has become an extension of my will. Also, it’s an incredible rush. I love shooting this bow.”


    Riordan weighed his experience with the bow against the broadsword. He had not disappeared with the broadsword, not completely, but he had been a puppet to his own intent again. Rather than blanking out, as he had with the bow, he witnessed everything, albeit with no control over his actions.


    He had also felt less of a gap between his existing skill with a sword and the skill he needed to kill those mountainfolk. There was still a chasm, so-to-speak, just a smaller one. He wondered if expertise played a role in why the sword had not overwhelmed his mind as the bow had done.


    “That makes sense. You’ve always been an excellent shot. I think that with you shooting the bow, it doesn’t have to work so much as it did with me. Yes, you impressively split five arrows with each subsequent arrow just now, but it’s much more probable for you to do that than me. Perhaps the less expertise the bow has to provide, the more a wielder can remain present, without their mind being suppressed like mine was.”


    “It’s interesting to me that you should say that,” Nerian confessed. “I have to admit, it’s kind of addictive. The certainty of knowing that I will always hit any target in my sights, or even blind. I tried giving it up and going back to a normal bow, but I couldn’t. Riordan, I barely lasted an afternoon. Ever since then I’ve had my suspicions about it, but needed to be sure before I told you.”


    “Sure about what?” Riordan asked concerned.


    “That it was you. That you made the bow this way. Just like I suspect you did something to Brogan’s sword.”


    Riordan looked at Nerian as if caught in a lie. He hadn’t lied, and yet she had known. Nerian didn’t keep him waiting long.


    “In all the time I’ve known Brogan, he’s never been parted from that sword, even when he was a young boy and that blade was too big for him. Even when he was sick and weak, Brogan always wore that sword.


    “At first I thought, the blade might be too heavy with his leg injury, or that it made using crutches harder, but he’s been off his crutches for a week, limping around on his own without any help. No sword.


    “You did something to his father’s sword didn’t you? Something that helped you cut down those three mountainfolk? Then, if I’m not mistaken, you went back on Devlin’s horse to hide what his sword did before coming to see me? That doesn’t explain the other mystery horse I tracked leading off to the mountains, but it would answer a lot of other questions.”


    Riordan could not help but smile sheepishly. He was no match for this remarkable woman whose observant nature had seen right through him. He shook his head, chuckling at his own foolishness. He recalled that she had called him an idiot earlier. The evidence certainly supported her assessment, he decided.


    “Nerian, I fear for the man who tries to keep a secret from you.”
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Chapter 16

Small ambitious patches of undergrowth were emerging from beneath the snow left behind by winter. There was still a strong chill in the air, and water troughs froze overnight, but the snow had receded below the mountain peaks, prompting villagers to clear the roads from the northern to southern gates, especially now that the passes themselves were open for trade again.


    There was going to be a backlog of business due to the isolation winter had enforced. Projects that were started during harvest season had been put on hold when the passes had closed, halting the shipments of needed resources to Elkridge.


    As well, damage to homes from heavy snowfall and freezing temperatures had taken their toll. Riordan had already surveyed the entire village and taken note of which homes were in the direst need. It was organised and prioritised in his mind, including the order in which to visit certain homes.


    Riordan had healed enough from his crossbow bolt injuries that he could actively work again and he was eager to get out of the workshop. It was more crowded than usual, especially with Brogan staying with them, but that wasn’t his only impetus. Riordan actually missed the busyness of work. Most people considered the maintenance he performed around Elkridge to be an onerous task, but Riordan took pleasure in it, maybe even perverse pleasure.


    He knew very well that making these repairs was more about satisfying his personal aesthetic than it was for the people who owned the homes. The problems he fixed frequently bothered him more than them, but Riordan kept that part to himself. He looked for the work wherever it could found.


    Making these house calls, whereby villagers gave him free rein over their homes, had become a ritual which Riordan repeated every year around this time, so the villagers were no longer surprised to see him at their doors, tools in hand. The annual tradition had officially been going on for about a decade. Unofficially, Riordan had started making repairs around Elkridge, without anybody knowing since he had been eight years old. If given his druthers, he would spend the entire year making these kinds of satisfying repairs, but he sensed that would be overextending his welcome.


    The willingness people afforded him to work in their homes was more than he had ever hoped to achieve back when he had first started taking note of structural imperfections. Despite his concerns, however, the inhabitants of Elkridge had always made sure that he was warm and well fed while he visited, and they were always sad to see him go.


    This year, however, would be different, and that was because of the elk hunt. The villagers he visited were abuzz with questions. Riordan was expecting that and so he used the opportunity to downplay the events of that day, framing them in a more mundane light.


    More than anything, Riordan wanted to seem ordinary again, which he hoped exposing people to his tedious work ethic would accomplish. There were certainly a lot of repairs to be made this year, but only a limited time in which to get it all done.


    Everybody was gearing up for the sprites of spring festival. The annual event was taken very seriously, especially in smaller townships where the seasons played an integral role in day-to-day survival.


    It was already widely regarded that nobody celebrated the sprites of spring festival with more production than the inhabitants of Elkridge. For going on four decades, their reputation spread and the celebration had grown in size. It had acquired such renown that entire communities would leave their homes, make the pilgrimage to the valley, and camp among the trees for the week-long festivities. That being said, the villagers of Elkridge had agreed that they would need to celebrate this year in a bigger way than before.


    For the villagers of Elkridge, the sprites of spring festival was marked by the last full moon of winter rising over Wyrmstone Mantle. This event had been gradually delayed by two lunar cycles during the past twenty years. Regardless, people would begin arriving soon to stake out a good campsite, close to where they knew the heart of festivities would take place. Late arrivals would find themselves in the woods surrounding the village. It was always believed that there would be enough room until eventually, even those areas filled up. These days it was virtually guaranteed that the entire valley would be full of visitors before the festival had even properly started. This year promised to be no different.


    Indeed, after the worst cold season in memory, many villages were abstaining from their own celebrations this year, to merge them with Elkridge instead. That way, by pooling whatever resources remained, this one celebration promised to be particularly extravagant. Everyone was eager to put the glacial months behind them and as such, Elkridge had agreed to host them all.


    In anticipation of greater numbers, Glenreach and Silverbirch were bringing extra food and supplies. They would need it. Visitors would be coming from all walks of life, from the nobility to the impoverished. Nobody was given special treatment during the festival, regardless of station or status. That was an unshakable rule.


    Decorations had already started appearing, which was more of a local competition than anything else. The inhabitants all tried to outdo each other or their standards from previous years. The long winter months had given people plenty of time to weave and sew in preparation for this event. Every road leading into and out of the valley through both the northern and southern gates had been brightly decorated with banners and ribbons dyed in every colour available. Trees in the village had been shaken clear of snow so that glass lanterns could be hung from the branches. The village was rarely without light once the festival was in full swing.


    Acrobats, dancers, fools, mummers, and singers would arrive and ply their entertaining trades for the amusement of all. Contests would be held with purses to be won, games played by packs of roaming children, and ale pumps would be kept continuously wet, freely filling any cup placed underneath the spigot. If someone did not have a cup in hand, one was placed there in short order.


    Despite how readily available alcohol was made, men and women rarely drank to excess, but anyone who did was quickly hoisted up by a mob of people and tossed into the river with hearty laughter and good humour.


    As the valley was open to everybody, including any mountainfolk who felt like showing up. The soldiers of Elkridge had originally wanted to weed them out, but the villagers, led mostly by Eldwyn, had refused to tolerate such discrimination. They had been celebrating the sprites of spring festival with mountainfolk since long before the soldiers arrived. They would continue doing so into the foreseeable future.


    That did not, however, guarantee that any mountainfolk would even show up to the festival. In point of fact, they didn’t for the first few years. Tensions were still high between them and most soldiers of the Boreal Reaches. When the first mountainfolk did start showing up again, however, they were not turned away, regardless of past legacies. So far, everybody had been well behaved during the festival.


    Regardless, Nerian made sure that the soldiers under her command were more vigilant than ever. During this festival in particular, there would be little rest for them during the next week. She had already drafted rotations so that everyone would get to enjoy the festival at some point. They were to continually make their presence known throughout the valley.


    Previous celebrations had seldom come with any serious problems. Soldiers were instructed to resolve any conflicts away from the sight of any revellers. Fortunately, the mirth and jocularity that pervaded the week were so ambient that nobody had ever noticed the soldiers quietly doing their work in the background. Nerian hoped to maintain that standard, especially around the special occasion that had been planned.


    The villagers of Elkridge were determined to honour one individual in particular, who had made their survival, and therefore this festival, possible—Riordan. The hides of all five elk that Riordan had shot were now cured, limed, and stretched for all to see, displaying the miraculous shots that had dropped the four cows and one bull with only ten arrows. The meat from those elk had arrived at precisely the right time to keep villagers of Elkridge alive.


    Riordan had tried and failed to make the elk hunt seem like an inconsequential stroke of luck during his end of winter maintenance, but nobody had forgotten who was responsible. It had started with Brogan but had taken on a momentum of its own. The mountainfolk ambush, on the other hand, was still only known to a select few people.


    Devlin and Meghan Miller were privy to the attack, but they had agreed to be discreet. Nerian had made a special request of the couple, for the sake of Caitlyn’s well being, to suppress the matter. Brogan explained his limp to anybody who asked by claiming that he had dropped a hammer on his foot during winter.


    Still, even with the hunt alone, Riordan was not accustomed to the attention he received during his repair visits to Elkridge homes. He was polite and satisfied the curiosity of any villager who asked about the five elks, but an exhibition of his deeds, accompanied with public recognition, was not something that he wanted.


    It was the day before the celebrations were going to begin, shortly after he had completed work on the final cottage—during his self-imposed itinerary—when Riordan disappeared up Wyrmstone Mantle.


    It was not a journey he usually undertook at this time of year, but he wasn’t going to let snowy conditions or his recent encounter with mountainfolk stop him. He was possessed with a powerful desire to avoid the crowds.


    Riordan donned his haversack, put on his furs, and slipped out of the village unseen. He made good time across the bridge, hiding among the crowds of arriving villagers; he even managed to avoid the soldiers of Elkridge. It was not until much later in the day that anybody back at the workshop finally read his note of explanation.
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Chapter 17

The hike up Wyrmstone Mantle took less than a day, but only because Riordan already knew the path and had brought along snowshoes for the higher elevations. He made good time and was almost at the top when he turned around to look down at the valley.


    Caravans of travellers were entering the valley on foot, sledge, or wagon, forming a line of torches and lanterns. People would be jostling for space soon enough.


    Not Riordan. Nobody would contest him for Wyrmstone Mantle. He tried to estimate how many people were already in attendance this year, but the effort was tantamount to counting stars. More than any previous year. They could have it, he resolved.


    Riordan had packed enough food and clothes to stay on Wyrmstone Mantle for several days. The entire festival if he could manage it. He was confident that nobody would follow him up here.


    Brogan’s leg was still giving him grief and probably not strong enough to make the ascent. Nerian was too busy patrolling the crowds. Eldwyn was operating the ale pump this year and would likely be sampling his own spirits. There was an earthen cellar outside the workshop, slowing brewing a concoction that he was confident would draw crowds.


    Caitlyn had offered to help Eldwyn in the undertaking, setting up the stall near the centre of Elkridge where they could slake the thirst of revellers. Riordan had actually been the most worried about being able to sneak away from Caitlyn unnoticed, but Meghan Millar had unintentionally helped him.


    She had arrived with several dresses for Caitlyn to try on, all of which once belonged to her own daughters, now grown up. When Caitlyn ran her hands over the soft fabrics and her eyes had widened, Riordan took advantage of the distraction. At that point, it would have been more difficult to pull Caitlyn away from those dresses than to sneak away unnoticed.


    Riordan was happy that she was showing more of an interest in village activities. Not only that, but the village was taking an interest in Caitlyn. He hoped that she could even enjoy some semblance of childhood before becoming a fully grown woman.


    Nobody in Elkridge seemed to mind that she was clearly mountainfolk, made obvious by her swarthy complexion and thick black hair. Her genuine enthusiasm about village life was endearing, not to mention how unexpectedly well spoken she was compared to other mountainfolk. Learning how to read and write had improved her shyness about meeting new people.


    Riordan sensed that Caitlyn would not need him to be a source of comfort much longer, as she was becoming more independent each day. He would still be there for the mountainfolk girl, but this time apart would be good for her as well. She would be well in hand with Eldwyn.


    Growing up in the valley, Riordan had challenged himself to explore all of the peaks that bordered the valley in which Elkridge was nestled. There were eight across five mountains, and each peak was unique, affording a different perspective of the landscape below. They stood higher than their mountainous neighbours in the surrounding regions, allowing whoever stood upon these peaks to enjoy an unimpeded view that stretched as far as the day was clear until the world curved at the edges. It could be authoritatively said that Elkridge was atop the world.


    Riordan had never spent much time looking out at that world, which he only occasionally wondered about, but never for very long, and never seriously. Insofar as he was concerned, there was no place more appealing to live than Elkridge. He had not climbed these peaks to get away from the valley or the village. He had merely wanted to understand for himself how they had come to be named.


    Stormbolt Heights was the lowest mountain with two squat peaks that were frequently shrouded in clouds.


    Grimtalon Peak was the southernmost mountain and also the tallest. The winds up there had nearly thrown Riordan to his death a few years ago. If he had not been moored to the cliffside they would have.


    Blackcradle Summit also had two peaks, between which lay a deep gully filled with dark rock. Nothing much grew up there on the barren landscape.


    Mourningfall Spires had a higher and a much a lower secondary peak, but these were both largely a mystery. The higher point was blunted, which some said once supported a large pinnacle that had broken off and crashed into the valley below. Any remnants of that spire have either been quarried long ago or swallowed up by the forest.


    Wyrmstone Mantle was the most obvious named mountain, because of a prominent outcropping that naturally held the rough shape of a wyrm with folded wings. It was also Riordan’s favourite peak, offering an unobstructed view of the entire valley. He had visited the mountain often, each time with a heavy set of carving tools in his haversack to continue the arduous task of bringing out the wyrm-like details of the stone.


    Riordan was quite young when he started carving the stone, never once asking if anybody would mind. He had simply presumptuously chipped away at the rock as if it were his right to do so. The sculpture, albeit formed by nature, was incomplete in his mind. He knew exactly what it would look like when complete, which would be a long time from now, unable to work on it every day. Being made from granite, the stone had been exceedingly difficult to carve. Even so, Riordan was determined to see the wrym free.


    The village knew that he was working on the sculpture, as the sound of him chipping away at the stone echoed across the entire valley, but less so during the sprites of spring festival, when the noise would be absorbed by all the additional people.


    The first step had been to hew the rock with steel chisels and drills. Once that had been done, Riordan had turned to older abrasive techniques, using granite gneiss to wear down the stone, which allowed him to slowly form the ears, muzzle, and talons, not to mention the long elegant fingers of the folded wings, between which he carved a smooth membranous skin.


    After that, he had resorted to finer tools, painstakingly grooving out the smallest details with elk antlers, like the reptilian eyes and flaring nostrils, or the individual talons and teeth. He had gone through more antlers than he could remember in service to this sculpture.


    Once those were done, Riordan had endured the monumental task of etching out the scales. This was where the work had become a labour of love. In point of fact, it had to be. There was no other way it was going to be completed otherwise. Yet even after mastering all of these techniques, Riordan was still not satisfied.


    That is when he had fixed himself to the task of removing the stone from the base so he could carve out the underbelly, legs, and tail while leaving the front and back legs attached to the original stone. The wings were outstretched but folded down. There was still some rock to be removed beneath them and between the body and wing.


    It was a work in progress that had continued for a decade so far.


    As he crested the peak, the massive wyrm was there waiting for him, partially covered in snow. The ferocious mouth was carved open, as if in a happy gesture of greeting, despite the fact that it was the size of a draft horse. He cleared off the snow and chipped away any ice encrusted on the base. This was so that he could get a good look at his progress and decide where to continue next.


    He set up a campsite next, building a fire to warm his hands and dry his sweat-soaked clothes before carving in earnest. As the fire grew, Riordan thought about what the statue still needed. There were still a few goodly amount of daylight left during which he could clean up any older details, some minutiae in which to lose himself. The physical trance of tedium and toil a perfect way to let his mind wander.


    The last few weeks had been the most turbulent of his life. He had been so desperate to keep the bow and then the sword a secret. After talking to Nerian, all of that felt unnecessary now. He still needed to keep them a secret, just not from one of his closest friends.


    Opening up to her had been a tremendous relief. The memory of her hand touching the side of his face still lingered with him. It had put him at ease to share the burden of secrecy. Not only had Nerian already been keeping the secret, having discovered for herself what the bow could do, but she had placed their friendship before duty. It was still a mystery, but she had sympathised rather than make him feel strange. Indeed, she had acknowledged there was something special about what he had done.


    Thinking back, Riordan had not been aware of any thought behind his actions, merely intent, which both the bow and sword had risen to meet. He wondered if he could do it again without the need or desperation that motivated the first two occasions. Riordan deliberately avoiding calling on the ability again, afraid of the answer waiting for him. And afraid of being noticed by somebody that he could not trust.


    He glanced down at the valley below. People would be able to see his fire, but finding the trailhead was not straightforward. A handful of villagers knew where to find it, but few others, and definitely no revellers. He was safely alone for the time being.


    Riordan unfolded the leather wrap that immobilised his carving tools, picked one up, and thought about how long this statue might endure over the years that would follow. He thought about how much being constantly exposed to the elements would deteriorate his work over the centuries to come. Then he deliberately thought about the origins of rock, about what formed a stone in the first place.


    Riordan closed his eyes and let his mind do the work. So long as he was touching an object, Riordan had discovered that he did not need to actually see what he was doing. He could see perfectly well with his fingers, even better sometimes. His fingers would notice details that his eyes often missed.


    It was not something that he did while other people were around, especially when he was swinging a heavy tool or wielding a particularly sharp edge, but Riordan had been working that way for years. He found that once his eyes were closed, no longer telling him where his hands should be, his intuition for building took over. Riordan was able to focus more on the material that way, like the granite of this statue.


    Surely such a dense rock began with heat, he thought.


    That’s when he felt them again, the tendrils that had reached out from his mind to the sword. They appeared, caressed and directed by the strands of his thoughts. He had been right to wait until nobody else was around; if there were a time and place to experiment, this was it.


    Riordan calmed his mind, but rather than allowing the tendrils to overwhelm him, as they had before, he seized them like reins and bid them to take him back through time. He wanted to know how this granite, in particular, had been formed. He wanted to see the beginning of the rock. The tendrils latched onto the wyrmstone and took him there in an instant.




    Liquid fire surrounded him, churning through unknown depths, pushing through the mantle of the world, looking for places to exist and finding one. New spaces yawned as the roiling mass rushed inside to fill those empty hollows.


    To accommodate this upheaval, massive crusts of the world rent, allowing the liquid fire to push ever upwards, growing hotter and lighter to gain elevation. Even at this intensity of heat and pressure, there were mineral deposits of solid matter that resisted melting.


    The liquid fire continued to rise, eagerly searching for any release from the prison of being underground. Finding a vent to the surface, the burbling flame charged towards that opening. The liquid fire erupted, sending great plumes of explosive magma through an earthen shell that barely offered any resistance. It gushed skywards in turbulent streams until there was no more magma left to spew.


    Only now did the liquid fire finally cool, hardening into permanence.


    Riordan loosened his grip on the tendrils, allowing more time to pass. Aeons of unknowable history elapsed until he recognised the peak and he witnessed people begin to appear. Mountainfolk at first, but then somebody else, a lone figure.


    It was him, but as a boy, maybe ten years old. He disappeared and reappeared over the seasons, growing taller each time. Riordan marvelled at himself. Had he always been so devoted to his work? Always so certain in his actions?


    He watched himself bite into the hard stone with steel tools, chiselling and chipping at the rock. Large pieces at first, then smaller ones, refining the design. He watched as his adolescent hands took the rough shape of a wyrm and formed it into a recognisable animal. He was watching as his younger self sanded the surface down, layer by layer, with a stone that was even denser than granite, granite gneiss.


    What took countless millennia to form, Riordan worked away in less than a decade, all the while growing into a man. He watched himself working on the wyrmstone, as day became night and night became day again. Riordan suddenly realising he was seeing himself right now. This was real time, but it passed in the blink of an eye. He reflexively yanked back on the tendrils with a thought, detaching them from the wyrmstone.




    By now it was dark, but the moon illuminated the cloudless night. The air was surprisingly humid. Riordan looked at the sculpture before him, but what he saw defied reason.


    He was staring at a wyrm frozen in stone. It was not the sculpture that he had started working on when he had arrived; it was much more advanced and recently etched, as evidenced by the piles of stone dust at the base.


    The level of detail was far beyond what he remembered. There were nuances that he had only theoretically thought about, but which had always been beyond the capability of his current tools. He had imagined such precision, but now those details were beautifully rendered, plain to see.


    The eyes had irises. The snout had individual pores. The brow had a nuanced frowning countenance. The folded wings were carved away from the main body but still connected to the back. All carved into granite. The statue may as well have been a living creature at some point petrified in stone. Riordan stared at the sculpture mouth agape, still unable to reconcile what he was seeing.


    He looked around at his surroundings for the first time, his movements sluggish. There was something strange about the peak, something that wasn’t exactly as he remembered it. Stone dust covered the ground around the statue, piled several inches deep in places, understandable considering the amount of work that had been done. Still, there was something off about the peak that he could not figure out.


    Riordan looked up to check the position of the moon. It had only charted through the sky a little but also seemed a sliver smaller than he remembered. Riordan couldn’t be sure. There was a sound in the distance that kept fading in and out as if being carried on the wind. He could not make it out.


    Then he noticed his arms felt like disconnected weights hanging from his shoulders, similar to how he had felt after a long day of work when his muscles burned from fatigue, but worse. He could move them, but they protested fiercely.


    Riordan looked at his hands. They were blistered and stiff. He tried to move his fingers, but only after focusing on the effort was he able to finally twitch one a little. He tried to get up off the ground where he was kneeling, but his legs were completely numb. He could not feel or move anything from his knees down.


    Riordan painfully dragged himself backwards with his arms until his legs awkwardly unfolded and stretched out in front of him. They felt detached from his body. There was nothing that he could think to do except rubbing the feeling back into his limbs with his near useless hands. He could feel them starting to tingle as blood rushed back into his legs. Riordan was paralysed by pain as the feeling in his limbs slowly returned.


    The feeling of pins and needles were like droplets of spring rain on his face compared to this sensation. This was more like daggers and knives being plunged into his flesh over and over again. He gritted his teeth waiting for the torture to stop, or at least diminish somewhat. It was in no hurry and the next little while felt like an eternity.


    As the anguish mercifully subsided to a tolerable level, Riordan became aware of several details.


    First of all, he was hungry. Secondly, he was powerfully thirsty. Thirdly, his fire had burned out, but he was not shivering with cold. Despite being on a mountain peak, it was surprisingly warm.


    Lastly, what had been bothering Riordan earlier dawned on him. The ground was no longer covered in snow. In fact, as he looked out across the mountains that surrounded Elkridge, none of the mountains that ringed the valley had snow on them.


    That’s when the sound he had heard earlier caught up with him again. What was that noise? It was curious, but not more important than his desire to eat and drink. He glanced around, looking for his rucksack, and then spotted it a few feet from where he remembered placing the satchel.


    The flap was open with much of the contents pulled out. Scavenger animals must have grown brave enough to approach him during his single-minded work, but he had no memory of such critters.


    Riordan pathetically crawled over to his pack only to find that the bread, cheese, and cured meats were gone, probably devoured by some ambitious racoon. Thankfully his dried rations and water skin, tucked beneath his extra clothes, had survived the ransacking.


    Riordan devoured three days of rations and drank from the water skin until it was empty. He was still hungry and thirsty, but that had taken the edge off. Exhaustion was going to be a problem until he could consume something more substantial.


    Riordan tentatively stood up using the statue for support and looked around. He was dizzy and his legs still were not accustomed to being used again.


    That sound again. Riordan positioned himself closer to the ledge and looked down at the valley.


    Elkridge was teaming with people. Campfires were burning everywhere amongst the trees surrounding the village. He could make out large caravans parked in the village square, and torched-lined streets were full of revellers. The roads from the northern and southern gates were dark now, save for a few lanterns. The sprites of spring festival was in full swing. The sound he had been hearing was music.


    He did not understand. Travellers were still flooding into Elkridge when last he had checked. Had the festivities started early? Had people settled into the valley while he had been distracted by sculpting? No, that did not make sense. The number of people he was seeing now could not have migrated into the valley that quickly. It took time.


    Then it hit him.


    Riordan looked back at the moon again. A sliver was missing, but not on the waxing side. It was missing from the waning side. The wyrm statue had not been carved in an evening, it had taken days. At least three. He had carved straight through the full moon and beyond.


    Riordan’s plan to stay on Wyrmstone Mantle for the entire festival was not possible now that most of his food was gone. And the blisters on his hands needed tending. He was sore, tired, and weak, but felt that he could navigate the steep path slowly, struggling with each step, and make it down eventually.


    Riordan turned from the ledge and gathered his possessions together, but at the speed of an old man. Looking at his brace of carving tools he inwardly groaned. They were heavy and he lacked the strength to carry them.


    He decided to leave them behind, tied up in their oil-and-cloth bundle under the wyrm statue. He would come back for them later.


    As Riordan limped away, leaving the massive wyrm statue behind, the dark form of a massively built man soundlessly emerged out from behind a cluster of rocks, close to where Riordan had been carving. He walked over to the ledge and looked down at Riordan as he hobbled away.


    The man didn’t smile but watched as Eldwyn’s foundling negotiated the mountainside with difficulty. If Riordan had turned around in that moment, he might have seen him. He did not.


    If he had, Riordan would have recognised the man immediately, not only from the time they fought when he had been much younger but from the scar that Nerian left on the mountainfolk that day. An old scar across his cheek.
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Chapter 18

Elkridge was thrumming with festive activity. Revellers were everywhere throughout the valley celebrating the beginning of spring. The sprites of spring festival had begun two nights before as the last full moon of winter rose over Wyrmstone Mantle. The village elders had stood in the centre of Elkridge and observed the traditional lunar ascent. When the moon completely cleared the mountain they rang the bell officially signalling the festival’s beginning.


    Everybody in attendance had waited in silence, not quite ready to believe that the long cold season was over, but once the bell rang the crowd let out a great anticipatory cry of exuberance. There began a non-stop celebration, continuing through the night and finding renewed stamina in the morning, especially in light of the sudden humidity.


    Nobody could say when it happened, but every remaining trace of snow had melted. At best, it was assumed that the large number of revellers—more than any previous year—had caused it. The fact that the peaks were also devoid of snow went unnoticed. Instead, the celebration grew more fevered as the heat continued to climb.


    Brogan was proudly standing in front of his counter surrounded by all the other brightly coloured stalls. The five elk hides were displayed in front of the town hall for all to see. Brogan had cleverly arrived early to set up his stall across from them. He was more than happy to regale anybody with the tale of how the elk had been slain by his close friend Riordan with the superior arrowheads he had personally forged. Brogan was wearing his father’s sword again in its usual wooden scabbard.


    It had taken Brogan a while to feel comfortable with the weapon again after the mountainfolk attack. The fact that it could cut through any substance they had experimented on, wood, stone, or metal, by striking those substances at just the right angle and with just the right amount of force, gave Brogan pause.


    The information was coming from the sword, not the wielder.


    Brogan had carried the broadsword after his parents’ deaths to honour their memory, but also as a reminder to bring their attackers to justice. Now the broadsword was different. Forever turned into something else.


    Brogan wasn’t sure if that change was for the better or not and figuring that out for himself took time. It was certainly extraordinary, but he could not say with any certainty whether the blade was still his father’s sword. Not until Nerian had chimed in after finding out that he was considering hanging up the sword.


    “If Logan were alive today, he would tell you to stop sulking. You know what he was like. Your father loved the latest innovations, whether it was crafted by his hand or not. He would love this sword even more now precisely because it’s different.”


    Nerian put the matter to rest in one fell swoop, as perhaps only she could have done and Brogan started wearing the sword again. He had to be more careful wielding the sword now, but that only made the responsibility of the weapon more profound.




    When Riordan shambled into the bazaar, he did not look that much different from men who had drunk too much the night before. His face was haggard and weathered after carving for days in the sun and through the night.


    The slow climb down from Wyrmstone Mantle had been arduous. He had wanted to stop and rest many times but knew that falling asleep was dangerous in his state. He needed more food and water. He doggedly put one foot in front of the other and made his way into the centre of Elkridge.


    Shuffling through the main thoroughfare and press of revellers, Riordan had no trouble spotting Brogan in front of the town hall nearby the five elk hides. As he approached the stand where Brogan was showcasing his goods, he could see that his friend was in the middle of courting some merchants he recognised as the buyers from the nearby township of Glenreach. When Brogan saw him, he immediately turned the conversation in his direction, failing to gauge the plight of his friend.


    “The archer walks among us! What better way to assert my claims than hearing it from the hunter himself!”


    The talk Riordan and Brogan had about downplaying his accomplishments was apparently completely forgotten. Hearing Brogan’s strong voice project throughout the bazaar, many of the villagers clapped while revellers looked on with admiration.


    Brogan’s broad smile faltered when he finally took note of Riordan’s dishevelled condition. If there were any expectations for him to look the part of a hero, Riordan was dashing them today. One of the merchants patted him on the back, nearly dropping him to his knees.


    “Perhaps a demonstration is in order? I would love to see the elk slayer shoot for myself. Tales of your marksmanship have become legendary in such a short period of time!”


    Riordan scratched the side of his head absently. “My accuracy is entirely owed to the craftsmanship of Brogan’s fine arrowheads,” he said, barely managing to speak coherently.


    “Such modesty. A rare quality in the young. Perhaps later then—during one of the archery contests?”


    “Perhaps,” Riordan replied, unable to force a smile.


    Riordan, wishing he had just gone directly to the workshop, wanted nothing more than to disengage himself from this banter, which Brogan could tell from the withering look being shot at him.


    “If you would excuse me, gentlemen, I need a moment with my friend. Feel free to examine my wares, but be careful, each weapon is deadly sharp.”


    “Water,” Riordan whispered to Brogan, who grabbed the leather skin from his stand as he guided them away from the conversation to a tree beside the town hall.


    “You look horrible. What happened to you?”


    Riordan drank first before responding, emptying more than half of the skin.


    “When did you see me last?” he finally said, catching his breath.


    Brogan immediately looked worried. “Three days ago, before you left. I read the message you left in the study. Have you been drinking?”


    It was much as Riordan had thought. He had been carving the wyrmstone for more than two straight days, but without rest. Riordan continued drinking from the skin until it was empty.


    “What did I miss?” he finally asked, coming up for air.


    “Going by the reddened shade of your skin, it doesn’t look you missed anything. This heat started after the festival officially started. It was sweltering by afternoon yesterday, and it’s already warm this morning. Folks showing up today are saying that the weather improved only after they passed through the northern or southern gates into Elkridge. The outlying lands are apparently still dusted in snow, which is strange considering that we are ringed by the highest mountains in the area.”


    Brogan gestured around the village. “Can you believe it? All the snow melted in one night!”


    “So the first day of the festival was two days ago,” Riordan confirmed, half muttering to himself, half talking to Brogan. “I left the day before the festival started, which means I’ve been on the mountain for two days and three nights.”


    “To be honest, I’ve been so busy I didn’t notice. I just assumed you were busy too. What happened? Why were you on Wyrmstone that long? You look horrible.”


    “I was trying to clear my head, and maybe avoid that honouring ceremony people have been talking about. Then before I knew it, the time was just—gone.”


    “Does this have anything to do with…” Brogan asked, deliberately trailing off.


    “No. I don’t think so. Maybe. Something strange happened. Suffice it to say, the wyrmstone statue looks a lot different now.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean it’s finished.”


    “Really? Just like that? I didn’t think you were ever going to finish that carving. Almost like you were prolonging it on purpose.”


    “I was. Not anymore apparently. Have you seen Eldwyn around? I didn’t stop at the workshop before coming here. You know how worried he can get.”


    “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that. Eldwyn has been doing just fine in your absence. He and his little helper want nothing more than to inebriate the entire village.”


    Riordan raised an eyebrow at the implications behind Brogan’s tone.


    “Sampling his own product again?”


    “Yes, and you’ll have no problem finding them. Or rather hearing them. Follow the stalls all the way to the end. They’ll be surrounded by a throng of revellers.”


    Riordan inwardly groaned. While Eldwyn was a man of great discipline during the year, he was also a man of great indulgence during festivals.


    The extra water had helped, but Riordan wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep for the rest of the day. Now, however, he would need to check on Eldwyn, who was probably too far in his cups to have noticed that he had been missing.


    Before he left, Riordan nodded up at the elk hides that were on display.


    “What happened to giving this an ordinary perspective?”


    “I said nothing to make the events of that day seem any more impressive than they are. No point in denying what everybody already knows. But I am also not making them seem any less impressive either.”


    Riordan narrowed his eyes at his friend.


    “For somebody who didn’t know how to read and write until recently, you certainly know how to make words mean whatever you want.”


    Riordan did not give Brogan the chance to reply and disappeared into the crowds of people and performers that lined the main thoroughfare. He did not have to travel far before he heard Eldwyn boisterously talking over the crowds.


    Brogan might be guilty of exaggeration, Riordan thought, but his accounting of Eldwyn was accurate.


    “Eldwyn’s Elucidative Elixir! With just one cup, all your mundane worries will evaporate! Two cups and all the mysteries of life will unravel before you like the layers of an onion, but with none of the tears! Three cups and you’d best gird yourself for the deeper realisations of existence that only the strongest of wills can endure! I say again, three cups only for the brave at heart! Shrinking violets, I pray thee, do not drink more than two, for three cups of Eldwyn’s Elucidative Elixir will cast open doorways to your soul heretofore undreamed!”


    Riordan pulled Eldwyn off the chair on which he had been standing, preaching the virtues of his ale.


    “I’m flying!” Eldwyn chortled. Riordan barely caught the man who had raised him before he collided with the ground. Eldwyn’s eyes rolled around in his skull until they finally rested on Riordan in front of him.


    “Riordan my boy! Bringer of Spring! Hunter of elks! Slayer of highwaymen!”


    Eldwyn had utterly forgotten himself.


    “How many drinks have you had today?”


    “No less than five, no more than…” Eldwyn furrowed his brow as he attempted to calculate a tally. He quickly gave up and smiled sheepishly. “I lost count after eight.”


    Riordan took the empty cup in Eldwyn’s hand, smelled the contents, and then had to look away with a wide expression. The smell of ethanol was overwhelming. “Did you mix any grains with the batch? How are you still standing?”


    “I stand for no man! I stand for myself alone! Just like always! When it was me and the mountainfolk alone in this valley!” Eldwyn’s voice grew louder with each pronouncement.


    Riordan tried to quiet him. “Perhaps you stand for a little girl named Caitlyn?”


    “Yes! I am her stalwart protector!” Eldwyn said with a flourish of his hand. “Wonderful child. Such a charming assistant!”


    Eldwyn blearily scanned the crowd as Riordan tried to hold him upright. He was not sure who was swaying more, him or Eldwyn. To onlookers, they must have looked like a pair of drunks. Thankfully the crowd had returned to perusing the vendor stalls once Eldwyn had been usurped from his chair.


    He looked back to Riordan. “Would you happen to know her whereabouts?”


    Riordan shook his head. Holding Eldwyn up was taking a lot of effort, so Riordan sat him down on the chair. He was a thin man, but his dense wiry muscles made him heavier than he looked. Riordan looked through the crowd, but there was no sign of Caitlyn. Then he heard her voice calling out through the revellers.


    “Fine ale for the taking! Sample the spirits that only Eldwyn of Elkridge can brew! If you think you’ve had too much, then you haven’t had enough!”


    Eldwyn slapped Riordan’s back unexpectedly, nearly toppling Riordan while teetering off the chair himself. “There’s the little bird!” he said, righting himself. “She can’t be far! I’d recognise that delightful voice anywhere. What a natural! You didn’t just teach her how to read and write Riordan. You gave her a forked tongue as well!”


    She emerged from among a throng of festival goers carrying a tray with only a few glasses left. Riordan almost did not connect the voice with the doll-like girl he saw. She was wearing one of the outfits Meghan Miller had fitted to her size, a simple white chemise covered with a peach overdress that laced up in the front. Her black hair had been styled into braids that wound around her head.


    Caitlyn barely resembled the dishevelled mountainfolk girl that he had found in the forest.


    “Don’t be shy! Nobody is counting! Not now. Not for the entire week! Help yourself! Please, my arms can’t carry them forever.”


    The crowd laughed. They loved the sight of Caitlyn in her adorable dress. Having only two mugs left on her tray, she looked over at the pump expectantly and smiled when she saw Riordan.


    “You’re back!” she yelled, absently letting go of the tray to wave with one hand. The tray tipped, Caitlyn flailing forwards and backwards, trying to catch it, her balance was already off. She fell backwards onto the ground, the ale sloshed out of the mugs and arced through the air, completely drenching her.


    Before anybody had a chance to react, Caitlyn looked down at herself, realised what had happened, and with a genuinely confused expression, said, “How did I get down here?” punctuating the statement with an ale-induced hiccup.


    The revellers roared with laughter. Caitlyn was not embarrassed in the least. She returned an enormous rosy-cheeked smile at their attention.


    Riordan scowled at Eldwyn and hoped Meghan Miller was preoccupied somewhere else right now. He dreaded the earful he would receive if she found out Caitlyn had been peddling ale with the zeal of a tavern wench, while apparently stealing more than a few sips for herself.


    Riordan strode over to help Caitlyn back on her feet.


    “You’ve certainly gotten an early start, haven’t you?” He tried sounding reproachful, but she was oblivious in her current state.


    “I tried ale for the first time today!” she said proudly.


    “I never would have guessed,” he replied dryly. Caitlyn hiccupped again and then squinted at Riordan with her own reproachful expression.


    “Did you fall through the forest?”


    “That’s actually not very far from the truth,” he replied.


    Riordan was about to suggest that the three of them call it a day, when suddenly six men stepped out of the surrounding crowd, emerging from several directions at once. They encircled Riordan and Caitlyn. There was no mistaking their rough leather garb or countenance. Each one was a mountainfolk.


    He grabbed the handle of his dagger with one hand while protectively tucking Caitlyn into his side with the other. At a quick glance, each man looked no less formidable than the next, except for one, who was markedly shorter and smaller.


    He discounted him for now and focused on the five other faces. Caitlyn clung to his belt to steady herself, still dizzy and not yet aware of the threat which had presented itself.


    “You said her name was Caitlyn. By her hair and skin, the girl is mountainfolk.”


    It was the smallest man who had spoken. Short and wiry, with an ashen complexion and gaunt features, he was a full foot shorter than Riordan, unusually diminutive by mountainfolk standards, but this man commanded the attention of his companions, all of whom were roughly twice his size and barrel-chested, as was usual for their ilk. Riordan reckoned the man was over twice his age but it was hard to tell. Mountainfolk were generally much older-looking than their years.


    Riordan wondered how they had gotten so far into Elkridge without being noticed. Mountainfolk could join the festival freely if they wished, but he knew that this year Nerian and her guards would be keeping a closer eye out for any that entered the village. Even so, if these mountainfolk had shown up separately, they would have easily blended in and avoided drawing attention to themselves. That was not what they were doing now. This was actively hostile.


    Riordan could already see that none of them was heavily armed, but he didn’t kid himself. These men were more than capable of dealing considerable harm with their fists alone.


    “Who are you?” Riordan asked the smallest man.


    “Kin to this woman. Perhaps you know something about that slayer of highwaymen?”


    The man looked for agreement from his companions. “Isn’t that what Eldwyn just said?”


    They all grunted and nodded.


    Riordan realised that they must have been watching them for a while.


    “What’s your name?” Riordan asked him.


    “Fearghus. Clan father of these men and many more, including this wayward woman.”


    Fearghus pointed at Caitlyn, without looking at her, as if she were stray livestock.


    Mountainfolk were organised by families, the most powerful member of which was referred to as the clan father. Clan fathers were not elected by age or seniority, but accomplishment and strength. Riordan was having a hard time picturing Fearghus earning that title, yet he was clearly in charge.


    “Never heard of you,” he said.


    Fearghus had not been expecting a mocking reply. His face soured. “She’ll be coming with us now.”


    Fearghus reached for Caitlyn. Riordan caught his wrist in an unflinching grip, suddenly infused with strength in spite of his fatigue.


    Fearghus tried to pull away, but Riordan held him in his grip. The other mountainfolk immediately stepped forward but Fearghus stopped them with a simple hand gesture. They stepped back.


    The crowd around them began to take notice.


    Riordan looked down at Caitlyn. “Do you know these men?”


    She nodded, eyes wide with fear.


    “Do you want to go with these men?”


    Caitlyn clung onto his side and shook her head.


    “That settles it then,” he responded tersely. “She will not be going anywhere with you, now or ever.”


    Riordan glared at Fearghus and tightened his grip. Fearghus winced through gritted teeth.


    “You would let a woman decide her own fate?”And a drunk one at that? She’s my kin. That’s all that matters. She comes with us.”


    “She stays where she wants, whether she’s your kin or not.”


    Fearghus stopped trying to pull away. “You can put a mountainfolk woman in a dress, but that doesn’t make her one of you.”


    Riordan looked around at the revellers. People were murmuring amongst themselves.


    Fearghus leaned in even closer with a lascivious grin full of dark teeth and whispered, “Whether she comes with us now or later, I can tell you this much. That dress won’t be staying on her for long.”


    For better or worse, Riordan snapped.


    He twisted the wrist of the mountainfolk, forcing Fearghus to his knees. Without realising it, Riordan already had a fist raised over his head like a hammer, ready to pound the words from the reprehensible face of the man who had just spoken them. Before he could throw his punch, however, his arm was caught by a reveller who had stepped in from the crowd.


    “They’ll be none of that here in Elkridge!” He was a large man, taller even than any of the mountainfolk here, and had no difficulty holding Riordan in place.


    Fearghus immediately changed his tone. “I think he wanted the last drink for himself. There’s enough for every one friend! Nobody has to go without!”


    Riordan was enraged. He released the mountainfolk’s wrist to punch him with that hand instead. Another reveller, tall and wiry this time, grabbed that arm as well. The two of them smelled strongly of ale.


    “That’ll be enough. You can cool off in the river!”


    Riordan realised that Fearghus had played him expertly. Whatever that mountainfolk lacked in physicality, he made up for in guile.


    Anyone watching their interaction would have seen a small man approach Riordan, whose own appearance was quite slovenly at the moment. To an outsider who didn’t know him Riordan had made all the aggressive moves by grabbing Fearghus before attempting to punch him.


    The two men who had grappled him hoisted Riordan off his feet and were quickly joined by a mob of revellers, all of whom were yelling “To the river!”


    Each one of Riordan’s limbs was snatched by multiple hands.


    Riordan struggled to break free, yelling at the top of his lungs, “The girl! Stop them before they take the girl!”


    Nobody heard him. The revellers carrying him were too busy singing now. The crowd laughed at the spectacle in good fun.


    Riordan cast a look back at the mountainfolk. Fearghus had already grabbed Caitlyn, covered her mouth, and was carrying her off. Nobody was looking at the six mountainfolk anymore; everyone’s attention was focused on the rowdy reveller being carted off to the river.


    Riordan called out desperately to Eldwyn, who was dozing on the chair where he’d left him. He roused at the sound of his name and began looking around. Spotting Riordan atop the mob, he waved, still in a drunken stupor.


    “Caitlyn! They have Caitlyn!” Riordan yelled, wildly gesturing his head towards the escaping mountainfolk. The six of them were hurrying towards the trees with their captive, almost out of sight.


    Eldwyn stood on top of the chair to get a better view and spotted the mountainfolk moments before they disappeared into the foliage. A shadow of lucidity passed over his face. Eldwyn had recognised the threat, but unfortunately, his equilibrium was shot. He tried to jump down off the chair, but lost his footing and fell flat on his face. He was not getting up again.


    Riordan was in a panic now. Fearghus was getting away and the mountainfolk clan father had made his intentions towards Caitlyn abundantly clear.
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Chapter 19

Brogan heard shouts coming from the ale pump that Eldwyn had been manning for the past two days. He couldn’t see through the crowd but recognised the familiar laughter and singing that went along with a river dunking. He chuckled, Caitlyn was doing her job too well, he thought.


    When the crowds parted for a moment, Brogan was shocked to see that it was Riordan who had been hoisted up by the mob. He was thrashing wildly, obviously upset and shouting something that was lost over the boisterous revellers. He immediately made his way towards his friend at a fast hobble.


    Brogan was about to interrupt the mob when he saw Eldwyn painfully lifting himself up off ground, and rushed over to him instead.


    “What happened?”


    Eldwyn waved Brogan off and pointed towards the nearby tree line.


    “Caitlyn. Get Caitlyn. Mountainfolk.”


    Eldwyn broke into a fit of coughing but Brogan didn’t need to hear any more, he could see them. Maybe half a dozen mountainfolk were ducking into the forest. Brogan leapt up and ran towards the trees, enduring the pain of his injured leg, and hurled himself through the brush.


    The ground sloped upwards, but the foliage was not yet too thick to block his view of the six men ascending through the trees just a short distance ahead. One man was holding Caitlyn, with another beside him. Two men were in front of them, leading the way, while two more brought up the rear, closest to Brogan.


    They spotted him immediately as he crashed through the branches, causing everybody to stop.


    Brogan rooted himself and withdrew the broadsword from its sheath. He took more time than was necessary, making eye contact with each of the mountainfolk before the blade had cleared the mouth of its wooden scabbard.


    Suddenly Brogan was filled with a powerful urge to cut through these men like paper.


    It was not the disciplined response that would normally run through his head before a fight. This was more brutal and impatient. The sword did not want to be wielded with skill; it wanted to be swung like an axe. While completely foreign to Brogan, there was a part of him that wanted to embrace that impulse.


    The feeling he experienced at that moment, the certainty of knowing that he could hew these men down without the slightest resistance, was new. It was seductive. Brogan struggled to maintain the part of his mind that advised caution.


    This blade, forged by his father and now altered by his friend, could split stone. It informed the wielder exactly where to strike, targeting natural weaknesses.


    Flesh, by comparison, would barely offer more hindrance than air.


    The sword allowed Brogan to see multiple options to cut these men apart. He had to force himself to remember that it wasn’t him; it was the weapon providing that insight. These men had Caitlyn, so he could not cut loose against them.


    Not only that, they were unarmed except for some daggers on their belts. Perhaps they would surrender, but that seemed unlikely to Brogan. Mountainfolk were disinclined to back down when they had superior numbers on their side.


    They had no idea how effortlessly this sword could change the probabilities of those odds. Brogan did, as he began contemplating a more violent outcome to this confrontation.


    If four of the mountainfolk charged him at the same time, Brogan reckoned he could mortally wound two of them before he was overwhelmed—if he wielded the sword like he was accustomed.


    If he listened to what the sword wanted, allowing a trickle of those options to enter his thoughts, rational odds went out the window. The sword told him he could dispatch them all before they even had a chance to retaliate. Holding the blade, with the very real threat of combat in front of him, filled Brogan with lethal conviction.


    It was similar to the feeling that had overwhelmed him several days earlier when he and Riordan had tested the blade on the hardest substances they could find. They had swung the sword at an old anvil that Brogan planned to melt down. The sword dug deep into the metal with one swing. With a second and then a third blow, the anvil split in half. They did not talk for a while after that. It felt like they were breaking laws, fundamental rules of the world, which should not be broken.


    “That shouldn’t be possible,” he finally said. Riordan had only nodded.


    When Brogan had gripped the broadsword with the intention of cutting the anvil he had not believed it was possible, yet the blade buried itself in the metal. He questioned what his eyes were seeing.


    The blade sunk even deeper the second time, following the same trajectory as the first attempt, but stopped less than halfway through the anvil. Brogan no longer doubted what the sword could do. The third swing split the anvil in two, and it had been the easiest cut of all.


    The act of cutting the anvil apart filled Brogan with a feeling of supreme power in his own indomitable ability.


    What he felt now was even more potent than that. He wanted to unleash himself on these men with a deadly purpose. But the swordsman his father had raised him to become, for whom abandoning self-control in battle was considered anathema, held him back.


    Brogan needed to remain calm if was going to free Caitlyn. His experience and skill would bear him through this confrontation, not a sword that could slice through any material it encountered. Yet there was another voice tugging at his resolve, which had nothing to do with either his expertise or the sword.


    It was the voice that wanted revenge for the death of his parents, left butchered, in pieces, where the mountainfolk were commonly known to ambush merchants and travellers. They had long been suspected of killing his mother and father, but nothing was ever proven.


    For all Brogan knew any of these men could be responsible, maybe even all of them. It would be so easy to pass judgment on them with his father’s sword. So appropriate, too, if this weapon was used to exact that justice. Cutting them apart in the same way that his parents were found.


    The anger of that memory ran through Brogan now, coaxed awake from the loss and fury of that time. He was having a hard time justifying why he shouldn’t hold against these men. If this is what my father’s sword wants, why shouldn’t I let it?


    Brogan had never felt more capable of exacting retribution for the loss of his mother and father than he did at this moment. To his way of thinking, that was worth abandoning his training for a few brief and glorious moments. He now only saw six upright targets who were about to be rendered into smaller slabs of themselves. Every muscle in his body tensed and rippled with righteous indignation in anticipation of that task.


    Caitlyn, unfortunately, had ceased to exist in his mind. The sword had blotted her out.
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Chapter 20

Riordan was exhausted, but he refused to stop bucking against the hands that held him. He was facing backwards in the direction of the ale pump and had briefly seen Brogan arrive to help Eldwyn, but then his view had been obstructed by the throngs of revellers.


    The group that had hoisted him above their heads were out of the square now, fast approaching the river. The further away he was carried, the more desperate he became.


    “Can’t you see they’re taking her away? Put me down before it’s too late!”


    Riordan yelled to no avail. The men were too drunk to hear him over the sound of their own singing.


    The revellers did not care who said or started what. If you were the clear aggressor, then you would be flung into the river to cool off. Riordan had even done some flinging in his time. But this was different. Every moment he was carried away was a moment lost.


    Riordan could not get what Fearghus had said about Caitlyn’s dress out of his mind. That thought alone was enough to replenish his anger and stamina anew. He thrashed like a bear in a trap but whenever he managed to pull one of his arms free, it was quickly grabbed again before he could do anything with it.


    “We caught us a slippery fish!” the burliest man said.


    “He’ll be swimming soon enough!” said the wiry fellow next to him.


    Everyone roared with laughter, but Riordan felt like he could explode with rage. He had vowed to Caitlyn that no harm would ever come to her while she was under his care. Today he was breaking that promise. Riordan knew that these revellers meant well, but they were helping Caitlyn’s abductors.


    The only thought in their ale-addled heads was the time-honoured tradition of subduing ruffian behaviour in freezing cold water. They were beyond listening to reason.


    “Stop,” a voice uttered with authority. It effortlessly cut through the merry din of the revellers, but without volume.


    The mob froze instantly, even their singing cut off in unison. This would have been the perfect opportunity to escape, but despite coming to a complete halt, nobody loosened their grip. If anything, Riordan felt even more immobilised than before.


    Somebody was standing in front of the men who had hoisted him up. Riordan didn’t recognise the voice, but it definitely belonged to a woman. He tried to crane his head around to get a better look, but the current angle of his body was making that impossible.


    She spoke again.


    “The man you carry wishes to save a young woman. She needs his help urgently. Would you keep him from this task?”


    The men holding him all shook their heads.


    “Good. Then place him on the ground.”


    In what felt like a well-rehearsed gesture, the entire mob gently placed Riordan on his feet. He was now facing the woman who had interrupted their shenanigans.


    She was no older than he was, perhaps even a little younger, with long shimmering cerulean hair. She wore a pale gossamer gown that barely covered her curvaceous frame, held in place with leather belts and little else. She stood barefoot on the ground.


    Strands of long hair drifted in front of her face, but not enough to hide her blue eyes, flaring brightly in contrast to the dark paint around them. Riordan was transfixed, breathless even, but only for a moment. She was easily the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, but that did not matter right now.


    He was needed somewhere else. He needed to go after Caitlyn. The woman spoke to the revellers around him.


    “I have another favour to ask of you men if that would be acceptable?”


    The men around Riordan nodded in unison.


    “Good, but in a moment if you don’t mind waiting?”


    The men shook their heads in unison that they did not.


    The woman turned to Riordan and looked both at him and around where he stood.


    “It’s the strangest artifice. I can see you, but you’re invisible to me. Why is that I wonder?”


    Riordan blinked, not comprehending what she could possibly mean. He didn’t have an answer to her question and so offered none. Perhaps sensing that no reply was forthcoming, she focused on his face and recognised the distress that was there.


    “It’s not important. Go. Help the girl.”


    “Whatever you did to stop these men, thank you.”


    Riordan spun around and started running.


    Resisting the urge to look back was surprisingly difficult, but the bewitching woman remained etched in his mind. The revellers parted for him as he ran through their crush of bodies. They had almost reached the river, which meant that there was a significant distance to cover.


    One purpose guided him now—save Caitlyn. Riordan hoped that there was still time.
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Chapter 21

Brogan’s eyes traced a deadly arc through each mountainfolk in front of him, cutting a line across the centre of one man to the next. If he charged among their ranks, he had already calculated the trajectory of a single swing that could kill half a dozen men. He could slice through these mountainfolk in one momentous swing, leaving no opponents behind to defend against. It would be easy; they would be left wondering what had happened, as their bodies lay strewn across the ground in a big sloppy mess.


    Either that or he could jump into their midst, impale the man in the centre, and spin outwards in a limb-rending spiral. He could wait for them to charge, feint their attacks with his own, and separate their upper halves from their lower.


    There were so many options.


    Brogan felt liberated. Who would be the first to die and who would be last?


    “This girl is our kin, this does not involve you,” the short man in the centre snapped, breaking him out of his reverie.


    “Girl? What girl?” Brogan asked out loud.


    The short mountainfolk man shifted the girl he was carrying from his side, dragging her in front of him. Brogan’s real purpose slammed back into his mind, clearing the bloody haze of his thoughts.


    Caitlyn. How could he have forgotten about Caitlyn?


    Brogan blinked to refocus his vision. How had she disappeared from his thoughts so quickly? She had been removed from his mind completely, inconsequential against the impulse of his sword, on the verge of launching himself at the mountainfolk, intent on cutting and slashing until their bodies lay dismembered and strewn across the ground. How could he have even contemplated such a reckless offensive when there was an innocent life at stake? It made Brogan shudder with dread, and yet his bloodlust had almost allowed it.


    Caitlyn did not seem completely aware of her surroundings. More importantly, she had not noticed his disregard for her life. She flopped around like a doll as the wiry mountainfolk man hoisted her up to his chest. Brogan could see that the men around him were tense, ready to spring forward.


    The sword in his hand remained eager to cut, but he could not allow that happen. Brogan dispelled any notion of striking first from his mind, although the urge to do so raged through his muscles and emboldened his sword arm to strike even now.


    No. He needed to let the mountainfolk come to him, to provoke them to attack first instead.


    “You would use a child as a shield? I knew that mountainfolk favoured ambush attacks over a fair fight, but I had no idea that they were such blatant cowards.”


    Anger ignited in their eyes. The smaller mountainfolk holding Caitlyn actually sneered at him.


    “This is a family matter. Be happy we haven’t killed you already. You best shut your mouth.”


    Brogan had gotten the rise he wanted, which meant that his mouth was only just getting started.


    “Not only are you craven sons of whores but you quiver like timid rabbits in front of a single man.”


    What I am doing? Brogan thought. Not only was he openly taunting these mountainfolk, all six of them at once, but he was enjoying himself. It was tantamount to courting death.


    Brogan shifted his weight repeatedly, adjusting his stance to follow each minute movement made by the mountainfolk in front of him. He flexed his grip on the broadsword pommel, keeping it both loose and firm.


    Every lesson his father had taught him was coursing through his body right now, ready to be utilised as a reflex. And the pain in his leg was gone.


    “There are six of you and one of me,” he added. “I can’t even say you’re afraid of a fair fight. You’re afraid of an unfair fight! Are you even men?”


    The five mountainfolk, acting as guards for the small man, were livid with rage. Every one of them leaned forward eager to lay into him with their bare hands. But the shorter man kept them back.


    The smaller man was angry too, Brogan could see the veins of his neck pulsing with each beat of his craven heart. Outwardly, however, he remained calm. Brogan was thriving on their indignation. He wanted nothing more than for them to lash out and feel the steel of his father’s blade.


    The small wiry man holding Caitlyn spoke, baring his dirty teeth.


    “We’re unarmed. You’re the one holding a sword.”


    Now Brogan did laugh.


    “So piss yourselves like frightened children! I’m sick of your posturing.”


    Their attack would be imminent now; he could feel the urge to cut overwhelming him again. The need for vengeance was overtaking his mind. Every sinew in his body was prepared to strike out with his father’s broadsword. It would be glorious and horrible at the same time and he would not care.


    Their leader saw it. Brogan wasn’t bluffing; he was spoiling for a fight. They were six in number and yet, despite being alone, this one man was utterly sure of his lethality. Brogan was ready, willing, and morbidly able to kill them all. The smaller mountainfolk saw this and the colour drained out of his face and he abandoned his words.


    “Perhaps a mistake has been made,” he said. The five other mountainfolk looked back at the smaller man disbelievingly.


    Brogan noticed that Caitlyn was disappearing from his mind again. He was devising a gambit of sword strokes that did not take her into account. Don’t forget why you’re here, he reminded himself.


    Everybody had always said that his parents were killed by mountainfolk, men very much like the ones standing in front of him. Maybe even these men in particular. No, that was ridiculous. Brogan shook his head to clear his thoughts. He knew he was looking for reasons to justify his actions.


    The smaller mountainfolk had admitted to making a mistake. Was he stalling, trying to disarm him with his words? Brogan could not think straight. The bloodlust threatened to consume him now, beckoning him to abandon all rational thought.


    He must have looked like a bull ready to charge because even the burlier mountainfolk took a step back now. The smaller man, still holding the hostage as a shield, moved behind the larger men. Brogan barely registered the young woman in his arms any more. She would not protect the man from his blade.


    Brogan drank in their fear, which aroused him in a way that he had never felt before, like a predator cat hunting down wounded prey. He could lash out now and there would be a wealth of blood. It would happen faster than any of them could follow. Disembodied limbs would be suspended in the air even after his sword had finished travelling through their flesh.


    But Caitlyn would be counted among the casualties.


    Brogan dropped the broadsword on the ground. He dropped the blade as if it were searing hot.


    In that instant, the world became clear again. If he had held the broadsword a moment longer, Brogan would not have been able to let it go, or stop what would have happened. The consequences would have been out of his control and he would not have cared. At least not until after the fact, when it would have been too late. He would have abandoned all reason to sate his lust for vengeance. Retribution against mountainfolk who probably had not even been there the day his parents died.


    Was this what Riordan felt like after killing the mountainfolk?


    Brogan stumbled backwards to move away from the blade. The injury in his leg had painfully returned. He looked up at Caitlyn, her limp form roughly gripped by the mountainfolk and felt crippling guilt at what he had almost done.


    The mountainfolk in front of him, however, were still very much a threat.


    All six wore an expression of surprise. The leader recovered first. He handed Caitlyn off to the closest mountainfolk, pushed through the wall of their bodies, and grabbed the broadsword from the ground.


    In that instant, his world changed. Brogan could see what he was feeling from the expression on his face. It was the same sensation of absolute lethal confidence that had just swept through him, but without the indecision which had gripped his own actions at the end.


    The wiry little mountainfolk looked at the sword in his hand with wonderment and then back at Brogan.


    “Forget what I said earlier. No mistake has been made here, except by you when you dropped this sword. The woman comes with me, but not before you die.”


    The five mountainfolk were still confused by what had happened. Then surprised as their runt of a leader laughed, quietly at first and then louder. He laughed manically, now in the thrall of the sword.
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Chapter 22

“Give me your scabbard.”


    Brogan started as Riordan placed a hand on his shoulder. No one else had noticed his arrival. All of their attention was on the hair-raising cackle of the mountainfolk leader.


    Brogan removed the wooden scabbard from his baldric without hesitation and spoke under his breath.


    “What are you going to do with it?”


    “Hopefully something on purpose this time.”


    Fearghus stopped laughing; he had noticed Brogan’s movement out of the corner of his eye. He saw Riordan. Everyone froze for a moment. Riordan had been counting on Fearghus remaining distracted for a few more moments, buying him the time to grab the scabbard.


    Fearghus was already feeling the potential of how deadly the sword could be in his hands. That awareness was now being replaced with the compulsion to cut with it. Brogan and Riordan both knew this feeling all too well. Fearghus still had not acted, but Riordan knew that he would any moment.


    “Where did you come from?!” Fearghus asked, glaring at Riordan.


    “Not the river, I can tell you that.”


    Riordan watched Fearghus for any movement, ready to just yank the whole baldric and scabbard over Brogan’s head if he so much as leaned towards them.


    “My wrist still hurts because of you,” Fearghus snarled.


    “That’s good to know. Let’s see if I can’t break it this time.”


    Brogan liberated the wooden sheath and handed it to his friend.


    “I’d like to see…


    Riordan touched the scabbard and summoned the silvery tendrils. Time stood still as they answered his call. As usual, there was a torrent of them, waiting and ready in an instant. If he had needed to attribute an emotion to them, it would be eager.


    Riordan decided that he would not be tentative this time like he had been on Wyrmstone Mantle. He would wield the tendrils as he had never done before, shaping their purpose rather than simply holding the reins as they interpreted his intentions.


    He was not even sure if what he had in mind was possible, but there was no time for doubt now. He would deal with the consequences when he came to them, but he hoped that no one would die this time.


    Riordan knew how he wanted to guide the tendrils, and he now had an inkling about how they worked, but whether they would behave as bidden remained to been seen. To start, he would need to visit the place where the wooden scabbard had begun.




    Damp, moist dirt surrounded him; a root unfurled itself from below and grew upwards, breaking ground. More roots stretched out from the seed and plunged downwards into the soil, holding fast as the first root continued upwards into sunlight and air. It sprouted higher and grew thicker; the outer skin turned hard and became a protective bark. Branches stretched out of what was fast becoming a trunk, their ends erupting with sprouting leaves. The tree matured, drawing up nutrients through its roots to grow taller still.


    He saw Logan again. He had a pruning saw he used to cut off a thick branch. He dragged it back to the workshop. The wood was quarter sawn from the end grain, from which the strongest pieces were taken, those that resisted moisture and warping.


    Logan worked the wood tirelessly, using a chipper first, then a scraper, and finally a plane. He sculpted two sides of a sheath from the non-resinous heartwood.


    This detailed work continued until both pieces could be laid side by side and not be told apart. Identical grooves were made to accommodate the sword that would eventually live within their halves. The pieces were bound together with bands of steel next, the metal shaped around the wood to create a binding firmer than any glue. The final product was fitted with a steel shoe for the tip and a steel throat to guide the blade in evenly.


    The scabbard was complete. This is where the vision would usually have ended, as the tendrils took Riordan’s intentions and ran with them. They fulfilled what he wanted, even if he had not articulated that desire to himself yet. The tendrils would make it happen instantaneously.


    Riordan was definitely in control this time. They moved at a speed that he could easily follow, but it was mentally exhausting. The tendrils clearly wanted to go faster, as if they already knew what to do next and were being held back like impatient children. They would be put to work soon enough.


    Riordan focused on the scabbard. He imagined the wood rapidly ageing, not rotting, but solidifying.


    No sooner had Riordan pictured the idea in his head than the tendrils began attacking every wooden fibre of the scabbard, instantly petrifying the substance until it was replaced by stone. But Riordan did not want to stop there. For his purpose today he needed to harden the scabbard even further.


    Riordan thought about the metal bindings that held the two halves of the wooden scabbard together and imagined the density of steel suffusing the scabbard. Again the tendrils fell on the scabbard, eager to do his bidding, and imbued the petrified wood with the hardness of tempered metal.


    Riordan knew that it still wouldn’t be enough. No variation of wood, stone, or steel would suit his purposes. He would have to draw from outside the materials at hand. Riordan wondered if that was even possible, but he was determined to try in this suspended moment of time.


    He stopped thinking about the scabbard and focused in a completely new direction. He remembered his vision from Wyrmstone Mantle of the magma that had formed granite there. There had been mineral deposits in that liquid fire that resisted heat and pressure.


    Suddenly the silvery tendrils lanced away from his body, stretching impossibly far away. They grew longer but in a straight undeviating line. His mind was travelling with them when they drove into the side of the mountain and burrowed through the rock.


    Then it was as if countless magnifying lenses were placed in front of his eyes, one after the other, until he was able to see those mineral deposits again. They were clear and colourless but buried underground. The tendrils wasted no time in gathering those deposits, but they did so a way that Riordan could not understand. The tendrils absorbed the minerals.


    Riordan sensed his control of the tendrils slipping again, acting of their own accord, directed by any whimsical thought that flitted through his mind. He could not have that. The mental strain was enormous, but he imposed his will on them. He would not need to for much longer.


    He could feel that those minerals were available to him now, albeit through the tendrils themselves. Now it was time to utilise them. He had aged the wood into petrified stone and then imbued the stone with steel. Now he was going to infuse it with this mineral, a substance that could withstand volcanic heat and pressure. He hoped that it would be enough.


    Riordan gave the command and the tendrils made his will manifest, suffusing the new minerals into the scabbard. The fundamental composition of the object in his hand had completely changed, but without altering the appearance, feel, or weight.


    Riordan dismissed the tendrils, sending them back to wherever they lay dormant in his mind when not needed. At least there, they did not require any mental effort to control. When he let go, Riordan felt like he was opening his eyes again, returning to his body. Not a moment had passed.




    “…you try,” Fearghus finished saying.


    Riordan was utterly exhausted. It was all crashing down on him.


    Riordan wanted to hand the scabbard back to Brogan, lie down, and embrace the oblivion of unconsciousness, but he stopped himself. His friend had no idea what he had done and there was no time to explain. Riordan did not even know if it had worked properly.


    Brogan was looking at him expectantly and Fearghus was poised on the balls of his feet, filled with preternatural confidence that was not his own. Exhausted or not, he was as ready for Fearghus as he would ever be.


    Then a taunt flashed into his mind. One that he hoped would cause Fearghus to strike at him with the sword.


    “If you’re going to hold that sword limply in your hand all day, perhaps we should leave you alone to stroke it.”


    It was a taunt worthy of Brogan. His friend was clearly rubbing off on him.


    The goad worked. Fearghus turned red with anger and his knuckles whitened around the broadsword pommel. Riordan had not thought it would have been this easy to get a rise out of him. Knowing Brogan, he had probably warmed him up already.


    Fearghus charged with the broadsword. Riordan stepped in front of his friend. The wiry clan father attacked with an obvious downstroke that even a child could have predicted. Riordan brought the scabbard up in time to block a blade that he knew could cut through wood, stone, or metal.


    He had no idea what to expect but braced himself for a bisection.


    The sword came to a stop against the scabbard followed by the sound of bones snapping and tendons ripping. Riordan only felt the slightest pressure.


    Looking at Fearghus, he immediately realised where all of the momentum had gone. His forearm was bent backwards at an extreme angle with a pointed spur protruding out of his skin. The broadsword fell to the ground as the mountainfolk clan father stumbled backwards.


    The sword had not broken and the scabbard had not budged, but something had to give. That was Fearghus in this case. He gawked at the ruined limb dangling from his forearm.


    Limp indeed, Riordan thought.


    Fearghus turned ashen. His mouth spent a moment trying to form words but then released a blood-curdling scream instead. Riordan did not care in the least; this was a consequence with which he could live.


    He ignored the mountainfolk and picked up the broadsword. The intent of the weapon immediately wormed into his mind again. He fixed a stare at the mountainfolk who was holding Caitlyn.


    “Put her down,” Riordan said, with a palpable threat in his voice.


    The mountainfolk complied without hesitation.


    Caitlyn was still drunk but clearly wanted to place distance between herself and her captors. She began walking unsteadily toward Riordan. He quickly sheathed the sword in the scabbard before it claimed any more of his mind, and then handed both back to Brogan.


    Caitlyn staggered into Riordan’s arms, at which point he lifted her up and cradled the young woman in his arms.


    “Take the broken one and leave,” he barked at the remaining mountainfolk.


    Two men easily gathered up Fearghus, while the other three closed around their leader, creating a wall of muscle between their clan father and Riordan.


    He watched as they walked away and disappeared into the forest. When they were gone, Riordan turned to Brogan, who had already replaced the scabbard in his baldric, and reached out, Caitlyn in his arms.


    “Could you hold her for a moment?”


    “Of course.”


    Riordan handed Caitlyn to Brogan and then immediately starting falling backwards. At least it felt to Riordan like he was falling, but with no recollection of striking the ground. He had already lost consciousness before that point, wondering as oblivion took him if he would ever see the cerulean-haired woman again.
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Chapter 23

When Riordan opened his eyes again he found himself in the workshop, lying under furs near the central fire hearth. He slowly became aware of Eldwyn at the foot of the bed, his back towards him, feeding the fire with more wood.


    When he was done, Eldwyn sat back on a chair by the foot of the daybed, picked up the open book that had been laid face down over Riordan’s feet, and began reading out loud.


    Riordan was only distantly aware of the words, but they were comforting, gradually bringing him back to lucidity. Assuming that he started from the beginning, Eldwyn had probably been reading for some time judging by his progress into the book. It was a telling of mythology, specifically the old gods.


    “Long before the strife that followed, in what is called the Age of Founding, Ordel severed his right hand with his left, which became the land on which his five children thrived, each of whom took their form out of his fingers and thumb.


    “The small finger he named Corselan, a goddess of beauty and creativity. She sang light and colour into the world with effortless care.


    “The ring finger he named Eldoriad, a god of balance and nature. He used the palette Corselan created to grow the forests and jungles, mountains and plains, canyons and rivers across the land.


    “The middle finger he named Jagoreth, a god of deception and scheming, who kept to himself. Jagoreth watched the other gods intently and was never far away.


    “The index finger he named Zorelius, a goddess of magic and vitality. She populated the world with fantastical creatures and unknowable mysteries, some planned, some whimsical.


    “The thumb he named Methodus, a god of discipline and knowledge. He sought out the creatures and mysteries that Zorelius scattered across the land, deciphering their secrets.


    “Together they were The Godkin of the Fated Hand.


    “As blood from Ordel’s wrist fell onto his severed palm, all the men and women of the world emerged from those crimson droplets and looked up to Ordel for guidance. It was then that the Allfather bade his godkin set examples for these first people, imparting all the qualities about themselves that came the most naturally.


    “When the godkin asked Ordel what he would do as they toiled in their newfound caretaking roles, the Allfather replied that he would maintain the Abiding Order from which they all drew their divine power. He would make sure that their power remained available to them, but with a caveat.


    “If the godkin abandoned their responsibilities or veered from their nature, their strength would wane until they found themselves cut off from the Abiding Order and rendered mortal. The godkin took the warning to heart and epitomised the ideals they embodied in every way imaginable.


    “And so began the Age of Love…


    “The godkin turned reached out for support almost immediately. Corselan and Eldoriad drew inspiration from each other and conceived Arochius, a goddess of curiosity and learning. Similarly, Zorelius and Methodus, who had a more challenging courtship, conceived Thromdel, a god of justice and rules.


    “Jagoreth grew jealous of the affections between the other godkin, and so committed himself wholly to the seduction of both Corselan and Zorelius, wanting a legacy of his own. To seduce the former, he assumed the guise of her beloved mate Eldoriad. To seduce the latter, he used guile to increase her strife with Methodus.


    “So it came to pass that Corselan birthed Lunaroth, a goddess of healing and peace, while Zorelius birthed Belgrund, a god of conflict and passion. Neither Eldoriad nor Methodus could endure the transgression, which caused their romantic inclinations to gradually fade or abruptly end, respectively.


    “As the four children matured, Arochius and Lunaroth struck a pact with each other, whereby they agreed to take the half-sibling, not born of their mother, as mates. To that end, Lunaroth seduced Thromdel and dutifully conceived the fraternal twins, Pel and Vor. Arochius seduced Belgrund and amorously conceived the brothers, Dekarius and Feralion, one after the other.


    “Ordel appeared again, having long remained absent, and decreed that these children would not be ordained with a purpose, but left to choose their own paths.


    “So it came to pass that Dekarius watched as mankind killed each other for land and resources. As such, he taught them rules of engagement for combat and strategy, becoming the god of war. Feralion watched as mankind struggled to survive by hunting and nomadically travelling. As such, he taught them how to domesticate and train animals until obedient, becoming the god of beasts. To these ends, the brothers became the first two gods who mingled with humanity.


    “Among the many children they collectively sired, two were eventually chosen by Ordel to join the Abiding Order. A daughter of Feralion became the Carnal Mistress and demigoddess of spring, while a daughter of Dekarius became the Reaping Matron and demigoddess of harvest.


    “Pel, the female twin of Vor, teased Dekarius and Feralion mercilessly about their promiscuity. As such, the siblings turned their attention to the goddess instead and began competing for her affections. This did not sit well with Vor, her male twin, who had secretly fallen in love with his sister.


    “As Dekarius and Feralion contested for the goddess, Vor forced himself on his sister against her will, casting himself as the god of betrayal and destruction. Similarly, a devastated and pregnant Pel was forcibly cast as the goddess of upheaval and vengeance, giving birth to an incestuous daughter named Xenorbia.


    “Ordel, feeling that his godkin had been left alone for too long, interceded in the lives of his children once again, rendering Xenorbia barren. As such, the youngest goddess, outraged by her fate, rejected the decree of Ordel and discovered another way to breed her legacy.


    “She found a woman who had died of old age, childless and embittered, and restored her to life. The act of reanimating the woman cast Xenorbia as the goddess of death and mortality. That old woman was eventually chosen by Ordel to join the Abiding Order as well, becoming the Decrepit Hag and demigoddess of winter.


    “Many of the gods felt that Ordel had overstepped his power by rendering Xenorbia barren and questioned his wisdom for the first time.


    “And so began the Age of Treason…”


    “Not the most uplifting story,” Riordan muttered.


    Eldwyn dropped the book and pulled Riordan into a rare hug. “Thank Lunaroth; you had me worried.”


    Riordan patted the old man on the back. “Since when do you thank any power greater than what you can make by your own hands?”


    “Since you haven’t woken up for days, despite all my remedies.” Eldwyn still had not released Riordan from the hug.


    Days, Riordan thought. Losing time was becoming a regular occurrence in his life.


    “Did I miss the festival?” he asked both hopefully and lightheartedly.


    Eldwyn sat back in his chair and wiped a tear from his eye. “No, Riordan, you didn’t miss the festival,” he chuckled. “Of course you would ask about something like that.”


    Riordan was still disoriented. “Did I say something wrong?”


    “Not at all. You’ve been sleeping like a stone. Nothing could wake you. You slept so soundly that I kept checking to see if you were breathing. Me and everybody else sitting over you.”


    “Everyone else?”


    “Brogan, Caitlyn, and Nerian.”


    “Nerian?” Riordan sat up in bed, suddenly aware of his nakedness beneath the covers. He could feel his face reddening.


    Eldwyn, picking up on his embarrassment, rolled his eyes. “You were covered the whole time. Don’t worry, your modesty survived intact… mostly.”


    “Mostly? How many days was I unconscious exactly?”


    “Three.”


    Riordan had not been even mildly aware of the time passing, but he did remember his dreams. The cerulean-haired woman had been featured in everyone, and not in a platonic way. He felt his skin flush at the memory. He certainly wasn’t going to share the recollection with Eldwyn.


    Dreams aside, he did want to thank her for helping him break free at the river. If he was being honest with himself, however, he wanted to see her again regardless of the reason.


    “I was so worried, Riordan,” Eldwyn continued, “This is all my fault. I never should have drunk so much. Belgrund be damned, I shouldn’t have been drinking at all! And to think I let Caitlyn do the same.”


    Two gods mentioned in one day; Eldwyn really did feel guilty. That was the only time he ever spoke of them. It also explained his choice of reading material.


    Riordan looked to the man who had raised him. Eldwyn only drank on special occasions, but always to excess during those times. He had long since forgiven him for that fault. Riordan reckoned that being an occasional drunk was better than being one all the time.


    “You can’t blame yourself for what happened. You didn’t ask those men to abduct Caitlyn.”


    “It doesn’t matter. I was a fool and should have known better. I might have been able to help rather than becoming a hindrance.”


    “How could you have known what was going to happen?”


    “Caitlyn is a mountainfolk girl in Elkridge,” he said. “Her presence was bound to attract trouble, especially considering the circumstances that she entered our lives. I should have known better, especially during the festival week, when mountainfolk can easily enter the valley.”


    Eldwyn buried his face in his hands. Riordan sat up and put a comforting hand on his shoulder.


    “If you’re so determined to blame yourself, then your punishment will be a cup of spirits every night! That way you won’t feel the need to catch up all at once next year.”


    Eldwyn lifted his head again and smiled, clearly liking the idea, but Riordan knew he was still bothered by recent events.


    “I really do cut loose during festival season, don’t I?”


    Riordan closed his eyes and nodded, but then changed the subject to be kind.


    “How is Caitlyn doing?”


    “She bounced back without so much as a hangover the next day. I was not so lucky. At least she was here to care for you that first day. She remembers the mountainfolk showing up and carrying her away, but the specific details are otherwise hazy. They didn’t hurt her at that time.”


    “You see, no harm.”


    “No harm! She was kidnapped right in front of me! You confronted the mountainfolk again, making yourself even more unpopular among their kind. I’ve been sitting by your side for three days, turning you occasionally to make sure you don’t get bedsores, wondering if you’d ever wake up. I was going to fashion a tube soon to pour food and water into your mouth. And who do you think has been giving you baths?”


    “Nerian?” Riordan joked.


    Eldwyn shot an exasperated look at him.


    “No, but she did shave you today. That created quite a ruckus between her and Caitlyn for some reason. I’m not sure why. You can ask them about that.”


    “All right, I get it. I’ve been an enormous burden. Forgive me. But I’m awake now. I can do all of those things for myself again.”


    “No, that’s not what I’m saying at all. You haven’t been a burden. I’ve just been worried. I may have even said a prayer or two.”


    “I’m sure the gods won’t hold it against you.”


    Eldwyn shot Riordan a wilting gaze, but not a serious one.


    “If you have the capacity to be a smart mouth, then do something useful with it and eat. You must be starving.”


    Riordan realised he was famished. Eldwyn stood up to fetch some food from the kitchen on the other side of the hearth. Riordan quickly put on some of his clothes that had been left folded nearby.


    Eldwyn returned with bread, cheese, dried elk, and honeyed sweet water which Riordan consumed ravenously. He couldn’t remember food tasting so good, flavoured as it was with hunger. Riordan did not let the fact that his mouth was full keep him from asking the questions that were racing through his mind.


    “So what did I miss in three days?”


    “Well, I haven’t been out much, but these turned up. You must have dropped them during that whole debacle with the mountainfolk.”


    Eldwyn reached around for a leather satchel on the floor and handed him his stone carving tools. Riordan had left them behind all right, but not during his confrontation with Fearghus. They had been abandoned on Wyrmstone Mantle—beneath the statue.


    “Who dropped them off?”


    “Aiden.”


    Riordan wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.


    “Aiden? Mountainfolk Aiden?”


    That was the last person he would have expected. It was not a name that he had heard in quite some time.


    “Yes, but he’s not like other mountainfolk.”


    “Did he say where he found them? And how did he know to bring them here?”


    “He recognised them. Before they were your tools, they were mine. My initials are carved into each one.”


    Riordan let that sink in for a moment.


    “You know Aiden?” Riordan asked.


    “I do. I’ve known him since he was born. I hired his mother, Hadley, to work in the old workshop, before we turned it into this place. She always brought Aiden with her, which I never minded. He was helpful and eager to learn. I taught them both how to read and write.


    “Aiden didn’t care much for books, like somebody else I know, but Hadley devoured them, studying the medicinal properties of herbs and plants. I traded with the mountainfolk a lot back then. It was a different Elkridge. The villagers and the mountainfolk were much friendlier with each other.


    “I helped many of their mountainfolk families build sturdy homes in exchange for food and raw materials that they gathered for me.”


    Riordan took a drink to wash down the bread and cheese. Eldwyn was being unusually forthcoming about his past and this was the first time that he had heard about Aiden, let alone that he spent time in the workshop. Riordan simply knew him as the mountainfolk boy who seemed to hold him in contempt.


    “You never mentioned him before. You’ve talked about hiring mountainfolk in the past, but never Aiden and his mother specifically. When did they stop working for you?”


    “Shortly after Queen Sifleda arrived in the valley and annexed Elkridge as sovereign territory of the Boreal Reaches. Aiden was eight by then. His mother had been working here since he was born. They stopped coming to the workshop in middle Spring of that year, shortly before the violence escalated.


    “The queen’s soldiers had, at best, a tenuous relationship with the mountainfolk, but one day she ordered her soldiers to drive the mountainfolk out of the valley. There was certainly no provocation for what she did. Nothing to warrant that much show of force, in my opinion.


    “I wasn’t the only artisan who hired mountainfolk in the valley, but I was the only one who defended their right to be here. The soldiers led the other artisans to believe that the mountainfolk were the aggressors, which wasn’t hard to believe. They are naturally confrontational, but that was a bridgeable cultural difference.


    “It was nothing I couldn’t mediate, given the chance, but the opportunity never presented itself. The queen had made her decision too quickly for me to act. And of course, the mountainfolk didn’t take their eviction easily. They fought back against the soldiers when pressed to leave their homes, as they obviously would.


    “Their initial resistance was all the soldiers needed to escalate their use of force, which they did, attacking unarmed families. I won’t defend what those soldiers did, but they were held accountable for their actions by the armed mountainfolk who showed up. There were many deaths on both sides, all of which could have been avoided.


    “Thankfully Aiden and Hadley had disappeared less than a week earlier as if she had known trouble was coming and left before it arrived. When I went to check on them after a few days had passed, all of their possessions were gone from the cottage across the river.”


    Riordan held up his hand to pause Eldwyn in his story.


    “Wait, across the river? Do you mean the abandoned cottage at the foot of Wyrmstone Mantle?”


    “Yes. That place was old even before Hadley moved into it. Aiden was born in that cottage and raised there until they left Elkridge. Well, there and here.”


    Eldwyn looked off towards a window in the direction of that cottage, overcome in reverie. Riordan thought his eyes looked moist, but before he could place a hand on Eldwyn’s shoulder, the old man blinked and launched back into his story.


    “For the next three seasons, attacks between soldiers and mountainfolk continued, but none so bloody as what took place during the sprites of spring festival the following year. The queen had not emerged from her house in months and there was a constant guard posted there.


    “I think she was truly scared for her life. The captain of the guard reported that their patrol had been ambushed in the hills. They had fought back, killing several mountainfolk. I heard later that the men who died were mostly family heads. Peaceful men I knew and considered friends.


    “After those deaths, the mountainfolk largely disappeared from Elkridge. Queen Sifleda left as well when the sprites of spring festival ended, but the damage inflicted by her soldiers was lasting. There was now a permanent detachment of soldiers in Elkridge.


    “These soldiers thankfully proved to be more diplomatic, driving mountainfolk out of the valley instead of killing them, with very few exceptions to that rule. It didn’t matter, however, because their hatred of the soldiers had solidified. As the younger generation grew older, that hatred extended to the villagers as well.


    “That was the year I found you on my doorstep.”


    Eldwyn placed an affectionate hand on the side of Riordan’s face. “The one good boon in an otherwise sad year.”


    Riordan knew much of the history Eldwyn had shared, but not where Aiden and his mother fit into the story. Hadley, she was a completely new element in the tale.


    The villagers told many versions of those events, but Riordan trusted that Eldwyn’s telling hewed closer to the truth than any others. Still, that left Riordan wondering what motivated the queen to force the mountainfolk out in the first place.


    “You mentioned a couple of weeks ago that the queen stayed with you when she first arrived in Elkridge?”


    Eldwyn raised an eyebrow in the way that signalled Riordan was on the verge of overstepping a boundary.


    “Yes, I did.”


    “Well, it sounds like you were in a unique position to know her thoughts. Do you have any idea why she ordered her soldiers to drive the mountainfolk out of Elkridge?”


    Eldwyn leaned back in his chair as if sorting through old thoughts that had been packed away long ago.


    “The order she gave surprised me, especially since I knew her to be a rational and level-headed woman. I suspected she was merely carrying out the agenda of her husband at first, the king, but after considering the matter for years afterwards, I’m not so sure. Queen Sifleda made her own decisions.”


    “How long did she stay here?”


    “The first half of that Spring. The old place, if you remember, was nothing like this sprawling behemoth,” Eldwyn gestured at the study upstairs, “but it was one of the few places in Elkridge with a second story and the only home with a library.


    “As such, my cottage was considered the most suitable place in Elkridge for a queen to stay. She could have roomed in Glenreach while her soldiers handled matters here in Elkridge as her advisors insisted, but she refused, wanting to live as the people in this valley did.


    “To her credit, she adjusted to life here almost immediately, never once complaining, which is not something I expected from the queen of a kingdom. The entire royal host made camp along the river out back while she stayed under my roof. Riordan, let me tell you, I was never so nervous in my whole life.”


    “What was she like?” Riordan asked. He had never known Eldwyn to open up so freely about his past. If he had known that a near-death experience would have had this profound of an effect on him, he might have tried it sooner.


    “Surprisingly not at all what I expected. I’ve known my fair share of royalty and I’ll say this about the woman. For a queen, she wasn’t fussy. She was guarded at first, but always friendly. For the first little while, I wasn’t quite sure where I stood. We were both doing our best not to impose on each other.”


    Eldwyn chuckled.


    “One day in the study, when we were reading across from each other, she told me that my company put her at ease in a way she had not felt in a long time. After that, it felt like I could relax around her and be myself for the first time.


    “We talked a lot in the weeks that followed, as her soldiers cut wood and gathered materials for a more suitable residence in which to live. I got to know Sifleda quite well in that time.”


    Riordan couldn’t help himself, he had to ask.


    “So where did Queen Sifleda sleep?”


    “She slept in my bed.” Eldwyn said matter-of-factly, allowing Riordan’s eyes to widen, “…but I was never in it at the same time.


    “I offered her the sole use of my entire cottage the moment I was informed she wished to stay here, but Sifleda refused to put me out. I did insist that she take the sleigh bed, which she accepted, albeit with her own linens, furs, and rugs that she had brought along.


    “I slept on the other side of the cottage, in the workshop. I rarely used my bed anyways, even when it was just me living here. We talked a lot by fire, both here and in the study.”


    Eldwyn looked into the flames. The hearth they were beside was the same one that was in the old cottage, as it was in the library upstairs, the only legacy from the original foundation, around which the larger workshop had been constructed.


    “The queen didn’t spend all of her time in the cottage. She frequently went on walks, but we would inevitably end up sitting by the hearth late at night before going to bed. We talked about anything and everything. From my work building castles to the pressures of ruling a kingdom. I was surprised at how candid she was at times.


    “I’ll say this much. She was in no hurry to return home. I think the queen fell in love with Elkridge while she was here, despite the lack of palatial conditions. Maybe even because it lacked them. The valley seemed to rejuvenate her. It made me wonder where she grew up, but she always deflected those questions.”


    Eldwyn paused in his story, considering what had happened next.


    “With all of the other artisans in Elkridge working on her home, it was completed by middle-spring. She moved in shortly thereafter, once her servants had prepared the home. I didn’t get to see much of the queen after that, due to everything I told you before. Conflicts with the mountainfolk and such.


    “She lived in that house for almost a year, barely setting a foot outside for what felt like months sometimes. When she left the valley, the house was given to her commander of the guard, for his family to make their own, but they didn’t show up for another five years. That’s when Nerian and her mother, Vevay, arrived.”


    Riordan was trying to order the events of the story.


    “Wait a moment. Didn’t Aiden and his mother work for you when the queen was staying here? You said Hadley left in middle-spring as well.”


    “Yes. In fact, the queen was quite fond of Aiden and he was utterly smitten with Sifleda. She was a beautiful woman by any standards. As a mountainfolk boy, Aiden had no concept of her station in life and would kill rabbits for the queen, dangling their bloody carcasses in front of her like a proud hunter.


    “The queen found his lack of formality refreshing and cooed over his prowess. I remember she complemented Hadley on her parenting once and asked how she had raised a child with his determination of mind and strength of spirit.


    “Hadley answered simply like she always did when talking to the queen. Love them as children before they grow into adults. You see, Aiden’s mother was not so taken with the queen as her son. It would be more accurate to say that she tolerated Sifleda while she was staying here.”


    Riordan wondered if that had anything to do with how the queen felt towards mountainfolk or something else, but Eldwyn continued his story before he could ask.


    “The queen spoiled Aiden with cinnamon sticks and sourdough pastries. He would follow her around the valley like a shadow some days, but she never seemed to mind and even made a game of it with him.”


    “I have a hard time imagining Aiden following anybody around like a puppy.”


    Eldwyn smiled. “Indeed, that’s what makes it such a fond memory.”


    “Then why haven’t you mentioned it before?” Riordan pursued.


    “Because of the way it ended.”


    Eldwyn turned from the conversation and poked at the fire. When he turned back to face Riordan, the mirth had left his expression, steeling himself for the next part of the story.


    “Hadley and I were a couple.”
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Chapter 24

Riordan had never thought of Eldwyn as a man interested in anything but his work. The idea of an interpersonal dalliance was incongruous with the bookish scholar who had raised him. In all the years Riordan had known him, he’d never shown any interest in courting a relationship.


    Riordan had often wondered if Eldwyn was part of a family before settling in the valley, but he never talked about his past other than his work as a castle architect. Romance was not something Riordan had even remotely associated with his guardian. It shattered his preconceptions about the man, but in a pleasant way.


    “Aiden’s mother?”


    “Yes.”


    “How long were you and she together?”


    “We were seeing each other for three years before I asked Hadley to help me in the workshop. Aiden was eight when he and Hadley left. I never saw her again after that, but he still comes around now and again.”


    Eldwyn paused as Riordan worked out the maths.


    “You said Aiden was three when you hired Hadley to help you in the workshop.”


    “I did.”


    “But you said Hadley only worked here for five years. That would mean—”


    Riordan’s jaw dropped uncontrollably.


    “Maybe,” Eldwyn said. “Hadley wasn’t sure. It’s complicated.”


    Riordan became aware that his jaw had fallen slack but still couldn’t muster the impulse to close it.


    “Shut your mouth boy. You’ll catch flies.”


    Riordan did as he was told, but remained speechless. He tried to organise his thoughts into words.


    “It’s just that... I had no idea… I thought… and now all of a sudden…” Riordan stammered.


    Eldwyn leaned back in his chair.


    “There’s no point in guessing. Let me explain what happened. When Hadley was eighteen, her father traded her to another family. You’ve recently learned through Caitlyn how mountainfolk treat their women. They’re commodities. Marriage doesn’t exist in their culture.


    “Mountainfolk women are traded or sold to other families where they are shared freely amongst those family members. They become property. They’re expected to cook, make clothes, patch wounds, rut, and raise the children produced from rutting. The men hunt and defend their family.


    “For the most part, mountainfolk women contentedly accept their role, including Hadley at the time. So long as they perform their duties, they’re treated well. They’re even happy with their lot. But before the transaction had been settled, a young man from that family couldn’t wait for the deal to be finalised. He surprised Hadley in the forest, beat her senseless, and then raped her unconscious body.


    “Hadley regained her wits just as he was finishing. She took a knife to the boy’s manhood and did not leave it in working condition. As she fled, he swore a lifetime of cruelty against her once the family trade was completed. When Hadley told her father what happened, hoping he would cancel the deal, he refused. That’s when Hadley came to me.”


    “Why did she come to you?” Riordan asked, surprised by the sudden turn of events.


    “I had met Hadley when she was a little girl. I had worked with her father and helped her family to build their house in the mountains. He was a harsh man, especially by our standards, but really no better or worse than most other mountainfolk patriarchs, or so I thought. Most fathers were selective about the families to whom their daughters were traded, but he didn’t care so long as the trade was good.”


    Eldwyn paused and took a deep breath, clearly recalling a difficult memory.


    “I remember the night she pounded on my door. Hadley was bloody and bruised. I took her in and treated her wounds. She didn’t want to tell me what had happened at first until I suggested taking her home. Then she was beside herself with fear and a lot more forthcoming. Hadley threatened to take her own life if I took her home and so she told me what happened.”


    Riordan could not help thinking about Caitlyn’s experiences, a girl three years younger than Hadley in this story. Except Caitlyn had been traded even before that age. Eldwyn continued the story.


    “I left Hadley at the workshop and went to see her father the very next day. I didn’t have high hopes that he would be reasonable and wasn’t disappointed. When I explained what had happened, her father sympathised with the son of that family, considering it understandable that he would want to sample the merchandise he was offering first.


    “Riordan, it was all I could do to not pummel the man right there. Doing so would have accomplished nothing, however, except perhaps bring every member of his family to my door. So I gave him gold instead. It was enough to buy three destriers, far and above the three rouncy horses he was originally offered, but my gold came with a condition. That he must never interact with his daughter again. He took the gold and laughed at me, saying that he had no intention of ever speaking with Hadley again and was happy to be rid of the willful woman. Gold was far more valuable to him than a spirited daughter.


    “When I returned to tell her that she was safe, Hadley asked what I wanted in return. I told her nothing. She called me a fool. I told her that she controlled her own fate now, for all the good that did. She didn’t believe me. I told her that gold was simply a means to an end for me. I had more than enough. Hadley didn’t understand that in the slightest.


    “If I wasn’t going to ask for anything, then she became determined to show me her gratitude instead.”


    Riordan could see Eldwyn cheeks flush slightly.


    “I insisted that wasn’t necessary, but Hadley was stubborn. The truth of it was that I still thought of her as a little girl. The same girl I met when helping her father build their house. She was so precocious and full of questions. Eager to learn. Now she was a beguiling young woman, greatly younger than me, but who clearly didn’t care that I was much older.


    “No matter where I went, there she was, cooking for me, cleaning the workshop, helping in useful ways without asking. And then, at the end of each day, Methodus gird my thoughts, bathing in front of me. She was trying to break me down, and it was working.


    “I wanted to care for Hadley, treat her like a victimised woman who had been raped. She was less bothered by the rape and more upset that the boy had beat her beforehand. No matter what I did or said, she simply wouldn’t take no for answer, until eventually, one day—I couldn’t keep saying it anymore.”


    Riordan put the cutting board aside, now empty of food. “The love of Eldwyn’s life.”


    Eldwyn cleared his throat.


    “So you see, at that point, there was no telling who the father might be.”


    “I see,” Riordan added with a smile, “so you didn’t say no for very long.”


    Eldwyn instantly turned red and was momentarily rendered speechless before regaining his usual composure.


    “I said no for longer than most men would have done! Yes, I know that doesn’t make me a good person, but Hadley was throwing herself at me in the bloom of her youth, which is also not an excuse. I should have known better.”


    He waved his hands to dismiss the matter.


    “It took a lot of convincing, but I finally managed to settle Hadley into a place of her own. I fixed up the old abandoned cabin across the river, not that it needed many repairs. She could have stayed here I suppose, but that more about my preference. I’ve always lived alone and wasn’t prepared to give that up just yet.


    “Even so, Hadley kept coming around. Once Aiden was born, he looked up to me as a father, so I acted like one, albeit with that divided living arrangement. And so, when Queen Sifleda came to stay with me, Hadley was understandably brusque with the woman. She was getting what Hadley wanted.


    “I tried to explain that I couldn’t turn down the request of a queen and that it was only until her cottage was finished, for all the good that accomplished. Hadley didn’t see it that way. In her mind, she believed that she simply wasn’t sophisticated enough to receive the same hospitality from me.


    “Needless to say, our relationship became quite strained during those months. I wasn’t surprised when Hadley left, but I was surprised when I found the cabin empty. I didn’t think she would leave the valley. It in the end, however, it was for the best.”


    Eldwyn’s eyes focused in the distance. His shoulders sloped as if under a burdensome weight. He shook his head, dispelling the memory.


    “After the queen moved into her new cottage, she started to approach several of the mountainfolk clan fathers with what she thought was a generous offer. She wanted to make them subjects of the Boreal Reaches, in exchange for their loyalty.


    “I tried to tell her that the mountainfolk wouldn’t respect a woman, but she didn’t listen, feeling that they would respect her status as a queen, despite gender.


    “I’m afraid that Hadley and Aiden had given her a false impression about the mountainfolk. I offered to go along with Sifleda, since all of the clan fathers either knew me personally or by reputation, but was turned down. She spoke to them on her own.


    “The main problem was that mountainfolk didn’t even know there was a kingdom, let alone a king and queen. In any case, I found out later that it had been a hostile meeting. A few of the clan fathers told me that her offer was regarded as a veiled attack against their freedom.


    “When I asked to talk with Sifleda about what had happened, she refused to elaborate about the meeting and rebuffed my council. It felt like much of our casual friendship had ended at that point. I didn’t know what she was thinking anymore.


    “Later that same week, Aiden and Hadley stopped showing up at the workshop. I went to the cottage and found Hadley sitting alone in the dark with Aiden as if she had been waiting for me. I remember she asked if I could ever imagine a time when the three of us might live together.


    “How I wish that day could be repeated Riordan, because I told her that they were welcome to stay under my roof if they didn’t feel safe, but with the soldiers in the valley now, everyone in Elkridge would be safe. I knew how she really meant the question, but I dodged the meaning on purpose. She was asking about becoming a proper couple, but I still wasn’t ready to abandon my independence.


    “Hadley said that neither I nor the soldiers could protect her or Aiden anymore and then asked me to leave. Maybe I should have stayed and tried to reach some kind of reconciliation, but I didn’t. Instead, I distinctly remember feeling like she was being unreasonable and left as she asked.


    “I never saw Hadley again after that. I went back the next morning but she and Aiden had left in the night.


    “Shortly thereafter, every mountainfolk was driven out of Elkridge. The queen officially annexed Elkridge and issued the command that her soldiers should forcibly remove anybody who refused to acknowledge her husband, King Norvel Clydestand of the Boreal Reaches, as their ruler.


    “The tactic was obviously meant to target mountainfolk, who bow to no man or woman. The result was predictable. Elkridge was their ancestral home and the hunting grounds into which they had invited me and all the other artisans as an outsider. I tried to intervene on both sides, but it was too late. Her soldiers followed their orders.


    “Suffice it to say the mountainfolk didn’t leave easily. There were deaths on both sides, including children who fought as well. There was no turning back after that. The conflict devolved from horrible to horrific, resulting in the strained relations that still exist today.


    “Despite the prejudice levelled against mountainfolk, Aiden surprised me by secretly visiting over the years. He assures me that Hadley is doing well, has grown older and more stubborn, but is still very much in control of her own fate.”


    Riordan looked at the man who had raised him, a scholar who valued books and privacy. It would seem that Eldwyn was more passionate than he had ever realised. He had enjoyed a fulfilling family life at one point, perhaps even siring a son, and Aiden of all people. Yet he had also been inconsiderate towards that woman with regrets that continued to this day. He felt sorry for Eldwyn in the memory but equally so for Hadley. Nevertheless, the story did explain one mystery from his past.


    “I never told you this before, but Aiden and I are known to each other. He used to bully me growing up. I think I understand why now.”


    “Aiden did? Really? I suppose that makes sense. He would have been jealous of you. There I was, a man, possibly his father, insisting that I live alone, except I didn’t. I adopted you less than a year later. He would have wondered why I didn’t do the same for him. When did that start happening?


    “Years ago, when we were children. Brogan and I used to cross paths with him in the woods where we played. At least until Nerian cut his face.”


    “Nerian cut his face?” Eldwyn pointed to his own cheek. “You mean that scar under his eye? She gave that to him? Aiden told me he was attacked by a wild animal.”


    “Yes, well, that wild animal was defending me.”


    Eldwyn sat back in his chair, considering the new information.


    “All this happened while you were growing up? Why didn’t you ever mention it before?”


    “It didn’t seem pertinent to anything you were doing at the time. It was always like that. Any time some matter came up in my life, I privately weighed its importance against whatever you were doing at the time. If I decided it was unworthy of your attention, I kept it to myself.”


    Eldwyn released a deep and resonant sigh.


    “A person can’t possibly know how many mistakes they’re capable of making until becoming a parent,” Eldwyn said to himself. “I owe you an apology,” he continued.


    “An apology? Why? By imposing that standard on myself, I learned how to deal with my own problems, without bringing any of them to you.”


    “No. I do owe you an apology and I’ll tell you why.


    “When you first entered my life, it was my second chance to be a father, one for which I was immensely grateful. Even so, I was still covetous of my solitude and actively encouraged you, as a child, to do exactly what you said just now. Weigh the importance of any matter before bringing it to my attention.


    “Yes, I encouraged you to be self-sufficient. I even had the hubris to think myself clever for teaching you that lesson. But now I see that your self-reliance has become such an ingrained part of your personality that your first instinct is to keep everything a secret from those around you.


    “If something goes awry, you clean up after yourself before anybody else finds out. That’s not how it should be between a parent and child. A parent is specifically there for a child during those times. That’s why I’m opening up to you now. It’s long overdue.


    “Watching you lie here for the past three days, I’ve had time to think about my mistakes. You are my son Riordan, and I feel nothing but pride and love for you and your accomplishments, but our lives together have been that of two isolated men.


    “That’s not the bond a father and son should have. It’s just the way I raised you and for that I’m sorry.”


    There was a flood of reassurances that Riordan wanted to say to Eldwyn, but he was stunned for the moment. He had never before heard Eldwyn utter the words I’m sorry. Riordan no longer recognised the man who was talking. The sentiments were heartfelt and Riordan had to admit it felt good to hear them. He had known that Eldwyn cared about him in this way, but the old man never said as much before.


    This man had taken him in as an infant and raised him like a trueborn son, which elevated Eldwyn beyond reproach in his mind. Perhaps I will say that much least, Riordan thought, but he never got the chance.


    “I’m telling you all of this because I want to destroy a barrier between us Riordan. To do that, however, I have to cross an unspoken line that has been drawn between us for years. My hope is that you will forgive me for the invasion of privacy.”


    Eldwyn took a deep breath before continuing.


    “I know about the bow, the sword, and the scabbard.”
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Chapter 25

Riordan felt like hiding as if a rock had been lifted and he was the insect exposed underneath. How had Eldwyn found out? He had known that the old man was wickedly perceptive, but was this revelation intuited as well?


    Riordan looked made eye contact with him but refused to confirm or deny anything.


    “I know why you didn’t tell me,” Eldwyn continued. “You’ve never liked talking about something you’ve built until it was done, and even then it was a challenge. It was like you wanted a better understanding of what you had done first. Yet there were many times you just couldn’t find the words. Or, more accurately, didn’t care to find the words. You were happy with the final product.


    “That’s where you and I are different. What I do, my craft, my skills, is learned. I can always find the words. What you do with your hands is instinct. Try as I might to teach you from books, your instincts always served you better. You have a natural aptitude for building, but without comprehension.”


    Eldwyn wasn’t wrong. It had always been difficult trying to explain anything he built to the old man. Difficult and frustrating. Yet it had not felt that way with Brogan or Nerian. Perhaps because they were friends who had never grilled him like Eldwyn for explanations. He could relax around them in a way that he could not around the scholar who had raised him.


    Riordan felt extremely uncomfortable. Eldwyn knew about the bow, sword, and scabbard. In some respects, he was the last person Riordan would have wanted to tell. He was dreading having to explain how they had come into existence. Riordan still had not been able to do that with himself, let alone in logical terms that Eldwyn could accept. It was not something he was ready to share with him yet.


    The old man was right; this was crossing an unspoken line between them.


    Eldwyn had always been involved in his own projects and never wanted to be disturbed. As a result, Riordan eventually learned how to keep himself busy, creating his own projects. They had only bothered each other when they announced that a project was complete. Riordan actually preferred it that way.


    This ability, the tendrils that appeared when he called them, were still a mystery. The project wasn’t complete yet, he was still trying to understand them.


    “Who told you?” Riordan bluntly asked.


    “They both did. Brogan was concerned that the sword and scabbard had something to do with why you fell into such a deep sleep. He was right to tell me, Riordan. It affected the way I cared for you,” Eldwyn asserted.


    “Nerian was not so forthcoming, but she eventually told me about the bow at Brogan’s insistence. Getting her to share the details about the bow was like trying to sculpt granite. One painstaking chip at a time. Her concern for you eventually overrode her circumspect nature.”


    Riordan wondered if Eldwyn had chosen the granite metaphor on purpose. He had left the stone carving tools beneath the granite sculpture. Aiden would have noticed the completed statue on Wyrmstone Mantle when he had recovered them.


    Did he tell the old man what he saw? Riordan wondered, but he did not want to share his suspicions.


    He decided to wait and see what else Eldwyn would say before admitting more than he needed to disclose.


    And then he saw it. This was the tendency Eldwyn was talking about, and he had just proved him right. This was the inclination towards secrecy that existed between him and the old man.


    “Brogan told me about what the sword did to the mountainfolk,” he added.


    Riordan noticed that Eldwyn said what the sword did and not what he had done to the mountainfolk.


    “He told me what you did to the scabbard, making it impervious to a sword that can cut through metal and stone. Brogan realised you must have done something to the wooden sheath as well, but you collapsed right after handing Caitlyn to him.”


    Riordan was starting to think that Eldwyn didn’t know about the statue yet. Perhaps Aiden had not said anything. Eldwyn leaned forward in his chair and spoke quietly despite the fact that there was nobody else in the workshop.


    “When Brogan and Nerian were here caring for you, I noticed that they kept sword and bow with them respectively at all times, like they were inseparable from them.”


    “Brogan has always been like that with his father’s sword,” Riordan offered.


    It was an evasion, he realised. This idea of full disclosure between himself and Eldwyn was going to take some time.


    “This is different,” Eldwyn noted. “I know he’s always carried his father’s sword around, but now he sleeps with it. That’s an entirely new level of devotion. Nerian too. I noticed it when they were looking over you during the past three days.


    “Both of them had those weapons either in hand or on their body, but with a subtle difference. With Brogan, he was protecting the world from the sword. With Nerian, she was protecting the bow from the world.”


    Riordan had noticed that behaviour as well. Brogan and Nerian had also noticed the change in themselves and told him as much. Riordan had taken that to be a good sign. They both had much better control over themselves when wielding their respective weapons than he had done.


    Eldwyn interrupted his thoughts with an old question, the question he had been dreading. The old man was nothing if not consistent.


    “So tell me, Riordan, why did you make these weapons the way you did? I don’t mean the reason for which they were immediately used, but why you changed them the way that you did?”


    Riordan had hated this question growing up. He built his projects the only way he knew. Today, however, Eldwyn had altered the question to why and not how they were made a particular way.


    “Actually, it would be easier to tell you how they were made than why.”


    “How you made them is not important right now. We can get to that later if you like because I am curious. Right now, I’m more interested in why you changed these objects the way that you did. You made the bow accurate, the sword sharp, and the scabbard hard. Why those qualities? I want to understand how you came to make your decisions, rather than the means by which they were modified, if you’d indulge me.”


    Riordan had not put much thought into why he had changed the weapons as he did. At least not beyond needing them to fulfil a purpose in a desperate moment. To that end, he had made them in the best way imaginable.


    He couldn’t even explain what had inspired his imagination in the first place.


    Eldwyn had occasionally tried coaching him while he worked, urging him to think about the techniques he was using to build something. Those occasions never ended well. Riordan worked best when he wasn’t thinking. He could still remember the extreme irritation he had felt with Eldwyn looking over his shoulder. Progress would grind to a halt. He would simply walk away from the workshop. Thinking about it now, Riordan realised that was when he started hiking up the eight mountain peaks surrounding Elkridge.


    Eldwyn had stopped bothering him while he was working after that.


    The question of why rather than how he had made a project was a strange one coming from the man who raised him. Riordan always made a project the way he had because it made the most sense. He could not explain why it made sense, but that wasn’t what Eldwyn asked. He wanted to know why Riordan had endowed these objects with these particular qualities.


    “You’re not going to like the answer,” he said.


    “Try me.”


    Riordan’s usual answer to the question of how he made a project was the best way. This always infuriated Eldwyn and he would inevitably open a massive tome in front of Riordan and get him to read about whatever technique he had unwittingly used.


    Riordan very much doubted that there was a book detailing how the tendrils worked.


    “I needed to close the space,” he finally said.


    Strangely, that actually made the most sense. He privately patted himself on the back.


    Eldwyn looked at him without saying a word and leaned back on the hind legs of his chair. Riordan rarely stumped Eldwyn into silence. The look he was giving him now was an analytical one, similar to when he considered a repositioned piece during a board game.


    “Closing the space. Do you mean the distance between you and your finished product?”


    “That’s a part of it, but it’s more like the space between what I could do with the object and what I needed to do with it.”


    Eldwyn stopped rocking.


    “Riordan, how often have you done this before? Don’t answer right away. Think about all the times that you have ever closed the space like you are describing. Take your time. It’s important that you give me an accurate accounting.”


    “The last three times were immediate because there was an urgent need. The bow, the sword, and then the scabbard. With the scabbard, I closed the space deliberately for the first time. I guided how the space was closed, between what the scabbard was and what it needed to be.


    “That was also the most exhausting time. I was closing the space between the material I had, and the material I needed it to become. Changing the composition, but remaining in control of myself once it was done. Well, until I passed out.”


    “In control of yourself?”


    “The first two times, when I needed the weapon to do something I couldn’t do, the space I closed was vast. More so with the bow than the sword. I didn’t know how those weapons would turn out. I just needed the bow to shoot those elk and the sword to kill those mountainfolk. I was lost to both of those weapons after that.


    “In the case of the bow, my mind entered a trance. Nerian had to snap me out of it. It was different with the sword; I was aware of my actions but couldn’t control them. The bow took physical contact from somebody else for me to regain my senses. With the sword, it only took the sight of Caitlyn to stop my attack.”


    “So you had more control the second time?”


    “Yes, but I don’t know if that control came from growing accustomed to what I was doing to the weapons, or that I’m a far better swordsman than an archer.”


    “I don’t understand. What does your skill as a swordsman have to do with it?”


    “Well, quite a bit I think. The distance between what I needed to do with the sword and what I could already do wasn’t as vast. The distance was wider with the bow. I think Brogan and Nerian are better suited for those weapons precisely because he’s a talented swordsman and she’s an excellent archer.


    “I think they have more control over those weapons because of the skill they already possess. The weapons don’t have to compensate for lack of skill as much in their hands as they do in mine.”


    Eldwyn considered Riordan’s response for a moment again.


    “So just the bow, the sword, and the scabbard, or has this happened other times too?”


    The old man was trying to hide it, but Riordan recognised the sound of concern in his voice. Eldwyn was worried that there were more weapons out in the world. There weren’t, he knew, but that did not mean that he had not closed the space before.


    “There were other times, but it was different, subtle, to the point that I didn’t know that I was doing it. I probably wouldn’t even know now, if it weren’t for recent events. The times before, I closed the space slowly, over days or months, like when I would carve the wyrmstone, or composed the book for Caitlyn.


    “I lose track of time. It’s as if I’m sleeping, but without dreaming. All I know is that I want to finish the project, like the sculpture or the lesson plans. Those times can leave me exhausted too, but only if what I’m doing is physically arduous. Carving granite is a lot more tiring than writing in a book.”


    “So five times altogether?”


    Riordan paused. His knack for building was not easy to explain. He realised now for the first time that those definitely were not the only times.


    “No. There’s another way, but it’s harder to describe. I can close the space on something that I haven’t even made yet. When I imagine a project that I want to build, I see the framework in front of me. I can turn it over in my mind and look at every side like it already exists. I see how it will work and what materials will be needed.


    “Once I’m done that part, I know exactly what will be required, which is handy, because then I don’t waste any materials. I can see the project so clearly in my mind that it feels real to the touch. It remains that way until the project is complete. When I close the space by actually building it.”


    Riordan paused for a moment before continuing.


    “This next part is going to sound ridiculous. It already does to me when even trying to express it properly. I place these imagined projects throughout the workshop where they will eventually be built, but in my mind. They stay there waiting for me until I start working on them.


    “I store them on tables, against walls, suspended from the ceiling. I even move them around in my head as if they were real, because, well, for me they are real. And when I do get around to building one of these stored projects, they always turn out exactly the way I pictured them, down to the smallest detail.


    “The act of building is actually the least interesting part for me. Creating the concept and detailing it in my head is the enjoyable part. But I come up with ideas faster than I can build them, so they tend to pile up. Truthfully, I build them just to get them off my mind.”


    Eldwyn placed a hand over his mouth. Riordan sighed and rolled his eyes.


    “See? I told you it would sound ridiculous. You can’t stop yourself from laughing!”


    Eldwyn dropped his hand. He wasn’t laughing.


    “And how long have you closed those imagined spaces in the way you just described?”


    Perhaps it was his unexpected tone of voice that surprised Riordan, the lack of ridicule that he had assumed would follow, but it made him serious too. He answered the question honestly with the only response that made sense.


    “I’ve always done it that way.”
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Chapter 26

Eldwyn was openly concerned at this point, which Riordan thought was unnecessary. None of the projects he had made over the years had been suspicious and the weapons were safely in Brogan and Nerian’s keeping. The old man kept looking at him, as if he was on the verge of a question, but then would stop himself.


    Eldwyn hated making assumptions about a subject until he could speak about it with some authority. That authority was usually attained either by pacing in fevered thought or immersed in the library. Riordan was the same way but without all the pacing and reading.


    Once the old man had started down this path, there was no telling when he would stop. This was not the first time Riordan had driven Eldwyn to distraction either. Years ago, Riordan had built and implemented the track and pulley system that was attached to the workshop ceiling, all without so much as a rough schematic.


    It had been the most unusual invention that he had created at the time, and it stymied Eldwyn to no end as he examined the contraption. He had paced for a whole day puzzling out the construction. All Riordan could do was leave a plate of food in his anticipated path and hope that he would eat a few bites occasionally.


    The old man had never told him what conclusion he reached about that particular innovation and Riordan never asked. He could tell that it had been disconcerting to him at the time. Nevertheless, it had been regarded as a marvel by the villagers and inspired envy rather than concern.


    Riordan decided to stretch his legs while Eldwyn was lost in thought. He certainly felt well enough to move around again. He straightened his clothes, cleaned up the meal, and moved the bed back into place.


    Sleeping for three days had apparently replenished him, but now he was possessed with a strong need to get out of the workshop. It looked like noon, judging by the sun’s position in the sky. As Riordan started moving toward the door, Eldwyn immediately stopped pacing and eyed him protectively. Riordan sighed audibly.


    “I can’t stay here forever. I have to go outside at some point.”


    Eldwyn walked over to Riordan and gave him a cursory examination, looking at his eyes, into his ears, and even checked the colour of his tongue. Appearing satisfied, Eldwyn relented and let him go. Riordan reminded him to eat something and was about to bolt when he was stopped mid-stride.


    “Try to refrain from building anything in the immediate future, yes?”


    “I’ll do my best. No promises!” Riordan smirked.


    Eldwyn levelled a disapproving glare at him. Riordan rolled his eyes and nodded.


    “All right, a promise. Now let me go, the fresh air will do me good. Besides, I’d like to find Brogan, Caitlyn, and Nerian and thank them for watching over me.”


    Truthfully, there was nothing he wanted to build that couldn’t wait until the festival was over.


    “Do that first then. They’ve all been worried about you. Caitlyn most of all I would say. She’s been at Nerian’s house with Vevay while you were convalescing. We didn’t want her to keep worrying like she was doing. She’ll be happy to see you up and around again. Bring them all back for dinner; I’ll have something ready by then.”


    Riordan had his doubts about that as he waved goodbye. Eldwyn had already gone back to pacing. When Eldwyn was this preoccupied with his thoughts, his mood had a way of filling the workshop. It was better to give him his space.


    When Riordan reached the main road, he couldn’t believe how much time had passed. Three days. Revellers were everywhere throughout the valley. Young people were cavorting and dancing, older people too. After this long into the sprites of spring festival, affections were rarely hidden, if not repeatedly consummated.


    Riordan, seeing infatuated couples, was reminded of his recent dream that featured the woman with cerulean hair. He walked down to the river and splashed water on his face, attempting to clarify his thoughts. Riordan had started off with the intention of finding his friends, but now he had a new aspiration.


    The young woman with cerulean hair had been instrumental in freeing him from the revellers. If it was not for her help, he would not have made it back in time to save Caitlyn. Riordan decided that his friends would understand, and may even want to thank her as well. She really deserved to be thanked for her timely intervention.


    Finding her shouldn’t take long, Riordan thought. Surely her cerulean hair would stand out in a crowd, even during a festival. Her presence was certainly memorable. Her mellifluous voice had filled his dreams for the past three days.


    Had she really spoken to him by name that day or was that merely an artefact of his dream? He remembered being filled with a sense of purpose, but it was hard to recall what she had said by the river. The Bringer or Spring? Is that what she had called him?


    Riordan circled the centre of Elkridge, avoiding the stand where he knew Brogan could be found and steered clear of anybody else who would recognise him. He didn’t want to be accosted by well-wishers at the moment. He had a new purpose now and would not be swayed from it if he could help it.


    He scrutinised the crowds for any glimpse of the cerulean hair or azure eyes of the woman, slowly increasing his radius outwards as his gaze darted from face to face. He didn’t think that she would be in the bawdier establishments that sprung up during the festival. She seemed too… refined for those places.


    Regardless, Riordan looked inside the ale gardens. The village tavern had been turned into an enormous kitchen on the inside and only served people on the outside now. Maidens brought food and drink to patrons in open air seating. Still no sign of the woman.


    After a while, Riordan had circled to the outer fringes of town with no luck. He really had not thought that finding her would be this difficult. She was uniquely beautiful and certain to attract attention. That’s when an errant thought began to nag at the back of his mind.


    For a moment, Riordan told himself that he should seek out Brogan, Caitlyn, and Nerian, but then instead of listening to it, he decided to quickly check where he had last seen the cerulean-haired woman near the river.


    When that proved fruitless, Riordan started asking random strangers in the area if they had seen her by description. The sun continued to chart across the sky, but he was barely aware of time passing at this point. Finding the woman with cerulean hair was more important.


    For the first time, Riordan acknowledged another possibility. Perhaps she had already left the festival; not everybody stayed for the duration. Even so, he didn’t want to contemplate that possibility. That would be too devastating.


    By now the sun was slanting from the west and Riordan had been searching for the better part of the afternoon. He was hungry again, but ignored his belly, unwilling to give up yet. He would spend the balance of this day trying to find the woman if necessary.


    Riordan was so consumed in the single-minded hunt that he was caught by surprise when a large man appeared next to him and heartily slapped him on the back. The man bellowed towards a group of nearby revellers.


    “Here’s the fellow I was talking about!”


    The man held a cup of ale in one hand and smiled with a huge grin. Riordan initially had no idea who he was until his mind dimly recognised him. This was one of the men who had carried him to the river three days hence. He was certainly excited to see Riordan.


    The rotund man hooked him around the shoulders with one massive arm and all but swung Riordan towards a group of people sitting around a fire. Riordan recognised more of the revellers now. There were also many of the men who had carried him to the river.


    “This here’s the one who saved that little girl from being kidnapped by mountainfolk three days ago. You know the girl I’m talking about! Serving drinks to everybody? This fellow stopped those hill dwellers and sent them running! And to think, we almost threw him in the river!”


    Riordan was at least relieved they weren’t going to try again, but he was more annoyed that this man was delaying him yet again, even if his intentions were to praise his actions that day.


    “I remember,” he glowered.


    “Don’t be sore!” the man said light-heartedly, “We let you go didn’t we?”


    Riordan stepped out from under the man’s arm to directly address the drunken fellow.


    “Yes, but only after that woman convinced you to release me!”


    The rotund man blinked at Riordan, trying to make sense of what he had said. He leaned in, gently placed a hand on his shoulder, and lowered his voice to speak with alcohol-laden breath.


    “That… woman? Did we give your skull a knock by any chance lad? If we did, you have my heartfelt apology.”


    “My head is fine,” Riordan said.


    “Are you sure? We were pretty rough, at least until you explained the situation.”


    “Until I explained the situation? I was trying to explain the whole time, for all the good it did me! Nobody was listening. Neither you nor anyone else heard a word I said until the woman with cerulean hair said to put me down.”


    The man looked genuinely confused and scratched his head.


    “Cerulean hair you say?”


    “Yes, long cerulean hair. Azure eyes. A gossamer dress that was belted in place. She was barefoot.”


    “I think I’d remember a woman like that. She sounds rightfully pretty,” the rotund man replied cheerfully.


    “Well, yes, sure, that’s one way to put it.”


    Riordan realised that he thought that she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.


    The man looked around the campfire at his friends, to gauge their reactions based on the description. They thought about the question, but then shrugged or shook their heads. The big man gestured at another fellow who lay in the grass. It looked as if he had passed out drunk.


    “Garvey! Garvey wake up! Somebody give him a shake will you?”


    The big man turned back to Riordan, “He was beside me at the time. Perhaps he can settle the matter.”


    A man sitting next to the prone figure, who was apparently named Garvey, kicked at his feet a few times until he opened his eyes. Garvey sat up, suddenly alert.


    “What did I miss?”


    “Nothing Garvey, calm down. You were asleep is all. See this fellow here? Do you recognise him?”


    Garvey looked at Riordan.


    “Aye! The fellow who ran off to save that adorable little girl from the mountainfolk. Well done friend! You’re a hero!”


    “Yes, we know that already Garvey. I just finished telling everybody. You, me, and all the others, we were carrying him to the river, remember?”


    “Of course! Almost tossed him in, until we came to our senses that is. Thanks for setting us straight in time! I can only imagine what might have happened if you didn’t.”


    Riordan looked at the man disbelievingly.


    “If I didn’t? Do you think I set you straight? Not a woman with cerulean hair?”


    Garvey blinked incomprehensibly and then looked over at the rotund man.


    “Did we rough him up too much?”


    “That’s what I said!”


    Riordan was hitting a wall. The woman with cerulean hair was so clear in his mind, but nobody could recall the slightest detail about her appearance or presence. Granted, he had been dreaming of her for three days, but that didn’t make her a product of his imagination.


    No, he was lucid the moment Caitlyn was taken. No matter what, the woman had been real. Riordan’s ruminations nearly made him miss the fact that the rotund man was trying to introduce himself.


    “Look here, my name’s Keagan. I know who you are, of course, what with everyone talking about how you rescued that little girl. Riordan, yes?”


    Keagan grinned broadly, revealing a few missing teeth.”


    “It wasn’t just me. My friend Brogan was there as well. We both saved her from the mountainfolk.”


    “Sure-sure. Why don’t you sit down, friend? Share the fire with us for a spell. I was just saying that if we ever met again, I would tell you, plainly to your face, that should you ever be in need of help, saving little girls or whatever else, you can count on me.


    “And then, not a scant moment later, there you are standing behind me! May Thromdel be my witness. Isn’t that right lads?”


    Everyone agreed and raised their cups, affirming that it was a true account. Garvey chimed in as well.


    “That goes double for me. Belgrund can sunder my skull if I fail to come running when called for help. Isn’t that right fellows?”


    The men around the fire all heartily agreed and pledged much of the same, invoking the names of several different gods.


    Riordan smiled politely, but he was already wondering if he could extract himself from this group of inebriated hooligans. He wasn’t impressed by their boasts. He regarded it as the idle talk of drunken men with little sincerity.


    “That’s real swell, but perhaps you should wait until sobering up before making such heartfelt oaths.”


    Keagan looked down at the ale in his mug, sloshed the remaining contents into the fire, and then tossed his cup aside. He turned to Riordan and placed a meaty hand on each of his shoulders, locking eyes with him with such solemnity that he was a little intimidated by it.


    “I mean it, lad. This is my promise to you and I aim to keep it. If you need help for any reason, me, Garvey, and all the rest, we’re your men.”


    The other men stood up at his words and made a show of splashing the contents of their mugs into the fire and throwing their cups aside. Each of them looked Riordan in the eye and swore the same promise.


    “If Keagan is willing to swear fealty, then so am I!” was a common sentiment.


    If these men had appeared drunk before, they did not now, as they pledged or swore their fealty to him in turn. It was surreal, this whole situation had escalated so fast. Did these men just declare their loyalty to anybody who came along?


    Riordan looked from one man to the next for any tells that this was a well-orchestrated jest. They just stared back at him stoically and waited. Riordan cleared his throat uncomfortably.


    “Then you’ve caught me off guard,” he said, still not quite sure what was taking place. “I appreciate the gesture. Truly. But I can’t possibly imagine that saving Caitlyn would inspire this kind of loyalty to a complete stranger.”


    Keagan was quick to answer.


    “You showed up lad, precisely when it mattered most. You protected an innocent from being roughly treated. That’s enough for me.”


    The rest of the men nodded their agreement.


    Riordan did not know what to say anymore, and yet they seemed to be expecting him to say something, or follow up with a command. There was nothing more to do than just go along with it.


    “All right then. Consider your words heard and oaths taken. Thank you,” he said cautiously.


    The men smiled, seemingly relieved that Riordan was finally taking them seriously. He forced a smile to his lips.


    “That being said, I’m still looking for somebody right now, so…”


    “Somebody in particular? Are they in trouble? Do you need help?” Garvey quickly interrupted.


    “No. It’s a friend. There’s no danger. Just somebody at the festival.”


    Riordan wasn’t about to say that he was still looking for the woman with cerulean hair. Yet these men were practically standing at attention like soldiers, waiting for him to offer more direction.


    “Please, pick up your mugs. Fill them. Enjoy the festival,” he said.


    They remained unmoving. Riordan tried a command that he had heard Nerian use with the men under her command.


    “As you were.”


    “Are you sure?” Keagan asked. “We wouldn’t want you to question the sincerity of our pledge. If you wish it, not one of us will touch ale, spirits, or wine again.”


    All of the men unanimously agreed that this was a reasonable and sensible course of action, which only caused Riordan’s mind to reel even more. For these men to swear loyalty to him and forswear alcohol simply to convince him that they were being truthful was too much.


    “No, I wouldn’t ask that of you. It’s a festival. Enjoy yourselves. Please, I can see that your intentions are honourable. You needn’t concern yourself with me questioning the sincerity of your words.”


    “Very good then. We’ll be here until you need us. Moreover, I’ll round up the others as well. It’s a shame they missed you. Be sure to drop by later. Something tells me they’ll want to pledge themselves to you as well. Good day to you Riordan. Safe travels until we meet again.”


    Keagan extended his hand, which Riordan shook, feeling like he had just made a deal without knowing all of the details. He nodded to the rest of the men and then left quickly without looking back, fearing that they might ask him if he needed their help again.
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Chapter 27

Riordan tried to leave the whole experience with Garvey and Keagan behind him. He did not have time to think about their bizarre behaviour right now. Every moment not spent looking for the woman with cerulean hair was a moment wasted.


    As it was, his search would have to grow, expanding to include all of the temporary campsites scattered throughout the valley. Riordan walked briskly through the forest, scanning faces as he came across them. He never paused to talk; he knew what she looked like.


    Despite his best efforts to stay focused on the task at hand, he could not help but think back on the encounter with Garvey and Keagan. Had his exchange with them and all of the other men been an elaborate gag? Had they only been pretending not to remember the woman with cerulean hair? Did she not want to be found?


    The interaction had been an unsettling one. If it was a prank, then it was in poor taste, especially because of why he had been trying to break free in the first place—to save Caitlyn. No, it did not make sense. Riordan tried to forget about the encounter.


    As his search widened, Riordan began to glance into open tents whenever possible, but to no avail. Nobody had long cerulean hair. The briefest glimpse told him everything that he needed to know.


    It had been quite some time since he left the workshop. Despite his gnawing hunger, Riordan did not want to waste any daylight. He circled out to the fringe areas, where there was less room to set up a large campsite. This is where people who arrived on foot tended to set up, as wagons were too big.


    When he had started scanning the bushes and trees in desperation, considering any place a person might conceivably fit or hide, Riordan took stock of his methods. He wasn’t thinking clearly anymore, his search had become a stubborn and exhausting effort.


    Riordan had already looked into every logical place that she might be staying. The fact that he was hoping his single-mindedness would yield the desired result, her sudden discovery, was ridiculous. He needed to stop; this had already gotten out of hand.


    Riordan finally conceded to himself that if he hadn’t found her by now, then it was for a good reason. Either she had left the valley or she did not want to be found. While most people stayed in Elkridge for the duration of the festival season, not everybody did.


    Suddenly Riordan felt extremely guilty. The woman with cerulean hair had become an obsession, but Brogan, Caitlyn, and Nerian were probably wondering where he was and worried about his well-being. If any of them had stopped by the workshop to check on him, Eldwyn would have told them that he had left ages ago. He turned on his heels and started back to the village.


    As Riordan approached the bridge that leads to Wyrmstone Mantle, he considered quickly running across and canvassing the forest on that side of the river. He knew the area well, so it wouldn’t take long. He was about to bolt in that direction when he stopped himself. No. This was going beyond reason. He was making deals with himself now. Whoever this woman was, she was self-possessed enough to talk down an unruly mob. If she had gone to that side of the river, then it was probably to be left alone. If they were meant to meet each other again, then they would. He wouldn’t force it. Moreover, the last thing Riordan needed to do was put himself in danger again by walking through the forest and encountering more mountainfolk.


    Besides, Riordan knew why he wanted to find her, and it wasn’t just to express his feelings of gratitude. He felt drawn to her romantically, especially after the scenarios that had played out in his dreams during the three days that he had remained unconscious.


    Eldwyn and his best friends in the world had looked after him during that time. Now those friends were burdened with the weapons he had created. Weapons he could not handle on his own. Brogan and Nerian were probably carrying the broadsword and bow right now, protecting the secret for his sake. And besides that, the attachments they were forming to those weapons troubled Riordan.


    The cerulean-haired woman consumed his thoughts, but that curiosity needed to be ignored for now. Riordan pointed himself back towards the village and compelled his feet to move in that direction. Each step was heavier than the previous one. It felt like he was moving further away from the object of desire, which was silly because he had no idea where she was located at the moment.
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Chapter 28

Riordan reached the village amid throngs of celebratory revellers. He trudged towards the town hall where he knew Brogan would be set up at his stand. It was almost time for dinner, and Eldwyn had mentioned that he should invite everybody back to the workshop.


    As he made his way across the square, Riordan was waved down by villagers expressing how happy they were to see him back on his feet. He could not walk five paces without somebody else wanting to express similar sentiments. The food merchants began to pile baked, cooked, and cured goods on him. Everyone’s cheer at seeing him healthy was infectious and it elevated his mood considerably. These were people that he knew and respected in Elkridge. They clearly cared about him and had no problem saying as much.


    He had deliberately avoided the villagers after leaving the workshop this morning, for which Riordan felt like an inexcusable ass now. Giving people a chance to show their thanks was the very least he could do, even if the attention made him uncomfortable. Riordan was not about to take all the credit. He had not done it all by himself. His friends had helped him in both cases and deserved the praise more than he did.


    When Riordan could barely see over the armfuls of food he had been gifted, he jovially excused himself. After being initially recognised on the street, he had barely moved more than a score of footsteps.


    He made his way to where the five elk hides were still displayed. The extroverted salesman he had been expecting to see, however, was missing today. Instead, his oldest friend sat behind his table of wares seemingly lost in thought.


    The wooden scabbard and sword had been laid across his lap, one hand absently tapping the surface. He looked like a contemplative king on a throne, based on the degree of concern etched across his face. The vendors around him seemed to be thriving in the absence of his usual boisterous behaviour. Something was not right here.


    Riordan felt a pit of guilt settle in his stomach once more. Whatever was plaguing Brogan, Riordan should have been there for him to help dispel it. His friend had not even noticed Riordan approach. He was too busy staring off down the road which led to the workshop.


    Riordan stood in front of Brogan and coughed to get his attention. Nothing. He wanted to shake his friend awake but was carrying too much food. Brogan was truly someplace else.


    “I’ll take everything! Your entire stock! No price is too high!” he said loudly.


    Brogan looked up slowly, but upon seeing Riordan, immediately brightened.


    “You’re awake!” he said, leaping up out of his chair. He grabbed the scabbard instead of laying it aside. “When did you wake up?”


    “Not that long ago?” Riordan answered with a sheepish question.


    “You look healthy. You definitely got your colour back.”


    He gestured to the food that he was carrying. “Catching up on all the meals you missed?”


    “Yes, well, I can’t possibly eat it all. Here. Please take some of this.”


    Brogan accepted a basket of berry cakes and some meat pies that were still warm.


    “How did you come by such a haul?” he asked, already stuffing a handful of baking into his mouth.


    Riordan gestured over his shoulder at the animal hides mounted behind him. “Well, the five elk are still on their mind for some reason. But they’re also talking about how we saved Caitlyn from the mountainfolk. People like to show their thanks with food, apparently.”


    “You mean, how you saved Caitlyn,” Brogan corrected him, not smiling anymore. “I almost let them escape.” He slumped back onto his chair, dropping the berry cakes and meat pies onto the table in front of him.


    Riordan realised now why Brogan was in such a ponderous mood. He didn’t doubt that Brogan was genuinely happy to see him moving around again, but something about that day was still bothering him. Riordan had a good idea what it was.


    “Rubbish! You charged after those mountainfolk like a berserker. If it hadn’t been for you, they would have escaped before I was able to break free from that mob, and looking after Caitlyn wasn’t even your responsibility! She’s my charge and I was nowhere to found that day. If anyone should be feeling guilty it’s me.” Riordan said, meaning every word.


    “That’s because you have no idea what I almost did,” Brogan said with a look of torment on his face, as he looked down at the sword in his hand.


    “I’m not sure what you mean. When I arrived, Fearghus had the sword and was cackling like a lunatic. Whatever happened before then doesn’t matter. Caitlyn is safe because of your actions.”


    “I dropped the sword, Riordan. I couldn’t control it. I dropped my father’s sword right in front of those mountainfolk and backed away. And I’d do it again because it was better than the alternative.”


    When Riordan had arrived, nobody had been bloodied or dismembered, so he’d guessed that Fearghus had not gotten the sword from Brogan by force. That meant that Brogan had given up the sword of his own volition, which had been a surprise, but at least he’d had the ability to make that choice.


    By comparison, Riordan had been taken over by the sword, with the blade largely subverting his will. It had taken standing over Caitlyn, about to strike her down, before he regained himself enough to stop attacking.


    If Brogan had been chasing after those mountainfolk while holding his father’s broadsword, Riordan knew very well what sort of thoughts it would inspire. Seeing Caitlyn in their arms had probably stopped Brogan as well, causing him to drop the sword.


    “Brogan, I know exactly what you mean. It was the same for me…” Riordan began, but Brogan cut him off.


    “No, you don’t understand. If I hadn’t dropped the sword, I would have started swinging it, even with Caitlyn in front of them. I didn’t care if she got in the way, so long as I killed them.


    “I had it all worked out in my head. She was an acceptable casualty at that point. The whole reason I ran after them in the first place was to save Caitlyn, but somewhere along the way, I forgot that. All I cared about was spilling blood and avenging my parents.”


    Riordan lowered his voice so that nobody else would hear them talking, and hoped his friend would do the same.


    “No, I do understand. Perfectly. Except the sword did take over my body. The Riordan you know became a passenger at that point. I almost killed Caitlyn as well, back when I came across her in the forest. I barely stopped myself and I don’t have your history with mountainfolk.


    “Yes, this is your father’s sword, but it’s also more than that now. It reads your intentions now and tries to make them possible. It takes a strong will to resist that lure, but you did, even with all of your rage towards the mountainfolk blotting out your thoughts. The fact that you stopped yourself is what matters.”


    Brogan looked down at the sheathed sword in his lap and shook his head. “I came so close Riordan. Too close. If neither of us can wield this sword without losing control, then what’s the point of keeping it? I’d just a soon melt it down so that it can’t be used by anybody else, like Fearghus.”


    Riordan despaired at the thought. Although perhaps the responsible thing to do, that would be a devastating loss to his friend.


    “That’s certainly your right, but it would be a tremendous waste, especially when I think that you’re the most uniquely qualified person to wield such a blade.”


    “How do you reckon that? My father taught me how to stay calm during a fight. Calculating. He trained me how to resist the bloodlust. This sword tries to cancel all of that out.”


    Brogan had clearly given this matter a lot of thought. The idea of destroying his father’s legacy weighed heavily on him, but he was still willing to consider it. Riordan was in awe of his friend. It was a selfless gesture, but not one he could let him carry out. If anybody could master the weapon, it was Brogan.


    “That’s my point. The sword tried to cancel out your training, but it failed. That’s why I believe you are meant to wield it. Remember the look on that mountainfolk’s face when he picked it up? He was taken by the blade. No control whatsoever. Fearghus couldn’t have willingly dropped this sword if it was his greatest desire.


    “When I picked up this sword on the foothills beneath Wyrmstone Mantle, I wanted to eliminate the threat to our lives. Whatever I did to the sword back then, which I still don’t fully understand, I also saw the history of this blade being made. I saw your father sharpening the edge. I felt his intentions working the metal.


    “Logan wanted to make this sword the finest weapon he had ever crafted. He wanted it to become a legacy for his son to use as he instructed. Calmly and composed. Near as I can tell, I took that intention and magnified it. I did so in haste and thereby created a weapon that was beyond me to wield, but perfectly suited to you.


    “I don’t have your level-headed temperament during a fight. You, on the other hand, are a testament to your father’s teachings. Not just in how you craft swords, but in how you wield them. The master of this weapon is not the person who picks it up. That’s easy. The master of this weapon is the person who can put it down.


    “If Logan were alive today, he’d be proud you.”


    Brogan reluctantly smiled at Riordan and then turned away. He took a moment to wipe some errant moisture from his eyes and then looked back at the sword in his lap.


    “I should hire you to sell my wares. I daresay there wouldn’t be a weapon left on the rack.”


    “So I can be convincing sometimes? That’s good to know,” Riordan said, relieved to have gotten through to his friend. Brogan already seemed a little more self-possessed.


    “I can list off the lessons my father taught me verbatim. I can recall every comment he made to improve my form, no matter how trivial. You’re right about him. The only way I can control this sword is by focusing on his lessons rather than focusing on avenging his death, which is clearly what the blade wants me to do.


    “The death of my mother and father deserves to be avenged, but that thought can’t be what guides me at the time. Especially not with how his blade works now. This weapon represents everything my father stood for in life, both as a man and a master of arms. Thanks for reminding me of that Riordan.”
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Chapter 29

Riordan invited Brogan to dinner at the workshop, but he declined, claiming to be quite full after devouring a hearty portion of his gifted food. Despite a willingness to melt down his father’s sword, Brogan seemed relieved to have been talked out of that option. When Riordan left after they chatted for a while longer, his friend was in a better mood than he had found him. He felt much better as well, assured that the sword was in good keeping.


    It was unfair to create a problem and then place it onto the shoulders of another, but Brogan really was the best candidate for the job, Riordan was certain of that now. The gap between his own swordsmanship and what the blade could do when driven by intentions was too large. Riordan had been swept away by it, but Brogan pulled himself back from the edge. More importantly, no one had died when Brogan wielded the sword. The hard work of mastering the blade, however, had just begun.


    Nerian, on the other hand, was a different story. She had no compunctions about using the bow. Riordan wondered if she would grow bored of that certainty. She loved the rush that came from knowing that she would never miss and even admitted that it was kind of addicting. If anything, her investment in the weapon was growing. While Brogan’s attitude towards the sword was one of reverence and respect, the last time he had spoken to Nerian about the bow, she treated it like a coveted prize won by rite, a prize from which she would never be parted. He wondered if her feelings had mellowed since then.


    Brogan had mentioned that for the last three days, Nerian remained with Caitlyn the whole time, claiming to be off-duty. Caitlyn was not fooled; Nerian was still very much on duty, keeping a protective eye on the mountainfolk girl. Brogan suggested looking for them in the open field that sloped into a natural amphitheatre, where most of the festival performers could be found. Nerian had been keeping Caitlyn preoccupied with fire-eaters and jugglers, musicians and tumblers, not to mention exotic foods from Glenreach and beyond. Caitlyn had gone to stay with Nerian and her parents, Tynan and Vevay, after the attempted kidnapping. There was no house more secure in Elkridge than where both the captain and commander of the guard lived. According to Brogan, Vevay had some stern words for Eldwyn when she discovered that he not only allowed Caitlyn to serve drinks but sneak more than a few sips under his watch.


    As a parting thought, his friend went on to tell Riordan not to look for Nerian in uniform. Although still very much on duty, she was attired unceremoniously. He finished by relating that, as a pair, they would be hard to miss. The description has piqued Riordan’s imagination, but he really was not been prepared for the reality that drifted before his eyes.


    He had spotted them right away. Both women were sitting at the edge of the natural amphitheatre, located in a small dell surrounded by tall grass. Caitlyn was in a new green dress with an oak leaf design embroidered throughout the sleeves, bodice, hem, and neckline. Her hair was curled into ringlets.


    Nerian was wearing a fitted maroon cincher over a dress with a plunging neckline. The clothes served to accentuate her bust and already slender waistline. The sleeves of the dress were short, leaving most of her long arms exposed. A half skirt of brown fabric covered the bottom half of the gown but was open in the front.


    What caught him the most off guard, however, was that the crowned braid that she normally wore was completely unfurled. Loose strands of curly auburn hair fell over her neck and exposed collarbone. She looked as if Corselan herself had anointed Nerian her favourite mortal of the spring season.


    The only indication of her soldiering status was a thin leather belt around her hips, from which a discrete quiver of arrows had been slung. That meant her bow must be close at hand.


    The two women were unselfconsciously laughing, watching a puppet stage that had been erected. Despite her enjoyment of the show, Riordan could tell that Nerian remained vigilant. She was serving two masters at once, a relaxed friend of her young charge, and a protective sentinel looking out for trouble.


    For years now, Riordan had grown used to seeing Nerian on duty, especially during the sprites of spring festival. As a young soldier, she cut a buxom shape of authority in her tailored, boiled leather armour and did not care if men had taken in her physical attributes, so long as they made eye contact with her when she spoke. Since becoming captain of the guard, Nerian had taken the role of command more seriously and concealed her curvaceous traits behind a dress code that was indiscriminate of gender. The look she was sporting at this moment was utterly foreign to Riordan. He had not seen Nerian in a dress since they were children.


    There was no mistaking that the woman before him was still Nerian, but she was radiant with a feminine beauty that she had never accentuated before. Their last walk together surfaced in his memory. How she had put him at ease with a gentle touch, which was rare for Nerian, assuring him that his secret would be kept.


    Her appearance now evoked that same feeling of tenderness all over again. It was hard to tear his eyes away. Here was one of his oldest friends, seen almost completely out of her accustomed role, but no less natural for having made such a bold departure.


    Nerian was stunning.


    It was now that she spotted him. For the briefest of moments, their eyes met. Riordan felt like he had been caught ogling his friend for a little too long. At least until the look on her face immediately brightened and his concerns were dispelled.


    “Riordan!” she called smiling.


    Caitlyn turned and saw him as well. She leapt to her feet and began running out of the dell in his direction.


    “You’re back!” she squealed, utterly forgetting about the puppet show.


    Caitlyn threw herself into his middle at speed, knocking the breath out of him. Nerian laughed at his expression as she sauntered over to join them, coyly holding the bow behind her back. Nerian never sauntered and she was never coy.


    The bow didn’t detract from her arresting appearance. In fact, it augmented her appeal in his eyes.


    Caitlyn seemed intent on squeezing him in half. Riordan peeled her off from around his waist so that he could see her face.


    “I’m back? Where did I go?” he asked.


    “You were with the Carnal Mistress!”


    Nerian arrived next to them. Her shapely figure was even more breathtaking up close. Riordan met her gaze for a more detailed explanation.


    “Carnal Mistress?”


    “Oh, just something Caitlyn read. Whenever somebody dreams for a really long time, they supposedly end up with the Carnal Mistress or the Prodigal Satyr, depending on your preference. It’s an old fable that is definitely not worth re-telling,” Nerian said, looking pointedly at Caitlyn who ignored her glare.


    “I read about her in a book from Eldwyn’s library. It’s said that she persuades the winter wyrms to leave so that spring can return in earnest. The sprites of spring don’t feel safe until the winter wyrms have retreated to their lairs.”


    Caitlyn looked at Nerian, then back at Riordan with a fiendish grin on her face. “You were asleep for so long, I think perhaps the Carnal Mistress spent more time with you than normal.”


    Nerian’s eyes widened and then she playfully wrestled with Caitlyn, trying to cover her mouth. “You little imp! We weren’t going to say anything!”


    Caitlyn giggled as she fought back, squirming out of her grasp. Riordan looked confused.


    “I’m missing something, but I have no idea what that might be.”


    Nerian was smiling, but blushing at the same time. She raised a hand to her face and shook her head.


    “Well, I was shaving you this morning…”


    “Right, Eldwyn mentioned that. You did a great job. Better than I shave my own face.”


    Caitlyn burst out laughing. Riordan looked at her with a perplexed expression.


    “What’s gotten into you?”


    Nerian was trying to hold back her own laughter as she pleaded with Riordan to listen.


    “I was shaving your face when you started moaning in your sleep, and…”


    “Moaning? Why was I…” Riordan suddenly remembered what he had likely been dreaming about at the time. His cheeks suddenly grew hot.


    “At first I thought my hand had slipped with the shaving knife, but you weren’t bleeding. That’s when we both noticed—where the blood had actually gone.”


    Caitlyn couldn’t take it anymore. She fell back onto the grass laughing hysterically.


    “You mean… that is to say my…” Riordan couldn’t finish the sentence.


    Nerian smiled gormlessly, closed her eyes, and nodded. Now Riordan hid his face. “Please tell me I was covered up.”


    “Yes, of course, the whole time,” Nerian added, but then couldn’t keep herself from laughing, “Not that it mattered with the tent you were pitching.”


    Riordan was gobsmacked. Caitlyn was holding onto her ribs as tears ran down her cheeks from laughing so hard.


    “Right, I think it might be time for me to hide now. There’s a pixie rolling around in the grass who looks like she’s might explode.”


    Nerian, seeing Riordan’s embarrassment, tried to recover her composure. She grabbed his arm, trying to keep a straight face.


    “Riordan, please don’t leave, there’s nothing to be ashamed about. In fact, you should be proud…”


    She was trying to be serious but then was overcome by another fit of laughter.


    “You could catch fish with that pole!” she barely managed to say.


    Riordan was not impressed, which only caused Nerian to join Caitlyn in the grass, laughing hysterically at his feet. So much in fact that people around them were starting to stare. He stood over the women waiting for them to stop, but every time they looked up at his impatient expression, it only made them start laughing more.


    “For two women dressed up in such finery, there’s nothing refined about either one of you! This one,” he said in a chastising tone of voice while pointing at Caitlyn, “comes from the mountains. I expect that kind of base humour from her. But you! Captain of the Guard, where is your stoic composure? Where are your stately manners? You want something to laugh about? Fine. I’ll give you something to laugh about.”


    Riordan tackled the two women in the grass and tickled them without mercy. They shrieked, now paralysed with waves of involuntary laughter as he managed to grapple them both at the same time. Nerian eventually managed to get the upper hand on him, allowing the two women to tickle Riordan back.


    It felt good to play. He could feel much of the tension from the past few weeks leaving his body. Nerian had even let go of the bow in her effort to retaliate. That was a small relief as well, but not one that he was going to point out now. The three of them eventually sprawled out breathlessly in the grass.


    Nerian was winded by the corset and rested her head on his stomach. Her long hair was completely dishevelled now, which Riordan decided he quite liked. She had let her guard down in more ways than one today, which, in his opinion, had only made her look more beautiful.


    Caitlyn started making circlets out of nearby daisies while Nerian and Riordan continued to lay in the grass, unwilling to break the contact between them. She eventually turned sideways and looked up at him, placing a hand on his face. Again, like she had during their walk, but without a glove this time.


    “I was worried about you. With everything that’s happened lately, I didn’t know if you were going to wake up.”


    Riordan gently ran his fingers through Nerian’s hair in a way that he had wanted to do for longer than he could remember. For longer than he had ever admitted that desire to himself. It felt natural to do.


    He could not bring himself to speak, lost in the scent of her chestnut strands that were heated by the sun. All Riordan knew was that he wanted to preserve this moment indefinitely. A part of him wondered if he could.
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Chapter 30

While Riordan and Nerian rested in the grass, Caitlyn completed two circlets of wildflowers, placing one on her own head and the other on Nerian’s brow. Riordan was noticing a slight change in Caitlyn. She seemed younger somehow, behaving more like a thirteen-year-old girl should, to his way of thinking in any case. She was less guarded and more light-hearted, but without any loss to her capricious personality.


    Her rough way of speaking had changed; the mountainfolk inflexions had almost completely disappeared. Her diction, pronunciation, and vocabulary had also markedly improved.


    Riordan helped Nerian to her feet after she had been coronated with blossoms. The Nerian he knew did not accept chivalry. Even after she was on her feet, she continued to hold his hand.


    “Before I forget,” Riordan remembered, “Eldwyn wanted me to ask you both over for dinner. My guess is that he wants to apologise to everyone for his perceived negligence the other day.”


    “Certainly. Maybe I can bring a berry pie for dessert,” she said nudging Caitlyn, who smiled back.


    “Then I’ll see you both there,” he said before turning to go. Nerian tightened her grip on his hand, keeping him from leaving.


    “Dinner won’t be for a while,” she said.


    Riordan was caught off guard by the sudden possessiveness, but her hand was not loosening.


    “True enough,” he said.


    Nerian levelled a devious gaze at him. “Then where do you think you’re going?”


    Riordan thought about that for a moment and found that he actually wasn’t sure. His move to leave had been almost involuntary. Had he meant to search for the cerulean-haired woman again? He was hard-pressed at this moment to remember why finding her had been so important, especially with Nerian smiling at him right now.


    The search could be resumed later. He had neglected his friends long enough. Riordan smiled at the formidable woman in front of him and decided to make her the centre of his attention.


    “Nowhere that can’t wait.”


    Nerian returned a satisfied grin.


    “Good. We have someplace to go.”


    “Oh? Someplace in particular?”


    “You could say that. Ever since the festival started, you’ve been a difficult man to lock down. At least hibernating for three days meant you weren’t causing any trouble, but I’m not letting you out of my sight anymore.”


    Nerian hooked one of her arms around Riordan’s while carrying the bow in her opposite hand.


    “Caitlyn, you know where we’re going right? What we talked about earlier?”


    The mountainfolk girl saluted Nerian like a soldier, spun on her heels, and began to march forward. This all had the feeling of a clandestine plan being overtly executed.


    “I’d ask where we’re being led, but I’m pretty sure you won’t tell me.”


    “And you’d be right. Suffice it to say that we are going for a walk.”


    “Fair enough. Perhaps I can ask some questions as we walk?”


    “You can, but I make no promises that I will answer them, especially if they pertain to our current destination.”


    “I accept your terms.”


    “You may proceed.”


    Riordan was still worried about how Nerian seemed to clutch the bow at all times. He hoped that his question would not ruin their light-hearted mood, but it was too important for him to put off any longer. They were relatively alone right now, as Caitlyn was walking ahead of them. The murmur of the revellers around them would hide what they were saying.


    “So, how is that bow in your hand feeling?”


    Nerian looked surprised for a moment and then looked down at the bow.


    “You know, if you hadn’t asked me, I would have forgotten it was there! Remember how I said that the bow had become an extension of my body? Now it feels more like an appendage. A hand at the end of my arm that I use for touching objects both close up and far away.


    “I’ll tell you what else has changed. I’m not worried about losing it anymore. The bow is a part of me now. I don’t think I could lose it if I tried.”


    “Well I’ve been thinking,” Riordan added, “and I don’t know if this has anything to do with it or not, but you were very much on my mind the day I changed that bow. I was worried I’d disappoint you during the hunt and was eager to make up for my shortcomings as an archer.”


    “You definitely succeeded there,” Nerian asserted.


    “I wouldn’t be surprised if that bow was specifically linked to you somehow, because of the way I was feeling at the time. I think wanting to impress you possibly carried over to how the bow was altered.”


    Nerian turned to him as they walked.


    “Riordan, you don’t have to be a good archer or swordsman to impress me. I’ve always been impressed by your skills as a builder. I may not know what you and Brogan are talking about most of the time, but I’m still amazed by what you create with your hands. And I don’t simply mean the bow. Before that too.


    “Did you really think that just because you couldn’t hit a target to save your life I would think less of you?”


    “I… well, yes. How could you not? It’s a standard by which you measure yourself, and all of your soldiers.”


    Nerian sighed.


    “That may be true, but it’s not a standard by which I appraise you. I’m kind of glad you can’t fire a bow that well. If you did everything with the same skill that you can build, then what use would I ever be to you?”


    Nerian nudged him in the side mischievously. Riordan wasn’t sure what was going on, but his friend was definitely opening up in ways that she never had before. When he had paid Nerian compliments in the past, she always found a way to disregard them out of hand. Now, it almost sounded like she was asking for reassurance about whether his feelings matched her own.


    “Nerian, I love that you can handle yourself in a fight. Also, it doesn’t bother me in the least that you can wield, well… any weapon better than I can. What I find impressive about you is the confidence with which you always carry yourself. You make discipline and strength look beautiful. It’s stunning to behold.”


    Nerian’s eyes flared. That compliment had caught her off guard. She quickly looked towards Caitlyn who was walking a few feet ahead of them, clearing a path through the crowds and waving at villagers.


    “Remember that place next to your kisser?”


    Riordan nodded, recalling the day she had made fun of him at the archery target.


    Before he could realise what was happening, Nerian stepped in front of him, so that they were face to face. She reached over his shoulders, grabbed the back of his head, and pulled him forward, planting a kiss on his lips.


    Nerian, one of his two best friends, was kissing him. Not just that, but in full view of people they knew. Riordan was in shock because it was not a safe kiss. Then, all of sudden, it wasn’t just a kiss anymore. She was pressing the full length of her body against him and was not letting go.


    He could no longer help himself, Riordan kissed Nerian back, placing his hands on her lower back. If the increased fervour of her lips was any indication, his touch was welcome.


    People began to stare. Nerian did not seem to mind, committing completely to the kiss. When she did finally pull away, her eyes were still closed, savouring the moment.


    “Well that needed to happen,” she said.


    Nerian opened her eyes to gauge his reaction. Words were lost to Riordan. This only made her smile, pleased with the effect she had on him. She wiped the side of his mouth, where their commingled saliva had collected, and then, just as quickly as she had kissed him, Nerian was back at his side.


    It had been a stolen moment, and they were already moving again, arms entangled, as she pulled them along like a kite in her gale. Riordan was still trying to understand what had happened.


    Nerian had begun to hum a few notes from a familiar song. The same random notes she always hummed whenever she had gained the upper hand on him. Riordan was able to finally bring himself to speak.


    “What’s come over you?” he asked, still flabbergasted. “I can barely keep up today.”


    Nerian looked at the bow in her hand before answering.


    “I’ve only ever taken the shots that I knew could be made,” she reflected. “Now it feels like I can hit anything in front of me.”


    Nerian looked back at Riordan with a smile. “You’ve always been the shot I was afraid to try, until now.”


    Riordan had never been the centre of Nerian’s attention like this. He took her free hand into one of his own.


    “Whereas I can’t imagine you any other way other than bold, and that was long before this bow came into our lives.”


    “That’s true to a point. I have confidence in command. I have confidence in sparring and training soldiers, but I’ve never been very good at expressing my feelings. Since I started shooting with this bow, I don’t feel like that’s the case anymore.”


    “When was the last time you left the bow behind anywhere?”


    Nerian blinked at Riordan, as if unable to comprehend the question.


    “Why would I do that?”


    Riordan felt his stomach sink. He could not help but wonder if her affectionate warmth might wane without the bow in hand. Nerian always expressed her opinions with conviction, but the affectionate side of her personality had been rarely seen. The difference in her now and when he had last seen her was night and day, going from guarding her emotions to gushing with sentiment.


    Riordan had grown accustomed to seeing less of Nerian’s tender disposition as she focused more on becoming a soldier, and then none at all once she became captain of the guard. Then it had reached a point where she was never out of uniform, whether she was wearing it or not.


    Today, however, Nerian was a vision of unadulterated beauty, unlike any other aspect of her temperament that he had seen before. He had often wondered if they would become romantically involved, but never dared hope that she might have felt the same way. Yet here she was, holding back none of her feelings.


    Riordan considered another possibility. Had he inadvertently altered the bow to echo his long-held attraction to Nerian and influenced her emotions? If so, were her feelings genuine? Or had she always felt this way and, fuelled by confidence from wielding the bow, was now able to express how she truly felt?


    He wanted to believe that Nerian knew her mind when it came to the emotions she had just professed to have. He was hard-pressed to avoid the resulting affection. More to the point, he did not want to avoid it.


    Nerian had revealed to him how much of a rush she felt firing the bow. She admitted to placing the weapon aside in favour of a regular one but had quickly returned to the augmented bow. At the time, she could objectively see that the weapon was exerting a strong pull on her preference.


    Now that bow was, by her own admission, a part of her body. The confidence it provided seemed to be filtering into more aspects of her life than just archery. Riordan worried that her objectivity had been lost, especially if the mere suggestion that she leave the bow behind could elicit a confused response. He hoped that Nerian was wholly in control of herself, but the sudden change in her personality provoked doubts.


    She was still looking at him, awaiting an answer to her question. Riordan almost said, to see if you still can, but bit his tongue. The conversation between them was too light-hearted and he did not want to ruin that.


    “So that we can be alone together,” he deflected. “It seems like every time we go walking these days, it’s always you, me, and the bow.”


    “Jealous?” she teased.


    “A little. I’m starting to think it has a crush on you.”


    Nerian looked down at the stave in her hand. For a moment Riordan wondered if he had struck a chord.


    “While it may seem like I’m off duty, kissing a grown man in the street and such, I’m actually protecting Caitlyn. I can’t do that unarmed.”


    “Is that’s why you’re not wearing a sword?”


    “It didn’t go with the dress, and I wanted to look my best in case you woke up today. I’ll have you know that I’ve been dressed like this for three days!”


    “Vevay must be ecstatic.”


    Nerian rolled her eyes. “My mother is practically bursting with pride. It’s annoying.”


    Riordan couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Dresses were anathema to Nerian, but she had been donning one just for him on the off chance that he might awake and see her in it.


    “I’m sure the village hasn’t minded in the least,” he said.


    “Well… I have been asked to dance a lot,” she baited him.


    “Then it’s a good thing that you’re on duty. You’d have to break a lot of hearts.”


    Nerian smiled and squeezed his arm. Riordan could only grin. He decided to let his concerns over the source of her feelings rest for the time being and looked ahead at Caitlyn. She was exchanging some words with the tailor’s son, Yrre, who glanced at Riordan and then suspiciously darted away.


    Caitlyn continued to guide them through the village, staying ahead of them the whole time.


    “So I have to ask, why are you personally watching over Caitlyn instead of riding on patrol? Have there been any more mountainfolk sightings since that day?”


    “None since you and Brogan drove them off, but I’m not taking any chances. Mountainfolk don’t give up easily where family matters are concerned and my men are spread thin at the moment. I have soldiers patrolling outside the valley, inside the valley, and all the crossroads, with the balance handling crowd control.


    “I want a constant military presence. None of my soldiers is enjoying the festival or getting much sleep. I feel a bit guilty about that considering how much fun Caitlyn and I have been having, but nobody would watch over her better than me. I wanted Caitlyn to feel protected at all times, while also putting her at ease.”


    “And would that bow be enough?” he asked with a distant hint of sarcasm.


    “If all I can see is a single hair on their heads, the bow would be more than enough,” Nerian answered plainly.


    Riordan thought Nerian was kidding at first, but the complete absence of sarcasm in her voice told him otherwise.
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Chapter 31

Riordan could not think of another time in his life when he had been happier than at this moment. Caitlyn was leading them through crowds of people like an usher, but it felt like he had Nerian all to himself. They were completely focused on each other, to the exclusion of anybody else. Riordan was enjoying being seen with her in such an obviously romantic capacity.

Villagers they had known for years were giving them sidelong glances or nodding approvingly. Young men from the village, however, were shooting looks of bitter resentment at Riordan. These he enjoyed, perhaps more than he should. It required a supremely conscious effort to not appear constantly smug. As a young unattached woman, Nerian had long been the topic of single men in the village, but few had ever plucked up the courage to approach her romantically. Those who overcame their fear had always been turned down roughly.


    His composure broke, however, after they ran into Meghan Miller. She stood in front of them, bringing them to a complete stop, placed a hand on each of their faces, and pronounced that they made an excellent couple. He felt his cheeks redden and glanced at Nerian, hoping she had not noticed. Her cheeks were red as well.


    After that, Nerian would occasionally tap Caitlyn on the shoulder and point to people during their slow walk through the village. Caitlyn would nod, and then dutifully depart for a moment to greet them, introducing herself for the first time.


    Riordan could not make out what they were saying, as Caitlyn lowered her voice. He was starting to wish that he could read lips. Each person that she talked to would look back at them, smile, maybe wave, but then depart in a hurry.


    He had suspected that something was up during the entire walk, but now he was convinced of it. Their wandering path through the bustling streets of Elkridge had a purpose. Not only that, but the silent communication between Caitlyn and Nerian was becoming blatantly obvious. They weren’t even trying to hide it anymore. Rather than unravel the fun, however, Riordan decided to play along


    The three of them meandered through the crowds until eventually, Caitlyn guided them back to the village centre where he was surprised to see a large crowd of well over one hundred residents and revellers gathering, apparently waiting for an event to take place. Riordan recognised many of the faces as the villagers that they had recently greeted. He even caught a glimpse of several of the men who had nearly thrown him in the river, including Garvey and Keagan.


    Riordan noticed that the central well in town had been covered, which was done when somebody was going to make a public announcement and needed the higher vantage point. Riordan wondered what was about to happen. Caitlyn and Nerian manoeuvred them in among the milling people.


    Then Riordan spotted Tynan, Nerian’s father, near the well. This was immediately concerning, as Riordan could not remember the commander of the guard ever attending a sprites of spring festival. If he stood atop the well, then it would be to make an important and potentially grave announcement.


    Tynan was a robust, middle-aged man with blonde-grey hair. His full moustache curled around his mouth, hiding his expression. His eyes betrayed none of his thoughts. Tynan spoke only when necessary, which mostly entailed giving orders to his soldiers.


    Nerian was surprised that Riordan described her father as restrained and taciturn when she knew him to be an animated and gregarious man. If that was true, he betrayed none of those qualities around Riordan.


    Tynan was dressed in a chain mail coat and a leather tunic, but with a tabard as well, emblazoned with the Boreal Reaches coat of arms: a rearing stallion with a serpent entwined in its legs. He also wore metal greaves and a sheath of plate armour over one arm, travelling from the pauldron on his shoulder to his gauntleted fist.


    As ever, a menacing sight.


    Riordan leaned in close to Nerian, “Your father is here,” he said, nodding in his direction.


    Nerian casually glanced towards her commanding officer and parent. “So he is,” she confirmed without saying anything more.


    “Well don’t you think that’s unusual?” he pressed. “Your father only attends gatherings like these well when something dire has or is about to happen. And he never attends festival events. Why do you think he’s here?”


    Nerian simply shrugged and smiled, which caused Riordan to narrow his eyes suspiciously.


    An important address was usually preceded by the tolling of the town bell, but that had not sounded yet. Still, it looked as if the word had spread through the valley that something important was going to be announced.


    From looking at their faces alone, Riordan could tell that Caitlyn and Nerian were definitely in the know. Looking around, it seemed like almost everybody who lived in the village was here. Riordan didn’t like being uninformed as to what was going on, but at least the bell remained quiet, so it could not be anything that bad, he told himself.


    Then, as if on cue, the village bell was rung.


    Nerian smiled like a cat that had swallowed a mouse in one gulp. “I guess we’re about to find out,” she said.


    Riordan was surprised to see Tynan help Eldwyn up onto the well. Eldwyn was supposed to be at the workshop pacing a trench in the floor, or making dinner for everybody, not giving an address.


    Suddenly Riordan found himself bookended by Caitlyn and Nerian, who each firmly grabbed one of his arms. Caught off guard by the gesture, he looked at them in disbelief, but with wide grins on their faces, they merely continued to look forward, wilfully ignoring his surprised expression. Riordan realised that he had been deftly ambushed, encircled and flanked by two women who had set him up. Their trap had been sprung perfectly. He was immovably snared.


    Tynan also stepped up onto the covered well and stood behind Eldwyn. The man who had raised him was shading his eyes from the slanting afternoon sun as he scanned the crowd. That was when Caitlyn and Nerian both waved to get his attention. Eldwyn nodded at them and smiled.


    He raised a hand to quiet everyone.


    “Nobody will remember more than me,” Eldwyn began, “when, twenty years ago, a festival baby was left on my doorstep. He came with a letter and name attached to the basket in which he wailed. I didn’t contest the choice by choosing one of my own, for it was the only legacy left to this child. A child named Riordan.


    “I knew nothing about this little person at the time, save that he was a healthy boy. He would not only challenge my desire to live alone but also force this old hermit to acquire parenting skills which he had long avoided. I had no idea how to raise a child, but in the same way that I forged into this valley as the first settler among mountainfolk, I wasn’t going to let unfamiliar territory stop me.


    “That tiny babe turned my life upside down and altered the dotage I had plotted for my retirement. I didn’t realise it back then, but he was the change my dusty existence needed, and despite the many mistakes I made in raising him, my regrets about adopting Riordan are nonexistent.”


    Eldwyn stopped to search for somebody in the crowd until he recognised her face.


    “A special thank you to Meghan Miller for enduring my frequent and panicked late-night visits!”


    “You’re welcome!” the voice of Meghan Miller chirped from somewhere in the motley, her wry tone of voice prompting several guffaws.


    “From a very young age, Riordan followed his instincts, which frequently outshone my own learned skill, which was a personal challenge for me, let me tell you. I eventually had to admit, reluctantly, that his instincts were never wrong. Which is a statement that, until today, in full witness of everybody here, he’s never heard me say out loud. Well there. I’ve said it.”


    Caitlyn and Nerian turned to Riordan, who could not quite believe what he had just heard.


    “This lad, unbeknownst to himself, consistently trumped my academic knowledge with natural skill, teaching me more humility in twenty years than I had garnered in my entire life. When I first saw Riordan looking up at me from my doorstep, I knew there was more to this boy than met the eye. He hasn’t proved me wrong.


    “But, as always, his modesty refuses to see the talent in himself that we have all come to value in this village. He has no time for praise and always manages to busy himself instead of taking a compliment. I mean to change that today by showing him what we, the people of Elkridge, see in him that causes us to hold him in such high esteem.”


    Eldwyn paused in his speech and focused on Riordan to the exclusion of everybody else. Nerian gripped him more firmly, sensing his trepidation at suddenly being made the absolute centre of attention. Her touch was keeping Riordan rooted in place, but he was concerned about where Eldwyn was going next in his speech.


    As such, he raised an eyebrow that was meant solely for Eldwyn.


    They both cherished privacy, which Riordan trusted his parent to remember, especially in light of their recent conversation this morning. They had talked about subjects that could never be made public, which he was mostly certain Eldwyn would respect.


    “Riordan has single-handedly fortified this community. He generously offers his time whenever asked for help. He fixes our forges, girds our granaries, mends our mills, repairs our roofs, overhauls our ovens, and widens our waterwheels. His does all of this without expecting anything in return.


    “Riordan isn’t merely a builder. He’s a listener, somehow hearing both what we are saying and what we are not saying at the same time. How many times have we described to him what we wanted as he quietly listened and then somehow gave us exactly what we needed?


    “More than that, Riordan does this without ever pointing out the shortcomings of our ideas. Instead, he shores up our concepts with his boundless imagination, improving on them before even putting a single hammer to nail. Patience is what defines Riordan, and I can’t take credit for any of it. Yes, I made sure he knew his numbers and letters, but there were a great many times when I was too busy with my own projects to teach him most of what he figured out on his own.


    “I haven’t always paid attention to what Riordan was creating, which is a failing on my part, but I did pay attention to the man he was becoming, which has always made me proud. As he started growing up, I could see that he was a different sort of child. The type of person who was already formed at birth, with or without my help.


    “Said differently, the man we see before us today was already there, inside a block of stone, but rather than chipping him out like a sculpture, he emerged from within by himself. All I did was surround him with tools. He made his own choices and overcame every obstacle I set before him.


    “Everything we know about the babe who grew into the man named Riordan is a product of his own making. I merely protected him from the elements, provided him with sustenance, and subjected him to more damnable books than one man’s library has a right to own.”


    “You did a lot more than that!” Riordan called out loud, moved to say something in defence of his self-deprecating parent.


    Eldwyn was unperturbed by the errant comment.


    “Nerian? Keep that boy’s mouth shut if you can. Kiss him if you must, whatever it takes. He can’t be right all the time.”


    The villagers all laughed, knowing full well how much Riordan tested Eldwyn’s patience.


    “This past season was an excellent example of how well Riordan safeguards this valley. When the winter wyrm loomed over Elkridge and refused to leave, we banded together again and fed one another to stay alive as best we could. Yet still, the wyrm remained past the point of endurance.


    “As dire times fell upon us, we sent our youngest to join the soldiers in a hunt, hoping to replenish our resources with the meagre game. As many of you well know, Riordan, with the help of his companions, downed five elk. More than we expected from the whole hunt combined.


    Riordan appreciated that Eldwyn deemphasised how he had shot all five elk alone but was genuinely curious about what he would say next.


    “That game kept this village alive and bore us through what remained of the cold season. For that alone, this community owes Riordan and his friends not only our gratitude but our lives. As many of you know, this ceremony was originally planned for the start of festival, until our guest of honour decided to take a nap.


    “Which brings me to his latest adventure.


    “As most of the residents here know, Riordan came to the aid of a young mountainfolk girl in the woods several weeks ago. Riordan brought her to the workshop, where she quickly became a cherished member of our family. Three days ago, it shames me to say, Caitlyn was snatched away from under my very nose.


    “There’s no excuse for my lack of vigilance and none offered. I was a fool. Suffice it to say, if not for Riordan and his friend Brogan, she would have been abducted by undesirable forces and taken away to a fate not worth contemplating.


    “I don’t disparage the mountainfolk as a whole, as many of you know. They are a group of people like any other, within whose numbers you get the good and the bad. These men were of the latter group and Riordan dealt with them accordingly.


    “Fortunately no lives were lost and bloodshed was largely avoided. More importantly, Caitlyn was brought back to us without injury, although not without Riordan suffering from severe exhaustion, having been pushing himself for days. Which brings me to the reason why we’re all here tonight.”


    “Son—” Eldwyn paused, his voice wavering a little, “for that is how I have always thought of you—I can teach you no more. You have surpassed me, I suspect quite some time ago, especially after talking with you today. I learn from your example now, and that deserves recognition.


    “I’ve spoken with all of the villagers and soldiers of Elkridge. Everybody agrees. You are to be given lands and title here in the valley. Henceforth, and if you accept this offer, your name will be synonymous with Caretaker of Elkridge. Choose any plot of land within the valley and it will become the foundation for a home that I am certain nobody could build better than your own hands. But, rest assured, you will have help.


    “Everybody in the village has agreed to ply their skills where you see fit. We want to help you for a change, Riordan. We’ve leaned on you long enough without properly returning the favour. This isn’t a push out the door son. It’s an encouragement to make your own way. I’m going to miss your constant company.


    “Let’s hear it for Riordan!”


    The crowd turned to him and both applauded and cheered. Riordan was dumbfounded. He felt like he was still made of the stone block Eldwyn referenced earlier. He couldn’t move under their collective gazes, even after Caitlyn and Nerian had released him to join the applause of Riordan.


    Lands and title? To him, it felt like he hadn’t done anything more than anybody else would have done. He enjoyed his work, he genuinely cared about Caitlyn, and killing the elk was borne out of a desire to impress Nerian. He didn’t deserve recognition for any of that.


    As for the work he did around Elkridge, those were all repairs he had wanted to make because they secretly irritated him when left un-repaired. Indeed, Riordan felt compelled to fix something whenever he saw improvements could be made. He was aware that other people benefited from this quirk, but it was really being done for his own peace of mind.


    “I think they want an answer,” Nerian prompted, nudging Riordan.


    “Please don’t make me go up there,” Riordan pleaded, “I wouldn’t know what to say”.


    Nerian stopped clapping and leaned over to speak more intimately. “You can build anything to which you’ve set your mind. This time you’re building a speech, if only a little one.”


    “You make it sound easy,” Riordan said under his breath, “Everything they’re thanking me for, I didn’t do for the reasons they think.”


    “Then you’ve helped these people more than you realise,” Nerian added, “The reasons don’t matter. The results of your work are what they appreciate.”


    “But they already thanked me for that work, each in their own way. This is just excessive.”


    “Then start by saying that,” she admonished.


    Riordan swallowed hard. He could sure use a cup of Eldwyn’s Elucidative Elixir right now. He took a few steps towards the well and then turned around to face Nerian again.


    “Wait a moment, where’s Brogan?”


    His friend really was nowhere to be seen.


    “I’m sure he’s around here somewhere,” Nerian snapped, shooing him toward the platform with her hands, “Now stop stalling and get up there!”


    Riordan did as she commanded and wove through the crowd of villagers. People only stopped clapping to pat him on the back. When he finally reached the well, Eldwyn was standing there looking down at him, with Nerian’s father beside him, wearing his usual inscrutable expression. Riordan really had no idea what he was thinking.


    That is until Tynan removed his metal gauntlet and extended a hand towards him. Riordan accepted his grip for the first time as he pulled him up onto the covered well. Riordan was a full grown man, but the Commander of the Guard hoisted him up easily. The strength of her father was impressive.


    Riordan could not be sure, but it felt like Nerian’s father was assessing his own strength during their handshake. Tynan maintained eye contact, nodded curtly at him, and then stepped down off the well, replacing the metal gauntlet on his hand.


    Eldwyn leaned over. “It’s all true. You mean a great deal to these people.”

“If I only ever live up to one set of expectations in this world, yours would be enough,” Riordan replied.


    Near as he could tell, Eldwyn had not expected that response. He began to tear up. The man who had raised him patted Riordan on the back and stepped off of the covered well, leaving Riordan to be surveyed by the crowd alone.


    The clapping finally stopped as everybody quieted to hear what Riordan had to say. He was still more than a little thrown by all the attention and he shifted uncomfortably under their collective gaze. They were waiting for him to accept the offer that had been extended to him. As he stood there, his eyes found Nerian, still wearing the crown of flowers that Caitlyn had woven.


    The sun was beginning to set over the two peaks of Blackcradle Summit. It created a luminescent glow behind Nerian, which made her appear wreathed in flame. She was the most beautiful woman in Elkridge and one of his two closest friends. Could he possibly have Nerian all to himself?


    He wondered if the nod Tynan had given him just now was consent to court his daughter. With land and title, Riordan certainly felt like a more worthy candidate. He could build a home in which they could have a life together, assuming that she was willing. It certainly wouldn’t be a quiet life, but Riordan was prepared for that too.


    As he looked at Nerian, everybody else began to disappear from in his mind. He thought again about the kiss she had recently given him, the feeling of her lips moving on his own, the expression of desire she had articulated for him afterwards.


    Riordan was about to start talking, trusting that his mouth would form words—without knowing what they might be—when suddenly Nerian’s face changed. She was not looking at him anymore, but behind him, off into the distance. There was concern etched in her eyes as she pointed up over his shoulder.


    “Look!” she called out.


    Riordan spun around to see what she was talking about. He spotted what she was talking about right away because it was impossible to miss. A tall column of fire was rising explosively out of the forest and above the tree line at the foot of Wyrmstone Mantle.


    The flame fountained outwards in all directions and rained down on the surrounding trees, instantly setting them ablaze. Riordan knew the location right away. There was no mistaking the place where he had spent playful days over the years. It was the abandoned cabin where he, Brogan, and Nerian played as children. It was where he built their imaginary castle. It was where he went to be alone these days.


    Now that place was on fire.
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Chapter 32

A moment ago, Riordan was hard pressed to utter a single word. Now he was calling out directions as if public speaking came naturally to him. He locked eyes with Tynan, who nodded at him and then ran off towards the barracks, apparently satisfied that Riordan had this part of the operation well in hand.


    The villagers asked if they should open the well, but he told them not to bother. They would need a much closer source of water to fight the fire. He told them to grab any buckets that they owned and muster near the river beside the bridge.


    Garvey and Keagan, along with the other men from the river, swarmed around him and asked what they could do to help. Riordan ordered them to spread out, conscript every able-bodied adult, and send them to the bridge with any kind of large container.


    By that point, Riordan hoped to have people organised into a fire brigade on the other side. Once Garvey, Keegan, and all of the other men had rounded up enough people, he told them to run back and join the line. Without asking a single question, they did as bidden, fanning out so that no man covered the same ground as somebody else.


    Riordan looked back at the foot of Wyrmstone Mantle. The closest source of water was the gully where he and Brogan had been attacked. It would be completely thawed by now and full due to the spring run-off. Even so, the flames and river were half a mile apart. They were going to need a lot of people to cover that distance with a fire brigade.


    As the crowd cleared, Riordan stepped down off of the well and Caitlyn and Nerian approached him.


    “Did my father say where he was going?” she asked.


    “No, but I saw him heading towards the barracks.”


    “There are horses there. He’ll want to round up any soldiers. Maybe I’ll help him.”


    “Can I make a suggestion?” Riordan said. “Stay with Caitlyn. There are going to be a lot of children whose parents will be conscripted for the brigade. Those children will only get in the way if they come along, or their parents might be reticent to leave them unattended, especially after the mountainfolk incident with Caitlyn.


    “We need every available hand. I think if somebody of authority can assure them that their children will be kept safe, parents will be more willing to help. I know you’re not a babysitter, but you’re more useful giving commands than taking them.”


    Nerian eyed him scornfully. “Fine. But don’t make me regret wearing this dress. I’m no slouch when it comes to hard work.”


    “I know you’re not, but the more children you watch over, the more adults we can free up for the brigade. Can you do that? I think we’ll be better served if you’re telling people to help us rather than working the front lines of this fire.”


    “That makes sense. If I see any particularly strong men, I’ll send them to you with axes, saws, and shovels from the barracks. You’re going to need people who can cut down trees quickly or dig a fire trench. It’s going to be dark soon, but the moon is still mostly full. That should provide enough light for them to see clearly.”


    Riordan turned to Caitlyn. “Help with the kids, all right? Nerian is going to need it.”


    Caitlyn nodded. “We’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”


    “Be careful Riordan,” Nerian said firmly.


    “Of course. You know me,” Riordan threw back.


    “Yes I do,” she remarked. “That’s why I’m ordering you to be safe.”


    Riordan smiled at that. He liked that Nerian felt like she could command him all of sudden. Actually, who was he kidding? She had always commanded him.


    “Where are you going to be?” Caitlyn asked.


    “Anybody who lives in Elkridge will be gathering at the bridge. I’ll coordinate them to the gully. Once the line is up and running in both directions, I’ll join the men cutting down trees and digging ditches. Anything you can do to send more people my way is what’s needed right now. I’ll see you two later.”


    “You too!” Nerian yelled as Riordan began running for the bridge.


    There was no more time to spare for talking. Riordan wanted to say more and sensed the same from Nerian, but every moment was an indulgence when dealing with spreading flames. The inhabitants of Elkridge had battled forest fires before, but never so far from a source of water. There was a reason most of the artisans built their forges or ovens near a river.


    Riordan began to wonder what had caused the fire. A blaze could easily start in high summer from a careless campfire, but it should not have been that dry yet. That was one of the reasons Elkridge chose to host the sprites of spring festival rather than the summer sylph celebrations, to avoid accidents with revellers cooking over an open flame.


    It could not be denied that the last three days had been unseasonably warm, as the snow melted on the first day alone. But with all of the runoff from the mountains right now, there should be a slim-to-no chance of a natural fire starting. Especially on the third day of spring.


    There was more going on here. Whatever was causing the flames to jump so high was not natural. More unusually, the fire had started spreading instantly, not even taking any time to catch.


    Riordan ran until he joined a flow of people heading for the bridge. These were people that the men who almost threw him into the river had conscripted, which was remarkably fast. The road was crowded with people carrying buckets. They followed him to the bridge. They arrived at roughly the same time as another mob of Elkridge villagers, all of whom were carrying multiple buckets from their households. More men and woman were running to join them. He would need to be ready with a sensible plan in a moment.


    They would have to hike up the gully until they were parallel with the blaze. At that point, they would be roughly one-half mile from the fire. Twenty-six hundred feet, Riordan did the math. One person every four to five feet meant that they were going to need approximately six hundred people to reach the fire, seven hundred to account for trees getting in the way. The same number of people would be needed to send the buckets back.


    There were maybe two thousand revellers in Elkridge for the sprites of spring festival, plus one-hundred villagers, and twenty-five guards. Discounting small children and people spread too far away in the valley, they should have just enough bodies to form two lines. It could work.


    Riordan realised that he had not been calculating these numbers privately, but speaking them out loud. People were listening. He told the revellers and villagers that were showing up to follow him along the southern bank of the gully. The waters were rushing over the rocks now, making the embankments on both sides narrower.


    The sense of urgency was palpable, but he remained calm and so did everybody else, taking their cues from him. When he had reached an elevation roughly parallel to the cabin, he instructed everyone to fill their buckets, space themselves out, and form a line. They did exactly as he said.


    Riordan led the way as two lines grew behind him faster than the buckets could go. He hurried towards the smell of smoke and burning wood, which was an uphill journey to the plateau. Riordan easily outpaced the fire brigade, who would catch up with him and the fire in due course.


    Then he could see it, flicking orange and yellow dancing through the smoke and trees. As Riordan stalked closer he could hear the sound of branches and wood crashing to the ground and he saw an entire tree topple over. Strangely, however, it was not on fire.


    He caught a glimpse of somebody running through the bracken, a stout body moving ahead of him at speed. He could not get a good look at the person through all of the smoke, so he immediately gave chase. The man was moving fast, sprinting around the blaze perimeter, skirting the flames. Riordan tried calling out to him, but the roar of even more falling trees drowned him out. Not one of these trees were ignited. They seemed to be toppling over of their own accord, but away from the fire.


    That’s when he noticed another tree on the verge of falling over directly in his path. He only had time to run faster and duck under the descending branches. The trunk collided with the ground behind him, the outermost branches brushing against his back and legs, perilously close to crushing him. Riordan quickly glimpsed back over his shoulder and then forged ahead.


    The man he was following was still visible, wreathed in smoke. Riordan saw another tree in front of him, which the man had just passed, begin to topple in the same direction as the previous ones, away from the fire. The tree crashed against the forest floor behind him, branches splintering and doubtlessly sending shards of wood in every direction.


    From this angle, Riordan caught sight of the stump. It had been cut at an angle, causing the tree to intentionally fall away from the fire.


    Without losing his stride, Riordan could see that another tree ahead of him was falling in a similar manner, and then the one after that. He passed through a clearing in the smoke and finally saw the figure in front of him for the first time. It was Brogan.


    His friend had his father’s sword in both hands with which he was effortlessly hewing down trees as he passed them. The effort was not even remotely slowing him down. A single cut directly through the trunk.


    Riordan had known that the sword could pass through trees, having done so himself. With him wielding the sword, felling a tree had been more explosive, creating a hail of splinters. In Brogan’s hands, the cuts were clean and perfectly smooth, an indication of his skill with the augmented blade.


    Riordan could tell now that Brogan was cutting a fire line around the blaze, creating a trough that the fire would not be able to easily jump across to set the lower foothills ablaze. Brogan had not seen or heard him calling, so Riordan stopped his pursuit. It was not like he could help, even if he had an axe or shovel with him.


    The work Brogan was doing would be instrumental in containing the fire until the brigade arrived, assuming it would not spread faster than his friend could run. He looked towards the orange haze, several yards away. Brogan had smartly given the central fire a wide berth.


    He hoped Brogan would finish before anyone arrived. It would raise a lot of questions if anyone saw him cutting down trees with a sword like a scythe through wheat. Rather than chase after his friend, Riordan decided that his time would be better spent getting a sense of what the fire brigade would be facing.


    As he approached the fire, Riordan could feel the heat intensifying with each step that he took towards the main blaze. The smoke stung his eyes and threatened to choke him unless he crouched while advancing. Riordan passed a few burning trees and stopped there. He did not want to get trapped if the fire jumped behind him.


    He was close enough to see the origin of the fire now, which was exactly as he had surmised. The old abandoned cabin. The structure had been completely levelled, fieldstone foundation and all, which was not something a fire should be able to do, especially in the amount of time it had been burning.


    There were a few fragments of roof and wall scattered around the forest floor as if blasted outward from where the building had once stood. The cottage was utterly decimated, with the ground around the cabin charred black.


    The fire was spreading towards the denser forest at lower elevations. Near as Riordan could tell, the fire originated in the cabin and had blown outward from there. Perhaps a reveller had occupied the building during the festival? The soldiers had always discouraged people from camping on this side of the valley. They wanted people to remain west of the river, where they were easier to manage.


    There was a long narrow strip of foothills on this side of the valley, which extended off Wyrmstone Mantle. The terrain was more unstable and rocky the further one travelled above the plateau, and not at all hospitable. Regardless, that had not stopped early settlers like Brogan’s parents from building on the edge of those foothills.


    Riordan cautiously moved closer while raising his tunic over his mouth and nose. He took a few more steps, stopping when it felt like his skin would melt. He looked around for any movement inside the cabin, but there was none. He scanned the ground for bodies or people that might have succumbed to smoke, but there was nobody.


    The fire had already turned the most immediate trees around the cottage into blackened sticks which protruded up from the charred ground. Whatever had caused the fire to jump so high that it could be seen from Elkridge must have been explosive. The narrow plume that everybody had seen certainly suggested as much.


    As the heat increased, Riordan was forced to move away again. He rapidly made his way out towards the fringes of the fire, on the side where the fire brigade should arrive from the gully. The fire had spread a few more yards into the surrounding trees in the intervening time.


    Riordan could hear the loud cracking and snapping of trees heading his way. Brogan was making quick work of his wide fire break and was already doubling back. He could see the swath of fallen trees left behind in his wake. The revellers could widen the fire line further.


    Riordan decided that he would be best served heading up the fire brigade, the line of which was no doubt near the blaze. First, however, he needed to get the attention of his friend.


    “Brogan! Brogan!” he bellowed as he came tearing towards him.


    “Riordan? Is that you?” He could barely see his friend through the billowing smoke.


    Brogan ran up to him with his broadsword in one hand and a look of wild jubilation in his eyes, his face covered in ash and soot.


    “Yes, it’s me! How did you get here so fast? Not that I’m complaining. You’re choking off the fire single-handedly.”


    Brogan was breathing heavily from running. Riordan subtly scrutinised his friend; he seemed completely in possession of himself.


    “This sword is incredible!”


    Riordan could see the excitement in his eyes.


    “I’m beginning to understand what Nerian was talking about with the bow,” Brogan added. “There’s a momentum to using the sword, but you have to stay ahead of it.”


    His friend was grinning broadly, unburdened from the weight of responsibility he had observed earlier, but Riordan needed his friend to focus on the matter at hand. The fire brigade would be here at any moment.


    “Do you know what happened here? How the fire started?”


    Brogan managed to compose himself between breaths. “I was heading to my cottage when I saw the explosion and ran over. The fire was already burning out of control and spreading quickly. I didn’t have time to warn the village or bring anybody back with axes and saws to create a fire line.


    “That’s when it occurred to me that I could do the job myself. I figured the villagers would show up eventually after seeing that burst of fire.”


    “Everyone saw it all right. It erupted above the trees. I ran here once the fire brigade line was organised. They should be arriving any moment now. I sprinted ahead to see what we were facing. I certainly wasn’t expecting to find you up here.”


    “Yes, well, I was on my way to retrieve a gift for you, in light of your newfound title Caretaker of Elkridge. Yes, I know all about that ceremony in town. But then the forest exploded, which you could say caught my attention.”


    “Do you think this fire was set?”


    Brogan looked across the sparsely treed plateau.


    “I couldn’t get anywhere near the cabin, but I can’t imagine how a blaze like this would start naturally. The sky is clear, so it wasn’t lightning.”


    “Did you see anybody else here when you arrived? Or any signs of people who may have recently left?”


    “Not at all. And I’ve been walking this deer path to and from my cottage every day since the festival began. I haven’t seen a campsite or a wandering reveller on this side of the river in all that time.


    “Besides, this blaze is already too big to have been started by something like a careless fire. And no campfires would erupt like that. When I got here, everything that could possibly catch fire was already burning. I just hope the trench of fallen trees will keep the flames from spreading any farther.”


    “The fire brigade will be here shortly, but the line has to stretch from the gully where we were attacked and back again.”


    “That’s going to be a long fire brigade.”


    “With all the revellers in Elkridge, there should be just enough people to make it possible. In fact, I’m going to head back there now to see how far they’ve come. Could you cut a path through the fallen trees before anybody gets here? It will be dark soon, which should help deflect attention away from all the perfectly cut stumps you created, but we don’t need people seeing you slicing through tree trunks like bread.”


    “Consider it done,” Brogan made to run off, but then stopped himself and looked back at Riordan. “Say, does this mean that our imaginary castle burned down as well?”


    Riordan smiled at Brogan.


    “No. It means that we might be able to actually build it one day. Consider your work cut out for you, Blacksmith of Elkridge.”


    Brogan laughed. “I like the sound of that!”


    The comment was thrown back over a shoulder as he gleefully ran off to nonsensically fight the fire with a sword.
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Chapter 33

Nerian and Caitlyn started rounding up children and sending their parents off to help with the fire. Nerian wished that she had at least donned her cloak with the Boreal Reaches emblem, but there was no time to waste. If nothing else, she had her bow and that should be enough to handle any threat. The villagers of Elkridge had no difficulty leaving their daughters and sons with Nerian. The revellers visiting the valley were more reticent, but with Caitlyn’s help, they put at ease.


    Nerian told any reveller she saw to grab every axe, bucket, saw, and shovel they could get their hands on and travel across the bridge with everyone else. She enlisted mothers with suckling infants to help manage the growing number of wards under her charge. The elderly who were too old to fight fires made sure that no child escaped their watch. Young mothers who refused to be separated from their children were pressed into joining her group as caretakers.


    As night began to fall, Meghan Miller appeared with a bulls-eye lantern and stayed to help as the gaggle of children grew more unmanageable.


    With Nerian in the lead carrying the lantern, the three women led the way towards the field where the performers and vendors had been located, all celebrations having been suspended as people ran to help with the fire brigade.


    The children were frightened of the fire but also drawn to the lady with a lantern in one hand and bow in the other. One outspoken little girl asked Caitlyn if Nerian was the Sleepless Mother.


    “The Sleepless Mother asked Nerian to look after all of you. Lunaroth will be watching so if you do as you’re told, she’ll cast your favourite dream tonight.”


    The children quieted and followed Nerian more intently after that. The cluster of children had grown to approximately three hundred in number by the time they left the road.


    Nerian guided everyone to the natural amphitheatre, placing her lantern on its small stage, and called all of the children to draw in close for warmth. The moon was only a few days past waning full in a clear sky.


    Some of the younger children clutched Nerian’s dress and refused to let go. She offered whatever soothing words of comfort came to mind, but most were inconsolable and continued crying.


    The fire could be seen clearly on the foothills of Wyrmstone Mantle behind them. Nerian knew that Riordan was up there and she could not stop thinking about the dangers that he was undoubtedly facing. More than a small part of her wished she was at his side right now rather than taking care of mewling children. She considered how the conflagration had started in the first place. She could still picture the geyser of flame erupting into the sky. There was nothing natural about that effect. For an explosion of that size, the fire had to have been deliberately set.


    The cacophony of frightened toddlers began to drown out her thoughts. Nerian had no idea how she was going to get through this night. Fighting the fire was where she belonged. If only there was some way to extricate herself.


    At that moment Caitlyn grabbed the lantern and sprang up in front of all the children, commanding their attention. She positioned herself so that everyone had to turn their backs away from the fire in order to see what she was doing.


    “Do any of you know the story of the Carnal Mistress and the winter wyrms?”


    The crying children quieted to a few distracted sobs as they mutely shook their heads in response.


    “No? Well then, let me tell you a story then. A tale of how the Carnal Mistress puts the winter wyrms—which are bigger and fiercer than any bear—in their place. But before I do that, I want you to think of the oldest person you know. Have you thought of that person? Good. The Carnal Mistress is a thousand, thousand times older than that.”


    Caitlyn held up her lantern and pointed to the night sky.


    “See the moon? For so long as the moon has looked down on us from the sky, the Carnal Mistress has lived there, never ageing, never dying. And one of her responsibilities, every year, when the cold months drag on, is to make sure that the winter wyrms go back to sleep.


    “Many winter wyrms look forward to the long sleep and go willingly, but some are more stubborn than others and linger in the world longer than they should. These are the winter wyrms who have eaten well. The winter wyrms who have grown large from hunting deer and elk and hart, snatching them in their talons and flying off into the sky.


    “But do you think the Carnal Mistress is afraid of these big fearsome winter wyrms? Not at all. She looks down at them from the moon, surrounded by stars that burn more brightly whenever she speaks and asks each one of these fattened winter wyrms the same question.


    “Why haven’t you gone back to your burrow?” Caitlyn said in an ethereal voice, “Why do you stand in the way of my season?”


    “Sometimes a winter wyrm claims to have forgotten, like when our parents tell us to do chores, but we act like they didn’t. We didn’t really forget, did we? We just pretended to forget. The Carnal Mistress is like that, but she never forgets when the cold months are supposed to end.


    “Sometimes a winter wyrm says he lost track of time, like when you’re fishing all day, or playing sneak and peak, or pretending to be a warrior. A winter wyrm might claim that after hunting for so long he, didn’t notice that the cold months should have ended.


    “That’s when the Carnal Mistress looks down from the moon and gives the winter wyrm a suspicious look. You know the one. It’s the same look our parents give us when they don’t believe what we’re saying, except that when the Carnal Mistress gives you that look, stars fall out of the sky.


    “That’s usually enough to make them fly off to their lair and sleep. Most of the time, but not always. Sometimes there is one winter wrym who is especially stubborn, because his keeper, the Decrepit Hag, released him into the world too early before the harvest season was over.


    “When that happens, the winter wyrm gorges himself on the land for almost two seasons. When spring finally arrives, he doesn’t want to leave and has even been known to challenge the Carnal Mistress when she arrives to herald the new season.


    “After four or five moons of winter, the winter wyrm has started to feel like the world belongs to him now. The land feels like his permanent hunting grounds. This is when the Carnal Mistress must step down off the moon and deal with the disobedient beast in person.


    “Well let me tell you, a willful winter wyrm doesn’t like that at all. He bares his teeth at the Carnal Mistress and roars when she appears, thinking himself more powerful than the demigoddess. So what does the Carnal Mistress do now, I wonder? Do any of you know?”


    The children began shouting what they thought she might do or what they might do in her place.


    “She eats the wyrm!”


    “She drowns the wyrm in the sea!”


    “She buries the wyrm in the ground!”


    “She gets gobbled up by the winter wyrm!”


    Caitlyn raised her hand and waited for calm before continuing.


    “Those are all really good ideas. If I ever meet the Carnal Mistress, I’ll be sure to tell her what each of you said. Maybe not the one where she gets gobbled up by the winter wyrm, but I will tell you what she did the last time a winter wyrm refused to leave.”


    Caitlyn deepened her voice and took on a dire countenance.


    “She stared at the winter wyrm.”


    The children waited for more, but Caitlyn held the moment, staring intently at each one of their faces.


    “The Carnal Mistress stared at the winter wyrm and didn’t blink. Not once. She didn’t dare, because if she did, the winter wyrm would fly at her throat in an instant. They are that quick.”


    Caitlyn held the lantern close to her face, casting flickering shadows around her eyes. She glared at the children with a sinister expression.


    “The Carnal Mistress stared at the winter wyrm without looking away, but the winter wyrm kept growling through his teeth.”


    Caitlyn growled suddenly, catching some of the children off guard, before resuming the story.


    “The Carnal Mistress never said a word. Instead, she looked into their cold eyes as, one by one, the stars above them began to go out, leaving only the faintest ember where twinkling light used to shine brightly.


    “And for every star that disappeared, the eyes of the Carnal Mistress glowed brighter, a stare so fiery that it could melt the longest winter, which made the disobedient winter wyrm think twice. That’s when what started as a growl became a grumble, and then what changed into grumble became a whimper, and then what endured as a whimper became a whine. A long mournful whine into the darkness.


    “Still the Carnal Mistress glared at the winter wyrm. Finally, the moon itself disappeared, snuffed out like a candle, which made the winter wyrm fall silent, afraid of her radiant eyes that now danced with the light of every star that once burned in the sky.


    “Defeated, the beast laid his head down between both front talons, wings folded back, and looked up at the Carnal Mistress with woeful eyes. Only then did the Carnal Mistress blink.”


    Caitlyn relaxed her face at the same time, which had grown progressively more menacing.


    “The demigoddess walked over to the winter wyrm, climbed on his back, and told him to fly skyward, all the while stroking his scales. And with each flap of his wings, the stars were stoked alive again as the moon grew slowly brighter until they eventually arrived at his lair. The unruly winter wyrm, however, was so tired by this point that he could barely keep his eyes open.


    “The Carnal Mistress took him into the lair and scratched under his chin until he fell asleep. A long deep sleep that lasted until the Decrepit Hag woke him the following year, to visit winter upon the land.


    “And that is the story of the Carnal Mistress and the winter wyrms.”


    The children applauded. Many immediately called for another tale, eager for the distraction. They were no longer even paying attention to the fire behind them on the mountain. The mountainfolk girl had several stories committed to memory and provided a choice of tales, offering to tell whichever one they cheered for the most.


    They cheered for them all, so Caitlyn picked one at random about a falcon and a fox who were friends.


    Nerian heard an owl screech from somewhere in the tree line.


    Nobody else paid attention to the sound, but Nerian knew it was not actually an owl, but a man trying to sound like one. She turned her head slowly so as not to disturb the children or whoever was trying to seem like something that they were not.


    There was no light coming from within the tree line; the forest was dark. A villager or reveller would have had a torch or lantern. Any unattended fires had been doused. Nerian could not see any movement in the trees, the light from the lantern Caitlyn was holding blinded her from seeing more.


    Nerian slowly stood up, disengaging from the children clustered around her feet. They barely noticed her step away, still enraptured by Caitlyn’s storytelling.


    With her bow in hand, she took a few steps away from the lantern light so that she could see better. If they could see her better than she could see them, it would be obvious now that she was on alert, but Nerian decided to take that chance.


    Caitlyn stopped her story in the middle of a sentence and looked up at Nerian, who turned and smiled back at them.


    “Please don’t stop on my account. I’m just going to stretch my legs.”


    “With your bow?” a precocious boy piped up to ask.


    “Yes, with my bow. A soldier never leaves their weapon behind, even for a call of nature.” Nerian smiled again to put the children at ease.


    A little girl stood up and waddled forward. “I have to go too.”


    “Me too,” said another girl.


    “Can you take me as well?” a third girl asked, “I don’t want to go by myself in the dark.”


    A few other girls chimed in along with some of the boys. Nerian shot a glance at the trees. She needed to investigate what she had heard and could not do that with a score of little girls in tow. Nerian could not hear anything more coming from the trees, but the children were also making a lot more noise now.


    She turned to Caitlyn alone and inclined her head towards the darkness. The mountainfolk girl instantly understood. She turned back to the huddled crowd of children and adults.


    “I think now would be a good time for everybody to make water. There’s a lot of us, so if the adults and oldest boys and girls can take five children each, that would be best. I want everybody to stay in groups so no one gets lost. Stay with your sibling or parent if you are here with them, but nobody is to go alone. Hold hands until you reach the latrines. Come straight back here when you’re done and I’ll tell you that story I promised. Don’t rush. Take your time. I won’t start until everybody returns.”


    Caitlyn designated the adults who had brought lanterns as leaders to guide the procession of restless children. They all headed away from the trees, back the way that they had come across the field. Caitlyn yelled after them.


    “Just look for my lantern on your way back!”


    Nerian looked at the mountainfolk girl in amazement as the orderly procession of children moved off. “Please tell me how you do that sometime.”


    “You don’t have siblings. I had twelve before my father traded me.”


    “Caitlyn, you’re barely thirteen. That’s at least one a—”


    The forest behind Nerian rustled again on what was otherwise windless night. There was no mistaking it this time. Whoever had made that noise was no longer trying to hide their presence. Twigs snapped underfoot as several shapes boldly strode forward through the branches.


    The outlines were vague, but Nerian could make out the shapes of ten brawny men before they stepped into the lantern light, dressed in fur and skins, and armed with steel. There were still more behind them. All of them mountainfolk.


    A few of them looked familiar, but she recognised the one in front straight away. Fearghus, clan father to the largest mountainfolk family. He looked tired and sickly, but also angry and pained. He pointed at Caitlyn with a bandaged forearm.


    “We came for the girl to take back what is mine by mountainfolk oath.”


    Fearghus leered at Nerian, “But seeing you now, without any soldiers nearby, maybe that’s not all we’ll take.”
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Chapter 34

Nerian stepped in front of Caitlyn. A few of the children behind them whimpered and started crying. The ten mountainfolk she could see stood on the fringes of lantern light. She could hear more behind them, but they were staying back, keeping to the shadows.


    She knew that mountainfolk liked to ambush their quarry from two directions, but Nerian had a feeling that this was all of them. They were being too bold as if they knew that most of the people in Elkridge were off fighting the fire. Not only that, but they had approached as a group, clearly not threatened by a group of children and women.


    Nerian knew there was no escaping this situation. She would be able to help some of the children and parents escape, but she would have to stay behind to make that possible. She was the lone protector here and a more than capable fighter. If Feralion favoured her, she could inflict a lot of damage before she was overwhelmed.


    Nerian held the bow tightly in her hand but resisted the urge to reach for her quiver. She needed to get an accurate sense for how many men she was facing before she started shooting. She still had no idea how many there were behind the front line of mountainfolk. No matter how extraordinary the bow was, it was useless once all of her arrows were spent.


    At the moment, with a quiver full of ammunition, she felt unstoppable, which Nerian knew was not rational.


    “Turn around and leave while you still can, Fearghus. This is your only chance. I won’t offer it again.”


    Nerian knew Fearghus well. He was suspected of orchestrating multiple attacks against merchants and travellers. Despite her investigations, however, no evidence had ever pointed back to him. Fearghus himself never took part in the attacks, she knew that much. He was a diminutive man, but what he lacked in physical stature he made up for in wits.


    Fearghus did nothing that he could not get somebody else to do. His cunning had earned him the title of clan father over the largest family among all mountainfolk, who represented the biggest thorn in her side.


    After a series of repeated attacks against travellers, Nerian had baited a band of roaming mountainfolk with a merchant caravan that appeared poorly defended. She and her guards had sprung out of hiding and surrounded them with superior numbers. The mountainfolk surrendered, but even when pressed for information, none of them ever admitted to working for Fearghus. Yet it was obvious that he had been the one who equipped them. Not only had they been well fed, but only Fearghus and his family owned the quality of horses and weapons that the bandits rode and wielded. Without even a single confession to that effect, however, she could not rally the Boreal Reaches to her cause.


    Nerian could not go after Fearghus outright; he was too well fortified and protected by his clan. She could send all of her soldiers against them in a concentrated mounted attack, but she would still need reinforcements from outside the valley. To get those, especially in Elkridge, she needed substantial proof.


    This matter with Caitlyn, earlier with Brogan and Riordan and now again, represented two rare appearances for Fearghus. He almost never showed up anywhere in person, and he only became directly involved in matters where he felt like there was a justifiable claim. A woman represented one such a claim, so much so that he had returned with more than double the number of men.


    Having so many mountainfolk around him created another complication. Fearghus would not back down easily now—or at all.


    Nerian assumed the worst and guessed that he was supported by a score of mountainfolk this time. She had a dozen arrows if needed, but she would have to kill twenty people. She began to calculate how that might be possible with her available resources. Distracted in thought, she barely registered the lascivious glare from Fearghus.


    “We’ve already scouted the area. You’re alone. Your soldiers are busy fighting that fire with everyone else, so eager to keep their precious village from burning down. And here you are, with so many little ones to protect from rough men like us. Who knows what we’ll do?”


    Fearghus looked past Nerian at the few children who had remained. They quieted as their guardians clutched them protectively.


    Nerian felt her heart speed up as the idea of these men abusing children played through her mind. She was incensed, ready to end this now, but kept her bow arm from taking aim, which was not easy.


    Nerian realised that she was actively resisting the urge to start firing, which she had never experienced before until now. This was what Riordan had been warning her about. The seductive power of these weapons, to take your impulses and run with them.


    Fearghus continued talking. She hated every word that came out of his mouth and wanted to make them stop.


    “Tell you what. You put that piece of wood down, surrender to us, and we’ll only have our way with you and those other women, leaving the old and young ones alone…” Fearghus looked back at the men around him before finishing his thought, “… if you satisfy us.”


    The mountainfolk men grunted and laughed their agreement.


    Nerian was already accustomed to this kind of talk. Women were only valued for two things in mountainfolk culture, rutting and child rearing. A woman in command, telling men what to do, was foreign to them. They scoffed at her prowess no matter how many times she had bested them with her sword.


    Nerian did not care one way or the other; she was captain of the guard. She had driven off mountainfolk on more than one occasion. She had personally culled their murderers and rapists without remorse. She had even reached out to the victimised women of their culture, but the answer had always been the same.


    Despite offering permanent shelter to mountainfolk women, none had ever accepted. At best, they had appreciated the offer but believed that the people of Elkridge were soft and weak, incapable of protecting them from their men. Caitlyn had been the first to accept, but Nerian suspected that her young age played a role.


    Riordan had also been persuasive of course.


    Thinking about how Caitlyn had already been abused, which was now being levelled against the children under her care, Nerian felt her restraint melting away, like snow gripped in a tight fist. During all of her solitary practise sessions with the bow, she had never felt so compelled to shoot as she did now.


    The thrill of a confrontation was causing her resolve to slip, despite how ludicrous a bow fight against this many men should be to her mind. Each concern that she had, the fact that she had no chance, that the odds were stacked against her, were being dispelled one by one.


    Her mind swam in the accelerated rush of blood that was coursing through her body. Strangely, the rage in her was disappearing, despite the filthy words that Fearghus was saying. Now she was merely filled with an engorged desire to fight. There were so many options, so many targets from which to choose, it was exhilarating.


    The bow in her hand yearned to express the bloody purpose for which it had been forged, by Riordan at the elk hunt. She could now feel what he must have felt that day, share in the thrill, and finally understand what he had gone through.


    Nerian looked back and forth among the mountainfolk for the easiest targets. A thick muscular neck to her left, a broad chest laid bare by an open tunic in front, a wide forehead to her right. Some of the men wore masks made out of animal skins, or helmets that covered parts of their faces.


    Regardless, she could see the glint of their eyes, those jellied gateways to the defenceless grey matter that lay beyond. That was plenty. It was all that she needed. Nerian was so overwhelmed by her options that when Fearghus raised his voice for all of his men to hear, she almost missed what he was saying.


    “Captain of the Guard they call her? Harlot I say! She even dresses the part. See how she looks from one of us to the next? She can’t decide who she wants more!”


    The thick-necked man added, “Who said she had to choose?!” The mountainfolk laughed uproariously.


    They were right, Nerian thought, it was hard to choose.


    Some of the figures in the back drew closer, no doubt growing eager for their share of her spoils. She had been right to estimate their numbers so high. There had been ten more men waiting in the shadows, but not more. Now she could see them all clearly.


    Nerian felt like a girl in a confectionery, except that the shopkeeper had just given her leave to pick out anything that she wanted. She decided to bait the mountainfolk again, see if she could draw them in closer. Nerian tightened her grip on the bow as a small smile curled on her lips.


    “Who’s going to be first then?” she challenged. “Or do you all wait on Fearghus?”


    “What makes you think we mean to stand in line?” Fearghus said, “I’ve seen a mountainfolk woman take three men at the same time. You’ll be no different if you mean to save these children from the same.”


    Nerian had no doubt that Fearghus was not lying.


    “Then what’s keeping you? Must I be kept waiting all night?” she said.


    The women and children behind her gasped as she goaded the mountainfolk. They had no idea what she was doing and there was no time to explain. Nerian wanted to keep the mountainfolk focused on her alone. She had decided to let the mountainfolk choose who would become her first target. In the end, it would not matter, they all offered some degree of vulnerability that she could exploit.


    The thick-necked man sheathed his two cleaver knives and strode forward while unfastening his belt. Two more mountainfolk followed, flanking him on either side. Fearghus was looking at her with excitement, no doubt imagining how roughly these men would take her in full view of their leader.


    Nerian watched as the three mountainfolk approached. She was breathless with anticipation but measured their movements in her mind. Her perception of their physicality became so accelerated that they actually seemed to slow down.


    When they were ten feet away, her hands moved of their own volition.


    Nerian notched three arrows at once. It should have been an impossible shot, but she knew better. There was a lot that she could do with this bow that she had kept to herself.


    In this instance, the power that was normally given to a single arrow from the bowstring would be split between multiple arrows, weakening the force of each one. It would not matter, as she already knew where they were going to land. She knew it as the string leapt away from her fingers and Nerian began striding forward in that same instant.


    The thick-necked man was the most unprepared, both hands on his belt. The arrow struck the part of his throat that could kill a man instantly if punctured or severed. The broadhead did both. He fell backwards where he stood. Nerian ripped the arrow from his flesh before he even reached the ground.


    The second man had been shot on the left side of his chest, with the broadhead slipping between his ribs. He stopped and grabbed the arrow with both hands, pulling it free. It did more damage coming out than it had going into his heart. Nerian plucked that arrow from his weakening grasp as he fell first to his knees, then onto his side.


    The third man staggered backwards before coming to a stop. He gazed at Nerian through his one remaining eye. He fell forwards before she could reach him, snapping the shaft that protruded from his head. Nerian cursed. She anticipated needing that arrow.


    Time was precious now; there were still ten men left in the back and seven up front, plus Fearghus. A combination of anger and surprise played across their faces as they watched three of their companions fall. It had not completely sunk in yet; they were still collecting themselves to act.


    Nerian drew a single arrow from her quiver to join the two bloodied ones and pulled back on the string again. That was all of the time that she was going to get.


    “Bring her down!” Fearghus yelled.


    Five men charged, this time with neck muscles strained, rage-filled eyes, and strong heaving chests. The options were plentiful. Each man presented so ways in which they could be killed that it was hard for her to keep track of them all. It changed with every step that they took.


    Nerian marvelled at the wealth of opportunities that came and went. Her first three arrows had only scratched the surface of what was possible. She was the arbiter of life and death now, flooded with the knowledge of every deadly target on their bodies on which to leisurely take aim.
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Chapter 35

At the speed her mind was racing, Nerian actually had time to consider each target individually. She was engrossed by how vulnerable these mountainfolk were to her bow. It was no longer a question of if they would die, but how quickly, depending on where she placed her arrows.


    Yet that was not the only thing going through her mind. There was so much time available to her before she would need to fire that she began to entertain more fanciful thoughts.


    Nerian found herself thinking about what had motivated each mountainfolk to reach this point in their lives, moments before dying. It was an unusual contemplation for Nerian because she had never courted such thoughts before. It went against everything she had been trained to do as a soldier, especially once she committed to killing her opponent.


    Nerian even found herself wondering if these men were genuinely cruel or simply misguided by their leader. Sure, they laughed when he had joked about raping her, but followers always laugh at what their master says. For that matter, sometimes even the most independently-minded men could find themselves running with a pack.


    She questioned whether these men reached this point based on a desire to belong, or if it had been a practical choice, increasing their chances of survival with greater numbers. Maybe they were all family, or at least thought of each other that way. In many cases, scanning over all of their faces, she could not see any familial similarities at all.


    Somewhere in the back of her mind, Nerian was yelling at herself, but with a muted voice. She ignored it.


    Rather than revelling in the finality of her power, Nerian was possessed with a more reflective mentality, trying to decide if these men were redeemable or not. On the one hand, putting them down might be a service to their next victim, but on the other, perhaps they could learn from a near-mortal wound and change their ways.


    Did they deserve a second chance or were they rabid dogs that needed to be killed? There were so many variables, any of which she was prepared to act on in an instant. She just needed to weigh them all out first.


    “SHOOT!” a young voice screamed.


    Suddenly she was back. Nerian glanced at the mountainfolk woman standing at her side. These men were here for a reason, they had come for this person. She was protecting Caitlyn from their depredations, along with everyone else who was standing behind them.


    When did she forget that? Nerian pondered. If Fearghus thought that Caitlyn belonged to him, bartered through some time-honoured barbaric mountainfolk custom, there was no telling how far he would go to reclaim his property. More than anything else, that realisation cut through her ruminations.


    Nerian released the bowstring while still looking at Caitlyn. She knew where the arrows would fall, having already chosen their destinations. Eye, heart, neck, reversed from the previous three men. Nerian drew two more arrows, this would be a harder shot to make. The last two men were the farthest away and the farthest apart. She widened the arrows apart while sighting her new targets and drew back with all of her strength.


    The two men she was targeting now had noticed their three clansmen falling lifelessly to the ground between them. Nerian dropped to one knee and shot upwards at the pair, sending an arrow into the roof of each of their mouths and out through their skulls.


    Loose bone and scalp rained down on the grass behind them as their bodies slumped to the ground.


    Nerian now clearly understood what Riordan had felt when he blacked out while shooting the elk. Even with the broadsword, both he and Brogan had spoken of being overcome by their own impulses, at least as they pertained to the purpose of that weapon.


    A sword wanted to cut. Nerian had expected a similar feeling with the bow. A bow wanted to shoot, but killing with a bow was vastly different than killing with a sword. It required more calculation. Also, a bow had limited ammunition and so each shot had to be precisely aimed to do the most damage.


    Nerian did not feel overcome by the impulse to shoot, she felt overcome by the impulse to observe. To accurately and objectively see everything, perhaps too much. Nerian realised that she had to temper those feelings quickly to live through this night.


    “She shoots like a spawn of Feralion!” one of the mountainfolk yelled in awe.


    Nerian was surprised to hear a mountainfolk compare her to one of the gods they revered but imagined that her shooting must look inhuman. The bow had merely increased her awareness of details that always existed. She had to be careful not to get mired in that flood of information again. She was still greatly outnumbered and had limited ammunition.


    Not wasting another moment, Nerian stood up again and took a step forward. Fearghus and the twelve men around him collectively flinched. They were terrified. Eight men had died in a few short moments, and not one of them had come within striking distance. They seemed disinclined to try again.


    Nerian approached the closest body and yanked an arrow free. All the while she kept her eyes focused on the mountainfolk, moving from one slain man to the next. The second man had been shot in the head. As she pulled on the shaft, the broadhead caught in his eye socket. Nerian could feel the tension of thicker muscles tearing as she ripped the arrow free.


    The mountainfolk winced, looking mortified by what she was doing to their fallen brothers. She did not have time to consider the weight of her actions. Her life, and that of everyone else she was protecting depended on the number of arrows that she could recover.


    Despite the overwhelming awareness provided by the bow about her opponents, Nerian showed no hesitation as she moved to the next corpse. They would not remain motionless for much longer, so she tore that one out as well. Two more arrows were still embedded in the mouths of the furthest mountainfolk she had killed. She was back up to nine arrows with twelve men left.


    “My patience has limits gentlemen, but my arrows can wait all day. Who wants to be next?”


    Nerian put two shafts away and brought a single bloodstained arrow into her bow, which she aimed at Fearghus.


    “Three men to one woman you say?”


    She lowered her aim to point at his manhood. “Inflicting your attention on even one woman is already too cruel. I can change that forever with one arrow. Do you think I’ll miss through your breeches? I don’t.”


    The mountainfolk behind the clan father stepped away from their leader, but when Fearghus threw them a wrathful look, each man stopped where they stood. Nerian could see that he was smouldering with rage as he turned his head back to meet her gaze. Even so, he managed to visibly compose himself before speaking.


    “I came for what is rightfully mine.”


    “You set your men on me to take their pleasure. Neither I nor any of these women belong to you or them. Now there are eight dead men at my feet. That’s on your hands. What’s more, I’m not shy about increasing that number. Give me a reason and you’ll be next.”


    Nerian witnessed Fearghus do something that she had never known a mountainfolk man to do before. He conceded a point of contention to a woman.


    “Fine. Their deaths are on me, but Caitlyn is mountainfolk. She was fairly traded. I am her kin now.”


    Nerian was about to reply when Caitlyn walked over to speak for herself.


    “If that’s your reason for coming back here, then I renounce all ties to mountainfolk, now and forever. Whatever claim you have to me ends when I forsake not just you, but all my kin.”


    To punctuate her point, Caitlyn placed a hand over her mouth, bit into the flesh of her palm, and spat blood on the ground. Another first. This was not a gesture she had seen before, but the impact was palpable. All of the remaining mountainfolk men seemed to sober up for a moment, momentarily coming to their senses. This was obviously a known ritual.


    Nerian remained no less vigilant with her aim, refusing to let her guard down for a moment. She might not know exactly what had just happened, but she was prepared to back Caitlyn in any capacity.


    “You heard what she said. This matter is done. Caitlyn is under village protection now.”


    “It’s not that easy. I am due payment,” Fearghus growled.


    Nerian pulled the bow back to straining but did not waver in her grasp.


    “Don’t push me Fearghus. I should kill you for what you already attempted. Leave now. Take all your men, both alive and dead, or join the latter if your payment means so much to you!”


    “Kill me and your valley will face every mountainfolk united. You tread into matters where you know very little. For my misstep against you, you have been compensated with the lives of eight men. That rates your worth rather highly, don’t you think? But my debt must be paid. If not by you, then it falls to Caitlyn. She can forsake the mountainfolk all she likes, but recompense is still owed.”


    “A trade made for her freedom in which she had no say,” Nerian pointed out.


    “Why would she have a say?” Fearghus replied flatly.


    Nerian felt her bow fingers slipping for just a moment at the unspoken words, but strengthened her grip. Mountainfolk women were treated as property, not unlike a goat, or a horse, with no say in their own fates. Debating the matter was pointless.


    She wanted to shoot Fearghus and be done with his grating voice more than anything, but he was right about the mountainfolk. If she killed their clan father, there were strong indications that the families might combine against the villagers of Elkridge.


    The only reason that she and her father could manage the mountainfolk with no more than twenty-five soldiers was due entirely to the fragmented nature of their families. Dealing with the ever growing family that Fearghus had assembled was becoming problematic enough. They had proved more cunning and organised than the rest.


    Nerian needed a reason, a good one, to justify shooting Fearghus, but she had not found it yet.


    “For all I know, you set that fire behind me as a diversion to bring these men into Elkridge undetected.”


    “Neither I nor anybody here started that fire,” Fearghus flatly replied. “It was probably some idiot reveller who left his campfire unattended. Revellers, I will remind you, who the inhabitants of this village welcome into our sacred valley every year.


    “No mountainfolk started that fire, but we are taking advantage of the distraction it has created to reclaim what is rightfully mine. If Caitlyn wants to forsake her heritage, I will respect that, but as the last surviving member of her family, payment is still due. These men behind join me in that conviction. No matter what, we will collect.”


    “If Caitlyn no longer wishes to be a part of your mountainfolk way of life, then she is more than welcome in mine. She is under my protection and I serve the Boreal Reaches. When you look at me, you would be wise to imagine the army of that kingdom standing behind me.”


    Nerian knew it was all bluster, as that army was several weeks march away. Moreover, for every Elkridge soldier killed by mountainfolk hands, a replacement was always sent from the kingdom, but one for one. The death of a single soldier, even an officer, never warranted anything more than that. She was merely buying time.


    “The kingdom you serve is very far away and of no concern to me even if they suddenly made an appearance. I have an army of my own after all. So I’ll ask you something else. If you mean to take on Caitlyn as one of your own, will you pick up her debt or will your precious Boreal Reaches?”


    Nerian’s arm was on fire from the effort of holding the bow at the ready, but she refused to relax her aim. He did have an army, albeit a small one. The clan father seemed aware that the balance of power was shifting. Why else were they standing in front of her right now?


    Every word that Fearghus said was a veiled threat. This was not a negotiation, no matter how reasonable he was trying to sound. The only mistake that Fearghus had made was in thinking that twenty men would be enough to enforce his bidding. If it was not for the bow, he would have already gotten what he wanted, but with it, their numbers had proven ineffectual.


    Nerian wanted to prove how meaningless their numbers were by killing every one of them. It would send a powerful message to the other mountainfolk, not to mention eliminating the man who ruled the largest of their families. So many problems could be solved with his death alone. She wondered if the other mountainfolk really would seek vengeance for Fearghus, as he claimed. Or would they return to their old fractious ways? That seemed more likely.


    Suddenly her arm stopped hurting, the pain completely disappeared. Nerian narrowed her eyes at Fearghus. She was done talking and intended to fix the problem now. Fearghus’ eyes widened when he read the deadly intent in her expression, seeing his death reflected back at him.


    “Now! Shoot her now!” he bellowed.


    Nerian could hear men outside of the lantern light depress one trigger each. She had fixated on Fearghus too much and had stopped paying attention to her surroundings. As a result, two bolts were loosed from the darkness. There were no sounds of loading, which meant that their crossbows must have already been cocked in place.


    Fearghus had been stalling for them to take up positions.


    Nerian abandoned herself to the bow; it was all she could do before the projectiles hurtling towards her burrowed into her flesh.


    The world instantly came to a standstill, time suspended as if mired in a thick morass. There was less time and fewer opportunities available to her than normal. She could not dodge the bolts, the women and children behind her might be hit by an errant shot. She needed to stop the quarrels with her body, but she could move a little.


    Nerian shifted imperceptibly and hoped that it would be enough to make a difference. She barely had any time left to reset her aim and fire at the bolt that was aimed for her heart. As her arrow took flight in slow motion, she watched as the two projectiles collided, tip to tip, exactly as she had intended.


    They exploded into shards of tinder as the other bolt closed the distance. That was when Nerian realised her mistake.


    What she should have done was fire at one bolt and redirect it into the other, causing both to miss. It boggled Nerian to think that she could have even attempted such a shot with any realistic hope of succeeding, but with this bow, anything was possible. There was no helping it now.


    The second quarrel bore into her upper right arm and out through the shoulder. It was not a mortal wound, but it would be an inconvenient one. The world began to move normally again, speeding up accordingly, brought on by the shock of pain that followed.


    Nerian grunted and winced, but did not have long to react. The crossbowmen would only need a moment to reload before firing again. Unfortunately, her bowstring arm would not move. It only delivered searing pain when she tried reaching for more arrows.


    Fearghus yelled at the mountainfolk in a state of panic.


    “Fire! Don’t wait for her to shoot again!”


    There was not enough time to remove the bolt from her arm and she would not abandon the children under her care. With a sword, she could have at least have fought with her left arm, but she had placed too much faith in the bow. As a protector, she had been rendered useless.


    At the very least, she was prepared to draw their fire while the others tried to escape. Nerian turned to Caitlyn and locked eyes with her young charge.


    “When I say so, run.”
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Chapter 36

The two crossbowmen were about to shoot when Fearghus raised his hand.


    “Wait! She should have fired by now.”


    Nerian had hoped that his desire to see her dead was stronger than his ability to reason. A death by multiple bolt wounds was preferable to what men like these would visit on a woman. If they came within reach, Nerian still had a good arm and legs to kick, but she knew that her efforts would not hold them off for long. At best she could keep them from pursuing Caitlyn for a few moments.


    If they were not going to shoot, then she needed to use this moment to her advantage.


    Nerian switched the bow to her injured arm and used her other hand to break off the end of the bolt in her shoulder. Fearghus quickly barked orders to the closest mountainfolk beside him when he saw what she was doing.


    “Grab her while she can’t shoot! I want her alive to pay for what she’s done!”


    The men nearest to Fearghus looked at each other, still visibly wary of Nerian. They had just watched the last eight mountainfolk who had moved against her die. Fearghus wheeled on them in rage.


    “Don’t just stand there! Go! Before she pulls that bolt out of her shoulder!”


    Two of the mountainfolk looked at each other and then finally did as they were commanded.


    Nerian kept her eyes on the two approaching men while speaking over her shoulder at Caitlyn.


    “Pull it out.”


    The mountainfolk girl did not hesitate. She deftly grabbed the protruding head and yanked the shaft out clean. Nerian could move her arm again. There was an immediate feeling of relief, but no strength in her limb. Not enough to pull back on her bowstring.


    She adjusted her stance, ready to fight with her fists. The two approaching mountainfolk stopped in their tracks and looked back at their leader.


    Were they really intimidated by her without the bow? she pondered. No, she was not the cause. Then she heard the thrashing sound.


    Something very large came rushing through the forest behind the mountainfolk, hooves pounding against the ground. Fearghus and his men spun around to face the charging beast. The creature headed straight towards them without slowing.


    The mountainfolk between Fearghus and the tree line scrambled for safety, pushing against each other to leap out of the way. The horse, a massive destrier controlled by a rider, came into view.


    The two crossbowmen did not move fast enough. The mounted figure struck one of them across the head with a heavy footman’s mace, spilling the contents of his skull. The other sniper turned around in just enough time to be trampled beneath the horse, pulping bone and flesh against the ground.


    The two mountainfolk closest to Nerian retreated behind their clan father as horse and rider galloped between them and Nerian. He reared his mount around to face Fearghus and his followers and hefted up his mace. His back remained to Nerian, but she could see by lantern and moonlight that the man was attired in boiled leather armour. He also wore a bastard sword across his back.


    “You shouldn’t be here, Fearghus. You forfeit your lives by invading these lands!”


    His deep voice gripped the mountainfolk with fear. No, fear was not a strong enough word for what this man inspired. They were petrified.


    Some stumbled backwards, tripping and falling in their haste to put distance between themselves and the mounted figure. Only Fearghus held his ground, but the conviction in his voice had disappeared.


    “I come for what is rightfully mine.”


    The man glanced back over the flank of his horse at Caitlyn and Nerian, which was all Nerian needed to recognise him. There was no mistaking the scar on his cheek.


    Aiden.


    Nerian thought him dead after so long, but he had clearly thrived since their last encounter. He was even larger than she remembered. Nay, he was a giant among men. He had a straight-nosed face, dark brown eyes sunken beneath a prominent brow and long raven-black hair. In addition to leather armour, Aiden wore well-stitched pants and leather greaves. Both of his brawny arms were exposed but adorned with a metal armlet and bracer each. A fur-lined green and brown cloak hung over his back, attached to leather pauldrons on his shoulders by two large ouches shaped to resemble snarling wolf heads.


    He looked first to Caitlyn and then at Nerian, with whom he locked eyes for a moment before directing his attention at Fearghus.


    “Lies. These villagers might not know any better, but I do.”


    Aiden gestured back towards Caitlyn with his footman’s mace, which by all rights needed two hands to be wielded properly. Aiden hefted it around easily with one.


    “The woman named Caitlyn is known to me. Dying was the greatest kindness her kin did by way of favour. If you want to join them, I can make it a certainty.”


    Not only did Aiden have a palpable presence, but he was also well informed. If the way the mountainfolk cowered before him was any indication, he was clearly a figure of authority.


    “I am not her kin yet, but I had a deal with her father,” Fearghus explained. “We traded weapons to her family. In exchange, Caitlyn was promised to me after she bore and raised her first child. That deal was unfinished when they died. I am only collecting what is rightfully mine.”


    “Do I look like a fool to you?” Aiden bellowed. “The weapons you traded to her family didn’t linger on their bodies after they died. Are you telling me that the wolves that picked their bones clean ate their weapons too?”


    Aiden reined his destrier around and pointed his mace at the diminutive clan father. “Be careful what you say next, Fearghus.”


    Aiden was right; Nerian’s investigation of the gully where Brogan and Riordan killed the mountainfolk had yielded the same conclusion. The weapons Brogan and Riordan had left beside the slain bodies turned up missing. Riordan had recounted that the mountainfolk attackers carried axes, maces, and short swords. He had also noted that, although their weapons were worn from age and rough use, they had been well made.


    There had been plenty of footprints in the snow, including those of a horse. It would seem that Aiden had investigated the gully before she arrived the next morning with her soldiers. For the weapons to have disappeared so quickly meant that either Fearghus or his men must have been nearby, possibly watching the attack. Simply happening upon the same men to whom they had recently traded weapons was too much of a coincidence. Fearghus probably had sent his mountainfolk to see how Caitlyn’s desperate family fared as highwaymen.


    She quickly looked down at the weapons lying next to the men she had just killed. What she saw were axes, maces, and short swords, much as Riordan had described. They were chipped, rusted, and scratched, but the crossguards and pommels were identical to the swords used by Elkridge soldiers.


    Fearghus glowered. “I only recovered half my weapons. Three were destroyed. I am owed trade on the difference.”


    Nerian could actually hear the skin of Aiden’s fist tightening around his mace.


    “You trespass without permission and then quibble over a deal that exploited the desperation of your own kind? I’ll give you the difference. Leave now and your men will only carry ten dead bodies out of this valley instead of eleven.”


    Nerian believed that Aiden could easily reach Fearghus, even if the remaining mountainfolk tried to protect him. What was curious to her was that Aiden spoke of trespassing in Elkridge without permission, as if permission was his to grant.


    “You defend these villagers who took our home? You act more like one of them than one of us!” Fearghus snarled.


    “One of us?” Aiden replied. He could not let that stand apparently.


    “You have tricked these men into doing your bidding rather than doing it yourself. That does not make you a mountainfolk. That makes you a coward.”


    Aiden shot a disparaging stare at the men arrayed around Fearghus.


    “And it makes fools out of the mountainfolk who follow you.”


    None of the men could meet his gaze. Aiden pointed at the dead bodies with his mace. “Those who died here tonight are the most foolish of all. They do not deserve to be mourned.”


    Fearghus lowered his head. Nerian thought for one moment that he was actually ashamed, until he spoke quietly, barely loud enough to be heard.


    “We could have fought side by side, Aiden. For all I know, you might be kin.” Fearghus looked at Aiden with what she thought might be regret, but it was hard to tell in the muted light of her lantern.


    “You are no kin to me.”


    Aiden said the words with unconcealed disgust. His voice was filled with emotion. This was clearly a sore point between the two men. Whatever Aiden felt he quickly subdued it, before speaking again.


    “This matter with Caitlyn is done. That deal ended when you recovered the weapons that remained, no doubt watching from a craven distance. Now you will do as the captain ordered. Take your dead and leave.”


    That was telling. Aiden had been listening from nearby. She asked Fearghus to take the bodies away before he had arrived. How long had this giant among mountainfolk been watching their confrontation before riding out? And at a good time too. The situation had been about to get much worse when Aiden appeared.


    “I won’t do anything that harpy tells me,” Fearghus spat back.


    Aiden was off of his horse in an instant, drawing the bastard sword from his back in one fluid motion. He levelled the point at Fearghus, just in front of his throat. Every mountainfolk around him backed away.


    “You only live because my mother already took her revenge. To my way of thinking, it wasn’t enough. Now you have been caught trespassing, which eliminates any room for negotiation. So this is what’s going to happen. You will do as the captain says. Pick up these dead men and leave. You can either do that on your own feet or as a corpse. Decide.”


    There was obviously a history here. Aiden clearly had no patience for Fearghus. Nerian had not missed the possessive reference Aiden had made to Elkridge either. He spoke as if Elkridge was his valley.


    The two men stared at each other, Aiden full of deadly certainty and Fearghus trying to save face, neither speaking. Nerian approached Aiden and interrupted the tense silence.


    “The weapons these dead men carried? I want them too.”


    Still holding the bastard sword at Fearghus, Aiden looked back at Nerian with an expression of bewilderment that he shared with her alone. She stood there, blood gushing out from under her hand, but utterly serious in her demand.


    “It’s my right of plunder by the will of Dekarius,” Nerian added. “What belonged to the men I killed now belongs to me. I will have their weapons.”


    Despite his expression, Aiden’s voice did not waver. He nodded at Nerian respectfully, but when he turned to address Fearghus again, there was nothing but malice in his voice.


    “Leave the weapons.”


    Fearghus looked ready to object, but Aiden applied pressure to his neck with the bastard sword, creating the smallest trickle of blood. Fearghus closed his mouth and nodded his consent.


    Aiden withdrew the bastard sword and replaced the weapon into its scabbard. He mounted the destrier while still holding the two-handed mace single-handedly.


    Fearghus touched the spot on his neck where the sword had cut him to confirm that he was bleeding.


    “Take these men back to their families,” Fearghus angrily commanded to the waiting mountainfolk, “but leave their weapons.” The rage in his voice was plain. They did as they were bidden, leaving the weapons of the fallen behind. As a particularly robust mountainfolk reached down to grab the last body, Aiden pointed at him with his mace.


    “Not you. That one is for Fearghus.”


    The mountainfolk backed away, apparently more afraid of Aiden than his own leader. Fearghus was incensed. His arm was heavily bandaged, but the clan father was not about to point that out now. Aiden must have known that he would not protest in front of his men. Not without losing even more of their respect.


    “What’s the matter?” Aiden asked. “Every other mountainfolk here can burden the weight of a man. Can you not do the same?”


    Fearghus said nothing at this point. He merely turned and reached down for the body. He tried repeatedly to lift the weight onto his shoulders but lacked the strength. He also winced every time he unavoidably used his injured arm.


    Aiden did not care and watched impassively from atop his horse as the small man struggled to do the impossible. In the end, Fearghus had to drag the body away. Aiden watched until he could no longer see him in the darkness of the trees. Only then did he turn to face Nerian and Caitlyn with a smile on his face.


    “He’ll get somebody else to carry that body the moment he thinks I can no longer see him.”


    Nerian felt weak. She had been determined to remain upright until the last of the mountainfolk had left, ensuring that the children under her protection were safe.


    “Those weapons… I need a… closer look…”


    The world began to sway for Nerian; she had lost a lot of blood. Her eyes swam in their sockets even as she willed them to stay open. She didn’t want to appear weak in front of Aiden. She had never been a damsel in distress and was not about to start now. That was simply too much. Still, there was no helping it.


    While she had been holding the one wound closed, there was still another on her shoulder, where the bolt had come out. As her legs gave out, but before her vision darkened to black, she saw Aiden vault to the ground while throwing his mace aside.


    Dammit, she thought to herself before falling unconscious, he even leapt off his horse in time to catch me.
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Chapter 37

Riordan was exhausted, but he wasn’t alone this time. Every able body in Elkridge had come to help with the fire brigade. As per his instructions, they had formed a double line of people stretching from the gully to the fire. One side passed the full buckets up the line, the other side passed the empty buckets back to be refilled.


    By the time each had completed a round trip, it would have travelled a full mile. Spillage was inevitable, but most of them arrived at least half full.


    Shortly before the fire brigade arrived, Brogan had cleared a wide path through the trees, cut down with his sword, creating access to the fire. As intended, the fire lines cut off the blaze from spreading too much farther. Brogan had even started rendering the felled trees into manageable pieces while Riordan removed the wood to create easier access for the fire brigade.


    When the bucket line approached the fire line, Garvey and Keagan, who had been clearing the undergrowth in advance of the revellers, reported directly to Riordan with almost military obedience. Other men arrived who were not needed on the line and gathered around him as well.


    As Riordan told these men what needed to be done, he was surprised to note that it was not simply the men in Garvey and Keagan’s camp who behaved with loyal adherence. There were new faces that had adopted the same curious behaviour as well. They had even begun forming subservient ranks amongst each other based on how long they knew Riordan.


    Strange as that was, there wasn’t time to question their actions. They were doing exactly as told, without hesitation. Riordan still suspected that something was amiss, but decided that they simply understood how important it was to prevent the forest fire from spreading.


    Riordan divided the men in half and sent one group to follow Brogan, clearing away any remaining flammable debris around the fire line. They seemed almost eager to take orders. None of them asked how the wood had already come to be cut so quickly, even though it was plain that neither he nor Brogan had an axe or saw. So much the better, Riordan thought.


    He commanded his own group of men to douse the forest floor around the fire line. They fanned out geometrically, with no man covering ground that another was already tasked to soak.


    Shortly after they were up and running, almost every one of the twenty-five soldiers that protected Elkridge showed up, equipped with axes, saws, and shovels. They were clearly surprised to find everything well under way. But, unlike the men taking orders from Riordan, they did take note of the fallen trees. Riordan merely stated that many hands had made quick work. The soldiers were not there to ask questions and immediately began digging up dirt embankments around the outer fire line.


    When the flames reached the fire line, Riordan organised men to douse the embankments wherever the fire threatened to jump over. It was impossible to endure the heat indefinitely and so he made sure that nobody stayed on the front line for too long, soldiers included, ensuring they were relieved by somebody fresh, ready to bear the heat again, including himself.


    Despite his willingness to pitch in, Garvey and Keagan frequently pulled him off of the front line, insisting that he was more valuable giving orders than carrying them out. As the fight against the fire became more intense, Riordan found that the men who had almost thrown him into the river were never far from his side.


    He barely knew this motley group of revellers, but they had become a willing extension of his will at some point. Whenever he dispatched them to extinguish fires that tried to spread into isolated areas, Riordan knew that they would get it done.


    After vigilant maintenance, the fire was under control. The blackened fieldstone foundation of the cabin still glowed orange in places, but everywhere else had been extinguished. As the cabin cooled, the footprint of the erstwhile building was thoroughly covered in dirt and the ashes were soaked or scattered.


    Torches had been carefully lit and minded along the bucket line to the river. Men and women were still scouring the area for smaller hot spots that may have been overlooked. Everybody was tired and thoroughly exhausted but determined to make sure that no fires survived. What few blackened trees remained standing were chopped down and similarly doused. Even their roots were dug up to make sure that the fire would not spread underground.


    When Riordan finally announced that the fire had been contained, the revellers were sent back to their campsites and repeatedly thanked by the villagers of Elkridge for their timely help. Before leaving to guide the crowds safely back across the bridge, the soldiers personally thanked Riordan for his efforts leading the vanguard of firefighters. They would return at first light the next day to investigate what had caused the fire, but it was something that could wait for now. Soon, only Brogan had stayed behind, along with Garvey, Keagan, and every other man with whom Riordan had interacted directly, still very much at the ready.


    He stepped away from the men to speak with Brogan privately.


    “This could have been a lot worse without your quick thinking,” Riordan credited his friend. “You single-handedly kept this entire forest from burning down before anybody got here.”


    Brogan bowed clumsily at his friend, unsteady with exhaustion.


    “Which makes me the unsung hero of this night, and that’s fine by me. This really is an amazing sword Riordan. I see that now despite my initial reservations. Thanks for encouraging me to figure that out.”


    “I’m glad you came around, but I’m even happier that you and the sword were here in time.”


    Brogan smiled and clapped Riordan on the shoulder.


    “Not soon enough to save the castle of our childhood, unfortunately.”


    “What do you mean?” Riordan answered light-heartedly, “The castle hasn’t gone anywhere. If anything, I can see it even more clearly now.”


    Brogan rolled his eyes. “I’ll take your word for it because right now, this unsung hero needs to sleep.” He began to walk away, but then stopped and looked back at Riordan with a brightening afterthought.


    “Although, there’s nothing stopping you from telling Nerian all about my courageous deeds!”


    Brogan grinned smugly and then waved tiredly over his head as he made his way through the trees. He was almost out of sight when he glanced back at Riordan one more time.


    “Swing by my house tomorrow morning! I still have a gift for you!”


    “Tomorrow then, but after I sleep in as well!” Riordan yelled back.


    “Sounds good to me—Caretaker of Elkridge!”


    Brogan lackadaisically saluted before disappearing into the forest.


    Riordan turned to face Garvey, Keagan and the other men who were still standing by. They were swaying on their feet with obvious exhaustion but remained attentive nonetheless.


    “What would you have us do next, Caretaker?” Keagan asked.


    “Riordan, please. I don’t think I could ever respond to Caretaker by itself.”


    “Of course, of course,” Keagan corrected, “What would you have us do next, Caretaker Riordan?”


    Riordan shook his head woefully. If the man didn’t have such an earnest countenance whenever he spoke, he would never have been able to take him seriously. Garvey, Keagan, and all of the other men had been instrumental in putting out this fire. Their devotion to helping him had been proven with more than mere words.


    “Fine. I have one more order then. I expect it to be followed perfectly and without fail,” Riordan said, raising his voice so that he was easily heard by all of the revellers. The men straightened to attention, awaiting his command.


    “Name it and your will shall be done!” Garvey bellowed, speaking for all of the men present.


    Riordan wondered if Nerian had ever felt as uncomfortable telling her soldiers what to do. He suspected not, as she seemed to enjoy being in command. Giving orders had always come naturally to Nerian, even as children.


    “Grab the torches that remain, return to camp, lie down on whatever passes for your beds, and go to sleep.”


    Keagan blanched a little.


    “Are you sure you don’t need our help with anything else?”


    “I’m sure,” Riordan answered, “but I might need your help tomorrow. You will all be useless to me if none of you is well rested. Now go! That’s an order!” he barked with a smile.


    That did the trick. Garvey, Keagan, and all the rest of them spun on their heels, took the last torches, and marched into the trees back towards the gully, Riordan was now alone in the moonlit clearing.


    As he watched the revellers leave, he had a worrying suspicion that if he had asked these men to smother the fire with their bodies they would have leapt onto the flames with abandon.


    As they disappeared into the silence of the forest, Riordan wandered around the area inside the fire line. The clearing around the cabin was strewn with burned trees that stuck up like blackened stakes. There were also large holes where stumps had already been excavated. The devastation to the forest of his childhood was complete, but it could have been a lot worse. Containing the blaze would not have been possible without everyone who had shown up. This effort would be remembered with pride for years to come.


    The moon was directly overhead and was reflecting light off the fresh white ash. He stood upon the charred foundation of the old cabin. The fieldstones were still warm, but no longer ember orange. Riordan knew that he should be tired, but his body and mind were oddly alert. He turned around and looked down at the village. Where once there had been nothing but trees blocking his view of the valley, now there was a clear line of sight. He could see a line of torches and lanterns crossing the bridge and snaking towards Elkridge. Revellers and villagers alike were still heading back to their campsites and homes.

The cabin that no longer existed now enjoyed a generous view of the valley. Riordan could see much of the valley from where he stood, not just village. A thought trickled into his mind and immediately gained momentum.


    The ceremony in his honour had given him leave to build a home for himself anywhere in the valley. It was not a privilege regularly offered, especially to a festival baby. That technically made him an outsider to Elkridge, although nobody in the village had ever made him feel that way.


    While this spot was perhaps more isolated than most, there would be no time wasted on clearing the land. That had already been done, albeit for a different purpose than to build his home. Not only that, but he would have Brogan as a neighbour on this side of the river.


    Riordan began thinking about the logistics in earnest. Acquiring the materials to build his home certainly would not be arduous, as there was a wealth of stone and wood laying around without having to lumber or quarry everything from elsewhere in the valley.


    The more Riordan thought on the idea, the more it took root in his mind. He would be able to see the house where Nerian lived with her parents, the cottage Brogan had inherited from his father near the river, and the workshop.


    Calling any place other than the workshop home would be strange at first, but relocating here, a place where he had spent so much of his life already, would make the adjustment easier. He had helped build so many homes for other villagers in Elkridge, the novelty of constructing his own filled him with exhilaration. The new place would be made to his exacting specifications.


    His mind flooded with ideas as he swam atop those possibilities. He was moving out of the workshop, which meant that his daily lessons were finally over. The free time that would afford him alone made him stagger with a sense of freedom.


    Riordan turned around to face the cabin remnants, whereupon the future structure immediately began to take shape in front of him. There would be a stone tower, three stories tall. There would be a cold storage basement dug into the ground, a storeroom for surplus materials on the ground floor, a buttery, kitchen and pantry on the second floor, and he would sleep on the third, the highest floor, in the solar. A solar with a ceiling view of the sky. The logistics of how that would be possible were not clear to Riordan yet, but he was certain that it could be made to work. It was a small detail. Most of the construction would go toward building the massive workshop that extended off of the tower.


    The gallery spontaneously took shape in front of him. No, gallery was not the right word. It would be more of a keep. All of the necessary craftsmen needed to make such a building already lived in Elkridge. It would be a great hall of sorts, with vaulted ceilings and large arched doorways leading inside.


    Not only that, but there would be broad stone trusses built into the infrastructure that could support a pulley system on tracks, more elaborate and sturdy than the one he had built for Eldwyn in the workshop. Which left the rooftop. That would be something different, something that he had not fully conceived of yet. Until this moment.


    The ceiling would open.


    Riordan wanted to see the sky on moon full nights and feel the sun on brilliantly clear days, both while he worked and while slept. Indeed, the ceiling in his bedroom would open as well, not just the one over the main keep. The mechanism by which to make it happen was already taking form in his head.


    There would be no library, no books whatsoever. That made Riordan smile. If he ever needed to read again, he would visit the workshop, not that there would be any time for studying. This structure was going to take years to complete. The Caretaker of Elkridge would live in a keep from which he could survey the entire valley, outfitted with the ability to make anything his mind conceived.


    It would be a workshop, but not the workshop. That was Eldwyn’s home. Rather, this would become something else. A building that all at once paid homage to Corselan, goddess of beauty and creativity, and Methodus, god of discipline and knowledge.


    The village artisans exercised their faith by practising their crafts, each in their own workshop, toiling away. This workshop, however, would be large enough to accommodate all of their trades. Indeed, it would be the cathedral of workshops.


    A fitting name, Riordan thought, considering that no churches existed in the valley. It had not needed them after all; but perhaps this keep, which he could already perfectly envision, would come the closest. Everybody would be welcome.
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Chapter 38

“Your name means herald.”


    Riordan spun around, startled by the unexpected voice, having thought that he was alone. It was a woman who had attracted his attention, made even more obvious by her slender silhouette.


    She walked towards him, leaving the shadows of desiccated trees and emerging into the moonlight, laying bare her most obvious attribute. A shock of long cerulean hair.


    Words failed Riordan. His mouth must have fallen slack at some point because it required a conscious effort to close it again.


    It was the woman that he had spent most of this day trying to find. The woman who had talked Garvey, Keagan, and the other revellers out of throwing him into the river. The woman who had been featured prominently in his dreams during his three days of sleep. She was standing in front of him, plain as day, and no less beautiful in person than he remembered. More importantly, she was not a figment of his imagination.


    Riordan mentally scrambled to recall the words that she had said. The meaning of his name. Herald. He had devoted a considerable amount of thought to what he would say if they ever crossed paths again, but those premeditated notions were not available to him now.


    “I was told that it means poet,” he eventually countered.


    “That’s one interpretation,” she replied with a voice that sounded like trickling water. “It also means bard, or more specifically, royal bard. But if you look back even further, at the old definitions, it means herald. That’s how I think of you Riordan Felstorm. You are my herald.”


    She began to circle around him while speaking. Her bare feet stepped gracefully, stirring the ash. Riordan kept his eyes fixed on the woman. In truth, he was unwilling to look anywhere else. Her dishevelled hair covered one-half of her face, much like before.


    He watched her saunter around him for what felt like an uncomfortably long time, mesmerised by her beauty, before speaking again. It had only been a few moments.


    “How did you know my name?”


    She smiled at Riordan. “Everybody in Elkridge knows your name. Why shouldn’t I?”


    Nobody he had met today had seen a young woman matching her description and it seemed unlikely that she would have been close enough to the fire earlier to hear men calling out his name. Her clothes and skin were clean and unsullied by dirt or soot.


    Yet here she was, in a burned out clearing, in the middle of the woods. Riordan wondered if she had waited for this opportunity and merely avoided him until now. Perhaps they had been looking for each other this whole time. More than anything, Riordan wanted to tell her what remained on his mind since he had woken up this morning. He decided to start there.


    “That day at the river, when you convinced those men to let me go, thank you for that. I was able to save a friend from being kidnapped because of you.”


    The woman smiled and coyly returned his gaze, always through the same eye that was not hidden by her long cerulean hair.


    “You’re welcome,” she said.


    “I went looking for you, but three days had passed and I didn’t know if you were still in Elkridge,” Riordan added before catching himself. He was already getting ahead of the story. “What I mean to say is that I would have gone looking for you right away, but I was asleep for most of that time.”


    The woman stopped walking in a crescent pattern and adjusted the hair covering her face behind an ear. She placed one hand on a hip, raised the other above the collar of her dress, and traced a small circle above the cleavage of her breasts with a single finger.


    “I remember,” she demurred.


    The dark paint that outlined her azure eyes flared brightly in the moonlight. Riordan felt the impulse to look away—overwhelmed by her stare—but resisted the urge. Truthfully, he was loath to look anywhere else. The eyes of this woman made his heart hammer and his wits flee.


    Her gaze travelled across his body. Riordan hoped that the darkness would hide his reddening face. He flailed for any thought to calm his mind. How could she have known I was asleep for three days? Riordan pondered.


    Not just that, but the way she had said I remember implied that she also knew something about the erotic nature of his dreams. Riordan dispelled the idea as ridiculous. That was stretching belief past the point of sensibility.


    “After all the deeds you accomplished that day we met in person, I’m surprised you didn’t sleep longer,” the woman added.


    Riordan didn’t know what to think now. Surely she was strictly talking about when he had saved Caitlyn from the mountainfolk, but that was only one accomplishment, not many. She could not possibly know about the wyrmstone statue or the scabbard. Brogan had sworn not to tell anyone except Nerian. Riordan decided to take a chance and reveal something that he had not planned on admitting.


    “I dreamt about you. You were all I could think about for three days. I’m sorry if that’s forward of me to say because we barely know each other.”


    “Not at all. If not for you seeking me out in a dream, I don’t think it would have been possible for me to find you. Here or there.”


    That was peculiar. She made it sound as if they shared the same dream. Riordan would normally ask if that was the case but hadn’t even begun to scratch the surface of thoughts he wanted to express.


    “The last time I saw you was such a blur. But you made a lasting impression on me, even among the chaos of that day and my frenzied state of mind.”


    “I assure you, Riordan, the intensity of that feeling was mutual. You made a lasting impression on me as well, although my mind was less frenzied that day. I was thinking clearly when you appeared before me. I could tell that you were struggling, but not for your own sake.”


    Her approving reaction was more than Riordan could have hoped.


    “I have to ask because I feel like you have me at a disadvantage, but how do you know me?”


    “I don’t know you, Riordan, not really. And yet I feel like we have already learned something about each other that makes us more than strangers. For instance, I know that you would fight unceasingly to help a friend in need. That says a lot about you.”


    “And I know that you would come to the aid of somebody struggling in such a way,” Riordan countered. “That speaks volumes about you. If nothing else, we share enough in common that I wanted to learn more. And lacking that the ability to meet in person, dreamt about you instead.”


    “It is as you say,” she countered. “We know as much about each other as two people who met by chance can. The desire to know each other more is all that matters now. That is the point of these celebrations, is it not? To pursue such impulses?”


    “I went looking for you shortly after I woke up, the moment I could get away, but was unable to find you anywhere. And nobody remembered seeing you either. Not even the men you convinced to release me, which I found hard to believe. I thought that maybe it was an elaborate jest at first, but they seemed genuinely perplexed by my insistence that you had crossed their paths.”


    The woman looked towards the sky at the moon, exposing her long slender neck, sparking a flood of memories in Riordan. He remembered kissing the back of that neck as they were entwined together in his dreams. The recollection was so vivid that Riordan was hard pressed to separate the imagined version of this woman from the very real person in front of him.


    It was not until she spoke again that he was able to compartmentalise the two.


    “That’s not their fault. I don’t usually stay in one place this long when I’m away from home. Yet all of that has changed now, thanks to you. It makes more sense for me to be forgettable now. I create less of a disturbance that way.”


    Riordan was getting more confused by the moment, and it wasn’t merely her replies that were feeding his bewilderment. His mind was craving refuge from having to think at all. He was beginning to feel neither completely awake nor completely asleep. The two states were becoming intermingled with every word that she uttered.


    He tried to focus on where he was now, the burned out clearing, but the way this woman uttered words, the softness of her voice, had a way of making his surroundings less distinct, but not unpleasantly so. He wanted to surrender himself.


    “Thanks to me? There’s not a single detail about you I could forget.”


    The woman looked down at the ground, causing her hair to shift again.


    “That’s what separates you from the rest. You see everything so clearly, especially what has yet to take form, but there are parts of you which are still unknown to me. And I would very much like to know those parts.”


    The one eye Riordan could see focused on him hungrily.


    “We’ve already been together, haven’t we? Yet that was merely a dream. Now that I stand before you again, is there any part of me that you would like to know in this waking world?”


    The woman with cerulean hair stepped within his reach for the first time. He felt himself grow rigid. Her breasts were exactly as he remembered them, pert and youthful, although glistening with sweat in his dream, the product of their combined exertion.


    “I was beginning to think I imagined you at the river. That you only existed in my mind.”


    “For other men, that is true.”


    Riordan felt lightheaded. The fantasy and actuality of this woman were becoming indistinguishable from each other. The ease with which she moved, the expressions that played across her face, the slow deliberate manner of her speech, this was how she had behaved in his fevered dream.


    She hovered closer, still not touching, and looked up at Riordan.


    “You almost found me today. You were so close but stopped looking. I wish you hadn’t.”


    Riordan knew what she was talking about and felt immense regret. After spending much of the late morning and early afternoon searching for her at the festival, he had almost crossed the river to explore the foothills beneath Wyrmstone Mantle but stopped.


    The cabin would have been his next stop, but how did she know that? Riordan was caring less and less about such questions. Not when she was so close that he could feel her breath on his face.


    “Why does it feel like you know what I’m thinking?”


    “Because I do. You welcomed me into your thoughts and I accepted the invitation. It was the only way. I couldn’t have invited myself.”


    The woman with cerulean hair gazed up at him with both of her azure eyes, lips parted expectedly.


    “You exhausted me Riordan, time and again these last three days and nights. I’m still tired, but I couldn’t stay away. I’ve been waiting for you to find me ever since you finally woke up this morning. I’ve longed to be with you again.”


    The woman with cerulean hair drew a finger along her lower lip and then reached across to Riordan, touching him for the first time, tracing the line of his jaw. He could feel the moist trail of her finger tingling on his skin.


    Riordan couldn’t think straight after that. She had stepped across the invisible line. Her desire was plain. There was no part of his body that did not want her in the same way that she wanted him. There was no craving they had that he was not willing to explore. She was his for the taking; he had kept her waiting long enough.


    The quickened momentum of his breathing, the availability of her lithe frame, and the growing severity of his want blotted out any measured thought that still held sway over his mind. Riordan only asked one more question, which he demanded before giving in to his desires.


    “Tell me your name.”


    “Idonea,” she answered.
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Chapter 39

Riordan grabbed both of Idonea’s shoulders and drank from her parted lips. She yielded in every way, steadying herself with one arm on his shoulder while simultaneously pulling him closer, cupping his neck with her free hand.


    She surprised him a moment later by throwing her legs around his waist. She raised herself up to maintain their kiss, holding his face with both hands. Riordan reflexively caught her negligible weight and discovered bare skin under the gossamer fabric.


    She wore no garments beneath the gown, leaving him with little choice but to grope her naked flesh. The discovery caused Riordan to press even more furiously against his breeches, but he was equally unwilling to stop kissing this wild and unexpected woman.


    To solve the dilemma, he carried Idonea several feet to the fieldstone foundation and pressed her up against the cabin ruin. The chimney stones were still warm from the fire. Riordan held her taut flank in one hand and unbuckled his breeches with the other, letting them fall to the ground by their own weight.


    Idonea didn’t hesitate to reach down and liberate Riordan from his small clothes, clutching him tightly with both legs before guiding him up between her thighs.


    In the dream, Idonea had been smaller than could readily accept him, but only at first, until her excitement widened to accommodate their commingling. The reality of her body was no different. Idonea surrounded him tightly, but eased herself around his length, moaning as she accepted his fullness.


    The desire she had for him to be inside her was intoxicating. Waves of blood throbbed through the length of him, feeding his girth. Idonea seemed to feel each incremental pulse with an outpouring that drenched them both in her pleasure.


    It wasn’t long before Riordan felt his own torrent approach, which he knew from what few dalliances befell him during past festivals, would cause his stringency to falter soon afterwards. To calm that urgency, Riordan lifted Idonea off her perch until standing again. She protested briefly until he turned her around, holding both of her wrists in a hand above her head. Idonea surrendered to his strength.


    Riordan pressed her hands against the blackened remains of the cottage chimney and guided himself up through her welcoming breach. His heart pounded as he watched every part of her body tighten with each thrust he made.


    Idonea pulled one hand loose from his grasp and reached for the side of his flank, encouraging him to increase the vigour of his rhythm. Riordan obliged, causing Idonea to cry out, an involuntary high pitched sound that he couldn’t help but find arousing. Her legs quivered as she released her nectar onto him for the first time.


    Riordan was entranced by her sensuality. The gossamer dress she wore clung to her curvaceous body, saturated and translucent with sweat. She came again, this time with a deep howling scream that started in the pit of her stomach.


    The sound of such unrestrained gratification was nearly enough to compromise his own control. Riordan withdrew again, causing Idonea to exhale sharply with yearning. He didn’t want to falter yet.


    She spun around in a frenzied state, unable to comprehend why Riordan had stopped but accepted his lead when he pulled her on top of him. His breeches served as a makeshift blanket, but they were already dirty with soot.


    Idonea mounted him readily, eager to fill the warm void from which he had withdrawn. She braced her hands against his chest, rising and falling on him repeatedly. The fabric of her clothing, now plastered to her skin, had become superfluous. Idonea took a moment to sit up straight, towering over his supine frame, and removed the garment quickly by unfastening a belt and separating two rings that immobilised her top.


    Riordan drank in her nakedness as Idonea surveyed the landscape of his body.


    “Take off your tunic,” she told him.


    Riordan did as he was told. Idonea ran her fingers through the hair on his chest while leaning forward, arching her spine to take him inside more deeply.


    Idonea smiled with a playful grin and began swaying her hips with each enshrouding plunge, milking Riordan for his final emission. Instead, he widened her legs so that she was forced to straddle him more closely, keeping her maidenhead in constant contact with the slope of his belly as she slid back and forth.


    Riordan had gone through the same motions in his protracted dream. The effect stimulated Idonea beyond any previous bliss she had reached. This proved equally true in the waking world as well, as her nethers shuddered around him. Idonea released a tumultuous scream into the air that echoed off of the cliffs of Wyrmstone Mantle. A moment later, she was answered by a howling wolf in the distance.


    If Idonea was anywhere close to spent, she gave no signs of tiring. Riordan sat up to kiss the salt from her lips. He gave Idonea a command of his own while cupping the side of her face.


    “Turn around.”


    Idonea complied, spinning on his lap until she was bestridden him again, but facing in the opposite direction. From this angle, she clearly presented her embracing gateway that held him hostage.


    She looked back over her shoulder with one eye, still painted black, cheek now smudged with ash from his touch. Every strand of cerulean hair was damp and dishevelled against her skin.


    “Is this what you mean?”


    “That is exactly what I mean,” Riordan said, breathless in the face of her splendour.


    Idonea felt him swell between her legs and began to vigorously push back against his stomach, spreading herself open with each swoop of her hips.


    The vision of her body destroyed what little discipline he retained. Her skin reflected every errant shard of moonlight, causing Idonea to become both luminescent and stunning. Indeed, watching himself repeatedly disappear inside her enveloping folds was too much for Riordan to behold. He was helpless against the onslaught that followed, especially after restraining himself for so long.


    The young man from Elkridge, whose name meant herald, mushroomed with blood-laden rigidity, splashing inside Idonea with an unexpected force and quantity that threatened to continue indefinitely. Threatened to, but then mercifully stopped after uncontrollably bellowing from the cataclysmic spending.


    When his body finally stilled, Idonea turned around and curled up on his chest, her head resting in the hollow of his shoulder. She was so small compared to him. He placed his arms around her slight body, craving her continued closeness.


    The charred cabin floor beneath them was still warm, but the night air eventually raised the hairs on his arms. He could only imagine that it must be worse for Idonea, watching her body rise and fall with his breathing. It felt like she barely weighed anything at all.


    Idonea drew a finger across his chest and then rubbed two viscous fingertips together.


    “That was extraordinary,” she said. “No wonder you spend so much time dreaming about coupling.”


    “How do you know what I dream about?” Riordan asked, returning to a question that had occurred to him earlier.


    “It’s not just you. It’s all men. No matter what else they might think about, their thoughts inevitably come back to pairing in some form or another. Now I see why.”


    Idonea began tracing circles around one of his nipples.


    “You make it seem like this was your first time,” he pondered. “Was it?”


    Idonea rested her chin on Riordan’s chest and lazily looked into his eyes.


    “Not at all. I’ve lost count how many times I’ve coupled with men, but to actually feel the effort involved, to drip with the sweat of exertion… was exhilarating. That was definitely a first.”


    Riordan was confused, but could not bring himself to destroy their mood with any further curiosity. Then, perhaps sensing what he was thinking, she answered his unspoken question.


    “I’ve been taken many times,” Idonea continued matter-of-factly, “but never in a way that encouraged my own pleasure so deliberately. Not only that, but I greatly prefer this version of coupling to the dream of it. It’s so much more intense.”


    Riordan smiled at what sounded like a compliment. He still wasn’t sure what she meant, but it no longer concerned him. He admired the unkempt strands of Idonea’s cerulean hair clinging to her neck with perspiration. There was a sheen across her entire body that glistened under the waxing moon.


    Idonea propped herself up on one arm and looked up into the night sky. Her eyes were unfocused, forming a thought rather than looking anywhere in particular. He was about to ask what she was thinking about when she volunteered the information instead.


    “When you widened my legs apart as I slid against your length, a swollen ridge ignited inside me that was exquisite. The more you thrust, the more that feeling spread. At the same time, the fullness of you collided inside me and heightened the arousal I was already feeling.” Her eyes began to dart, revisiting the moment as she explained her experience.


    “The throbbing pulse of my breach, rubbing against the slope of your lower torso, unleashed a warm cascade inside me. The culmination of which fired through my nethers and exploded upwards, arching across my spine like a bolt of lightning, while at the same time, my body relaxed from the waist down in a euphoric wave of momentary exhaustion.”


    She looked down at Riordan.


    “Is it the same for you? And if so, how do you accomplish anything else in a day?”


    Idonea was so earnest that Riordan was caught off guard by the candour of her question. He wondered how selfish her previous partners had been.


    “Not exactly the same, no. For starters, where you can enjoy that feeling time and again, I have to rest a little afterwards, which is why I held back—until I didn’t,” he explained, “You didn’t make that easy.”


    “You have to wait? How unfortunate. My sex clearly has the advantage. Still, are you greatly practised?”


    “I wouldn’t say greatly—no,” he answered honestly.


    Idonea blinked disbelievingly. “Surely you jest.”


    “Less than a handful of partners,” he admitted awkwardly, but then immediately wondered why he felt that way when Idonea was being so forthright.


    “Most of my practise has been... alone.”


    “Then you have done yourself a great disservice. Has there been nobody with whom to—”


    “No,” Riordan interjected, “I mean, there are women who have hinted at wanting to spend more time with me… but I never… that is to say, I didn’t… because of my feelings for… well, because it’s complicated.”


    “Complicated? It seems pretty straightforward to me,” Idonea answered plainly.


    “Sure, this part, yes. You made your intentions clear. Very clear. That helps. Yet in the past, I spent more time trying to make my partners feel safe. Respect is a part of that, at least for me. I’ve always imagined that when two people respect each other and wish to know each other better, this is one way to accomplish that.”


    Idonea contemplated his words before replying.


    “I’ve never thought of it that way. Coupling out of respect. It’s always been an obligation for me until you came along. I wanted to be with you. Eagerly. It’s never been a choice before today.”


    Riordan heard tell of women in other villages who made a living selling their bodies for congress. Eldwyn once explained that it was the world’s oldest profession. Apparently, in the larger cities, there were entire houses devoted to the art of pleasure. He wondered if Idonea had come from such a place.


    “I’ve never felt so attracted to somebody before. There is so much, I’m not sure what to call it... life inside of you. More than me. I can see in your eyes, even I can’t sense it any other way. Maybe that’s why I was drawn to you.”


    Idonea sat up on his lap, straddling him, and looked down at his face.


    “The needed to find you after my arrival. And now, to know you in this way, the strength of your grip holding me in place, I did feel safe, especially since you liberated me from the Abiding Order.”


    Riordan couldn’t hide his confusion anymore. “I… what? The Abiding Order?”


    “During the full moon. You liberated me from my duty to the winter wyrm of this region. Ever since then, I’ve been free to do as I please.”


    Now Riordan was completely lost. The only winter wyrm that came to mind was the mythical one. People often referred to winter as a wyrm, which made him wonder if Idonea was bound by some contract that ended with the coming of spring.


    “You had some obligation that ended with winter?” he asked, still trying to puzzle out her reply.


    “Not anymore,” she said smiling, “and for that, I am immensely grateful to you.”


    Idonea reached between Riordan’s legs and caressed him again.


    “Grateful and covetous,” she added.


    The touch of her fingertips caused him to engorge. He still wanted to ask where she had come from, but once again, his curiosity began to wane in the light of his rising desire.


    “It seems your time of waiting has come to an end. Let me lie on the bottom this time. I want to feel the dirt and ash against my back and your weight on top me. Will you do that for me Riordan?” she asked hopefully.


    Riordan was hard pressed to refuse.


    “With your invitation, I will do that and more.”
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Chapter 40

There was a loud pounding on the workshop door. Eldwyn had only just laid down after returning from the fire brigade. He had spent the night passing water along like seemingly everyone else in the village. His old muscles ached from the work, but he had managed to keep up with men half his age.


    Riordan had been at the end of the line, closest to the fire, so Eldwyn had never gotten a chance to see him. Right now, however, he wanted nothing more than to sleep. He really did not want to answer the door. It felt like he had fallen only a few moments ago.


    As Eldwyn shuffled through the workshop, he noted that he must have been asleep for longer than a few moments. The hearth fire had already burned down to embers. Eldwyn lit a candle to see where he was going. He had suffered too many broken toes over the years from fumbling in the dark.


    Making his way across the room, Eldwyn realised that he must have locked the door after coming home. He wondered why Riordan didn’t just use his key. Perhaps he had lost it during all of the commotions.


    The insistent pounding continued.


    “Spare the door already!” he yelled.


    “Eldwyn let us in!” a little voice replied. It was Caitlyn. Us she had said. She was not alone.


    Eldwyn quickly kicked aside the pile of buckets on the floor, twisted the lock, and swung the door open.


    Caitlyn was up front, but looming behind her, the height of the door frame, was Aiden, holding Nerian unconscious in his arms. In all the time he had known the mountainfolk boy, Aiden had never looked more worried than he did at this moment.


    Eldwyn could not see clearly by candlelight, but he knew with sinking dread that the dark wetness covering her shoulder was blood. The unmistakable coppery scent confirmed his suspicion as he stepped back for Aiden to rush inside. He did not fail to notice that Nerian was still holding the bow in her left hand, which otherwise hung limply to one side.


    Eldwyn rushed ahead of him and cleared the tools off of his closest workbench with both arms, sending them clattering to the ground.


    “Lay her on the table,” he told Aiden.


    “I’ll get some clean cloth from the kitchen for her wounds,” Caitlyn said and darted for the kitchen.


    Aiden carefully laid Nerian on the workbench as if she were made out of glass. He did not remove his hand from under her head until Caitlyn returned with a pillow. She handed Eldwyn the cloth he had requested but also brought a jar of honey.


    “I saw Mrs Miller use this on Brogan’s wound.”


    “Good idea,” he said as Caitlyn hurried away again. “Can you stoke the fire again? I need you to heat some water in a pot.”


    Eldwyn looked over his shoulder and saw that the mountainfolk woman had already anticipated his request and was adding more wood to the hearth. He began ripping a length of cloth which he quickly folded into a thick pad before handing it to Aiden.


    “Press that against the wound but don’t get your hands near the opening. They’re filthy. Whatever you do, don’t stop pressing.”


    Aiden did as he was told. “There are two wounds,” he added. “The bolt came out through her back.”


    “Of course it did,” Eldwyn added with a sorrowful tone, “When you think something looks bad, it’s always worse.”


    He started ripping another length of cloth while studying Nerian’s complexion. “What happened? Where’s the arrow that did this?”


    “She broke it off and asked me to pull the bolt out through her back,” Caitlyn answered while filling up an iron pot with fresh barrel water.


    “Why did she do that? It would have been better to leave the shaft in place. She’s lost a lot of blood.”


    “She wanted to keep shooting. That’s when he arrived,” Caitlyn said inclining her head towards Aiden.


    Eldwyn handed the second folded cloth to Aiden and raised an eyebrow at him.


    “Watching from nearby?”


    Aiden took the cloth and applied pressure to the wound on the back of Nerian’s shoulder as well. He was staring too intently at Nerian to notice Eldwyn’s expression.


    “Fearghus was on the move with twenty mountainfolk. I was following them. I tracked them into the valley until I found them threatening Nerian. Not that it mattered. She killed eight of them with her bow. I don’t know how. She only had a lantern and the moon for light.”


    Eldwyn looked at the bow still gripped in Nerian’s left hand.


    “That bow?”


    “Yes. I couldn’t pry it from her hand. She only gripped it tighter when I tried.”


    Eldwyn frowned. If nothing else, it was probably a comfort to her right now, so he kept his concerns about the weapon to himself. Aiden continued.


    “Two crossbowmen fired at Nerian. She shot one of their bolts out of the air with an arrow. The other struck her in the shoulder. That’s when I rode in on my mare and killed them both.”


    Eldwyn looked up at the mountainfolk man. Aiden had never completely stopped being a boy in his eyes but he was clearly an adult now, more so than most. He gripped his shoulder.


    “You did good Aiden. I want to hear about what happened to Fearghus, but let’s focus on Nerian for now. When those pads soak through, tell me, okay? We’ll replace them.”


    Aiden nodded absently as he continued to watch Nerian while applying pressure to her wounds. They replaced the pads two more times. Caitlyn fed the fire in the meantime until the pot simmered with heat. When the water was finally warm enough, Eldwyn ladled some over his hands and washed them.


    He took over applying pressure to the wound and got Caitlyn and Aiden to wash their hands as well. Eldwyn then carefully soaked the blood clotted fabric with water until he could peel the cloth away. Satisfied that the bleeding had stopped, he began washing both wounds.


    “That’s going to need stitches,” Caitlyn said, peering over his shoulder.


    Eldwyn scratched the stubble on his chin. “I agree. Can you heat the water again? This time to boiling?”


    Caitlyn nodded and ran off to do as bidden. As she was doing that, Eldwyn recovered the bone needle and thread Mrs Millar had given him in case Brogan strained his stitches open too soon. Once Caitlyn had gotten the water boiling, he poured some into a cup where he dropped the needle.


    Eldwyn had two extra sets of clean hands, so he made the most of them. He asked Caitlyn to hold the shoulder wounds closed with her tiny hands as he stitched the skin shut. He asked Aiden to immobilise Nerian when they rolled her onto one side and stitched the wound on her back closed.


    When that was done, Caitlyn covered both wounds with honey and Eldwyn turned to Aiden.


    “Take off her bodice and cut open the top of her dress with your knife. I need to bandage her chest and shoulder.”


    Eldwyn began ripping more lengths of cloth to dress the wound but looked up quickly when he sensed that Aiden hadn’t moved.


    “Well go on.”


    Aiden looked down at Nerian, who chose that moment to mumble in her sleep.


    “Nobody’s princess,” she said, the words barely intelligible.


    Aiden’s hands hovered above her body, but he could not force them to move any closer. He looked back at the man who had once been like a father to him.


    “What’s the problem?” Eldwyn asked.


    Aiden withdrew his hands and looked at Eldwyn indignantly, unable to speak his thoughts aloud. Eldwyn finally understood.


    “Right. Of course. Still? No matter. Caitlyn, can you undress Nerian for me? Aiden is going to step outside.”


    He was already moving towards the door before the mountainfolk girl had taken his place but stopped just before leaving.


    “I think now is a good time for me to leave. I have to tell mother about Fearghus. She needs to know that mountainfolk have trespassed in Elkridge.”


    Eldwyn looked back at Aiden. “Fine, but then ride back before dawn.”


    “Is she going to be all right?” Aiden asked, making no effort to hide his concern. “I’ll stay if my help is still useful to Nerian.”


    Eldwyn looked at Nerian’s face.


    “There’s more colour in her complexion than before, but hurry back. Somebody has to stay awake with Nerian at all times. Caitlyn and I will be too exhausted to keep going. I’d get Riordan to do it, but he’s probably still putting out the fire.”


    “I’ll ride back quickly.”


    Aiden took one last look at Nerian, at least until Caitlyn started cutting through her brassiere. He backed out the door quickly and hit his head on the lintel. It must have hurt, judging from the sound alone, but Aiden bit back a curse and clumsily closed the door behind him.


    Eldwyn listened as the sound of hoof beats receded away from the workshop before letting his curiosity get the better of him.


    “Correct me if I’m wrong Caitlyn, but you act like you’ve seen him before.”


    “Everybody knows Aiden.”


    “Oh? How do they know him?”


    “They fear him.”


    Eldwyn raised an eyebrow at that. He wasn’t surprised as much as intrigued.


    “Why? Because he’s so large?”


    “That’s a part of it. Mostly because he’s a witch’s son.”


    Eldwyn paused. Caitlyn could not have known, but she was talking about Hadley, the great love of his life. Eldwyn tried his best to remain casual as he continued bandaging Nerian.


    “How do you know she’s a witch? Have you ever met his mother?”


    Caitlyn nodded curtly.


    Eldwyn waited for Caitlyn to continue as he immobilised Nerian’s injury, but she didn’t. Aiden had never said much about his mother during his irregular visits, simply stating that Hadley was doing well. He was surprised to find out that she was regarded as a witch by her own people. Aiden had never mentioned that before.


    He knew that Hadley had no desire to be a part of mountainfolk culture, ever since Feargus had raped her. She had become much less friendly towards her own people, regardless of their intentions. Eldwyn imagined that Hadley had become even more reclusive after leaving Elkridge.


    If nothing else, Aiden was her eyes and ears.


    When Hadley first moved in with Eldwyn, he had not pursued her romantically. He had wanted to give her all of the space that she needed after her encounter with Fearghus. Instead, and much to his surprise, she had felt the opposite way, and pursued him aggressively. Eldwyn had always questioned her motives for doing so, but he kept such thoughts to himself. A part of Eldwyn wanted to believe that she was genuinely attracted to him, but there were more than twenty years of age between them.


    He had always wondered if she tried to seduce him so quickly after being raped to throw Aiden’s parentage into question. She would not have known if the rape had made her pregnant or not at the time, but Hadley was not the type to leave anything to chance.


    Years later, while Aiden had been growing up, she asked if they could ever permanently live together as a family. Eldwyn had baulked at the idea. He still remembered what Hadley told him that day.


    She had told him that he could not protect them anymore.


    Although not clarified at the time, it had felt like she meant he lost the right to protect them. Eldwyn still counted that day as one of the great regrets of his life.


    Looking at Aiden growing up, it was hard to say whether he was his father or not. There were hints of similarity, but nothing that really stood out. He did not want to imagine something that was no longer there.


    That said, Aiden shared very little in common with the man who had raped his mother, especially his diminutive stature. What was obvious, however, was how much of his mother Aiden had in him.


    Regardless, he was sure that Hadley could sense his reservations about committing to them as a family, even if she had never said as much over the years. That night, however, had confirmed it. Instead of welcoming them into his home, he had suggested that Aiden and Hadley maintain their own cottage in Elkridge, where they would still benefit from the protection of soldiers. He was trying to maintain a formal distance for his own sake.


    Hadley must have left the village for the mountains that night. Their cottage had been completely abandoned the next day when he returned to speak with her again. Eldwyn had begun drinking after that, a little a first, but more as the seasons grew colder. He polished off a goodly portion of his earthen cellar over the next three seasons.


    When Riordan showed up on his doorstep during the sprites of spring festival the following year, Eldwyn embraced parenthood and changed his solitary way of life, but he still felt responsible for driving Hadley away.


    If he could find out where she was living now, maybe he could reach out to her again. Eldwyn knew that it was a foolish notion, but if Caitlyn could tell him anything about where to find Aiden’s mother, he wanted to have that information.


    “When you saw H— when you saw Aiden’s mother, how did you know she was a witch?”


    Caitlyn continued to bandage Nerian and did not look up.


    “She can stop babies from happening and make unwanted babies go away before they are born.”


    A quick glance at Caitlyn told him that she was not upset by the topic, but Eldwyn strongly suspected that she had paid Hadley a visit for one or both of those reasons.


    “That doesn’t sound like somebody who inspires fear. It sounds like somebody who helps mountainfolk women in need.”


    “Women don’t fear his mother. Only men do. They say she can speak a single word at them that will make their manhood shrivel up.”


    “And Aiden? They fear him because he’s a witch’s son?”


    “Mountainfolk say a witch’s son is more powerful than a normal man because she takes the spark of life from each baby she ends before birth and feeds them to her male offspring.”


    Aiden and Hadley had become something of a supernatural legend among their people. Eldwyn remembered how Hadley had started going out with a basket in the mornings and returned with bundles of herbs and flowers. She used them in their meals, but also them for salves and tinctures that she mixed. After he had taught her how to read and write, Hadley studied the properties of plants in his library. Eldwyn was glad that she had found a way to help people with that information.


    Knowing Hadley the way that he did, she probably encouraged people to think of her as a witch. She was deviously clever that way. Living alone with Aiden, it was probably how she had protected herself, playing on the superstitious beliefs of mountainfolk.


    “What do you think, Caitlyn? I mean about Aiden being more powerful than normal men?”


    She considered her answer before speaking.


    “Watching Aiden fight, I saw blood in his eyes and believed the tales told about him. But tonight, when I looked at Aiden with Nerian, he was gentle. Not at all what I expected. I think he has the same desires as any man.”


    Eldwyn laughed. “He is pretty obvious.”


    Caitlyn looked down at Nerian’s unconscious face. She had become less restless in her sleep ever since they sewed her wounds shut.


    “Do you know why mountainfolk trade their women to other families?” she asked.


    Eldwyn knew, but said nothing, hoping that Caitlyn would open up about the subject. Something was weighing on her mind. He shook his head.


    “So that fathers and brothers don’t make babies with daughters and sisters. When a baby is made that way, the woman must end the child. Nothing good comes of babies made between kin. The witch can help make the child go away before birth. My family didn’t care how it was done, but when Aiden found out I was with kin-child, he took me to his mother.”


    “How did Aiden find out?” Eldwyn asked abruptly.


    “My father sent for him. My brothers could tell I was pregnant by then and were… taking advantage.”


    Caitlyn closed her hands into fists and started clenching them so hard that her fists were shaking.


    “It’s been so different since Riordan spared me… that day. People in this village are not like mountainfolk. They’re friendly and kind. I shot Brogan and he didn’t even get mad, not really, even when I shoved the bolt through his leg. Then tonight, Nerian fought to protect me and was shot in the arm.


    “Even Aiden, who is mountainfolk, but more connected to this village than his own kind, stood up for me. He demanded that Fearghus relinquish his claim on me. Fearghus won’t forget that. Aiden will have to watch his back even more now, because of me.


    “Ever since I came to Elkridge, I’ve been nothing but trouble for the people of this village. I even got you in trouble by drinking too much when you weren’t looking.”


    “That was my fault, Caitlyn. I shouldn’t have been drinking. You were only following my example.”


    Eldwyn reached out to the mountainfolk girl, but she stepped back suddenly.


    “That’s not what I mean!” Caitlyn shouted. “Mountainfolk look after kin. It’s their born duty! It’s how we survive! We were starving when my family saw those elk being carried away! My family struck a deal with the largest mountainfolk family.


    “My father borrowed weapons from Fearghus in exchange for his right to borrow me for a single child. One season of raiding for one season of baby-making. I’m good with a crossbow and my kin wanted me to shoot from the trees. I didn’t think twice about it. I shot Brogan like I would have shot anybody from this village.


    “That’s what you do. That’s what it means to be mountainfolk. You don’t have to love your kin, but you do have to help them however you can. You’re dead to all mountainfolk if you don’t.”


    Caitlyn turned away from Eldwyn, but the side of her face was still illuminated by the fire, reflecting the tears rolling down her cheeks.


    “I’m no longer mountainfolk, not after tonight. I forsook my people. I no longer have kin who are obligated to care for me.”


    “But Caitlyn, we care for you.”


    “I know you do! But it’s a choice, not an obligation. You can always choose not to care about me. And why wouldn’t you? The people from this village who care about me are the same people I was going to rob and kill and never think about again.”


    “We know you were put in that position Caitlyn. It doesn’t factor into how we feel about you now.”


    “But how have I repaid people? All I’ve done is put those people who chose to care about me in danger. All those women and children tonight were threatened by Fearghus and his men because of a deal that I didn’t finish! Nerian has a hole through her shoulder because she was protecting me from my own people and I didn’t even like her at first!


    “Caitlyn—”


    “I was really mean to her the first time we met. I didn’t like the way she looked at Riordan, the first person who cared about me from this village. I was already possessive of him, but she taught me how to use a sword anyway.


    “Now I really like Nerian, but not because of duty or obligation. She’s strong in a way I didn’t think women could be strong. She teaches me where to find that strength in myself, but only if I take her training seriously. I still don’t know how to swing a sword as she can, but I’m learning.


    “And everything was really good for a while until the mountainfolk tried to grab me during the festival. That’s when Riordan broke the clan father’s arm! Fearghus, head of the largest mountainfolk family and he broke his arm! He’ll want him dead for that.


    “But when Riordan collapsed afterwards, I was afraid that nobody would care about me anymore. That people would realise I was more trouble than I was worth, but nobody thought that. They didn’t even hint at it. Not you, not Brogan, not Nerian, and not even her parents, Tynan and Vevay. You’ve all been so kind to me despite how much trouble I caused. And then today, after Riordan woke up, everything was really good again!


    “And it wasn’t just a little good, it was really good. We walked everywhere together. It was like Nerian was my sister and Riordan was my brother. That’s what people kept saying! Wherever we went, revellers thought we were a family. Riordan and Nerian didn’t even correct them! Like I was kin! Like it was normal! And then I thought it was normal too because that’s how it felt.”


    “It’s normal because that’s how we think of you now,” Eldwyn said while Caitlyn drew in a breath and he could get a word in edgewise.


    “But it’s not normal! Not for mountainfolk! We teased Riordan and he didn’t get mad like mountainfolk men do. He tickled us and we laughed as if that was the most natural way for people to be with each other. Then Nerian and I led him to the village and you talked about how Riordan helps people, and everybody agreed, and I realised that I’m probably the luckiest person in the world to have been found by somebody like him.


    “Then, when the fire happened, I helped Nerian look after the children. I told them stories, which they really liked, but I enjoyed telling those stories. I enjoyed being a part of a larger community. Then Fearghus and his men came out of the dark and I thought he was going to take me away for good. All I could think was that I didn’t want to go. More than anything I wanted to stay here with you and Brogan and Nerian and Riordan.


    “I don’t want my old life anymore, even if that means no longer being a mountainfolk!”


    “And if that’s what you want Caitlyn, then you can have it. You will always have a home here,” Eldwyn quickly interjected.


    “But at what cost?! Aiden and Nerian killed ten mountainfolk between them. Brogan and Riordan killed four of my kin. Fourteen mountainfolk have died because of me. Nobody is worth the lives of fourteen men. I’m certainly not worth the lives of those women and children they threatened in the village!


    “I’m more trouble than I’m worth. Nobody sees that yet, but they will. And when they do, they’re going to remember that I’m not really their family. They’re going to remember that they don’t have a duty or obligation to care about me. They’re going to wonder why they even keep me around, and I don’t blame them! I’m not their kin! I have no right to expect any of you to care about me!”


    Caitlyn was not trying to hide her tears anymore. They gushed freely from her eyes as she wiped them away with her little hands. The precocious young woman that she had become in recent days had retreated completely, leaving only a scared child.


    Eldwyn didn’t know what to do. Caitlyn stepped away from him and cried even harder when he reached out to comfort her shaking body. He searched his mind for the right words to say, but then they were supplied by somebody else.


    “I would kill twice that many mountainfolk, and take even more bolts besides if I thought you were in danger little imp.”


    Eldwyn turned to face his patient, who had propped herself up on the workbench groggily. She was still gripping the bow in her left hand. Caitlyn was sobbing uncontrollably and had not even registered that Nerian was suddenly conscious again.


    “Why?! Why do you fight for somebody you barely know?!”


    Nerian reached out for Caitlyn, grimacing with pain, and clutched the shoulder of her young charge.


    “Look at me,” she said.


    They were both shaking, but Nerian waited until Caitlyn did as she was told.


    “If I was in your place, and somebody attached a value to my life and had their way with me whenever they liked, and then traded me as if I were livestock, I would hope for a better life too. That you can admit as much to yourself is important. It means that you are not only ready for that change to happen, but you are also willing to do whatever it takes to keep this life. And you did. You stood up for yourself at exactly the right time.”


    Caitlyn tried to speak but was too overcome with sobs and catching her breath.


    “And you’re wrong. I do know your worth. You don’t wait for people to ask for help. You find ways to lend a hand long before you’ve been asked. I like that about you—a lot. So does everybody else. You have a new family now, Caitlyn. Get used to it.”


    The young mountainfolk woman looked as if somebody had slapped her across the face as Nerian’s words sunk in with comprehension. Then she burst into a renewed torrent of tears and fell into Nerian’s one-armed embrace.
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Chapter 41

Riordan opened his eyes to a blue circle of sky. The trill of birds calling out to each other in the morning had begun in earnest. He could feel the warmth of a body lying next to him which he knew would be Idonea. She was folded under his arm with her hands tucked between her body and his ribs.


    The balance of the previous night had been spent riding the waves of energy that drained and surged between their bodies. The only constant had been their insatiable lust until Riordan had finally collapsed, utterly exhausted and thoroughly spent.


    Neither of them had noticed the early chilled spring air of that night, warmed as they were by their friskiness. Even when Riordan spent himself, his body had been seemingly immune to the cold, but it was never long before Idonea roused him again. They had taken each other repeatedly, succumbing to every gratification that their whims demanded. Seeking every pitfall and peak their bodies yielded.


    They had seldom rested for long, pushing the limits of their stamina until the darkest part of the night. They had chased each other playfully through the burned out clearing, pushing up against any surface that would support their weight.


    Ash and soot-covered their bodies until they had become unrecognisable shadows streaking across the desiccated plateau. They stopped caring and gave over to every random and wild urge that coursed through their hearts and minds. If there had been any restraint in Riordan at first, it left him.


    If he had wanted some pleasure from Idonea, especially if he recalled a moment from his dream, he took it from her body in the waking world. Idonea submitted to his imposition every time. Similarly, Idonea’s appetite for Riordan was insatiable. She never tired once and would caress and minister to him until he rose again and satisfied her needs.


    Riordan’s energy finally waned when the moon began to set and the need for sleep forcibly took him.


    Squinting up at a cloudless patch of the sky right now, still bleary-eyed from sleep, he was disinclined to rise. Riordan had always been able to find his feet in the morning, alert the instant his eyes opened, but not today.


    Today, however, he did not want to leave Idonea’s side. As if mirroring his thoughts, she nuzzled closer to him as he stirred. Riordan wanted her all to himself for a little while longer at least. He stretched out his limbs to settle in again but found that his feet were caught up on something.


    Riordan glanced down to extricate himself from what he thought were their clothes, and then stopped, unable to comprehend what he was seeing.


    Idonea had one leg draped over him, but her naked form was otherwise hidden among the down-filled blankets in which they were both entangled.


    Riordan sat up bolt straight and looked around. For the first time, he realised that they were inside a square room. Not just that, but they were lying on a mattress in an ample sleigh bed made from rich walnut wood and well appointed with blankets and coverlets.


    Riordan had no memory of coming to this place. His mind raced to make sense of his surroundings as he rapidly scanned the room. There was a hearth built into the far wall in front of them with a pile of freshly cut logs off to one side.


    The walls of the room were made from masoned stone and there was a flight of stairs built into one corner of the room, sinking down into the floor. There were no stairs going up which meant that they were on the top floor of a building. There were no doors on any of the walls which could possibly mean that they were in a tower.


    The two walls to his left and right incorporated tall recessed windows with cushioned seats. An oak chest ran along the foot of the bed. There were a writing desk and chair off to one side of the hearth and a standing wardrobe on the other.


    Riordan leaned over the broad bed to look more closely at the floor. It was made from long planks of thick oaken hardwood. Riordan knew right away that no place like this existed in Elkridge. He had been inside every house in the valley to perform some maintenance or repair.


    Yet, despite that realisation, Riordan could not shake the feeling that he had been here before. There was something distinctly familiar about the structure. He looked up, remembering the blue sky to which he had awoken, and saw a large circular hole in the ceiling of the room, completely open to the sky.


    The roof was not broken or incomplete; it had been made this way on purpose.


    Riordan glanced to the corner behind him as if he had known where to look and what he would find. There was a length of chain next to the bed running from the ceiling to the floor. Realisation wormed into his mind, but Riordan couldn’t believe it.


    He was out of bed and inspecting the mechanism more closely a moment later. The chain came down from a discrete hole in the ceiling. It ran through a metal pulley affixed to the floor and up again through the same hole back outside to the roof.


    Riordan looked back at Idonea. She had rolled over towards him but remained asleep and unaware of his rising anxiety. The room was otherwise silent, except for their breathing. Hers was deep and steady. His was laboured and quickening. Riordan wanted to look out the window but was afraid of what he would see.


    He needed to confirm something else first.


    Riordan grabbed the right chain and pulled down. It moved easily, feeding through the pulley system. He kept pulling, hand over hand, watching the roof above the bed. Polished metal plates extended over the opening in segmented pieces, spirally around until they had formed the inside of a conical dome and blotted out the sky.


    The birdsong outside immediately diminished and was barely audible now.


    Idonea stirred, stretching naked through the sheets, but did not awaken. Riordan continued studying the conical dome and yanked on the chain one last time. The polished segmented plates tightened against each and clicked into place, creating what he somehow instinctively knew was a watertight seal.


    It was exactly as Riordan had envisioned it. Or at least, he thought it was.


    This marvel of engineering was the manifestation not of what he had specifically imagined, but of what he hoped to achieve. It had only been the faintest germ of an idea in his mind, briefly fantasised about as he pictured the stone keep he would build for himself.


    Riordan could not deny it any longer. He was standing in the solar of his future home.


    He moved in a daze to the window that he had been avoiding. He was three stories off of the ground. The view looked out over the plateau and treetops at the foot of Wyrmstone Mantle that sloped down towards the river and beyond that, Elkridge.


    There was a broad clearing outside, devoid of every felled tree from the night before. More than that, the ground was also bare. All of the loose boulders, rocks, and scree had been swept away. Riordan was in shock as he wondered about how this had come to pass.


    Without looking any further than the room in which he was standing, Riordan knew that this was the keep he had only briefly imagined the night before, just before Idonea had found him in the burned out remains of the old cabin. It did not make sense, but the reality beneath his feet and all around him was undeniable.


    Yet reality required raw materials, a lot of stone and wood. More stone than had been lying around the clearing after the fire. More wood than Brogan had cut down with the sword. Even the scabbard and weapons that he augmented with his tendrils had already existed in the world. He had not made them from scratch. He had modified them. This keep had been built from scratch.


    His mind reeled with questions. Had he slept through the construction? Perhaps he had been injured and lost all memory of the past. Maybe this wasn’t the very next day after the forest fire, but years later, long after his keep had been constructed. He had heard tell of people who suffered head injuries and lost their memories.


    Maybe he was waking up from a long dream again and simply needed to remember what he had forgotten. Maybe he was dreaming now.


    Riordan looked out across the valley at the village where he had grown up. He could picture this valley down to the smallest detail. Nothing had changed; it was exactly as he remembered it. Not only that, but the sprites of spring festival decorations were readily apparent, all the regalia that dated this year as uniquely different from any other.


    No more than an evening had passed. This was the very next day, and yet how could it be? Riordan could not rationalise what he was seeing. And if he could see Elkridge this clearly, then Elkridge could certainly see him, or rather, his stone keep.


    That’s when the vulnerability that Riordan was feeling travelled much deeper than his naked flesh. It was early morning; the villagers would be waking up soon. They would notice the sudden appearance of a structure where before there had been none.


    No, it was worse than that. It would not just be the inhabitants of Elkridge, but every single reveller attending the sprites of spring festival would notice. Each person who had worked to extinguish the plateau fire would wake up this morning and look to where the fire had been the night before.


    Except rather than seeing a burned out clearing of the forest, they would behold a great stone hall, plain as day. No matter how invisible Riordan wanted to be right now, there was no hiding from the village.


    Riordan turned from the window. He saw for the first time that his boots and clothes were folded neatly over the desk chair, along with the belts and garments that Idonea had been wearing. Not only were his clothes clean again, but her gown had been mended. Riordan yanked on his pants and pulled the tunic over his head. Despite trying to put such thoughts out of his head, he could not help but notice that the smell of smoke that had pervaded the clearing the night before was completely gone. Riordan did not bother with his boots, there was no time. There was no time to dwell on such small matters.


    He hurled himself down the stairway barefoot as Idonea rolled over sleepily in the sleigh bed, waking at the noise of his departure.


    “Riordan?”


    He did not reply. Instead, he flew past the buttery, kitchen, and pantry floor, not sparing a glance for details, and headed down the next flight of stairs at speed. Riordan knew what he would find there. The layout had long since been completed in his mind. Like every other detail, it would look exactly the way he had imagined it, just like every project he completed.


    As Riordan stormed down the next flight of steps he came to the loft above the ground floor. This twenty-foot-high room was solely intended for storage. The loft was half as big as the main floor below and already stocked with crates of dowels, nails, and pegs.


    As he descended the final flight of stairs, Riordan was surprised to see piles of raw materials stacked high on the ground level. Bricks of marble, heaps of ingots, woods of different grains and sizes. It all matched the raw materials used to make this keep. These were extra materials stockpiled for the inevitable repairs that he would have to make over the years.


    Riordan tried hopelessly to ignore what he saw, but it was too late. Contemplating where it had all come from propelled him from the room even faster. Riordan needed to see one room in particular first. The largest space he had imagined was adjacent to the tower. He needed to know if that was here too. If it was, that space lay beyond the large double-door archway looming in front of him now.


    He pushed through the doors and stopped after taking two steps into the room.


    The great hall spread out before him, confirming both his worst fears and greatest thrill. This part of the keep had not been hastily conceived last night. It was a part of the imaginary castle he had played in with Brogan and Nerian. He stared in wonder at the room he had imagined down to the smallest detail.


    It was the physical manifestation of the cathedral. It was the workshop to rival all workshops.


    There was a massive table designed to immobilise trees with a broad guided saw for making long straight cuts. There were an anvil and smithy that was capable of sustaining multiple projects at once. There were hewn stone weights suspended in the air like pendulums and a new, improved pulley system hovering above it all.


    The home in which he grew up could fit in this room. Riordan had only ever imagined this workshop, but that was enough to know that the mechanism he was looking at now would work.


    A lattice of metal tracks was suspended twenty feet above the floor. A system that was in turn supported on massive stone pillars positioned throughout the room, evenly distributing the weight. Any object brought into this great hall could be moved to any other part of the room, no matter how awkward or cumbersome.


    These were all details Riordan knew intimately, but he gaped dumbstruck at them nonetheless.


    Yet there was another thought gnawing at the back of his mind. A thought that finally caused his feet to move in a different direction, towards a winch. Another innovation which had only just occurred to him the night before, but appeared to be represented.


    The turnstile was forged from iron and situated in a back corner of the workshop, wound with thick chains. Riordan released the catch and began turning the handle. The chains slipped through a network of pulleys along the wall and up across the ceiling with remarkable ease.


    The highest point of the vaulted roof stood thirty feet above the floor, but unlike the unfolding conical roof in the solar, here in the great hall, the central roof could do something even more impressive. It split in half, lifted up on wheels in a track, and broke apart, yawning open to the morning sky.


    Everything Riordan wanted the great hall of the castle to become had not only manifested as pictured but was intricately completed down to the smallest mechanism. He latched the winch once the roof panels had been opened to their widest point and walked across the stone patterned floor, now dappled with sunlight.


    It was done. His hands had never cut a single plank of wood, shaped a single brick of stone, or formed a single band of metal in this keep, yet the evidence of his techniques could be seen everywhere. There was regret in that.


    This was his masterpiece, but it was missing the prerequisite blood, sweat, and tears that normally went into a project. It was a silly thought because he had always regarded the building stage of any endeavour as the tedious part. If anything, he should be happy that he had been spared all of that work. He should be happy, but he wasn’t.


    As Caretaker of Elkridge, this workshop could be a great boon to him and the valley, assuming the villagers saw it that way. There was no project that could not be attempted in this place. If an idea came to mind, as it often did to Riordan, he was confident that it could be realised here.


    Indeed, with a great hall like this, devoted to craftsmanship in all of its forms, he could spend the rest of his days discovering what was possible to do with his bare hands. Then, not even a moment after having that thought, Riordan was saddened by it.


    If the very structure that surrounded him could be built with nothing more than his intentions, then he would never need to build another project with his bare hands again.
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Chapter 42

NOT SO LONG AGO


    The journey was not an easy one, but Sifleda had never forgotten the hardships of living in the wilderness. It had been several generations since she last visited Elkridge, and even longer since she first arrived here from her domain. Fortunately, her body had not forgotten the stamina required to hike through these mountains.


    The laboured breathing and profuse sweating were never-ending at times, even during cold days, but she no longer minded the exertion. It had been hard at first, adapting to a mortal body, the balancing act of eating and sleeping to accomplish anything meaningful in a day, but Sifleda quickly mastered the demands of her vessel.


    She only occasionally missed her former existence now, the complete absence of mundane concerns. That life, however, also came with obligations, responsibilities to the Abiding Order that she did not miss in the least.


    Sifleda was well prepared today, dressed in a fur cloak and high boots, for the arduous trek up Mourningfall Spires. She travelled alone, sneaking away under the notice of her guards. Travelling anywhere without the protection of her retinue was unseemly for a queen, but this was not an excursion that anybody could know about. If everything went according to plan, and it usually did, nobody would suspect that Sifleda had left the house where she was staying in Elkridge before she returned.


    She had coached her servants beforehand to make up the proper excuses pertaining to her absence should anybody inquire about her whereabouts. Her attendants had been instructed to only sound the alarm if she failed to return by the appointed time. In the meanwhile, they would tell anybody who requested an audience that she was indefinitely indisposed.


    Sifleda had made a practise of refusing visitations for several days, even when she was not preoccupied elsewhere, precisely so that she could slip away as needed. Nobody would suspect her behaviour was unusual, even in this remote village.


    The servants she had brought along for this excursion were not her typical retinue. Sifleda would only use them for the coming year, after which they would have to disappear. Even the most trusted aide could develop a loose tongue for the right price. Not a concern that she would worry about now, as her plan was not anywhere close to fruition yet.


    Sifleda crested a natural shelf and paused to rest. She had been following a dry creek bed which made negotiating easier than trying to press uphill through the thick forest undergrowth. The creek bed was shallow and wide in places, most likely created by last spring’s runoff.


    Despite the natural weathering that takes place over time, little had changed from what she remembered. She had come to know the intricacies of this valley no less than the native mountainfolk of the region. Once she had accepted Elkridge as her home all those years ago, she had come to love this valley despite its inherent challenges.


    Sifleda knew the contours of the land well. She had created a cottage here long ago, reflexively using her power at the time before realising what it was her mortal body was feeling; cold. That instinctual use of her power had proven extremely wasteful.


    The power that Sifleda commanded could be manifested through both whim and will. Apparently manifesting her power at whim was more expensive than willfully using her power. It was something Sifleda had not paid much attention to before becoming mortal.


    When she was still a member of the Abiding Order, it didn’t matter how her power was used. She could always tap into the infinite font of divinity that the Allfather had made available to all the gods and their descendants.


    That was no longer the case now. The power stored up in her body was all she had left, which Sifleda quickly learned to ration. Creating a cottage to stay warm had been a costly expenditure that she regretted. She used the remnants of her divinity sparingly now. At will, not whim, or not at all. That meant relying on her mortal body more, like today, climbing a mountain on foot.


    Looking out across the valley from her resting place on the ridge, Sifleda marvelled at this jewel. No other place in her kingdom could boast forests with more ambient life. Rich with cedar, pine, and spruce, the area was fed by rivers that cascaded down from alpine lakes through a serpentine trunk that bisected the region.


    The valley teemed with game, including harems of sedentary elk which were the namesake of the region. There were natural quarries and mines as well, which the artisans who settled here carefully mined. They only drew on what they could afford to lose, much like her power.


    Elkridge was naturally protected from roaming predators by a ridgeline of five mountains that surrounded the lower hills. Two narrow passes, that the local mountainfolk called the northern and southern gates, granted access to the idyllic region. A large force of men could not be brought against Elkridge without first squeezing through one of these two bottlenecks, making the valley easily defensible by small groups of people.


    Sifleda could understand why the Allfather had made this valley the nexus of seasons. This was where the world had started, where all life began. It was poetic that his final act would also be here, hiding out in the open where nobody would see. Not for untold ages, not until she noticed something unusual that did not belong, and even that took some searching.


    Sifleda stood up on weary legs and pressed on. Before she had snuck away from the artisan village of Elkridge, she had tapped into her power. Farsight, but only for a moment. It was enough. In that instant, she was able to cast her mind across the region. She followed the elongated tendril from where it originated to where it terminated.


    Hadley and her son Aiden had departed two weeks ago but were currently stationary in a northeastern direction from the village, between the Mourningfall Spires, one of the five mountains that ringed Elkridge. The mother and son had abandoned the village in a hurry, but based on where they ended up it seemed as if they still wanted to keep a watchful eye over the valley.


    Every moment her power remained active was precious now; the countdown to completely exhausting her otherworldly resource had long since started. It remained a point of concern that never left her mind.


    Still, there was no other way to find the pair, she knew nothing about tracking and didn’t have time to learn. She needed to undertake this visit alone, and more importantly, she needed to find Hadley sooner rather than later. The real purpose of this journey depended on it.


    If she was right, the sacrifice she hoped to make with Hadley would be worth the expenditure. After all of the failed attempts she undertook while trying to embody what the Allfather had left behind here in Elkridge, she cursed herself for not thinking of this idea earlier.


    Much of this current plan had fallen into her lap by happenstance. She was an opportunist in this matter, taking advantage of the circumstances as they unfolded. Ever since returning to Elkridge at the beginning of spring, she realised how instrumental Hadley could be in her grand design. Since then, Sifleda had expended as much power during the last season as she had on that fateful day when she became mortal. Ever since she was cut off from the Abiding Order.


    All the elements were in place now, but they still had to be timed perfectly. She could not afford to spare her power now, but old habits died hard. It was all or nothing, Sifleda kept reminding herself.


    It was the same way after she became Queen of the Boreal Reaches. She was reluctant to use her power than as well. Men were easily swayed by her beauty, which allowed Sifleda to avoid using the divinity that remained in her body.


    Women could be manipulated as well, but in order to control and influence them, Sifleda had to be more clever than desirable. She could be both. The combination of all of her attributes allowed Sifleda to insinuate herself into the most influential families of that time.


    Once she had gained access to the royal court, with the appropriate introductions and falsified lineages, it had been easy to entice the young king away from his numerous suitors.


    Marrying an older woman was considered scandalous by the royal advisors at the time, but as the loudest and most disapproving voices fell prey to a series of unfortunate accidents that left them either crippled or maimed, objections became less numerous until tongues stopped wagging altogether.


    Her network of cutthroats and spies had infiltrated the monarchy at various levels of authority at her behest, all of whom were in place long before she stepped a single dainty foot into the ballrooms of what was now the castle she called home.


    Sifleda’s gallery of devoted subjects had been assembled over decades, all of whom were fanatically loyal and willing to carry out her orders with the slightest prompting. They should be after all. They were her children. If there was any benefit to all her failed experiments, obedient children became the primary advantage. Sifleda wanted to embody the mantle of power that the Allfather abandoned in Elkridge. In the process of trying, she birthed legions of offspring.


    Sifleda once considered aborting her offspring, both during and after birth, but her maternal instinct was too strong. She let them live, against her better judgement at the time. In the end, it had been for the best. As she quickly learned, her children could be raised in such a way that they were constantly eager to earn her love and affection. They each came with their own unique skills, which she encouraged and plied to further her success. As such, they became integral to installing her as Queen of the Boreal Reaches.


    The only children she killed were the ones who grew up to be independent. She couldn’t have them influencing the others.


    It had taken generations to manifest, planning for a king that wasn’t even born yet, during which time she maintained her youth with a slow trickle of the power. Now that she was queen, Sifleda had decided to allow the king to catch up with her in age until she appeared younger than him, at which point they would gracefully grow old together.


    At least until she decided to be young again.


    For the moment, the king was the right combination of ambition and virility. While she was away from court in Elkridge, he would have unrestricted access to all his spurned suitors. They would offer themselves to him as mistresses, encouraged by their families no less, which were more than happy for any connection to the throne.


    Sifleda had left instructions for which of those women were permitted to interact with the king. She even encouraged a select few personally. They were all pawns, of course, being moved into place for manipulation at a later time. Any woman who presumed they could gain access to the king without first meeting her approval had seen their beauty scarred. The point was well taken in court, but no overt blame was ever assigned.


    Many aspects of the region would wither in her absence. The Boreal Reaches wasn’t a hospitable place for crops, which is why the kingdom had failed to expand or thrive until she came along. Yet it had potential to do both. That’s what attracted Sifleda in the first place.


    In her absence, the Boreal Reaches would experience their first poor harvest in recent memory. The kingdom had enjoyed several uninterrupted bounty-filled years, all of which coincided with her rise to the throne. This, in turn, encouraged the standing army to swell in size and the population to grow.


    The kingdom could survive on their reserves kept in storage, which Sifleda had enforced, but not for more than a year. Any longer than that and the Boreal Reaches would become vulnerable to attack from foreign lands as soldiers deserted for more well-supplied kingdoms.


    She wasn’t concerned. The crops would flourish again upon her return. The standing army and population would remain well fed. The royal soothsayers would even attribute the poor season and renewed growth to her departure and return without the slightest manipulation. The truth was, they weren’t wrong.


    Before Sifleda became Queen of the Boreal Reaches, before she had been forced to endure mortalhood, she was the Reaping Matron of the Abiding Order, a figurehead of harvest. Crops still responded to her absence or presence with no expenditure of her power whatsoever. A legacy trait from her past and she had found a way to exploit even that.


    Sifleda had many roles in this world—leader, mother, schemer. They required many faces to be worn at different times, but she had mastered them all, along with the fine art of deception that went along with those masks. Very few people in the world had any sense of her true personality behind it all, but after spending virtually no time together, Hadley was one of them. Along with her son.


    “Siffy?”


    The queen spun around to see a young boy stand up, carrying a pair of rabbit carcasses and half a dozen squirrels. His swarthy dirt-smudged face wore an expression of shock. The look of surprise was further accentuated by his tousled black hair, stiffened upwards with forest detritus.


    Sifleda had walked right past him hiding in the underbrush without the slightest clue that he was there. Aiden. The young boy appeared no less hale after foraging in the wilderness for the last two weeks. In fact, it could be said that despite being eight years old, he was already well on his way to becoming a handsome broad-shouldered man.


    “What are you doing here?” he asked, still wide-eyed.


    “Aiden. It’s good to see you. I never got a chance to say goodbye. You and your mother left so quickly,” Sifleda replied, sounding disappointed.


    “I didn’t know we were leaving until mother told me. There wasn’t any time to say goodbye. She insisted we take only what we needed from the cabin and leave right away. I wanted to say goodbye. I really did.”


    Sifleda kneeled down and opened her arms to the boy.


    “I missed you, little shadow.”


    He didn’t need any more invitation than that. Aiden dropped his hunted game and rushed into her arms. She wrapped herself around the dishevelled boy, who was completely lost in the ample furs she wore. After a long moment, Sifleda released him so that she could hold his face in her hands and make eye contact with Hadley’s only son.


    “Can you take me to your mother Aiden?”


    His face turned sheepish.


    “I’m not supposed to take anybody there. Mother made me promise. I’m not even supposed to talk to anybody, but when I saw you, I… I didn’t think.”


    “It’s okay Aiden. I understand. I was probably the last person you expected to see up here.”


    Aiden could only nod. He was starting to fixate on her beauty again, much as he had done weeks earlier. Sifleda had grown accustomed to Aiden’s constant presence in the house where she had initially stayed after arriving in Elkridge.


    When Sifleda had appeared in the valley three months ago, with carriages and guards in tow, it created quite a stir among the artisan community and mountainfolk. They were not announced beforehand and the news was slow to reach Elkridge. Her host, however, quickly subdued the concerns of his community, acting like she had been expected the whole time, but that he had been sworn to royal secrecy.


    Eldwyn was well known to Sifleda and the king, but very few other people still living. That being said, she was definitely not expected. The man had seamlessly lied on her behalf and immediately accommodated the queen in his home. It was easily the most spacious building in the valley, as per his particular skill set. Eldwyn took his past obligation to the queen and her husband very seriously, as she knew he would.


    The man was known as the pioneer of Elkridge, which is to say he was the first person to settle in the valley, other than the mountainfolk who had been there for as far back as they could remember. He was an architect and engineer by trade, who negotiated with the indigenous people by fortifying their existing homes against the cold, a boon greatly appreciated and respected by the mountainfolk.


    Sifleda accepted the invitation into his home while a new cottage was constructed nearby, which she commissioned at great recompense to the local artisans. Building a new home in Elkridge was strange, especially considering all the time she had spent in her original cottage, the one she had instinctively summoned into existence all those years ago. Still, it was necessary to maintain the lie that she had never been here before.


    It turned out that Hadley was living in her old abandoned cottage on the other side of the river. Nobody who knew Sifleda from back then would still be alive today. More importantly, nobody had any idea how deliberate the geographical placement of that cottage had been. The location where Sifleda alighted on the world. The exact spot where the Allfather relinquished his power into the valley.


    The fact that Hadley was living there now represented the fortunate circumstance she immediately perceived as an opportunity; a turn of events that she intended to exploit. It was by living under the same roof as Eldwyn that she came to meet Hadley and her son Aiden for the first time.


    She was one of the mountainfolk he was in the process of teaching how to read and write, but it quickly became apparent that there was more going on between them than just schooling. During their first meeting, Sifleda could tell that Hadley didn’t like her at all, but didn’t respond in kind, deferring to forced politeness.


    Hadley hated that her son constantly mooned over her and sent him away on errands whenever his adoration became too blatant, which was frequently. Little did the mother realise that her boy followed Sifleda around wherever she travelled in Elkridge, despite her retinue of guards. Aiden was always nearby, thereby earning his affectionate nickname of “little shadow.”


    She had actually missed trying to spot him as he followed her around the village for the past two weeks. He certainly didn’t make it easy, and today was no exception.


    “How come you’re up here all alone?” he asked.


    “I need to see your mother Aiden. Urgently. I wouldn’t have come if it wasn’t important. Can you take me to where she is now? I need to tell Hadley something vital to her survival.”


    Aiden barely considered the request.


    “I’ll take you, but not through the creek bed. There’s a much easier path we can follow.”


    The young boy retrieved his rabbits and squirrels, took her hand, and guided Sifleda through the forest, pointing out every hazard over which she might stumble and making sure none of the branches flipped back in her direction. Aiden took them on a convoluted route that was probably easier than bushwhacking directly through the forest. She suspected they were also avoiding traps and snares, not all of which, she was certain, were intended to catch any four-legged game.


    They eventually arrived at a clearing near the mountaintop, backed against an overhanging shelf of rock that provided enough height and cover for a conical tent. It was an ideal place for a longterm campsite. There was a fire pit, neatly stacked piles of wood, drying racks, and a few rough tools and implements. The small plateau had been completely cleared of shrubs and detritus and was extremely well ordered.


    Small game hung from cords strung over high branches to discourage ground scavenging animals. Longer and heavier pieces of deadfall had been salvaged and piled off to one side that was in the process of being stripped. Sifleda presumed that Hadley intended to build a sturdier structure.


    To have already devoted so much effort to making a permanent home for herself and her son, returning to Elkridge was clearly not on the woman’s mind. It made sense, considering what Sifleda already knew about Hadley’s sudden exodus from the cottage. She wasn’t here to change her mind after all.


    “Wait here,” Aiden whispered. “Mother is probably resting inside.”


    He hung up the small game and walked into the tent. She could hear Aiden speaking to his mother in hushed tones, but after only a few moments, Hadley appeared, throwing the entranceway flap aside. She had a knife in her hand. Her normal warm brown eyes were wild with rage.


    “You’re not welcome here!”


    “Hadley, I came to talk. Please hear what I have to say,” Sifleda calmly returned.


    “I’m not interested in anything you have to say!” she yelled back. She was a young, slender woman with long black hair, but her movements were laboured and painful. Sifleda knew why.


    “I know why you’re upset Hadley. I’ve been looking for you ever since I found out.”


    The truth was that she had never expected Hadley to run away so quickly, at least not until she could meet with the woman. Sifleda didn’t care what she did afterwards, but catching up with her like this had been troublesome. Regardless, Sifleda was determined to see her plan through. She had committed too much of her power to stop now.


    Hadley looked around her campsite, quickly scanning every conceivable place in which somebody might be hiding, and then stepped out of the tent. Every step she took was pained. As sunlight fell on the mountainfolk woman, Sifleda could see yellowing bruises on her arms and throat. Two weeks had passed since she left Elkridge, but there were still signs of brutality visited on her body that day.


    “You never travel alone. Where are your soldiers?” Hadley demanded.


    “There’s nobody else. It’s just me,” she replied.


    Aiden stepped out of the tent behind his mother, who narrowed her eyes at Sifleda. She pointed her knife at the queen.


    “I don’t believe you.”


    “There’s nobody else, Mother,” Aiden insisted, “She came alone. I made sure.”


    Hadley reached down to her son, now standing beside her, and rested her free hand on his head.


    “Are you sure Aiden? If you say so, I’ll take your word for it.”


    “There’s nobody else. I could tell.”


    Hadley nodded. She turned back to Sifleda and began hobbling towards the woman. The unchecked anger was reignited in her eyes. When she spoke, it was through gritted teeth.


    “You wasted your time coming here. Leave. Now.”


    “Hadley, please calm yourself. You shouldn’t be on your feet.”


    The mountainfolk woman ignored her advice and closed the distance between them, albeit slowly. She kept eyes resolutely fixed on Sifleda. When Hadley finally stood within arm’s length, she brought the blade up to her throat.


    “Mother! No!” Aiden yelled.


    Sifleda stood her ground. She didn’t move.


    Hadley might have appeared uncertain walking, but the knife in her hand was perfectly still. If need be, Sifleda could lash out with the speed of thought to stop any attack. It would be an expensive use of her power and one she hoped to avoid. For now, she decided that appearing defenceless might help her case.


    “Go inside the tent, Aiden,” Hadley commanded over her shoulder, keeping her eyes on Sifleda.


    “But she hasn’t done anything!” he cried as he ran towards them.


    “Stay where you are, Aiden!” Hadley threw back at her son.


    He stopped in his tracks.


    “She’s the reason we live here instead of in the valley. She’s the reason it’s not safe for us in Elkridge anymore.” Her voice lowered to a measured growl. “Now get off my mountain.”


    “I know what happened, Hadley, and it’s inexcusable. I came to apologise. It is my fault.”


    Hadley’s eyes darkened. The experience of what happened to her in Elkridge was still fresh in her mind. She was remembering every detail again.


    “I know it’s your fault! They were your soldiers! And him! You sent your own lover!”


    “I know, Hadley,” Sifleda interrupted. “They were following my orders, but not in the way I intended. When I found out what happened to you, it made me sick to my stomach. Those men have been punished, but I’ve been looking for you ever since.”


    Sifleda was crying now, contrived tears streaking her face.


    Hadley’s expression contorted in disbelief. “You’ve been looking for me? The Queen of the Boreal Reaches?”


    “When you weren’t at the cottage, I had my guards track you through the forest, but sent them away once I knew which mountain you climbed. I insisted on it for your sake. I’ve been looking for you ever since.”


    “Do you think I’m a fool?” Hadley lashed out.


    “You can believe what you want, but I’m here, aren’t I? Since you left Elkridge, I made those men tell me exactly what they did to you. I was horrified by what they told me. Hadley, they were wrong to do what they did.”


    Sifleda was properly crying as she pleaded with Hadley. She broke eye contact with the woman and looked over at her son. Aiden hadn’t moved from where his mother told him to stop. “To threaten you the way they did.”


    Hadley had been allowing ferocity to govern her actions, but now she was overcome by another emotion. Fear. Not for herself, but for her son. Her anger was merely the armour she wore.


    “That boy is everything that matters to me!” Hadley yelled as she wiped indignant tears from her eyes.


    “I know,” Sifleda comforted. “They had no right to hold you hostage by threatening his life. You would do anything to keep him safe, but I would never do anything to endanger Aiden. He means a lot to me as well. Surely, if you know me at all, you must have figured out that much. Why do you think I’m here?”


    “I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense.” Hadley took the knife away from Sifleda’s neck and gestured with the blade towards the valley below. “What orders did you give those men for them to think that… that was how they should be carried out?”


    Sifleda anticipated this question. Hadley might be mountainfolk, but Eldwyn had taught her and Aiden how to read and write. She was not only literate, unlike most mountainfolk men, but extremely intuitive. She wouldn’t patronise Hadley with half-truths.


    “I won’t lie to you. My reason for visiting Elkridge was to annex the valley and bring this region under the rule of my kingdom. My husband’s kingdom. He sent me instead of an invasion force to do so peacefully, but the mountainfolk who claim ownership of this valley refused to acknowledge my authority.


    “Not only do they consider the Boreal Reaches irrelevant to their lives, but they don’t respect women. They left me with little choice. I dispatched my soldiers to drive them out of the valley. All of them. I gave the order not to kill anyone unless they were met with violent opposition, but to be thorough in their task.”


    “All the mountainfolk are gone from Elkridge?” Hadley looked surprised. “I know your soldiers were harassing them before I left, but none of them remains?”


    Sifleda nodded.


    “They didn’t give me a choice. I couldn’t annex the valley when only one-half of the community acknowledged the king’s authority. So before I drove the mountainfolk out, I ordered my soldiers to target and provoke them. The goal was to make the mountainfolk look like the aggressors, especially if they fought back.


    “I wanted the artisans to take our side against them and it worked. My soldiers were very creative and secretive in fulfilling their duties. I ordered them to be so. The mountainfolk fought back in every case. After that, the artisans supported our decision to drive them out of the valley. Well, most of them did. Everybody except Eldwyn.”


    Hadley looked back at Aiden as if making a realisation of her own.


    “That’s why we haven’t crossed paths with any of the families up here.”


    “When Tynan asked me—”


    Hadley shuddered at the mention of his name. Sifleda restarted.


    “When the commander asked me if any exceptions should be made before targeting the mountainfolk, I couldn’t have been more direct with him. I said none.


    “Hadley, please understand, much as this might insult you, I don’t think of you as a mountainfolk. You and Aiden are so much different than the rest of your kin. When I confirmed that no exceptions should be made, I never imagined that I was unleashing my soldiers against you.”


    To punctuate this point, Sifleda renewed her tears as she looked up at Hadley. She wanted the mountainfolk woman to see what she feeling and held back nothing from her performance.


    “Hadley, it is all my fault. I don’t blame you for being angry. I don’t blame you for trying to drive me away. I’m responsible for what happened.”


    Sifleda collapsed to her knees, catching Hadley off guard. The mountainfolk woman didn’t know what to do with herself. While Hadley was still close enough, Sifleda grabbed her legs while keeping her face cast downward.


    “I wasn’t sure if you were even on this mountain. You could have left the valley for all I knew, but I had to take that chance. I was so relieved when Aiden found me climbing up the creek bed. I’ve been looking for you ever since that day. My soldiers wanted to come along, but I wouldn’t let them. I knew they would only make this meeting worse. Oh Hadley, can you ever forgive me being so stupid?”


    Hadley didn’t expect such a gesture of contrition. Certainly not from a queen. She sheathed her knife. It was going much better than Sifleda hoped.


    “Please get up off the ground.”


    Sifleda shook her head and continued crying. “You were violated. You were taken against your will to protect Aiden. I know every detail of what you endured. I made them tell me everything and then punished them for their deeds.”


    Hadley gave up on bringing Sifleda to her feet and kneeled down instead, placing a hand on her back.


    “You’re making more of what happened than is necessary.” The mountainfolk woman bent over Sifleda and whispered in her ear. “This wasn’t the first time such an act has been committed against me.”


    Sifleda straightened to look up at Hadley again. She didn’t have to contrive the look of surprise. She had no idea. Hadley was obviously much more resilient than she had first thought. Sifleda let her gaze drift over to Aiden, who was still looking at the two women, eyes watering with concern.


    “So—Aiden?” Sifleda whispered.


    “Hard to say,” Hadley replied. “But there’s a good reason I don’t seem like other mountainfolk. I abandoned my kin long ago. You’re right, they don’t respect women. I can hardly blame you for not thinking of me as one of them when I don’t, even though it must be plain by my skin and hair colour to your soldiers.”


    Sifleda was suddenly feeling really good about her plan. She had made a good decision by choosing this mountainfolk woman instead of some other villager from Elkridge. Hadley might have caused more trouble by running away, but she was worth the effort.


    “Oh Hadley, I’m so sorry. That only makes the error of my judgement even worse.”


    “No, it doesn’t. It makes what you did an accident. What you did was unintentional, but I will say this. What you did to the mountainfolk will come back to haunt you. They won’t give up this valley so easily.”


    Instead of wiping the tears from her eyes, Sifleda let them dry as she looked down at the valley below. “It didn’t go well. There was resistance. Violent resistance. There have been many deaths on both sides, but my soldiers took the valley.”


    “Was Tynan among the soldiers who died?” Hadley asked without trying to hide her contempt.


    “No, but I had him whipped,” Sifleda confirmed.


    She wasn’t lying. Tynan had the scars to prove it now. Despite the fact that she compelled him with her power to rape Hadley. Sifleda also phrased the compulsion she put on him so that he would completely forget her part in the directed attack. Controlling the mind of a mortal is extremely taxing. The drain on her power had been enormous.


    Hadley smiled as she contemplated the idea of Tynan being whipped. “Well, it’s not what the last man who raped me received, but it will have to do for now.”


    “I can’t believe you’re taking this so well,” Sifleda observed.


    “I can’t believe you made it here alive,” Hadley returned. “The mountainfolk must want you dead. And yet you hiked here alone to find me after driving them all out of the valley.”


    Hadley paused before continuing.


    “So that’s why you harassed mountainfolk with your soldiers? To make them look like the aggressors? Not for any other reason?”


    Sifleda answered honestly. “No other reason. I wanted to divide the communities apart.”


    The answer seemed to satisfy the mountainfolk woman.


    “I underestimated you Sifleda. I didn’t like you when Eldwyn invited you into his home, but I realise now that it was for the wrong reasons. I won’t lie to you. I still don’t like you. What you did to the mountainfolk was foolish. Many more people are going to die because of that decision. But I recognise that you didn’t mean to harm me or threaten my son in any way. Not directly anyway.”


    Hearing that from Hadley exceeded all of Sifleda’s hopes. She would keep playing the role of a sorrowful queen from this point on.


    “What will you do now? Come back to Eldridge?” she asked, already knowing the answer. “I can make sure none of my soldiers will ever harm you again.”


    Hadley looked over at Aiden. He was eager to leave the spot where she had rooted him but stayed put. He had already crossed his mother once today by bringing Sifleda to their campsite. Hadley waved Aiden over, who ran to her side. She raised his face in her hands and wiped the dirt from his cheek with a thumb.


    “No. I made my choice about Elkridge, for more than one reason. Eldwyn has been kind to me and Aiden over the years. Kind and patient. Despite what happened, leaving was for the best. If anything more was going to happen between him and me, it would have already. He barely took two people into his life. I won’t subject him to a third.”


    Sifleda had been waiting for Hadley to volunteer that crucial piece of information. She didn’t want to bring the subject up herself to avoid arousing suspicion. She knew that the seed of her attacker had taken root. The tendril which guided her to Mourningfall Spires told her as much. Planning the rape to coincide with Hadley’s most fertile time of month had been the difficult part. After living in Eldwyn’s home for three months, however, she was eventually able to chart her times.


    Hadley tried standing up but grimaced at the effort. Aiden and Sifleda shouldered her weight to the fire pit, where she could sit down more comfortably.


    “You missed the start of your cycle?” Sifleda asked, already knowing the answer.


    “Yes,” Hadley confirmed.


    Sifleda placed a hand over her mouth and tenderly reached out to Hadley as if she were made of glass. “What have I done?”


    Hadley turned to her son and forced a smile for his sake. “Could you skin the animals and start a fire for us Aiden? Everything will be all right now.”


    The broad-shouldered boy looked at the two women as if deciding whether or not they could be trusted together. Hadley took out her blade and handed it to him. “I promise not to hurt Sifleda, okay? Here, you can take my knife.”


    Aiden accepted the blade, frowned a little, and then walked over to where he had hung the small game. His mother waited until he started working before continuing.


    “It happened. It’s not well timed, but Aiden and I will manage. He’ll do all the hunting and cooking for a while, but he does that now as you can see.”


    “He’s a good boy,” Sifleda complimented.


    The Queen of the Boreal Reaches knew that all of Hadley’s problems could be solved by returning to Elkridge. To hear Eldwyn tell her the story from his side, Hadley had made one last attempt to see if he would accept them into his life more permanently, but without telling him that she had been raped by Tynan. She must have either hidden her bruises or talked to him before they had a chance to really form.


    This was before Sifleda unleashed her soldiers against the other mountainfolk.


    Eldwyn rebuffed Hadley. After that, she had disappeared in the night. When Eldwyn found out that she and Aiden abandoned the cottage, he immediately regretted his ill-chosen words and drank himself into a stupor. That’s when she told her soldiers to aggressively provoke the mountainfolk. The open fighting started shortly thereafter. All according to plan.


    “I understand why you don’t want to burden Eldwyn. He’s a kind man who would take on this responsibility in a heartbeat. In all the time that I’ve known him, I’ve come to realise he’ll make boundless sacrifices without any thought to his own happiness.”


    Hadley nodded, just like Sifleda knew her insecurities would dictate. Now she needed to bring the conversation back to the impending child.


    “Regardless, I’m still concerned about you Hadley, being up here all alone with your son and a newborn on the way.”


    “I try not to think of newborns as problems, but I know what you mean,” Hadley added.


    “It’s just that…” Sifleda trailed off, “to think of the man who did this to you every time you look at that child, to remember his touch on you—that kind of ordeal would last a lifetime.”


    Hadley looked over at Aiden as he dutifully embraced his chores. “It’s not so bad. I love Aiden, and there’s a very good chance I know exactly who his father is.”


    Sifleda nodded, unable to disagree that Aiden was a wonderful son. She wasn’t having any luck advancing her agenda, so she continued in another vein.


    “But that’s not the case with this child, is it?” Sifleda pursued, “You will always know exactly who fathered this offspring. There’s no doubt about the parentage.”


    Hadley touched her belly and frowned a little. She was imagining the encounter between her and Tynan again. Sifleda knew it wasn’t a pleasant one. The cruelty of her rape had been carefully planned when she placed the idea into Tynan’s mind using her power.


    Sifleda reached over and laid a hand on Hadley’s, disrupting her thoughts. “I can help you.”


    The mountainfolk woman looked up, not quite sure what she meant.


    “I can make this pregnancy go away,” Sifleda added. “It’s the least I can do. I created this problem after all.”


    “How?” Hadley asked, already trying to hide her curiosity.


    “It’s not a straightforward procedure, but I have the skill,” Sifleda looked very intently at Hadley, assessing her resolve. “But you have to be sure this is something you want first.”


    Hadley looked around at her surroundings. They were modest, even by mountainfolk standards. Raising an infant in this environment was possible, but it would be harsh, for both her and Aiden. As well, she would be pregnant and give birth during winter.


    Her expression was already rigid when she turned back to Sifleda.


    “Tell me,” Hadley resolved.


    The determination she hoped to foster in Hadley was taking form. It appeared that she had at last gained a small foothold over her emotions. The rest should fall into place easier now.


    “I have to make a draught. It requires a few ingredients that are readily available in the wild. I’ve already seen them on this mountainside climbing here. I’ll stay with you until the mixture works. It won’t take long, just a day or two, after which you will bleed for a while, but I have a way of mitigating that as well.”


    Hadley took a deep breath and looked out across the horizon. Her eyes winced as she relived the painful memory of being taken against her will by one of Sifleda’s soldiers. Hadley could feel the bile rising up her throat and swallowed it back down again.


    “Okay, but on one condition,” Hadley stated.


    “Anything,” Sifleda answered expectantly.


    “Teach me this skill.”


    She hadn’t expected that request. Hadley wished to learn how to abort a child. It would be easy enough to impart. Sifleda could teach her that much without revealing the other half of what she intended to accomplish.


    “Certainly Hadley. Of course I will.”


    Sifleda spent the balance of that day and the next with Hadley and Aiden, collecting the necessary herbs and plants. The recipe was an old one and easy to teach, designed that way on purpose so it could be remembered and passed down between generations of women. She had learned the ritual from another member of the Abiding Order, a peer, one that still held their position in that otherworldly place.


    Sifleda wasn’t sure exactly how long she had served the Abiding Order. Time passed differently in that realm. The past, present, and future blurred together, but all of that changed after the discovery she made in the valley of the elk. In the Nexus of Seasons.


    She had almost missed it, but after examining the valley closely, she noticed an anomaly that was different from the rest of the world. Not only did Elkridge boast more natural resources than any surrounding region, but it also replenished them when spent.


    Rooting out the cause wasn’t a simple matter. In the end, she succeeded not by looking for where it was, but where it wasn’t. That’s when she found the legacy of the Allfather—indeed, by accident.


    He had already been missing for an undefined age by that point, but nobody ever suspected that the Allfather would have abdicated his overhand. Sifleda considered telling the others, but then stopped, and kept her discovery a secret. She didn’t even tell Dekarius, her loving father. He was probably too busy chasing mortal women, as usual.


    No, a voice inside Sifleda advised greed. As the Reaping Matron, she was more connected to the land than any other member of the Abiding Order. It felt like her destiny to find this power and keep it to herself.


    To her great regret, however, that’s not how it worked out.


    When Sifleda tried to grasp the overhand, it lashed out and forcibly removed her from Abiding Order, simply for making the attempt. A trap. The overhand had been abandoned, but not without being modified first.


    The Allfather had made it incompatible with anybody from the Abiding Order. It would be the same for any other member of her family who tried. A punishment to his children who threatened to take the overhand from him by force. Unfortunately, she suffered his wrath first. Sins of her great-grandparents.


    It seemed obvious now, but wisdom comes from hindsight, even for a demigoddess. Sifleda knew now what the Allfather had done as his final act, after four of his five children came to him at once, demanding access to his overhand, to the ability to create worlds of their own.


    Instead, Ordel decided that none of them would have it, himself included. To hide this decision, he disappeared. No fanfare, no warning. He merely left, abandoning the Abiding Order he created for an indefinite leave of absence. That’s when he discharged his overhand into Nexus of Seasons.


    Indeed, the Allfather was much smarter than anybody remembered.


    The overhand his children wanted to wrest from him, the power Sifleda tried to take when she found it lying dormant, had been corrupted for their kind. It was no longer visible to the gods or their descendants. It was meant for lesser creatures now. Mortals. Those over whom the Allfather had tasked the gods to watch. She realised this fact afterwards, of course, when it was already too late.


    Still, unwilling to give up, Sifleda tried to embody the overhand in a compatible vessel. A human, seeded by a mortal and conceived over the place where the Allfather relinquished his power. If she couldn’t take the overhand as her own, then perhaps her prodigy could, who she would then guide.


    The child took. The overhand, however, did not.


    She tried repeatedly to create a compatible human, seeking more and more varieties of partner among mortals. Men of great strength, men of impeccable character, men of vast intelligence. Then the opposite. Weak men, shiftless men, dull men. When that didn’t work, she changed her tack again, seeking out amoral men, indifferent men, religious men, but the power never took.


    The resulting children were always demi-human in some way and therefore unworthy to host the mantle of the Allfather. She even tried living as a mortal for progressively longer periods of time, hoping to trick the overhand into thinking that she was one of them.


    It never worked. All of her children were marked as descendants of a god. Despite being cut off from the Abiding Order, she was still a demigoddess, made obvious by the fact that wherever she went in search of different human fathers, harvest season always flourished. For a time, she gave up on the Allfather’s power and focused on manipulating mortals instead. It was during this period that she rose up and became queen.


    Sifleda had learned how to seduce men to gain her demi-human children. Now she would do so for influence in the world, rather than offspring. She learned how to influence women as well, which required a different tack, for the most part. There was the occasional female she could sway with her charms, but they were not the rule.


    Most women of influence had to be carefully manipulated before their minds could be changed. It required finesse and patience. Her current plan, for example, was inspired after she managed to convince an inveterate promiscuous woman of the court to become a devoted and loving wife. After that, it occurred to Sifleda how she might yet acquire the Allfather’s abandoned power.


    If she could not conceive the infant herself, then she would arrange for two mortals to conceive the child over the hallowed ground where the Allfather’s legacy laid dormant.


    It wouldn’t be easy. It had to be in Elkridge, exactly where the overhand had been abandoned. Where she had reflexively conjured her cottage so long ago to mark the spot.


    To learn that Hadley had settled in her old cottage made the plan easier. From there, all she had to do was compel her finest soldier under to impregnate Hadley. It had been a costly use of her remaining power because Tynan would never rape a woman of his own volition.


    Regardless, it had to be him. He represented the finest human specimen she had ever encountered, Sifleda she arranged to have him placed under her command before leaving the kingdom. Regardless of how expensive the compulsion had been, she wanted the best possible child to result from this union.


    It worked. After the rape, when Sifleda returned to the cottage, a tendril of the Allfather’s overhand manifested. It reached out from inside Hadley’s womb.


    Her gamble had paid off, but now the most draining and extravagant use of Sifleda’s power had yet to come.


    As the former Reaping Matron said goodbye to Aiden and Hadley two mornings later, she left with every confidence that the cost had been worthwhile. The procedure worked perfectly. The mountainfolk woman had no idea what took place and Sifleda intended to keep it that way.


    After completing the transference, passing the unborn mote of humanity from Hadley’s womb to her own, there was no doubt in her mind. It was a boy. Not only could she feel him growing with each passing moment, but there, taking root within his mind, was the power no god or demigod of the Abiding Order could wield.


    Incubating such a power, however, was not forbidden.


    The Allfather was smart, but he hadn’t thought of everything.

END OF BOOK ONE

  


  
    
Afterwords



    You made it to the end of my book. That is mighty swell of you. I mean it. No sarcasm intended.


  To say that this novel was a long time in coming is an understatement. Not because I’ve been writing it for a long time (I have, but not to say that), but because it’s the first ‘fantasy’ novel I’ve written. The first after decades of reading such novels and coming up with fantasy content for role-playing games. Games that I played growing up and continue playing to this day. I finally reached that escape velocity age when it felt perfectly natural to knuckle down and write a trilogy. So I did. The hard way.


  While I am proud of the final product here presented, there is much that I would change about my writing process. Much that I ‘will’ change. Basically everything. If you are interested in not making the same mistakes I did, go out for coffee with me sometime and I will happily outline the pitfalls into which I fell. They were many. I’ve written novels before, so the discipline of writing is well-known to me, but where that material was light, like make-it-up-as-I-went-along light, this was (once again) a trilogy.


  Indeed, there were weeks and months during which I happily ambled along, meeting my daily word count, when, inevitably, I came upon a better idea than the one I was developing. And not just a slightly better idea. A vastly better idea. The kind of idea that you come up with by writing, oh, I don’t know, an outline. You know, that thing you do before writing a novel? That thing you definitely do before writing a trilogy? Yes, well, that thing I ‘didn’t’ do.


  So having ‘not’ done that, and being unable to ignore the vastly better ideas that gradually occurred to me, I went back and made all the systemic changes that were necessary to incorporate those new ideas. I did this because I wanted to put my name on these novels with pride. I did this because I care more about the final product more than I dread editing. I did because I have a great capacity for monotony. Essentially, I did this... more than I care to admit. It was a lot. An embarrassing number of times.


  So before we go out for coffee together, let me say this to any aspiring writer beforehand. Write an outline. Did you know that already? Good. Let this serve as ‘strong emphasis’ to that point. My complementary pearl of wisdom to you. No, that’s not true. I can say this as well. All that make-it-up-as-you-go-along light novel writing I did before? It was invaluable. The impulse to write into a void should be cultivated. It helped inform this trilogy countless times. It definitely helped flesh out the characters. Not just their dialogue—that too—but the fleshy scene as well. You know the one. You just finished reading this novel after all. Those young kids! So impetuous with their bodies. I digress.


  While this novel, and the two that follow it, frequently wrote themselves, the opportunity to sit down and physically write these books didn’t happen without help. They grew out of the support of several people in my life, who deserve ample thanks.


  Sarah. You were there for it all. You not only endured the primordial stages of these novels as they took form in my mind, but you read those early passages as well. You also listened as I read those chapters aloud, much to your chagrin, especially as somebody who likes to imagine their own character voices. Thank you for being there for me. Thank you for creating the beautiful cover and interior art for this novel. You are an unstoppable talent and I love you.


  Tamara. You sent me stumbling down this path years ago. I never understood why you took the time to point me in this direction (moving at a speed far slower than your  industrious pace), but I appreciate it more than you can know. You inspire me with your ambition, your guidance, and your mind. I never considered anybody my mentor before meeting you. Amended.


  Gabrielle. You were my first reader and my first comprehensive editor and that was barely after getting to know me. Your alternate series title for these books, “Nerian and Her Semi-Competent Friends”, will forever hold an immutable place in my heart. And now it can for everybody else as well.


  Theresa. My first professional editor. Thank you for making an exception in your schedule to accommodate this grammatically challenged writer. I’m glad there was enough here to keep you invested. This novel has been whipped into better shape by your timely invention. Credit where due.


  Jason. If you have read this novel by now, then you recognise the pantheon of gods. They were our handiwork. We came up with these gods after meeting online through a role-playing message board that I hosted at the time. We have never met in person, but I nonetheless consider you a meaningful friend.


  Finally... Annemieke. Mother-Father. I have had your support long before I started writing. You supported me blindly at times, irrespective of knowing all the details of what I was doing. You are a template for single parenthood, even when—especially when—you kicked me in the ass for not doing enough with my time. Or simply not using what time I was afforded wisely. You set my personal standards in life. My goal is to approximate the principals of excellence to which you hold yourself.


  As for the rest of you, my thanks to all the readers who got back to me with their feedback. You are always welcome to partake of any advanced copies of my work in the future. And for those of you who bought this book, I reserve my greatest thanks, for without you there is no sustaining my tendency to write down words in a sequential order that, with an actual outline next time, stands a chance of making even a lick of sense. Much obliged.

Sincerely,
Nikolaas (Kolja to those who know me)





  Thanks for reading
The Counterfeit God
Book One in the Fate of the Pantheon Rebellion Trilogy
by Nikolaas Liquette.


  How will Riordan master this new manifestation of his power? Much will be revealed in:


  Departure from Prophecy
Book Two in the Fate of the Pantheon Rebellion Trilogy
by Nikolaas Liquette
Available soon!


Readers of The Counterfeit God Responded!

“The Counterfeit God was such a fantastic read. I mean that literally, it had an incredible fantasy world, with a really interesting original pantheon. I loved that it was unpredictable and left me anxious for the next book!”


  —Casey Reid


  “This book is a great read. It stands out with its strong characters that are not just caricatures and enough mystery to keep you on the edge of your seat.”



  —G. Labrenz


  “If you're a fan of world-building or epic storytelling, this is a book for you. I'm very much looking forward to visiting this world again, I'll definitely be re-reading before the next volume...”



  —J. T. WIERSMA


  “The Counterfeit God grabbed my attention from the first chapter and didn't let go. The combination of great character development and world-building coupled with fast-paced action kept me wanting more. Looking forward to the next instalment!”



  —Jaclyn C


  “This book grabbed my attention and held it for the whole journey. The Counterfeit God delivers an in-depth epic with engaging relationships and strong characters. The world Liquette has created is intricately woven with tendrils of divine irreverence and fantastical magic, creating an immersive story I didn't want to leave. I look forward to reuniting with it in subsequent books.”



  —S.N.T.


  Series Order:



  Fate of the Pantheon Rebellion - Nikolaas Liquette
Book #1 - The Counterfeit God
Book #2 - Departure from Prophecy (available soon!)
Book #3 - Storm of Ascension (available soon!)



  For links and news about Nikolaas, visit www.nikolaasliquette.com
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