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Chapter One – Brynja

She held her breath and listened. The wind whispered through the grass as it made its lazy way down from the mountain. It was a soft breeze, uncharacteristically warm and gentle for this time of year.
But Knight Protector Brynja Evansdatter wasn’t interested in wind. She was listening for telltale signs of her quarry. For a long moment, she crouched in place behind the old oak. She didn’t hear anything, but she knew the little monsters were here all the same. This was their lair, where they congregated when they were in their pack.
Freya, why did I ever accept this assignment?
Then, all at once, she got her break. A voice, loud and shrill and merry, cut across the clearing. It seemed to be coming from a little grove of trees a few hundred meters away, across a stony patch of dry grass.
She crossed the distance quickly and quietly, and slid behind a broad, ancient tree trunk when she reached the other side. She wasn’t afraid of being spotted. She just wanted to catch the little bastards in the act.
So she wove her way into the grove carefully, until she saw forms. She maintained her quiet movement until she was practically in their midst. They didn’t see her. They were too drunk for that – too drunk on stolen brandy.
So when she said, “There you are,” they all jumped. A flew cups overturned in the haste, and the open bottle fell among the stones and empty bottles and shattered.
It was now that Agot Knutson had the audacity to say, “Dammit, Bryn, the brandy. That’s our last bottle.” Agot was Brynja’s squire, and the miscreants with him – Bard, Gerda and Isak – were his good friends and terrible influences.
“You mean, the brandy you stole?” she said.
The four teenagers exchanged guilty expressions, and Bard laughed, a long, high, amused sound. The boy was drunk, that much was clear.
Agot tried a different tactic. “I didn’t steal it, Bryn. I…borrowed it.”
“It’s KP to you,” she reminded him. “And you did steal it.”
“Come on, KP,” Gerda said. “We were going to pay for it. But that damned barkeep wouldn’t sell to us.”
“Because you’re children.”
“I’m not a child,” Agot declared hotly. “I’m going to be seventeen next year.” He stomped his foot in some kind of misguided show of emphasis, and almost fell over in the process.
Brynja groaned. “You’re plastered.”
“No I’m not.”
“Yeah, you are,” Bard laughed.
“So are you,” the KP observed. “All of you.”
“I’m not,” Isak protested. “Not much, anyway.”
“I’m telling all of your parents. You know that, right? And you’re going to pay Mister Bjarnesen back – you’ll each pay for every single bottle.”
The four protested that this was thievery, and that Bjarnesen would be making out like a robber baron. She let them gripe for a few moments. Then, she silenced their complaints with an alternative that appealed even less. “Unless you want me to slap you in cuffs and walk you back to town so he can press charges.”
“KP,” Gerda tried again, “we didn’t mean any harm. Just, Agot’s been through a lot lately. We thought a drink might help him.”
“Well, it didn’t. Now he owes Bjarnesen several bottles of brandy, and he’s going to be mucking stables for a week.”
“Come on,” Isak protested. “He’s just been dumped. He’s entitled to a drink, isn’t he?”
“I wasn’t dumped,” Agot said. He was leaning on a tree at the moment, but he pushed up onto his own feet now. “I told you, I dumped her.”
Bard laughed. “After she told you it was over.”
“Look, Agot’s love life notwithstanding, you can’t just steal. And he’s on duty. He can’t drink when he’s on duty, and he can’t run off.”
“For Freya’s sake,” Gerda sighed, “he’s your own brother. Show some compassion.”
Brynja turned a steely glance the girl’s way. “He’s a squire of the realm, Gerda. Even if he doesn’t want to act like it.”
She wasn’t in the mood to justify her actions to drunk teenagers, so she sent them on their way with the empty bottles in tow, and the threat to follow up with their parents hanging in the air.
For his part, her brother protested the entire way. She’d shown him up in front of his friends. She had not a single shred of compassion in the whole of her person. She was the worst sister anyone had ever been unlucky enough to be saddled with.
“In that case,” she told him, “you can walk back.”
“What?”
“You’re too drunk to ride anyway. You’ll fall out of your saddle and break your neck. So, you can walk back to the house.”
Agot had more complaints at this, of course. He vowed he’d never accept these terms, that he’d take his horse anyway. “You’ll have to unseat me. And I dare you to try that, Bryn.”
His bluster proved just that, because the situation didn’t escalate so far. He couldn’t keep pace with her, on account of his wobbling step. So she reached the horses first, and she mounted her own and led his.
Agot followed, yelling and cursing her the whole way. They kept this up for about half an hour, when she reined her mount to a halt and tossed him a canteen of water. “Drink.”
He caught the canteen with a scowl. “I don’t want to.”
“I don’t care. Drink.”
“You’re the worst sister.”
“So you’ve told me.”
Still scowling, he took a long swig. “There.”
“Drink more. You need water in your system.”
His scowl deepened, but he complied.
“Alright, let’s head out.”
They did, and though they were only about five kilometers from their destination, the trip took all afternoon. Agot was too drunk to maintain a decent pace, and even when he’d sobered up a little, he refused to cooperate.
Brynja didn’t push. He could be as stubborn as he wanted. She didn’t have anything more pressing to do, and he was the one on foot, after all. They could drag this out all night if he preferred.
They passed through the village around quarter after six and caught only a few glances as they did so. Most people, she supposed, were eating their dinners. That was just as well. She wanted to teach her brother a lesson, but the fear of public humiliation would be quite as effective as the actual thing – and without actually humiliating him in the process.
And she didn’t want to have to do that. Of course, that was the part that sucked about her assignment. She still couldn’t believe she’d been stupid enough to put herself in this position. Taking on a squire was bad enough, but when he was your own brother?
A good KP wouldn’t have worried about hurting their squire’s feelings in a situation like this. A good KP would have done what was best for the student. And teaching him to respect himself and his station was the quickest way to keep him out of worse trouble down the road.
Her own KP had dragged her back to base by her ear once, when she’d stepped too far out of line. If you’re going to behave like a child, godsdammit, I’ll treat you like one. That’s what old Karilian had said at the time. Not that she’d recommend that particular solution. Just thinking about it made her ears hurt.
Still, KP’s weren’t supposed to have to worry about whether or not their squire liked them when all was said and done. It didn’t matter if they parted as friends. What mattered is if that squire graduated a knight protector who could fight well, serve honorably, and do the realm proud.
At least, in the absence of familial ties, when the squire wasn’t your little brother, that’s all that mattered. It didn’t matter that she still half-loathed, half-loved the old monster who had trained her. She’d only see KP Karilian once or twice every decade.
But Agot was her brother. If he came away from this hating her, well, she’d have alienated her sole sibling.
And yet, there was more at stake here than their relationship. Agot wanted to be a KP, and that came with responsibilities – and risks. If she didn’t prepare him for them, she might well end up with his blood on her hands.
Gods, why did I ever agree to this?
She knew why, of course. But had she actually forgotten, the answer showed up in a bright red skimmer the next morning.
She’d insisted that Agot eat the night before, and then she’d let him go to bed to sleep off what was left of the brandy in his system. Any punishment she needed to mete out could wait until he was sober. “Goodnight, Ag. And I’m sorry about Eva.”
He just snorted dismissively. “Don’t be. I called it off with her, remember?”
She reckoned that she’d be more likely to run into one of the Jotun-kind than for her brother to call things off with Eva. He was as smitten as a boy of sixteen can be, with all the confusion of new hormones and first loves into the bargain. Still, she’d let him maintain some semblance of dignity. So she just nodded, and repeated, “Night, Ag.”
That was the night before. Agot hadn’t come down yet, but Brynja had risen at sunrise. She’d had her morning coffee already and was working through her correspondence when the skimmer arrived.
She saw it from the study window and groaned. There was no mistaking that eyesore – not the gaudy chrome accents, not the blood red paint. Katja Helgedatter had arrived. Nor did she doubt the purpose of the visit. Katja was her and Agot’s mother, and after parading the son through town on foot, it didn’t take much to deduce why the mother had come running.
A few minutes later, Ketil knocked at her open door. “Ma’am?”
Ketil managed her household and even, in a pinch, her estate. He was one of the most capable people she knew. He could handle cheating shop keeps and greedy butchers and neighbors with wandering hogs. He could keep a household of servants in line, and make sure every detail was perfect. And even Ketil lived in mortal fear of her mother.
Brynja tried to ignore the way the older man’s eyes darted behind him, and the tremble in his voice as he said, “Ma’am? Your mother is here to see you.”
“Did you tell her I’m busy?”
Ketil nodded, but the answer came in Katja’s voice. “Yes he did. And I told him what I’ll tell you: no business you may or may not have is more important than what we have to discuss.”
The manager bowed apologetically and shrank out of the newcomer’s way. And not a moment too soon. Her mother was moving with an energy that looked like it might just plow aside any and every thing that dared to get in her way.
“Mother, I’m working on my quarterly report to –”
Katja swept into the room, slamming the door behind in Ketil’s face, and took a wide-legged stance before her daughter’s desk, arms folded. She looked a curious cross between one of those ancient warriors out of a painting, and a fine lady of court. Her rich crimson gown was embroidered with silvers and gems, but thick fur lined the collar and sleeves. Even severe in her fury as she was, Katja was the perfect blend of Northern austerity and midland pomp, a picture of elegance and beauty.
Her posture was excellent, her figure fine and her skin smooth. She had a few lines around her lips and mouth and a few gray strands in the voluminous mass of dark hair atop her head, but her features were impeccable – from sky blue eyes that blazed at the moment, to her rosy cheeks that burned a fiery red, to her high cheekbones and strong jawline, which was now set in a firm scowl.
“It will wait. I want to know what you mean by humiliating my son in front of the entire town like that.”
Well, right to the point. Brynja sat back in her seat and crossed her own arms. “Not that it’s your business…but my squire was too drunk to safely ride a horse.”
“Your squire.” Katja practically spit the words out and pulled back a seat without being bid to stay. Then, she planted herself in it with an almost magisterial grace.
Brynja had to remind herself not to shift in place or falter under her mother’s imperious gaze. “Yes, Mother: my squire. For someone who insisted on it as much as you did, I’m surprised you forget so often.”
“How dare you treat your own brother with such disrespect? How dare you speak to me with such disrespect?”
“He is my squire.”
“He is your brother.”
“But he is also my squire.”
“And so that gives you the authority to abuse him? To humiliate him? To make him a laughing stock among his peers and lessers?”
Brynja bit back her anger, drew a breath, and tried again. “I had to get him home. He couldn’t ride.”
“Oh balderdash. Of course he could have ridden.”
“You were not there. I was. And I’m telling you, he could barely walk at first, he was that plastered.”
Katja’s eyes flashed. “Where were you when he was supposedly getting drunk like that?”
“I was working. And don’t ask where I was – ask where he was. He was at the foot of the mountain. Getting drunk, at the foot of the mountain. Letting his guard down, there of all places, in the witch’s grove.”
Katja rolled her eyes. “Oh for the love of Freya. You’re not going to go on about that, are you? It’s an old wives’ tale.”
Brynja shook her head. “I saw her, as real as you’re sitting there.”
Her mother just laughed though. It was a cool, musical, mirthless sound. “You were a child, Brynja. A child who had gone without food or drink for five days. You were delusional. You’re not seriously going to punish your brother over your childhood hallucinations, are you?”
She felt her cheeks color at that. It had been no delusion. She’d heard the witch’s voice in her thoughts, felt the terrifying coolness of her magic. She remembered her face, her dark eyes peering out from under a black hood. No, she’d been no delusion. But Katja hadn’t believed her then, and she wouldn’t now. So she let the point drop. “The witch aside, it doesn’t matter. He was still too drunk to ride. He would have broken his neck if he tried getting into the saddle.”
“If that’s true, what was he doing with that much liquor? Shouldn’t that skulking manservant of yours keep the cellars locked?”
“Ketil does. But this wasn’t from the cellar. Agot stole this from a merchant in town.”
This, at least, silenced the older woman. She flapped her gums once, then twice. But no sound came out.
“He and a few of his friends, they robbed Mister Bjarnesen.”
Her mother seemed to recall her wits, because a hard expression crossed her face. “Bjarnesen? What rubbish. That miserable little…little…” She seemed for a space at a loss for a sufficiently vile descriptor. When at last she settled on one, she delivered it with all the acrimony her expression made clear she believed it deserved. “Shop keep is obviously lying. I would have thought you’d have the sense to see that.”
“He’s not lying.”
“Of course he is. He knows whose son Agot is, and he knows –”
“Mother, Agot admitted it. So did Bard and Gerda and Isak. They’re all guilty.”
“Bard?” the older woman repeated, and Brynja knew at once that she’d made a mistake to mention his friends by name. She didn’t have to wait long to have her confirmation. “Well, there you have it, then. It’s those miserable friends you let him keep. Whoever heard of a Knutson keeping company with a miller? I told you no good would come of it.”
“It was Agot’s idea. He wanted a drink.”
“Freya, you will blame you brother no matter what, won’t you?”
Brynja sighed and ran a hand through her strawberry blonde hair.
“Don’t do that,” her mother snapped. “Sit up straight, and don’t huff at me.”
“Agot broke up with Eva.”
“What?”
“They broke up. That’s why he was drinking. It was his idea, because Mister Bjarnesen – very rightly – would not sell to the kids. So he just grabbed bottles. One or two of his friends did too, but he grabbed first. And then ran for it.
“It’s not Bjarnesen’s fault, mom. It’s not Gerda’s or Isak’s or Bard’s either. It’s Agot’s. And he’s a squire. They’re not. He’s the one who has sworn to uphold the law and serve with honor. They’re just kids.”
“My gods, listen to yourself. His heart is broken, and you want to pin this all on him?”
“It is all on him, dammit!”
Katja drew back in her seat, as if the words had hit her with some kind of physical force. She stared over the bridge of a very fine nose at her daughter. And for a long moment, they sat there, silent and immovable.
Brynja was the first to break. “I’m sorry for cursing.”
“As you should be.”
“But he committed a crime. We are lucky Mister Bjarnesen isn’t pressing charges.”
“Bjarnesen is lucky he’s not pressing charges. That miserable haggler would never do business in this town again, I can promise you that.”
“Mother.” She frowned at the older woman, this time with the authority of the knight of the county, and not the deference of a scolded child. “Threatening someone for reporting a crime, much less punishing them –”
“I didn’t say a word about punishing anyone,” Katja sniffed. “I’m just saying, if the people of this area realized what a miserable cheat and a vindictive little grasper he is, they might think twice about doing business with him.”
“No, they wouldn’t. And I would personally arrest anyone who tried to use their wealth or family name to intimidate people away from doing business with him. Am I clear?”
The other woman brushed this aside with an imperious wave of her hand. “None of this is relevant to poor Agot, though. What do you intend to do with him?”
“I haven’t made up my mind yet.”
“I think you should do nothing.”
Brynja stopped herself before she rolled her eyes, but only just. “Of course you do, Mother.”
“You’ve already humiliated the poor boy enough. You and that wicked girl. Although he’s lucky to be rid of her. But I’m sure that’s not how he sees it. Not yet.”
“No. He’s quite broken up about it. So if you see him, please don’t say anything like that.”
This earned her another dismissive wave of the hand. “Yes, yes. But my point is, he has suffered enough.”
Brynja considered for a long moment, then nodded. “I might let him off with paying for the stolen brandy, this time.”
Katja frowned. “Paying? You mean, paying that Bjarnesen?”
“Yes.”
“On a squire’s stipend?”
“It will be a good reminder over the next few weeks,” she decided, liking the idea more the longer she considered it. “Each payment will impress upon him the wrongness of his actions better than any lecture from me. Or at least, not being able to afford to do anything with his friends will talk sense into him when he thinks of something else so pigheaded in the future.”
The older woman snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Bjarnesen must be paid anyway.”
“You’re being ridiculous. But if you insist, his father will pay. How much is it?”
It was Brynja’s turn to frown now. “And how will he learn from his mistakes if you bail him out, Mother?”
“Learn from his mistakes,” the other woman repeated. “He’s not some kind of criminal, Brynja. He’s your brother.”
“He’s my brother, and my squire, and quite literally a criminal. He stole.”
“But you’ve already admitted that these were extenuating circumstances.”
“I did not.”
“You did: you said it was because of that girl.”
“That’s not an excuse.”
“Perhaps not. But it is an extenuating circumstance.”
“Oh Mother…” Brynja shook her head exasperatedly. “It’s always an ‘extenuating circumstance’ with you.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“It means, it was an ‘extenuating circumstance’ when you sent a letter to Commander Lidek, berating him for docking Agot points in the marksmanship competition.”
“I didn’t berate him. But that man was a fool.”
“It was an ‘extenuating circumstance’ when you took him off base without leave for Katrine’s christening.”
Katja threw her hands in the air and loosed a loud, aggravated sigh. “Katrine is his stepbrother’s first child. It clearly doesn’t mean much to you, but family matters to some of us, Bryn.”
“You almost got him thrown out of the program. Don’t you understand, Mother? You have to stop it with the ‘extenuating circumstances.’ He’s a squire, now. He’s going to be a knight protector someday – if he makes it that far. He’s a man, not a child.”
“He’s my boy.”
“Your boy is almost an adult. He’s a squire. A squire. You can’t keep running to his defense. He has to stand on his own, and answer for his own mistakes. You have to stop coddling him.”
Katja’s eyes flashed. “How dare you speak such things to me? I am your mother.”
“I know you are. Which is why I’m saying this to you. Not for my sake, but for Agot’s. Please, back off.”
The older woman drew a breath, loosed it, and then took another. When she spoke, her voice was cold as ice. “Well, pardon my interference. I had thought that you of all people – after everything with Janne – would have understood the extenuating circumstances of being dumped.” She stood now. “But, clearly I was mistaken. Go ahead and persecute your brother, if that will make you feel better.”




Chapter Two – Ceinwen

A cool wind moved through the mountains, brushing aside the woman’s cloak and scattering her hair. She stood stock still, listening and feeling the wind against her skin.
There was energy in wind. Most people couldn’t sense it. But she was not most people. So she could feel the strange tension in the air tonight. She closed her eyes and listened.
She heard the patter of little feet, as the mountain creatures scurried about their business. She heard the beat of wings, small, leathery wings, as arctic bats made their way through the night – searching for the same voles and mice she could sense.
She heard the far away clang of a bell, deep in the valley. It seemed too far away to hail from one of the villages. She opened her eyes and peered down the mountainside. A few tiny points of light were still visible in the guard towers, but a dense layer of fog had moved in from the south and hidden most of the valley beneath. The villages, and whatever lights still burned there, were completely invisible to her. She could make out only a few of the old towers overlooking the mountain passes; and they were still.
She watched for a long minute, but nothing else happened. She didn’t see fire, or the dark silhouettes of marauding animals. Perhaps it was nothing, then.
And yet…she could still feel the tingle of malevolent energy pelting her skin, like tiny pieces of hail bouncing off a rooftop. She lifted her eyes from the valley to the sky and scanned the heavens.
The night had grown long, and just as fog had come in below, clouds rolled in overhead. Now and again a sliver of moonlight peeked out, but the night remained dark. She shut her eyes and listened again.
She heard it this time, a deep and faraway kind of rhythm, like the tramping of feet and the compressing of bellows all at once. She drew her features up into a kind of unconscious frown, scrunching them in concentration. Whoosh. Thump. Whoosh. Thump. She heard each sound distinctly, again and again, and all at once.
Then, she opened her eyes and sucked in a long, deep breath of cold night air. She understood. Gods, she understood alright. She’d heard that sound before, many long years ago.
She turned to the creature behind her, its golden eyes staring out of pale, boney eye sockets. “Dragons, Aeron. They’ll be here by morning. We must go.”




Chapter Three – Brynja

The conversation hadn’t got better from there. Brynja had observed that perhaps with less interference and better parenting, some other knight protector might have taken Agot on, and he would not have had to rely on his big sister to save him from the disgrace of being rejected by the entire knight protector program. “Then these difficulties might have been avoided.”
The jab had been rewarded with a brisk slap to the face, but at least it earned her a bit of peace and quiet. Katja stormed out of her study. She heard her mother shouting something, she could not tell what, at poor Ketil. And then in a moment, the skimmer squealed out of the yard, kicking up great clouds of dust in its wake.
It had put the rest of the day under something of a cloud. Brynja was conscious of the resentment she felt toward her brother because of incidents like these. Conscious, but unable to fully push it away.
Agot was no more to blame than she for Katja’s behavior. But until the sting lessened, she did not trust herself. So she chose to make herself scarce, rather than run the risk that those unjust feelings would manifest some ugly way. Any punishment she meted out to the squire, therefore, would have to wait until she had made peace with her feelings toward the brother.
So she set her correspondence aside and rode out early for the far fields. She was still working on shoring up one of the riverbanks against spring flooding, and that would take all morning.
She allowed it to take longer. She let it take until sunset, and only then did she ride home. Her brother was at dinner, visibly covered in sweat and dirt. “Freya, it’s about time,” he said as she entered the room. “That damned Ketil wouldn’t bring out the food until you got back.”
Brynja scoffed. “Don’t disrespect Ketil.”
“I wouldn’t, if the bloody man didn’t starve me.”
This was a tone too near their mother’s. It didn’t help his case that Agot looked like a younger, bearded version of the older woman. With his raven dark hair, sky blue eyes, and perfect cheekbones, it was like Katja was right there with them all over again, repeating the same lines from earlier in the same acrimonious tones. Brynja felt her ire rise, and she snapped, “Squire Agot, you will not disrespect members of my house. Are we clear?”
The boy scowled at her and nodded stiffly. “Yes, KP. Whatever you say, KP. May I eat now, KP?”
Despite his grating manner, she regretted her own sharp tone. Heading to the bell, she rang it for dinner, and said, “Of course you can eat, Ag. You know you don’t have to ask.”
He snorted, and she took her seat. They sat in unamiable silence for a minute as the first kitchen boy hustled up the stairs with a tray of food. A handful of others followed, and before long the table was set.
The meal was roasted quail and half a dozen side dishes, and her mouth watered as soon as the aromas hit her nose. “I didn’t know we had quail.”
“We didn’t,” Agot said, his tone a little acrid. “I shot it this morning.”
“Oh. Well, uh, thank you. It smells very good.”
He didn’t say anything but watched her with a sullen expression. Once the table had been set, Brynja dismissed the servants to their own meal. She would have been content to ignore her brother for the rest of the evening, if that’s how he wanted to play this. She still felt some of the same irrational anger from earlier, and she didn’t want to snap at him again.
But Agot didn’t remain quiet. He scarfed down half a plate full of food while she was still working on her first few mouthfuls. Then he said, “I take it mother was here this morning?”
Brynja shot him a wary glance. “Why? You didn’t call her, did you?”
He snorted. “Of course not. I heard her yelling. And saw her leaving the yard in a hurry, so I assume it didn’t go her way.”
She almost laughed at that. “No, I guess it didn’t.”
He studied her face, and – perhaps she imagined it – but his eyes seemed to focus on her cheek. She felt the blood rush to her face. “Well, you know mom.”
He nodded, his gaze falling to his plate. “Yup.”
For a long moment, silence settled between them. She picked at her food. “The quail is really good. Thanks.”
“Eh, I didn’t have much to do with that. I just shot the thing.”
She smiled, feeling less aggravated than a few moments earlier. “I’m sorry I snapped at you, Ag.”
“I’m sorry I talked shit about Ketil. I don’t think he likes me, you know.”
That was probably true. Ketil had been made in the mold of the old housecarls. His loyalty to his mistress was absolute, and her interests were his. That did not extend to her family, though, except insomuch as their interests were also hers. And with Agot came Katja’s interference, which was decidedly not in Brynja’s interests.
So it followed that Ketil might not have cared for the young squire, regardless of his relation to his mistress. Out loud, though, she said, “Nonsense. Of course he does. He just is very old-fashioned in his way of doing things, that’s all.”
Her brother snorted, and again, for a moment, they fell into silence. Then he asked, “Did mom hit you, Bryn?”
She blinked. “What?”
“It’s just…there’s a mark on your cheek. And Ketil has been more than usually ‘old-fashioned’ toward me, which makes me think he blames me for whatever happened.”
She didn’t answer at once. She could feel her cheeks flaming, and she felt an absolute fool. What kind of KP had to answer such a question from her little brother? What kind of KP allowed the mother of her squire to storm into her house and slap her? Freya. What a fool I am.
When she did speak, she didn’t look at him. “We disagreed, rather strenuously. But we came to an understanding.”
“Ah. Listen, Bryn, I’m sorry. I mean it. About all of it – the stealing, the running off, all of it. But I’m most sorry…well, that mother got wind of it.”
She laughed, a low, mirthless laugh. “Don’t be sorry, Ag. It’s not your fault. You know how she is: Mother will be Mother.”
“I did talk to Mister Bjarnesen today. I made arrangements to pay him with my stipend.”
“Good.”
“And I’m going to cover what the others owe too.”
She glanced up at that. “What?”
“It was my idea; they shouldn’t pay for it. Anyway, I don’t think Bard can afford it.”
She considered, then nodded. “Alright. But that means you won’t have money for a long time.”
“I know.” He laughed in a self-deprecating fashion. “It’s not like I’ve got anyone to spend on anymore anyway, is it?”
They’d parted on friendly terms, and Brynja went to bed a little lighter in spirit than she’d spent the rest of the day. She woke at her familiar early hour, and Ketil made sure she had fresh coffee waiting. “Good morning, ma’am.”
She took the coffee with thanks and studied the old man. He wasn’t really old, not in the way people thought of old men. But there was a slowness in his step and a weariness in his expression some days that aged him rather more than his actual years. “Have you had your coffee yet?”
“Not yet.”
She gestured to a seat across from her. “Take it with me.”
“Ma’am?”
“Tell me about the estate. I’ve been focused on the northern pastures. What’s the word elsewhere?”
Ketil poured himself a cup of coffee and took a seat. “Not much word. We’ve finished laying down provisions in the root cellar. We’ll eat well this winter, I think. It was a good harvest this year.”
She nodded. “Yes it was.”
“And the lads are still catching fish and game. More comes in every day. So they’re smoking and canning that. We’ll have more than enough laid by. We’ll be able to supplement anyone who might not have prepared so well again this year.”
“Good.” That was an unwritten duty of a knight of the north. Winters here could be brutal and long, and the best laid plans might go awry. Crops could spoil, game might prove elusive. A good knight made sure no one went to bed hungry in her county – not while there was food to have.
“And we’re waiting for the first snow to harvest the winter berries. They’ll be ready by then, and the kitchen staff will freeze some if there’s enough river ice to cut, or we’ll can them if not.”
She let the old man run through his plans, and she listened. Ketil’s voice was a good one. He didn’t drone on like some men, and he didn’t get worked up in the way of others. He talked in calm, quiet tones that kept his listener’s interest. He seemed to have everything worked out, from the managing of berries to the setting aside of ice to the turning of the seasons themselves.
He talked for perhaps ten minutes, but then he set aside his mug. “Well, I should be about my day.”
“Of course. Thank you, Ketil.”
He bowed and moved to leave her study. Then, though, he hesitated. “Miss?”
“Yes?”
“There is one thing. Perhaps it is nothing. But I thought you would like to know all the same.”
This, of course, only piqued her interest. “What is it?”
“When you were out yesterday, a messenger came. From the Knutson house.”
Brynja grimaced. “What did they want?”
“I don’t know. The message wasn’t for you, it was for Squire Knutson.”
“For Agot?”
The old man nodded. “Master Agot was out at the time, but the messenger left a letter. And, I can’t say for certain, but I would stake my cap on the fact that there were bank notes in it.”
“You mean…she sent him money? After I told her not to?”
“I can’t say for certain,” he repeated. “But I took the envelope, and it felt like there were notes in it. And Squire Knutson – well, he was awfully excited to get it. And in my experience, letters from Missus Helgedatter do not usually inspire such excitement unless there are bank notes included.”
Brynja stared in silence at the papers on her desk after he left. Then, she walked to the window, a cup of coffee in hand, and looked out into the yard. She stood there for a long moment, then she laughed, a long, loud and almost hysterical laugh.
It wasn’t funny. Goddesses knew, there was nothing amusing about this situation. Except, perhaps, what a jester they’d all made of her throughout it. She’d been the fool in her mother’s little court, hadn’t she?
Katja hadn’t got her way in the morning, so she’d taken a different approach. She didn’t pay off Agot’s debt to Bjarnesen. Instead, she sent the money to her son directly. And Agot? Well, so much for all his talk about doing the right thing. So much for his penitence.
He was his mother’s son, there was no denying that: a snake and a liar.
Tears welled in her brown eyes, but Brynja blinked them away. She had vowed long ago that she was done crying because of Katja. She wouldn’t break that vow now. Not for her, and not for her son, either.
Instead, she rang the bell. A minute later, one of the house staff appeared. He was one of the more recent hires, a young man not much older than her own brother called Olaf. “Ma’am?”
“Good morning Olaf. Can you rouse Squire Agot for me? I need to speak with him immediately.”
“Of course, ma’am. Should I give him a reason?”
She shook her head. “Nothing beyond that. Tell him it’s urgent.”
The boy nodded and promised he would return shortly. And he did. “Squire Agot will be down directly, Ma’am.”
Olaf proved optimistic in his estimate. Agot did come down, but it took half an hour. And when he appeared, he was wearing slippers. He hadn’t apparently brushed his hair either, and he yawned as he went directly for the coffee. “Dammit, Bryn, what in Hel’s hold is going on to get me up this early?”
She let him pour a cup of coffee, but then she said, “Take a seat, Squire Agot.”
He glanced at her with sleepy eyes. “‘Squire’? Am I in trouble?”
“Did mother send you money yesterday?”
Agot’s face flushed. “What? Of course not.”
“Okay, let’s try it this way. Squire Agot, did you receive money yesterday?”
He visibly bristled at the briskness in her tone, but he laughed sheepishly. “Bryn, come on? What are you doing?”
“I’m asking you a question, Squire. I expect an answer. And by Freya, you’d better not lie to me.”
He swallowed. “Look, Bryn, I…”
“KP Evansdatter to you.”
He scowled at her. “KP Evansdatter, I didn’t ask anyone for anything.”
“That is not what I asked. Did she, or your father, or anyone else send you money?”
He sighed. “Yes. Alright, they did. You happy now?”
“Enough, presumably, to cover what you owe Mister Bjarnesen?” He nodded but said nothing. “Enough to cover that generous offer you made, of paying for your friends?” He nodded again, and she shook her head in disgust. “You never learn, do you, Agot?”
“Hel’s hold, Bryn, what do you want me to do? I didn’t know she was going to send the money. I didn’t ask her for it.”
She scoffed. “I’m sure you didn’t. Just like she happened to show up yesterday morning because of what she heard in the village, right? You didn’t go whining to mommy?”
He stared at her with an expression that was one part hurt and another anger. “For fuck’s sake, of course I didn’t.”
She’d just started to tell him to watch his language, when she paused. That was no way for a squire to be talking to his KP, but, then, she couldn’t shake how like her mother the demand would sound. So she said instead, “Why should I believe you, when you’ve done nothing but lie to me?”
“I didn’t lie. Alright, I kind of did about the money. But what did you want me to do? It’s not like I was keeping it. I figured, it would keep Gerda and the guys out of trouble, and it’d be no skin off of my back. But I wouldn’t be profiting from it or anything. So what’s the harm?”
“What’s the harm?” She stared incredulously at her brother. “The harm is, you lied to me, Agot. You should have told me about the money, instead of acting like you were some kind of damned hero sacrificing for your friends. You should have –”
That, though, was a sentence she never got to finish. Because at that moment, Ketil appeared at the doorway. “Ma’am, pardon me – but there’s a rider for you, from South Pass. There’s been a murder.”




Chapter Four – Brynja

The rider proved to be Sigrun Firebeard, the marshal of South Pass. He was a big man, built something like a bear, with a deep chest, thick, short neck, and arms that looked like tree trunks. His hair and beard were more silver than red these days, but usually he walked with the energy of a man half his age.
Today, though, the lines in his forehead were more pronounced than usual, and a great chasm had formed between his eyes. He nodded as he entered. “Pardon me, Knight Protector, for the hour. But Olaug Alfsdatter is dead.”
“Olaug?” Brynja repeated, trying to remember the woman in question. She’d passed enough time in South Pass, it being so near her own village, that she knew most of the locals.
“Folks called her One-Eye, on account –”
“Of her missing eye.” Brynja knew her, alright. They’d shared drinks more than a few times at South Pass’s only inn, and swapped stories too. She’d been in the prime of her life, a strong, fierce woman who worked in the militia. “She’s dead? What happened?”
“We don’t rightly know. She was shot.”
“Shot? You think it was deliberate?” She could see that. One-Eye had made her share of enemies over the years. She’d arrested thieves and broken up bar fights – and broken the jaws of a few men who didn’t understand the wisdom in quitting when she told them to. You were bound to make enemies in that line of work. And maybe one of them carried a grudge that didn’t go away as easily as the others’ had.
“This is where it gets very strange.” He glanced questioningly at Agot.
“That’s Squire Knutson,” she explained. “He’s my squire. He can stay.”
He nodded briskly. “Very good. The entry and exit wound weren’t made by any pistol or short-range rifle. She was shot by a ranged, high precision laser rifle.”
“A sniper’s gun?”
He nodded. “And it gets stranger yet. The angle is all wrong. She was on duty in the easternmost guard towner when she was shot. This wasn’t someone picking her off from the ground, KP.”
“What do you mean?”
“She was shot from above. Based on the angle the beam bore through her skull, she was either shot from almost directly below her as she looked down, or from somewhere much, much higher as she was looking up.”
“How do you know which one it was, then?”
“Because there’s searing on the tower floor behind her. The beam passed through her head, and almost lit the tower itself on fire.
“Brynja, One-Eye was either shot from the peak of the mountain, or by someone in the air.”
She forgot the Agot situation, of course, in light of this. Inside a quarter hour, horses had been made ready. She offered the marshal a fresh mount, but he shook his head, patting the side of the great beast he’d ridden down. “Torvald will do, ma’am.”
It was just as well. The horse was pure muscle, and probably weighed one and a half times as much as some of the creatures in her stables. She supposed a weary Torvald would still be better able to bear his master than most regular horses at their freshest.
Firebeard spoke as they waited for the horses. “She rang the bell some time after midnight. Just the once. Valter – in the next tower over – heard it. But she didn’t light the beacon or ring the bell again. So he assumed she might have knocked it accidentally.” The big man shrugged. “That’s happened once or twice, especially when mead is involved. The watch is long and cold, and sometimes people drink more than they need to keep warm, if you get my drift. Old Svein knocked his head against it a few times. Before the accident, I mean.”
She nodded. She’d heard the story. Svein had ended up falling out of one of the northern towers. Mercifully, he’d survived with nothing worse than a broken leg. But it had ended his career in the militia – a move that just about everyone agreed was long overdue. Now the old man tended his garden, and drank more mead than was good for him, and told wild stories about his adventures that were delightful to everyone and believed by no one.
“Still, he roused one of Tonje’s boys and sent him to go check it out, and the boy came back and told us she’d been killed. He was quite shaken.”
“Did he see anything else?”
Firebeard shook his head. “No. The night was dark, especially with the fog. And he got back as soon as he found the body. I think, between you and me, he was terrified he was going to end up like her.”
“So you think there’s someone in the mountains?” Agot asked. “A sniper?”
“Maybe.”
“Then wouldn’t we all be at risk? The village, South Pass, everyone? I mean, from the right points up there, you can see everything, can’t you?”
“We don’t know if the shooter came from the mountains,” Firebeard cautioned.
“Well, where else?”
“Could have been a dragon rider,” Brynja said.
Agot frowned. “A dragon rider? We would have seen them. Anyway, what would a knight protector be doing shooting a militiawoman?”
“Not everyone who has a dragon is a knight protector.”
“But the law says –”
“It’d make our jobs a lot easier if that was all it took, squire. But the law prohibits murder too. And here we are.”
Agot said no more at his words, but Brynja added, “There have been cases of robbers getting their hands on a youngling and training it as their own. Or even killing a knight and seizing his dragon.” They were rare instances, much rarer than murder. But rare meant it still happened. And someone had shot One-Eye from above. That didn’t usually happen, either. Whatever had gone down the night before, they were looking at a rare set of circumstances.
“Which,” Sigrun nodded when she remarked the fact, “is why I came here. I left one of my deputies, Kaj, to keep any eye on things. I don’t want word spreading. We haven’t even told the husband yet.”
The horses were ready shortly thereafter. Ketil packed food in case they needed it. Since they were only riding a few hours, from one town to another, it seemed unlikely. But he was a man who didn’t leave things to chance. So, with small bundles of provisions tucked into their saddles, they set out.
Brynja had debated for half a second whether or not to leave her brother. She didn’t want to see him at the moment. But that was not a call for Brynja the sister to make. It was the business of Brynja the knight protector. And a knight protector would bring her squire on such a venture.
So she swallowed her pride and her anger. As long as Agot remained her squire – and until they finished that conversation from earlier, she wasn’t sure how long that would be – he’d come with her.
The morning proved a cold one, even after the sun peaked over the mountaintops. There was a dampness in the air that hadn’t been there the day before, and briskness to the wind that cut right through her cloak. There would be snow on the ground soon, she thought. It would be a few weeks yet for the rest of the country, but it always snowed first here. Theirs was the northernmost county in the realm, with the frozen sea to the east, the endless mountain ranges to the west, and the frozen tundra north.
The village – for that, to these northern people was what it was called – sat at the foot of a line of mountains that extended back to the tundra. The largest of the mountains was called Fjell, or ‘mountain’ in the old tongue. It was Fjell in whose shadow the village sat, Fjell that all the lesser mountains rose toward.
Opposite Fjell and the other mountains, on the eastern side of the village, a few dozen kilometers of hill country shielded them from the worst that the sea had to offer in winter. But in summer, the distance was not too great to keep trappers and fishers from those waters. Seal blubber and shark meat, smelt and salmon, and half a dozen varieties of plant and animal species would be harvested and sent back to the village.
Nordfjell – for that is what the village and its surrounding county had been called by the realm after annexation – exported marine products southward from the first thaws to the first freeze. If the winter proved lenient, or if the gold was right, some would venture out year-round to find these delicacies for southern nobles willing to compensate for the risk involved. Those who made the trip to the sea and back would follow the road from Nordfjell to Mountain Pass, and south to the capital, or one of the surrounding counties.
Soon, the first snowfalls would bury those highways. In a month, people would be bringing out the dog sleds. In two months, it would be wind sleds.
But for now, the pass between the sea and the mountains was wide open. If they needed to send for an investigator from the capital, he’d probably arrive while the roads were still passable. He might have to leave on a dog sled, but at least he could get here, she thought.
Then again, maybe it wouldn’t get that far. Maybe the group of them, in the full light of day, might find some clue the boy, and later Firebeard, had missed in the dark. Brynja hoped so, though she didn’t hold out much faith in the idea.
She had limited experience with murders. There had been exactly two in the entire course of her tenure as knight protector of the county, and both had been resolved inside half a day. The first had been a dispute among men from one of the mining camps. It had come to blows, and one man had died. His killer sobered up the next morning and turned himself in without incident. The other had been a romantic rivalry between two young men in the hill country. One met a grim and untimely end on the end of another’s axe, and after a few initial denials, the killer confessed inside half an hour of being detained.
She had a feeling neither case would be relevant to this one. If someone had waited for One-Eye from a sniper’s vantage, that meant that this was a careful and premeditated crime. Not a crime of impulse or alcohol.
Brynja ran through possible motives as they rode. She didn’t know the woman well enough to rule out jealousy. Had she taken a lover, or maybe spurned an admirer? She was married, but that didn’t always stop lovers – or admirers. Had jealousy turned to murder?
She couldn’t remember much of One-Eye’s husband. She’d met him, but she and the other woman had drank rather too much that night. Her memories were fragmented at best; she couldn’t even remember his name. But the little she recalled gave her no cause for concern. He’d seemed a pleasant enough man.
But pleasant faces could hide all kinds of mischief. Her mother was as fine as an example of that as ever lived, wasn’t she?
Then again, maybe it had nothing to do with One-Eye’s husband. What’s his name? Torkel? Tollak? Maybe it had nothing to do with passion at all. She’d mentioned revenge earlier to Sigrun. It was the most obvious choice, considering One-Eye’s line of work. What if it was no more complicated than that?
For starters, it’d mean they would have a lot of suspects. One-Eye had been busting heads for twenty years, not just in South Pass but all over the county. She’d been a deputy in Riverview, a sheriff in the hill country, and even a warrant officer for all of Nordfjell for a while. For two decades she’d been enforcing the law and making enemies. That meant her killer might be anyone she’d run into on the last twenty years.
We may need that capital man after all, she thought.
They reached South Pass by mid-morning. The town was buzzing with activity, and their approach seemed the kick to the proverbial hornet’s nest. People streamed out of their homes and surrounded them, shouting for answers and explanations.
“KP Evansdatter, what’s going on? Is she really dead, then?”
“Marshal, was it murder?”
Sigrun dismounted and offered a few words of assurance to the villagers. They seemed to produce the opposite effect, because for every platitude he offered about everything being under control, a new voice piped up challenging the assertion.
“Where’s Olaug then, if everything’s under control?
“Aye, and where’s Torkel for that matter? He disappeared this morning.”
“The boy says One-Eye’s been done in for. That true, Marshal?”
“Please,” Sigrun tried, “as soon as we know what’s going on, I will tell you all.”
“You can tell us what you do know, at any rate. Has there been a murder?”
“They say someone shot her from the sky. Is that true?”
This went on for a few rounds, with Firebeard trying to placate the crowd, and the crowd refusing to be placated. Finally, Brynja intervened, “Let the man work. Yes, there’s been a death. No, we don’t know more than that. We won’t know more, until we look further.”
The same flood of questions hit her, demanding confirmation that the victim was One-Eye, wanting to know how she died, and even, from one rather morbid boy, “Was there a lot of blood?”
But unlike the marshal, she was not polite. “Freya’s teeth, do I have to start arresting people? You are impeding an official investigation. Now make way, or you can wait for answers in lockup.”
It did the trick, and the tiny assemblage made way. The questions didn’t stop, but at least they got through.
Their first stop was the boy’s house. Tonje answered the door. She was a middle-aged woman of slight frame and fair face, pretty but harried. Her hair looked mussed, with little wisps of gray and blonde sticking out of her braid. She wore an apron over her dress, and it was smeared with some manner of foodstuff. “Marshal,” she said, “come in. And you, KP.”
“How’s the boy?”
She snorted. “Which one? Oddvar threw up, but his brothers are worse. It’s been everything I could do to keep them from running off to see the body themselves.” She waved them into the single room dwelling, past the beds and toward the central hearth.
To her sons, she said, “Go on, make room for the marshal. Vilhelm, feed your brother.” She handed one of the elder children, a lad of ten or twelve perhaps, a bowl of some kind of vegetable or lentil paste. “And be sure he eats it slowly, you hear?”
He offered a complaint, but Firebeard frowned at him, and the child fell at once to obeying in silence. Tonje flashed a grateful smile, then turned to her other children. There were five of them in total – Vilhelm and the toddler he was feeding, a dark-haired older brother, and a set of boys who looked to be twins. The twins, she guessed, were around eight years old, and the eldest had perhaps reached his teens.
“Oddvar?” she asked.
The boy glanced up. He was pale, with dark, purple ruts under his eyes, and his voice sounded very small when he spoke. “Miss?”
“You’re the one who found the body?”
“Yes, miss.”
“Tell me about it.”
“She was dead when I found her. Freya as my witness, miss. Dead and cold too.”
Brynja glanced at his mother, and she explained, “He’s afraid he’ll be accused of the murder. I told him he had nothing to worry about. But…”
“Of course we don’t think you did it, Oddvar,” Firebeard said, in a tone that was at once kindly and exasperated.
The boy glanced between them. “Then why did you fetch the KP?”
“The KP always gets called when there’s a murder,” Agot said. It was the first since they’d arrived that he’d spoken, and Brynja glanced up at him. “It’s not to take you off, Oddvar. But because we need to find whoever did do the killing. And the KP here is going to do it.”
Oddvar studied Agot for a moment, and then nodded. Brynja could have sworn she saw the tension literally melting out of his expression, like steam rising off a lake on an early autumn morning. “Oh. Well, that’s good then.”
Brynja smiled at the boy and took a seat beside him. “All we want to know is what you saw, Oddvar. Because maybe something you saw will help us figure out who the killer is. That’s all. We know you didn’t do it.”
He nodded. “Well, Mister Valter came by early-like.”
“Just after two,” Tonje put in, “when his shift ended.”
“He knocked on the door, and when mom got it, he asked if any of us wanted to earn a few coppers.”
Here, the mother’s face flushed at the same time the son’s did. “Things have been tight,” she explained, “since their father’s death. The boys take jobs here and there, odd jobs to help bring in some extra money.”
“I said yes, of course. Mister Valter offers me jobs a lot, you know? He doesn’t like to climb much unless he has to, on account of his knees. So he’ll have me bring him things when he’s on duty, so he doesn’t have to get up and down the ladder.”
“What was the job?”
“He said he heard a bell, or half a bell, from One-Eye’s tower.” He paused his narration to glance up at her and then Agot. “That’s a signal, in case there’s trouble: the watcher rings the bell if there’s trouble and lights the signal if she requires assistance. Well, she only rang that one time, or half a time, so Valter wasn’t sure there was trouble at all.
“So he asked me to run and get a message, and report to the marshal if anything had happened.”
“And what did he do?”
“Had a glass of mead and went to bed, I should think,” Firebeard said. “Valter is not as young as he was, you understand.”
She didn’t know the man, but the mention of his arthritic knees indicated that he was perhaps not the picture of youthful vitality. She nodded. “And what did you do?”
“Well, I went to the tower. It was a cold morning, so I walked quick, so I could be home as quick. I called to her when I reached the tower, but she didn’t answer.
“I thought maybe she’d fallen asleep or passed out from drink.” The boy shrugged, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. “She wouldn’t be the first, you know?”
“Oh?” Firebeard asked. “Who else is sleeping and drinking on the job?”
Oddvar’s cheeks reddened, and he stammered out a noncommittal reply. Brynja intervened. This was a staffing issue the marshal could deal with at a later time. “What did you do?”
“Well, I climbed the tower, just to see. I saw her slumped against the wall, and I thought she must be passed out after all. Only…” He shook his head, and he looked in the moment very young, and very childlike. “She wasn’t. She was cold when I went to shake her. And then, I saw the blood.”
Brynja nodded, and her own tone was soft when she spoke. “Did you move her at all, Oddvar? When you found her, I mean.”
“What? No, of course not.”
“Not even a little? Did you touch anything when you were there? Move anything? You’re not in trouble if you did, okay? But I need you to think very carefully. It’s important.”
The boy shook his head adamantly. “No, not at all. As soon as I realized, I left. I didn’t touch anything. I ran all the way home and told Mother. And then she got the marshal. Honest, miss: I didn’t do anything.”




Chapter Five – Ceinwen 

She stared into the pool. The waters, in the dark, were almost as black as her eyes. A stillness settled in the cavern, the kind of stillness that only the deep and dark places of the world know. Nothing moved. Nothing breathed. Nothing, except the woman.
She wasn’t trying to hear creatures, though. She listened to the water. The pool’s glassy surface remained smooth and undisturbed, but its depths spoke in the soft, careful way of still waters.
Slowly, in long, languid reverberations, the water spoke. And she listened. She listened as the sounds of heavy beasts overhead echoed down from the stones and ice above, down deep into the heart of the mountain. She listened as the water carried the tramping of those feet to her ears, preserving and amplifying what otherwise would have been dulled by the ton upon ton of rock and earth above them.
She heard voices of dragons and the whispers of men. Angry voices. Cruel whispers. There would be blood in the valley before long. Or perhaps there already was. She could not hear the cries of the villagers below, but maybe that time had already passed. Maybe as she was descending to the root of the mountain, these men and dragons had carried out their evil designs. And maybe they hadn’t, and the butchery would begin soon.
She didn’t know, but what she did know was that there would be butchery. She couldn’t say who would be the victim, or why, or even when. But the energy she’d heard in the wind the night before was here again in those words, stronger and fiercer than ever.
Blood would run before long.
Ceinwen stood for a time, just listening. Then, she sighed, and walked to the edge of the water. Kneeling, she dipped her fingers in the pool and touched the water to her forehead. It was a gesture of thanks, taught to her long ago, by someone long dead.
She wasn’t sure why she still did it. She had once believed that there were guardian spirits all around her – spirits in the air and the water, in the trees and the earth. It made sense to thank them then.
But she’d seen the trees felled and the waters dammed, the earth torn and the air harnessed. She’d seen the priests who communed with the spirits torn to pieces by hunting dogs, drowned in those same waters, or buried alive in the earth that had once nourished them.
She didn’t believe in the spirits anymore. She believed in energy. She could feel that, touch it, hear it – prove that it existed. It was real. But she didn’t believe that that energy was a communication from the spirits, because she didn’t believe those spirits existed. She’d seen that they didn’t – couldn’t.
And yet, still she touched the waters of that dark mountain pool to her forehead in reverent silence. Then she stood and whispered a quiet incantation. An orb of light sprang from her fingertips and rose above her head, casting the cavern in a warm, pale illumination.
She picked her way through the rises of dark, jagged stone. The natural floor was uneven here, pocked and carved by ancient water fall and runoff. Light veins of minerals coursed through the walls and ceiling, and ran underfoot, glistening and sparkling as they caught the light of her spell.
Ceinwen thought as she walked. It seemed unlikely that the men and dragons had come for her. She had a reputation in these parts, she knew that. The people feared her. One or two had come to kill her throughout the ages. They’d never returned.
But that hadn’t happened in years now. She’d lost track of how many. The passage of time mattered to those for whom time brought change – those who would lose or gain loved ones, who would see empires rise and fall, who would go off to war and not come back. But it held very little meaning to her, except insomuch as her habits had to adapt with the turning of the seasons.
Still, memory became legend, and legend had a way of lingering longer and larger than life. Had some legend of the elven witch in the mountains reached the capital of these North men? Had these men and their mighty beasts come to hunt her in her own lair? Was it her blood, and not the villages’, that they meant to spill?
Well, let them try. She’d killed worthier foes than soft knights raised in peace and plenty. She’d kill them too, if it came to it.
So Ceinwen followed the long, stone corridor up from the pool. She’d long ago memorized the twists and turns of this labyrinth. In truth, half of her reputation in these parts was due the caves. For they, and not her at all, had claimed most of the dead whose bodies still littered the darkest ways. The mountain’s depths had been claiming wanderers long before she arrived, and she supposed they’d still be claiming them long after she left. Or perhaps she would not leave at all, but just join the dead when at last she wearied of this world and went on to whatever waited.
But that would not be today. Today, she would defend her home. Today, she would lay traps at every entrance, and snares throughout the mountain.
If the riders had come for her, they would find nothing but madness and death waiting in these cold, dead tunnels.




Chapter Six – Brynja

Sunlight had started to cut through the mist, but the day remained cool and damp. The trail to the guard tower was an uphill climb over stony ground, but the horses were used to difficult terrain, and they made good time. Once or twice, when the going got particularly thorny, their little band dismounted and led the beasts.
“There’s one thing that I can’t stop turning over in my head,” Sigrun said during one of these intervals.
“What’s that?”
“Where’d Torkel get off to?”
Brynja nodded. They’d checked for Olaug’s missing husband before they set up. But their house was empty, and outside of a few plates scattered on the floor, seemed undisturbed. “Maybe he headed here.”
“Could be. I suppose, if it were my Missus, I’d do the same. If I wasn’t marshal and all, I mean.”
“Or he did it,” Agot said. “And he’s cleared out before we got here.”
The big man nodded. “The thought had crossed my mind as well.”
“Mine too,” she confirmed. “But his wife just died. There could be plenty of reasonable explanations for his disappearance.”
“Yes. But what about the broken plates?”
Brynja considered for a long moment. She pictured the little house in her mind, its central hearth and dining area lit by glowing coals. There had been two clay plates and two wooden bowls on the ground when they’d arrived, and a handful of cutlery pieces. One of the plates had shattered into half a dozen pieces. One bowl had rolled over by the hearth. The other two seemed to have stayed where they landed, by one of the wooden benches.
There’d been a pan of eggs on the coals, blackened and shriveled and smoking by time they’d arrived, and a pot of some sort of breakfast gruel set to the side. It looked like he’d been preparing breakfast and left in a hurry – perhaps after a struggle.
Which probably meant that, even if he had been involved, he hadn’t been the one to pull the trigger. He would have plenty of time to get back from killing her, but if his plan had been to flee, he could have got a head start right away, under cover of darkness. He wouldn’t have sat around calmly making breakfast for two. Unless that was his alibi, and he panicked when he found out Sigrun brought me on.
“It looked like he got in a fight,” Agot said. “With the scattered flatware and all that.”
“Perhaps,” the older man acknowledged. “Or perhaps he collapsed when he heard the news or scattered the plates in anger himself.”
That was a good point, and Brynja said as much. Agot didn’t seem convinced. “Maybe. But perhaps we’re going about this from the wrong angle.”
Sigrun threw a skeptical glance behind him in the boy’s direction and then an upraised eyebrow her way, and Brynja felt her cheeks color. Was she out of line to let her squire join the conversation freely? KP Karilian never would have allowed it, and certainly not when she was as junior as her brother. Then again, Karilian was kind of an asshole.
She decided to pretend she hadn’t caught the expression. “What do you mean, Agot? What are you thinking?”
Her brother shrugged. “Well, maybe whoever it was wasn’t after One-Eye – not directly, anyway. Maybe they wanted revenge, but not against her. Maybe it was Torkel and killing her was their way to get to him.”
Firebeard snorted. “Perhaps. But it seems a rather elaborate way to go about the business. Why not just kill him directly?”
“Maybe they wanted him to suffer first.”
“It still doesn’t explain where he went.”
“Unless the killer came for him next.”
“That would explain why it looked like there was a struggle,” Brynja agreed.
“So would him being in his cups, or half a dozen theories that don’t involve someone killing Olaug to get to him.”
“But they don’t explain his disappearance,” Agot said. “And this one does.”
The older man had come to a complete stop now, and he frowned at the boy. “Well, perhaps it does. But I’m not going to believe it until we find evidence to support it.”
“Nor me, Marshal. I only suggest it as a possibility that fits the facts we currently have.”
He harrumphed and walked on, and despite her annoyance at her brother, Brynja smiled at him. His theory was as good as anything they had so far, and he’d done a good job defending it under the other man’s scorn. Hell. Maybe we’ll make a knight out of you yet, Agot.
They reached the tower about an hour and a half after they reached town. “I have a team coming after us, for the body,” Sigrun told them. “They’re bringing Olaug’s priest. He’ll examine the body and prepare it for death rituals.”
The older man stopped suddenly and turned to them. “‘The body.’ Freya. To think I’m saying that, about One-Eye.”
“I’m sorry, Firebeard,” Brynja said. “Truly. I didn’t know her well, but well enough to know that she will be missed.”
He nodded. “Aye, that she will.” He drew in a deep breath, let it out, and then shook himself. “Well, let’s get on with it then.”
Brynja took point. The tower was an old, wooden structure about three stories tall and a few meters wide. The interior housed a bunk and cooking hearth, neither of which were much used these days. They would have seen more use back when Nordfjell had been independent, or during the elven wars. Then, a handful of guards would have sheltered the entire winter in the towers, taking shifts in turn and holing up away from any and every one until the first melts. There had been murders in these towers then too, or so local legend had it.
But that was a long time ago. Since then, the village of South Pass had sprung up in the gap between the hill country and the mountains. And nowadays, the guards went home after their shifts were over and slept in their beds except on the coldest nights and in the bitterest storms.
Still, county law demanded that a provision of dried provender, medical supplies and woolen clothes and bedding were stored in every tower. It – like the towers themselves – was a relic, a throwback to less certain days, when a moment’s advanced notice might save a village.
So however needless it might be, the tower provisions were refreshed once a year, and the towers themselves manned constantly.
Except this one, now, was not manned. On the contrary, Brynja noticed the stillness before she even stepped foot into the tiny room. It wasn’t just the tower; it was the surrounding countryside. There were no birds here, no chattering insects or scurrying rodents. Not even the fire in its hearth crackled away. There was nothing but stillness.
Her boots sounded loud and heavy against the wooden floor, and she felt her skin prickle. For half a moment, she hesitated. It felt like stepping into an old barrow. The air, here, was heavy with death.
But that was just superstition, and she shook the sensation away. Then, she headed for the ladder. She understood at once why Valter wanted to spend as little time as possible climbing. The towers, at least this one, seemed to be in reasonably good repair. But the ladder was another matter. It was old, ancient almost, and groaned and protested with every step. The logs that made up the rungs wobbled and bowed under her weight. She was half afraid the contraption wouldn’t hold up under her brother, whose teenage frame already outweighed her by a good fifty pounds. Somehow it did, and it survived Sigrun too, though with a groaning and creaking that made her skin crawl.
Still, her attention shifted as she pulled herself onto the landing. The tower top was flat, with low walls going all the way around, a metal brazier in the center and a bell hanging from a post near the brazier. There was no roof here, for two reasons she supposed. The first being that a roof would impede a watcher’s view of the sky. And when these towers had been built, the threat of raiding dragon parties was still a real one. Heck, in those days there had been wild dragons in these parts. And either captive or wild, egged on by men or acting on their own, dragons could burn a town to ash in minutes. Spotting the dragon in time to light the brazier might be the only way for a message to reach the village before the dragon.
The second was less a testament to yesteryear, and more a nod to the unflinching realities of the North. When the wind came in from the sea or from the mountains, no overhang would survive. If it wasn’t firmly secured to the base, the wind would sheer it clear off and send it barreling into the pass. And if it was, it’d be just as likely to catch the wind take the whole tower down with it. So the men and women who manned these lookouts did so in the full fury of the elements, with the mountain winds bearing down and the sleet and hail falling full on them.
Brynja saw the set up and registered its implications. But her attention focused on the woman. She frowned. Oddvar and Sigrun had mentioned finding Olaug slumped against one of the walls. Now, she was laid out flat near the brazier, her arms folded across her chest as if she was on a funeral pyre.
She turned back to the landing and the ladder. Firebeard was just pulling himself through the almost too-narrow trapdoor. “I thought you said you didn’t move her?”
He glanced up from the landing to her, and then to the dead woman; and his jaw dropped. “What in Freya’s name?”
This seemed a pretty good indicator that the find was as much a surprise to him as it had been to her, and he confirmed this a moment later when he wrenched himself up with a huff. He knelt to examine One-Eye, then he headed to the wall opposite. “This – this is where she was this morning. All slumped over, with her eyes open. What in Hel’s hold is going on here? This place was off limits. The entire village knew that. Not even the priest was allowed to come out until you got here.”
He paced the floor like a caged wildcat, prowling from point to point. “Look, there’s a print. Someone stepped in her blood and tracked it over here. And here.” He was pointing to little reddish-brown smears on the boards. “Look, this one’s better.”
Brynja followed the direction he was pointing and found herself staring at a large boot print. Unlike the others, that weren’t much more than smears, this was nearly intact. “A man,” she guessed, “to judge by the size of those shoes.”
Sigrun nodded. “But the question is, was it the killer? Or someone else? And if someone else, who?”
They studied the print for a long moment, but there was not much more to say about it. It was large, but not otherwise remarkable. If she saw the boot itself, she thought she might still find blood caked onto it. That would be a good piece of luck. But until they saw the boot, it wouldn’t help them much. “And you didn’t see this earlier?”
Sigrun shook his head. “No. But, it was dark. I had a torch, but it’s possible I missed it. Unlikely, but not impossible.”
“And they’re too small to be yours, and too big to be the boy’s.”
He snorted. “Of course they’re not mine. I took every precaution, KP.”
“They were made a while ago,” Agot put in. “The blood is dry.”
“Most of the blood is dry,” Sigrun said.
This was true enough. The blood where Olaug’s body had been was thick and congealed, and still a dark red in color. It was deeper there, though, gathering and pooling in the deep wear and uneven spaces between the floorboards. The rest, though, was darker, and brownish in hue. Some of it looked like a strong breeze might carry it off in flakes, and the rest seemed nearly dry.
“Which means that whoever it was had to come here when the blood was still liquid, so they could get it on their boot. So, after she was shot, probably after you saw her, but before we got her.”
Sigrun considered, then nodded. “You make a good point, Squire. Which does narrow our window down. Assuming I was correct, and assuming I didn’t miss the footprints – and I’d better not have, or it may be time to put me out to pasture so to speak. But assuming that I’m not a fool, it’s safe to see these prints were made some time between three and, oh, five or six in the morning. That would have been when I cleared out, and before the blood dried.”
“It could have been the killer, coming down from the mountainside to confirm that she was dead,” Agot posited.
Sigrun nodded again. “Aye.”
“Or,” Brynja put in, “it could have been Torkel. If he heard what happened, or heard some rumor, he might have ignored the order to stay away.”
“Which might be the same thing,” her brother put in. “If he was the killer, maybe he came back.”
“But why would he?”
He shrugged. “To make sure she was dead? To make sure the marshal hadn’t found anything to tie him to the crime?”
Brynja, though, shook her head. “No. Look at her, Ag. She’s been laid to rest like an ancient queen on a longship. This wasn’t done by whoever killed her.”
“It was done by someone who loved her,” Sigrun agreed. “So if it was Torkel, he’s not our guy.”
Agot frowned, though. “Then why did he run?”
It was a good question, and neither she nor Sigrun had a good answer for it. Which left them with something of a conundrum.
If Torkel was the killer, who had arranged her body? And if Torkel had been the one to arrange her body, why leave unannounced, like a thief in the night? Why act like he had something to hide, if he didn’t?
Had this perhaps been a crime of passion after all? Had Olaug been murdered by her jealous husband, who was now on the run? The reverent treatment of her body, Brynja supposed might have been the work of a lover or admirer. Still, it all seemed a little far-fetched, and based on nothing at all but speculation. Where was this person, if he existed? Why had he left too? Was he married himself, or afraid that Torkel would find him?
Or perhaps there’d been merit to Agot’s earlier theory. Perhaps they were looking for a different killer, somebody who had murdered the wife to wound the husband. Maybe Torkel had been the one to arrange her like this after all, to let her rest with dignity instead of crumpled up and bleeding out against a wall. Maybe he’d fled because whoever had killed Olaug was still out there, waiting to kill him.
“That doesn’t explain the plates,” Sigrun pointed out. “It doesn’t explain why it looks like there was a fight in his house.”
“No, it doesn’t. Unless there really was nothing sinister in that after all.”
“Gods almighty,” the big man sighed. “We really are getting nowhere. I suppose we need to find Torkel as a first step.”
“Yes. We can dream up answers all day, but the fact is, we won’t know if any of them are remotely accurate until we find him.”
So Brynja examined the dead woman’s body, and the angle of the shot. It had passed from the top of her forehead to the base of her skull. Then she examined the scorch mark and concluded that it had definitely been left by someone at a higher elevation. There was no angle from which a shot fired below the tower could have left that mark. Whether that meant they were looking for someone airborne or someone on the mountain, she couldn’t say.
Anyone halfway up Fjell or higher could have killed One-Eye. And depending on the tilt of her head and what she’d been gazing at the time, the shot might have come from just about anywhere. “I wish I could have seen the body in its original position.”
“Me too. Still, that doesn’t mean that’s where she was shot. That only means that’s where she fell as she died.”
She nodded. “Well, I don’t think we’re going to find anything else here. So, do you have any idea where Torkel would go? Any places you’d usually look for him?”
Sigrun had a few old haunts, but he wasn’t optimistic about any of them. “There’s the tavern, of course. And his brother Erik’s place, in the hill country. And he was one for hunting south of here, in the plains country. But if he’s up to no good, he’d have to know we’ll look for him in his brother’s place. There’s nowhere to hide in the plains – it’s nothing but wide open country as far as the eye can see. And if he’s gone to drown his sorrows, I don’t know why all the secrecy.”
Brynja couldn’t argue with his reasoning. “But we have to start somewhere.”
“What if he’s gone to the mountains?” Agot asked.
“What?”
“If he is the killer, maybe he’s gone to – or stayed in – the mountains. He could be on Fjell now. He could stay there for months, and we’d never find him. There’s way too many places to hide, and he’s got half a day’s head start on us.”
Sigrun laughed. “Aye, and much good it will do him when the snow starts. He’ll be frozen through inside a week. And that’s if the witch doesn’t find him first.”
Brynja shivered, the memory of black eyes and dark hair, and a feeling like ice spreading over her, returning unbidden to her mind. Agot, meanwhile, rolled his eyes.
The expression didn’t escape the marshal, who frowned at the boy. “Your squire seems to think he knows more about these parts than you or I, KP. I suppose he thinks that’s an old wives’ tale? And that the generations who have attested to seeing her were all mad or delusional? I believe that’s the established wisdom among those who think themselves wiser than they are these days.”
Agot flushed and stammered out a half-hearted assurance that he presumed no such thing. Brynja shook her head. “You don’t have to believe it, Ag. She’s still there.”
He shot her a dubious expression but nodded. “Of course, KP.”
“And if that’s where Torkel has gone, well, he’s a bigger fool than I’d given him credit for, no matter how guilty he is. Better to take his chances with a tribunal. Even without the witch, the wolves and the weather will do him in.”




Chapter Seven – Ceinwen

Aeron heard it first. She’d been deep in the middle of an incantation when the bone dragon spoke. “Ceinwen, someone is coming.”
So unexpected was the sound of a voice then and there that she lost the threads of her spell. Energy fragments shot through the room, hissing and glowing in half a dozen colors as the magic unraveled. Some of it sizzled against the stone around them. Some pelted her and the dragon, and she winced. “Dammit.”
The dragon watched her with gleaming golden eyes. “Careful, Mage, that you do not cook yourself. The cleanup would be easy enough, but I imagine the smell would linger for many moons.”
She laughed. “You know, I do feel somewhat cheated by all the stories about dragons. I expected great wit and sharp minds. And yet, I’m stuck with you.”
“Well,” he said, “you’ve had a great many years to get used to my failings.”
“And yet you continue to surprise me.”
He laughed again, a deeper, rumbling laugh, and a hazy bluish glow surrounding its thorax. That was an artefact of the magic that bound his once dusty bones back together. When he used a part of his body, the conjured parts lit up. His eyes, that had been cut out so many years ago, glowed with a golden light except when he slept. His conjured muscles glowed as he walked, his reanimated wings rippled with light when he flew. The only things that did not glow were his great white bones and the scaly blue tip of his tail. That was all that she’d found left, before she reanimated him.
“I, on the other hand, have long ago come to terms with my fate: I am in some wicked plane of Hel’s hold, being punished for my sins in life. And you are the demon sent to torment me in my isolation.”
She smiled at the old dragon. “But why are you come, Aeron?” She supposed he must have a better reason than banter, but whatever he’d first said, she had not heard over the crackle of magic.
“Someone is coming.”
This wiped the smile from her expression. “Someone? One of the riders you mean?”
“I do not believe so. He comes alone, and on foot. And from the opposite direction.”
“You mean…from the valley?”
Aeron nodded his head, the vertebrate of his neck glowing blue with the motion.
“Is he here to meet them, do you think?”
“I don’t know. But…” The dragon’s eyes went suddenly black, and all she saw were empty eye sockets staring back at her. He’d closed his eyes. Once, the sight had terrified her. But long years of familiarity had rendered it as normal and natural as anything else. “I sense anger. Rage. A desire to kill.”
Ceinwen nodded grimly and shut her own eyes. She was far away from the surface of the mountain, and there was no pool here to carry the energy above to her. She tried for a long moment but could get no sense of the energy this newcomer brought. “Well, I have set traps up and down the pathways. There are some entrances I haven’t reached yet. It’ll take a few days travel to get them all. But I’ve trapped every way into our passes, anyway.”
The dragon grinned at her, noncorporeal lips drawing back over his teeth. “Except this one, Mage.”
She laughed out loud. “Yes. A good point. Except this one. Let me finish here, and I will go with you.” She did. The spell was a simple enough one, provided she didn’t lose her concentration. She wove a net of energy strong enough to ensnare anyone who might venture into it, to bind them fast and to neutralize any powers they might themselves have. It would not do to catch a mage and let him go. That would only alert the enemy to her presence and enrage him in the process.
And that these men and their dragons were enemies, she didn’t doubt. Whether they had come specifically for her or not, she was less certain. She didn’t particularly care. They would never find her. And if they tried, they would die one by one until none remained, or those that did fled.
So she set her trap, and then followed Aeron. The dragon led her up a long, steep way toward an eastward facing exit about half of the way to the peak of Fjell. “He’s been climbing for hours now. I thought, at first, he might just be a hunter.”
She nodded. Especially when winter snows were on their way, hunters seemed to get bolder each year, and venture higher up the mountains. It hadn’t always been so. In years past, no one would have climbed Fjell. Not for all the gold in a dwarven hold. That would have been on account of the reputation of the witch who lived in the mountains: her.
But after a while, even legends lost their sway. On the one hand, it was probably as well. It made it less likely that this band was here for her. On the other, well, it meant she ran a heightened risk of running into people. For hundreds of years, these mountains, and this one in particular, had been her sanctuary, her own sacred, solitary holding. Plentiful game, ample water, and relative peace: that’s what she’d found here.
There’d be game enough for hunters, but it wouldn’t end there. It never did. More would come, and more, and soon the game would be scarce. People would build cabins, herders would take advantage of the slopes. Picnickers and sportsmen would climb and frolic and explore. Children would venture into the caves. Some would injure themselves or get lost. There would be search parties, and rescues – and losses. And people would remember the story about the witch who lived at the heart of the mountain.
Every death, every child who got lost in the caves or drunk who fell into a ravine would come back to the elven witch. There’d be posses, and marshalling of men and riders, and sooner or later she’d have to kill. Not a person here or there, but whole great groups of fearful, murderous men and women.
She’d seen it before. It was one of the reasons she’d come to isolated Fjell in the first place. But now the valley had grown. There were more villages, more settlers from the south who didn’t believe the old stories. There were seasonal workers, and people who struck out closer to the mountain as farmland grew scarcer.
She could leave. That was always an option. She and Aeron could fly off into parts unknown. But the problem was the world had gotten a lot bigger since she’d been a part of it. The North had become an empire in own right, like the South. She supposed what was happening here must be happening all over. How could it not?
And she gone as far North as she dared, when she’d come here. Now what? Now where? The world had already been running out of quiet places in her day. Now, she imagined there were fewer than ever before.
So where would she run to?
Nowhere. That’s where. This was her mountain, and her home. She was done running. She would defend it with her life, if that’s what it took. She would defend it, whatever the cost.
“Mage?” Aeron’s voice cut through her thoughts, and she started for the second time that day.
“What?”
“I asked if you could sense him yet.”
“Oh.” She paused and took a deep breath, trying to purge her mind of the darker thoughts of earlier. Then she closed her eyes and listened. Far away, far overhead, she could hear footsteps. One man, making his slow, laborious way up the rock front.
She blinked, staring up at the dragon. “I sense pain, Aeron. Deep pain.”




Chapter Eight – Brynja

They made good time back to the village, and found throngs of eager villagers waiting for them, and more specifically, for news. But what they did not find was Torkel.
No one had seen him since morning, and those who had seen him proved hesitant to admit it at first. This, it turned out, was because they’d been bearers of the unwelcome news – gossips.
Svein had stopped by Torkel’s farm. “To check on him, on account of the news. I reckoned that we if all heard it, he must have as well.”
Liss the dressmaker had been moved by the same kindly sentiment. “I thought it was the right thing to do, since they’d been married so long. I didn’t mean no harm, Marshal. Anyway, he wasn’t home when I got there.”
Ragnar the Round had called too. “Torkel’s like a brother to me. It’s not gossip to tell a man his wife’s done for. You should have done it yourself, Marshal.”
“I figured he knew already,” Susann, the innkeeper’s wife, shrugged. “But yes, I did check on him. Seemed neighborly, on account of poor Olaug.”
And so the story went, with nigh on half the town stopping at Torkel’s house. Only a handful had spotted him, though, and of the handful, fewer relayed similar impressions.
“Oh, that’s a guilty man, you mark my words,” Susann nodded. “You could see it writ across his face, plain as day. He done her in, mark me on that, Marshal: he’s who done her in.”
“Never a more innocent man drew breath,” Ragnar declared. “He loved One-Eye. He’d never have lifted a finger to harm her. You know that as well as I do, Marshal. Ask anyone in these parts, and they’ll tell you the same.”
They didn’t, of course. “Well, I suppose they cared for each other, in the way folks married for a long time do,” Svein said. “But I hear tell he had eyes for young miss Judit who works at the pub. Not that I blame him, mind. If she wasn’t courting Severin, I might be chasing her myself.”
“Torkel and Olaug?” Liss asked with a snort. “I’m surprised it took this long. Although, to be honest, I always supposed she’d be the one offing him. She seemed more likely to be the killing type. Although that might have been the eyepatch, I suppose.”
In short, they got exactly nowhere in their interviews. Sigrun dispatched riders to search the country. Kaj headed for hill country, and Torkel’s brother. A set of deputies rode for the hunting grounds. And search parties headed back toward Nordfjell to comb the countryside for any hint of the missing man.
But the hours rolled by, and no one spotted hide nor hair of Torkel. And though there were plenty of ideas as to where he might have gone, none of them turned up anything.
“It doesn’t look good,” Sigrun sighed, “his disappearing like this.”
“No,” Brynja agreed. They’d broken for their first meal of the day sometime around four o’clock in the afternoon. They were seated at a corner table in the inn’s pub. Agot was wolfing down hot cakes and butter while Susann ladled out stew for them and pretended not to listen to their conversation. “If we don’t find anything by sundown, we’ll have to issue a warrant for his arrest.”
“And if he didn’t do it?”
She sighed. “Well, if he didn’t do it, I suppose he’ll have a good explanation as to why he fled. In which case, we’ll be back at square one.”
Sigrun harrumphed. “It had better be a damned good reason. Else I’ll be drawing him up on charges of impeding an investigation.”
Agot took his bowl and thanked the publican through a full mouth. She smiled. “Of course, Squire.” Then, she moved slowly for the table next to them and got another, single bowl.
Brynja tried not to roll her eyes at the other woman’s painfully obvious attempts at eavesdropping. “Of course,” she said, “I think we should hit anyone who spreads rumors with the same charge.”
Sigrun frowned. “I’m not sure we…” She, though, tapped his foot under the table, and his expression changed. “Oh. Oh! Actually, that’s a damned good idea, KP. We don’t need people spreading stories, do we?”
“Exactly. That’ll definitely impede our work, won’t it?”
“Definitely. I think we should levy the fullest fine we can.”
She nodded. “Yes. And maybe throw in some jail time too. What do you think Susann?”
The other woman started, sloshing a ladle full of soup onto the table as she did so. “Me? Oh, I’m sure I don’t know, ma’am.”
“Hmm. Well, I’m sure I do know. We can’t have a killer running around the county. And anyone slowing us down with rumors is getting in the way of stopping a killer.”
“Well, I’m sure no one would want to do that, KP.”
“I hope not. Because that would be a grave disservice to all of us.”
Susann found a good deal of haste after that, and before long they had their little table to themselves again. “You think she’ll keep her mouth shut?” Sigrun wondered.
Brynja sighed. “Probably not. But you never know. Anyway, the news will be out soon enough unless he shows. Sundown isn’t that far away.”
By time they’d finished their meal, Kaj had returned. Erik was with him, and he looked something like Brynja’s foggy memory of Torkel. He was stouter than his brother and had more hair.
But there was no mistaking the similarity in his bright blue eyes, or the blunt cut of his nose and chin. Erik was not an objectively handsome man any more than his brother had been. On the contrary, he was almost ugly. Despite a pair of remarkable eyes, his features were stubby, and his cheeks round with pronounced jowls.
And yet, ugly or not, his was a nice face. She couldn’t quite explain it. Maybe it had to do with the eyes – not the shape or color, although they were his best feature. There was something in the expression, something kind. Even now, when his face seemed a mask of worry, he had a gentleness in his gaze.
It stopped her short in her tracks, because the fact was, she remembered it in Torkel’s eyes too. She might have drank too much to remember anything else with clarity, but looking at the brother, she remembered it now.
Of course, appearances could be deceiving. She knew that. The appearance of innocence was just that: appearance.
Still, for the first time that afternoon, the idea of issuing a warrant for Torkel really shook her. For the first time that afternoon, she found herself looking for scenarios that exonerated the man.
Erik was not much help on that front. He laughed outright when she asked if his brother had any enemies that he knew about. “Torkel? Gods no, KP. The man will find the good in a mountain asp.”
“You’re sure? There’s no one that might have quarreled with him recently?”
“Not that I heard of, no.”
“What about Olaug?” Agot asked. “Do you know if anyone might have been mad at her?”
“Well, sure. She’s arrested half the men of the county at some point or another. Hell, she arrested me.” He shrugged. “I was younger and stupider – and drunker – at the time.
“But mad enough to hurt her? Of course not. Olaug was like Torkel like that: she’d have done anything to help anyone in a pinch. She used to take in guys she arrested after they got out of lockup, put them up in their loft until they were back on their feet.”
“And yet,” Sigrun pointed out, “someone did kill her.”
“I don’t understand it. It doesn’t make any sense at all.”
Brynja decided to change the topic. “Erik, I need you to be completely honest with me. Do you know if Torkel and Olaug had any marital problems?”
He stared at her. “Of course not.”
“None at all?” Sigrun asked, an eyebrow raised skeptically. “They never fought? About anything?”
“Well of course they fought. Everyone fights.”
“So they did have marital problems.”
“No,” the other man insisted. “It wasn’t that kind of fighting. They would argue, sure. Everyone argues. But they didn’t have marital problems. I’ve never seen a couple who cared more for each other than those two. Hel, I don’t know if my own wife loves me as much as she loved him.”
“And what about how much he loved her?”
Erik frowned at Firebeard. “Marshal, my brother would have thrown himself off the top of Fjell before he ever lifted a finger to hurt Olaug. I know it’s your job to ask these questions, so I won’t hold it against you.
“But no man ever loved a woman more than he loved her.”
Sigrun nodded slowly. “Alright, Erik. I believe you mean that. But it does leave one question.”
“What’s that?”
“If he didn’t pull that trigger, where in Hel’s hold is he now?”




Chapter Nine – Ceinwen

She and the dragon had been following the man for a while now. His pace would slacken and then quicken in fits that coincided with his emotional states. Rage would give him haste, grief would nearly bring his steps to a halt, and fear would make him hesitate.
The elven woman had half a mind to just disappear into the mountain and ignore this human and his problems. Humans were problems. Their brief lives were a constant flurry of sorrow and anger and terror, like a winter storm blowing in from the north to cause chaos and death, and then expire and be forgotten.
This particular specimen’s moods seemed to be on a heightened timescale, as if here she had a microcosm of all humanity playing out its murderous rage and deepest fears. Good sense told her that this man was dangerous, that his grief was as much a threat as his fury and fear. Humans seemed to have one response to everything – killing.
This one certainly did. His anger radiated with a murderous energy. But so did his sorrow. So did his fear. He had come to kill someone or something.
“It cannot be us,” Aeron reasoned, “as we have done him no injury.”
“If only people could be trusted to act so rationally. There is nothing more capable of illogic and senseless violence than a frightened human.”
“Still, he does not know about us.”
“No. And that is why I think he is not come for us. I think, Aeron, he is come for the riders.”
“The riders? What quarrel can he have with them?”
She did not know, of course. But she could sense that whatever the injury, it cut deep. And so, perhaps out of curiosity, perhaps out of some misguided sense of sympathy, she kept following.
Dusk was settling on the mountain when she left the caves. “Mage, are you certain that this is wise?”
“Not at all. It’s probably very unwise.”
“Then…should you not stay below?”
“Yes. I should. But I will not, Aeron.”
The great beast sighed. “You two-legs are all capable of great illogic.”
She flashed the dragon an affectionate smile. “Perhaps. But I do have reasons. Dragon riders on Fjell is unprecedented. They’ve come for a reason, and I do not believe it to be a good one. Now it seems linked in some way to this man. He may prove our best means of determining why they’re here, and who has sent them.”
A luminescent eye ridge appeared and rose. “Would you not learn as much from monitoring in the mountain?”
“Perhaps. But I won’t know until it is too late, will I?”
The dragon grumbled but did not argue further. On the contrary, he slipped out into the coming darkness with her, and cast a wary glance all around.
The man was several hundred meters away, obscured by the mountain face. This was by design. She’d emerged at roughly the same elevation, but out of his line of sight. The goal was to trail him without being spotted, and there were yet a few nooks and caverns she could duck into on the way up if the situation necessitated it.
The stranger kept going. She could hear his footfalls ringing out on the stone. Despite herself, she began to worry for him. Anger and grief made terrible guides, and the mountain was treacherous in the dark, even to those like herself who knew it well. But to one of the lowlanders, who avoided Fjell like a plague house?
What had this man suffered, that he threw caution and good sense to the wind? What had the riders done to him to make him act such a reckless fool?
She couldn’t begin to guess. But there was something in it all that made her go on, some sympathetic understanding that prevented her from turning back and leaving him to his fate.
She didn’t plan to intervene, of course. Whatever madness this angry human was about would be his own. She had spent too many years hiding from the world to get pulled into someone else’s quarrel. She had no doubts on that score.
And yet, she didn’t turn back. She and Aeron crept up the side of the mountain, staying out of view of the man, catching only the most fleeting glimpses now and again. Still, her eyesight was better than the average human’s, and she could see at greater distances and with greater clarity. He was tall and on the older end of middle age. He was not a handsome man. His thick jowls and blunt features gave him an almost pugnacious look. Or maybe that was the expression that settled on them, a kind of determined, murderous rage.
But the man’s light eyes were red and his heavy cheeks puffy with weeping. Something stirred in Ceinwen, something like pity, or grief. For a moment, she stood stock still, surprised by the suddenness of it. By the strength of it.
Aeron must have felt it too, because he glanced at her. “Mage? Are you unwell?”
“No. I am fine.”
“A mage should never lie,” he reminded her.
“I…am only struck by remembrance. Nothing more.” It was true. It was as if the energy pouring off this stranger had somehow cracked open a vault in her own memory. “He’s lost someone, Aeron. Someone dear to him.”
“How do you know?”
“I…I don’t know. I can feel it, I think. But I know.”
“To the men on the dragons?”
She closed her eyes, and breathed in deep, trembling breaths. Deep, wrenching grief swarmed her, and for a long moment she struggled to separate the feelings. Memories competed for her attention, her own and his. She saw a stranger with one eye, dead in a cold and dark place. She saw her own friends and family, long dead; burning spires and torched libraries. She saw ancient palaces reduced to rubble, and screaming women and children cast into flaming pits. She felt the agony of priests, their tongues cut out, their hands cut off, unable to conjure, unable to escape their torturers. She felt the despair of the aged and revered matriarchs of her people clasped in enchanted irons, their powers inhibited, put on display to die of thirst and hunger in crowded squares. She felt the glee, the savage delight, of crowds assembled to watch burnings and beheadings. She almost bowed under the weight of it all.
Then Aeron’s voice reached her thoughts. Breathe, Mage. And she did. In and out. One breath, and then another.
The mountain air cleared her lungs, and each breath brought clarity to her thoughts.
In and out. One breath, and then another. Until finally she could close that vault and seal those memories back where they belonged: in the past.
Then, and only then, could she make sense of the man’s memories. He had lost someone, a woman. She’d died the night before, in some kind of tower. One shot, clean through the head.
And suddenly, she understood. “The bell, Aeron: the bell I heard last night. It was the woman, the woman he’s come to avenge. She was some kind of guard. She must have spotted the riders, and they must have killed her when she rang the bell.”
“But what is he doing here, in the mountains?”
“He knows her killer shot from elevation. He’s looking for the killer.”
They followed the man for another half an hour before they sensed anything else. Ceinwen might have noticed it earlier, if she had not still been so shaken. She did not often engage with her memories. The past was the past, and in an elf’s lifespan, it did not pay to dwell on days gone by. There were far too many of them for that.
So when memories, especially memories so dark, swarmed her, it took a space for her equilibrium to return.
As for Aeron, well, she supposed he would have noticed the newcomer sooner too had he not been so concerned with her. And he was. The dragon was nothing if not deeply intuitive, and they had been their only companions for many long and desolate years. His well-being was her chief concern, and hers his. So it made sense that such a terrible perturbation of mind would occupy his thoughts as it did hers.
Unfortunately, it meant that the second man was almost upon them before they realized it. It happened at once. They’d gained on the stranger, the lowlander. He had sat to weep on a low stone. His despair was growing as the darkness deepened. He had a climb yet before him until he reached the point he intended. But now he feared he would not reach it – not until the sun had completely vanished, and perhaps not at all.
She could feel his weariness like a weight on her own heart. She could feel his hopelessness. His love was gone, and her killer would be long gone too.
Then, quite suddenly, a new and sinister presence asserted itself in the woman’s thoughts. Someone else, one of the riders, was nearby. He was on the alert, looking for someone. Who, she didn’t know. She wasn’t sure if he did. But something had alarmed him, and he’d come to kill it.
Ceinwen ducked behind a stone outcropping, and Aeron melted into the background behind him. He’d been something of a chameleon in life, and he was no different in death. Like his other abilities, her magic had restored that power. So to anyone glancing his way, they would see nothing but mountainside.
They waited. The lowlander seemed oblivious to his peril, for he sat with his head in his hands, weeping. The dragon rider continued his advance. He was near now, near enough to hear the other man.
Ceinwen could feel his heightened awareness – and his fear. He was not afraid of the weeping lowlander. He was afraid of detection. A shot from the mountains would echo into the valley below, and everyone would hear it.
And that terrified the dragon rider.
She wasn’t fully sure what it signified, but she felt as if she’d just discovered some piece of the larger puzzle. These men were not here at the village’s request. They’d shot a watchwoman to keep their secret. They’d kill again to keep that secret. So why had they come?
She didn’t have long to ponder the question, though. The dragon rider stepped into view. He was a big man, dressed in dark, nondescript clothing – the kind of thing someone would wear to blend into the grays and browns of the mountainside. He held a knife in one hand and had a pistol in the holster strapped to his belt.
He walked slowly, carefully, taking one measured step after another. She didn’t need to examine the energies he emitted to recognize the cold, murderous intent in his gaze. He stepped nearer and nearer.
And yet, the lowlander sat unmoving, completely unaware of his peril. He would be dead soon, dead without even a fighting chance.
She watched, and good sense battled impulse. She wanted to warn him, to caution him that his doom was at hand. And yet, this was not her fight. She’d vowed already to stay out of this. It was yet another dispute among men who were always quarreling with each other. It had nothing whatever to do with the elven witch of the mountains.
The dragon rider was very close now, within two or three steps of the other man. She cursed herself for being a fool, and shouted, “Oy! To your right.”
The rider froze for half a second. The lowlander started, throwing a wild glance around. And then his eyes locked on the rider’s, and both men were in motion at the same time.
The would-be assassin charged, his blade flashing before him. The other man ran to meet him, seizing his knife hand and reaching for the gun hanging from his belt. They came together in a furious, cursing, thrashing mess, and then they went down.
The rider caught his arm before he could take out the gun, and they grunted and struggled and rolled this way and that. Each held one of the other’s hands, and neither seemed willing to risk letting go to try for a more advantageous hold.
What are you doing? the dragon hissed, his thoughts invading her mind. Why are you helping this man?
He would have been murdered.
I thought you weren’t getting involved? I thought we were only watching.
So did I. But, I’m not involved. I just gave him a fighting chance, that’s all.
For the love of Llywellyn, you two-legs are going to get us all killed.
Ceinwen did not know much about him, for dragons did not readily share details about their gods. But as far as she did know, Llywellyn was a chief among the dragon spirits. We’ll be fine, Aeron. No one knows we’re here.
Which might have been true, if she had limited her interference to what she’d already done. But a sharp cry drew them back to the ongoing fight, and Ceinwen gasped.
The dragon rider somehow had gotten his knife hand free, and he brought the blade down with a vicious stabbing motion. The lowlander cried out and writhed. The rider raised the blade again for a second strike.
And for some reason that she could not quite explain, Ceinwen stepped out from behind the rock.




Chapter Ten – Ceinwen

She summoned a vortex of magnetic energy, aimed at the dragon rider’s hand. The knife flew from his grasp, and she batted the spell away, as if she was swatting an insect that flew too close to her face. The magnet changed direction, arcing away from her and over the side of the mountain. The knife followed. Her spell would dissipate before it hit the ground, but distance and gravity would have done the trick by then – the blade would land somewhere far below, safely out of the killer’s reach.
The dragon rider stared at her for half a second. The injured man, meanwhile, clutched a gaping gash in his side. He was losing blood in great spurts. Ceinwen had the feeling that he would not live many more minutes without attention to his wound.
But the rider did not mean for her to tend the fallen. He didn’t seem to mean for her to do anything but expire alongside his other victim. He reached for his pistol and drew it in one quick, fluid motion. He got off a shot before she’d wrenched it from his hands, with the same spell she’d used a moment before.
But it wasn’t a good shot. He’d been clutching the pistol too tightly and fighting to hold on against her pull. So it seared into a patch of rock some five meters to the side, harmless and ineffective.
Ineffective, but not silent. That was a problem. The other riders would come looking for the source of that shot. They might even radio in, if they had that kind of gear. She didn’t see a radio on his person. But, then, technology had advanced rather significantly since her last foray below. It was possible radios had shrunk with the years, from the ungainly backpacks of her day to something more maneuverable, and easier to conceal. Most other technology had seemed to follow the same trajectory. The old, wagon bound laser cannons had shrunk until they were so small they could fit inside someone’s palm – until they were no larger than a common handgun.
The rider, though, had a more immediate problem. He’d held on tight to his laser pistol. He’d had his finger in the trigger guard, so that he could fire. And he had fired, but he hadn’t got that finger out of the trigger guard before he lost the gun.
Instead, the magnetic vortex grew, ripping away both the gun and the finger. Ceinwen didn’t fling it away this time. Instead, she caught the gun, and discarded the finger. The rider, meanwhile, screamed and clutched his now bleeding hand with the uninjured one.
“Go,” she said, advancing to the lowlander. “Get out of here, or I’ll do worse.”
The other man seemed to heed her words, because he staggered backward in the direction he’d come. She, meanwhile, ran to his opponent.
He was still bleeding profusely and holding his side, but his grip was weak. More blood seeped out from between his fingers than not, and his eyes seemed almost glazed over as he gazed at her. Still, as she knelt over him, he whimpered and drew back.
“Be still, mortal,” she whispered. “Be still. Listen to the sound of my voice. There you are, listen to it. Do not be afraid. Listen to my voice. Listen to the wind and the mountain. Let go of your pain.” She was weaving a spell as she spoke, with gentle but furious energy. The less he struggled, the more he gave up his pain, the quicker her magic would work and take the suffering away.
He watched her with languid, crystal blue eyes. Once or twice he blinked, and tears ran from the corner of those eyes.
“Let go,” she told him. “Hear me, human. That’s it. Let it go.”
Quite suddenly, quite without warning, a terrible shrieking sound split the evening very near them. A shape, a bluish-white shape, seemed to materialize out of the rockface. It darted past them toward another shape, dark and corporeal.
Ceinwen blinked. The rider hadn’t left at all. He’d waited until she was distracted and drawn a second knife. He’d gotten about three strides away, too. And then Aeron intervened.
Because it had been the dragon who whipped past them shrieking. The rider froze and screamed himself as the bone dragon materialized in front of him.
Ceinwen glanced away a moment before she heard the blast of ice, and then the crunching and crushing of some frozen thing. She knew the sound well enough. Aeron froze his prey with an icy blast, then devoured them.
She turned back to the man, saying, “Don’t look.”
Her warning came too late, though. The human’s eyes were wide with terror, and very much fixed on the dragon. She groaned internally. This was going to be a disaster. Not only had this stranger seen her, but he’d seen her dragon too. And not just any dragon – a bone dragon, raised by magic. If the other riders didn’t kill him, it was very likely she was going to have to flee Fjell, and find some new place to hole up, before a posse of villagers came looking for her and Aeron.
But that was a problem for later. Right now, he was still leaking blood. He was also quite distracted, though. So she finished her spell, and he was too focused on Aeron and his meal to feel his own pain, or the strange, prickling sensation that accompanied magical healing.
She wrapped up at about the same time Aeron scarfed down the last bit of the other human. What are you going to do with him? the dragon asked.
I don’t know. Try to convince him to be reasonable, I guess.
So I can’t eat him?
He was joking. At least, Ceinwen was pretty sure he was joking. Still, she flashed him a disapproving look. Go on. You’d better get out of sight, or else I don’t think I’ll get him to talk sense at all.
It was true. The stranger was staring at the dragon, transfixed and blubbering to himself. But vanishing did not improve matters. On the contrary, the instant Aeron disappeared from sight, the man began to shriek.
Not quiet cries, either. No, these were earsplitting, terror-filled shrieks.
Ceinwen tried to silence him. “Hush. Those men, they’ll hear you. They’ll be back for you. Please, be quiet.”
Nothing she said seemed to get through, though. The stranger continued to scream, and she continued to shush him, each making no headway whatever with the other.
I can still eat him, Aeron offered.
That’s not helping.
No, but this might. The dragon materialized again, this time face to face with the man. And then he loosed his own earsplitting roar, directly in the human’s face.
It did the trick. The man went very pale, and deathly silent. For half a moment, Ceinwen wasn’t even sure he was still breathing. Then she heard a shallow, shaking breath, and then another.
She loosed a sigh of relief. “What is your name?”
The man blinked at the dragon, then glanced up at her. “Torkel. I am called Torkel. Please, fair witch, do not let your demon devour me.”
Torkel’s more rational side did not prove much easier to work with, and Ceinwen remembered again why she didn’t deal with humans. They were stubborn, illogical, and unpredictable. And that was in their better moments.
In the present, Torkel was a mix of the better and worse elements of human nature. He had all the irrationality and stubbornness, but also a vengeful and murderous side. No sooner than had Aeron stepped aside, and he confirmed some several times that Ceinwen did not mean to let her ‘demon’ eat him, did he demonstrate all those flaws that comprised humanity’s makeup.
“You are the witch, aren’t you? The witch they say lives in these mountains.”
“I do not know of any other, though I am not actually a witch.”
“You have power – great power.”
“I have some power, yes.”
Torkel nodded and pushed to his feet, his blue eyes gleaming. “You said there were more of them, more of those men?”
So he did hear me, through all that screaming. “I did.”
“Then you can kill them, can’t you? You have the power.”
Aeron groaned, and she said, “I do not kill unless I have to, Torkel.”
“Your demon could, then. He could freeze them, like he did that bastard who tried to gut me. Couldn’t he?”
“Human, we intervened to save your life. Not to slaughter people at your whim.”
Against my better judgement, the dragon added.
“They killed my wife, Witch. They shot her last night. She was standing watch, and they shot her. Didn’t you see the uniform? They’re not men of these parts. This must be the vanguard of some attack force. We must kill them, before they wreak havoc on the village. Or there will be many more dead below.”
“That is not my concern,” Ceinwen said. “Men are always killing other men. I do not get involved.”
“But you must. You have the power, and I do not. We must kill them, and then warn the village.”
“You can warn your village and let them prepare. I have saved your life, and from that, they may get advanced warning. But that is the extent of the service which I will render.”
He stared at her. “Why?”
She didn’t have an answer all at once. Not a single, coherent thought; but her mind flooded with feelings that justified her stance all the same. And she didn’t want to examine them too closely. There was too much anger, too much fear, too many centuries of injury under the surface of that resolve. So she said, “Because I have spoken. Go, and be careful. And human? Do not speak of me or my dragon. I have saved your life today. This is the only payment I require. Do you understand?”
“I will not speak of you, Elf, if you so desire. I will keep your secret, though our village would be grateful to you. But if secrecy is what you wish, you will have it; and if discovery is what you fear, you need not.
“But I beg you, help me. Those men killed my wife, and they will burn my village if we don’t stop them.”
There was something truly pitiable in his plea, and for a moment Ceinwen paused. But she had seen many burned villages, torched by men not unlike this one, who probably made similarly pretty pleas when they called their fellow man to murder. She shook her head. “I’m sorry, but you have my answer. Be on your way, human, before the others arrive. Warn your village if you will or chase these men as you see fit. But I will do no more.”
Torkel did not heed her words, though, and he continued to argue. From higher up the mountain, the sounds of tramping feed rang down. She heard them, and so did Aeron. We must go, or we will be at war with all of these men, the dragon’s voice murmured in her thoughts.
And he was right. So Ceinwen cast a spell to freeze Torkel in place. He stood stone still, his mouth yet open from his endless stream of persuasions. “I’m sorry,” she said. “But you leave me no choice. This will wear off in a minute. And then you will have a five-minute head start on the riders. There is a pass about a hundred yards down, where the stream forks. Follow the rightward fork under the rocks. You will have to crawl for a space, but then your way will be clear. You’ll reach the bottom sooner, and they will not think to look for you there.
“Good luck, human.”
For her own part, she took full advantage of the minute she had on him – both she and Aeron. They moved with an inhuman speed across the treacherous mountain terrain. That was one of the advantages of hundreds of years living in a place: you knew it well.
So they retreated to one of the thousand and one tunnel entrances that pocked the face of Fjell, and she and the dragon disappeared into its depths.
So, the dragon said, still communicating telepathically, I’m a demon now, am I?
I don’t know what you’re getting bent out of shape about, she countered. I’ve been a ‘witch’ for centuries to these fools.
Well, I’m not the one telling the world about us, am I?
Oh come on. He’s got too much to worry about to bother with us. He’s going to head straight home and tell his village about the men and dragons. And nobody is going to be thinking of us.
It was at that precise moment that something a hundred meters behind them tripped one of her traps. It was something large. She could sense the energy from the snare, and she could feel her quarry writhing.
But she didn’t need to concentrate to pick up what manner of creature had wandered into the cave. Torkel’s voice echoed down the passage. “Help. Help me, Witch, some kind of spell has caught me up. Help.”
Aeron stared at her with a sour expression. “You were saying, Mage?”
“Dammit. He wasn’t supposed to follow us.”
“Yes, well, it would seem humans are not very good at following instruction.”




Chapter Eleven – Brynja

The sun had disappeared behind Fjell when they heard the first shot. It came from the mountains, from Fjell itself Brynja would have guessed.
Those who were out and about fled to their homes, screaming at the prospect of a sniper. She and Agot ducked behind the side of the inn, peeking out to try to place the shooter. Firebeard had been a few paces behind them, and he and Erik ducked behind a wagon.
The moon hadn’t yet come out, and South Pass lay in the mountain’s shadow. A few streetlights had been lit, and windows around the village cast pockets of light from blazing hearth fires. But otherwise, the streets were dark.
“Who are they shooting at?” Firebeard wondered. “The village? Or someone else on watch?”
Brynja didn’t know. She hadn’t seen the flare of deadly light energy. She’d only heard the report of a shot, echoing down the mountainside. “Listen,” she said. “Is that voices?”
She couldn’t be sure – not over the frightened cries of the fleeing villagers. But she might have sworn she heard a voice, a man’s voice, high and frightened.
“I hear it too,” Agot said.
“Hear what? I don’t hear anything.”
“I do,” Erik said, getting to his feet. “My gods, it’s Torkel. Someone’s shot my brother.”
Then another sound, loud enough for all of them to hear, rang out in the night. Brynja felt her blood run cold. A deep, booming roar rolled down Fjell, settling on South Pass, and then rolling onward. It left silence, absolute silence, in its wake. No one screamed, no one cried. No one spoke.
Dragon. Freya, there’s a dragon in those mountains. It seemed everyone came to the same conclusion at about the same time, because just as the noise had ceased abruptly, now it began anew in a terrible uproar.
“To the hills,” some people called, “dragons have come. Get to the hills!”
Others went looking for family.
“My son, has anyone seen Olaf?”
“Signy? Where are you? Signy?”
“Mother?”
The voices all rose at the same time, loud and fearful. And Brynja and Sigrun forgot about Torkel, and his situation. They forgot about the murdered woman, and her justice. It was everything they could do to get the crowd under control, and to stop a mass panic.
South Pass had a procedure for dragon attacks. It was an ancient protocol, one that hadn’t been used in hundreds of years. But when dragons came, the procedure was simple: flee to the nearest fireproof center.
In the county of Nordfjell, that was a bunker in the center of the village – Brynja’s village. It was not the most comfortable of places. It ran the length of the village, all of it except entrances and exits below ground. There’d be rooms and provisions for the entire county if it came to that, but quarters would be cramped, and dark and generally uncomfortable. It hadn’t been designed with comfort in mind, but utility.
“Do we go?” Firebeard wondered. “Do we leave South Pass, or do we wait and see?”
“You’re the marshal,” she said. “It’s your call to make. But the bunker is always ready.”
“Yes. But if this is a false alarm…you think they were rowdy this morning? Good gods, let them spend the night in that place, and then you’ll see rowdy.”
“If it’s not a false alarm, though,” Agot pointed out, “they’ll be dead.”
“And I heard the dragon as clearly as you did, Sigrun,” Brynja agreed. “Whatever’s going on, there’s definitely a dragon in those mountains.”
“Godsdammit. Alright. I’ll give the order.”
So he did, and again they were consumed with the simple task of keeping order. Erik didn’t help. He was worried about his brother, and certain that the screams had been Torkel’s.
“There’s nothing we can do for him now,” Brynja told him. “Not until we know what’s going on.”
“It won’t do any of us any good to be a dragon’s dinner, will it?” Sigrun added.
“And what if he’s dying up there? What if he’s bleeding out?”
“Then he shouldn’t have fled like a fool,” the marshal snapped. “Now there are lives on the line. I will not – cannot – endanger the entire village for one man. Do as you will, Erik. I cannot stop you. But my duty is to get these people to safety.”
In the end, Erik went with the others. Indeed, he and several others did not wait for anyone else. Those with horses rode off posthaste, leaving friends and even family behind. And sometimes, the horses they rode away on were not their own.
Brynja assigned Agot the task of dealing with those who found the marshal to report a stolen mount. It was straightforward enough: the horses were gone, and while they would do what they could to bring the thieves to justice once everyone had reached safety, their primary focus at the moment was to clear the village.
At least, it should have been straightforward enough. But somehow, her brother ended up on the receiving end of all manner of verbal abuse from people who believed that, somehow, the most pressing issue of the moment was theft. And not the possibility of impending death.
She was plenty busy helping children and the elderly into wagons, and convincing people that they did not in fact need to pack a household’s worth of good. So there was nothing she could do about it. Still, Brynja did feel bad for her brother. Having obscenities screamed at you by someone whose life you were trying to save was a side of being a KP no one talked about when they were recruiting. It was something you found out about the hard way: when someone was standing two inches from your face, spittle flying out of their mouths, berating you for being a disgrace to queen and country. Like Liss the dressmaker was doing at the moment to her brother.
Brynja lifted one of the village children into his mother’s waiting lap and gave the driver the command to follow the other wagons, now that this one was full. Then she turned back to Agot. Liss was still there, still screaming and raging.
Brynja grimaced and headed for her brother. “Is there a problem?”
The dressmaker turned on her. She was a slight woman, and her features earlier in the day had been quite pretty. Now, they were contorted with rage and fear. “Thank Freya,” she hissed. “It’s about time. This fool isn’t listening to me. Ragnar took my mare. I know he did, the fat bastard. She’s nowhere to be seen.”
“She didn’t even see him take it,” Agot put in with a half sigh.
“It’s not the first time he’s tried to steal it.”
Her brother turned doleful eyes to her. “He wanted to buy the horse before.”
“Buy?” Liss practically spit the word out. “He wanted to pay me half of what she was worth. It was theft then, and it’s theft now. He’s taken my Silje, and he’s rode off to who knows where with her.”
“Everyone is heading to the shelter,” Brynja said, keeping her tone as placating as possible. “If he’s taken the horse, she’ll be there, and so will he. And we’ll charge him then. But in the meantime –”
“If? Didn’t you hear me? He’s already tried to rob me. Horses do not vanish, KP. Someone has taken him, and there’s only one horse in town strong enough to carry that tub of lard. Well, one horse beside Firebeard’s. So who else would have taken it?”
“Ma’am, we’ll figure this out when we get everyone to safety. But for now, if you have transport of your own, please head to the village. And if not, please get in one of the wagons, and –”
“I want my horse.” She said it in a shriek, like a child about to start chucking his toys this way and that. “I don’t want to ride in a wagon, I want to ride on my own horse.”
Brynja gritted her teeth. “I understand that, Miss. But –”
“You understand? You don’t understand. You’re no better than that jester’s hat of a squire of yours. Silje is my horse: mine. And I want her back. I am not leaving South Pass without her.”
“Well, that’s your choice, of course. I hope you will reconsider. South Pass will be sorry to lose its dressmaker to dragons. But you are free to do what you will.” She turned to her brother. “Agot, start loading people into the wagons. Anyone who needs help, okay?”
Her brother nodded, his relief palpable. “Yes ma’am.”
He escaped with an eager step, and Brynja turned too. Liss followed her, screaming that she’d never heard of such a sorry knight protector as long as she lived. And then a new and even more terrible kind of scream reached them.
Fire lit the sky, pouring down from Fjell. The beat of heavy wings, like thunder in the air, filled the night. Dragons. “The dragons are coming,” she yelled. “Everyone, to the wagons. Go, go!”
And just like that, Liss forgot her missing horse. People dropped trunks and baskets and even dressers, and scrambled to their wagons, to their horses – or just ran.
Brynja and Agot ran too. “Remember,” she told her brother, drawing her sword, “if they start to breathe fire, you stay by me.” The blade was crafted of wyvern steel, forged the way elves used to make their weapons. It would cast a protective bubble around the wielder, and anyone in their immediate vicinity, that would shield them from dragon breath. “But look out for riders, if there are any. We can still be shot.” That was the limitation of wyvern steel – it could protect against a dragon’s magic, but not a bullet or a laser blast.
“Right. I got your back, Bryn. Just…get us out of here alive, alright?”




Chapter Twelve – Ceinwen

The elf and the dragon had debated what to do with Torkel for a space. He seemed incorrigible. But they couldn’t leave him trapped in the mouth of the cave, like a fly caught in a spider’s web. “He’ll die if we do that,” she’d said.
“And the riders may spot him,” the dragon conceded, “and bring them on us.”
So they’d returned to the screaming man and loosed him from his magical binds. At the same time, something unexpected happened: the riders retreated.
“Maybe they heard Torkel,” she said.
“I’m quite sure they did,” the dragon agreed. “Llywellyn knows, half the county must have heard him.”
“Yes, but either they’re afraid of what’s down here…”
“Or they’re returning to kill it. To kill us.”
“That’s alright,” Torkel said. “You’ve got powers, magical powers. You and your ice breathing demon. You can kill them.”
“I might kill you,” she snapped, “for bringing them down on us.”
“I told you,” Aeron offered, “I’ll eat him if you want.”
Fortunately, humans cannot understand dragonspeak except through long and laborious practice, and Torkel was no such scholar. As it was, he seemed quite terrified enough by the elven woman’s threat. “Please, Madam Witch, it was not my intention.”
“Oh be quiet. I won’t actually kill you. Unless you keep talking.”
“Oh. Well, uh, then I shall refrain.” Which he did, for all of half a minute. Then, seeing that neither she nor the dragon moved, he broke his vow of silence. “Shouldn’t we…uh make ready, or something? You know, in case they are coming after us?”
“Hush. I’m listening.”
“Listening?” He turned to the night outside, and to the first traces of moonlight that were hitting the mountainside. “To what?”
“To the riders.”
“Riders?” He frowned. “I don’t hear anything.”
For the love of Llywellyn, I told you this was a mistake.
Ceinwen shot the dragon a sour look, and said to the man, “I need you to be quiet. My hearing is better than yours. If I’m not distracted.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“Oh.” His blue eyes widened and he nodded. “That’s helpful.”
She gritted her teeth and listened again. She heard the sound of tramping feet, and the beat of wings afar off. A lot of wings. She frowned, trying to get a count.
Torkel’s voice cut through her concentration. Again. “So…are they on their way?”
She cursed in a tongue the man would not understand, but he recoiled from the vehemence in her tone all the same. “Yes, they’re on their way. But there’s a lot of them, moving from the peak, but also coming in from the east.”
“The east? You mean, they’re coming for the village?”
“How would I know their reasons, human? I only know what I can hear – and that’s precious little, with you prattling on. But –”
She cut off suddenly as a blast of fire lit the sky to the west. “I’d say it’s time for us to get out of sight.”
Torkel gulped and nodded. “I’d say that’s a very good idea, Witch: lead on.”
She hadn’t meant to wind up with Torkel in tow. She certainly hadn’t intended to take him through any of the secret paths she and Aeron frequented. But somehow, the man had wound up tagging along anyway.
He tagged along as they made their way deeper into the mountain. He followed when they passed through the illusion of a dead end that she’d created, marveling at her ingenuity as they went. He tagged along as they crept up to a plateau overlooking South Pass.
And only then did he truly fall silent. South Pass, his home, blazed with fire. Two of the towers stood like flaming torches, burning bright against the black horizon. The others had already been reduced to glowing embers.
And the sky? It looked like a summer night above pine trees, with bats flitting all around in search of insects. Only these were no bats, and their quarry was men, not insects. They swooped here and there, breathing streams of fire before and leaving trails of destruction behind them. They roasted homes and cattle, they scorched ancient groves of trees and longstanding public buildings. They rose and fell, delivering destruction and climbing up for a new vantage from which to strike.
She could feel his sense of loss, of absolute and unaffected despair. She could see it in the slump of his shoulders, and in the deadened glaze in his eyes. She could sense it in the rhythm of his breath, and the absence of his words.
And even she, whose village it was not, whose people they were not, could not pretend she didn’t feel something, some little sorrow, for all the lives that had been so suddenly extinguished.




Chapter Thirteen – Brynja

Most days, Brynja didn’t put much stock in miracles. But the fact that they reached Nordfjell alive? Well, she wasn’t sure she had any other word to describe it.
The dragons had come from east and west, burning their way across hill country and down the mountainside. They’d pursued the fleeing villagers for a ways. They’d picked off two of the rear guards. But then they’d circled back.
And that – that was the miracle. Because if the riders had meant to kill them, well, there wasn’t much a handful of rural militia and a village full of civilians could have done to stop them. She and Sigrun were the only ones to have earned a wyvern steel blade. A few of the old men of the village might have had one they’d inherited, a family heirloom from years long past, but how many knew its significance or could wield it? She wouldn’t have put the odds very high.
The miracle, then, wasn’t so much in their survival, but in the fact that the dragon riders had simply chosen to let them go. Why? Where had they come from, and what were their intentions? Her mind was alight with questions. But the immediate concern was getting the residents of the village and its surrounding estates to shelter.
The South Pass residents had already filed into the old shelter. And, as soon as fires sprang up in the south, some of her own village had absconded to the bunker too.
Now, she and the militia, and Nordfjell’s deputies, went house to house to rouse the sleepers and collect the stragglers. For more rural estates, she dispatched riders on horseback, encouraging residents to leave everything but the clothes they were wearing. “We have provisions set by, so they don’t need food. And nothing else will be allowed inside. Make sure they know that.” She did not want another repeat of the chaos she’d witnessed in South Pass, with people trying to load half a household’s furniture into a cart when they should have been thinking of getting to safety. Nor did she want to quarrel at the doors with those insisting on bringing those households with them.
As for her mother and the Knutsons, she tasked Sigrun with delivering the news. Katja would listen to him. He was senior enough to command her respect – and he was not Katja’s daughter so would not be susceptible to her bullying.
She headed to her own estate. Ketil seemed unsurprised by the news. “I saw the fires,” he explained. “I am only glad that you are returned unharmed. Dragons, then?”
“Yes. Quite a few of them, and riders too.”
“Riders? Then, not a nest someone disturbed.”
“No.” She shook her head. “I never thought I’d say it, but I wish that were all. I don’t know where they came from, but they torched South Pass.”
“Yet you got away unharmed? That is lucky.”
“I don’t think it was luck. They let us go.”
The old man stared at her with perplexed eyes. “Let you go? Why?”
“I don’t know. I guess they weren’t here for South Pass. Not for the people, anyway. They didn’t leave any buildings standing – not as far as I could tell. But they mostly let us go unscathed.”
“They can’t have come for Nordfjell either,” he observed. “Because if they had, we’d have seen them already. The village would be no better off than South Pass.”
She nodded. “I don’t what their reasons are. But we need to go, Ketil.”
“Oh, I’m not leaving, ma’am.”
She frowned at him. “What do you mean you’re not leaving?”
“Well, I’ve got most of the stores underground, but I’ve still got work to do.”
“Ketil, the shelter is stocked.”
“Yes, for one month at maximum capacity.”
“If these riders aren’t gone by morning, we can get word out to the capital. There’ll be riders of our own on the way. We’ll be out of shelter long before a month has passed.”
“Maybe,” he said. “But you’ll need supplies if we aren’t. And I won’t let dragons burn these ones.”
“I don’t want dragons burning you, either.”
“They won’t. If I see dragons coming, I’ll take shelter below. You know those old cellars were dragon-proofed, from long ago.”
“I know they’re supposed to be,” she corrected. “But they haven’t been put to the test in eight hundred years.”
“And with any luck, they won’t be now. But elven magic doesn’t fade – not in a year, not in eight hundred years. I’ll be fine. And so will this food.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “No, don’t argue, Bryn. You know I wouldn’t do well among all those people anyway. Much better to let me work in peace here and make ready.”
“What if they get tired of burning South Pass? What if they come here next?”
“I told you, I’ll take shelter.”
“You promise me? At the first sign of trouble, you’ll go below?
“It may be that they are not here for the village at all. It might be the South Pass – the actual pass, not the village – that they’ve come for.”
“That’s not an answer. But what would they want with the pass?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know. But whoever controls the pass in winter controls information to the rest of the North. Maybe they’re not here for the villages at all, but simply to cut the northernmost county off.”
“Who would want to do that?”
“Anyone who wanted to launch an invasion from north and south. Anyone who wanted dragon riders in place, to converge on the heartland.”
She frowned. It was a good point. And, Freya knew, there’d been enough dragons in the air tonight for at least one prong of an attack force. “Well,” she said, “it’s not winter yet.”
“No. But there’ll be snow on the ground tomorrow morning. You can feel it in the air, Bryn. And winter is not long in coming after the first snow.”
Her frown deepened as she thought on his words, but then she shook her head. “Well, we’ll figure that out when everyone’s safe. Come, Ketil, if you want to stay, you must give me your word you’ll do as I ask. You must promise you won’t wait or try to save any goods – you’ll just get to shelter.”
He smiled at her. “I promise. And you promise me the same, Brynja: that I won’t hear you’ve gone and done something heroic, and gotten yourself cooked?”
She smiled too. “I promise, Ketil: I shall be an absolute coward, and run at the first sight of danger.”
He laughed. “Good. The perfect quality in a KP.”
Most of the county complied with the evacuation order. Some of the older homes, those with fireproof shelters, refused. So too did some of the richer estate holders. One or two of the wealthier landowners sent along messages indicating that they had every faith in the KP to restore order in the region. The Knutsons were among the offenders, and Brynja’s own mother had declared that she knew they had nothing to worry about. “My daughter is handling things. I’m sure she’ll make sure we’re not roasted in our beds. That is her job, I believe, Mister Sigrun.”
Brynja wasn’t keen to have anyone barbecued in their homes, but she also wasn’t going to waste resources and risk lives dragging protesting people to the shelter. That left her in a bit of a bind, though.
She knew her mother well enough to know that as long as she exercised control over the livelihoods of those in her employ, she would not allow any of them to leave. And Katja was nothing if not a woman of her class. So without some manner of intervention, it would be more than the landowners who would roast if they misjudged.
The solution, then, was to take control from the people like her mother. And the means to doing that was an order that anyone but property owners who remained out of a designated safe site – either the bunker or one of the estates with fireproofing built in – would be arrested. And any landowner who had a fireproofed sanctuary and allowed staff to stay on was expected to immediately admit those staff to sanctuary. Refusal to comply would result in a charge of attempted homicide.
By morning, the estates were almost entirely cleared out. Even among those who could have sheltered their staff, few chose to do so. And among those who could not – those like her mother and step-father – remaining home alone to take care of themselves proved beyond the pale.
The bright red skimmer screeched up to the shelter shortly before dawn, and Katja Helgedatter and Lennart Knutson, and his children and grandchildren, piled out. Both Lennart and Katja had been married before, and each had had children from the first marriage and then lost their spouse. Lennart’s children were around Brynja’s age, but they had shown very little interest in getting to know her. She’d returned the favor, which had been made a little easier when she’d been accepted into training and could put distance between herself and them. The physical distance might still have been there, if not for the business with Janne.
Janne was the granddaughter of one of the heroes of the last war with the South, Joakim the Hammer. The Hammer hailed from Nordfjell. He’d been a tenant farmer, built like a bull, and relentless as a wolf; and his courage and victories in battle earned him rank and wealth.
Janne was nothing like her grizzled and battle-scarred grandfather. She was fair and slight, impossibly beautiful and absurdly charming. Brynja had fallen the moment she laid eyes on her. It had been Janne’s idea to come back. She’d grown up in the midlands, visiting her grandfather’s home in the summers. In her mind, it was a beautiful, wild country of mountains and seas – but always in bloom and growing.
She’d convinced Brynja to take the position as knight of the county when it opened. And so Brynja had returned and closed that physical distance to her family. She’d gone to her father’s estate – now, since her mother’s remarriage and her ascension to adulthood, legally her own.
And then reality had set in. The first winter had been hard on Janne and their relationship. The second had ended it. Janne left ostensibly to visit her family that spring. She’d go alone, she said, since springtime meant a good deal of work for the knight of the county. But they’d made plans for what they’d do when she returned, plans for where they would go and what they’d see. Brynja never doubted she’d be back.
And then the date of her return came and went with no sign of her. Days passed, and then a week without word. Brynja was about to leave in search of Janne, convinced some harm must have befallen her love on the road, when the letter finally came.
Janne had rekindled an old relationship in her time away. She wished Brynja the best, but she would not be returning to Nordfjell. She sent an address to forward her affects, and a brief hope that her ex-lover would find someone better suited to northernmost quarters of the realm than she.
And with that, Janne fled Nordfjell, and Brynja was stuck there – stuck with her mother and stepfather, and the stepsiblings who had so little interest in knowing her.
And now she was stuck to face her mother’s wrath, and her demands to know when they were expecting to be free, and what steps she was taking to get rid of those cursed vermin. “And where’s Agot? You don’t have him out there, do you? He’s only a squire. He should be down here, with us.”




Chapter Fourteen – Brynja

Morning brought hordes of fearful people, and hosts of complaints about cramped quarters and bland stew. It brought out crying children and screaming parents, and sobbing women and shouting men and even barking dogs.
But it didn’t bring answers. They saw dragon riders flying up and down the coast, as if on patrol. Now and then, they heard the screeching of some faraway wyrm, or saw a blast of fire in the sky.
As to who they were or what they wanted, no one knew. Other than the patrols, they seemed to stick to South Pass.
Brynja could not forget Ketil’s words – not least of all because dawn brought the first flakes of snow, and by midday the ground was blanketed under several inches. Winter had arrived.
The village was too far away to reach any of the neighboring towns by radio except South Pass. And though someone from South Pass could have reached Green Dale, just below the hill country and mountains, the dragon riders had cleared South Pass. The county of Nordfjell was truly cut off from the rest of the North.
And she could not forget Ketil’s speculation about who these men might be. Anyone who wanted dragon riders in place, to converge on the heartland.
Sigrun concurred. “It’s got to be Agalyn. Who else, but those Southern bastards would want to invade the North? They must not have had their fill of getting their asses kicked last time. They’re back for more.”
Agalyn was king of the South, and as far as Brynja knew, a man of peace. It had been his ancestor who attacked, not he. He and Queen Ilaria had spent plenty of time in conference lately – so much, that rumors began to run that the South would take through marriage what it had failed to win in battle decades earlier. But then, who else could it be, but the North’s longtime rival? Who else could muster dragons in such numbers? Who else would want to cut off Nordfjell?
She could think of no one, and so, with no better hypothesis, she tentatively accepted this one. “Alright. If it is Agalyn – whoever it is, really – we need to warn the midlands. We need to get to Green Dale, so that they can get a message out.”
“How?”
“We could probably get to the coast,” Agot said. “One rider or two, if they were careful. From there, they could go by skiff. Follow the cliffs until they got southward enough.”
Sigrun shook his head. “They’ve got dragons patrolling the coastline. Even if our people made it that far, as soon they got onto the water, they’d be spotted.”
Brynja had to concur. “They’re watching the coast closely, Ag. It’d be a suicide mission.”
“We can’t do nothing. If we try getting close enough to get a radio signal out, they’ll catch us for sure.”
“They’ll be watching the hill country near the border too. I’d guess, they’ll be watching everything in a straight line from the eastern ranges to the coast, and cooking anything that moves there.”
“We could try the mountain itself,” Kaj offered. “They probably will assume no one will try to cross them, not now that the snow has started.”
“And with good reason. By sea, we’ll get roasted. By mountain, we’ll freeze. But it’s a death sentence either way.”
Brynja, though, sat in silence, tossing around an idea – a terrible idea. The men argued the points: was it better to risk death by dragons or death by the elements? Would they have a better chance keeping near the shore than braving the treacherous slopes? Would they…
Her mind went to a different place, a dark, endless, hopeless place. A place she’d been before, many long years ago. In her memory, she could see dark tunnels, and dark eyes, blacker than the night. She could feel the quiet whistle of wind passing through the deep. She could feel the hairs on the nape of her neck stand on end.
“There’s another way,” she said at last. “A way that riders won’t know. A way safe from the elements.”
Sigrun grimaced. “I’d sooner face the beasts.”
Agot frowned skeptically. “You don’t mean those old tunnels through Fjell?”
Kaj just shivered.
“We need to get a message, Firebeard. If it is Agalyn, knowing now could save thousands of lives – tens of thousands of lives.”
“But those tunnels? It’s as sure a death as the slopes, Brynja.”
“It’s not. I’ve been there. I found my way through, and I lived.”
“But just barely,” her brother pointed out.
“Aye, and that was years ago. Who can say if the same paths are open? Or even if you’d still be able to find them?” Now, Sigrun lowered his voice. They were conferring in a private office in the shelter, so no one could have overheard them. Still, he spoke quietly, almost fearfully. “And what about – you know?”
“The witch,” Kaj said, in the same quiet way.
Agot rolled his eyes. “Freya’s teeth, not you two too.”
Brynja shot him a stern look. “I saw her, Agot.”
“You were sick, Bryn. You’d been wandering the caves for almost a week with nothing to eat or drink. You were hallucinating. Probably thinking of old stories you heard mother and father tell of that place.”
“Thank you for your diagnosis, Squire,” she snapped. “But I know what I saw, and who.” Now, she turned to Sigrun. “She could have killed me, Sigrun. She didn’t. She saved my life.”
Agot sighed, and Firebeard shivered. “Maybe it was because you were a child then, KP. Maybe she’d already claimed enough victims that month. Maybe – well, I don’t know. She has her reasons, I’m sure. Just like she has her reasons for killing. You know the stories as well as I. That witch cannot be trusted. You said yourself she terrified you.”
“She did. She does. But we won’t be there for her. We’ll just be passing through. And hopefully she’ll take mercy on us, like she did last time. Hopefully she’ll let us pass.”
“And if she doesn’t?”
Brynja saw eyes, dark as night in her mind. “Then we’re probably going to die.”
Her mother didn’t like the plan. “You’ll be killed, Brynja. Don’t be absurd. Send one of your deputies. That’s why you have deputies, isn’t it?”
Her stepfather was mercifully indifferent about her proscribed course of action. He had plenty of thoughts about everything else, though. “Well, whatever you do, just make sure it’s done quickly. These accommodations are intolerable. All of us in one room? I’m about ready to take my chances with the godsdamned dragons.”
It didn’t matter that the Knutsons had scored one of the larger rooms in the facility. It didn’t matter that the compound was housing five villages and dozens of residences worth of people.
What mattered to Lennart was the same thing that mattered to far too many of her temporary residents: he didn’t have his private rooms, and he was eating in a common dining space. His servants could only oblige him to a certain degree without running afoul of the rules of the place. In short, neither he nor any of the other lordly men and women of the region exercised ownership over the bunker. And that bothered them a great deal.
Brynja was almost relieved by the prospect of facing the mountain. What did it have to scare her with, but death? “A happy release, by comparison,” she told Sigrun.
The marshal laughed. “Well, speak for yourself. I hope we’re not ‘released,’ thank you very much.”
For his part, Sigrun assented to the plan. “I don’t like it. You know that. But I don’t have a better one, and we need to try something. So I’m with you.”
She found an unexpected ally in Ketil, too. She headed to her own estate for provisions before departing, deciding it was better to take from her own stores than to deplete the communal ones. Sigrun went below to fill their pouches, but she remained to speak to the old man.
He listened and nodded. “Do not lose your blade. They say that the elf magic in wyvern steel could defeat elven sorcerers. I do not know if it is true, and I hope you will not need to put it to the test. And Brynja?”
“Yes?”
“Do you still remember the enchantment she taught you?”
Her eyes fell instinctively to the ground at that, like a naughty child caught doing something wicked. She’d earned the trashing of her life as a child when she’d come back and started speaking elven words and casting elven spells. It had been many years since she’d dared conjure that forbidden magic. “I don’t know.”
“Well, you may have cause yet to use it.”
“You know the law, Ketil.”
“Yes. But something tells me the marshal will not arrest you if you save his life, or your own. Whatever the means.”
“We said we’d never speak of that,” she reminded him.
“Yes we did. And hate me if you must, Bryn. But I’d rather you despise me than die.” He rested a hand on her shoulder. “You were Evan’s only child. You know as well as I, that day would have gone differently if he’d still been alive.”
She glanced up, meeting his gaze. She remembered Ketil that afternoon. He’d walked with less of a stoop, and he’d been less gray. But he’d been grave and quiet, and watched her in the same way, with the same sorrow and compassion. She’d been a bawling child then.
Somehow, she felt in the moment not too unlike that child who had come crying to this familiar place, looking for what she knew she could never find again: her father.
Her father’s old steward had found her instead, sobbing by the old oak behind the house. And he’d coaxed the story out of her bit by bit. Then he’d fed her warm milk and fresh bread, and she’d slept by the hearth. And when she woke, he’d sent her home before her absence would be discovered.
She’d come back after that to talk to the old man. He hadn’t been old – not really. But to a child of eight, he’d seemed older and wiser than the mountains themselves. And he’d been kind. He’d told her then that there was no shame in knowing a thing that could save her life. He’d said it in the same gentle way he spoke now.
“There’s something I want you to have, before you go.” He slipped a cord from around his neck and extended it to her. At the end hung a pendant carved of some kind of bone.
She reached out a hand to take it. “What is it?”
“A rune. An elven rune.”
Brynja recoiled, her eyes widening. “Elven?”
But the old man took her hand in one of his, and with the other laid it on her palm. “Take it. It won’t harm you.”
She stared suspiciously at the carvings, some kind of crude etching of a dragon, and then at him. “What is this, Ketil? You know bone sorcery is illegal.”
“Not if it’s a trophy of war.”
“Oh.” Her frown eased. “Is it a trophy, then?”
“No.” He smiled. “But if any priest asked, I would tell him otherwise.”
“Then what is it?”
“It’s an heirloom, made by one of my ancestors hundreds of years ago.”
“One of your ancestors? But I thought you said it was elven?” Then she gaped. “You mean…?”
“I’ve told no one this, Bryn. Not as long as I’ve lived. Not even your father, and the man saved my life.”
She swallowed the strange blend of fear and curiosity the news evoked. She’d think through that later. In the moment, this was Ketil, her loyal steward, her father’s steward before her – and he was sharing a secret he’d told no one.
She didn’t blame him for concealing it. It wasn’t illegal to have an elf for an ancestor. One’s parentage couldn’t be a crime. But even now, so many hundreds of years after the elf wars, an elven ancestor would be a mark against anyone. Marriages had ended over such a revelation, and children been disowned.
“You need not fear that I will betray your confidence, Ketil.”
“I know, Bryn.” He smiled. “That is why I am telling you. Now, take the amulet, and wear it.”
“What will it do?”
He laughed. “Perhaps, if you meet your witch again, she may tell you. I cannot. I only know what my mother said, and that was that it would bring you luck. And I think you need luck more than I right now.”




Chapter Fifteen – Brynja

She took the amulet and tucked it under her tunic. “Now, I expect you to bring that back to me in one piece, you understand?” he’d said.
“I will,” she returned. “And I expect you to be here, in one piece, for me to bring it back to.”
Then she’d joined Sigrun, they’d gathered what they thought they’d need, and they headed up from the estate cellars.
This time, they found Ketil was not alone. Agot had joined them. She frowned at her brother. “I thought I told you to keep watch at the bunker?”
“You did. But I was talking to mother –”
“Freya’s teeth,” she growled. Her thoughts flooded with all manner of scenarios as to what her brother and mother might have been discussing, and what nonsense Katja might have convinced him to take part in.
Sigrun cleared his throat. “I’ll leave you two.”
To her surprise, Agot turned to the other man. “No. No, this concerns you too, Marshal. Mother says that you mean to go tonight, the pair of you. Is that true?”
She nodded. “As of right now, yes.”
“And what? You weren’t going to tell me.”
“Of course I was going to tell you, Agot. You’re my squire. Hel’s hold, I was going to leave you in charge of the bunker.”
The boy blinked. “What?”
“You’re my squire, aren’t you? If the knight of the county is incapacitated or absent, it’s the job of her squire to take on her role.”
“You can’t be serious. No, Bryn, you can’t mean that.”
He seemed more upset at this revelation than he had been at the sight of dragons. “Freya,” she said. “Relax, Agot. It’s not likely that you’ll have to defend the bunker. The riders don’t seem interested in us at all. And anyway, you’ll have Kaj and the militia. All you’ll have to do is keep order – handle complaints, and make sure no one gets greedy with the rations, and –”
“Bryn,” he said again, more forcefully and less addled this time, “stop it. You can’t leave me here, in charge of all those people. You know that’s absurd.”
She did. But the truth was, she didn’t know what else to do. He was her squire, and it was the role of the squire, absent the knight, to fill in. “You’re my squire. You’ll have Kaj, and Ketil too if you want his help. You should listen to him, you know. He’s wiser than you know.”
He, though, waved this away. “Stop saying that.”
“Saying what?”
“That I’m your squire.”
She blinked at him. “But…you are.”
“Yes. And we both know why. Come on, Bryn. I’m not stupid. I know I’m your squire because no one else thought I had what it took. And you took pity on me. Or mother made you. Probably some of both.
“But I’m not fit to be leading a county in a time of crisis. You know that. I know it.” He glanced at Sigrun. “He knows it too. Ask him.”
Brynja stammered out a response. She’d never had that conversation with her brother. As far as she’d known, he’d been in the dark about their mother’s intervention, or even the reasons why.
He shook his head again. “This is no time for any of this, Bryn. There’s dragons – dragons! – at our gates. And you’re going to put me in charge of keeping the county safe?” He laughed out loud at the idea.
“The boy has a point,” Sigrun said in mild tones. “With a few years, I’m sure he’d be up to the challenge. But we don’t have years, KP.”
“No,” Agot agreed.
Brynja breathed out, a long sigh of relief. “Alright. I’ll find someone else, someone more senior. You can work with them.”
“No,” he said again. “No, I’m coming with you.”
Sigrun grunted. “Rather mouthy for a squire, isn’t he?”
“Sigrun is coming with me,” Brynja said, feeling her temper rise a hair. She’d already been countermanded and overruled in front of the marshal on one point. She was done capitulating. “You’ll stay, Agot.”
“But look at him. He’s an old man.”
“Come again?”
“No disrespect, Marshal. But your days of crawling through caves and dodging dragons are behind you.” He turned back to his sister. “And there’s no one more senior or better suited to defend the village than him. Please, Bryn. We both know I’m a shit squire, and we both know he’s the best bet to keep order. I may be no good at that, but I can carry your supplies, and back you up. I can walk until my feet bleed, and crawl through whatever those mountains send our way.
“And we all know, he can’t.”
Sigrun huffed and puffed and declared the whole affair a “damned bit of insolence if ever I saw one.” But when Brynja put it to him that the village truly did need his calm and steady leadership, he was persuaded.
Her mother was predictably incensed by the decision. But this time, her stepfather joined in the outrage.
“My son, venturing into those godsdamned caves? Not on my life.”
“Brynja, how can you do this to me? I am your own mother. It’s bad enough that you’ll put your own life in such peril. But to drag your brother into it too?”
“I won’t allow it,” Lennart declared. “No, I don’t care if you are the knight or whatever you call yourself. You’ve already overstepped your authority in dragging us here. You’ll not kill my son with your damned impudence.”
“He is my squire,” Brynja answered, “and he will go where I order.” She didn’t feel it necessary to subject Agot to their anger by mentioning that it had been his idea. He’d done something selfless – something she might not have ascribed to him two hours earlier. He didn’t need to suffer for it.
Katja raged, pouring threats and invective her daughter’s way. Lennart was silent for a long moment. Then, he said, “Agot, my son, if this sister of yours means to kill you, you have no choice. She is mad – that much is clear. You must resign your commission. There will be no dishonor to you, when the circumstances are known.
“And they will be known, I promise you. You will have the entire house of Knutson testifying to what we have witnessed here.”
For a long moment, Agot stood there in silence, looking something like a frightened deer. Then he stood tall and cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, sir. But I will not be resigning.”
Lennart blinked. “Why not? They’ll never fault you, my son. She is out of her mind. Your commanders will understand that duty compelled you to stay with your village, to defend your people in the face of dragonfire.”
“No sir,” he said, and his voice was clearer this time. “I will go with KP Evansdatter. That is where my duty lies. At least one Knutson should be doing more than hiding and complaining like a coward.” He bowed briskly and turned on his heel.
Brynja took advantage of the gaping silence this move produced in his father and their mother, and she too escaped.




Chapter Sixteen – Ceinwen

The human had annoyed her in the first, and then she’d felt sorry for him. Now, she’d returned to her original sentiments. This was due in no small degree to his current, inebriated state.
After seeing the village torched, they’d crept up to the riders’ camp. The invaders had abandoned it for the slaughter, and though they had not left much, they’d left a little.
Ceinwen picked through it. The night was dark, lit only by silvery moonlight, but it was enough for her to see. The man struggled, knocking his shins and falling once or twice.
But she’d found what she sought: identifying insignia. Tucked in a saddlebag, she found a tunic with a sash and medals, and a chevron on the sleeve denoting that the owner was an SKP – a senior knight protector. It had been an age since her own run ins with human rank and military, but unless a good deal had changed in the interim, this belonged to a high-ranking military leader. Probably whoever is in charge of this damned slaughter.
But there was more. The medals and insignia depicted a double crested wyvern. In her day, it had been the symbol of House Ignis, a human clan from the south. After the wars, when North and South went their own ways, and before she’d holed up in Fjell, it became a symbol of the Southern empire.
She sighed, a long, low sigh. She wasn’t surprised. South and North had been at war as long as there had been a South and North. It seemed to her that having run out of elves to slaughter, men turned on each other. Once, she might have called that a kind of karmic justice, nature’s balancing effect at work.
But those who had killed her kind were dust and bones now. And the people below her dying in the night had never raised a finger against her. They might have, if they’d known she was there. But they hadn’t, and she couldn’t take pleasure in knowing they were dead.
And it wouldn’t just be them. An invasion force here, as far north as the North got, meant that there would be forces all over the realm. And forces deploying all over the realm meant death would follow. All over the realm.
While she’d been discovering the identity of the men who tried to murder them earlier in the day, the human had been foraging through the packs in search of provender. He discovered dried meat, which he declared intolerable, hardtack he decreed inedible, and some fashion of brandy, which he decided was barely drinkable.
Barely, however, didn’t translate to undrinkable. He’d started then and there, interchanging long sips and protesting bites of the mystery meat. “Freya above, what is this? Is it dragon leather? It can’t be food.”
It was at this juncture that Ceinwen urged that they should depart. The man glanced up from gnawing at a particularly difficult strip of meat. “Why? They’re gone. I shouldn’t think they’ll stick around, once they’ve had their fun in South Pass.”
“On the contrary, I don’t believe they plan to leave any time soon.” She showed him her evidence, and Torkel’s demeanor changed from ravenous hunger to unbridled anger.
“I should have known it was those Southern snakes. Oh, gods, that we had killed them all last time.”
Ceinwen had been too long absent from society to know the details of the last time. But it had been some years before, in the time of Torkel’s grandfather. She’d heard rumblings, she’d felt the fear and anger from the villages.
It hadn’t made much difference to her, though. It had only meant that the villagers stayed closer to home, and fewer ventured into her mountain. The war had started, the war had ended. People died, people lived; people left, people returned. That was their business, not hers.
Still, she’d heard whispers, even from here. She’d heard the bells decades ago celebrating a royal marriage and the peace it bought. She’d felt the misgivings of the village and of South Pass; she’d heard the villagers say it would only postpone the inevitable, like salving the skin over an internal bleed.
And she hadn’t paid much attention to any of it, because none of it mattered to her. Except now, decades later, here it was: on her doorstep.
But she had more pressing concerns than invaders. Because though Torkel complied with her advice that they should disappear before the riders returned to camp, he loaded a pack with supplies first. And among those supplies were several bottles of brandy.
Bottles that he promptly began to work his way through.
She tried to caution him that he was drinking too much too quickly, and on too empty a stomach. But he would have none of that. “This is Southern drink, elf. Those sad bastards couldn’t make a real drink if their lives depended on it. It’s barely more than water.”
So he said. But the evidence of her own eyes told her differently. Within half an hour, Torkel had gone from anger to sobs. “Oh my Olaug. Tell me elf, what am I going to do without my Olaug? Would that they had killed me instead. At least then my life would have had some meaning. But without my love? What am I going to do?”
It was everything she could do to get him, stumbling as he went, to her quarters. She lived far under the mountain, in a deep cavern where hot springs burbled away and natural fissures in the rock above let in light. She’d conjured and crafted all that she needed to live comfortably. She’d put a damper on sound, so she could move about without fear of those overhead hearing her. She’d built furniture and brought books. She grew a small herb garden under the light of one of the fissures, and a moonlight arboretum under another, where she tended plants that grew by the light of the moon.
The springs heated the air such that she could grow plants not otherwise native to the region, and she did – some little piece of the home she’d lost. She had elf berries here, and moon oranges, and blood plums. And because the sun always shone here on the mountain, even in darkest winter, and because the springs were always warm, even in the coldest months, she enjoyed fruit year-round.
Indeed, between the game she and Aeron hunted and the food she grew, she ate very well. The man noticed none of this, though. He was still drinking, but he’d transitioned from sobbing to singing.
He was quite drunk, she decided. He slurred the words to whatever song he was trying to sing. She’d overheard her fair share of human medleys. But if Torkel could carry a tune sober, it was a skill he very decidedly lost drunk. His song – every song – came out as one part bellowing, one part wailing.
Aeron scowled furiously at the man and at her. “Can’t we leave it on the mountainside? Let those other humans take care of it?”
“They’ll kill him.”
“Perhaps. But we won’t be killing him. What they do among themselves is their business.”
Torkel raised a bottle to the dragon. “He’s singing too, is he?”
It took Ceinwen a moment to understand – first, to decipher the slurred words, and second, to eke out any meaning. Torkel couldn’t understand dragonspeak. He’d heard the dragon talking, and imagined it was some attempt at music. Probably, it didn’t sound much worse than his own. “Something like that,” she said.
He nodded drunkenly and belted out a line or two of something she could not understand.
She glanced around. He seemed perilously close to losing consciousness. And as cozy as she’d made these quarters, they were still built on stone. A drunken tumble to the ground might kill, or seriously injure him. “You should sit,” she said, gesturing to a comfortable divan.
But he shook his head. “Schleep.”
“What?”
“I need schleep.”
“Sleep,” the dragon supplied. “It’s saying it needs to sleep.”
“Oh. Right. Well, uh, you can…”
She was about to suggest that he slept on the divan, but Torkel had already ambled off in the direction of her bed. He teetered over the edge, and then collapsed. The bottle of brandy clattered to the floor, shattering and covering a very fine rug in dark liquid.
But in a moment, the singing ended, and was replaced by snoring. And Ceinwen breathed a long sigh of relief in the relative quiet.




Chapter Seventeen – Brynja

They left just after nightfall. The wind had picked up, and though the snow had taken a brief intermission in the morning and again in the afternoon, it seemed determined to make up for lost time now. In any other circumstance, the sensible thing to do would have been to hunker down by a hearth. Ketil would have had steaming mugs of rich hot chocolate with vanilla and cardamom waiting for them. He always did, with the first snow.
But Ketil was back at the Evansdatter estate, with one eye on the sky for dragons. And she and Agot were driving through the knee-deep snow, buried under packs and cloaks, their legs wrapped in deer skins and their hands and ears shielded under rabbit furs.
They kept to the woods where they could, for two reasons: the snow wasn’t as deep under the trees, and they would be less easy to spot from the sky here. Still, it took hours to reach the foot of Fjell.
Brynja shivered, a cold sweat slicking her brow. The mountain rose tall and terrible above them, disappearing into a veil of snow far overhead. She knew the way forward. She had never taken it in the snow, but she knew she could find it.
And yet, for all her brave words of earlier, now her courage faltered. Her mind filled with memories of the endless tunnels that waited, and the eternal night deep under the mountain. She remembered the cold and the hunger and thirst; it didn’t matter that she had water skins and food strapped to her back. Somehow, those terrors of two decades ago were all she could think of now.
She stood stock still for a long moment, the whipping snow and night air cutting through the wools of her cape.
“Bryn?” Her brother’s voice reached her ears over the howling wind. “Which way, Bryn?”
She glanced at him, and then the snowy crags before her. And she drew a long, cold breath of night air. It filled her lungs, and she shivered. Then she raised a mittened hand to a patch of dark rocks. “There. There’s a pass, about a hundred meters behind those rocks.”
He nodded and moved forward. She breathed again and followed him.
The pass was narrow at points, and the footing tenuous. Buried stones and hidden dips made every step a little more perilous. And the more care she took, and the longer and slower their progress, the more uneasy she felt.
Still, she forged ahead of her brother before the pass narrowed and they could only pass single file. The stone rose high overhead here, blotting out the falling snow and the mountain around them. All she could see was gray stone and white snow, and a dark, gaping maw ahead. The wind shrieked overhead, but at least here, in this little gully, it didn’t reach them.
The way narrowed further, until they had to walk sideways, their packs hiked up onto their shoulders. The going was slow – one awkward step after the other, for about twenty meters.
Then the pass seemed to end altogether against a dark gray stone face. Agot asked, “Are you sure this is the way?”
She nodded, and with a little difficulty, pulled herself around so that she was facing the westernmost wall of stone. “You ready to climb?”
He threw her a glance, and though it was too dark to make out his expression, she had a strong suspicion he wasn’t thrilled by the prospect.
“Don’t worry. It’s not far.”
It wasn’t, but it was almost straight up. It had seemed a lot less perilous when she’d taken this way as a child. Of course, that had been in summer, and she hadn’t had a pack on her back.
Now, she grunted and groaned and tried to fit her much larger feet and hands onto the slender outcroppings. She’d had to slip off her mittens now and worked with fingerless gloves against the ice-cold stone.
She was sweating with effort, but her fingertips felt like ice when she reached the ledge she intended. Still, she reached down a hand for her brother who was a few steps behind. He clasped it, and, grunting, she hauled him up.
Agot weighed a lot. He was one of those teenaged boys who could have eaten an ox in a single sitting and would have converted it all into muscle. He felt in the moment, to her weary muscles, something like an ox.
So when he reached the ledge, they both sat for a moment and took a breath. She slipped her hands back into her mittens. He said, “I hope that’s the end of the climbing.”
She nodded. “There’ll be some steep passages, but no more rock climbing.”
“Good. I don’t want to take these damned mittens off again until we’re back home.”
They pulled themselves onto their feet in a moment. Brynja glanced at the sky. It was still dark, with no hint of the morning sun. She figured it was after midnight, perhaps by an hour or two. That would mean they made good time considering the heavy snow. And if they moved quickly, they might get to the other side of the mountain before the next evening. Then they could cover the open country between Fjell and Green Dale by night, and hopefully avoid notice from any of the overhead patrols.
“This way,” she said. They moved up a steep slope, bracing themselves against the blasts of wind that howled across the face of the mountain, and climbed for a good quarter of an hour. Then she spotted it – a jagged rock outcropping, and a bit of shadow behind it. “That’s where we’re going.”
Agot nodded and pulled his cloak tighter around himself. “Well, let’s move then. The sooner we’re out of this accursed wind, the better.”
She wasn’t sure about that. Fjell was full of caves, and she supposed no child who lived in the area had gone without venturing into one or another. But Agot had never experienced the mountain like she had. If he had, he might not have been so eager to duck into the darkness.
But it was cold, and he was eager. So he stepped forward, and she recalled her own presence of mind. And she stepped forward too.
In a minute, they’d ducked under a low overhanging rock, crawling on their bellies into the deep darkness for several meters. Then, she felt the floor slope underneath her, and she raised a hand above her head. The ceiling had lifted beyond her reach.
She stood cautiously, stretching to her full height. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “We can stand here.”
“Do you have the light?” he asked.
She smiled at his tone – not quite so confident as he’d sounded back at the bunker. “What’s the matter? You’re not afraid of the dark are you?”
“Of course not. I just don’t want to fall off a cliff.”
She laughed and slid her pack off her back. She’d packed a lantern and oil and matches to light it. Now, her mittens came off again, and she felt around until she’d secured the items she needed. She was working entirely by sense of touch here. She could see absolutely nothing. And yet she knew, it only got darker from here. Somehow, this pitch black deepened.
She tried to concentrate on the lantern and the oil, on the sound of the stopper pulling of the mouth of the jar, on the slow, careful, glug, glug of oil sloshing into place. Then she struck a match. It lit with a hiss, and a tiny flame sprang to life.
She heard her brother loose a breath of relief, and she realized she’d been holding her own breath. She lit the lamp, and suddenly a wash of light bathed over them. It seemed terribly bright, almost blinding, in comparison to the dimness they’d grown accustomed to.
But she blinked, and her eyes adjusted. The cavern looked much the same as she remembered it, though it had been cast in more shadows then. She’d seen it in the light of day, with the sun shining in from behind her.
She drew a long breath and held the lantern up high to illuminate more of the space around them.
“You alright, Bryn?”
She glanced at her brother. “What?”
He gestured to her hand, and she realized it was trembling. The whole cavern seemed to be dancing with the motion, orange and red flames shimmering on the walls and ceiling. On the far wall, some lighter mineral sparkled, and nearer them the flakes of snow that blew in glimmered in shining reddish hues. She laughed as easily as she could manage. “Oh, just cold. Come on.”
They walked for a long time, and the darkness got deeper around them. It was as she remembered it, and yet, not as she remembered it. She knew where she was going: follow the passage, even when it seemed to have vanished. They had to crawl on their stomachs again twice and hike up a steep rise. But they didn’t take any turns or follow any detours.
Even as a child, she’d figured that out. She’d heard enough stories of people getting hopelessly lost, and all turned around so that they never found their way out. So she hadn’t wandered blindly down any forks in the way or let the caves’ phantoms whispers lead her who knew where. When she did explore, she secured a rope to a stalagmite or boulder. And she only went as far from the main path as her rope would go, and no further.
She’d taken a lantern as a child too. She wondered at that, in hindsight. In some respects, she’d been a remarkably intelligent child. She’d planned well and planned for eventualities and contingencies that evaded some adults. And yet, in other respects, she’d been an utter imbecile. What was an eight-year-old doing, after all, sneaking into haunted caves without telling anyone where she’d gone?
And here I am again. Apparently, age didn’t always confer wisdom.
She followed her old path and found that it did not terrify her quite as much as she remembered – or expected. Perhaps it was the intervening years, and the maturity they’d brought. Or maybe, it was the urgency of her mission, and the knowledge that if they failed, thousands would perish. Perhaps it was simply knowing that there was a way out, and that she could make it – she’d done it before.
Whatever the reason, she didn’t feel the fear she’d felt in those childhood explorations. But neither did she feel the exhilaration. And after a few hours, the close air and long journey began to tell. Her legs ached, her eyes sagged. This was her second sleepless night, and she’d carried children and hauled sacks and tended horses and faced off against a county’s worth of angry nobles in the interim.
Her mind and body ached for sleep. And yet, they were in this place.
She might have forced herself to keep going. She might have pushed on regardless of her body’s pleading to stop. But Agot said, “Bryn, we need to break.”
“What?”
“I’m sorry. I know what I said about Sigrun, and all that. I suppose this makes me not much better after all. But I need to catch my breath.”
She nodded. “Alright. There’s a river, not far from here. Let’s stop by it and shut our eyes for a bit. Okay?”
He assented, and they trudged the last hundred meters or so slowly. It was uphill. Most of the passages were uphill from now on, and she supposed her aching calves would just have to adjust. But a rest was exactly what she needed. A rest, and maybe a sip of the brandy she’d packed.
She shared that thought with her brother and nudged him. “You can join me. Without stealing it this time, I mean.”
He shot her a weary grin. “You know, if you weren’t my sister, I’d kick your ass.”
She snorted. “Kick my ass? You can barely keep up with me.”
“That’s true. It’d have to wait until we get out of these damned caves. But then I’d kick it.”
“That’s what you think,” she said. “You’d try, but –”
She broke off quite suddenly, as some kind of force struck her. She felt herself whisked off the ground. For a moment, her legs dangled behind her. Then she felt herself stretched taut, her arms and legs caught in some kind of non-corporeal binding. She struggled to pull away, but without any success at all.
At the same time, Agot cried out. She saw him whipped upward in the same fashion and secured by the same invisible bonds.
And then she saw nothing else. The lantern clattered to the ground and shattered; the light flickered, and then extinguished.
She thought her heart might have stopped with it. They were in the dark, powerless, suspended in midair by someone or thing they couldn’t see. A sickening, terrible sensation of familiarity swept her, and she thought she might throw up.
She was here, where she’d vowed long ago to never go again. She was here, alone and powerless, afraid and in the dark. Again.




Chapter Eighteen – Ceinwen

Ceinwen could not recall a more miserable day than the one that followed the burning of South Pass. Her unwelcome companion woke sick and showered her bed and night table in foul smelling excretions. He’d begged her to remove the pounding in his head, which she did with a healing spell.
He’d protested and cried out the entire time, and then when it was done thanked her more profusely than she liked. “My gods, what kind of devilry is that? It feels like daggers when you do it, but my head is good as new. I should like to know how to do that.”
Then, he’d remembered the day and night before, and fell to weeping. She’d tried to console him, but he proved beyond consolation. And she proved not as skilled – or patient – as she remembered at consoling.
Aeron was at his wits’ end. She understood. The dragon had lived in relative solitude for hundreds of years. In one day, he’d gone from blissful silence to sobbing, singing, and puking – all inside a couple of hours.
Still, his response hardly helped. Roaring at the man might have silenced him for a few seconds. But then he was speaking again, wondering, rather stupidly, if the demon had meant that at him. Admittedly, Ceinwen’s answer – “what else?” – hadn’t helped either.
The long and the short of it was, the human continued to talk – to beg the demon’s pardon, to beg hers, to plead with his gods for some sense to be made of all of this, and, in turn, to curse those same gods for allowing all the ill he’d witnessed.
Torkel was a mess, and as much as she sympathized with him, he was trampling her last nerve. She tried, and failed, to get a read on the riders above and below. She couldn’t focus. She couldn’t hear beyond the prattle of the human.
And it only got worse when he set to drinking again later that day, moaning all the while that Southerners “wouldn’t know proper liquor if it bit them on the ass.” He had plenty to say about the mead he drank at home, and what he’d give for another sip of that. “What I’d give, to toast my Olaug one more time. I tell you, elf, there’s nothing I wouldn’t give for that.”
On and on he went. Poor Aeron paced the tunnels, unwilling to leave his mistress too far behind, in case the stranger meant to harm her, but going mad with the noise. “Mage, you know I’m grateful that you raised me and gave me life again, but if you don’t intend to solve the human problem soon, you’ll have to release me. Let me return to death, because at least there’s silence in that.”
He was being hyperbolic, of course. At least, she assumed he was. Still, she set her mind to how she could be rid of Torkel in some way that wouldn’t lead to his death. She couldn’t send him out of the mountain – not without exposing him to those riders. That would be a death sentence.
Still, there were other passages. The mountain ranges ran long, and there were paths that could take him southward, beyond Fjell. She could bring him close to Green Dale. That might be safe.
She was making up her mind to have a serious talk with Torkel the next morning, after he’d sobered up and before he had the chance to pick up drink again, when something cut through the aura of tension in her forehead.
She sat up straight, and at the same moment Aeron stopped pacing. Torkel alone, of the three of them, seemed oblivious. He went on singing, more coherently this time than the night before, as he was less drunk.
But she ignored him. She focused on the sensation. It was magic – her magic. The trap, she said to the dragon, by Nordfjell. Someone’s been caught.
Two someones, the wyvern corrected. Human, I think. Although I cannot say for certain, not with all that caterwauling.
She nodded. Torkel’s vocalizations really did make it hard to hear anything, much less think. Still, they had gleaned enough. Someone had come from the northernmost side of the mountain. The riders, then, were proving smarter than the first one she’d encountered. They were trying to flank her.
Well, that was a mistake – as they would soon learn.
She pushed to her feet. Come on, Aeron. Let’s go say hello to our new friends.
They’d gotten about halfway to the cavern exit when Torkel finally realized something was up. “Where are you going, elf, you and the demon?”
“Someone’s here,” she said.
“Someone? You mean, one of those Southern bastards?”
“Yes. At least, I assume so.”
To her surprise, Torkel laughed out loud. Then he got to his feet, whooping – whooping, and teetering. “It’s about time they showed their faces. You need not run, Elf. Lead me to him. I’ll make him regret the day he set foot in your caves, and in my North.”
She tried, and failed, to persuade the human to stay behind. In the end, she relented. It seemed not worth the trouble to fight him further. The invaders were held fast in a trap of her own construction. They wouldn’t be getting anywhere anytime soon, and they would be no threat to anyone.
So it didn’t really matter if Torkel stumbled along noisily and drunkenly toward them. They couldn’t hurt him, and he wouldn’t be giving away their position. Or rather, he would be, but it would cause no harm – because their enemies were bound.
Which is more or less exactly what happened. She and Aeron moved silently, with all the stealth inherent to their species. He blundered along even after she’d cast her light spell, tripping over his own feet and cursing the Southerners as he went.
His murderous intent seemed to grow with each step. He’d gone from defending her and Aeron to avenging Olaug to avenging all of South Pass, and then all of Nordfjell. “I’ll hang their entrails out for the buzzards,” he swore. “They’ll know what comes of crossing men of the North. Mark my words, Elf: they’ll think twice about returning to these shores once Torkel has finished with them.”
Aeron was groaning the whole way. Can you not shut it up, Ceinwen? There must be some spell. Make it a mute for a while.
It was a long way, too. The snare they were headed to was the southernmost one she’d set, and it took hours to reach. Hours spent listening to Aeron in her thoughts, and Torkel outside.
She was half ready to kill something herself when they reached the river. Still, the human had sobered somewhat in their trek, and he’d grown quieter as sobriety settled in. And she was about to come face to face with some of the fools who had put her in this position.
She didn’t intend to avenge herself on them. That wasn’t really her way. But she did mean to get answers. And she didn’t mean to let them leave these caves alive. Enemies who lived to tell the tale of the witch under the mountain would mean more enemies in her mountain.
Better for the Southerners to think the mountain inhospitable and deadly than to know that she dwelt here.
Her light spell reflected in the river as they approached. The waters burbled and sang, and their song echoed happily off the stone overhead. It was the most peaceful sound she’d heard in the past thirty hours or so.
She saw the invaders as dark silhouettes against a far pass. There were two of them, as Aeron said. They hung with their limbs outstretched, as if bound in midair – which was not an inaccurate impression. There were no physical binds on their wrists and ankles, but they were fastened as surely – and quite a bit more securely – as if held in place by rope or iron shackles.
She could see only a little more in the relative darkness and at that distance. The figures were about evenly matched in height, though one was slighter than the other. A woman, she thought. They each wore capes and packs, and solid boots.
Not that she’d really suspected it before, but this, then, was her confirmation that they hadn’t stumbled in here by accident. They’d come here deliberately. And armed.
They each had laser weapons strapped to their sides, and the woman carried a sword. Not just any sword, either, but one of so-called wyvern steel – a blade forged by men in the way of elves, with magical knowledge they’d stolen by torture and abuse, and then outlawed.
Ceinwen saw red. For hundreds of years, she’d sheltered under Fjell. For hundreds of years, she’d mostly managed to avoid the locals. For hundreds of years, she’d never had a fighting force hunting her.
And now, with these invaders, that had all changed. They had brought their fight to Torkel and his people, and now to her. Well, she was no human. She would not be taken unawares and slaughtered. She would give these knights of the south a fight they’d never bargained for. She would show them what an elf mage was capable of when cornered.




Chapter Nineteen – Brynja

She’d known what it was – who it was – as soon as she’d walked into the snare. She’d hung there, like an insect caught in a spider’s web, for days. Or maybe it had only been hours.
But it felt like days. Fear blinded her senses. She drifted in and out of sleep, lulled into a kind of trance by the river. Her dreams were dark, and never very different from reality – full of riversong and the endless black.
Agot took their captivity differently. She couldn’t tell if his reaction was better or worse than her own. But he struggled and strained and screamed until he was hoarse. Then he slumped against the invisible bonds until he’d regained the strength to start again.
“It’s no use, Ag. No one’s coming for us.”
“Someone set these traps.”
“The witch.”
“Gods, Bryn, don’t say that.”
“Who else would it be?”
He didn’t respond for a long moment. When he did, he sighed. “Fuck. I always thought you were off your rocker when you saw her, you know. That you’d dreamed her up because you were afraid of the dark. Like some kind of imaginary friend to get you through.”
“I told you she was real.”
Again, he fell silent for a space. Then he said, “I know. I’m sorry, Bryn. I should have listened to you.”
She laughed softly. Another time, another place, and she might have been angry that this was what it took for her brother to finally believe her: being caught in a magical snare in the absolute dark, hidden from the world under ton upon ton of stone and snow. She wasn’t angry, though. She didn’t have the strength to be angry. And Agot – poor Ag – had been fated to share her doom.
Her laughter turned to sobs, and she tried to choke them back. She was the KP, after all. It was her job to project strength, no matter how bleak things got. She managed to clamp back the sound. But somehow, the tears still leaked out.
Her nightmares, two decades worth of them, had come true. She was back here, in the dark, in this place where time was interminable, where light came to die.
“Bryn?” her brother asked.
“Mmm?” she asked, making every effort to keep the evidence of tears out of her tone.
“I love you.”
She wept in the blackness for a long moment, until she could speak again. Then she drew in a long, steadying breath. “I love you too, Ag.”
Neither spoke after that. There was nothing left to say. They had no means of escape. Either the witch would return, like a spider coming back to its web, or they would die here, like insects forgotten by the spider. Either way, it was beyond their control.
So she slipped in and out of that dark sleep. Whether her brother slept or not, she couldn’t say. But she heard him breathing fitfully, stirring now and then.
A chill settled deep in her bones as the hours rolled by, and her lethargy deepened. She was hungry and thirsty, and desperately cold and tired. The river burbled on, like it had two decades ago, sweet and soft and treacherous.
She slept, and her dreams were full of the river and its icy waters. She was eight again, swimming against the current. She could feel the bones in her legs moving in ways that bones weren’t supposed to move. Up and down she bobbed, scrambling for a hold on the slimy rocks. But the waters were merciless. They tossed her and turned her, smashing her already broken legs. She sobbed and tried to kick against the flow, but she couldn’t.
She was drowning. She was dying.
And then a light appeared, far away at first but coming nearer. A soft light, floating high above her. A warm light.
She started in her sleep, and her eyes fluttered open. Or maybe they’d already been open, and she was only blinking.
The light was there, as she’d remembered it. And so was the woman – the woman with the eyes blacker than night.
She was standing in front of her, watching silently. For a moment, Brynja’s mind was blank. She struggled against the bonds, she tried to scream, she tried to wake up – all at the same time, and without effect in any quarter.
But slowly her senses returned. She wasn’t asleep. This was no memory from long ago. It was the elf, and she looked almost exactly as she remembered her. Her dragon was here too, and he hadn’t changed at all, except perhaps that he seemed smaller than she remembered.
But there was a human there, a man whose face she knew.
She blinked, trying to regain mastery over her mind. She tried to speak, but her voice came out in a hoarse whisper. “I didn’t know if I would see you again, Mage.”




Chapter Twenty – Ceinwen

Ceinwen stared at the woman. The boy – for the second captive was no more than a boy – seemed in some sort of slumber. But she was awake, and there was something about her that seemed familiar.
“Let’s kill them now,” said Torkel, who was hurrying to catch up. “I’ll do it, Elf, if you’ve no stomach for it.”
“Stay,” she commanded. “These are no knights of the South. Are you?”
The woman stared at her with warm brown eyes. “You know that I am not, for I am Brynja. And we have met before, though not in many years.”
Ceinwen blinked. “The child?”
Something like a smile lifted Brynja’s expression. “Not anymore. But yes.”
“Llywellyn have mercy,” Aeron declared. “Another of your strays come back to torment us, Ceinwen.”
It came out as a roar, though, to the humans. Torkel nodded. “I’m with the demon: let’s kill them, Witch.”
The boy woke with a violent start and screamed. She could not blame him, she supposed. It would frighten anyone to wake face-to-face with a bone dragon. Still, the sound was appalling, and she supposed the sooner they were out of their binds, the sooner it would stop.
So she focused on the energy that held them and released it. The boy careened downward and landed with a heavy, painful sounding thud. It silenced him, at least.
The woman she caught before she hit the ground. “Careful, human: you’ve broken enough bones in these caves for one lifetime.”
“Wait a minute,” Torkel thundered behind her, “that’s no Southerner.”
“I know,” she said. “That’s what I just told you.”
“That’s KP Evansdatter.” Torkel laughed out loud and barreled into Brynja in a clumsy imitation of a hug. “Gods above and below, at least someone survived.”
“Torkel,” the woman said. “Torkel, it’s you, isn’t it?”
He drew back to survey her. “As I draw breath, KP. But how did you get away?”
The newcomers spoke at the same time now. The boy, who was only just pushing himself up onto his feet, asked, “Torkel? You mean, that Torkel?”
She said, “Most of us got away. But where in Freya’s name were you?”
“You mean, South Pass is safe?”
“Yes. But where were you?”
“On the mountain, looking for the bastard who killed Olaug. But I guess we found them.”
“You weren’t running from us, then?” the boy asked.
“Running? Of course not, you daft child. I was looking for whoever killed my Olaug. The marshal ran off to the village, and I knew whoever it was would have a day’s head start on us.”
“Excuse me,” Ceinwen put in, “but what is going on? Why are you here, Brynja? And who is this boy?” He looked something like her, but he was too old to be her child.
“Mage, we don’t mean offense. But there are dragon riders come.”
“I know. They’re all over my mountain. And now humans are all under it.” Her tone was acrid, but she wasn’t really annoyed. Not anymore. If nothing else, her Torkel problem had just solved itself: these humans could take on responsibility for another of their kind, and she could be free of him.
“Please,” she said, “forgive me. But we don’t know who they are, or why they’re come.”
“They’re from the South,” Torkel put in. “And they’ve come to kill us.”
Brynja glanced at her, and Ceinwen nodded. “We found insignias from an SKP. I’d imagine, whoever is leading this mission. They’re from the South.”
“Dammit. It really is war, then.”
Ceinwen nodded. There was something in the sorrow of the other woman’s words that struck her as…well, she couldn’t say exactly, except that she did not remember humans contemplating war with such sorrow before. Of course, it was possible this one had lost friends or family already. “I would imagine so, yes. But what does that have to do with my mountain?”
“We must get a message to our queen. We didn’t have time when the dragons attacked South Pass. In truth, I don’t think anyone even thought of it. We were all too preoccupied with saving the villagers.”
“But they did get away?” Torkel prompted.
She nodded. “Yes. We lost Aage and Charlotte on the way back, and Dag is missing – we assume he died in the attack. But everyone else got away.”
“I am pleased,” Ceinwen said. And she meant it. She was glad to lift the thought of so many dead from her mind. “But I still do not understand what it has to do with my mountain.”
“Forgive me, Mage: but we must beg passage through Fjell. It’s the only way we can reach high enough ground to get a signal out.”
These are not our problems. Tell her to try the sea, or the mountain top. And tell them to take Torkel with them. But we have done enough, Ceinwen.
“Surely there are other ways you could try.”
“The coast is watched night and day, and dragons fly over the mountains. There is no other way. Please, Mage. You saved my life once. If we must try another way, it will be a death sentence.”
“Am I obliged to save you a second time, then, since I saved you once?”
“No, of course not. I didn’t mean that. I only meant, you could have let me die then, and you didn’t. Please don’t let us die this time either.”
Ceinwen had had her fill of humans in her time with Torkel. An hour earlier, she would have supposed herself incapable of persuasion. But that was before these two terrified, half-frozen humans showed up at her doorstep. Now, seeing them face-to-face, of course she could not turn them away.
Aeron seemed to think her mad. “Send them back the way they came. Give them light, if you will. But why in Llywellyn’s name would you assist them? You must know they won’t be the last, just as the creature we found in the mountains wasn’t. We harbored it, and now they’ve come. Harbor them, and others will come crawling into our caves seeking shelter from their kind. And before you know it, the men of the South will have heard of us, and we will be at war on every front – with those of the village who would kill us, and the foreigners too.”
“Your dragon is not pleased,” Brynja observed.
Torkel laughed. “The demon is never happy.”
“He does not approve of my decision to render you aid. He believes I will live to regret it.”
“Not by our doing, I promise you: we will be on our way with as little trouble to you as possible.”
Ceinwen smiled. “You told me something similar as a child. Do you recall? And yet here you are again.”
“I said I would not play in the caves. And I have kept my word.”
She surveyed the human for a long moment. She stood tall and proud and spoke with a confidence that might have fooled her except for the look in her eyes. “You are afraid of me, Brynja?”
The woman nodded slowly. “Yes, a little.”
“Well, then you are wise. At least, a little wise. I will aid you but understand that I do not do it lightly. For hundreds of years, I have avoided contact with your kind. That is why Aeron protests.”
“Aeron?” the boy asked. “Is that what the dragon is called?”
Ceinwen glanced in his direction. He’d been so silent, she almost forgot about him. “You have not yet told me: who is this child, Brynja?”
The boy bristled at the characterization. “I’m not a child.”
“Forgive me, Mage: this is my brother, Agot. Agot, this is…”
She smiled. It had been decades – nothing to her, but a very long time for a human – since she’d mentioned that she did not often give out her name. And this woman had been only a child at the time. There is power in knowing someone’s name, Brynja. I am careful whom I share mine with. “You can say it.”
The woman nodded. “This is Ceinwen. She saved my life twenty years ago, in this very river, actually.”
“Yes. Though we were a ways downstream yet. You had gotten very lost.”
“I wasn’t lost. Not until I fell.”
“You seemed lost to me.”
“But I wasn’t.”
She laughed at that. The woman, then, had not entirely changed. She recalled the child arguing fiercely that she had not lost her way, while her bones were smashed and as tears of agony streamed down her cheeks. She’d been a brave girl, even through her pain and fear. “Well, you were lost when I found you, at any rate.”
“I was,” she conceded. “I would have drowned inside a minute, if you hadn’t pulled me out of the water. And I was so turned around and tossed about that I never would have found my way back. Even if I could have walked.”
Agot stared at his sister with wondering eyes. “What happened to you in these caves, Bryn?”
“I told you before: I fell.”
“You didn’t mention broken bones, or almost drowning.”
“No,” Brynja said, and offered no more despite her brother’s expectant look. “Ceinwen, may I beg a favor?”
The elf raised an eyebrow archly. “Another favor?”
“Yes. I beg your pardon, but we are without a light.” She didn’t seem to have noticed the teasing tones of Ceinwen’s voice, because her own tone was serious, and a touch fearful still.
So the elf woman determined to tamper down her attempts at humor. She could not say where the boy was concerned, but as far as the other humans, it seemed one was over serious and the other under. Brynja attended every word as if it might be a death sentence, and Torkel disregarded half of what she said, and interpreted the rest however he saw fit.
“You may have a light, Brynja. But first, you must warm yourself, you and your brother. It will not do me much good to grant you passage only to have you die of cold.”
“Thank you. I am chilled through.”
She nodded. “I know. I can tell. You are trembling. Both of you are trembling. Do you remember the spell I taught you?”
Brynja blinked, and her face flushed. “I…uh…well…I’m sorry, Mage. No.”
Ceinwen didn’t quite understand the other woman’s reaction. Was she afraid that she’d be angry that she forgot? She’d been but a child, and – hopefully – had not had much cause to put it to use. It wasn’t much of a surprise. But it seemed like more than fear that she could not recall what she’d learned decades ago.
What did this woman think of her, she wondered? Had she not saved her life all those years ago? So what cause had she to be so fearful now? Still, out loud, she said, “No matter. Here, let me have your hand – both of you.”




Chapter Twenty-One – Brynja

Brynja winced as the familiar sensation of pins pricking her skin raced up her arm, consumed her shoulder, her torso, her head, her legs.
Agot yelped and tried to pull away. She understood. The first time she’d felt it, she’d done the same thing – even as it was mending her shattered bones.
But the elf was strong and held him fast. And he did not resist beyond the initial shock. So Brynja didn’t try to find her voice to reassure him that they’d be alright. She just closed her eyes and surrendered to the magic. It worked quicker that way.
She felt the pricking sensation lessen, and ease into a soothing warmth. She felt the numbness of her limbs disappear, and the soreness of her muscles diminish.
Ceinwen finished and smiled at them. “Better?”
“Much.”
Agot grunted his acquiescence, but then asked, “What the hell was that? Is that…some kind of healing magic? Like what the priests use?”
The elf woman raised an eyebrow. “In a sense, child. But what your priests know is derivative. It takes longer and is less effective.”
“Elven magic?” he said, a touch fearfully.
She sighed. “Do I look like a priest or an elf?”
Agot fell silent, and Ceinwen surveyed him with – Brynja was certain – annoyance. But she said only, “Well, I suppose you’re ready to be on your way.”
“Wait…is that it?” She wasn’t sure why she said it. But for two decades Brynja had wondered if she’d ever see this witch under the mountains again. For decades, she’d learned to hide what she knew for fear people would think she was mad. She’d wondered herself, now and then, if it hadn’t been some delusion of hunger and deprivation. And here she was, in all her beautiful, terrible power, as real as and tangible as anything.
Ceinwen surveyed her for a moment. “I will send a light with you, of course, as you have lost yours. But what else do you need from me?”
“Need? Nothing.” The elf continued to watch her, and now Brynja felt silly. She had what she wanted: safe passage and a light. What else did she want? “Only…I never thanked you, for saving me all those years ago.”
“You did.”
“Did I?”
The elf woman nodded. “Don’t you remember? Once you realized you could walk again, and after I fed you. And when Aeron let you pet him.”
“Oh, that’s right.” An awkward kind of silence settled on the party. “Well, uh, thank you again. Not just for then, but now.”
Ceinwen smiled. “If all humans were as polite as you, Brynja, I might not live under this mountain.”
“Humans aren’t what you have us figured for, not anymore at any rate,” Torkel said. A strong whiff of brandy hit her. “Wait until we’ve run these Southern bastards out of Nordfjell, and then you come on out, Witch, and you’ll see: we’re not so bad.”
“Or maybe not,” the elf said.
Was that a joke? Brynja blinked, then laughed. “Have you been drinking, Torkel?”
“No,” he said.
“Yes,” Ceinwen said.
And Aeron offered something that sounded very much like a growl of assent.
“Just a little,” the man shrugged. “And not in hours.”
The elf woman shook her head, and the dragon grumbled again. Brynja smiled. “Well, when we’ve sent the message, will you be coming back with us?”
“You’re not saying you mean to split up?” he asked.
“Well, yes. I think that was the idea.”
“It is not my fight,” Ceinwen added.
Torkel puffed out his cheeks and let out a long, brandy-soaked breath. “This again.”
“I must see to my own affairs, human.”
“What affairs?”
“My own. They do not concern you.”
“Maybe not. But this concerns you, Elf. If the North loses, you don’t think those miserable Southerners will let you be, do you?”
“I am not stopping you – any of you – from fighting for your North. But I must see to my own affairs. Now you can go with them. Or probably, you had better wait, so you do not give them away.”
“Give them away?” he sputtered, showering the whole group in brandy-scented drops of spittle. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“Only that you should take a rest,” Brynja put in. “You have had a terrible ordeal, Torkel. You should sleep. We will be back this way.”
“And I will leave you supplies,” Ceinwen said. “Meat and fruit, enough to keep you for many days. And a light.”
“And if we do not return,” Brynja put in, “you can follow the way behind us. Go straight, do not detour anywhere. You will find the end of the caves.”
Torkel protested that this was his fight, and he had as much right to wage it as anyone. He tried to convince Ceinwen that it was her fight too, and that she had as much to lose as any of them. But he persuaded no one, and in the end the promise that the elf woman would bring him his brandy and food convinced him to remain. He would set up camp and watch for Brynja and Agot’s return.
“Well, good luck to you, Brynja,” Ceinwen said. “You remember the way?”
“I think so.”
“Well, if you forget it, follow the light. It will guide you.”
She smiled. “It seems I am again in your debt. One of these days, Elf, I will find a way to repay you.”
Ceinwen smiled too and lowered her voice. “Come back for Torkel, so that I do not have to hear from him again, and all debts will be repaid.”
Brynja found herself again surprised. She wasn’t sure why. She remembered the elf laughing now and again as a child. Her laugh had been sweet and musical, like the river. So she knew she was capable of mirth.
Still, laughter had not been the prevailing sensation of her days in these caves, or her return thereafter. She’d not thought of laughter when her mother hushed her in hissing tones. What will happen if the priests hear you saying such things? For the love of Freya, hold your tongue, child. She’d not thought of laughter when her stepfather saw her practicing the same healing spell Ceinwen had just used on them.
It had been a long time since she remembered anything to do with this place as involving laughter or mirth. Darkness and pain and hopelessness – that’s what she’d been left with.
Only now, as the elf woman’s eyes sparkled and her lips twitched, she remembered laughter too. “Well then, I shall endeavor to return in one piece.”
Agot nodded vigorously. “Gods yes. I’ve had enough of that healing magic for a lifetime.”
Ceinwen raised an eyebrow. “Well, and I do not want corpses littering my home. So you take care as well, master Agot. Less your sister is left to fend for herself, and I am left with an unpleasant bit of cleanup.”
This silenced her brother, and he took a half step behind her. Brynja almost laughed herself. There was no mistaking the twinkle of amusement in Ceinwen’s eyes. Freya. She enjoys it. She likes us being scared of her. She likes being able to shut people up with a word or a look. And then Brynja did laugh, because she’d cracked the code.
This elf witch, this woman with all her terrible magic, who had kept an entire valley in fear for hundreds of years but who came out of hiding to help wandering drunks and lost children was not much different than the old women who chased younglings out of their gardens, or the old men who berated youngsters for disturbing their naps.
She wasn’t a monster at all. She was just a hermit.
“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about her,” Agot was saying. He’d been saying similar things for the last forty-five minutes – more or less as soon as they’d gotten out of earshot of the other woman.
“You didn’t believe what I did tell you,” she reminded her brother.
“Yes, but you didn’t tell me the full story. You still haven’t told me that. You didn’t tell me she had these crazy magical abilities. Or that she was hot.”
Brynja rolled her eyes at her brother. “I was eight, Ag. I wasn’t exactly checking people out.”
He snorted. “Eight-year-old me would have noticed that she was hot.”
She swatted her brother playfully. “Eight-year-old you was still eating boogers. Eight-year-old you thought farts were the height of human wit.”
He laughed. “I was not eating boogers. But, yeah to farts. I mean, come on. They’re still pretty funny.”
She groaned. “Good Freya above. I should have left you with Torkel.”
He nudged her in return. “So I should have listened to you before. But I’m listening now. What happened, Bryn?”
She glanced up at her brother, and almost froze. He was watching her with their mother’s eyes – those same bright blue, intelligent eyes. Except he was asking what happened, not telling her to shut her mouth.
So she told him. She told him about her plans, and how she’d prepared everything. She told him how she figured there must be a way to the other side. “And I wanted to find it.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t really have a reason. I was eight, Ag. It seemed like a good idea at the time.”
She told him about getting a little further than they’d got before being trapped before she’d fallen. She told him about the fall: one slippery rock, one long tumble down a dark ravine, and then an endless nightmare in the river. “I don’t know how far I got. I think I broke my right leg on the way down. I smashed the other one when I went over the waterfall.”
“Freya, Brynn. A waterfall?”
She laughed, more at his horror than anything else. “There’s more than one waterfall on this river, Ag. I went over four of five of them. I don’t remember exactly – I lost count after a while. All I knew was that I was in the worst pain of my life, and I was drowning.”
She told him how she’d seen the light, and felt a hand pulling her out of the water. How she’d stared into the darkest eyes in the prettiest face she’d ever seen. She told him how Ceinwen had healed her broken legs, and all the cuts and bruises all over her.
“Then what?” he asked.
She realized she’d gone completely silent. She smiled. “She took me to a place, deep in the mountain. It’s going to sound crazy, but I swear it’s true.”
“What?”
“There were trees – fruit trees – and berry bushes and all kinds of plants.”
“You mean…inside the mountain?”
She nodded. “I told you it would sound crazy. But I’ve been there. And it’s beautiful, especially when the sunlight is streaming down through the crevices above.
“There’s hot springs too, and the river. And she’s got some sort of spell, so you can’t smell the sulfur. It’s like…” She shook her head. “It’s like paradise.”
He studied her for a moment. “I know why you didn’t tell me. I wouldn’t have believed it. Not without seeing her. And that damned dragon. Gods, you could have warned me about that.”
“I did. Several times.”
“Yeah, but I didn’t actually believe you.”
“And how is that my fault, then?”
He ignored the question. “But you were gone for almost a week. Why so long?”
Brynja laughed again. “Well, I hadn’t really meant to come back at all. You see, I’d meant to cross the mountains and go down into green lands below.”
He frowned at her. “Why?”
She glanced at her brother, at those blue eyes and jet-black hair, at his perfect jawline and dashing features. “It’s hard to explain, Ag.”
“Try, Bryn,” he said, and his tone was kind. “Was it really so bad for you?”
She blinked. The question took her by surprise. Or more, the fact that her brother had been insightful enough to ask. He hadn’t been born yet when she’d vanished, and he’d been only a small boy when she went away to the academy. “Well…yes.”
He nodded slowly. “I’m sorry.”
She snorted, in the brisk, no-nonsense way she did when she thought of those days. “It had nothing to do with you. You’ve nothing to be sorry for.”
He reached over and took her hand in his. “I’m still sorry, Bryn.”




Chapter Twenty-Two – Brynja

They’d walked in silence for a long while after that – long enough for her to be sure her voice would be steady when she spoke. Then she finished her story. The elf woman had fed her. She let her play in the pools and pick fruit from the trees and pet the dragon. At Brynja’s insistence, she’d even taught her the spell she’d used to heal her broken bones. “I was not quite in my right mind, I think. She’d healed my bones, but the darkness and almost dying – I was a little hysterical.”
“I can imagine.”
“I remember thinking, at the time, that I needed to know that spell. That I needed to know how to take away pain like that. That I absolutely could not go on if I didn’t know it.”
“And she taught you?”
“Yes. Although, I’m sure I don’t remember any of it now.”
But then, once her wits had recovered, Ceinwen said it was time for her to go. Brynja protested that she didn’t want to leave, that she never wanted to go home at all.
And what of your mother, Brynja? the elf had asked. She will be missing you. You must go home.
So Ceinwen had walked her to the mountain’s exit, and then they had waited until it was dark. Under cover of night, they’d gone down to the valley. And at the border of South Pass, the elf woman had bid her adieu. Find the marshal. He will take you to your mother. Goodbye, Brynja.
She shrugged. “I think Firebeard must have thought I was out of my senses, talking about dragons and whatnot. But he got me home alright.”
“And what happened then?”
“Then?” She considered her answer. “It was different then, Ag. It was before you were born. It was after they lost Arvid. It was not a good time.”
She said no more, and he nodded and said only, “I’m sorry, Bryn.”
This time, she answered, “Me too.” And she was. She’d been sorry for twenty years. “He looked like you, you know. And mother. The same hair and eyes. He inherited her beauty.”
“What was he like, little Arvid?”
“I don’t know. And that…well, I’m most sorry about that, Ag. He was only six, but that’s long enough to know someone. I did, back then. I liked him. I remember liking him.
“But I don’t really remember him. I just remember…after.” After, things had changed. They hadn’t ever been perfect. She barely remembered her father, but Katja had remarried within a year of his death. Lennart had not been a cruel stepfather, but he had not been a loving one, either. Even as a small child, she’d seen the difference between his – and her mother’s – affection for Arvid, and their cool regard for her.
Arvid had been everything she had not: fair and glib and charming. He would have been the kind of young man Agot had grown to be, with easy manners and good looks. He would have turned heads, the way their mother still turned heads. He never would have an awkward stage that never quite went away. His dark hair and light eyes and perfect skin, his perfect smile and happy manners, would have continued to charm. He wouldn’t have been the dark eyed child, with hair that wasn’t quite blonde and wasn’t dark enough to catch anyone’s eye. And if he’d grown up preferring swordsmanship to courting, well, that would have been dashing in a young man. Instead of strange, like it had been for a young woman.
And losing that perfect child? Well, it had taken bad and made it worse. Katja would watch her some days with an absent, malevolent look. The kind of look that said, Why your brother, and not you?
Lennart didn’t leave his thoughts to her imagination. When she misbehaved or acted out, he’d bemoan the fact that their good son had been taken. And we’re left with you instead.
Then he’d called his own children home. They’d been staying with their grandparents in the South. At his summons, they moved back home. And Brynja’s life got lonelier, and more miserable.
Running away and returning knowing elf magic had only made the situation worse.
“Mom doesn’t talk about him much, you know,” Agot said in a minute.
“She used to. Until you were born.”
“I remember every winter, she would bundle me up until I could barely breathe. It would drive me crazy.”
Brynja smiled. She’d left a few years after Agot had been born, but she remembered it too. Pneumonia had taken Arvid, and Katja had been determined that nothing would touch her other son. “You looked like a marshmallow. Or a snowman. I really am surprised she didn’t suffocate you.”
He snorted. “You laugh. You weren’t the one wearing forty pounds of furs.”
She did laugh. “You know, seeing as how it doesn’t look like we’re going to die or anything…I’m glad you came with me, Ag.”
He smiled at her. “Me too, Bryn. Me too.”
They walked for a long time, breaking along the way to eat and rest. Having come face-to-face with Ceinwen a second time, Brynja found her fear fading. And with her fear went some of the sense of urgency. For her people’s sake, of course, they needed to make haste. But she no longer feared that her time under the mountain would come to some perilous junction.
The elf woman had given them safe passage. Her years of uncertainty and questioning had been laid to rest. Ceinwen was no monster, no evil witch who posed a threat to the village. She was just a woman who wanted to live in peace – a powerful one, certainly, but not one to be feared, as long as they didn’t mean her harm at least.
And Brynja didn’t. On the contrary, she rather hoped Ceinwen would wait with Torkel. She had so many questions she wanted to ask her. As a child, she’d been amazed by her magic and awed by her beauty. She’d never seen eyes as dark, or curls quite so full and beautiful. She’d certainly never seen a dragon made of bone, or a garden under the mountain, or pools that warmed the chill out of a person.
She was still somewhat in awe. Ceinwen’s power was almost unthinkable in these days. Only priests knew the kind of magic she commanded, and among them, there were few indeed who could wield the sort of force she’d demonstrated in their brief encounters. So Brynja still admired the other woman’s abilities, though with the maturity of understanding instead of the awe of a child. And she probably appreciated the woman’s beauty more now. She didn’t see her as some kind of fairy from a story book, but as a flesh and blood person. Her dark eyes and dark curls, her snow white skin and ruby red lips, her impossibly pointed ears, were a study in contrasts, and very real. And she was the more beautiful for it.
But where Aeron was concerned, Brynja found reason and maturity diminished her memory of the dragon. Not for the worse, as her memory was largely colored by fear. But now, as she’d grown, he didn’t seem quite as big, or quite as terrible as she remembered. He still grumbled the way he’d done all those years ago. But she recalled how, despite his grumbling, he’d lowered his nose so she could pet him as a child. She remembered him breathing ice along a cavern wall to delight her. No, Aeron didn’t frighten her.
“You know,” she told her brother. They’d broken for food and sat eating with the orb of light hovering above them. “I hope they’re still there when we get back.”
“Torkel, you mean?”
“No. I mean, I hope he is, of course. But he should be. I mean Aeron and Ceinwen. I have a thousand questions I’d like to ask her.”
He nodded. “I didn’t know there were any elves left in this world.”
“I wonder if there are others. You think there’s more like her, hiding in the underground? Or maybe, who knows – some place that humans haven’t found yet?”
“I don’t know that there are any of those places left, Bryn. We’ve gone everywhere.”
“We don’t know what’s beyond the sea. No one’s ever gone that far.”
“More sea. More ice. Endless winter.” He shrugged. “No one, not even an elf, can live there.”
“Maybe. But maybe we just haven’t been able to get to the end of it. Maybe there really is something beyond, like the old sagas used to say.”
He snorted. “And if there is…how would the elves have got there, if we can’t?”
She considered for a long moment. “I don’t know. Maybe they knew the way. Maybe their dragons, back in the day, could take them, and ours can’t?”
He shook his head at her, and said in superior tones, “You’re letting your fancy run away with your sense, my dear sister.”
She frowned at him. “And you are letting your lack of imagination get in your way, my dear brother.”
“Maybe. But if there is this mythical land of the elves you’ve dreamed up, I doubt this one knows about it.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because she wouldn’t be here if she did, would she?”
That was a fair point, and she conceded, “Maybe not. Still, that doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.”
“No. And finding one elf holed up in the far North doesn’t mean it does exist, either.”
She sighed. “Freya. Since when did you turn so practical and boring? What happened to the little shit who was stealing from Bjarnesen and running off to drink himself into a stupor? He’d be interested in a land of elves and dragons.”
“He,” Agot said philosophically, “was but a child, untested by the dragon fire. I am a man, who has passed through flame and cheated death.”
She mimed gagging, and he laughed. Then they ate in silence for a space. “What do you think’s going to happen?” he said after a while. “When we get back, I mean? It’ll mean war, I guess: war with the South.”
“Yes. I’ll probably be recalled to active service.”
“You mean, they’ll send you out to fight?”
“Probably. I doubt anyone under fifty will be staying back.” He nodded quietly, and she added, “But I’m pretty sure we can get a waiver for you.”
“What?”
“Familial hardship. You’re mother’s only other child. They won’t make you go, if you don’t want to.”
He blinked at her. “You don’t want me to go, then?”
“Well, no. I mean, I don’t want you in war. I don’t want to be there myself. But you’re my squire, Agot. Of course I want you with me. I just mean, it’s your choice. And I won’t hold it against you, okay? I know…well, no one ever thinks they’re signing up for war. Not anymore. So if you want to stay home, well, the village is going to need fighting men too. As this damned business shows.”




Chapter Twenty-Three – Ceinwen

This means trouble, Aeron said. They’d parted with Brynja and Agot, and left Torkel some time back. Now they were heading back for supplies, so that the human would have food and drink for his encampment. Mark my words, Ceinwen. More humans means more trouble.
She smiled but kept her tone even. She had sensed his rising anxiety, but until this point, he’d resisted any attempts at conversation. Apparently, he’d finally gotten his thoughts in order, or at least enough order that he wanted to talk about them. “They’re not here for us, Aeron. They just want to get their message out.”
The dragon snorted, but otherwise continued the conversation telepathically. So they say. And even if it’s true, it doesn’t change a thing. They’re like roaches. Once one shows up, others follow.
“Come on, we’re getting rid of Torkel. They’ll all be gone soon enough. Then we’ll have Fjell to ourselves again.”
The dragon harrumphed. And since when has one so wise become so foolish?
By way of reply, she raised an eyebrow. The dragon continued. How long do you think it will be until they’re back? Or until word of us spreads? Until the entire village is crawling into our space, invading our halls, uprooting your orchard, polluting our waters, decimating our game?
“I think you may be overreacting, Aeron.”
The dragon snorted a blast of icy breath in frustration, which in her estimation didn’t do much to disprove her words.
“Once we bring Torkel his provender and libations, we will be done with him.”
Llywellyn be praised.
“And once Brynja gets out her message, we won’t see her again, either.”
The dragon harrumphed again and spoke out loud this time. “I seem to recall hearing that before. And now, twenty years later, she’s back. And not alone. No, she comes back with family. Like a roach.”
And despite her best efforts, Ceinwen did laugh. “I think, Aeron, you have never seen an actual roach.”
“I have not. But I know what they are: invaders. Menaces. Hostile little insects.”
She reached up a hand to pet the dragon. He snorted at the touch but didn’t pull away. “Everything will be as it was, my friend. You will sleep all day and eat the finest goats the mountain can offer. I will tend my trees and wander the mountain ways. We’ll feel the north wind at night, and the first light of day, and watch the sun rise over the valley.
“And no one will disturb our solitude.”
“I hope you are right, Mage. That sounds quite agreeable.”
Ceinwen nodded, but without conviction. She wanted peace and quiet. It was all she’d striven for in hundreds of years. And yet the thought of solitude carried a shadow, deep and dark, that settled on her heart.
The dragon seemed to sense something of what she was feeling, because he asked, “You do not want them to go?”
“Of course I do.”
“Then why are you sorry?”
“I’m not.”
“In our long acquaintance, Mage, you have lied to me twice: when you denied feeling sick when I ate humans, and now.
“The first, I understand as you feel some misguided idea of them being a similar, though inferior species. The second, I cannot begin to fathom. What would possess you to desire the presence of these creatures, these loathsome insects?”
“They’re not insects, Aeron.”
The dragon considered, then conceded, “That is true. Insects – even roaches – have a purpose. Whereas I can see none for these humans.
“They live only to destroy – your kind, my kind, their habitat, even themselves. What in Llywellyn’s name could you want with their company, Ceinwen? You are a daughter of the finest race of two-legs to ever inhabit this world, a noble and gifted people. You wield powers that can bring and end life. They can barely feed themselves year to year. They know only how to kill and destroy.”
“Come, Aeron, you are not just to them. Consider the three we have met.”
“Must I?”
“Yes. Do you think Torkel is nothing but a destroyer and a killer? He talks much –”
“Incessantly, you mean.”
“Even so, talk is the worst you can say about him. When his life was threatened, it was you and I who killed his attacker. Not him.”
“And a lean, gamey thing it was,” Aeron sighed. “But I can say worse about Torkel than that he will drive you mad with talking. He is an alcoholic.”
“He’s not. He is grieving the loss of his wife, and the outbreak of a war. He is annoying, I will grant, but he is just processing his grief.”
“By drinking himself into a stupor. And vomiting all over your belongings.”
“That was…unpleasant,” she conceded. “Still, it was an accident.”
“Which only proves my point, Ceinwen: the best that you can say about these humans is that they are useless and filthy. Their entire species is abhorrent.”
“Aeron,” she sighed, “your solitude has made you cold.”
“I am an ice wyrm,” he reminded her. “I am cold by nature.”
“That’s not what I meant. I mean it has made you hard hearted.”
The dragon turned supercilious golden eyes her way. “My heart, Mage, does not exist except as a magical construct. It was pulled beating from my chest. Pulled by humans like these ones you want me to embrace. Or do you forget?”
“Of course I don’t forget, Aeron. But those were different times. They were different humans.”
“Humans are humans. There are no noble roaches. Why would you attempt to ennoble one of their kind? They are exactly as they have always been, and they can be no more. They are only, merely human.”
They didn’t speak of it further. Not on the way back to her sanctuary, and not when they arrived. Not when she stared into the starlit beauty of her tiny orchard, and felt the weight of the long, solitary years of careful tending that had gone into it. Not when she warmed her limbs in one of the hot pools and remembered how many times she’d sat there with no more company than her thoughts, or her dragon’s thoughts. Not when she considered how unvaried and monotonous those thoughts got over the years, when the happenings of the world were far below you, captured in glimpses and overheard whispers carried by the wind and water.
Not when she packed up the man’s stolen brandy and jerky and paused to pack fresh fruit and berries for him.
Not even when she found his cloak, covered in vomit, and knelt by the pool to clean it. By rights that alone should have been enough to turn her stomach, and to turn her heart as icy as the dragon’s.
And yet, vomit or not, Torkel had been…interesting. He had brought something more exciting than the nesting of a new bird family in one of the mountain crags, or the building or taking down of a tower in the valley. He’d spoken of things she had only glimpsed from afar. He talked of the people he knew, the people he’d loved. He talked of a life that was not so unlike her own had been, so many long years ago.
And now, Torkel would be gone, and Agot and Brynja with him. If they kept their word – and she wanted to believe that they were the kind of humans who would – they would be gone forever, and no one would come after them, not of their choosing anyway. And all would go back to how it had been. Just as she’d promised her ice wyrm.
“Once this has dried, we can set out,” she said, laying the cloak out to dry on heated stones near the hot springs.
“I wish you would not sound so crestfallen about it, Mage.”
“I am not crestfallen, Aeron. Only…do you never wish to venture to beyond these caverns? Do you not sometimes miss conversations?”
“We converse regularly.”
“Yes, but about what? The weather, and what we’ve caught for our next meal, or how well the last sat with us. When is the last time we have had a real conversation? How many hundreds of years ago has it been since either of us had anything new or worthwhile to bring to the other?”
The dragon surveyed her with injured eyes. “I did not realize I bored you so much, Mage.”
She sighed. “That’s not what I meant, Aeron. I’ve had no more to offer than you, and for exactly the same reason.”
But he was not placated. “I shall endeavor not to trouble you with my worthless musings in future. Or, perhaps, I shall do better. Perhaps I can bring such wit and vivacity as your humans have graced our abode with. Perhaps I can follow in the footsteps of that esteemed scholar of the two-legs, Torkel.
“How did his latest poetic edda go?” His voice changed now, from angered speech to mocking song. His high notes shrieked, and his low growled. And somehow, he was just worse than Torkel’s rendition had been.
“Drink to the bird flying on wing,
“Drink to the man learning to sing
“Drink to the prisoner and drink to the free
“Drink to the faithful dead, at rest they be
“Drink to the Queen of the North in her hall,
“And the women of the North, fairest are they all
“Drink to the fool, drink to the wiseman
“Drink another and again, drink if you can.”
Ceinwen blocked her ears. “Alright, alright, point taken. I didn’t say I wanted to hear him sing.”
“Really? How could you resist such charming, edifying lyrics? And so masterfully delivered. He could put the minstrels of your people’s court to shame, Mage, with such talent.”
“Aeron.” She glared at the dragon. “Don’t be a baby.”
This proved to have been the wrong thing to say. The dragon declared that he could not believe she had suffered so long in enduring the worthless commentary of an infant and would say nothing further. Even after she apologized for her choice of words and assured him she hadn’t meant to imply anything of the kind, he would not budge. It did not matter how profuse her apologies. He would not deign to speak to her.
So she packed up the supplies, and told the dragon, “I’m going now. Are you coming with me?”
She received no answer. But he followed her when she left. They walked in uncompanionable silence after that. Once or twice, she noticed some little difference – a bit of light from overhead, or a spider web newly woven – that she would have otherwise remarked. But in their self-imposed silence, she bit her tongue.
They found Torkel where they’d left him. He was propped up against a sloping stone and snoring brokenly. She could have left his supplies at his feet. She could have departed without a word, slipping back into the darkness before he ever realized she’d been there.
But she didn’t. She knelt by the human and shook him gently. “Torkel?”
He sputtered and sat with a start. “Elf? Oh, it’s only you. I had dark dreams, Elf. Very dark.”
“I’m sorry for it, Human. But I have brought you what you requested: food and drink, and your cape too. It was rather soiled. I washed it.” Torkel, though, was glancing about with a harried expression, and seemed not to have heard her. “Torkel?”
He turned to her, fixing her with wide blue eyes. “I dreamed there was another – another like you. Not an elf, exactly. He told me to sleep, and I slept.”
“There’s no one here, Torkel. We are quite alone.”
He nodded, though his eyes continued to roam the cavern, the dark river and its glistening banks. “Quite alone,” he said. “Right.”
“Are you alright, Human?”
It’s drunk. Again, Aeron sighed. It must have some more drink with it.
“I don’t know. It felt very real, Ceinwen.”
She frowned. Something in his fearful manner made her skin crawl. But, it could only have been a dream. “There are no other elves here. And if anyone else had come, they’d have been caught in the trap, the way Brynja and Agot were. And I’d feel them. So would Aeron.”
He nodded again, and again said, “Quite alone. That’s good, then.”
Still, she felt compelled to ask, “What did he look like, this man who told you to sleep?”
“Something like me,” a voice answered – a new and unknown voice.




Chapter Twenty-Four – Ceinwen

Aeron roared into the cavern, and his voice echoed loud and terrible off the walls. Torkel struggled to his feet and drew his blade. Ceinwen threw a desperate glance around her, seeking the source of that voice. She could see no one – nothing.
It didn’t make sense. She could feel no one either. She had felt no one except Brynja, Agot and Torkel. She’d set traps all over the mountain. No one – no one – should have been able to get in without being caught in a snare. And even if, somehow, they found a way she didn’t know about, she should have sensed them. She’d sensed no one.
And yet, they’d all heard that voice. “Show yourself,” she demanded. “Who are you?”
“Patience,” the voice called. It sounded nearer, and yet further away, as if it was booming off every surface of the cavern.
She spun around, half expecting to find someone behind her. But she saw only stone and rushing water. She heard only her own breath and her companions’, and the burbling and hissing of the stream. Aeron, she said, do you see anything?
Nothing at all.
Me either.
Stand back, Mage. I have an idea. And with that, the dragon drew in a mighty breath and loosed a stream of ice in a wide arc along the perimeter of the cavern.
Now, they did hear things: about a dozen voices, screaming, and as many sets of feet scrambling this way and that. They saw something, too: the figure of a man, invisible except for the sheath of ice that froze him in place. “Humans,” the dragon roared.
“What devilry is this?” Torkel wondered.
“Magic,” Ceinwen said, “it’s some kind of magic. They’re shielding themselves from our sight.” She’d seen this spell before. It was a light refraction spell, to bend light around an object, or a person. Only the strongest mages could bend it around entire parties, though, much less while casting a simultaneous spell to cloak the energies of the band.
But she knew the counterspell. It was simple enough, and she cast it with a thought. A hiss of energy shot out, like a stiff wind clearing a heavy fog; and the cavern was at once full of men. She counted two dozen at least.
“You Southern sons of bitches,” Torkel yelled.
She wasn’t sure if he identified the uniforms. She had not kept up with the heraldry of the Southern houses in her exile. But she recognized the sign of the South emblazoned on their uniforms: the same dragon she’d seen on that SKP’s insignia on the mountainside.
But her primary focus was on a man who stood quite still and calm in the center of the group. “Stick by someone with wyvern steel,” he commanded. She recognized the voice as that of the mystery speaker of a few minutes earlier.
He was tall and handsome in the way of humans, with good features and a confident, commanding presence. He wore priestly vestments, with a crimson, dragon-embroidered stole over a light, plain cassock. He carried no weapon and wore no jewelry save for an amulet of dragon bone around his neck. He was watching her with a curious smirk, like a cat readying to pounce might amuse itself for a space with a mouse.
She focused her spells on him, while her companions looked elsewhere. Aeron found himself unable to do much damage. The invaders clustered together in groups of two or three – presumably, around those who had wyvern steel. When he would blast them with his icy breath – breath that should have frozen them stiff like it had done the first man – they were unharmed.
But Aeron was no fool. He understood the situation rather quickly and adapted. Wyvern steel provided a kind of ensconcing barrier or bubble. Dragon fire – or ice, in his case – could not penetrate it.
Yet it did not extinguish flame or melt ice. So Aeron’s breath rolled over the barrier, freezing in place as it landed, and effectively entombing the men in ice. They remained safe, but neutralized – at least until they could get through dragon ice, which was no small feat even with wyvern steel at one’s disposal.
Torkel, meanwhile, dove headfirst for the Southern knights, crossing blades with two of them at a time. He invoked the names of his gods and his dead wife as he went, screaming with the fury of a madman. First one and then the second fell under the force of his assault.
Ceinwen, meanwhile, sent a flurry of energies toward the priest. He stood unmoving as fire and light, ice and water, wind and even rocks bounced off of him. With every spell and every incantation he warded off, his amulet glowed a greenish-gold color.
She wouldn’t be able to know the specifics without examining it. But the amulet was clearly some kind of protection charm – and apparently, a very thorough one, as nothing she could throw at him seemed to have any impact at all.
Which meant one thing: it was going to take a nonmagical attack to destroy the priest. Aeron, the amulet: the priest cannot be harmed by my attacks. Can you get to him? I’ll draw his attention.
It will be my pleasure to remove his head from his shoulders, and give the amulet to you, Mage.
She drew a breath and continued her assault. Aeron’s ice breath would be as useless against the priest as her spells. But his claws and teeth could still crush and tear.
The dragon, meanwhile, moved to the side, as if he was pursuing one of the soldiers. There were several fewer now than there had been at the outset of the fight. One had been frozen and bitten in half. Another two stood encased in ice, and three more lay bleeding on the stones.
The priest, though, snapped his fingers and shouted a command. It was a word she recognized from years long passed, a word in the language of the south before it was its own nation: strike.
She felt instinctively that there was some other danger at hand, something she had not yet accounted for. She threw a furtive glance around the cavern. And she spotted the man, high atop a rocky overhang, a blowgun in hand.
She spotted him, a moment after he’d sent a dart speeding across the space between them. She spotted him a moment too late.
The dart pricked her neck, and Ceinwen felt her body freeze. Every muscle, every thought, every action ceased. She stopped blinking, she stopped breathing. She stood frozen in place, and then she fell to the stones below, unable to stop herself. Pain shot through her legs and head. Blood trickled from a new wound.
She tried to cast a spell. She tried to recite an incantation. But her brain seemed to have stopped responding to her commands with everything else. She was in a passive state, existing, observing, but unable to do anything but suffer and suffocate.
Aeron heard her crash and he turned back to her. Torkel did too, at about the same moment. He moved for her, and a Southern knight moved for him.
She tried to scream a warning, to blink, to move at all. Nothing responded. She could only watch from her half-obscured vantage on the cavern floor.
The knight fell on Torkel, running him through the back once, twice and then thrice. The Northman screamed and tried to right himself, but another knight joined the first. In a moment, they’d kicked him over the bank, and the river had carried him out of her sight, still struggling as he went.
Aeron, go.
She wasn’t sure if he’d heard her, until she heard his thoughts in reply. Never, Mage. I will die as I’ve lived: in your service.
And he did. Aeron showered the Southerners in his icy breath. Some disappeared behind a wall of ice. But the priest laughed, a deep, booming laugh, and walked through the frozen dragon breath as if it was nothing. He advanced on Aeron, and Aeron on him.
The wyvern raised a great clawed paw to strike. The priest raised a hand, and Aeron’s leg snapped like a twig. He roared in pain.
The priest flicked his wrist again, and the wyvern collapsed onto his two shattered legs. Twice more the monster in the cassock made that gesture, and twice more Aeron cried out in pain – this time, as his wings snapped.
The Southerner laughed again. “I’m disappointed. I’ve never seen such a thing as this. I hoped for better.” Then, he snapped his fingers, and Aeron’s head rolled off of his neck.




Chapter Twenty-Five – Brynja

They’d left the river some ways back. Brynja had been surprised by that. As she remembered it, the river was the surest way to get through the mountain.
Of course, it had also proved perilous. She’d learned that the hard way. So when Ceinwen’s light had guided them away from the riverbed and its slick rocks, and down a gently sloping, flat tunnel, she’d followed the light.
They’d woven their way back and forth, coming across the river once or twice more. They’d broken for a rest the third time they intersected with the river. “Gods, I’m frozen through,” Agot sighed.
“Me too.”
“When we get back, I’m sitting my ass in front of the fire and not leaving.”
“When we get back, I’m getting a bottle of brandy, and you and I are going to toast our success.”
He grinned at her. “Well, you know I won’t say no to that.”
She laughed. “Just, don’t tell Mother. I’m going to need at least a few hours before getting chewed out.”
He nodded. “Good plan. Anyway, I’m sure she’s going to have plenty to say when I tell her I’m going with you when they call you up.”
Brynja glanced sideways at her brother. They hadn’t spoken of that since their last break, when they’d eaten. “Really?”
“If you can put up with me, I mean.”
She smiled at him. “I think we’ll make do.”
He smiled too. “Good.”
“You know, it’s not going to be pretty. It’s not even going to be like here. Here, they let us go. Unless we get stuck defending some fort or border that no one’s going to bother with, we’re probably going to be right in the middle of the killing. Front lines. They’ll be looking for KP’s to lead units.”
“I know. I don’t want to kill anyone, Bryn. But we didn’t ask for this fight, and here it is anyway. So if I don’t do it, you’re going to have someone else covering your back. Someone who maybe won’t take their job seriously.” He shrugged. “And I need to know you’ve someone competent with you, so you won’t end up dead.”
She snorted. “Right. Just my luck, I’m going to end up in the middle of a bloody war, babysitting.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that. Once mom finds out I’m going to be on the front lines, she’ll send their king so many strongly worded letters and threats that they’ll get the hell out of here before the first shot is fired.”
Brynja laughed again. “Like that time during your marksmanship trials.”
Her brother groaned. “Good gods, don’t remind me. I’m pretty sure that Commander Lidek hates my guts. I’m pretty sure everyone there does.”
She was about to suggest he look on the bright side – it’s not every day a squire’s name is etched permanently into the minds of senior leadership – when their light flickered. “What the heck?”
She glanced up at the orb. It seemed nothing more or less than a solid globe of light – exactly as it had been earlier.
“That was weird,” Agot said in a moment.
She nodded. “Yes it was. I hope –”
Then, it flickered again. Five times in a row it disappeared and reappeared. Then, on the sixth, it just disappeared. “Shit.”
“Fuck,” her brother said at the same time.
“What in Hel’s hold just happened?”
“I have no idea. You don’t think we went too far, do you? Like, we went out of range or something? Like with a radio signal?”
She shook her head, although it was a futile gesture since they were in the dark again. “I don’t. We’re still a ways from the end. And when I was a child, she sent me with a light all the way to the marshal’s door – while she was heading back to her sanctuary. I don’t think range is the problem.”
“That doesn’t make sense. She said she’d send a light with us.”
“Yes,” Brynja nodded. “She did. And she knew we had to come back to get Torkel. She wouldn’t have stopped her spell until we were out of the mountain to stay.”
Agot sighed. “I guess she must have changed her mind, then.”
“No. No, something’s not right, Ag. She wouldn’t have done that. Not deliberately.”
“You think…I don’t know? She took a nap or something? Does her magic stop if she’s not awake?”
“No. She doesn’t need to maintain it. She just casts it. Like the trap. She didn’t have to be there, or thinking about it, or in range. She cast it, and it was there.” She frowned into the darkness. A sense – it wasn’t quite solid enough to be an idea – told her something was wrong. Very wrong. “We need to go back.”
“What?” She could hear the tones of astonishment in her brother’s voice.
“We need to go back. We need to find her and find what happened.”
“Wait, Bryn. I grabbed the lantern. The glass shattered, but I think we can light it. We’ll have to walk carefully. I’ll use my hand as a wind shield, so it doesn’t extinguish. But we should be okay.”
“Good. Very good thinking. We’ll take the river. It’s more dangerous, but much quicker. We can get back to that cavern, where Torkel was making camp. If she’s not there, he’ll be able to tell us what’s going on.”
“What about the message? What about warning Green Dale?”
“As soon as we know what’s happening, we will.”
“We’ll lose hours.”
“Yes,” she nodded. “But Ag, something’s wrong. I can feel it. We don’t have hours. We need to get back there, now.”
They turned back after that. She could tell her brother had his reservations, but he didn’t press the point. She had the sense that, seeing the elf woman for himself after so many years of dismissing Brynja’s story as nonsense, he’d gained a new respect for her. Or at least didn’t think her the kind of fool to believe childhood delusions in adulthood.
He lit the lantern. The wick lit just fine, but without the glass tubing to shield the flame, they had to proceed carefully. Any sudden movement or gust of wind from one of the fissures above might extinguish their light.
They each kept a packet of matches in their pocket for ready use. Agot took the lantern, using his hand as a wind block when needed, and Brynja picked out their path. Working together in this way, they were able to keep up a relatively quick pace.
She had decided to follow the riverbank back, and now she kept them as far from the slippery rocks as possible.
That was sometimes easier said than done, though. At points, the walls narrowed to low overhangs, and they had to crawl on their hands and knees over slick, icy rocks. Mercifully, those points were few and far between. But when they weren’t she went slow, choosing every handhold, every point, with care and precision. Once in these icy waters had been enough for a lifetime.
On they went. She couldn’t be certain of the time they spent. It had seemed days that they’d spent caught in Ceinwen’s snare, but reason told her that that was unlikely. Torkel had talked about the attack like it had been within the last few days. So it was more likely that they’d spent a few hours in the trap – probably, just enough time for the elf woman to reach them from her sanctuary.
The way back was shorter. Rationally, she knew that too. But the mounting sense of dread that filled her seemed to stretch the minutes until time became interminable. Just like she remembered it here in these caves, by this river.
She was deep in thought, her eyes focused on the rocks in their path, when Agot’s voice drew her back to the present. “What’s that, Bryn?”
“What’s what?”
He lifted a finger, pointing in the direction of the river some twenty or thirty meters ahead. She squinted to see. When Ceinwen’s spell had lit their way, she would not have had difficulty. But the light of a lantern could only do so much. At thirty meters, the world was not much more than shadows.
Still, in a moment, she saw it too: a dark clump of shadow on the river. Her first instinct was that it was some kind of rock.
But then the shadow moved. She reached for her blade. “What in Hel’s hold?”
“It’s alive, whatever it is,” her brother said in low tones, drawing his sidearm. “What kind of creatures dwell down here, Bryn?”
“I don’t know. None, I thought.”
They watched the thing. It moved very suddenly forward. Agot started, and she sucked in a breath. But both relaxed before doing anything drastic. The shadow wasn’t moving of its own volition. It was being carried by the water.
The river here was quick and strong – not as quick and strong as the rapids, but certainly strong enough to give something a fight for its life. Which seemed to be the case of whatever manner of creature they were watching.
It flailed and pushed for the bank. For a moment, it made a little headway. Then it went under, and the current swept it along another few meters until its head bobbed up again. She heard it gasping for air. She heard a sound very like human speech. “A person. It’s a person, Ag.”




Chapter Twenty-Six – Brynja

Brynja stripped off her pack and cape. She left her sword out of its sheath on the bank, and her sidearm with it. She didn’t have time to remove her boots. The man – for that’s what the shadow was – had slipped again. He’d be past them in a few moments.
She plunged into the water, and gasped. It was cold – much colder than she remembered. She’d been in these waters in summertime, when even mountain streams warmed a little. But this? This was cold as ice.
“Help,” the man cried.
She gritted her teeth and moved forward. The current pulled at her legs, and she had to brace against it. Each movement required care and precision. One wrong foothold, one motion too hasty, and she’d be in exactly the same situation as this stranger.
But he was careening down the river faster than cautious steps would allow – not if she was going to intercept him before he disappeared downstream. So she moved as quickly and cautiously as she could. She was half numb already, and the further she went the deeper the water got, and the stronger the current grew.
Still, she managed to place herself downstream from the man about half a minute before he reached her. She braced herself in the stony bed below and waited.
The collision hit her like a wagon full of potato sacks straight to the chest and stomach. The man was huge and heavy, and if he was struggling at all against the current, his efforts seemed to be having no effect. Her knees buckled. She felt her feet slipping, at the same time she started to double over backwards.
Brynja screamed with effort. She was straining every muscle in her body, it seemed, and none as hard as the abdomen. But she righted herself. She pulled her head up, and her shoulders, and then her torso. She found her balance again. And she held on tight to the stranger.
Then, one slow, cautious move at a time, she sidestepped to the shore.
Ag, meanwhile, had been calling out directions and cautions all along. She’d heard them in the background of her thoughts but had been too focused on survival to attend to anything else. Now, she heard him. “Slowly, Bryn. That’s it. Careful. Almost there.”
He was waiting for them when she reached the shore. He grabbed the man and hauled him up with a grunt. He was not as big as he’d felt slamming into her propelled by the current. But he was no lightweight either and he seemed unresponsive. It took Agot almost as long to get him onto the bank as it took her to get herself out of the water.
Then her brother scrambled for the lantern, which he’d left on a rock ledge a meter behind them. She, meanwhile, turned the stranger over.
She and Agot recognized him at about the same moment. “Freya above.”
“Hel’s hold. It’s Torkel.”
“He’s been stabbed, more than once.”
“The witch,” Agot said. “You think she killed him?”
Brynja shook her head. “No. Why would she? And why stab him, even if she wanted to? Why not use magic, or feed him to Aeron?”
He nodded slowly. “He’s dead?”
“I think so,” she said. He felt like ice to the touch, and he wasn’t moving at all. “He might have been dead when we spotted him. The movement – it could have just been the current, pushing him around.”
Agot gulped. “Right.”
He sounded much more like a child than a man in the moment. Brynja wanted to comfort him, to assure him that all would be well. But a more pressing duty weighed on her mind. “If he’s dead, that means someone killed him. We know it wasn’t Ceinwen, so someone else is in these caves, Ag. Someone who has come to kill us – or to kill Ceinwen.”
“The Southerners?”
“Maybe. Probably. Our people have too much to worry about with dragons on their doorstep to come chase her, even if they were stupid enough to try it.”
“How did they get past her traps?”
“And why did our light go out? Ag, I think they got to her.” Her own voice seemed small and frightened in the moment, not much different than her brother’s had been.
Then, the dead body at their feet sputtered. Both she and Ag screamed and scrambled backwards. A moment later, as reason returned, she rushed forward. “Freya, he’s still alive. Torkel? Can you hear me?”
The injured man coughed and gasped and wheezed for a long, long time. Then he sat stone still, except for the chattering of his teeth. He was impervious to their calls and to their concern. He said nothing at all. He barely breathed. And great, red streams of blood oozed out of his side and stomach.
“He’s dying, Bryn,” Ag said.
“Get the medpack,” she commanded. “We need to try to shore up his wounds. There should be second skin patches in there.”
Agot scrambled back up the slope for her pack, and the medkit it contained. She, meanwhile, started examining Torkel’s wounds, and clearing the fabric away beside them.
They weren’t good wounds. Not that having your side pierced by a blade could ever be good. But a clean cut could heal in time, with enough treatment.
But these weren’t good cuts. There was more than blood leaking out of Torkel’s wounds. Trickles of other liquids, some of them dark and some light, and all carrying terrible odors, oozed out too.
Agot reached her a moment later and proffered the patches. They were a type of artificial skin graft that could be placed over an injury to stop bleeding and promote healing, at least until proper medical treatment could be had.
She didn’t take them, though. “They’re going to do no good, Ag. Bleeding is the least of his problems. They’ve pierced his organs.”
Ag nodded. “What do we do?”
She shook her head. “There’s nothing we can do. He needs a priest, a healer. And he’ll be dead long before we get him out to one.” She shuddered, and for the first time realized she was insanely cold.
“You okay, Bryn? You look purple.”
“I’m fine.”
Her brother took her arm though and guided her to a rock. “Sit. You should rest. Gods, you’re freezing, Bryn.” He scrambled back for the lantern and set it by her. “Here, warm your hands.”
She laughed. She didn’t mean to, but something about his earnestness and the ineffectualness of his solution amused her. “That’s not going to help.”
“What else can we do? There’s nothing to start a fire.” He glanced at her. “Your clothes, Bryn. They’re soaked. Do you have any spares?”
She didn’t. She’d worn what she needed and packed nothing else.
“Me either,” he said. “But let’s get you in a cloak anyway. Yours is dry, and you can have mine.”
He started to remove her boots and the furs wrapped around her legs. They sloshed and splashed. Everything sloshed and splashed. She was soaked through. “Listen, Ag, we’re too late. You need to go back the way we came. Follow the river, it will take you where you need to go. Get the message out. I’ll wait for you. I don’t think I can go on. I think I need to sleep, just for a while.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Bryn. I’m not leaving you.”
“You have to warn them.”
“We will. Together.”
She shook her head. Her mind seemed under a cloud, a cloud of confusion and cold. “I just need to sleep. Just a little while, and I’ll be fine.”
“Bryn,” he said, and his tone was sharp, “listen to me. You need to get out of those wet clothes. You need to warm up.”
Warming up sounded nice at the moment, but she had no way to do it. “I wish Ceinwen was here. She could do that spell again, the one she did earlier.”
“But she’s not. So we need to figure something out on our own.”
He kept talking, very practically and authoritatively. She smiled as she listened. She wasn’t listening to what he said, exactly. She heard it of course, but the words seemed to go in one ear and out the other. “You’re a good squire, Ag. You know that?”
“What?”
She patted him with a trembling hand. “What you said, back at the village? It’s not true. You’re not a shit squire. You’re a pretty damned good one. When you’re not robbing local merchants, anyway.”
“Bryn, listen to me. You need to take this seriously.”
“I am taking it seriously, Ag. I have a solution.”
“What’s that?”
“The spell. Ceinwen’s spell.”
“Ceinwen’s not here,” he said, and his tone was gentle but worried. “She’s probably dead.”
“But I’m here.”
“Bryn.” His concern was growing with each word. “I need to get you out of here. I need to get you home.”
She laughed at that. He seemed to think she’d lost her senses. But that wasn’t true. She knew exactly what she was going to do. “Stand back, Squire.”
“Bryn,” he said again.
“Squire,” she said, this time in an authoritative tone of her own, “stand back.”
He moved back half a step and stared at her with dubious eyes. She couldn’t repress a giggle at the sight of that. He looked absurdly serious, but the expression had no place on his youthful features. Young people were supposed to be carefree and joyful. Weren’t they?
Her reaction did nothing to ease his concern, but she didn’t concern herself with that. She had more pressing matters to attend.
She closed her eyes and thought of a long time ago.
Agot, meanwhile, started speaking. “Gods, Bryn, you can’t sleep now.”
She remembered Ceinwen’s outstretched palm, and her words. Think of what you want, Brynja. Listen to the energy around you. Listen for the powers to heal yourself.
She heard footsteps instead: her brother’s footsteps, a moment before he took her hand. “Bryn, wake up.”
She ignored him and tried again. It’s there, just beyond the edge of everything else. Call it to you. Let it fill your mind.
She still heard her brother’s voice, but it faded. She heard the emptiness of the cavern, the rush of the water, the whisper of winds far away. They faded too. She heard Ceinwen’s voice in her memory, chanting in a strange language. She heard the words rolling off her tongue like the riversong of the mountain – fierce but gentle, soft yet hard, eternal but changing.
Agot yelped and released her hand. She laughed again, this time as the sensation of a thousand pricking pins filled her palm, and then her arm, and then washed over her body.
Her mind cleared. She felt the cold, wet clothes on her skin. She shuddered at them, and as the air hit her damp skin.
But she felt warmth flowing through her limbs again, warming her frozen fingers, banishing her lethargy.
“Hel’s hold,” Agot said, and this time she heard him. “Elf magic.”
“Yes,” she said. “I remembered.”
Her brother had a million questions, but all of them would have to wait. “Torkel: it might not be too late for him.”
He nodded, tamping down the stream of questions. “Yes. But gods, Bryn, you could have told me you could do that before. What else can you do?”
“Nothing that I’m aware of, anyway. It’s the only spell she taught me, Ag.”
He extended her a hand and pulled her to her feet. Together, they walked to Torkel. He was still breathing, but in tiny, fleeting gasps.
“Good. It’s not too late.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven – Ceinwen

The priest clapped a set of irons around her wrists. Not any set of irons. No. Gods no. Ceinwen recognized those irons before they’d ever touched her skin, before the putrid energies coursing through them seared into her flesh.
They were irons men had invented eons ago to contain a mage’s powers. Irons enchanted with a dark and terrible magic, that left the wearer helpless, bereft of any power, unable to channel even the most basic healing energies.
They were irons that indicated the priest didn’t mean to kill her. And that was the most terrifying bit of all.
She lay there, slowly suffocating as her lungs refused to pump oxygen, hoping against hope that this was the end. She knew too well what humans did to elves and elf mages when they caught them alive and clapped them in these irons.
The priest studied her for a moment and smiled. Then he reached into a pouch at his pocket and withdrew a syringe. The point had been capped, but he removed the cap, and stuck her in the arm. A moment later, a searing heat spread through her body.
And she gasped a long, and long overdue, breath of air.
“That’s better,” the priest said. “Can’t have you dying on me. Not yet, anyway.”
She didn’t bother to ask what he wanted, or who he was. She knew the answer to the first question. It was always the same: power, entertainment, or a mix of the two. Humans in her experience assumed every elf they came across was some kind of sorcerer. And if their captive didn’t readily hand over their secrets, they’d try to beat or torture them out – even if they had no secrets to share. In her case, of course, there would be no guesswork involved. It would be a contest of wills and endurance: could he keep her alive long enough to force her to talk, or could she hold out until her body collapsed?
If she was lucky, this contest in the mountain had been his test for her. If she was lucky, he would think she failed. He’d think that his use of an elven charm, and poison and two dozen troops meant that he had nothing to gain from her. If she was lucky, he’d get straight to the sporting bit.
He’d parade her back to camp, and him and his men would celebrate like they’d captured an enemy king. They’d feast and drink, and the more they drank the wickeder their sport would get. She’d found the victims of that particular kind of entertainment. The lucky ones were the ones who had been killed quickly.
Not that they didn’t suffer. They were never killed right away. Humans were never that merciful. She’d found men and women bruised and beaten, with their ears cut off and their throats slit.
They’d suffered horribly, and yet they’d still been the lucky ones.
The others lasted for hours, or even days sometimes. They were rarely recognizable. Just stumps of mangled meat and bone, sometimes charred sometimes hacked, sometimes torn or sawed limb from limb.
And yet, that was still a better fate than the first. Because the goal was always to kill the victim, no matter how slowly they got to that point. The goal of power seekers was to keep their victims alive. And that was the far, far more terrifying prospect.
Her mind raced. She’d been so long in hiding, so long away from these horrors, she’d begun to think she was safe. She’d gotten careless. She’d let down her guard, and now Aeron was dead. She was worse than dead: she was alive and in their clutches.
Her passage out of the caves she only half noticed. Her mind was a whirl of despair and fear. Centuries of terror crashed upon her consciousness, and she turned over and over all the things she might have done differently, all the ways she might have been more careful.
The soldiers half dragged, half walked her out. Her shins and knees were bruised and bloodied by time they reached the open air, and she was chilled through. Without the ability to cast her spells, she could not warm herself. Her cloak had been lost somewhere along the way. She couldn’t remember where, but no one had bothered to retrieve it for her.
Now, her teeth were chattering. A cold north wind drove down from the tundra, and the midday sun sheltered behind a thick blanket of clouds. The priest shook his head as they emerged. “You cast your lot in with barbarians in living here, Witch. These temperatures are fit for beasts of the field, not men.” He murmured something, and his amulet glowed golden and green. He didn’t wince when the wind gusted over him, so she imagined it must have been some kind of warming spell.
Then he issued a call, and a moment later someone sounded a horn. The beat of wings sounded overhead, and half a dozen dragons appeared on the horizon shortly thereafter. The priest, meanwhile, turned to one of his lieutenants. “Secure her and bring her to the village. I will meet you there.”
The man nodded. “Yes, High Priest. It will be done.”
It was. The priest went on ahead on one of the dragons, and the remaining men split up. Some went by foot, and others mounted the newly arrived dragons. She went with this second group. Her captor secured her irons to the saddle and mounted before her.
The wind was colder and harsher in the air, and though the ride proved brief, her entire body shook violently. Nor did she find relief after they landed. The priest had rallied a crowd to greet the riders, and someone ran forward with a chain that he secured to her irons, like some manner of leash.
Another KP took it and pulled her forward. She stumbled on frozen limbs down a long line of laughing knights. Jeering faces, taunting words, and random globs of spit flew at her. Now and then a heavy boot would crash into her legs or her backside, or her hip or side.
Twice, she went down. They liked that, this crowd of knights. They hooted and hollered with delight.
The high priest stood at the far end of the gauntlet, smiling in the same satisfied way he’d done before. “An elven witch, my sons. A live, flesh and blood, elven witch. You see, the rumors were true. And where there’s one elf, there’ll be others.
“We’ll get the truth from her. You need not fear on that accord. But in the meantime, guard yourselves with renewed vigilance. Guard your brethren. If you see a brother letting down his guard, report him. If you see a brother whose burden is too great, help him shoulder it.
“We are here for king and country. The gods have sent us to this frozen wasteland on their schedule. They will guide us. They will preserve us, if we maintain the faith. Already, they have delivered this witch to us. And they will deliver more of her kind, and all the fools and heretics who harbor them.
“Faith and honor!”
The knights returned the shout. “Faith and honor.”
Then the high priest nodded, and her captor jerked her forward. “Move, Witch. Do not keep the inquisitor waiting.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight – Brynja

Torkel’s first response was to cough and shower them both in water and spit. Then he shuddered and gasped. He was shivering so hard, and his teeth chattering with such force, that Brynja half feared he’d break one of them.
But she continued, and just as her own shivering had lessened and then ended, his did too. The liquids oozing out of his sides stopped, and then the holes disappeared. In a few minutes, he was left with wet, torn clothes and a good deal of lost blood, but no injuries to explain either.
He sat bolt upright and stared at her. “Brynja? What are you doing here? And that – that was elf magic. How in Hel’s hold did you do that?”
“She taught me, a long time ago.”
Agot, meanwhile, asked, “That amulet, Bryn: where’d you get that?”
She glanced down. The charm Ketil had given her had slipped out of her shirt and hung openly around her neck. “Oh, uh, that was a gift.”
“It was glowing.”
“Glowing?”
“A funny blue color.”
“It’s not glowing.”
“No, but it was when you were casting that spell. Here, do it again, and you’ll see.”
Brynja thought of the words Ceinwen had taught her. She heard them in her mind, and she felt the prickling sensation in her palms. And, to her surprise, the amulet did glow, a deep, ocean blue. The dragon carving blazed green, a kind of ocean green. “What the…?”
Torkel stared at her. “The Southerner, he had a thing like that, a trinket that glowed when he cast spells. He used it to escape Ceinwen’s magic.”
“What happened, Torkel? Where is she?”
The man told them what had happened, how he’d been milling about waiting for Ceinwen’s return when a sound like footfalls caught his attention. He told them how a man in strange robes appeared, and commanded him to sleep – and how, against his will, he had slumbered.
He told them how Ceinwen and Aeron had come as promised, and how the Southerners ambushed them. “They were still fighting when they stuck me, KP. We’ve got to get back there. The elf may need our help.”
She didn’t need further persuasion. “Of course. But you are soaked through, and so am I. We will not get very far like this.”
“You wouldn’t know any spells for drying things, would ye?”
“I don’t.” She slipped Ketil’s necklace off her neck. “But maybe this will help.”
“How?”
“You said the man had something like this?”
“Yes, but it was an evil bauble. The elf could do nothing to him.”
“Maybe it’s not evil, Torkel. Maybe it’s just a tool. Maybe…” She closed her eyes and remembered Ceinwen’s words. Think of what you want, Brynja. Listen to the energy around you.
And then she felt it – warmth, sweet and soothing, rolling over her, like a wave washing gently against the shore. The water disappeared, and her clothes felt dry again. “Mother of Freya. It actually worked.”
Torkel laughed out loud. “Well I’ll be a pickled herring. You’re dry as a bone.”
Agot stared at her. “How’d you know how to do that, Bryn?”
“I didn’t. I guessed.”
“Very impressive,” Torkel nodded. “Now why don’t you use that same impressive magic on me. There’s a draft coming down from the tunnel, and my ass is going to turn into a block of ice pretty soon.”
She did, and then she dried her boots and furs and put them back on. Agot, meanwhile, collected their capes and packs. Torkel talked at length about what he was going to do to the “Southern bastards if they laid a finger on that elven lady.” It involved a lot of removal of entrails and heads and now and then testicles. Brynja tried not to pay him much attention.
Inside of fifteen minutes, they were on their way. The going was slower now, as the terrain grew more difficult. They reached the rapids – the same rapids that had tossed and broken her so many years ago. They had to scale a few rock faces by the falls and pass the lantern as they went.
Brynja could feel her anxiety growing with every step. Some part of her could only believe they were too late. The strange Southern mage must have killed Ceinwen already. That’s why the light had gone out. That’s why they’d been left in the dark.
But another part of her hoped that she was wrong. Torkel had seen her alive, hadn’t he? And she had Aeron too. It would take a terrible magic indeed to be able to best a bone dragon. No, she’ll be fine. She will have killed them already.
On they went, walking without rest this time. They stumbled quite unexpectedly onto the cavern. The riverbed had narrowed, and they’d had to creep over the water on the thinnest foothold. And then, there they were: at the far end of the cavern.
Brynja had forgotten about that narrow pass. It had been two decades, after all, and the first time she’d traveled through these tunnels, that cavern had meant very little to her.
So she was fortunate – they all were – to find the space empty. Or rather, not empty, but unoccupied. For it certainly wasn’t empty. Half a dozen human bodies littered the floor, and in the center of the cavern Aeron lay unmoving.
Brynja knew at once that something was wrong with the dragon. He was no more or less than the bones he had been before, but there seemed some spark, some vitality gone. Maybe it was that in life he had some kind of magical aura that she didn’t even know she was picking up. Maybe it was his posture, and the way his body seemed to have spilled rather than settled.
Whatever it was, she sensed that he was dead. Torkel, however, rushed forward. “Demon, thank Freya you survived. Where are you, Elf?”
Of course, they got no answer. Not from Aeron, whose bones lay unmoving. Not from Ceinwen, who had vanished into thin air.
Torkel figured it out in a moment – as soon as he drew near enough to the slain beast to see that there was no longer any magical cohesion between his parts. “My gods, they’ve killed the demon. Then they must have killed Ceinwen too.”
Agot had been silent as they surveyed the scene. But now they began to pick through the bodies, looking for the missing elf. After a space, he said, “She’s not here.”
“No, unless she too wound up in the river.”
“We didn’t see her.”
“No, but we weren’t looking. The current might have dragged her down.”
“I don’t think she’s dead, Bryn.”
She blinked. She wanted to believe that. She’d come here hoping to find some evidence of it. But the more they saw, the less likely it seemed. This cavern was a tomb. Even Aeron – a dragon made of bone and magic – had fallen. What chance did one elf have against whoever could kill Aeron? “Why?”
“Two reasons. The first, if they’d wanted to kill her, they wouldn’t have dumped her into the river like they did Torkel. They wouldn’t have wanted her crawling out downstream.
“But more importantly, whoever came here has to know something about magic.”
“Torkel said he wore an amulet like mine.”
“Yes. Which means, he knows what someone like Ceinwen can do. Think about it, Bryn: you heard the same stories I did growing up. What happened in the past when armies caught elven sorcerers?”
“Nothing good.”
“Right. But they didn’t just kill them. Not unless it was in battle. And this wasn’t battle – they came here looking for her. Hunting her.”
“But…why?”
“I don’t know. Maybe to learn what she knows. Maybe to bring her back to kill her in one of those witch burnings. Either way, they would have taken her out of the mountain.”
“And back to camp,” she finished.
Torkel had ambled over to them, his blue eyes vacant. But at this last bit, he perked up, and sputtered, “Back to camp? You can’t just abandon her. We need to find out where they’ve taken her and figure out some kind of rescue.”
“No,” Brynja said, “I mean, we think they’ve taken her back to camp – their camp.”
“Hel’s hold,” the older man said. “How are we going to get her out of there?”
“I don’t know,” Agot said. “And we’ve still got to get a message to Green Dale.”
Torkel sat with a heavy thud and rested his head in his hands. “Damned Southerners. They’ve bested me again. They’ve murdered the demon, and soon they’ll murder the elf. And what can we do about it? Not a damned thing.”
“I wish we had a dragon of our own,” Agot said.
“A dragon? How about an army?”
“That would be nice too. Instead of a handful of militia and a marshal whose seen more winters than he has left.”
“Firebeard will protect the village,” Brynja said absently.
“Yes, but he won’t lead a charge against the invaders. We could probably talk him into it. I don’t doubt his courage. But he’d die, alongside the handful of able bodies we could scrape together.”
“We’d all die. They outnumber us several to one, and they’ve got dragons.”
“I wish we had a dragon of our own,” he sighed again.
Brynja tuned him out. She turned the problem over in her mind. They had a duty, an obligation to the realm, to send that message. But what of her obligation to Ceinwen? What of the debt she owed the other woman, not once but twice over?
She found herself toying absently with the amulet at her neck. She glanced down at it. It was glowing faintly, a soft blue with a green dragon emblazoned in the center. The rune was crude in a way, with its harsh lines carved into bone. But it was beautiful too, and not just because of the magic. There was something charming in the symmetry of its austere markings; something majestic. It reminded her of days long ago that she’d read about. It reminded her of the old sagas, and their tales of derring-do and reckless adventure, of open seas and fire breathing dragons, of conquests in love and conquests in battle.
“What we need,” she said aloud, “is a dragon.”
Agot stared at her. “I know. That’s what I said. But unless you know how to tame dragons now, I don’t think we’re going to find one.”
“I don’t.” She slipped off the amulet and held it in her palm. “But I wonder if this does.”
“What do you mean?”
She didn’t answer, though. She headed for Aeron’s bones. They were massive, bigger than any two mammoths together. And yet somehow, they seemed frail and little, bleached and broken.
She wondered if she was mad. She was no elf sorcerer. It might be one thing to heal sundered flesh, but the power of necromancy surely could not be a beginner skill.
Still she touched the amulet to a section of bone, just as she’d done earlier to dry her and Torkel’s clothes. And she closed her eyes and thought of Aeron. She remembered him as she’d seen him in childhood, towering above her, imposing and grand and definitely terrifying. She remembered how she’d seen him earlier, not quite so large as her child’s mind made him out to be, and perhaps a tad less agreeable.
Think of what you want, Brynja. Listen to the energy around you.
She thought of Aeron living again. She thought of these dusty bones rising with a new vitality. She heard the whisper of things she couldn’t quite see. She felt the hairs on the nape of her neck stand on end.
Somewhere behind her a wind began to move through the mountain. Strands of hair broke loose from her braid. Her cape moved with the wind, whipping this way and that like a flag on a windy day.
She heard Torkel and Agot speaking to her. They sounded uneasy, alarmed even. But she didn’t hear what they said. She just kept listening to the whispers.
The earth trembled underfoot, and the mountain rocked overhead. The whispers continued, growing louder and louder until she could hear nothing but the crackle of energy and otherworldly mutterings.
And then all of it ceased at once. She heard Agot’s voice, loud and clear, and Torkel’s too.
“Bryn, what in Hel’s hold are you doing?”
“You’re going to bring the mountain down on us.”
She heard the stillness and the burble of the river. She heard something else, too: a deep, rumbling growl.
She opened her eyes and watched in mute amazement as the bones reassembled themselves. Swirling energy knitted them back together where they’d been broken. She saw green light weaving muscle and tissue, and blue light conjuring scales.
And in a minute, Aeron stood before her, not a sentient pile of bones as he’d been, but a dragon, whole and terrible and beautiful. But more surprising than any of what she saw was what she heard.
Because she heard Aeron’s voice in her thoughts. Llywellyn, what is this?




Chapter Twenty-Nine – Brynja

Agot dropped the lantern, and the cavern went dark – dark except for the gleam of her amulet, and Aeron’s eyes.
Torkel let out a stream of profanity, with the occasional mention of Odin’s toes and Thor’s beard in the mix. The long and short of it was, the reappearance of the dragon – or, the demon, in his vernacular – and the sudden extinguishing of the light had scattered his wits.
Her own weren’t too far behind. She’d hoped this would work. She’d half guessed it might. And yet, with nothing more than Ceinwen’s decades old guidance and this little piece of carved bone, she had raised a dragon from the dead. This thing, this family heirloom that Ketil had had for so many years, could do that. She could do that.
If not for Aeron’s words in her mind, Brynja might have sat for a while longer, stunned beyond comprehension. But the dragon spoke up, with more urgency and fury than before. Human? What are you doing here? And how in the names of all the gods can I speak to you?
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I guess it has something to do with the amulet, and…and bringing you back from the dead.”
“Bryn?” Ag asked. “Who are you talking to?”
She blinked into the near darkness. “Can’t you hear him too?”
“Hear who? Bryn, are you okay?”
The fool’s mind is blank to me. Ergo he cannot hear me, either. It is you alone whom I can reach in this place. Where is my mistress? What have your people done with her?
My people? She thought the words this time, and she could sense, somehow, that he heard her. It was a feeling like brushing fingertips with another person, a fleeting exchange of contact. Except this was a contact between minds – hers and the dragon’s. Aeron, they’re my enemies, not my people. They’re the Southerners.
He snorted, aloud this time. South or North, you are all human.
Agot, meanwhile, had stumbled to her side. She’d heard him tripping across the floor. He must, she supposed, have used her amulet as some kind of beacon. Now, he took her by the shoulders. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, Ag. I’m talking to Aeron.”
“To the dragon? They can’t talk, Bryn.”
She could only just make out his features in the glow of the dragon charm, but he regarded her as if she had gone mad. “It’s complicated. Trust me, Ag.” Then, she turned her focus back to Aeron. What happened here? Where is Ceinwen?
He loosed a blast of anger. She heard rather than saw the ice as it collided with stones, slicking them in a deadly sheen of cold – rather too near her party for comfort. Torkel loosed a whimper. She heard the rustle of fabric and the glide of steel leaving a holster. Bryn reached instinctively for her brother’s hand. Sure enough, he was raising his arm – no doubt with a pistol in hand. “Stand down, Squire. That’s an order.”
“Aeron,” she said, and this time she spoke aloud, and with as much command in her tone as she could muster. It probably wasn’t much, but at least she kept the tremble out of her voice. And she counted that a victory. She was facing off against a twice raised ice dragon with incalculable power, after all. She’d take her wins where she got them. “We have come to aid your mistress. We found you dead, and I have raised you.
“I have heard that dragons are noble beasts, with a sense of honor. As such, I would assume you would be bound by some debt of gratitude. But be that as it may, even if what I’ve heard is wrong, at least aid us for your mistress’s sake.”
Who are you to command me, human?
The woman who saved your life, and may – if we are not too late – save Ceinwen’s. Freya’s teeth, Aeron, would we have come back if we meant you any harm, or if we’d meant her harm? Would I have raised you from the dead?
Again, he sent out an icy blast. Again, she heard it shattering against the rocks, crystalizing and freezing everything it touched. Perhaps not.
“Definitely not. Now, help us find her. What happened here?”
A priest, a high priest wearing one of the first runes, led them. He shielded himself and his band of assassins from our sight. And, I think, he must have shielded us all from your hearing, else you would have known sooner.
“We heard nothing.”
I am not surprised. Such men move in shadows, like rats. They fell on us, and we would have held our own, except for the rune.
“What is the rune?”
He blinked, his golden eyes vanishing and reappearing twice. Do you not know, human?
“Tell me.”
They are charms carved into the bones of the first dragons. They hold the power of the original bloodlines, the most powerful dragons ever born – wiser and more powerful than any who have come after. Wiser and more powerful than any race of two legs, even the elves.
“I have never heard of them.”
The dragon snorted, and this time, he spoke aloud. “No. There are few enough remaining in this world wo know of this. Until today, I had only heard of them myself. And now, I have seen two, in one day.”
“Two? Then he had a second amulet?”
Aeron laughed, a deep, rich, scornful sound. “No, fool. What do you think you hold in your hand?”
Torkel whimpered beside her, and Agot asked, “What’s going on, Bryn? Does he mean to eat us?”
“Be merciful, Demon,” the other man added. “We come in peace.”
She glanced at the two silhouettes “Can you still not understand him, even when he’s speaking out loud?”
Aeron sighed. “You raised me, fool. I am now – unfortunately – linked to you, and the link grants you some wisdom. But they remain as ignorant as before.”
Despite the conceit in his words, they did help. “We’re talking. I can understand him, Ag. Don’t be alarmed.”
“That’s speech?” Torkel asked. “I thought he was angry.”
“Eh, he kind of is. But he’s talking too.”
Aeron’s glowing eyes narrowed. “The labor of educating your ignorant brethren is endless. Why do you even attempt it? You would have better luck speaking to the stones around us. Although I would not wish that misery on them.”
She frowned at the dragon. Enough, Aeron. I know it cannot be easy for such a ‘superior’ creature to find himself beholden for his very life to mere humans. I suppose that must call into question your entire paradigm of intelligent life. But we need to work together.
He loosed another frustrated blast of icy air. My paradigm remains perfectly intact, human. It is my pride that is injured: pride, to have been bested by such inferior beings. Imagine a lion slain by cockroaches, and you will understand some of what I feel to have been murdered a second time by humans.
She snorted. “Your suffering knows no bounds. You’ll have to put some of that noble mind of yours to work in forbearance.”
“Do not mock me, mortal.”
“Do not make yourself worthy of mockery, Aeron. I am sorry for your pride, but at the moment Ceinwen – if she is still alive – faces far greater perils. So come…will you stand here wallowing in self-pity and complaints, or will you help us defeat the bastards who took our village and your mistress?”
The dragon loosed a low growl, and a long blast of ice. Then, he said, “Very well. I will work with you so long as our interests intersect. But only for the sake of Ceinwen.”
She shook her head, but said only, “I am asking no more than that.”
“What’s going on?” Torkel asked. “Is the demon going to help us? Or eat us?”
“Help us.”
“Good. Does he know where Ceinwen is?” Agot wondered.
“Tell the fools to be silent for a spell, and I will try to find her.”
“Uh…he needs quiet for a minute.”
“What?”
“Why?”
“I’m not sure.”
Aeron groaned. “Even to close their mouths is too complicated for them. How has your species survived so long?”
She glared at the dragon. “Find Ceinwen.”
The dragon breathed in and out in loud, audible puffs. If he was clearing his mind or expressing frustration, she couldn’t tell. But then the cavern went still. The river burbled, she and Agot and Torkel breathed in and out; and all else was silent.
The dragon spoke very suddenly, and very unexpectedly. “The village at the foot of the mountains: they’ve taken her there.”
“How do you know?”
“I can sense much, human. But my bond with Ceinwen outlasts death. That is how she found me the first time, and how I shall find her now.”
“Excellent. Then, we must hurry. If they’ve gotten her back to South Pass, we have no time to lose.”
“No,” the dragon agreed. “Which means, we must take a more direct route.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, you and the other humans should take shelter.”




Chapter Thirty – Ceinwen

Her captor led her into what had once been one of the villager’s homes. The hearth in the center of the residence had been torn out, and the vent in the roof plugged up. The windows were all shuttered, and in place of the natural light that filled the dim, smokey interiors of such dwellings, bright electrical lamps blazed with a garish intensity.
The high priest stood at the far end of the home, at a roughhewn table that had been converted into a kind of desk. He was speaking to another man in similar vestments. But instead of a pale cassock, this second priest dressed from head to toe in blood red fabrics. He glanced up as the door opened, and a cold wind whipped in ahead and behind Ceinwen’s party.
He smiled at her, and she shivered. There was nothing evil in this man’s face, nothing that would normally set her teeth on edge. He looked as ordinary a creature as any other, with mild features, a moderate frame, and an almost gentle air.
And that’s what made her shiver. This mild, ordinary man wore the vestments of an inquisitor. He was a killer, a torturer – a monster. A yet he watched her with ordinary eyes and a gentle face. He smiled at her – smiled – with pleasant features and an easy air.
Goblins looked the part. They looked and sounded as evil as they behaved. But men? They were a different matter altogether. Aeron had been right about humans all along, she thought.
And at the same time, she wondered what had become of Brynja and Agot. The river had taken Torkel. He would be long dead by now. But she hoped they at least had escaped. These Southerners probably did not know about them. So they might get out their message. They might make it home safe.
The door closed behind her, shutting out the wind. The inquisitor stepped forward. “Well, well. So the rumors were right after all, Vittorio: an elven witch, sheltering in the furthest reaches of the North. Who would have thought it?”
“You and I, Inquisitor,” the high priest answered.
“True.” He stopped a pace in front of her and looked her over from head to toe. “A very pretty thing, isn’t she?” He closed the final step and raised a hand to her hair. She recoiled, but her captor grabbed her by the arm and held her fast.
The inquisitor smiled, taking one of her curls between his fingers and studying it for a moment. “Very pretty. But you are cold, my dear. You are trembling. Caomhán, fetch our guest a cloak.”
Her captor let go of her arm and bowed. “At once, Inquisitor.”
Then he retreated, and a moment later another gust of wind hit them. She shivered as the door slammed shut. The red-cassocked man watched her, then placed a hand on her shoulder. She shrank from his touch. “You need not fear me, my dear. We are men of the South. Civilized men. Come, will you not sit with us, and let us speak – as civilized men and women?”
She had little choice but to comply, and to go where he led. With her hands bound and her magic suppressed, she could not defend herself. So any struggling that she did would be of short duration and might bring these so-called civilized overtures to an abrupt end.
Not that she believed for a minute they meant to behave as civilized men. But whatever they had in mind, they seemed to think a gentle approach the more promising. And she had no desire to rush them to brutality. Even if that was the inevitable end of all this.
He nodded as she took the seat he indicated. “Excellent.” He took a seat across from her and gestured for Vittorio to do the same. The high priest did, but with more visible discomfort. “I am Bricius, an inquisitor – as I’m sure you gathered – in the employ of our beloved king and noble son of the gods, Agalyn.”
“Faith and honor,” Vittorio murmured.
“Faith and honor,” the inquisitor repeated with a smile.
“What do you want with me?” Ceinwen asked.
“To begin with, my dear, I should like your name.”
She considered. “You are knowledgeable about the ways of elves?”
“If you mean, do I know you do not care to give out your names to strangers, yes. But we are all friends here.”
She raised her cuffed hands. “If we are friends, Inquisitor, remove these. As a token of friendship. And I will give you my name.”
He sighed. “I would love nothing more. But my friend here, Vittorio? He would not care for that.”
“Not at all,” the handsome man said, and there was an ugly tone in his voice. “This witch’s power is great, Inquisitor. The cuffs remain.”
Bricius spread his hands. “You see? He is in charge of this mission. Not the invasion, but our mission: you. So I must take my orders from him. In a sense, my hands are bound as much as yours.”
“What do you want with me?”
“Oh, many things. You are one of the ancients. You radiate power, even subdued as you are. It is…” He shook his head. “Glorious. You are glorious, my dear.
“What do I want? I want to know your secrets. I want you to want me to know your secrets. I want to work with you – I want you to work with us.”
“Why would I want that?”
“Because you will not like the alternative,” Vittorio said.
Bricius waved him away with a flick of his hand. “Do not mind him. He was a soldier before he was a priest, and he still thinks like one. No, my fair elf, do not worry about him.
“We – you and I – are civilized beings. We know the days of witch burnings are over. And we are glad of it. For they were foolish – worse than foolish. Those men of yore destroyed in fear what might in wisdom have given them mastery of the entire world.” He studied her for a long moment. “What might yet, with the proper persuasion, give us mastery of the world.”
It was now that the door opened, and the soldier – Caomhán – entered. He carried a bulky woolen cloak, and Bricius waved him over and relieved him of his bundle. “Good. Now, go and get our guest some food. And mulled wine.”
Caomhán bowed again, and again retreated. Bricius stood and moved toward her. She remained still, trying to contain the fear and revulsion that filled her as he leaned over her, as his hands lifted her hair out of the way and draped the cape over her shoulders; as they lingered on her shoulders longer than necessary.
She understood the message he was conveying well enough: he had her in his power, completely and utterly. He could be kind if he chose, and he could be cruel. He could give her food and drink and warmth, if he chose; and he could take it away – it, and anything else – if he chose.
She understood, alright. But she didn’t want him to see her fear. So she sat unflinching as he lingered, and then as he returned. “I am afraid,” she said once he’d resumed his seat, “I must disappoint you, Bricius.”
“Oh, my dear, do not be hasty in your decisions. Let us eat and drink and think awhile.”
“I do not mean by choice. I mean only – and you may apply to your leader here for confirmation – that my knowledge is hardly up to the task of world mastery.” She shrugged. “I am here, am I not? I was defeated, was I not?”
He laughed at that. “Ah, yes. But that is because Vittorio – well, not to put too fine a point on it, but he cheats.”
She glanced at the high priest and saw that his face flushed. A sensitive topic, then. “Cheats?”
“His own understanding of the powers you wield is…amateur at best. But he is a lucky man, blessed to have come into ownership of a first rune.”
She blinked. “The amulet?”
“That’s right. You saw it, then?”
She nodded. “I did not realize it was a first rune. I have never seen one before.”
“They are very rare. I have seen a handful, but I am always in awe of their ability. They can transform any luddite into a master wizard.” He smiled in a pointed way, and Vittorio’s cheeks turned a deeper shade of crimson. “But your secrets cannot be bottled up into a piece of bone. They can serve more than one man. If you would share them, they could serve the South – to victory now, and to victory always.
“And you would be well rewarded for your service.”
She sat for a long moment, as if considering the proposal. She was considering, but not if she would throw her lot in with these men or take up the banner of the South. She was wondering how to play this so that she came out alive, so that she might eventually escape. “You know that human wars are of no concern to me, Bricius. They never have been, in all my long years. So what does the South have to offer me that I did not already have, before your men murdered my dragon and pulled me from my home?”
Vittorio hissed, “That unnatural monster had no business living in the first place. It had died already and should have remained dead.”
Bricius ignored him. “Let me ask you a different question, my dear: what reason have you to put your own wellbeing at stake for the North? Your people’s quarrel with humans was not limited to the South. The shortsightedness and mistakes of my ancestors were committed with equal zeal in these borders.”
She nodded. “I do not dispute that. But being no more guilty than them is not much of a recommendation.”
“Perhaps not. But think: you have been here many long years. What have these people done for you? Nothing. They have exiled you to live under the mountain like a rat, scurrying about in the dark far from civilization.”
“I was free, at least.”
He shook his head. “No. You were no freer than you are now. Your refuge was your prison. What would have happened to you, my pretty elf, if you left those tunnels? What would have happened to you if you tried to wander the streets in the sunlight? What would these Northmen have done if you stepped out of hiding?” He reached a hand out, drawing her curls back and tracing his fingers down her ear. “What would they have done when they saw your pointed ears? What would they have done…” He moved his fingers to her face, across her brow and down her cheek; and she bit down on the revulsion his touch produced. “If they saw these eyes, blacker than a starless night?” He smiled and sat back. “Would they sit you down for a civilized conversation, as I have done? Would they offer you shelter and food?
“Or would they have brought you to the village square and burned you as a witch?”
She considered for a long moment. Her skin still crawled with the feel of his fingertips. She wanted to break his stubby fingers. She wanted to break Vittorio’s neck, and burn their camp to the ground. She wanted to send these invaders packing – or better yet, home in pine boxes.
But her hands were bound, her magic suppressed. So she had to play his game – until she could see to the rest of her plan, anyway. So she’d accept. But she could not be too hasty. He wouldn’t believe that.
She had to show that she didn’t care for the idea, that she was agreeing only under duress. But she needed to be careful there too. She needed him to believe that her opposition was rooted in nothing stronger than fear and aggravation at her treatment so far. So she spoke measuredly when she asked, “And what do you offer me instead? So far, you have asked me to exchange the relative freedom of my mountain prison for literal chains.”
He reached out a hand and took hers, and she suppressed the shudder than ran through her. “In the short term, yes, you are in chains. But I promise you, it will not always be chains.”
“On whose authority do you make such a promise, Inquisitor?”
“On behalf of the church, and on behalf of Agalyn.”
“Your king?”
He nodded, and his eyes gleamed. “He approved our mission himself, and on nothing more than the rumors of sailors and merchants. Do you not see? He knows your value to us. He knows how much good an ally such as yourself could do for the South.
“And Agalyn rewards those who serve him faithfully. Slaves – slaves – have risen to sit by the right hand of our king. He is wise, my dear, and he rewards loyalty and value. Prove your value to Agalyn, and your chains will be traded for riches beyond your wildest imaginings.
“You want a dragon? You shall have ten of them, my pretty elf. You want a mountain? You shall have an entire range of mountains. Agalyn’s favor is vast, and with your help, his purse may be endless.
“Forget your tunnels, forget the dark: the world itself lays at your feet.”




Chapter Thirty-One – Ceinwen

Caomhán returned with food and hot wine. The food was pretty good for camp fare: a hearty stew that looked worse than it tasted. It was thick and lumpy but steaming hot and full of savory flavors and some kind of protein. So she ate most of it and drank all of her wine. That was better yet. She tasted cloves and cinnamon, and maybe a hint of orange, in a red wine.
She smiled at that. These men had come for war – and brought cloves. She thought of Torkel, who had lived in this village all his life. She thought of Agot and Brynja, who had grown up in the shadow of Fjell. She thought of the snared rabbits and pickled herring and lye dried cod that the people of this valley ate without batting an eyelash. And something told her that these Southerners who could not contemplate war without wine and cloves might have crossed the wrong people.
But to the man, she said, “Thank you, Bricius.”
He smiled. “Of course. And now…” He rose and crossed the distance between them. Then, he placed a hand at her temple. She froze, but he laughed. “Do not be afraid, my dear. My men were not gentle in bringing you here. That’s what happens, I suppose, when you send soldiers to do a priest’s job.”
She felt energy flowing from the man’s hands, flowing over her with a cool, prickling sensation. Her soreness eased, her bruises melted away, and her scuffed skin healed over. It was a healing she hadn’t encountered in many years, a spell she didn’t know herself.
Bricius must have seen her surprise, because he smiled again. He smiled a lot, and she didn’t care for the expression on him. It was a little too slippery, a little too practiced. He sat heavily and asked, “Do you like it? I learned it from a witch in the southernmost islands.
“She wasn’t an elf, but her mother had been a witch, and hers before her, and so on – all the way back to before the elven wars. She had many secrets.” He shook his head. “But she was not wise. She would not share them.”
Vittorio snorted. “And yet we learned them anyway.”
Bricius sighed, as if to the other man. “Yes. But – it was not a pleasant business. And who can say how many secrets she took with her to her grave?” Now, he shrugged in her direction. “Because she did die, of course. Not at once. She was strong. Not strong as an elf, but strong for a human. She lived for months, if you can call it living. It was a curse, you see – that strength. A weaker woman would have died sooner. How many times did she beg for the release of death before the end, Vittorio?”
The priest shrugged. “I do not know.”
“Poor, foolish woman. But, you see, my dear…” He leaned over to brush aside a curl that had slipped out of place, and locked eyes with her. “She left me no choice. She would not share what she knew. And it is my job to find out – one way or the other.”
He stared at her, still smiling, his voice still dripping with pleasantness. “But, enough of that. Where were we?”
“I don’t know,” she said, trying to keep her tone even. “Where were we?”
“Oh yes: I was asking your name.”
She thought for a moment, and then said, “Aerona.”
“Aerona?” He nodded. “Very pretty. Now, Aerona, is that really your name?”
“Of course.”
“Good. Because we are friends here, Aerona: civilized men and women. I have shared my name, and now you have shared yours. And I would be very vexed to discover I had been deceived so early in our friendship. Do you understand?”
“I do. But now that we are…” She smiled, and tried to keep the acid out of her tone as she said the word, “friends, Bricius, tell me: what do you want me to teach you?”
“Oh…everything, my dear Aerona. Everything.”
“That is a tall order. How many lifetimes do you have to devote to learning?”
It had the desired effect. Bricius’s expression turned rapturous, though he masked it in the next moment with another careful smile. “For myself? One will have to suffice.”
She locked eyes with him. “Will it?”
He blinked, licked his lips, and then blinked again. “What do you mean?”
She leaned closer and spoke lower. “I mean, I would like to discuss this privately. And I think, when you told me that Vittorio there was your commander, you weren’t being entirely honest with me. I think you should dismiss him, and we should dispense with the deceptions.”
His expressions cycled between surprise and smiles, annoyance and nervousness. Then he turned to the high priest. “Vittorio, leave us.”
The other man frowned. “What? You can’t be serious. You know this witch is up to something.”
He sat unmoving, not breaking her gaze. “I said leave us, Vittorio.”
The other man scowled at her, and then at the back of his commander’s head. “I will wait outside.”
“Good. Now go.”
Vittorio did as he was bid, slamming the door after him with more force, she suspected, than was needed. She sat back in her seat, and Bricius passed his tongue over his lips. “Now, what requires my priest standing in this damnedable cold?”
His tone was calm, benevolent even, as if he was doing her some kind of favor. He was trying to take control of the situation again. She wasn’t about to let that happen. “You know why. You know what I can do. It’s why you’re here, isn’t it? It wasn’t the rumor of an elf living under the mountain that brought you from your comfortable Southern home to this ‘damnedable cold’. It was the rumor of a dragon made of bone, a dragon raised from the dead.”
The corner of his lips twitched. “You are perceptive, my dear. So, suppose what you say is true. Suppose that is my reason for being here. Am I wasting my time?”
“Your own man has told you about my dragon.”
“Yes. But raising the dead is not the same as preserving the living.”
She smiled. “Your understanding of magic is very thorough. Most people assume the study of necromancy and longevity are the same. They’re not, but they are linked.”
“Yes, but knowing the one doesn’t mean you know the other, does it, my dear?” He was speaking evenly, but there was an edge to his voice.
He was getting testy. She didn’t like that. “Of course not. But I will demonstrate, if you like.”
He laughed out loud now. “Ah, there it is, then. I suppose I should take your bonds off? I suppose I should free you, on faith, so you can prove your ability to me?”
“Of course. But, call your priest back, if you like. His rune can defeat me. You know that already. Call him back and let him stand guard.” She flashed a smile. “Of course, he will see what I will show you. And then, word will get to your king. But that is what you wanted after all, isn’t it? You are a loyal servant of this Agalyn, yes?” He shifted in his seat, and she pressed her advantage. “Faith and honor, and all that.”
“You’ve made your point, Witch,” he said.
“Then make your decision, Bricius.”
He sat and watched her for a long moment. Finally, he spoke. “How will you demonstrate your abilities?”
She glanced around the room, then gestured with her bound hands to wilting scallions hanging from a far rafter board. “Bring me those, Inquisitor. I will return them to seedlings, if it pleases you.”
He considered, then nodded. “It will be an acceptable demonstration. But understand, Witch, I will have my pistol aimed at your head the entire time. If you so much as blink out of turn, I will paint the table with your brains.”
“You need not worry, Bricius. I’m rather fond of my brains remaining inside my skull.”
He made no reply, heading first for the scallions, and then grabbing a pistol and a key. The vegetables he tossed onto the table in front of her, and the gun he lifted to her temple. Then, slowly, he moved the key into place on her cuffs, and turned them with a click.
The iron sprang open. She could hear his breathing, quick and tense. “I assume I can remove my hands without being shot?”
“Yes.”
“Alright. I’m removing my hands.” She did so, slowly and carefully. She really didn’t want to wind up dead. Not yet, anyway.
“Aerona, lift your mug,” he said, quite suddenly and in a language she had not heard spoken by men for many long years. It was a command in the elven tongue – a command issued to her by what he took to be her elven name, a kind of spell on its own, cast with the power to compel her. If he’d used her real name, at any rate.
But she did as he said. This would be a test to see if she’d given him her true name – and thus, given him the power to command her. Which meant he had something evil in mind. No test that could be easily passed would authenticate her identity. This would be something terrible, something no sane person could do except under the command of powers beyond their control. “Please,” she said, “don’t do this.”
“Silence. Now lay your other hand out flat on the table.” She did as he said, in silence like he’d commanded. “Good. Now spread your fingers. Good. Now hit them, as hard as you can with the mug.”
Ceinwen closed her eyes and did what he said. A moment later, the heavy wood hit, shattering her finger bones. She screamed in agony, hot tears coursing down her cheeks.
Bricius laughed. “Good girl. You did not lie to me. Now, heal yourself, and then show me what you have to show me.”
She did, shuddering with pain as the bones mended themselves and slid back into place. A cold sweat slicked over her body. She might have gone into shock, if not for the magic. Her trembling lessened, and then ceased.
The Inquisitor was sighing impatiently. “Move already, Witch.”
“That hurt, Bricius.”
“You’ll live. Now no more talk. If you have the power, then show me.”
So slowly, carefully, she lifted the scallions. They’d hung there for some time, she thought. The greens were limp, and the bulbs shriveled. She concentrated and called up the spell she sought. The stalks stiffened, and the yellow greens turned to a rich, deep green. The bulbs plumped out. An oniony odor filled the room.
Then the stalks began to recede, to grow smaller and trimmer. It looked as if they were retracting into the bulb. She was watching the man as she worked. His gaze had stayed on her at first, but now he watched the scallion with wide eyes. Hungry eyes.
Good. So far, she had him where she wanted him. “That spell takes years of practice,” she said. “You know how long it takes to master necromancy?”
He nodded. “No human has managed it. Not yet.”
“This took me two hundred years. So I can teach you, Bricius. But not in a day. Not in one of your human lifetimes.”
“You’re not in a position to bargain with me, Aerona.” He was smiling again. Trying to reassert control again. And he still had the pistol aimed at her head.
She needed him to set that down. She wouldn’t be leaving this camp alive, but she meant to ensure that they wouldn’t either. Not him, and not the high priest outside. “Bricius, if I wanted to end my life, I would be dead already. Half a second. That’s how long that spell would take. You need me out of cuffs to extend your lifetime or to teach you. That means all I need is half a second, and you will get nothing. So yes, I am in a position to bargain. I have something you want, and you have no way to ensure that I don’t take it to the grave with me.”
His eyelids fluttered, but he got the expression under control in the next moment. “Do not threaten me. You will find, my dear, I do not take kindly to that.”
“Bricius,” she reminded him, “we are civilized people, remember? Let us talk of terms, not of threats. Let us talk of an understanding, not ultimatums.”
He considered for a long moment, and then his lips twitched. “Very well. Let us talk as civilized people.” He sat across from her again, and spoke again, this time in the elven tongue. “Aerona, do not cast another spell until I allow you to. Do you understand?”
She nodded. “I understand.”
“Good.” He set the pistol down in front of him, out of her reach. “Now, Aerona, pick up your mug again.”
She did it, but asked, “What are you doing, Bricius?”
He smiled. “Teaching you a lesson, my dear. Now, spread your fingers as you did before, and hit them. Keep hitting them until I tell you to stop.”
She lifted the mug and he watched with triumphant eyes. She pretended to quaver and plead for mercy. He said nothing but kept watching as she raised it.
And then, she cast a word in her mind. Fire raged through the inquisitor’s body, consuming the shriek that tried to escape him, consuming the tongue he would have screamed with; bursting out of his eye sockets and mouth.
The flames raged for half a minute, hot as dragon fire, until he was nothing but a pile of ash. She stood and grabbed the pistol. “Farewell, Bricius. May your goddess Hel deal with you as kindly as you have dealt with others.”




Chapter Thirty-Two – Ceinwen

She could sense Vittorio beyond the door – him, and the aura of protection he’d cast over himself. He might have been a lousy mage on his own, but he was no fool. He’d come to a strange land, to kill and pillage and plunder. He’d come to find the witch under the mountain. He couldn’t ward off steel or lasers, but he could shield himself from magic.
Well, she had more than magic at her disposal this time. She walked to the door and drew a deep breath. She could sense the man’s anxiety. He didn’t like leaving Bricius. For that matter, he didn’t like Bricius. He must have suspected that the inquisitor’s goals were not as selfless as he made out. Or maybe he just didn’t care for his attitude.
Either way, he was standing just beyond that door, immune from her magic and on high alert. And it had been hundreds of years since she’d fired a gun. And it sure as Hel’s hold didn’t look like this. Her gun had been a clunker that used clips and bullets, not energy cartridges. Hers could jam and was limited by how much ammunition she could carry. This thing, on the other hand, seemed to weigh nothing at all. It fit neatly into her hand, and had no visible mechanisms for cartridge ejection, no firing pin: nothing but a long, thin barrel, a pair of iron sights on top, and a trigger and trigger guard below the barrel.
She flipped the pistol over, searching for some kind of catch or button that might be a safety. She didn’t want to open that door, press the trigger, and find the safety was on. It was located by the trigger guard, and it was so small she almost didn’t see it – just a little lever that was already in the off position.
She drew another breath and readied her mind. She’d need a reserve of energy on hand as soon as she finished with Vittorio. She wanted to take as many of these bastards with her as she could.
She reached for the door handle. And then something happened that she hadn’t expected. The house started to shake.
But it wasn’t just the house. She heard shouting from beyond, panicked shouting, and a deep rumbling and tearing sound. She heard Vittorio’s voice, too, and sensed him move away from the door. She sensed them all, dozens of men flittering this way and that in a confused haze.
And still, the earth underfoot shook, the roof overhead trembled, the walls around her swayed. What now?
She drew open the door, gun at the ready. She half expected to shoot or blast her way through the Southerners. But they were oblivious to her. They all seemed to be facing away from the cabin.
In a moment, she saw why. They’d turned to Fjell, for the trembling was coming from the mountain. It shook and shuddered; and then, in a shower of stone and sparkling blue, Fjell seemed to explode.
Stones fell in a great rain of rubble, and something rose from a new, gaping hole in rockface. She stared, as stupefied as the men around her.
It was a dragon, but not any dragon. She knew that dragon. She’d raised that dragon from a hatchling. But he died, and it had taken her years to locate his bones. And that had been hundreds of years ago.
Aeron? she called, her mind reaching out to the dragon’s across the distance between them.
The creature loosed a blast of ice. We’re coming, Mage. Me and your pet cockroaches. We’re coming.
She didn’t understand; she couldn’t begin to guess how or why he was back. But the sight brought tears to her eyes, and she drew a long steadying breath. Then, she remembered where she was, and why.
So she clutched her pistol and searched for the priest. She could take care of the others easily enough. But he – he and his poisoner – were a real threat. With his first rune, he could do to Aeron again what he’d already done.
No, Vittorio had to die.
The camp was a haphazard affair of pitched tents and repurposed charred buildings, set in the center of old South Pass. The scent of smoke and soot hung heavy in the air, and every gust of wind kicked up fresh ash.
The dragons had been sheltered behind a makeshift lean-to off a great, half burned house. Some of the knights scrambled for their dragons, and others raced to find shelter or a vantage point from which to fire at the incoming wyvern.
She scanned the men, looking for the priest. His light vestments were a stark contrast to their dark tunics, so she should have been able to spot him at a glance. Except, he was nowhere to be seen – not by the dragons, not poking his head out of some nook or cranny.
She searched with her mind this time instead of her eyes. She couldn’t sense him either. He had simply vanished.
She clutched her weapon and threw a frantic gaze around. With a first rune, Vittorio could defeat them all over again. She’d never even seen a first rune until today, but she knew them by reputation. In the right hands, they were virtually unstoppable weapons. It would take a mage far more practiced than herself to defeat him in a contest of magic. She needed to find him. She needed to end him, before he ended her and Aeron all over again.
Mage. The dragon’s voice entered her thoughts even as she thought of him, and how she needed to save him.
Aeron?
Your cockroach tells me the wizard has cloaked himself.
Cockroach? What?
The human, Brynja. She sees the sorcerer. He’s hidden himself behind a barrel, three meters left of you.
She glanced in the direction Aeron indicated. She saw a barrel, alright, but that was all. There’s no one there.
He is, mage. He’s cloaked himself from our sight. But the cockroach sees him.
You are certain?
Yes.
She nodded. She didn’t know how Brynja could see what she could not. She didn’t know how the human woman could be communicating with Aeron. But those were details that could wait until later. Right now, she needed to survive this fight. Nothing else mattered.
So she leveled her laser pistol at the barrel and fired half a dozen shots in quick succession. She moved in a straight line about half way down the barrel, until she’d seared a horizontal strip through it. She heard someone shout in alarm, and in a moment saw a cassocked figure tumble out. It was Vittorio alright, and he had three holes burned into him: one in the torso, one in his hip, and one in his forearm.
She must have caught him mid crouch, she realized. And now, full of holes, he didn’t have the strength to maintain his cloak of invisibility. She didn’t stop to consider any of that, though. She fired again, this time straight for his head.
She hit her mark, and Vittorio took one final step backward and then collapsed.




Chapter Thirty-Three – Brynja

She’d feared the dragon was going to bring the entire mountain down on them. She was convinced the beast had lost his mind.
As to the latter, she could not say. But for the former, her expectations were pleasantly disappointed. Aeron burrowed through the ceiling of the cavern, shielding their group with his great wings from the falling rocks.
Then he returned. “If you are coming with me, get on. And hold fast. I will not be responsible if you plunge to your deaths.”
She did, and conveyed these instructions and warnings, with a bit more finesse than the dragon had employed. Agot and Torkel climbed on behind her.
Aeron groaned. “Tell the big one that if he vomits on me, I will devour him.”
You will not devour him.
“We shall see. Hold on, human.”
She did. She’d seated herself behind his neck and grabbed fast to a set of ridges along his back. Torkel lashed himself to the dragon with his belt, and Agot secured his pack to the dragon’s back, and held fast to that.
Then, they went up. The motion tossed and turned her stomach. Each beat of Aeron’s wings propelled them upward, higher and higher into the freezing air. The rapidity of their ascent made her head swim, and she clutched onto the bony protrusions for dear life.
She’d seen dragon riders a hundred times. She’d seen the knights on parade, and the aerial shows back in the capital. It had looked so easy, so effortless, on the part of those knights.
Apparently, that wasn’t the whole picture. And it wasn’t just her struggling with the ascent. Torkel screamed, a high strangled sound, as they rose out of the mountain. Agot whimpered.
She whimpered. “Careful, Aeron. Those rocks are awfully close.”
“Do not tell me how to fly, human. I do not tell you how to do whatever it is you do.”
She swallowed her fear, and tried to ignore the nearness of the peak, or how very far away the ground looked from their vantage. Up they went, until they were among the clouds. She could see South Pass below them, small as a child’s playset. She could see men and beasts running this way and that, like a hundred little ants scurrying around their hill.
Then they went higher, above the cloud cover. The wind bit into her skin, and she shuddered with cold. She closed her eyes. Faraway, far below them, she could hear the shouts of men and the grumbling of dragons.
And she could feel something, something unfamiliar. Something menacing. Aeron, can you hear me?
Unfortunately.
I think that priest is down there. The one with the first rune.
What?
I don’t know how to explain it. But I can sense him. Or, I think I can.
“I can hear Ceinwen,” he said.
You can?
“Yes. Hold on, human, I am going down. Let’s see if we can find him.”
The wind came in a great, heady rush as they descended. They seemed to be falling out of the sky, and she clung on tighter than before. Torkel screamed again, and Agot called, “What’s happening, Bryn?”
“Hold on, Ag. Hold on.”
Then the clouds parted, and the sad, charred remains of South Pass appeared before them. “Do you see him?” she called to the dragon.
“No. Do you?”
“I don’t know what he looks like.”
“For the love of Llywellyn. He looks like a human.”
“Could you be a little more specific?”
“Are you talking to me, KP?” Torkel shouted. “I can’t hear you.”
“She’s talking to the dragon,” Agot said.
At the same time, she shouted, “Aeron.”
“What?” the dragon demanded.
“No, I mean I’m talking to you.”
“I know you are.”
She shook her head. The village was growing larger and larger below them, which meant that they were getting closer. Every once in a while, a blast of laser fire ripped through the air. The shots were getting closer too. They needed to find the damned wizard, and sooner rather than later. “What does he look like?”
“A man. A human. How do I know? You all look the same to me.”
“Dammit Aeron.” She could see figures all over the town, running and hiding and mounting dragons. Time was running out.
“He must have cast that accursed invisibility spell again. Ceinwen can’t see him either.”
“Ceinwen?”
“Yes.”
“She’s alive, then.” Brynja looked for the mage, and for several seconds couldn’t find her. Then she saw her, pressed up against the door to one of the few standing houses. We’re not too late. She smiled.
And then another shot rang out and drew her back to the problem at hand. If he was using a first rune to hide himself from Ceinwen and Aeron, how would they find him? How could they?
And then she glanced down to the amulet that hung at her neck. With a first rune.
She closed her eyes and thought of the man she was looking for. She tried to picture him in her mind, based on the sparse description the dragon had given. She looked for a man in a cassock. She looked for a priest with a dragon rune.
In her mind’s eye, she saw a golden rune glowing against a green backdrop. It was tiny, far too small for her to see with her naked eye from this height. But the strokes carved into the bone blazed with a light that seared itself into her mind.
She opened her eyes, and the light remained, burning bright from behind a barrel. “Aeron, he’s behind the rain barrel, about three meters to the right of the doorway. By Ceinwen.”
“How do you know?”
“I can see him. I can see the rune, the first rune.”
For a long moment, the dragon made no response. She was about to prompt him when he said, “Not for long.”
“What?”
“I told Ceinwen.” Then, he added, and she would have sworn his tone was grudging, “Well spotted. Now, prepare yourselves. I’m about to end a great many lives.”
And with that, Aeron drew in a long breath, and then loosed a terrible stream of ice onto those below. Some froze in place, some found themselves locked into a giant ice bubble.
Behind her, a laser pistol fired – either Torkel or Agot were taking aim at the soldiers. Good. Keep them busy. But she was concentrating on Ceinwen and the priest.
She saw the elf woman fire into the barrel. She saw the priest go down the first time, and then the second – permanently. She saw Ceinwen scurry toward his body. We need to get down there, Aeron. We need to get her out of there, before someone shoots her. She was surrounded by men and dragons. So far, they seemed oblivious to her presence. But the crossfire alone would be a risk.
Don’t worry about that, Human. Worry about your own neck. It’ll be us they’ll be firing on, not her. And with that, Aeron drew his wings to his sides, and dove straight for the ground.
She stared with horrorstruck eyes, too terrified to scream, too terrified to think. The ground drew nearer and nearer. The buildings got larger and larger. They were child sized now.
Then, and only then, did he spread his wings again. They leveled out. She heard someone retching behind her. She was too near to vomiting herself to worry about Torkel, though. And mercifully, the dragon seemed to be too distracted by his work to notice. Yet anyway.
As for his work, well, that consisted of freezing solid any and every one he could. Brynja raised her pistol in a shaking hand. Many of these knights carried wyvern steel, which would make them immune to the dragon’s ice. But they wouldn’t be immune to a blast of laser fire.
She found a target and fired – and missed. He turned toward her. He was a big man, with a clean-shaven face and quick eyes. Not handsome, and not ugly, neither young nor old. He probably had a family back home, she thought: a wife and a few kids.
He brought his gun up, toward her. She fired again. If they existed, he wouldn’t be seeing that wife and those kids again. The blast tore a hole through his chest, and he collapsed, quite dead.
She felt a little numb at that. It wasn’t guilt. This was war. He’d come to her county, to murder her people. She didn’t feel guilty about pulling the trigger first.
But she was sorry all the same. Not just for him. Olaug had been the first, but there would be many who fell in Nordfjell and beyond. Some would deserve death, and others would not. But pulling that trigger made it seem more real, more imminent.
War was really upon them.




Chapter Thirty-Four – Ceinwen

She reached the fallen high priest a moment after he died. A kind of whistling sound passed from his mouth as his muscles relaxed and gravity and the weight of his chest pressed the last bit of air out of his lungs.
She wasn’t interested in that, or the blood that pooled around his head. She wasn’t interested in the accoutrements of his rank and order. At another time, she might have taken a moment to acquaint herself with them. It seemed likely this would not be the last time she’d encounter them.
But at the moment, her interest lay entirely in the rune. She rifled through the top layer of fabric and found it a moment later. She pulled, but the cord wouldn’t snap. So she lifted the dead man’s head and slipped the rune over it.
Then, wiping his blood on his cassock, she slipped the rune over her own neck and tucked out of sight, into her bodice.
And the world seemed to change with that simple action. She had already been attuned to the energies around her, by nature and long habit. But now, it was like seeing through a new set of eyes. The world was clearer, brighter, sharper. She could see the captured energies forged into the wyvern steel blades around her. She could hear the whispers and thoughts of the dragons all around her, those on the ground and those yet stabled. She could feel their fear, their confusion, their anger as the laser bolts darted this way and that, as a dragon from the mountains came down on the offensive.
They were Southern beasts, unused to snow and ice. Their scales had never held temperatures like these at bay, never endured winds like those that blew in from Fjell. It frightened them. Aeron and his icy breath frightened them.
Stand down, she said, broadcasting her thoughts to the beasts. We mean you no harm. Stand down.
A few snorts of derision sounded, and a few confused murmurs. “Who are you?” one silver beast roared. “How can a human speak our language?”
“She’s an elf,” another said. “Not a human.”
“That is worse.”
“It’s better. They’re the original two legs, born when our species was yet young.”
Why are you here?
“Because our knights are here,” the silver dragon roared.
His handler was in the process of mounting him, and he paused to stare at the beast. He was a slight man, short and thin – perfect for a rider, with a low center of gravity and little weight. “Gently now, Silvanus.”
“What do you want, elf?”
I want you to stand down.
“Why should we do that?”
Because I command it. And because we will grant your freedom if you do.
“And who are you to command us?” the silver dragon, Silvanus, laughed. Again, his rider hushed him. He’d reached the saddle now and was slipping his legs into place.
I am Ceinwen, and I carry one of the first runes. It is mine by right of conquest, the spoils of war.
The dragons murmured, and a smaller, green wyvern yet stabled said, “You have killed the sorcerer, then?”
I have. And by the power of this rune, on the blood of the first born whose bones I wear, I command you to stand down.
They did, all at once and without protest. The silver beast laid down and lowered his head. His rider swore, kicked him, and then retrieved a shock prod. But he did not move under any of it.
The dragons in the air landed. Those in the stables lay down, as Silvanus had done. All around, riders shouted and cursed, threatened and beat the creatures they’d once commanded.
Wyvern, Ceinwen said, you may defend yourselves.
And again, they did. In the blink of an eye, the dragons turned on their riders. The great silver beast rounded on his rider, knocking him out of the saddle with his massive head. The man landed with a heavy thud and pushed to his feet, cursing and threatening. Silvanus fired a warning blast of fire, melting away the snow near them. The man drew his wyvern steel blade, his eyes glinting malevolently. “How dare you, beast?”
“I cannot kill him, Ceinwen,” the dragon said. “Even if it means he kills me. He has been a gentle master. I cannot kill him.”
“Then I shall do it for you,” another wyvern replied. It was the small, green one who had been tethered in the lean-to. He’d broken his binds now, and in a minute, he covered the distance between the stables and Silvanus. He didn’t breathe flame to alert the man of his coming. He ran on padded paws, silent as the night; and lunged.
Silvanus turned away just in time to avoid witnessing his master’s demise. The little dragon severed the man’s torso and swallowed it whole. Then he set to work devouring the rest of him.
Similar scenes of butchery unfolded all around her. It seemed the bond between men and dragon here was not as strong as the men might have hoped, because the dragons fell upon them with an almost savage eagerness.
An idea occurred to her, and she thought it best to issue a second command. Do not harm the humans of the North. They are my allies.
She gave the order at precisely the right moment, because half a minute later Aeron landed. Torkel tumbled, vomiting as he went, off his back. Agot leaped off with trembling limbs. And though Brynja managed to walk steadily, she’d gone a curious bluish green color. Still, she smiled as their eyes met. “You lived.”
“I did. And somehow Torkel and Aeron did as well. And I think you might have something to do with that?”
Brynja nodded. “In a sense. It’s not me, really. It’s this.” She lifted the amulet that hung at her neck, and Ceinwen smiled.
She had sensed it as soon as she put on her own rune. Now she understood – she understood how this Northwoman had found the high priest even through his spells, how she’d raised her poor dead dragon, and how she’d come back in the nick of time. “A first rune.”
“You know about them, then?”
“Yes. I have only lately come into one myself.”
“You mean, the priest’s? You took it?”
She nodded. “I did. And where – if I may ask – did you get yours?”
“A friend gave it to me.”
Ceinwen laughed. “A mighty gift.”
“Yes, but…” The woman flashed a grin. “I do not think he had any conception of how mighty.”
“I cannot imagine that he would so easily have parted with it if he did.”
“It is a loan,” Brynja explained. “But perhaps you are right. Tell me, Ceinwen, what has happened here?”
“I will tell you in a moment. But first, let me speak to Aeron.”
“Oh, of course. Absolutely.” The human stood aside, almost apologetically.
Ceinwen noted it but turned to the dragon. My oldest friend, I cannot tell you what joy it brings me to see that you live.
I do. But for no joyous reason, Ceinwen.
She frowned in consternation. What do you mean?
I mean, I owe my revival to a cockroach. I, Aeron, lord of the skies and master of the mountains, owe my survival to a human. I should almost prefer death to such dishonor, except that it would mean leaving you to your own devices when you are so sorely in need of my protection.
She laughed and raised a hand to the dragon’s muzzle. “You are whole again, Aeron. That was beyond even my magic.”
“It is nice to have flesh – real flesh – on my bones,” he conceded.
And Brynja did all this?
The old ones did this. She only channeled their power, with the wisdom you imparted.
“Still, it was well done.”
“It was. Which only makes my suffering the more acute, Mage.”




Chapter Thirty-Five – Brynja

She watched as the elf woman communed with her dragon. She could not hear the words they shared by thought, but she could understand what they spoke aloud. She tried not to eavesdrop, but not even the howling wind could drown dragon speak.
She wasn’t entirely sure what they were saying, but she got the general gist of it: Ceinwen was asking about Aeron’s rescue.
Agot, meanwhile, reached her side. “What do you make of this, Bryn?”
“Of what?”
He threw a significant glance around them, at the circle of wyvern gathered here, watching them.
“I don’t know. I suppose it must be Ceinwen’s doing.”
“The witch?” Torkel asked. “You mean, she commands these beasts?”
“I suppose she must, or else they would have tried to eat us already.”
“Aye, well, let’s hope she keeps them on a tight leash then. I’ve flown through ice and mountains, I’ve survived the churning rapids and endless dark. I’ve no desire to end the day in a dragon’s stomach.”
Agot glanced northward. The sun was hanging low in the westward sky, and a reddish glow lit the heavens. The village seemed a little patch of shadow on the distant horizon.
Brynja noticed the direction of his glance and reached out a hand to his shoulder. “We’ll be home soon enough, Ag.”
“Yes. But not for long.”
“Maybe not. But we won’t be staying away. When it’s all said and done, we’ll be back for good.”
He threw a glance around the town, littered with half eaten corpses. “I’ll bet they said something similar, Bryn, when they left their homeland.”
She nodded. “I know. And we may end up like them, it’s true. But we haven’t – not yet. And if I have anything to do with it, we won’t ever.”
He smiled at her and nodded. “You know what I was thinking just now?”
“About home?”
He shook his head. “No. About Eva.”
“Oh. I’m…I’m sorry about that, Ag. I know it hurts.”
But he shook his head again. “No, I didn’t mean that, Bryn. I mean, I haven’t thought of her. Not once, not even when we were on that damned dragon’s back, and I thought for sure we were going to die.”
“Oh.” She wasn’t quite sure what to say to that. “Well…that’s good then?”
He nodded. “It is. I mean, I should have thought of her then, right? When I was going to die? If I loved her, I mean.”
“I…well, I don’t know. I guess.”
“Exactly. Which means Gerda was right.”
“Gerda?” She had no idea what Gerda or any of her brother’s other misfit friends had to do with this. “What do you mean?”
“She said it was just a first crush. She said I’d be alright. It’s not the same thing as a first love. And I think she was right.”
“Oh. Well, um, that’s great, Ag. I’m glad.”
He beamed at her. “Me too, Bryn. I just feel stupid that it took me almost dying to figure it out.” Then, though, he shuddered. “Dammit, where’d I leave my mittens? I’m about to lose my fingers.”
Her brother set to work rifling through his backpack for his mittens, and she waited for Ceinwen. The elf was standing next to her dragon, her forehead rested affectionately against the beast’s.
“I have to hand it to you, KP,” Torkel said beside her.
“What’s that?”
“The demon looks a lot better, now that he’s got skin again.”
She laughed. “He does, doesn’t he?”
“He does. I hope his mood’s gotten better with the new skin, though.”
“Why’s that?”
“I threw up on him a few times. Not deliberately, mind. But those turns and drops.” He shook his head. “My stomach wasn’t built for flying, I can tell you that much.”
The demon, once united with his mistress, was in a better mood. He scowled at Torkel but left it there. And he even went so far as to thank her. “I would have been no use to Ceinwen without your assistance, so I am in your debt, Human.”
For her own part, Ceinwen wanted to know every detail of what had transpired, and she in turn shared her own experiences. They were, Brynja could not deny, in turns harrowing and thrilling. Her capture and interrogation put a knot in the Northwoman’s stomach.
But her defeat of Vittorio and Bricius, and her mastery of the dragons? Brynja was delighted. But when the story wrapped up, Ceinwen said, “I will free these beasts, as I promised them. Do not worry: I have given them orders not to attack the people of the North. But you must tell your people not to attack them, either. I will not allow them to be slaughtered like lambs. I will give them freedom to defend themselves, and I should be very angry to hear that harm has befallen them.”
“To hear?” she repeated. “You don’t mean that you’re leaving?” She felt a wave of disappointment wash over her at the idea, the same kind of disappointment she’d felt in the caves, only more pronounced.
“The thought had crossed my mind, yes. My home is destroyed. I have nothing left to keep me here – and a war on my doorstep besides.”
“Wait,” Brynja said, “don’t go.”
“Why? Are you going to tell me your queen will pay me handsomely for my secrets, like their king?”
“No. No, Ceinwen, of course not. Only…”
“Only?”
“Only this is your home.”
“It has been, yes.”
“No, I mean, it is your home – by law. By Nordfjell law. No one owns the mountain. No one tends the mountain. And by law, if untended land is occupied by someone who makes it their home, they can lay claim to it. Squatter’s rights.”
The elf woman studied her with dark eyes that reflected reddish orange light. “I have nowhere else to go, it is true.”
“Then stay. Nordfjell is your home. The mountain is your home, as much – more – than it is mine, for you have been here far longer. And these men are dead now – thanks to you. Stay.”
“And what of your fellow Northmen, Brynja? Will they be as welcoming as you? Will they see my right to stay as you do?”
“They will as long as I’m KP,” she vowed. “And I think they will anyway. You saved us today, Ceinwen. You will be the hero of Nordfjell.”
The elf woman laughed at that. “Well, that would be a first. I shall not – how is it said among your people? ‘Hold my breath waiting’?”
Brynja smiled. “Yes. But mark my words. You will see.”
“But living in peace would be sufficient.”
“Then you shall. At least, insomuch as I can control. I cannot vouch for dragon riders.”
Ceinwen grinned at her, and the expression was too pretty to be smug. But on anyone else, Brynja would have called it smug. “I think I can handle those. But tell me, did you send your message?”
“Not yet.”
“Not yet?” Brynja shook her head, and the elf woman considered for a long moment. “Well then, I think you should do that, Brynja.”
“I will.”
“In fact, I would go further. I think you should tell your queen in person.”
She nodded. “I suppose, now that the pass is cleared, I can. I can always take a dog sled back, if I need to.”
“A dragon would be faster, and far more convenient.”
Brynja glanced dubiously at the beasts surrounding them. “I don’t know. I think you should just free them and leave it at that. I don’t feel like taking my chances.”
Ceinwen laughed again. “They will not harm you. But I did not mean them. I meant Aeron.”
She blinked. “Your dragon? You would let me ride him?”
“Not alone. Not that I don’t trust you, but he is still not overfond of humans.”
“A wise choice,” the dragon declared. “Otherwise I might decide I need a midflight snack.”
“I don’t understand,” Brynja said.
“Imagine telling your queen what has transpired by radio. Or worse, telling someone in Green Dale, who must then relay it to someone in the capital. No, Brynja, this is a mad story. It is one that your queen will have a hard enough time accepting when presented with the evidence of her own eyes.
“But better that that evidence shows up at her doorstep than that you try to convince her from afar, yes?”
“I suppose,” she agreed. She still had her doubts. She was going to have to tell the queen that she’d found a dragon and an elf living under the mountain, that they’d battled a sorcerer and taken down half of Fjell; that one town lay a smoldering heap littered in corpses, and that a small army of dragons had been unleashed on the countryside. Ilaria would probably think her mad, even if she did show up on a strange dragon.
“Your queen will not try to have me killed on sight, I assume? Those days are passed?”
“Of course. The elven pardons have been in place for hundreds of years.”
“Good. Then shall we set out before it gets darker?”
Brynja blinked and felt rather stupid asking. But she still couldn’t quite wrap her head around it. “You mean…you want to go? To the capital? To see the queen?”
Ceinwen laughed at her stupefaction. “If I’m suddenly going to reappear in your world, it seems the most logical thing to do, if only to stave off an army of inquisitors from the capital.”
“Oh. Well, when you put it like that, it does make sense.”
“Good. Then, shall we free these poor wyvern and be on our way?”
“Not until you purge the cockroach’s filth from my being,” Aeron put in.
“Cockroach?” Brynja repeated, frowning.
Ceinwen shook her head. “Nevermind. We will clean the vomit and fit you with whatever saddle best matches your frame. And then, my old friend, we will fly again.” She turned black eyes to Brynja and smiled. “With a new friend.”
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