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I thank my creator for the gifts which had been bestowed upon me and the amazing life I have been gifted. You are a light in an increasingly dark world.

Thank you, reader, for getting this far and taking a chance on a new author. I am hopeful this is the first of more to come in this series. So, thank you, thank you, thank you!

Thank you to all who have helped make this book possible!

If I listed all the names of everyone who motivated or inspired me to write it, many pages would have been added. 
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Chapter One
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Too close for comfort

The steady pounding of the dappled colt’s hooves was all Willow could hear. Or feel. The constant repetition of the tharump, tharump, tharump rang in her head, thundering above all other sounds. The persistent reverberation jolted her entire body with every stride. But it was no matter.  Nothing mattered except making it into Westmere. For if she didn’t, she would cease to exist.

All manners of dark shadowy beasts seemed to be pursuing her. They were only glimpses in her periphery, as she passed. The faces twisted in anguish and the black hands, nearly transparent that reached for but failed to grab her. She wasn’t sure how she had been noticed. She was so careful, or so she thought. That, too, no longer mattered. Only making back into the living lands of Westmere and leaving the dead, soul-wrought lands of Reaver’s Cradle far, far behind her.

There was but a narrow gap visible in the murky veil billowing down from the Cloudspire Mountains and across the now dead sea. During this time of year, which was the transition from hot summer days into those cooling days leading to winter, the clouds billowed down from the mountains and mixed with the dark fog that obscured the Dead Sea year-round. It exerted its mystical influence, pushing the mixture of death’s breath all the way to the Canyon of Lost Souls at the base of the Mountains of Sorrow. Legend had it that the ever-winding path through the clouds was the only safe passage out of the Reaver’s Cradle and into her home territory of Westmere. And daylight was fading quickly. 

The bright star was barely visible in the distant horizon. The formerly white undulating clouds were now light smoky gray and purple. Time was running out.

She’d not reached the northern tip of the sea on her excursion. But she had still ventured hundreds of miles into Reaver’s land. The path out would have been shorter had there been one to the north. The only true direction she could discern was southwest, and only then because of the waves crashing upon the shore of the Dead Sea. If not for the sound which was becoming more distant with every stride from Bramble, she would have been desperately lost. Lost amongst the eerie mist that seemed to move intelligently, almost as it were trying to corral the duo.

“Faster. Faster. Heyah.” She yelled as she spurred the colt. 

But the colt was already moving faster than it should have been able to move. She sensed he was but wanted more from the already struggling colt.  They needed more speed. They had to move faster. Alas, they could not, with half a league to go.

“This is going to be a very close one.  I should have listened. I should have listened.”

Thoughts of recognition that this time might be the fulfillment of every warning she had been given rang in her head.

She could hear the townsfolk already.

“We told her so.

We told her warriors had ventured into the Reaver’s Desert, never to return. So, what hope could you possibly have? 

What hope could a mutt like you hope to have?”

She wanted nothing more than to prove them all wrong. To shut them up once and for all time. Her entire life had been spent enduring scornful words and looks of repulsion. Even her father barely ever acknowledged her existence. In part because he had wanted his firstborn to be a large, strapping lad. It did not matter that she was more capable than most men of the same age, she was still a daughter, and not a son.

Willow was imposing in her own right, standing a head length over her mother, who was more than six foot tall. She stood as much below her father, who was over seven foot tall. Her face was delicately chiseled. Her ears possessed the slightest hint of a point. Her eyes were what set her apart the most, aside from her unnatural height for a female. They were bright amber with what seemed to be tiny specks of flickering gold when the sun shone in them.

The townsfolk, while overtly shunning her because of her physical stature and her unnatural, though striking features, secretly coveted her rare beauty. For Willow was undoubtedly one of the fairest in all the Hold. They, nor Willow’s siblings, were aware of their family secret. It had been explained to her parents that they carried recessed ancestral markers. Those from a long thought dead race called Tharnathi. A race that was most simply described as a blending of humans, elves, and dwarves. It was this that made her a natural enemy for the dark forces. Or so says the tales of yore. 

As the bright star slowly slipped from sight, only a glow of yellowish orange painted the horizon before her, and she tilted her gaze upward just a bit.  Perhaps there was just enough illumination left for her to make it back to her homeland. She refocused on the path before her.

“There.  There it is. 

Heyah, Heyah, Let’s go Bramble.

Come on, you can do it, my friend.

Heyah.” 

Willow kicked and prodded at Bramble’s sides and haunches. The sight of Westmere, just a sliver of light into the safe haven from the darkness renewed her hope, and Bramble’s. Somehow the colt found a burst of energy. He heaved forward, sending Willow back in her saddle a bit, and launched with redoubled effort that sped them faster towards the safety of the living lands.

Just as the light set in totality, they breached the border between the two lands. The last twenty feet were crossed in total darkness as the gloom collapsed, obscuring the way ahead with acrid mist. The gnashing and hissing from whatever the foul shadow beasts were, was invading their minds, albeit briefly. They had, by the narrowest of margins, avoided becoming the Reaver’s latest victims. But an indelible mark had been made upon her. A fear she had not previously known, she felt, would continue to haunt her no matter how far from the Cradle she rode.

They strode without slowing for another league before slowing their pace to a trot and finally a walk. Willow was thankful to trade the thundering tharump, tharump, tharump for the far more pleasing clip-clop of Bramble’s hooves. Bramble seemed grateful as well and showed his appreciation by bobbing his head up and down as if to say, yes, finally. The gentle south by southwest winds blew across them bringing with them the light fresh scent of pine. It was calming and refreshing. It overrode the heavy stench of death and decay forced upon them when the mists surrounded them just before they escaped the Reaver’s grasp.

They continued towards Galest Hold, home to them, for several minutes. Willow turned to look over her shoulder, but she could see very little. It was evident even in the night sky where the starlight ended, and the swirling gloom of dancing shadows and clouds began. It sent a shiver down her spine and gooseflesh covered her arms. As she turned her head back to the path they were traveling, she bent over and wrapped her long arms around Bramble’s neck.

“Thank you, my friend. Thank you!” She spoke in a whisper. Bramble acknowledged her by gently tilting his head and rubbing against hers. They had been largely inseparable throughout their short lives. He had been a gift from her parents upon her thirteenth year under the bright star. That was twelve years past.

They had been on many adventures, but her incursions into the Reaver’s Desert had become increasingly dangerous. The land was known to possess many known dangerous creatures and yet unknown but ever-present dangers. They were said to be of another world and not just of beast, but of man and of plant. Most who ventured in did not live to tell their tale. Those who survived were never the same, with most labeled mad.

The legends tell the Reaver’s Cradle had once been the most beautiful place in all existence. It having been created by the Gods. So, the story goes, the Gods grew weary of traveling the Cosmos and create Sacrifiaë, as it is called in this age, as a place of respite. Many parts of the world were still quite beautiful, but the lands east of Westmere had grown increasingly dangerous. One, within the Elven realms, supposedly had an enchanted gate to hold the darkness at bay.

Such legend was dismissed by most citizens, but Willow had seen more than enough evidence to validate such a story as fact not myth. And believe she did. It was yet another facet of her persona that bore her more strife than support or interest from the townsfolks. Even her siblings had grown tired of her fanciful, yet disturbing, tales, let alone her parents.

The pair picked up their pace to a slow gallop. They would have to maintain the pace for hours to ensure they would make the hold before her siblings were sent to search for her. Sleep, though sorely needed by both, was not to be. Great trouble awaited should she not be present by the midday meal. Her father would show her no mercy for yet another show of her rebelliousness.

Her father, Rowan Stonehart, had an apt name. He was an imposing figure, standing head and shoulders above most men. And he was broad. So much so, he must turn a bit sideways to enter most doors. But his reputation for having a heart, hard as stone, while true for most he dealt with, was not what his family saw from him. That is not to say that he was a pushover for his family, just that the ice water in his veins turned luke-warm for them. Save for Willow. 

No matter how compliant she had been, Rowan had never forged a close relationship with her. She felt as if he resented not having a first-born son. When she came of age, she tried to fill that void for him, and for herself. But it was not meant to be. Her brother Alder was five by then and had become Rowan’s focus.

Still, Willow was determined to prove her metal. She would prove that she could stand shoulder to shoulder with any man. She would prove that to her father, even if it killed her. And it just very nearly did.

After several hours they saw the faint glow of torchlight, that which rested atop the hold’s outer walls. It was a comforting site, at first. Then came the sense of dread. She knew her parents would not be pleased with her absence. They would, of course, know that she had been on yet another frivolous adventure. Another excursion that was, in their estimation, a complete and utter waste of time. For there was always much work to be done around the homestead.

Her mother benefited Willow’s help tending the garden and animals. Though he would rarely admit it, her father often benefited from her assistance with his masonry work. Though she was not a man, she was still strong, even amongst the men in Galest Hold. That, she thought, was yet another reason he rarely asked for her assistance—It was just another opportunity for the townsfolk to witness what they considered her freakishness.

Ah, but she was used to the reprimands. And she was all too aware that the next several days would be spent making up for her willfully disobedient actions. Alas, it had almost become the norm. She was growing more and more dissatisfied with life inside the hold. She longed for adventure. It was the excitement of new things and certain dangers that made her feel alive. It certainly wasn’t harvesting peas and potatoes or shoveling manure.

Her greatest desire was to learn the secrets of Reaver’s Cradle. She wanted to be the one that solved the mystery of why the land had died and how to bring it back to life. There were many fairy tales regarding the dark lands. But she believed those were nothing more than a tool for parents to scare their children from wandering anywhere near the border separating the two lands.

“No matter, Bramble.  We will figure it out together.”  She said.

Bramble neighed in response, then snorted.

Willow laughed out loud and nodded her head. “At least someone understands me.” Then she patted Bramble’s neck.

The gate of the hold became clearly visible as the bright star crested the eastern horizon. She turned to look back on the path they had traveled. The dark gloomy clouds had retreated up the Cloudspire Mountains, and back into the Cradle to the east. Their color was once again a brilliant white, highlighted with varied hues of yellows and oranges.

“It’s so beautiful in the daylight.” She mused.

As another hour passed, she could see the open gates of the hold ahead. With just another league to go, they would be home.

“Well, we’d best get a move on Bramble. Let’s pick up the pace, hey?” 

She spoke as she lightly prodded Bramble, who bobbed his head and loped into a slow trot. They made their way to and through the old gate. Willow nodded to the soldiers positioned outside the gate. They, in turn, shook their heads from side to side in disbelief.

The soldier on the right, the taller and fitter of the two, spoke as she passed them.

“Ya poppa ain’t gonna be pleased. That is, with ya wanderin in at the break of dawn. I swear girl, one of these days he’s going to send ya away.”

“Perhaps he may. Or perhaps not.”  She retorted.

The soldiers shook their heads again, shared a disgusted look, and went about their duties.

“Donkeys, the both of them.” She thought and giggled aloud.

They made the final turn toward the homestead. She saw her mother and siblings were already tending to the garden and the animals. Her father had been at work for a while. She knew he would have words with her before the day’s end. As she approached the stable, her mother looked up and wiped the sweat from her brow. 

Her look was one of relief mixed with a profound disappointment. It was a familiar look, yet it cut Willow like a knife. Yet, she nodded to her mother and dismounted Bramble. She led him into the stable, past the glares from her siblings. She removed the saddle and fetched Bramble some fresh hay and sweet feed. 

She laid her head against him and spoke in a near whisper. 

“Thank you again, my friend. You saved our lives tonight. I promise I will try not to put us in that position again.”

Bramble quickly bobbed his head up and down while whinnying.

“Really? Now you’re laughing at me as well,” she said with a chuckle.

“Well, I suppose I deserve that.”
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Chapter Two
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Sour Note

As Willow strode out of the barn she received another series of disapproving glares from her siblings. She opened her mouth to speak, but they all ignored the effort and turned back to their work before she could. She closed her mouth without having uttered a word. Making her way over to where her mother was gathering eggs, she tried to prepare herself for the imminent scolding. 

Without turning to acknowledge Willow, her mother spoke in a stern yet loving tone to her. 

“Willow Stonehart, I don’t know how many times we must have this discussion. 

You know your father and I disapprove of your misadventures, of sneaking out in the middle of the night. You know I cannot sleep well when you’re not here. 

And...” Her voice cracked a bit, but she continued.

“And you are not nearly as stealthy as you seem to think you are.”

A shocked look crept onto Willow’s face. “How?” She pondered.

Lily turned to face her. 

“Yes, Willow. Yes, I have known every single time you have snuck out upon hearing your father’s snoring. I could not sleep until I knew you were back in bed. 

And, NO...” Her voice now rising. “...I have not once told your father. I’ve allowed him to think all was well every time, except days like today.”

“Well.” Willow sputtered. 

But Her mother cut her off. 

“Well, nothing! When you proceed to prance back into the Hold once the bright star has risen, there’s no hiding. EVERYONE, everyone between the gate and here saw you.” Lily neared sobbing.

“Mother?” Willow said in a concerned tone.

“I’m fine. Nothing happened to me. Or to Bramble. We’re right as rain, we are.”

“No, Willow. You don’t understand.” Her mother said as tears began to stream down her face.

Willow was truly concerned now. She’d never seen her mother in this state. She’d never been this distraught, not even during the barren years. Those years when for some unknown reason crops wilted for no discernible reason. It was a very hard time in Westmere. A time that saw nearly a third of the population die from either starvation or sickness. And as unexpectedly as the barren times started, they ended. Three years to the very day.  Willow had developed a thought that the exactness of the timing had to mean something. But anyone she tried to discuss her theory with thought her to be a touch mad. 

She put a hand on her mother’s shoulder and began to feel as though she was being watched. Sure enough, as she turned her gaze towards the barn, she saw her sibling staring towards her. It was clear to Willow they were staring at their mother. For their look was one of pity mixed with a deep affection. Not something she could expect from them any time soon.

She turned to face her mother, now placing both hands on her mother’s shoulders. She then slowly leaned in and touched forehead to Lily’s. 

“Mother. What is it about this time that is so different that it has you this upset? 

I’ve never seen you cry like this.” Willow spoke in a deeply troubled tone.

Lily raised her head, so their eyes met and spoke slowly and softly. 

“Willow, the last time you went off on one of your adventures and did not return until the bright star had risen, you father told me that if it ever happened again...” She trailed off, closing her eyes for just a moment. Upon reopening her eyes, she continued. 

“Your father told me that if you ever left and came back after the bright star had risen, that would be the sign to us that it is time for you to leave the Hold. 

He said that you would no longer be welcomed in our family home. 

That you would be left Willow, just Willow. 

He would no longer lend the Stonehart name to such an impertinent child. 

A child who should be conducting themselves as a responsible adult.

Our family rules are few and all are meant to preserve your safety.

Why could you not just abide them?”

Lily paused and righted herself. She stood tall and proud and took a half step back to separate herself from Willow, then continued. 

“He will no longer tolerate your blatant disrespect of him, of me, of your siblings, or your lot in life as a Stonehart.”

Willow’s initial reaction was shock. However, that quickly faded. Her face began to flush as her anger rose. She took a step back as her brow furrowed and her lips pursed. It was clear to her mother and siblings that Willow was about to explode. They’d seen it happen before, once. 

She had been confronted by her father the last time; the time her mother had just intimated to her. The same rage filled Willow now as it did then. Her father never raised his voice above conversational level, when she lost her temper with him, yelling and screaming at him with impunity, or so it seemed for a moment. That time, she would never forget. For when the darkness faded, and her sight returned her father was standing over her with a menacing look upon his face. The man who had been as calm as a lake with a surface smooth as glass, without hint of the slightest ripple, now appeared as a monster to her.

It took only a moment to realize that he had backhanded her so hard she was knocked backwards several feet and briefly unconscious. Above her stood a monster of a man, his faced screwed with anger and hatred in his eyes. In that moment she knew that she was his lone regret. His greatest disappointment. It became Willow’s greatest motivator. If she could unravel the secrets of the dark lands, those of the Reaver, her father would accept her and love her as she had always wanted. That was at least what she had convinced herself would result.

That was then. Now, it became clear that which she desired the most, would not likely come to pass. She looked first at her mother, who now looked mildly frightened. Then, to her siblings who truly did not know what to think or do, save stand fast and silent. She turned back to her mother and bowed her head in shame.

“I am sorry Mother. I love you and I love father. I love my siblings.” She said mournfully gesturing to her siblings. 

“But I am not sorry for my adventurous nature nor my inquisitiveness. I know what my purpose is. 

I know what I’m meant’ to do. 

And nothing you, father, or anyone else says can convince me otherwise. 

I do not want to hurt any of you, least of all you, but...but I must be true to myself before I can be true to anyone else. 

I know father has resented me since the day I was born, and you to some degree for giving birth to me before giving birth to a son.

I’m sorry that has been the case for you.”

She paused, looking down at her feet momentarily. As she lifted her gaze to meet her mother’s, her eyes were noticeable glassy, having become filled with tears. When she spoke, her voice trembled. 

“I know he is serious, so rather than put you all through that...” A flare of anger began to rise within her, remembering her father’s face as he glowered over her. She shook her head side to side as if to shake the thought out of her mind. The tears flew as she shook and those left began to trickle down her face, leaving streaks through the fine layer of dust upon her skin.

“I’m just not going to let that happen.

I’ll gather my things and be on my way. 

I’ll be gone well before father makes it home.

I’ll leave him a note in the shed, so he’ll find it before he comes to look for me inside. 

That should spare all of you his...rath filled rant.”  She finished in a sigh, again looking down at her feet and appearing quite defeated.

With that final and resolute statement, Willow raised her head and looked first to her siblings then to her mother. Without so much as another word, she collected her belongings and trod back to the barn.

Placing her hand on Bramble’s head she leaned in and spoke softly. 

“Well, my friend, it’s just the two of us now. 

We’ll be alright, I promise.” She kissed him on the nose, then hefted the saddle and saddle bags and slowly repositioned everything she’d just removed from his back. 

One final check to make sure everything was cinched correctly, then she threw herself back into the saddle. They bolted back the way they’d just come, leaving nothing but dust to collect in the tears on her family’s faces.

Rowen

When the final stone was set into place, Rowan stepped backward several times and inclined his head to admire his latest masterpiece. He had been commissioned by the Lord of the Hold to build a new fireplace, one worthy of his station, for the grand hall. For years Lord Harwyn had lived in what would have been a fine mansion for a person of elevated status. It was, however, far smaller than that of the Lord’s in the other provinces. In recent years, Westmere had thrived under Lord Harwyn’s leadership. He had taken a stauncher approach to defense of the Hold, extending maximum protection from the outer ring inward. 

Whereas the citizenry of the hold had to retreat to the two innermost rings during attacks prior, the new defensive strategy changed this. After the change, the outer wall defensive capabilities quelled all but the most intense attacks, and none passed the defenses of the secondary battlements. With most attacks stopped before breaching the outer ring, fewer resources were stolen or destroyed. Thus, the citizens of the city grew to love and support the Lord of the Hold.

The artisans and craftsmen within the hold were very strong supporters of Lord Harwyn. This was in part due to the commissioning of the Hold castle. It meant they would prosper. Given that Rowan was the only master mason in the hold, he was commissioned to plan and build the castle. Now two years in the making, the finishing touches were beginning on the interior. starting with the massive fireplace in the great hall of the castle.

Wurren, Rowan’s apprentice, turned to him. “Master Rowan. That’s the finest work I’ve ever seen. Better I think, than those in the crown’s castle.”

Rowan shook his head in disagreement. “No. It may be close to the same, but it’s no better that’s for certain. But” he said contemplatively “It is some of my finest work. 

And I couldn’t have done it without you.” He slapped Wurren on the shoulder, causing him to stumble a step forward.

“Thank you, Master Rowan! Thank you very much.” he said through gritted teeth, gently rubbing his now throbbing shoulder.

Rowan interrupted before the apprentice could continue. “Best you take your leave now. Go home and have a hearty meal, we’ll be starting on the next one bright and early.” He gave him a soft push, as if to reaffirm he should be running along.

“It may just be better than the Crown’s” Rowan thought proudly.

He turned and collected his tools and headed home. After exiting the castle, but before he headed down the steps to street level, he looked off into the distance. The landscape was beautiful, quiet, and still. Save for the lone rider heading westward in what seemed to be a hurry.

He smiled and continued down the steps. No sooner did he reach the street and turn toward home than a thought struck him. “I surely hope that wasn’t the girl.” Since his confrontation with Willow, he’d taken to calling her girl or the girl, depending on if he was speaking directly to her, or to someone else. Though he’d likely never admit it, he was pained by his actions.

Rowan loved Willow but found himself treating her as if she were no girl at all. Having wanted a son first, he always treated her as if she were one. He’d called her Will rather than Willow early on but abandoned the practice as it upset his wife. He supposed his treatment of Willow is what drove her defiance. He’d wanted a rough and tumble boy but got what he wanted and then some in the form of a girl.  She was far from the delicate flower that girls were supposed to be in his mind. Yet, once she grew into adulthood things became rather awkward between them.

He still treated her, or tried to, as a boy then a young man. Then there was the incident. The moment he found himself looking down upon her limp body came the realization; he had gone too far. But rather than appear weak to the rest of his family, he refused his instinct to back off. He stared intently, with loathing glare at her until she awoke, and her eyes regained their focus. Then the same reckless defiance that had brought him to this breaking point returned to her eyes. That’s when he decided she would be banished from their homestead and stripped of the Stonehart name should she ever demonstrate such open defiance again.

It pained him every time the memory fluttered to the surface, only to be suppressed again, never resolved. He continued his way home, shaking his head from side to side. With every step he convinced himself more and more that the rider must have been the girl. He certainly could not tell that from what he saw, because the rider was too far away to be certain. But his gut told him who it was. And his gut was very rarely wrong.

As he neared his shed to store his tools, he sighed heavily and looked toward the barn. “No Bramble.” He thought. Shaking his head he opened the door to the shed and as he went to set his tools on the workbench, he noticed a letter. On the front, one word, father.

Rowan picked up the letter, a tear forming in his eye. He held the letter to his chest. He stood silent for a long moment, fearing what words it contained. Then he braced himself as best he could, sat on the nearby stool, and opened the letter. Tears now ran freely down his round bearded cheeks and his eyes began to burn slightly as he read the message left expressly for him.

For Father,

First, I love you. I love you despite how harshly you have treated me all the years of my young life. Sometimes, as I have heard townsfolk say, love isn’t always enough to bear the harshest of times. I find myself in the harshest of times now, father. I’ve longed for the love and affection you pour freely onto Alder, Ivy, and Ashe. Yet, I have NEVER received it. I’ve searched endlessly for ways to garner your approval, yet I have never had the benefit of it. I fear it will be withheld forever from me, the son that never was. Alas, I can say the positives of your harsh treatment are that I’m tougher than most. I am stronger than most, more determined than most, and more cunning than most. I trust these things that you have blessed me with, serve me better than the love, affection, and approval I sought. My harshest of times comes now, as I freely and willingly leave. I do this to spare mother and my siblings of the sight and words born of your rath pouring upon me. I do this to spare you the guilt of your wrath beset upon me yet again. Try as you may to hide your true feelings, I see the guilt in your refusal to meet my eyes ever since that day. You say it’s to shame me. Because I brought shame to your name and my family. Yet, I know the truth of the matter. You carry that guilt. It’s as clear as the bright star on summer solstice to me. The shame you hold is that of yourself, not of me.

So, I leave you with this. You are forgiven.

Girl
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Chapter Three
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Adventure and Sorrow

She wasn’t sure where her journey would take her. But Willow was set on one thing. She was going to learn the secrets of Reaver’s Cradle one way or the other. Her trips into the desolate lands were short, born from impulse with no planning, something she rarely did. Just another adventure for her and Bramble. Leaving the Hold was yet another example of that. She’d sooner die on her own than feel as though her family suffered because of her impulsive nature. That and she knew of no way to garner her father’s approval and that alone was enough to justify her leaving. At least to her, proving to herself and to her father that she could make it on her own was the only way to garner his approval.

She traveled the reach road westward to Plainsreach, the capital city of Westmere. With few supplies and hundreds of leagues between the Hold and the capital city, she would have to hunt to survive the trip. Game animals were plentiful, and she was an excellent bowman. Though having given little thought to provisions before leaving impulsively, her meager supplies were of little concern to her. 

The grasslands would provide plenty of sustenance for Bramble and the ponds and streams sufficient water for both. The one thing she could not forage for or hunt along the way was coin. She had but three silver and ten copper. It was everything she had managed to save from the few odd jobs she had benefitted from outside the homestead. It had been difficult for her to get and keep a job. Willow was not satisfied with the typical woman’s work. She had heard the phrase often while working odd jobs normally worked by men.

She had no interest in gardening, sewing, cooking, or anything that women in Sacrifiaë typically did to support their families.  The men were the ones who brought home the coin. It was the way of things and Willow often questioned the societal norms of the Hold, the whole of the world really. To her, if a woman could do the work of a man she should be allowed to do so. However, it was abnormal, frowned upon and thought to be an agent of chaos. It was her upbringing that formed her opinions on the matter, and she had many opinions.

Having always been treated more like a boy and then young man, she fancied the harder jobs. She’d much rather work with the woodsmen or masons, even the smithies. Trouble for her was, she often produced better results than her male counterparts of the same age and experience. This was unacceptable and her employers almost always let her go before she could finish a full day’s work. The only exception was the one time she worked to quarry stones for her father two years ago. And only because of her father was she allowed to finish that day. 

It was her father’s firing of her that led to the excursion, which upon her return led to the incident between them. And thus, to prevent another incident, it informed her decision to leave. A rash decision to leave for Plainsreach alone, leaving everything familiar far behind her. 

“I suppose I’m truly leaving it all behind because the pain of leaving my family is less than that I feel in the looks and words of disappointment from them.”

It was of little consequence now. It was behind her. And before her, new adventures lay. She leaned forward a bit, just enough to scratch Bramble’s neck behind his right ear and spoke to him. 

“It’s you and me now boy. 

We have a long journey ahead, to the Reach. 

What say we pick up the pace for a while? Huh? 

What do you think, boy?”

Without hesitation, or further urging, Bramble leapt into a gallop charging ahead at three-quarters gallop. It would take them just over a week to make the five-hundred league journey. That would be the case, only if they rode hard and took minimal breaks to rest. Rather than risk injury to either of them, Willow thought it a better idea to stretch the trip out a bit. She was certain two weeks would be a reasonable amount of time with a relatively swift but maintainable pace and one they could easily achieve.

The rolling hills of Westmere were still quite expansive, though more than half now comprised the Reaver’s Cradle. The part of the land that had not died was lush and fertile. Forests and grasslands mingled for leagues in front of them. Deep green pines of all sorts lifted their pinewood smell to the winds. The long grasses swayed in all directions with the gentlest of breezes. Small ponds and creeks held pure spring fed water that fed the land, kept the soil rich and fertile with its life-giving nourishment. 

She had only heard of its beauty. But seeing it with her own eyes gave her the realization the stories of its wonder did not serve it justice. She drank in the wonders of the countryside as minutes turned into hours, and hours turned into days. It was widely accepted that the countryside of Westmere was not considered to be the most beautiful in Sacrifiaë.  Such sayings left her even more awestruck. “How could that possibly be?” she wondered.

The provisions she’d taken with her were dwindling quickly by the sixth day. It was time to hunt. Willow reined Bramble to a trot, then a slow walk. She had spotted a small grassy knoll, which by her calculations put them just over halfway to the Reach. She was not completely certain of her thoughts on the matter, but any schedule she measured against was her own doing. Thus, their progress was irrelevant. Only their safety, food and water mattered. They would arrive at the Reach when they arrived.

“We’re a bit ahead of schedule boy. 

We can afford to take a bit longer rest tonight. 

We’ll camp on the knoll there. 

Looks to be some wild sweet corn mixed in the tall grass. 

Quite a treat for you, hey?” she said while patting Bramble on his neck. He whinnied and shook his head in agreement.

Laughing out loud she continued. “Right.  

Settle down, it’s not going anywhere.  

I swear boy.

I honestly think you understand everything I say to you. 

You are quite remarkable.”

Bramble whinnied and shook his head in agreement again. Willow could only chuckle. She didn’t really think what she said could be true.

“Could it be that he does understand what I say?” 

Finally reaching the top of the small knoll, Willow set about making camp. She gathered a score of stones and positioned them in a circle, around a small patch of dirt where she had removed the grass. She then gathered firewood while Bramble grazed. Once gathered she stacked the wood near the stone circle. She had gathered only what firewood was necessary to cook their meal and provide warmth through the night. Only then did she gather the seasoning she desired for her meal.

Intent on having freshly cooked meat, she set out to hunt, leaving Bramble to graze while she stalked her prey. It didn’t take her long to find a few deer, not quite a mile into the forest from their camp. They stood in a small clearing, no bigger than her family garden back in the Hold, plucking then chewing on what appeared to be crabapples. There were only five deer in the clearing, and all were doe. 

Of the five three were a few years old and were larger than the other two. The smallest of the doe trailed behind the others several paces and paid no attention to her surroundings. It seemed too easy and quite cruel to Willow, but she had to eat. Her bow already in hand with arrow nocked, she took aim. When she let loose the arrow it struck true, and the doe dropped, and the others bolted back into the safety of the pines. After waiting a few minutes, still hidden by the pines and underbrush to ensure the deer was indeed dead, she slowly moved toward her kill.

No sooner than she stepped into the clearing, she heard something running toward the clearing from her right. She quickly nocked another arrow and raised her bow readying to defend her kill.  Within seconds, a pack of small wolves emerged from the tree line running toward the doe. There were only four of them, barely the size of a medium dog. They had likely been stalking the small herd of deer, and once they smelled the blood, they instinctively ran towards it. 

They frothed at the mouth clearly anxious to tear into the still warm deer and seemingly unaware of Willow’s presence. She let loose another arrow and it struck true as well, planting itself deep into the skull of the lead wolf. The arrow drove the wolf’s head into the ground causing it to flip tail over head then slide several feet before stopping, dead. 

While she fumbled to nock another arrow, the three remaining wolves stopped by their fallen packmate, and sniffed the air. They began growling and turned their nose upward, shifting their heads from side to side. Somehow, they had not spotted her. The wolves all seemed to home in on the same scent and began growling. She fired another arrow, this one striking one of the wolves through the heart, falling it instantly.

Her hands did not falter in readying another arrow. The wolves, now clearly tracking her scent, turned and stalked toward her. She waited for what seemed to be many moments for one of their heads to rise. As one did, she let loose another arrow. Another dead wolf now lay in the clearing, and the final was in full stride heading directly toward her. 

Willow scrambled to pull another arrow from her quiver but realized there wasn’t enough time. She reached for the knife on her side and as she pulled it free the wolf leapt at her. She tried to back pedal but clumsily tripped over her feet and fell backward. Though falling, she never lost eye contact with the attacking wolf. Just as she was about to hit the ground, the wolf leapt in an arc that would cause it to land on top of her. She raised her left hand, in an attempt to use the bow as a shield, to block the razor-sharp teeth diving at her. 

The bow, as if fate intervened, caught between the jaws of the wolf. The lucky placement allowed her to raise the animal’s head just enough to drive the knife into the base of its skull just below the jaw. It fell onto her as she hit the ground hard, and the momentum caused the wolf to flip over her. The impact forced the bow and knife from her hands, and most of the air from her lungs.  

Willow lay there on the forest floor for several minutes. She fought to catch her breath and slow her racing heart, which felt as if it were about to pound its way out of her chest. Once she composed herself, she recovered her bow and knife. One by one, she pulled the wolves near the doe and began to dress the animals. It was then she heard something else now coming through the forest. As she reached for another arrow and her bow, Bramble strode out of the forest. He was shaking his head from side to side and snorting vigorously. It was as if he were saying, “I truly cannot leave you to yourself.” Though odd, she felt the look of disapproval and worry to her core and said aloud. “Yes, Bramble. Trouble does seem to follow me, doesn’t it?”

He whinnied and shook his head in agreement and lowered his head to graze. Occasionally looking up, he kept watch over her as she continued her work on the fresh kills. She skinned the wolves, making sure to keep the heads attached to the capes. They were small wolves, but she would be able to get a few coppers a piece for the hides. Perhaps a few more for the jaws. Artisans in the Reach were said to make jewelry from wolves’ teeth. 

Once she’d finished, Bramble walked to her so she could load the fresh haul onto his back and secure it with the measure of rope from her pack. She had taken the rope to fashion a sling to drag the deer back near camp to butcher it. It was far more convenient for Bramble to carry the load though. She walked with him back to their campsite and started a fire over which she could cook her meal. 

She seasoned the meat with pepper and wild onions then set the cookpot with the meat and a couple wild potatoes atop the fire. While it simmered, she found some sticks she could use to stretch out the wolf pelts so they could begin to dry without curling inward upon themselves. Salt would have been preferred for both the pelts and the venison to ease the process of preparing the pelts and to make the meat last longer. But she had none and would not until they arrived in Plainsreach.

After cooking and eating her fill of venison, she hoisted the remaining meat as high as she could in a tree. She chose a tree a short distance away from the camp to keep it out of reach of any additional predators that may be attracted by the scent. It was important to do so to prevent other predators from attempting to make a meal out of herself and Bramble. Though, she expected Bramble would be a challenging fight for most predators calling the plains their home. She settled by the fire and drifted off to sleep, while Bramble stood watch and continued eating his fill of wild sweet corn.

At dawn, Willow arose and stretched. She felt quite refreshed and ready to resume their journey. She retrieved the venison and wolf pelts from the tree she had hoisted them into, keeping them safe through the night. Once all was secure in her packs, they resumed their travels. They enjoyed the fresh air and pine scent that drifted upon it. And they encountered but a few passing riders heading eastward toward the home they had left behind.

After a few days, the landscape began to change. The grasslands and forest slowly thinned to reveal farmland. Fields of many varied crops and sizes dotted the landscape as far as she could see. For the first time in nine days, she could hear voices, in the distance, and she presumed they were farmers tending their crops.

As they grew closer to the Reach, farmhouses and livestock prevailed where the fields of planted crops ended. It reminded her of home on the outer ring of the Hold, only this was on a far greater scale. Near the end of the tenth day, just before the bright star began to touch the western horizon, Plainsreach was visible in the far distance. They found a small clump of trees with a clearing just big enough for them to camp, so they stopped and rested.

There was now a steady, though sparsely spaced stream of wagons transporting goods to the Reach. This continued into the night until the night star was high above them in the sky. Finally, as night turned to early morning, there was quiet, and they drifted off to sleep.  

Dawn came again, as it does, and Bramble nudged her side and tugged at her hair. “Alright, boy. I’m awake. Give me a minute, alright.” He curled his lips and bobbed his head, grinning in acknowledgement. After a few moments she sat and gathered her thoughts, looked up at Bramble, who had not taken his eyes off her, and smiled. “Alright. Yes. Let’s get packed then.” she said begrudgingly.

It would be late afternoon before they reached the outer ring of the Reach. That is, if they hurried along. Around midday, they were close enough to realize just how massive the Reach was. The outer walls were a hundred feet tall and appeared to be half that in width. Towers that held massive ballistae were evenly spaced around the entire wall for as far as she could see with smaller trebuchets in between. And the Reach guards, scores of them it seemed, patrolled the top of the walls.

The defenses of the Reach were much greater than those of Galest Hold. And they were clearly adding yet another barrier wall. By the look of it, the new wall would not be finished for years. But it seemed to her that nearly all the Hold would have fit inside the new outer ring once completed.  The attention was always on the Reach first as it held more Westmere citizens than any other city. And of course, the crown family resided there as well. 

The Reach gates were kept open but guarded on both sides of the massive trench being dug, which would become a moat at some point. Probably once they figured out where they would get the water to fill it.  There were no rivers nearby from which to draw water and natural springs were scarce. “That’ll be challenging for them to fill I reckon.” She thought 

They approached the gate, expecting to be stopped and questioned as to their business in the capital city, yet the guards eyed them over and nodded. No words were spoken, and Willow and Bramble crossed through the gates and into the Reach. She leaned over and wrapped her arms as far around his neck as possible and whispered.  

“Well, boy we made it. 

Thank you for getting us here safely. 

Now we must figure out what we’re going to do while we’re here.

We will need more coin if we decide to go further west. 

Somehow, I don’t think four wolf capes are going to get us enough coin to see the world.” She said in a bit of a chuckle. Bramble grinned again, whinnied and bobbed his head in agreement.

Galest Hold

Rowan Stonehart

The weary mason, having stowed his tools in the shed, made his way into the house and to the table. He sat heavily in his seat; his weariness more obvious than ever. Lily sat and placed her hand on his much larger and weathered hand. 

“Rowan, you’re carrying the wight of the world on your shoulders. I’m sure she’s fine. 

You know as well as the rest of us that she’s more capable than most men in the Hold. 

You saw to that.” She said in a most loving and sincere tone.

“Yes. That is the very point isn’t it.” He responded gruffly, pulling his hand from underneath hers. 

“Lily, I am the very reason she’s not sitting in that chair at this moment.” Said he, pointing to the lone empty chair at their family table. 

“I am the reason she set out on her late-night excursions. 

Why she put herself in danger so many times. 

And why now, she’s set out to gods know where in search of gods know what.” His deep gravelly voice rising with every word; his face turning redder by the moment.

“Rowan, you could not have known. 

You...

WE raised her the way we thought best. 

It wasn’t just you; it was me as well.” Tears now forming in the corner of Lily’s eyes. This brought the mountain of a man a deep sense of regret and settled him into his usual calm demeanor.

“Now then dearest. No need for tears.” He said as he patted her hand. 

He looked up to see the very same tears forming in the eyes of their children, who were all staring intently at their parents. 

“Oh goodness me. I’m sorry children. 

I’m very sorry I upset you and your mother. 

I know I don’t often show it, but I do so worry about your sister. 

Though, I suspect you, my dearest Lily, are correct. 

The girl...” he shook his head, frustrated with his words.

“Willow is very capable of taking care of herself. 

No need for us to worry at all, I suppose.” He said in a tone that seemed to be in a vain attempt to convince himself as well as his family.

“Well. We should eat. 

Don’t want this fine meal to go to waste.” Rowan said convincingly as he hurried the first bite toward his mouth. 

So, they ate. There was no further discussion as they started and finished their meal in silence. Once done Rowan stood, turned to Lily who was now standing as well. He placed one of his massive hands on her side just above her hip and the other on the side of her face. His hand covered the entire side of her head.

“That was a fine meal, Lily. And thank you for setting me straight. 

I’m going to head down to the pub. 

Haven’t been there in a fortnight. 

Can’t have the boys thinking I don’t care about them anymore, now, can I?” he said with a deep chuckle.

“No, I suppose not ya big oaf. Begone with yourself then.” She said smiling and pushing him away. 

“Not before...” he leaned in and kissed her forehead. 

“I love you, Lily.” he said softly.

“I know you do. And I suppose I still love you too.” She said with a wink.

Rowan turned and left for the pub, pausing briefly as he closed the door behind him. He looked up at the stars above and spoke lowly into the night sky. 

“Gods please watch over my Willow. 

I know she’s strong and capable, but something is telling me...well something just isn’t right. 

She’s in danger of some sort. 

Just...just please watch over her.” 

That was as close to prayer as Rowan Stonehart had ever spoken and it was sincere. But there was more in his words than they conveyed. Though sincere, his words betrayed a deeper meaning, one he thought but could not bring himself to speak aloud. 

His thoughts did not betray the significance of events, even if his words did little to acknowledge them. “If only we had the courage to have let her go. Elaranë was right. The day has come. She warned us fate could not be manipulated. The girl’s destiny has been set. We should have let her go to the elves. By the gods what have we done.” 

He wiped away the tears that had formed in the corner of his eyes, steadied himself, and headed to the pub.
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Chapter Four
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Rumors and the Reach

He walked into the pub and immediately the raucous cheers erupted. Rowan shook his head and made for the large table where his drinking buddies, who were obviously a few pints in, were sitting. 

“Yeah, alright, alright, settle down fellas. I know it’s been a while.” He said, taking his usual seat at the head of the table.  They made sure to keep it open, just in case Rowan made an appearance. Finn, short for Finneous Wood, who was tall and spindly was the first to speak.

“Hey now, Rowan. It’s been, what, nearly four months since you graced us with your presence. 

To what do we owe the honor?” he spoke sarcastically, while humorously performing a dramatic bow and gesticulating with his hands. Finn has always been the comedian of the group. 

“Well, I figured someone needed to be here to supervise you lot. Might as well be me.” Rowan responded as he lifted his mug and then downed it in one swill.

“Besides, I was a bit parched after finishing that second fireplace this evening. 

You know, Danyr, the one that you helped...oh that’s right, you didn’t help me with that after all did ya?” he said, while wiping the froth from his healthy salt and pepper beard.

“Well.” Danyr started. 

“Well, you see Rowan.” Rowan cut him off. 

“Ah no worries, my friend. 

I was just tugging your beard a bit. 

Turns out Wurren is coming to be quite a good mason in his own right. 

He’ll be master mason at an age well before I was.”

Danyr stared up at the ceiling for a long moment, his eyes moving quickly side to side, then spoke. “Uh, sorry Rowan. 

But I’m pleased to hear he’s working out for you. 

Did you know?” He paused, then continued. 

“Ah never mind it’s of no matter now.” Rowan harumphed and turned to Danyr. 

“No, you speak your mind. 

The five of us don’t keep secrets, that’s one thing we don’t tolerate.  Spit it out.”

The five were lifelong friends, Rowan, Danyr, Finn, Erown, and Headleigh. They were all masters of their craft, Rowan a mason; Danyr and Erown smithies; Finn a woodsman and builder; and Headleigh the master agriculturist. All were born in the same week of the same month of the same year. Each born on a different weekday with Rowan being the firstborn of the group. Now, almost 49 years old, he was their unofficial leader. That, along with his immense size and booming voice to boot, having something to do with it.

“R.r.right, then.” Danyr stammered. The other men looked intensely at Danyr now. Rowan in particular. There was a collective sense of seriousness, though unspoken, amongst them.

“Um, say Rowan, how long has it been since your Willow left the Hold?” Danyr continued.

“Nearly a fortnight, twelve days I think it’s been. Why?” Rowan’s growing curiosity and concern now clearly showing.

“Well.” Danyr now clearly concerned about how what he was about to share with the five would be perceived. He continued. “There was fella in here eight days past. 

He was a tall, er, soft-spoken fella. 

Wore a grey cloak, so I couldn’t really see much of his face. 

But he had emerald eyes and everything he said sounded poetic...you know almost like a song. 

Didn’t register with me in the moment, but I’m certain he were an elf.”

“Elves come through here frequently enough. 

What’s so special about this one?” Erown asked.

“Yes. 

Why bring this one up to us? 

And why are you looking so worrisome?” Rowan added.

Danyr continued. “Well, I wouldn’t have. 

Except. 

Well, he was asking folks about a horse.” Seeing his friends were all about to interject, he hurriedly continued. “B.But not just any horse, you see.  

He were asking about a specific horse.  

A colt, to be true. 

He were asking about a very specific dappled colt.”

“Bramble?” Rowan queried, now stroking at his beard and reaching for his ale. There was a stark silence around the table as Rowan down his ale in a single quaff. Then he asked. “Why was he asking about the girl’s horse?”

“I don’t rightly know, Rowan. 

But I heard him say something else as well, just before he strode out of here so quickly seemed like he were floating.” Danyr still speaking with a slight tremor in his voice.

Headleigh cut in. “Well spit it out man. What else did he say?”

Danyr gulped and looked at each man in turn, finally looking at Rowan. “He said that the colt were special.

That it were more than just a normal horse. 

It were...

Well, he said it were an elven horse.  

You know, the elves have horses that live longer and run faster than normal, well...because they’re elven I guess. 

I honestly thought that was just a story, I never figured it were true, but..”

Rowan cut him off. “Of course it’s true. 

Just because you haven’t seen something with your own eyes doesn’t mean it’s a fable, my friend. 

There are a great many things I suppose we haven’t seen yet are true just the same.”

“I suppose you think ghouls, and dwarves, and dragons are real as well, Rowan?” Finn said mockingly. 

Rowan cast a grim look toward Finn, who shrank back into his seat seeming to realize he overstepped. “Yes, Finn. 

I do happen to believe those are real. 

Just as I believe the Soul Reaver is a giant tree of the dead, dying, and trapped souls that reaches over a thousand feet into the sky. 

And that it were the celestial elves that created this land and all of us. 

How else did we get here? 

Do you have an explanation better than that to share with the rest of us?” Rowan pounded his fist on the table to emphasize his point.

“No Rowan, no we don’t. 

Let’s all shut our traps and hear the rest of Danyr’s tale please.” Erown said pleadingly.

“Well, as I were saying. 

Before he turned to leave, he asked about the rider. 

And, er, he said. 

Well, he said the rider might be.” Danyr then seemed to freeze, unable to bring himself to say it.

“Danyr, my friend. 

WHAT did HE say?” Rowan said now glaring and leaning over the table towards Danyr with furrowed brow and the most serious look anyone of them had ever seen.

Danyr gulped again, composed himself, drained his mug and slammed it back onto the table and spoke. “He said the rider might just be the Aracalyon.”

They all shot back in their seats. Headleigh nearly tipped over backwards. A look of utter shock on their faces. No words were spoken for several long moments. Rowan leaned forward, cupping his face in his hands, then rubbed his forehead as if trying to massage out the pain of a hangover headache. A moment later he looked up at Danyr and spoke. “Are you certain, totally certain, that’s what the elf said?”

Danyr nodded in affirmation.

“Well then.” Rowan continued. “I hope master elf doesn’t think he’s going to take Bramble away from my Willow.  

He’s going to bite off more than he can chew with that one.” He finished with a chuckle.  The other men joined him, and they were quickly all laughing heartily. 

After a moment, Rowan placed his hand on Danyr’s shoulder and looked in his eyes. “Thank you for telling us. 

For telling me, my friend. 

I always knew that girl of mine was one of a kind. 

But if this is true. 

Well, I really misjudged just how special she really is.” He laughed heartily for several seconds.

“But.

While I believe in ghouls, dwarves, and dragons and such, I don’t hold the same belief in the fairy tales of old.

Those tales of a prophecy are just tales.

Something the ancient ones created to give folks hope in dark times.

And the dark times are gone my friend.

But thank you just the same for sharing with me.”

With that Rowan stood and made for the door, stopping after a few steps to turn and address his friends one final time for the night. 

“Be seeing you lads.

Keep an ear out for more news, would ya?”

He laughed aloud and waved his hands dismissively.

They all nodded in acknowledgement. Rowan turned and walked through the door. He stopped and looked to the west and smiled. “Sweet Willow. I’ve always been proud of you. I’m just sorry I didn’t let you know.” He thought, then made his way home.

Plainsreach – Six days later.

Calahtar Tirion (kah-lah-har tee-ree-on)

As Calahtar approached the gates to Plainsreach he raised the hood of his cloak. He did this before he was in sight range of the soldiers patrolling atop the walls and those guarding the entry gates. Though he could see the soldiers quite well from this distance, human eyes did not compare to those of elven kind. 

He pulled back ever so gently on the reins and his horse, Meldor slowed her pace to a steady trot. He patted the mare gently and spoke softly, almost whispering. “Hantalyë, meldo, tenna lárëva lendë.” At this, she skipped a step and whinnied seemingly upset at the words.

He closed his eyes momentarily and shook his head side to side before speaking again in a soft, accented manner, carefully pronouncing each word. 

“I am sorry my friend. 

I know we agreed to speak in the common tongue.

Elarindë is difficult to set aside, though I know it to be a necessity for us to be successful. 

For now, I will forego our native tongue. 

Thank you for the reminder Meldor. 

I know I can always count on you to keep me focused.”

She whinnied and bobbed her head up and down in acknowledgement. They resumed their trot towards the Reach. An hour later, they passed unchallenged through the gates, then through the outer ring in the heart of the capital city of Westmere. 

The outer ring was primarily housing, mostly wooden although sturdily built. This is the area in which the majority of agricultural workers lived, save for those with the larger farms granted to them by the crown for gallantry in battle. There were maybe two dozen such farms around the Reach. The farms were given to farmworkers for their specific gallantry in the battle of darkness almost 200 years past. They were and would forever be handed down from one generation to the next, until the family line ended, or the crown decided to take them. Therefore, they all had large families and multiple generations lived and worked on the farms to ensure their bloodlines and lands would prevail throughout time.

As the pair continued into the heart of the city the homes changed from wood to wood and stone, then stone alone. They traveled more than a league past the gates before the first businesses came into view. As with all towns and cities, whether fortified or not, the poorest lived furthest away from the center, where the crown, or Lord, or Chancellor dwelled. The further into the city, the closer to the center you traveled, the more affluent the residents were. 

The business district separated the lower and middle classes from the wealthy. It was the business district that Calahtar was interested in surveying. The stables signified the start of the district, so he paid the stable master and bid Meldor farewell.

“Here you are stable master.” Said Calahtar as he posited one elven gold into the stable master’s hand. Looking astonished, the stable master raised the coin and studied for a while to ensure it was in fact real gold. 

“Oh, thank you master elf. 

Thank you. 
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