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For my mother, for never telling me
I couldn’t be anything I wanted.
Chapter 1
Again the sun rises. I watch from my balcony, as I do every morning, while the sun greets the earth with his eternal embrace. There are no words to describe my happiness as I watch the daily ritual, for it means I am home. I was once so far from home I forgot who I was, where I was from; even that I was human. Was human. I began my journey as a frightened child, doggedly pursued by those who would seek to eradicate my family, yet I persevered – no, I triumphed – as I walked through this world and into legend.
A smile crosses my face as I think back to the day my life, and the lives of those dear to me, changed forever. I fought to be released from the clutches of destiny even as others conspired to destroy me, drive me mad, or imprison me in a strange land. Somehow, I survived and every trial did indeed make me stronger. In time, their efforts to harm me led only to their own demise.
I look down from my perch into the courtyard, and I am again reminded of the day my long journey began. I turn my face to the breeze, and let its cool fingers take me away with my memories. I am Latera, and this is my story.
I had been all of ten summers old, the firstborn daughter to King Harold and Queen Ladyslava of Gannera. I lived the charmed existence that all royal children do, doted on by my parents and many nursemaids. I was too young to have any courtly duties assigned to me, so my days were spent playing with my sisters and the other children that resided in the castle. I wanted for nothing, I never touched anything rough or hurtful, and only pleasant words reached my ears. I had no idea of how idyllic my first years had been, or that they would ever change.
One summer morning I sat on the castle lawn, making daisy chains along with my sisters, when Sasha wandered toward the pond. I felt especially protective of my youngest sibling, and I called to her to make sure all was well.
“Tera?” a small voice said in reply. Sasha had a hard time learning my name, and frequently garbled it into something that sounded nothing like ‘Latera’, but I loved my baby sister and did not mind.
I followed her voice and found her playing with her reflection in the pond. I sat next to her, and as I looked into the water I noticed how we were so alike, yet so very different. She, like our sisters Elia and Jannei, looked like the king, while I had the long red curls of my mother’s mother. All four of us shared the same pale blue eyes, also attributable to our father. She giggled, and her golden curls bobbed in the sunlight.
“Pretty!” she exclaimed, pointing to the ripples on the pond. I looked closer, and realized that we were not watching ripples on the surface; the water was swirling as if stirred by an unseen hand. Sasha leaned closer to the edge and I yanked her away.
“No! It’s not right!” I yelled, and I pulled her back from the water’s edge. She was crying, I thought at my harsh words, but when I turned back to the pond I saw that the swirling water was now dark smoke rising into the air.
“Sasha run!” I shrieked as I pushed her back even farther. Something caught me, and I was dragged into the whirlwind. I was spinning and my feet no longer touched the ground; I screamed and screamed but I couldn’t hear my own voice. The last image I saw was my beautiful baby sister sobbing as the castle guards came running to our aid.
They were too late for me. I was gone.
I awoke feeling bruised all over. I was lying on a cold, damp dirt floor that gave off the sweet smell of decay. As I gathered my wits about me, I wondered how I could have ended up inside, and several aches made me question if I’d been thrown down like a sack of flour. When I looked up, I saw that I was surrounded by unfamiliar figures.
“Who are you?” croaked a woman near the front. She looked very old, older than the oldest person I had ever seen, and was clad in a shapeless gray cloak.
I stood and mustered all of the royal dignity I could. “I am Latera, first born of Harold and Ladyslava, heir to the kingdom!” I proclaimed. I believed, with the innocence of a child, that surely these people would assist me once they knew who I was.
The old hag chuckled. “That will not help you here. We did not even want you, we wanted the golden one.” Her black eyes glinted as she mentioned Sasha. “Golden babies can fetch a high price among my kind.”
I looked around the room to the people in the shadows; there were as few as three, maybe as many as ten. The room was so dark that I didn’t know where the shadows ended and the walls began. A small fire burned against the far wall, which was the only light. There were rough wooden benches filled with books and bowls and things I couldn’t hope to identify, and the room had the acrid stink of smoke and herbs.
“Please, where am I? How did I get here?” My royal conviction had left me, and I became a scared little girl.
“You are in the realm of Faerie,” a male voice rumbled from the shadows. He stepped forward and I saw that he wore the same gray cloak as the woman. Now that my eyes had adjusted to the darkness, I saw that they all wore those gray cloaks. I wondered where they were from, for there were surely no groups in Gannera that wore such things and congregated in blackness. The man’s hood was pulled low over his face, and he seemed to have a hunch as he lumbered forward.
“Malekha opened the door to snatch the golden baby. You were caught instead.” He glared at the old woman. “Apparently her spell was not as strong as she claimed, for it collapsed as soon as you came through.”
I stared at the man. “But how am I to get home?” My hands started to shake, and I fought to keep my tears from falling. I had never before been out of Gannera. In fact, I had hardly ever been outside the castle walls.
The man’s face cracked into an evil grin. “Home? We still need a child for our spells. You will have to do!” The shadow people rumbled with laughter. I suddenly realized that I was to be a sacrifice, or worse, and fear gripped me with its icy fingers. I looked around for a door, a window, anything that would help me escape. I saw a hide covering something against the wall, and I hoped that it was a portal out of this dank prison. I grabbed a dagger from a nearby bench, and I clumsily brandished it as I backed toward the hide.
“You will not harm me!” I cried, and they responded with more laughter. Two of the shadow people moved toward me as if they would pounce, like a cat on its prey. I bolted out into the night through the hide-covered door and heard the man grumble, “Let her go; we will find her in the morning, begging for food.”
I plunged into the strange night and ran as fast as I was able. I looked to the sky and saw that the stars weren’t in their familiar patterns, then the moon peeked through the treetops, and it glowed red. I realized that the horrible man hadn’t lied to me, and I really was in a different world. I ran and ran until I collapsed, crawling up against a tree for the relative safety of its massive trunk. Well, there are trees here, I thought, that is something familiar. The ground was spongy, like thick moss, and I sank into it like a featherbed. Fortunately the night was warm, since I only had my simple playdress to protect me. I curled up between the gnarled old tree roots, as I clutched my stolen dagger and prayed for this nightmare to end.
When I awoke the next morning I couldn’t remember why I was outside, then the memory of the horrible night before came rushing back. While I was terrified of this new realm I was also hungry, and my stomach overruled my head as I set out in search of breakfast. I came across some mottled green and purple berries that were sweet, and I ate all that I could pick. Once my belly was full, I again hoped that the man had lied and I was still near my home. I walked through the trees, trying to move in the opposite direction from the cottage, until I reached a small clearing. I looked up in an attempt to gauge my direction from the sun, but all my hope died and sank into the pit of my stomach. There were two suns, a great one that took up most of the sky, and a smaller one following in its wake.
My worst fears confirmed, I stumbled in shock and fell to the ground. I was too filled with despair to cry, so I sat and considered my situation. I was in a strange land, and the only people I had met wanted to harm me. However, for all their harsh words, they hadn’t tried to follow me, and as far as I could determine I was alone in the woods. I remembered what my father told me, that for every one bad person there are one hundred good people, and if you treat someone well they would do the same. With newfound resolve, I rose and kept on my journey through the woods, looking for those good people I desperately hoped to meet.
I trekked through the woods for days before I saw another being. Even the forest creatures gave me a wide berth, and I only occasionally saw a bird fly overhead. I had lost count of the days when the thick trees at last gave way to a gentle meadow. At the edge of the meadow, I saw a small village of thatched cottages and wood-fenced yards, and again my heart leapt. I crept closer to watch the villagers before I ventured into their midst, and while they appeared human their ears had a gentle point to them, and their eyelids and brows were slanted. They did indeed resemble the faeries I had heard tales of in the nursery. I watched them for the rest of the day, and tried to plan how I would introduce myself.
The suns set, and the night became much cooler than the ones I’d spent sleeping among the trees. As my teeth chattered, I gathered up my courage and made my way to the village to find shelter. I followed a narrow road of packed dirt, which led me to a square with three edifices clustered around a crossroad. I recognized one as an inn, another as a stable, and the other I assumed must belong to the local lord or overseer of the area. Light and laughter emanated from the inn, and while I was desperate for a hot meal and a friendly face, I didn’t have any coins to pay for a room. I turned to the stable, which was adjacent to the inn, and decided to find a quiet corner to sleep in. As I burrowed into the hay of a vacant stall, I made up my mind to rise early and formally present myself to this overseer, who would surely know how to notify my father of my whereabouts, and smiled thinking that better days were surely ahead.
I awoke – long after both of those suns had risen – to find two people standing over me. They both had brown hair and eyes, along with those strange slanty ears and brows. The woman, who was short but quite round, wore a plain brown dress with a blue apron and wrung her hands profusely, and the man was dressed in a tan shirt that pulled across his large belly, and brown pants. He seemed a great deal calmer than his counterpart, and looked on me with kind eyes.
“How did you come to be in my stable?” he asked.
“I am sorry,” I replied, “I did not mean to intrude, but I was so cold and I have no money to obtain a room at the inn. I will repay you however you see fit, my lord.”
He chuckled and rested his hands on his ample girth. “You should have come inside. We can always make room.”
His smile was so welcoming I almost forgot the horrible events of the past few days. He told me that he was called Ingvarr, and that he and his mate Elma ran the inn and stable in this village called Brennus, and that I was in a land called Parthalan, the very heart of the Faerie Realm. They sat me down to a hot breakfast and I told them my story to them between mouthfuls of food. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was, but after subsisting on nothing but berries for so many days, I was nearly starved. They were taken aback at my story of the sorcerers kidnapping me, but assured me that they couldn’t harm me again as I’d been traveling away from the cottage for at least six days. I asked if they could help me go home, but they didn’t know of anyone who possessed the skill to move between realms. Not only had they no knowledge of Gannera, I was the first human to make my way to Brennus in hundreds of years, and if it hadn’t been for the wonderfully sweet cakes they were filling me with I would have burst into tears. Elma, who’d become much more distraught than me, put her arms around me and promised that I was welcome to stay with them for as long as I had the need.
After breakfast, Elma prepared me a hot bath and somehow procured clothing and shoes that fit me perfectly. My playdress and slippers had suffered greatly during my time in the woods, and I was grateful for the new garments. The dress she gave me was a brown and green design quite similar to her own, and as I ran my hand over the coarse fabric I wondered if I would ever again wear the fine dress of a princess. The shoes were sturdy leather, quite well tanned and smooth to the touch.
Once I finished my bath Elma and Ingvarr set up one of the rooms for me, and I lived in that room for the rest of autumn and all winter. When spring returned so did the travelers and I moved out to the stable, since Ingvarr and Elma were poor and needed to earn money from every room they could. During my time in the stable, I cared for the horses that belonged to the paying guests. I knew very little at first, being that princesses are not taught very much about riding gear and the like, but I quickly learned how to oil and repair the tack and check hooves for cracking and stones. I brushed each horse until it gleamed, and I began to have repeat customers who claimed they only returned to the inn for their horses to receive my special care.
After my second winter in Brennus, Elma and I were gathering berries when I saw my reflection in a clear pool. At first, I didn’t recognize myself, for my ears now came to a point, and my eyebrows shared the same gentle slant as Elma’s. I turned to Elma and asked her what was happening to me.
“This realm is full of magic,” she replied with a knowing smile. “It’s trying to protect by making you look like one of us.”
I shuddered and turned away from the pool. “In my experience, nothing good comes of magic,” I replied. “It has caused me nothing but pain.”
She patted my arm and said, “Now, then, all magic isn’t bad, just some of the people who use it. Mark my words, a time will come where you’ll appreciate it.”
I doubted her, and while I returned her smile I hoped magic would not find me again.
Chapter 2
After I‘d lived in Brennus six winters, I came around the corner of the stable one morning and found the tallest man I had ever seen standing in my path. I gasped in surprise and dropped the saddle I carried, since I hadn’t expected anyone to be there. He looked as startled as I was as he watched me retrieve the saddle from his feet.
“May I pass?” I asked. He made no motion to get out of my way, and there was no room to go around him. I wondered if my attire confused him, for my work had caused me to forego dresses in favor of more practical leggings, much to Elma’s chagrin, quite some time ago. Finally, he stepped aside and I returned to my workbench at the front of the stable. I noticed five other men standing before the entrance to the inn, and I assumed they were arranging a night’s lodging. I saw that each man had a horse bedecked with finery fit for a king, and I hoped they would offer me a few coins once they saw what excellent care I took of their mounts.
I sat to my task of ripping out the uneven stitches where the owner had made a hasty repair to his stirrup, and positioned myself so I could keep an eye on these newcomers milling about. They were not dressed like ordinary travelers, being that their clothing was in much nicer condition and they carried visible weapons. A man with thick blond hair was speaking with Ingvarr, who didn’t seem to like what the man was requesting. Then Tall Man strode up to the group and not only did the rest make way for him, but Ingvarr actually bowed. I noticed how his long chestnut hair shone in the sunlight, and found it odd that he would keep it loose around his shoulders while riding. I rarely wore my hair in anything other than a braid, for while it was always getting in my way I couldn’t bear to cut it.
Tall Man indicated the stable, and Ingvarr’s worried face turned to me. I quickly looked down so they wouldn’t accuse me of eavesdropping, but in all honesty they were too far away for me to hear. I tried to become engrossed in my work, but after a few moments I raised my eyes and saw Ingvarr and Tall Man approach me.
“I am Aeolmar, First Hunter of Parthalan,” Tall Man said to me. I thought he sounded rather pretentious.
“I am Latera, and I brush the horses,” I replied, neither bowing my head nor rising from my seat.
“Please excuse her, my lord,” Ingvarr hastily said, “she is a human who became lost here, and she is still learning our ways.” Ingvarr glared at me and added, “She claims she was royalty in her homeland,” as if that would explain my behavior.
Tall Man – Aeolmar – asked, “Why do you look like one of us if you’re human?”
“I don’t know,” I replied. “Elma tells me that it’s the effect of this realm on all outsiders.”
He seemed to accept my explanation and continued, “My hunters and I will make camp a short distance from here for two nights, and we will need someone to care for our horses. Ingvarr tells me that you have a way with them.”
“Yes, I do,” I replied. “Will you stable them here?”
“No, you will need to travel to our camp with us.”
I now understood Ingvarr’s worried expression. Aeolmar said he was the First Hunter, and hunter meant demon hunter. Ingvarr knew how I had come here and how I shied away from anything that seemed magical. I knew that he was only trying to protect me.
“Won’t I get in the way of your hunt?” I asked.
“We are not hunting,” he replied, “This is a training mission. My hunters have scouted the area, and there are no demons nearby. You will not be in any danger.”
I thought about the First Hunter’s request for long moments while I studied his face. He didn’t have the rugged face of a warrior, but the fine features of a nobleman. It seemed that he was trying very hard to have a gruff exterior, but I saw kindness in his eyes. Even in the darkness of the stable I could see that they were a striking deep blue, like the sky after a thunderstorm. I couldn’t imagine that he would let any harm come to me.
“Very well,” I said, “when do we leave?”
As I packed for the journey Elma fretted over me, first worrying that I shouldn’t go, then worrying how I would behave once I was there. She coached me repeatedly on matters of etiquette, such as how I was to address the hunters as ‘my lord’, never by their names. When she tried to demonstrate a curtsey, I stopped her.
“Elma,” I said in an exasperated tone, “I am a king’s daughter! I know how to curtsey!”
“I know, dear, I know,” she said as she wrung her hands, “I am just…concerned for you. I do not like the idea of this, this mission at all!”
I patted her shoulder. “Do not worry about me,” I said. “I will spend two days in the forest, teach these men how to properly care for a horse, and when I return you can make my favorite soup.” Elma smiled at my words, for which I was glad since I greatly enjoyed her cooking, but her eyes remained troubled. Such a worrywart. I lifted my pack and gave her a kiss on the cheek as I passed. “Remember, I like lots of potatoes. And leeks,” I called over my shoulder.
I joined the hunters, who had assembled in the inn’s small courtyard and were astride magnificent stallions that pawed the ground impatiently while they waited for me. Since I was just a stable girl and had no horse of my own, I borrowed Elma’s old pony, Shirra, but I wished I could ride one of the great war horses instead. Once I settled atop the pony Aeolmar gave the signal to depart and we fell in behind him, with me and Shirra bringing up the rear.
After we lost sight of the village, the hunters that rode near me dropped their stern exteriors and we became fast friends. I learned that the one with the thick blond hair was called Finlay, and he was Aeolmar’s second. He rode at my left until the trail became too narrow to fit both horses abreast. To my right rode Adhaire, the newest of the hunters. He hadn’t seen battle since becoming a hunter and this training exercise was mostly for his benefit. They shared fabulous tales of Parthalan, of how we had been at war with the demons longer than anyone could remember, and how the fae were once enslaved by demons until liberated by Queen Asherah. They told me that the Queen had ruled for nearly one thousand years, and while the demon scourge had been lessened it was still a serious problem, which is why the hunters were such a vital part of her court. The Queen was called Asherah the Ruthless, and by some The Assassin, and could kill any demon she faced. I asked about the First Hunter, and they told me of Aeolmar’s triumphs in battle, and how he was the most feared warrior in Parthalan. Finlay told me that Aeolmar had, on more than one occasion, tracked entire clans of demons and slaughtered them single-handedly. Tales were told of his legendary strength and swiftness, and young boys desired to be him. Some even said he was more fearsome than Asherah, but none said this within his hearing, or the Queen’s.
We traveled into the thick forest for almost half a day before the First Hunter found a suitable area to camp, which turned out to be a large, oval clearing with plenty of room for the horses and tents, as well as a nearby brook. While the others set up the tent and I saw to the horses, I watched Aeolmar give orders to each hunter. It seemed that two were to be the targets, and the rest had to track and intercept them. Adhaire was to lead the tracking group, and I realized that this exercise was really a test of his ability. The location was chosen due to the thick trees and lack of well-known trails, which would require excellent tracking skills. At last, the two targets set out, and after waiting for the elder sun to travel a hand’s width across the sky the other three set out in pursuit. Aeolmar did not follow, but started to assemble a fire in the center of the clearing.
“You are not part of the game, my lord?” I asked timidly.
He looked as though he would reprimand me, then changed his mind. “I suppose it is something of a game. I will follow them once the fire is set.”
“Are you sure you will find them?”
“Yes, I will find them.” It seemed that my question had amused him, and he watched me as I fixed a loose stirrup. “They tell me you are a Princess?”
“I am the first born of King Harold and Queen Ladyslava, heir to Gannera,” I replied without looking up. Remembering what Elma told me, I hastily added, “my lord.”
“How did you come to be here?”
“I don’t really know. I was home with my sisters, and then an arm reached from the air and grabbed me. That was six winters ago, and I have been here ever since.”
“Do you like it here?”
“Ingvarr and Elma are good to me.” I looked up from my work and said, “Why do they all talk about how scary you are? You don’t seem scary to me. My lord.”
He laughed at my question. “I can be scary, when the situation warrants it,” he replied.
I watched him for a moment before I returned to my task. “You should laugh more often. Then no one would be so frightened of you,” I said matter-of-factly. Fearing that I had gone too far, I bent to closely examine the stirrup and picked at the rest of the stitching, which was fine and strong. When I dared to look up again, he had lit the fire and it crackled away.
“I will set out now. We should return before dark,” he said as he stood. I bowed my head, and he followed his hunters into the dark forest.
Shortly after the First Hunter departed I felt a few stray raindrops, so I set about hauling the gear into the large tent erected in the rear of the clearing. It would not serve anyone’s purpose to have all that fine leather ruined by the elements. I tried to herd the horses into the tent but the rain quickly tapered off, and the stallions, and even old Shirra, were content to remain in the fresh air.
The elder sun had traveled another hand’s width across the sky, maybe even two, when I heard a commotion outside the tent. To my horror, Finlay and Bron were carrying an unconscious Aeolmar. The First Hunter’s head lolled to the side and he bled profusely from a wound in his left thigh.
“What happened?” I cried as they approached.
“Ambush,” grunted Finlay as they hurried past me. They deposited their leader on a table and he turned back to me. “You’ll see to the wound?” he commanded more than asked. I nodded and they quickly disappeared into the trees.
I quickly cleaned and bandaged the gaping wound. Once the bleeding had stopped I tried to move him from the table to a cot in the rear of the tent, but he was far too heavy for me to lift. I settled for placing rolled blankets under his head and knees to make him more comfortable, and then I sat beside him with a bowl of water and a soft cloth and set about cleaning the grime from his face and hands. When my task was complete I covered him in a third blanket, even though the afternoon was warm, since he had lost a great deal of blood and may develop a chill, and I began to prepare a simple meal of porridge for when he awakened. I picked some fruit from a nearby tree and started to slice it into the pot; I was concentrating so intently on not slicing my fingers I almost didn’t hear them.
Apparently, it hadn’t occurred to anyone that they might have been followed as they returned Aeolmar to the relative safety of the tent. If these people knew that he was First Hunter, they may try to capture and ransom him to whoever paid the highest price, whether it was Queen Asherah or some other miscreant.
I dropped the bowl of fruit and looked around for a weapon. I’d been using my dagger but I wanted something with a longer reach. My eyes settled on Aeolmar’s sword and I grabbed it from its sheath, though it was so heavy I almost dropped it. I hadn’t realized how much a sword could weigh, and all the hunters carried them as if they were light as a feather. I had barely tightened my grip when a twig snapped behind me, and I spun to face three of what had to be demons.
I’d heard many tales of demons but had never even seen a picture of one, and here were three less than twenty paces from me. They almost looked human, but I could sense something inherently wrong about them as they stalked the far edge of the clearing, eyeing the small fire that blazed in the center. The largest one, who seemed to be the leader, must have decided that one girl wasn’t very much of a threat and barked an order at the other two. I stood before the entrance of the tent and watched them approach while I tried not to drop the sword. The leader stopped a few paces from me and growled something about me stepping aside.
“Leave here and I will let you live!” I shouted in response. They laughed, and the leader pointed at me and made a few crude remarks about how he was going to kill me. This infuriated me, and the resulting fire in my belly burnt away any of the fear that I was holding on to. I let out a mighty shout and rushed at the leader, and brought the sword down on his arm and pushed him back into the fire. I stared in amazement at the severed limb at my feet, and the clearing quickly filled with his screams and the thick smoke from his burning flesh.
The other two lunged at me, and I tore my eyes from the arm in the dirt as I raced toward them, evading one of my attackers as I sliced the other’s neck open. He gaped in amazement as his blood flowed out onto the ground. I spun around and plunged the sword into the other’s chest, and he staggered back and shook in his death throes.
I stood for a moment panting over the two corpses. The one whose throat I slit had scales on his neck and a snakelike tongue sticking out of his mouth, while the other’s hands were covered in black fur, like a panther or a bear, and had claws instead of fingers. I started to wonder if demons were nothing more than some kind of human and animal hybrid when the leader - who I had forgotten about - grabbed me from behind.
He clapped a great scaly hand over my face, the sick smell of him filling my nose as it stung my eyes. I screamed, not caring if it made me look weak, and struggled to free myself. I flung the sword wildly about but I wasn’t able to make contact with the beast. He was grunting something in my ear and began to squeeze my chest with his stump of an arm - when he stiffened and fell forward, trapping me underneath. I screamed and struggled and fought against the dead weight but I could not free myself. His blood was soaking through my clothes, burning my skin as I shrieked in terror. I thought I heard someone call my name, but in my hysteria I could not respond.
I felt the corpse move off me and I screamed louder, certain that more demons had descended upon the clearing and were coming to finish me off. Thank the gods, it was no demon but Aeolmar who dragged the foul carcass from me. Once I was free he knelt down and drew me to him, whispering that they could not hurt me any longer, that he had me and I was safe with him. He held me as I bawled into his shoulder, smoothing my hair and rocking me like a baby until his words reached me. When at last he calmed me, I raised my head, hardly able to see him through my tears. “You should not be walking with that wound,” I said, humiliated by the wet marks on his shirt.
“You’re right,” he replied, “but you should not be killing demons.” He surveyed the area, looking for his hunters only to learn that we were alone. “Who is here with you?” he demanded.
“No one, my lord,” I answered with my head down.
He pointed to the two lesser demons. “Then who killed these two?” he asked.
“I did, with your sword.” We turned to face the tent and I saw the leader’s corpse, which had a small blade protruding from the base of his skull.
“And did you cut off the mordeth’s arm with my sword?” Aeolmar asked as he leaned across the body to retrieve his knife.
“Mordeth?”
“A demon warlord is called a mordeth,” he answered, pointing at the largest corpse. “This mordeth is called Mersgoth. Did you cut off his arm?”
“Yes, then I pushed him into the fire.” I looked around the clearing, shivering in spite of the warm day as I looked at the grotesque bodies, two of which were dead at my hand. I turned back to the First Hunter, and tried very hard not to cry. “What if there are more?”
Aeolmar gently stroked my forehead, using his thumb to push the stray curls back from my face. “If there are more you will get behind me, and if I tell you to run you will run. Do you understand?” he asked as I nodded, not trusting my voice. “I will not let anything hurt you, you have my word.”
I nodded again, offering him a small smile as Aeolmar mentioned that we should get back from the stinking bodies. His injured leg faltered as he tried to stand, and as I rushed to support his weight he cursed under his breath, the curses becoming louder with every step he took. Once we were within the tent I asked if I could check his dressing, worried that his recent movement caused it to bleed again. “You mean you not only guard me, but you’re my healer as well?” he smirked.
I was too embarrassed to respond as I began rewrapping his wound, and worked in silence. As I did he moved my braid off my neck, the sharp intake of his breath telling me he wasn’t pleased with what he saw. “Quite a lot of blood got on you,” he murmured. He dipped a wad of fresh bandages in the water bowl and cleaned my neck, then rubbed some kind of an ointment onto the burned skin, mumbling that the while the salve would not be much help for the pain it would keep a scar from developing. After I finished tending his leg, I stood to arrange some of the supplies and he saw the back of my tunic, soaked in demon’s blood.
“You need to take that off,” Aeolmar said, and I can only imagine the expression I gave him as he began to trip over his words. “No, no, not like that. The blood, it will eat through the cloth.” I smiled, feeling silly that I misunderstood him, and retrieved another tunic from my pack. After I changed behind the tent I tossed the bloodied fabric in the fire, trying not to look at the bodies scattered about the clearing.
When I reentered the tent, Aeolmar asked me to retrieve his sword, which I also did wordlessly. He held it for a moment before saying “I believe this sword weighs almost as much as you do. Have you ever wielded one before?”
“No, my lord. I’ve only ever used this dagger,” I replied, indicating my small knife.“
“Please, I know Ingvarr told you to call me ‘my lord’, but you do not need to address me as such,” he said. “If it wasn’t for you I’d be cold and dead and the lord of nothing. Bring me the rags and oil for cleaning the sword.” I did, and he motioned for me to sit next to him. “Here, I’ll show you how to take care of it.”
I obediently followed his direction, and by the time the others returned Aeolmar’s sword gleamed as if it was newly forged. As I fetched water for the hunters I heard Aeolmar tell Finlay that the girl they hired to care for the horses had defended him from a demon attack. Aeolmar was very stern while he reprimanded Finlay for leaving me alone; the fact that he didn’t raise his voice made him sound all the more menacing. He told his second that he expected much more foresight from him and when Finlay agreed, Aeolmar stated he would hold him to that vow. When he asked the First Hunter what his punishment would be, Aeolmar replied that it would be to dispose of the corpses. Finlay emerged from the tent, his face revealing he felt his treatment too just, and ruffled my hair as I fed pieces of fruit to the horses.
“You defeated all three of the vermin?” he asked.
“Yes!” I exclaimed. “Well, Aeolmar did kill the big one. But I got the other two!” Finlay shook his head and went to attend to his grisly task
I busied myself with the care of the horses until it was nearly dark. When I returned to the tent, I only wished to ask what was to be done about dinner. While I was a terrible cook, I could have prepared them some sort of meal. Aeolmar listened to my question, and in turn asked one of his own.
“Tell me,” he asked, “when can I begin to train you as hunter?”
I stared at him in utter disbelief. How could I possibly be a hunter? I was too small, too slow, too weak ... too everything that I was, and everything that he wasn’t. “I do not think I would be a good hunter,” was my shaky reply.
“Nonsense,” he stated. “Mersgoth is an old and feared demon. He has destroyed entire contingents of my hunters, and many, many innocents. He gave me this wound today. But you took him down and there isn’t a scratch on you.”
“But you-” I began, and he held his hand up to stop me.
“You cut off his arm. You burnt him. And you don’t even know how to use a sword!” I looked at my feet and said nothing. “Latera, you are brave, and swift, and intelligent. Those are the most important skills for a hunter to possess. I saw you fight the first two and you were amazing.” He grasped my hand and pulled me down next to him. “Let me train you. Come back with me to the palace. You will be happy there, much happier than living in a stable in Brennus.”
I looked at the First Hunter for a long time before I answered him. I thought about how I had come to enjoy my time in Brennus, and grown quite fond of Ingvarr and Elma. I also considered how hard my life had become, in stark contrast to my childhood in Gannera where every my need was met before I could ask. I didn’t think I would be so cared for in this new palace, but life there had to be easier than sleeping in a stable, with only hay to rest my head upon.
Aeolmar didn’t rush me as I weighed my options, and seemed to appreciate that I did not blurt out my response. I watched his eyes and noted they were kind, not in a twinkling way like Ingvarr’s but in a much more subtle manner. They told me he was faithful and compassionate and that he would protect me in this strange land that just became stranger. I felt myself falling into his bottomless blue eyes and knew that I would follow him across the plains of hell if he asked it of me.
“Yes,” I replied, “I will accept your offer and go to this palace. I hope I don’t prove to be unworthy of the faith you have in me.”
Chapter 3
The hunters and I returned to Brennus the next morning. As we approached the inn Ingvarr met us in the common area before the stable, his face a mask of concern. He knew we had intended to remain in the forest another night, and when he saw the bandage on the First Hunter’s leg, along with the wounds sustained by the others, his brows knit together. He kept his silence as we dismounted, waiting for Aeolmar to speak first.
“We were ambushed in the forest,” Aeolmar began to relate to Ingvarr, when Elma came rushing out and caught me in her arms.
“I knew I shouldn’t have let you go!” she cried, and then held me at arm’s length as she checked me for wounds.
“Elma! I am not hurt!” I said, quite embarrassed by her behavior. “Please, I promise you, I am all right,” I continued softly. The poor woman was so distraught I thought she would faint right there in the street. She managed to calm herself but didn’t release my hands as Aeolmar continued.
“As Latera said, she was not hurt,” he said. “In fact, your stable girl showed remarkable courage, and if it were not for her I might not have survived. I wish to ask your permission to bring her to Asherah’s court, so she may become one of us. A hunter.”
They both stared in amazement, Ingvarr at the First Hunter for asking his permission, Elma at me for what the First Hunter said, until Ingvarr broke the silence.
“She…how did she show courage to you, my lord?” he asked.
Aeolmar related the events of the ambush to the confused innkeepers, and for the first time I heard how Mersgoth had managed to surprise the hunters. The First Hunter had chosen to remain uninvolved while the tracking event played out, and climbed an oak to observe from above. From this vantage point he watched as Adhaire’s group closed in on the targets, but before this could occur Aeolmar was struck in the leg by a spear. He lost his hold on the tree and fell to the ground, where he struck his head and was thus rendered unconscious.
Finlay continued the tale, saying that five demons had been upon them instantly, and that he made the decision to return Aeolmar to the camp while the others engaged the vermin. Finlay insisted that they weren’t followed back to the camp, and believed that Mersgoth tracked Aeolmar by scenting his blood.
Finlay related the end of the fracas against the two that remained in the forest, who were quickly dealt with, and Aeolmar explained to a bewildered innkeeper that I defended us against the demons that followed him to the camp. Ingvarr rubbed his eyes with his great paw of a hand, needing more than a moment to absorb the information he had been given. “You mean to tell me my stable girl did all this?” he asked incredulously.
“Yes,” Aeolmar replied as he looked at me, “yes, she did. I owe her my life.” There seemed to be something akin to pride in his eyes, and he looked at me so intensely I blushed and turned away. Then Elma was patting my shoulder, and her face also beamed with pride.
“I always knew you were destined for great things,” she said. “I just wish I could have led you to them myself.”
“You gave me a home, and care, and guidance when I was lost,” I said as I returned her kind smile. “I could not have asked for anything more.”
Since I had very few possessions, it only took me a short time to pack for my journey to the palace. While I gave my workbench a final examination and made sure everything was in order, I saw Aeolmar negotiating something with Ingvarr. I realized that the First Hunter was attempting to compensate the innkeeper for the loss of his stable hand, and Ingvarr was vacillating between wanting nothing because he released me in service to the Queen, and wanting something to offset the drop in business he would have once travelers learned they could no longer board their horses with me. At the very least Aeolmar needed to pay for Shirra, as she belonged to Elma, but Elma was arguing that I should take Shirra as my own and Ingvarr thought the old pony would just take up space in the royal stable. They finally agreed that Aeolmar would compensate Ingvarr for what I would have earned him over the next season, and while I would ride Shirra to the palace, she would be sent back to Brennus once I had reached my destination.
Once they came to an agreement, I emerged from the stable with my small pack. I said goodbye to my adopted parents and thanked them again for all they had done for me over the past six winters, for surely I wouldn’t have survived without them. Ingvarr pressed a gold coin into my hand, whispering that he owed me so much more, and that I would always be welcome in their inn. Elma presented me with a loaf of bread, still warm from her oven, before pulling me into such a tight embrace the loaf was squashed between us. We laughed as crumbs fell around our feet, and I assured her it would taste just as good in its flattened state. After I mounted Shirra I waved a final goodbye and followed the hunters out of Brennus, and never looked back.
Our journey to the palace took four days, which surprised me. In Gannera you could ride from one side of the kingdom to the other in three days, but the palace was in the center of Parthalan, with the eastern border another six days beyond. The terrain was mostly rolling meadows and hills, and I learned that the west was renowned for its beautiful pastures and woodlands. The east and north were mountainous, and the south was a desert with few inhabitants until you reached the sea. The palace was situated in the center of a great plain on the highest point, called the Hill of Rahlle. To the east was a second, smaller rise called the Hill of Torim. They were both named to commemorate those who had fought during decisive battles in the Great War, the former for a sorcerer that turned on the prior King and the latter for one who gave her life to save Asherah.
I learned more about Asherah’s reign during those four days than I had in the six winters I spent at the inn. While we gathered around the fire at night, the hunters would tell stories of her victories in battles, and every evening the stories culminated in the telling of how Asherah took the old King’s head and brought peace back to Parthalan. All of the hunters behaved as if they truly loved and respected their Queen, and I wondered if my father also inspired such devotion.
While I had somewhat expected to learn more of the Queen, I was not prepared for what else I learned at the second evening’s camp. Finlay had gathered wood and assembled it in a makeshift pit, and as I watched in amazement he whispered a few words and flames leapt from the center of the pile. I remembered how quickly Aeolmar had started the fire the night before, and I asked Finlay if he was a magic handler as well as a hunter. He told me that since demons are afraid of fire hunters are taught the necessary spells to create fire at will, and, he continued with his eyes glinting, not only could he make things burn, but the First Hunter could make walls of flame leap forth from the ground, and Finlay himself could create fire in the air and use it as a weapon.
Finlay demonstrated his skill in tossing fireballs about and I, who had heretofore been terrified of magic, watched in rapt attention. I begged him to teach me, which he did during the next day’s ride. The lessons were going along fairly well, until I singed Shirra’s mane and scared the poor thing out of her wits. After a stern lecture from the First Hunter, Finlay decided that lessons on fire starting were best left for less flammable environments.
On the fourth day as the suns climbed high overhead we crested the Hill of Torim and I saw the palace rise before me. It was made of gray stone, polished until it shone like silver. There were six gleaming towers that rose up into the clouds, higher than any structure in Gannera. A high stone wall with one massive gate to the south and several watchtowers surrounded the palace. Above the gates were large statues depicting a stag and doe leaping toward each other, the faerie symbols of the god and goddess. Windows in the towers reflected the sunlight like jewels set into stone, sparkling and many-hued. Not only was the palace colossal, but the area encompassed by the wall was extraordinary. It was so large that it seemed to be an entire city, not merely the residence of the Queen. Aeolmar saw me staring at the structure in awe, and brought his horse around to ride at my side.
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