



CHOSEN

Volume III: The Mountain That Remembers



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE MOUNTAIN THAT REMEMBERS

    

    
      First edition. May 5, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Mikael J Held.

    

    
    
      Written by Mikael J Held.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Epigraph

The Mountain That Remembers (The Weaving of Fate, #3)

Kaspar’s Winter

The Quiet That Lied

The Messenger

Sigrid’s Promise

The Departure

The Ridge

The First Night

The Breathing Forest

The Shadow at Riverbend | The Stones of Silence

The Second Calling

The Teacher’s Warning

The Camp Beyond the Boundary

The First Trial

The Threshold

The Trial Realm

Inside the Trial

After the First Trial

The Three Reunited

Inside the Trial

The Emergence

The Shattering Path and The Place Between

The First Seed

The Flight

The Other Side, The Final Vow, The Forest that Remembers | Part I: The Other Side

Part II: The Final Vow

The Choice

Part III: The Forest that Remembers

The Return

Epilogue: The Valley That Remembers

Sign up for Mikael J Held's Mailing List

Further Reading: Chosen

Also By Mikael J Held



  	
        
            
            All marks fade. Only the mountain remembers what they looked like when they were new.

      

    

Two years later. A different winter. The same iron wind.
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Kaspar’s Winter
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The wind smelled of iron.

Kaspar followed the half-buried path until it vanished under drifts. The forest made no sound but the hiss of snow skimming across crusted ground. Trees leaned close, dark with frost, as if the world had forgotten every season except this one. He walked without counting steps. Counting invited despair.

His boots were cracked, the soles patched with twine. Each time he lifted a foot, snow filled the prints behind him, erasing proof that he had ever passed. Hunger had gnawed the edge of thought until it felt like faith - something to hold only because letting go would mean stopping. He would not stop. Not yet.

A crow flapped from a branch ahead, black against grey sky. It cawed once, rough as a warning. Kaspar watched it go, breath fogging. Ravens he trusted; crows were gossiping. The bird vanished down-valley, where a thin column of smoke trailed upward. He imagined hearths, soup, the warmth of people who did not ask names. His jaw tightened. Strangers always ask.

He shifted the pack on his shoulder - little more than a bundle of cloth - and pressed on. By midafternoon the clouds opened into a slow, steady fall. Flakes gathered on his hair and lashes until the world blurred white. When he stopped to rest, his knees nearly buckled. He dropped to a crouch beside a fallen pine and scraped snow from a patch of ground to reach frozen moss. With numb fingers he pried up a piece and sucked the melt for moisture. It tasted of iron and bark.

The mark on his wrist throbbed. He pulled back his sleeve: a coil of faint scar tissue, shaped like twisting smoke. The cold brought its colour up, pale crimson under the skin. He rubbed it until the sting eased. The mark had burned hotter the day his mother died, the day the barn collapsed in fire and accusation.

The fox turned, deliberate, and padded down the slope. Kaspar followed at distance, footprints crossing and crossing again. Each time he stumbled, he found the animal waiting, ears tilted as if judging his resolve. Snow thickened, muting all sound but the rasp of his breath.

When darkness gathered, the fox vanished into the trees. He called once, got no answer but the sigh of wind. Alone again, he looked for shelter. The land here was rough with stones and half-buried logs. He found a hollow between two boulders where the snow had drifted shallow, and there he set about coaxing life from frozen twigs. It took time. The flint struck dull sparks; his hands refused precision. On the fifth try a spark caught, crawled into moss, breathed out pale flame. He fed it slivers of bark until it rose steady.

The warmth hurt almost as much as cold. He held his hands near the flame until sensation returned in stabbing needles. Around him, night gathered in layers of blue and black. The fire carved a small circle of colour in the snow.

He unrolled his blanket, a scrap of coarse wool, and pulled it over his shoulders. Hunger growled again. He dug out the last of his dried meat, chewed without taste, and drank a mouthful of melted snow. Each swallow felt like negotiating with his own body: stay alive one more hour.

He stared into the fire until its centre blurred. Shapes formed in the coals - faces, always faces. His mothers blood. The curse runs deep. He shut his eyes, but the words persisted. When he opened them, the fox sat across the flames, tail curled neatly around its paws.

Kaspar started, nearly upsetting the fire. The fox did not flinch. Its eyes reflected the flame, twin gold mirrors.

he asked.

The animal blinked once. He might have imagined the answer that brushed his thoughts like a whisper: Since before you ran.

He swallowed hard.

No reply. The fox rose, stepped closer to the firelight, and the snow on its back steamed away. A faint shimmer crossed its fur, like heat haze over summer stone. Then it turned, looked toward the valley, and vanished soundlessly into the dark.

Kaspar rubbed his face with both hands. “I’m talking to ghosts.”

The fire crackled. The forest watched. And somewhere in the dark, the fox waited.
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The Quiet That Lied
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The mark had been quiet for two years.

Elise had learned not to trust the quiet.

She stood at the edge of the grove, her breath white in the autumn air, and waited for the hum that had once been as constant as her own heartbeat. Nothing. The birches stood silver and still, their bark peeling in thin scrolls that caught the low sun. The rune stone was cold — ordinary granite, nothing more. The valley — her valley, the one she had saved — breathed peacefully behind her.

The rye had been harvested. The root cellars were full. Tor had mended every fence, and Sigrid had dried enough herbs to last through three winters. The village was well. The land was content.

But Elise could feel it.

A prickle ran up her spine, then down both arms, as if every hair had found its own reason to stand. The air against her neck grew warm, then cold, then warm again — not from wind, but from the slow, deliberate rhythm of something breathing that was not her own lungs.

She pressed her palm to the stone.

And the stone answered.

Not with sound. Not with light. With a single, distant pulse — so faint she might have imagined it, except her scar flared in reply, a brief warmth beneath her skin, the color of old embers breathed back to life.

Elise snatched her hand away.

She stared at her palm. The spiral was unchanged — still silver, still quiet, the hue it had settled into after the mountain fell. But for one heartbeat, one breath, it had been crimson again.

She pressed it to her chest, feeling her own heart race against it.

“Not now,” she whispered. “Not yet.”

The birches rustled. Not from wind. From agreement.

The croft was warm when she returned.

Sigrid looked up from the hearth, a spoon in her hand, her face flushed from the fire. “You’re late. The stew’s turning to mush.”

“I was at the grove.”

Sigrid’s hand stilled. Just for a moment — barely a pause — but Elise saw it. The way her friend’s shoulders tightened, the way her gaze dropped to Elise’s palm before darting away.

“And?” Sigrid asked, too casually.

“And nothing. The stone was cold.”

Elise lied. She had never lied to Sigrid before, not about the mark, not about the grove, not about anything that mattered. But the pulse had been so faint, so brief — perhaps it had been imagination, the echo of old fears, the ghost of a habit she had not quite broken.

She wanted it to be imagination.

Sigrid studied her for a long moment, then returned to the pot. “Tor came by. He wants help with the south field tomorrow. Something’s blighting the turnips.”

“I’ll go.”

“You look tired.”

“I’m fine.”

The word came out sharper than she meant. Sigrid’s back stiffened, but she said nothing. They had learned, these two years, how to move around each other — how to give space when space was needed, how to press close when closeness was wanted. They were not the girls they had been. The valley had changed them. Peace had changed them.

But some things did not change.

Sigrid ladled stew into bowls — thick, brown, smelling of thyme and wild onion. They ate in the amber light of the hearth, not speaking, the silence between them comfortable but charged, like the air before summer storm.

Sigrid ladled the last of the stew, her hand stilling. “If the stone wasn’t cold... if something is happening... you’d tell me.”

It was not a question. It was a test. And Elise failed it.

“Of course.”

Sigrid nodded. She did not believe her. But she did not press. That was their bargain now — honesty when possible, grace when honesty was too heavy to carry.

That night, Elise dreamed.

She stood in the old forest — the one from the mountain’s heart, the one that remembered. The trees were taller than waking memory allowed, their bark silver-white, their leaves translucent enough to show the veins of light threading through. The ground hummed beneath her bare feet. The air smelled of pine resin and something older — the scent of the world before names, before borders, before the first Keeper climbed the hill and cut her palm.

A path opened before her.

Not dirt. Not stone. Something that looked like compressed starlight, pale and trembling. It wound between the trees, northward, always northward, toward a darkness at the forest’s edge that was not empty but thick — thick with the iron scent of storm water, thick with the pressure of air before lightning strikes, thick with the same low vibration she had felt through her boots at the stone.

She walked.

Each step dragged, as if the path clung to her boots with fingers of pitch. The wool of her skirt grew heavier, the damp seeping upward from the hem, pulling at her knees. She felt the tug of the croft behind her — not memory, but the actual resistance of familiar ground refusing to let her go. The scent of Sigrid’s herbs faded from her clothes. The callus on her thumb from Tor’s hammer grew smooth and painless. Even the weight of her own name lightened, until she was walking not as the valley’s savior but as simply Elise — the girl who had once laughed at bad jokes, who had burned her first loaf of bread, who had danced in the rain with her best friend until they were both soaked and breathless and alive.

The path ended at a door.

Not wooden. Not iron. A door made of something that looked like frozen sound — the shape of a word that had never been spoken. It had no handle. It had no lock. It only had a mark: the spiral, crimson and burning, carved deep into its surface.

Elise reached for it.

And woke.

She sat up in darkness, her heart slamming against her ribs, her scar hot enough to sting. The croft was quiet — Sigrid breathing in the next room, the fire collapsed to coals, the wind barely brushing the thatch. Ordinary sounds. Safe sounds.

But her palm glowed.

Faintly. Barely. A soft silver pulse, like the last light of a candle before the wick drowns.

She pressed it to her lips, tasting salt and copper, and whispered into the dark:

“I’m not ready.”

The scar pulsed once more — not in command, but in acknowledgment.

And then it went quiet.

But not dead. She could feel the difference now. The quiet of the past two years had been rest. This quiet was waiting.

Morning came grey and reluctant.

Elise rose before Sigrid, dressed in her old wool cloak — the one Boel had worn, patched at the elbows, smelling faintly of lavender and smoke. She walked to the well, drew water, washed her face in the cold. The routine steadied her. The ordinary tasks anchored her.

But when she looked toward the northern ridge, the grove was different.

The birches had turned.

Not with autumn — they had already shed their summer green. But overnight, something had changed in their posture. They leaned slightly inward, forming a corridor that pointed north. Their shadows, long in the low morning sun, stretched toward the same horizon.

Elise had seen this before.

In the Breathing Forest, two years ago, the trees had done the same thing — pointing, listening, aware. She had thought it was the forest’s own will. Now she understood: it was the land’s. The old forest had been pointing toward the mountain then. Now it pointed toward something else. Something beyond the mountain. Something that had begun to wake because the mountain was gone.

“Elise!”

She turned.

Sigrid stood in the doorway, shawl clutched tight, her face pale in the morning light. She had seen it too.

Sigrid’s hands stilled on the spoon. “The trees.”

“I know.”

“What does it mean?”

Elise looked back at the grove. At the pointing birches. At the silver scar on her palm, still warm, still waiting.

“It means...” She paused. “I was wrong. It isn’t over.”

Sigrid crossed the yard in three quick strides and seized her arm. “Tell me the truth. Now. No lies, no protection. What did the stone say to you?”

Elise met her eyes. Sigrid’s were wide, the whites showing at the corners, her breath coming short and sharp through her nose. But her jaw was unclenched, her shoulders dropped half a hand’s breadth — the posture of someone who had been waiting for a blow that had finally, finally landed.

“It didn’t speak. It... remembered.”

“Remembered what?”

“That I’m still the Keeper.”

Sigrid’s grip tightened. “You ended the pact. You took the mountain’s place. You freed the land. How can you still be—”

“Because the land is larger than the mountain.” Elise turned her palm upward, showing the scar. “I freed one prison. But the world has other prisons. Other broken places. Other mountains that were built by fear, ruled by old rules, waiting for someone to remember them.”

Sigrid stared at her. “You’re talking about leaving.”

“I’m talking about hearing the call.”

“And answering it?”

Elise didn’t answer. That was the question, wasn’t it? The same question she had faced two years ago, and a hundred times since. Would she answer? Or would she pretend the quiet was permanent?

The wind shifted. It carried a scent from the north — iron and pine, the smell of winter before winter arrived. The smell of a path opening.

Elise rubbed her palm. “I don’t know. But I know I can’t ignore it. Not this time.”

Sigrid released her arm. She stepped back, wrapping her shawl tighter, her jaw set in a way Elise recognized — the way Sigrid looked when she was deciding whether to argue or accept.

“Then we need to tell Kaspar,” Sigrid said.

Elise blinked. “Kaspar?”

“He’s coming back. Didn’t you know?”

“How would I—”

“He sent a message. Three days ago. By raven.” Sigrid’s voice was carefully neutral. “He’s been in the eastern cities, trading, learning. He says he’s found something. Something about the mark. About the other mountains. He didn’t say what. He only said: ‘Tell her I’m coming. And this time, I’m not leaving.’”

The breath caught in Elise’s throat, sharp as swallowed ice. Her scar flared — not with the steady warmth of the grove, but with a sudden, stinging heat that raced up her arm and settled behind her collarbone. She remembered the weight of a hand in hers, fingers calloused and certain, in a darkness so complete she had not been able to see his face — only felt it, close enough to share breath.

“When?” she asked.

Sigrid looked toward the ridge, where the birches pointed north.

Sigrid looked toward the ridge. “Soon. The raven said: ‘When the trees turn.’”

They stood together in the yard, two women who had survived the impossible and were now facing it again. The morning light was thin and cold. The valley breathed peacefully around them — deceptively still, like the surface of a deep lake.

“Elise,” Sigrid said, softer now.

“Yes?”

“Whatever’s coming... whatever the stone wants... you’re not alone this time.”

Elise looked at her friend — really looked at her, at the lines that had formed at the corners of her eyes, at the strength in her shoulders, at the way her hands always found something to mend, to hold, to steady, even when there was nothing left to fix.

“I know.” Elise looked at her friend. “That’s what frightens me most.”

That evening, the first snow fell.

Not heavily — only a scattering of flakes, pale against the darkening sky, settling on the harvested fields like ash from a distant fire. Elise stood at her window and watched them descend. Each flake was small, insignificant. But together, they would bury the world.

She pressed her palm to the glass. The scar was warm again — not pulsing, not demanding, but alive. Awake.

Somewhere in the east, Kaspar was traveling through the same snow. Somewhere in the north, something else was traveling too — something old, something broken, something that had waited centuries for a Keeper who might choose differently than all the others.

Elise closed her eyes.

And for the first time in two years, she whispered the old words — not as prayer, not as submission, but as greeting:

“I’m listening.”

The mark flared — bright enough to cast her shadow on the wall behind her, bright enough to turn the falling snow to gold.

And somewhere, impossibly far and impossibly close, the air shivered — a single, sustained note too low for her ears, but her teeth felt it, and the soles of her feet, and the hollow place behind her scar.
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The Messenger
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Kaspar arrived at dusk.

Not from the road — from the ridge. He came down through the birchwood, his boots silent on the leaf-fall, his breath white and even. Two years had changed him. His hair was longer, tied back with a leather cord that had seen better days. His coat was new — wool lined with something dark and dense that shed snow without wetting. He moved differently too: slower, more deliberate, as if he had learned that speed was not always survival.

But his eyes were the same.

Grey veined with gold, like light through river ice. The eyes that had seen her first in the grove, that had measured her before she knew she was being measured, that had never once asked her to be anything other than what she was.

Elise saw him from the croft door.

She had been waiting — not consciously, not with the impatience of a girl awaiting a lover, but with the deeper patience of land awaiting rain. She had known he would come. The raven had said so. The mark had whispered it. The grove had pointed north, and she had understood that north was where they would have to go, and Kaspar would have to be part of that going.

She did not run to him.

She walked — down the path, past the well, past the fence Tor had mended. Her hands were cold. Her scar was warm. The two sensations met somewhere beneath her sternum and twisted into a single tight cord, pulling her forward step by step, like a rope drawn through water.

Kaspar stopped at the edge of the yard.

They looked at each other. Two years. His shoulders were broader, she noticed, the line of his neck changed by whatever weight he had carried in the east. A pale scar split his left eyebrow — thin, precise, the kind a blade leaves. His hands hung at his sides, fingers curling and uncurling as if testing whether the air here was the same as the air he had left. It was not. The valley smelled of woodsmoke and frost; the east, she guessed, had smelled of salt and stone and strangers. She could see the difference in the set of his jaw, the way he held his head slightly forward, like a man who had grown accustomed to wind against his face.

“You changed your hair.”

Elise touched her braid — shorter than it had been, the ends uneven where she had cut it herself one winter night with Sigrid’s kitchen shears. “You changed your coat.”

“Trade. Good winter in the east.”

“And before that?”

Kaspar’s smile was small, crooked, tired. “Bad winters. Bad summers. Good learning.”

He stepped closer. The fox tail that had once hung at his belt was gone. In its place: a small leather pouch, worn smooth by handling, the kind of thing that held not weapons but secrets.

“I found something.”

“The raven said.”

“The raven didn’t say enough.” He glanced toward the croft, where Sigrid stood in the doorway, watching them with careful neutrality. “Can we talk? Alone?”

Elise hesitated. She had not been alone with Kaspar since the mountain. Since the Trial. Since the moment when he had broken the First Rule and held her while the world dissolved around them. They had parted after — he to the eastern cities, she to the valley — and the parting had been necessary, a breathing space between trauma and whatever came next.

But the space had stretched into years. And now they stood at its edge, not sure if the bridge across still held.

“The grove.”

He nodded.

They walked together up the slope — not touching, not speaking, the distance between them measured in things unsaid. The snow fell lightly, barely more than mist, catching in Elise’s hair and melting on Kaspar’s shoulders. The birches pointed north, silent witnesses.

The stone was warmer than it had been that morning.

Not hot — not the molten iron of the mountain’s rage — but alive. A steady pulse, like a second heartbeat beneath the earth. Elise felt it through her boots before she touched it.

Kaspar knelt beside the stone and placed his palm on its surface. His mark — the faint scar on his wrist, the one that had burned the day his mother died — flared briefly, gold against grey.

“It knows me. It didn’t, two years ago. It knew you. It tolerated me. Now it... recognizes.”

“What happened in the east?”

Kaspar reached into his coat and withdrew a bundle wrapped in waxed linen. He unwrapped it carefully, with the reverence of a man handling something that had cost more than money.

A book.

Not the family book that Boel had kept — cracked leather, herb-pressed pages, generations of hands. This was different. Older. The cover was wood, not leather, bound with iron hinges that had rusted to a color like dried blood. The pages inside were not paper but something thinner, something that crinkled like skin when Kaspar turned them.

“I found it in a city called Thornhaven. In a library that doesn’t admit outsiders. I had to... persuade them.”

“Persuade?”

His smile flickered — the old trickster smile, the one she had not seen in two years. “Let’s say I traded more than silver.”

He turned to a page near the middle. The writing was not the runic script Elise knew from Boel’s book. It was older — angular, severe, the kind of writing that felt like commands even when it described ordinary things.

“This is the chronicle of the first Keepers. Not the story your grandmother told you. The real one. Written by someone who watched the first mountain built.”

Elise leaned closer. The page showed a drawing — crude, faded — of a hill crowned with birch trees. Beneath it, a figure knelt, knife in hand, blood falling into a stone bowl.

“The first Keeper.” She breathed the words.

“Yes. But look —” Kaspar turned the page. Another drawing. Another hill. Another birch grove. But this one was different — the trees were blackened, the figure lay on the ground, and above the hill rose something that looked like a wall, or a tower, or a hand closing into a fist.

“There were others. Before your valley. Before your mountain. The world is full of places where fear built walls around power. Your mountain was one. But not the only one.”

Elise felt the mark pulse — not with the steady warmth of recognition, but with a sudden cold that bit into her palm like frost on iron. Her fingers curled involuntarily, the joints aching, as if the scar were shrinking, tightening, drawing the flesh inward.

“How many?”

“The book names seven. Seven mountains. Seven prisons. Seven places where the old magic was broken and buried.” Kaspar turned another page, showing a map — crude, half-erased, but clear enough. Seven points, scattered across a landmass that might have been the world or might have been only the part of it the chronicler knew. “Your mountain was the southernmost. The smallest, the youngest. The others are older. Larger. Some are still active. Some have Keepers who don’t know they’re prisoners.”

Elise sat back on her heels. The snow fell around them, silent and inexorable, and she felt the weight of it — not the weight of a single storm, but of every winter that had ever buried this valley, pressing down on her shoulders, on the crown of her head, on the thin bones of her fingers clasped around the ancient book.

“Why tell me? Why not leave it buried? I ended the pact. I freed the land. I was supposed to—”

“You were supposed to rest,” Kaspar finished. “I know. That’s what I thought too. That’s why I left. To give you space. To learn what I could. To become something more than the boy who followed you into the dark.”

He turned to face her fully. The stone’s pulse beat between them, a silent third presence.

“But the land doesn’t rest, Elise. The old magic doesn’t rest. It wakes, it sleeps, it changes shape — but it never stops. And now that your mountain is gone, the others are stirring. They feel the gap. They know one of their own has been... what? Freed? Destroyed? Replaced?”

“Replaced.” Elise’s voice dropped. “I took its place. I became the bridge, not the wall.”

“Then the other mountains know that too. And they know that the bridge might walk toward them.”

Elise looked at her scar. Silver. Quiet. But awake.

“They’re calling me.” Not a question.

“They’re calling the mark,” Kaspar corrected gently. “You’re the one who decides whether to answer.”

He closed the book and wrapped it again in its linen. The snow gathered on his hands, melting from his warmth.

“I’m not asking you to go. I’m telling you what I found so you can choose with full knowledge. Not with Boel’s stories. Not with the mountain’s lies. With the truth, as much as anyone knows it.”

Elise stood. The grove surrounded them, the birches pointing north, the stone pulsing beneath their feet. The valley lay below — smoke rising from chimneys, fences mended straight, the rye field stubble pale gold in the fading light. The life she had built. The stillness she had earned.

And beyond the ridge, beyond the valley, beyond every horizon she had ever known, seven mountains waited.

Elise looked toward the valley. “Sigrid won’t let me go alone.”

“I know.”

“And you?”

Kaspar rose, brushing snow from his knees. He looked at her — really looked at her — and she saw in his face the same thing she had seen two years ago, in the chamber where the world had cracked: the way his weight shifted onto his forward foot, as if ready to step between her and any blow the dark might throw. His hands hung open at his sides, palms turned slightly toward her, the same angle they had held when he had broken the First Rule and reached for her through the shattering stone.

Kaspar’s gaze held hers. “I told you once. I’m not here for the elders. I’m here for you. That hasn’t changed. It won’t change.”

“Even if I have to walk toward seven more mountains?”

“Even if you have to walk toward seventy.”

Elise smiled — the first true smile that had shaped her mouth in days. Her
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