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THWACK! 

My rake landed solidly against the raider’s shoulder, but he only stumbled without dropping his burden. He whipped around to face me.

I nearly tripped over my skirts as I jerked backward. “Drop her and go,” I demanded.

I would not have stopped his race toward the woods with the rest of the god-cursed attackers if the bundle I had spied across his shoulder had been a grain sack. I had caught up with him just outside of the tree line. 

He made a slashing motion. Something brushed past me, as if a light breeze. I raised my rake higher. “Drop her and go,” I repeated.

There was enough moonlight to see his eyes widen. There came a moan from the girl as he dumped her on the ground. “You will do,” the raider snarled, lunging toward me.

I tried to strike him again, but he flung up an arm and it was as if an invisible hand yanked the rake from my hands and then tossed it aside. Before I could do more than gasp, he grabbed my arm and drew back a fist with his other hand.

Thunk!

The raider arched forward, his mouth opening in a silent scream before collapsing onto the ground. Wheeler stood a dozen feet away, his knife buried to the hilt in the raider’s back. 

Several armed men came hurrying up to us. “Aife! Are you hurt?” Ulden asked, halting beside me as Ewan knelt beside the girl. 

“No,” I whispered, leaning shakily into his side as he draped an arm around my shoulders. I did not need to ask how he had fared as his hard eyes scanned the woods, his short sword held ready. 

“It’s Althea,” Ewan said, as another groan sounded. Moyna and Odell’s daughter was barely thirteen winters. Handing his javelin off to another, the blacksmith carefully lifted her into his arms and they headed back toward the village. 

My gaze went from the bloody body at my feet to the flames still burning among village buildings. The enormity of what I had done crashed into me. “I chased, fought a raider...with a rake.” Realization of how stupid that was pitched my voice higher than usual.

“Aye,” Wheeler said, chuckling at my dismay. Yanking his knife free, he wiped it clean with several swipes across the dead man’s clothes. “But I think Althea and her parents will give thanks for your stupidity. I also give thanks for the chance to repay a debt.” With that cryptic remark, he was gone.

“Not the smartest, aye, but it was brave of you,” Ulden said, amusement tinging his words.

“Only because I did not stop to think,” I replied, making a face. “What debt did Wheeler need repaid?”

“His oldest son was killed in a raid a year ago.”

“Oh.” As they had fished me out of the river this past spring, I was still learning about this new village of mine. Which was fair. They did not know much about me either, and most of that was lies. 
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The sun was barely a finger’s width above the trees, illuminating what had already been a long day of chaos. I all but staggered to where Old Ugathera sat with two bowls at one of the tables in the common area. Sinking onto the bench across from her, I gazed around me, my soul as heavy as the smoke that still hung in the air.

Children sat quietly in front of the smoldering ruins of two homes and the potter’s shed, ready to give cry if the slight breeze gave them life anew. Half of our winter stores were stolen or ruined. Two thirds of the smoked and dried meat, gone. Three sealed jugs of honey, broken, their contents coating the floor rushes. A basket of dried apples, dumped. Four sacks of grain missing, a ripped fifth adding to the mess on the floor.

But all that was the least of what was lost. Six people, for a small village like Rathbriga, was a devastating loss.

Old Turi and his wife were dead, their home a charred ruin. It was their screams of warning that had alerted the village. Unable to sleep due to aching bones, they would often walk the village grounds, supporting each other. Reminiscing too, if I had heard Doreena’s giggling aright.

Arlan’s body lay wrapped in a quilt, undoubtedly killed trying to protect his now missing wife. They obviously wanted them young, since Isolda was only a winter or two older than Althea. Kerwin had died fighting to protect the supplies. But it was Bowyn that had brought many of us to tears. Seven winters young, the lad had been trampled by cattle fleeing their corral in panic. The animals had been deliberately released by the raiders, both for the chaos it would create and knowing we would need to secure the village’s survival first, giving them more time to slip farther away.

A remembrance sparked from my old life. It was of another young boy, trampled also when the small herd he watched was spooked by a fast-moving storm. His older sister was badly injured when she tried to save him. I couldn’t remember their names now. Not surprising, since I was barely older than he was at the time and that was...over forty winters ago. Longing, regret, and loneliness overwhelmed me as I drifted through the past. The friends I had grown up with, the man I had grown old with. The home I could never return to.

“This has brought back memories of the attack on your family.”

I blinked, Ugathera’s gentle voice drawing me back to the present. I realized there were tears running down my face.

She was referring to my tale of how I had come to be floating down the river, wedged among a thick oak’s branches. How I had been at the river, drawing water, when the attackers came. How my husband had cried out “Run Aife,” even as a sword pierced his chest. How I had run until finding the tree limb bobbing next to the bank and pushed it back into the spring-swollen river.

All lies. The first of many.

“Remembering my losses,” I told her truthfully, wiping my cheeks.

I hated lying, especially to the woman I now shared a home with. Ugathera had taken me in after the men brought me ashore. She had dressed me in dry clothes and fed me a thin soup because my hands were too cramped and frozen to hold the spoon. Then tucked me under warm covers as my body gradually thawed out.

Ugathera pushed one bowl toward me and we ate silently, knowing the bread and cheese would need to last us till evening. Shouts had me looking up and over at several men driving cattle. 

“Looks like they found about a third of the cows...and two oxen,” I said, counting silently. The chickens had merely scattered among the homes, most of them back in their roost by dawn. It would probably be two or three days, though, before they settled enough to provide eggs.

Ugathera grunted. “Most of the sheep were back browsing in the field this morning. I doubt they took the bull...the others would be easier to drive before them,” she added sourly.

I nodded, having experienced the bull’s temperament. But any loss would hurt.

The docile oxen were needed to work the fields and assorted village tasks. And only the cows selected for spring breeding had been kept, with the rest slaughtered and the now-missing meat preserved for winter. Same for the sheep, although they had not been bred as our ram was lost to wolves during the summer. Now, killing enough of the animals to get us through the winter would mean even fewer breeders next spring. Perhaps they could make trade with another village for a few of their animals. Maybe a ram. Still, there would be hard choices next winter as the needs of spring breeding and winter survival were balanced.

“May the bones of the stolen catch in their throats,” I said angrily.

Ulden sat down beside me. “May Lugus hear and grant your curse.”

Tall, broad of shoulder, Ulden had been among those who stood chest-deep in the cold water as they pried me from the branches I had drifted in for two days. The warm odor wafting up from his breakfast bowl indicated his held more than just bread and cheese. Dried meat tossed into a small pot of boiling water became warm and soft, the water used later to flavor soups and stews. That they were only sharing it with the hunters today meant the women were already hoarding the remaining meat.

“Aife?” Ulden tore off a chunk of bread. “Your family was traveling west.” He chewed, swallowed. “Did they know of a place to go to?”

I shook my head. “My family just wanted good land to farmstead.” A half lie, at best.

Ugathera leaned forward. “You think of leaving, Ulden?”

He nodded toward a group of men talking quietly. “We all are. These raiders are coming more often, as the strike on Aife’s family this past spring has shown.”

I dropped my eyes, afraid they would see the shame in them. I and my lies did not deserve their sympathy.

“Bolder, too,” Ugathera said angrily. “Taking our women now, instead of only livestock or grain.”

“Aye,” Ulden agreed. “And they used magic this time.”

“Magic?” I said with Ugathera, remembering that brush across me as the raider waved his arm. The way the rake had been yanked from my hands, untouched.

He nodded. “Several of us were shoved away, or thrown down without a hand touching us. Or hit with rocks, fire embers, and...” he rubbed a bruise on his jaw, “a cooking pot that flew from somewhere.”

That would explain the fires and the burns I had helped Ugathera tend. She had been pleased at my knowledge of herbs and plants and that Rathbriga had another healer. I let them believe I had been trained as one in my previous village. Another lie as the knowledge had been gained only recently.

“Wheeler is calling a meeting after tonight’s meal to discuss it. The next raid may be bad because we killed two of them this time. Tossed their bodies in the ravine.”

The ravine was about a twenty-minute fast walk away. Far enough to keep the scavengers from eyeing our stock as extras. Or to be bothered by the rotting odor, my nose curling at the thought.

The group of men broke apart and one of them waved to Ulden.

“We go to see if we can find more animals. Found one cow lost to wolves but,” he grinned, “Wheeler and Druce are tracking a boar.”

“Let us pray they are successful,” Ugathera said, making a sign for good luck.

Ulden rolled the last piece of cheese and bread together and stuffed it in his mouth. Picking up the last meat strip, he laid it in front of me. His eyes, a darker shade of gray than my own, briefly met my startled gaze before gaining his feet.

I frowned at his retreating back. Looking over, I flushed at the smile on the older woman’s face.

“Ulden is a fine man, strong and healthy,” she told me. “He has not cast an eye toward another woman since his wife and babe died in childbirth two summers past. Until now.”

I had wondered at his single status as few men in their prime remained so for long. Starting to protest her obvious matchmaking, a wave of her hand stopped me.

“Mourning your husband and family does you honor, Aife. That is respected. But next spring they will have been gone a year and, well, you are also still young and healthy.”

Not so young, I
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