
[image: ]

Copyright © 2017 Engen Books

The Momentous Meeting of Siguror and the Young Deer;’ or, ‘How All Things Came to Be’ As Scribed by Ishmael the Idle Copyright © 2017 David Reynolds

Lower Antarras  © 2017 Shannon K Green

In the Moonlight, Test of the Sihn Du © 2017 Heather Reilly

Seat Perilous © 2017 Nicholas Morine

Snow White and Rose Red © 2017 Alicia Neimann

Precious Pieces Unknown © 2017 Samuel Bauer

The Light of Cabot Tower © 2017 Paul Carberry

Lia’s Lookout © 2017 Amanda Labonté 

The Life Garden / Afterword © 2017 Erin Vance

A Letter to the Seekers © 2017 Melanie Collins

A Troll by Any Other Name... © 2016 Peter J Foote

Blood of the Sea © 2017 Candace Hillier

Living and Learning © 2017 Matthew Daniels

Quiet Cove © 2017 Jenn White

In Defense of Our Home, The City that Hid from Time Itself © 2017 Christopher Walsh

Honour, The Invisible Boy © 2017 Alison House

Forward, Winter’s Loch © 2017 Ellen Louise Curtis

Sage and Salt © 2017 Katie Little

NO PART OF THIS BOOK MAY BE REPRODUCED OR TRANSMITTED IN ANY FORM OR BY ANY MEANS, ELECTRONIC OR MECHANICAL, INCLUDING PHOTOCOPYING AND RECORDING, OR BY ANY INFORMATION STORAGE OR RETRIEVAL SYSTEM WITHOUT WRITTEN PERMISSION FROM THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER, EXCEPT FOR BRIEF PASSAGES QUOTED IN A REVIEW.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of each author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

Distributed by:

Engen Books

www.engenbooks.com

submissions@engenbooks.com

First mass market paperback printing: April 2017

Cover Image: Kyle Callahan Photography

Ebook ISBN-13: 978-1-926903-53-8

Copyright 2017 Engen Books

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Fantasy from the Rock
A Collection of Short Fiction

[image: ]


Twenty-One fantasy short stories written by a diverse mix of the best genre authors in Atlantic Canada. Featuring fairy tales, sword and sorcery epics, urban fantasy, magic, thrilling tales, and tales whose fantastic nature may haunt you, there’s something for everyone in this collection. Includes the work of award-winning fantasy author Heather Reilly, Amanda Labonte, Christopher Walsh, Ellen Curtis, Erin Vance, and Nicholas Morine!
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​Foreword
Ellen Louise Curtis
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I believe in fairies. 

That sounds like a silly statement, coming from a grown woman, but I stand by it nonetheless. As a young girl, I was warned about the wee folk by my poppy, I was put to sleep with fairy tales, and at night I dreamt of brownies, pixies, and goblins. Stories of fantasy realms fueled my imagination and my play. I ate them all up like candy, though unlike Hansel and Gretel I wouldn’t dare munch down on a confectionary cottage if I stumbled across one on my explorations through the woods. As I grew, so too did my insatiable appetite for the fantastical. 

There were never enough books around for me. The mystical, magical, and dangerous worlds of fantasy called to me. I longed to live in a world of wizardry, of dragons, of unicorns, of quests, of elves, and of dwarves. I put out milk and honey in the garden for sprites, and awaited the bloom of foxgloves in the summer, sure it would bring the fey as quickly as it brought butterflies. 

I was not a patient child though, and as the summers of my fairy hunting schemes passed by without fruition, I settled for making up the stories I so desperately craved to live. Impatient to witness magic for myself, I filled pages with tales of dragon riding, of princesses on quests to break curses, and of dangerous fey folk entrapping passersby.

The more I wrote and read, the more I wanted to know. I had become well acquainted with Newfoundland folklore, the product of Norse Vikings and settlers from England, Ireland, and Scotland arriving on our shores, but increasingly I was branching out into the folklore of other cultures. Stories about powerful genies, beguiling skinchangers, and an endless cast of strange magical creatures kept me hunting down new stories.

Since joining Engen Books in 2009, I have been itching to put a fantasy title on our bookshelf that as a child, I would have been unable to put down. After the success of Sci-Fi from the Rock in 2016, putting together a fantasy collection seemed like the natural next step, but nothing could have prepared me for the fantastic response we got once we announced submissions. Scores of incredible authors were interested in taking part, making this our best collection to date. Between these pages lie some truly fabulous stories. There is magic to be found in the pages ahead, bringing to life stories about dragons, elves, dwarves, witches, fey folk, and more. Relax now, and prepare to be drawn in by the spell these stories weave. If you had any doubts before, I promise, by the end you too will believe in fairies. 

Ellen Louise Curtis

Editor

​
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Melanie Collins is an award-winning author. The award she won wasn’t for writing. That doesn’t make the statement any less true. She was born eons ago in the city of St. John’s, Newfoundland, on a late-July day in the way-back year of 1987. An animal lover and guilt-laden product of a Christian upbringing, her non-writing time is filled with her work as an Animal Groomer and volunteering as a member of the Board of Directors with the non-profit organization Sandbox Gaming.

Wishing there were more hours in the day for writing, Melanie likes to sit down and hammer out short stories with the help of brute force and stubbornness.

Her favourite food is cheese. Every cheese.
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​A Letter to Seekers
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The Age of Magic has been over for decades, the last display of True Magic happening near the end of the reign of King J’orni and Queen Lamascque. It had been dying for decades before that, and some say it had been petering out for well over a century. What began in an eruption of wonder ended in the slow fading of memories, stories half-remembered around moments of fleeting inspiration.

While yes, “magic” still remains in this world, it is all mere parlor tricks: a few weak spells and some feeble grasp at best remaining upon potion making. True Magic is what we all—and do not deny it—what we all grew up hearing of, reading of... what we believed could still be possible now. Grand displays of an arcane power borderline on indescribable to those who could not have witnessed such things. There were miracles in this world, and they were brought about by the hands of man.

True Wizards and Magicians fill our history books throughout the Age of Magic. They were what dictated the flow of our progress, the shape of our societies. They built Kingdoms and tore down Empires when they so chose, and that is an inescapable truth, regardless of how those today will look at what remains as Wizards and Magicians now.

As the scholars and historians will say to you, the cause of the Age of Magic—the source of True Magic itself—was Faeries. The Fey are as crucial to our history of the Age of Magic as thread is to a tapestry. Were it not for them, it would have simply never existed. Every account of a Wizard or Magician all states the same; there is not a single record in existence that does not in one way or another provide evidence of a Faerie’s presence in its pages. Dynasties of Magicians, now all faded to obscurity, began with some sort of interference by the Fey. Why the Magic faded, no one knows. Perhaps the Fey decided to no longer grant their gifts to man, perhaps they no longer could. Perhaps it is as many scholars say, and the Fey themselves are gone from our world and thus, so is Magic. It is a thing no one speaks of freely, that no one chases with curiosity because of the soreness that remains. Legacies of families once powerful beyond scope have withered to dust, and that is simply not a topic many like to discuss.

What the scholars will not tell you, and seem instead to avoid admitting even to themselves, is that the idea of Faeries having always existed in this world is inherently flawed. An idea essentially born of the same base instinct man has whenever something new and horrifying is dredged up from the depths of the sea—it must have always been here, to be so bold as to offend us with its presence now. True though it is that stories of creatures similar to what we now know as Faeries existed long before they were committed to record among those of Wizards and Magicians, the descriptions are barely more than a few key elements shared between the stories and history. I am of the belief that the creatures we attached the Faerie name to came to this world at the same time that the Age of Magic began, and that their magic could not be held back from man because they had never withheld it before.

Yes, Magic existed in this world before the Fey allowed man—by intention or by accident—to claim it, to use it. But it was a different Magic. A tamer Magic. Before the Fey, no one cared about the sunsets or sunrises beyond telling the beginning and end of a day. No one saw beauty in the world around us beyond what it could be used for. When the Fey came, music came more readily, stories became more important, love and beauty were appreciated for the miracles that they were. All of the early incidents of True Magic were all about beauty: creation for the sake of passion. 

The Floating Falls of Lystio were created by the Wizard Ca’rosh, of the Northern Marsh. He saw a place so beautiful, he wanted no men to trample across its grounds ever again, and so lifted the entire area into the air. They remain still, held in place by a Magic people have no understanding of any longer.

The Forest of Eternal Spring to the south was created when the Magician Celestarre first saw a Unicorn; she created a home for it that would always remain perfect and beautiful. 

These were the first instances of True Magic in this world, and they remain. As others came to possess it, they also began to shape it to their will. It was a more human kind of Magic, focused on power and strength, on besting others. The Magician Harrod Stone erected an army from the forest surrounding his home village and used it to defeat and overtake the armies of the neighboring Kingdom of Fashell. His family ruled for three generations, only in the last twenty years fading to obscurity like the rest. Another Wizard, Maratol, controlled the waters of the sea to destroy much of the shoreline fortifications of King Cranton. All of them were touched in some way by the Fey, all of them destined for great things as a result. 

As the trends of True Magic went further toward the motivations of man—towards greed, towards power, towards destruction—the True Magic began to fade. After fifty years of new Wizards and Magicians surfacing almost constantly, very few new Wizards and Magicians came forward. All that remained after one hundred years were the offspring of those who had come before. Faeries became shadows in the forest, stories told to children, and none seemed to remain. Their Magic lingered, but what of them? No one speaks of where they went. The last time there was any curiosity earnestly followed regarding the disappearance of the Fey was nearly eighty years ago, when the last display of True Magic captured the minds and hearts of the nation once again.

No one is sure, to this day, who the Wizard was. She was never consistently described by those who witnessed the event, so no one is to know if she was a descendant of a True Wizard, or a Wizard herself. All they know is what they witnessed: Magic, commanded by a woman, raised a beautiful and lush sanctuary amidst a dying Kingdom, ravaged by War. A barren land, scorched and trampled, now housed at the location of its greatest and most violent slaughter an honestly enchanted garden. A paradise, filled with strange flora never before seen, all seeming to remind of the atrocities of war through a captivating beauty. No man attempts to live there for long, as there is a presence about the place that many find sorrowful, and the stories persist that the Wizard who created it was a mere visage, a strange phantom, though there is reason to believe that they were very much alive.

The first Wizards and Magicians grew to considerable ages, many reaching over one hundred years old, some being recorded as old as 130 or so before dying. I wonder, always, if this was an intentional use of the Magic they had come to possess, or if it was a result of coming into such close proximity with the Fey. They all had written of, or had their family write of, their time shared with a Faerie in their early years, yet none had written of what had happened to those Faeries. Many remained ambiguous as to when they stopped seeing the Fey, and it is only a mystery if they had died as many things do, or if they simply vanished.

The Fey came to this world hundreds of years ago, granted us the beauty of True Magic, and we are to assume that they simply fled to forests and glens, rarely if ever seen by humans any longer if we are to believe some scholars; or that they all died of some cause however-many decades ago if we are to believe others. I used to believe that perhaps they had left the way they came, suddenly without rhyme or reason. But I have reason to believe that that may not entirely be the case.

I must be clear: I have no interest in deigning where the Fey had come from, how they came to be in this place at this time, and do not wish to correct any scholars and historians or their records of what the exact purpose the Fey had to the Age of Magic. What I have great interest in, now most especially, is where the Fey went, and if they will ever return.

I know how descendants of Wizards are looked at now. I am not blind to it. They are treated as the insane, as dangerous outcasts in a society that no longer believes Magic is possible. I agreed with that outlook, for a very long time. I despised those who would brag about their Magical lineage, or even those who spoke of it negatively. It was a dirty, filthy secret that should never have been spoken about in any company. It was a painful, stabbing reminder that Magic was lost to us. That it would never come back. 

I felt this way even though—or especially because—I am a descendant of a Wizard. I studied the writings of my mother, her father, her father’s mother, all the way back to where our magical connections began. I dreamed one day that the magic would return so that I could experience it, for power, for wealth, for my own ego. 

Nothing in this world is more humbling than knowing that everyone in your family, until you, had something—even the faintest glimmer of it—that you will never, ever have. My mother spoke of a gentle feeling she got on the warm spring days, or when she saw the sunset paint the sky. She spoke of, when she fell in love with those she knew romantically in her life, how she could make the flowers bloom or stop the rain. The moments were few, she could not will it, but at least she had that. I had only emptiness, and that created a bitterness within me that I harbored for much of my life to this point.

I dreamt of the insect-like creatures, their glimmering wings, their strange colors across their small bodies. I dreamt of them coming to me and granting me the same gift they had given my ancestor. I dreamt of what I would do with that power, most of all. When my dreams did not come true, I came to hate myself.

There would be no more Magic in this world, for the Fey had left us to rot without. I thought I knew that, until one month ago when the moon eclipsed. There was something strange that night, as the lands were washed in the faint red light of this strange midnight affair. Something awoke in me, and it was not a desire for power or wealth any longer. It was not a sudden knowing that I could command Magic, or a confidence I thought would come naturally to a Wizard of strength and renown as my greatest relative was. I wanted not to live forever, nor live famously. Suddenly I saw a beauty, a beauty that I am sure was never there before. It was a beauty I wished to not only see more of, to touch and feel, to smell and taste and ponder, but a beauty I wished to create, by my own hands.

An urge fills me now, an urge I have never felt before and cannot explain. It is something that both pushes me to do things I had never dreamt of trying before, and pulls me to somewhere I have never been. I dream so vividly now that I can no longer ignore it, and I see it in the faces of my fellow descendants as well, though we will not speak of it. We cannot speak of it. Something has changed, and it is something we do not know, but that we are so familiar with.

It is Magic, and it is back in this world.

So now I leave you all, to search for the Fey.

Yours,

Henry Regalius Garth
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David Reynolds grew up in Harbour Grace, NL. He later studied at Memorial University, where he completed his BA in Philosophy and English Language and Literature in 2006 in addition to completing his MPhil in Humanities in 2008. His graduate research focused on the cultural significance of superhero narratives and culminated in his dissertation Superheroes: An Analysis of Popular Culture’s Modern Myths. Besides teaching English at Memorial University, he is a writer and an independent publisher via his company, Problematic Press.
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​‘The Momentous Meeting of Siguror and the Young Deer;’
or, ‘How All Things Came to Be’
As Scribed by Ishmael the Idle
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Oh, how divine must the young deer be to sing the tale of all creation with the voice of Devin? All the riches in this world could not supply the salary for the poets to preach the flattery due this Muse, who had sung such sweet truths through the voice of that frail fawn! For, if Siguror had not discovered the creature crying, the world would know no more of the heavens than the heavens now know of the earth below. So, as I, Ishmael the Idle, presently scribe this account of all things on more permanent parchment, know that the tale is written as I recall hearing it from the same Siguror of which the story speaks, having listened to the venerable hunter recount with great joy and vigour his day with Devin the Muse embodied in the young deer, and how that haggard hunter became the deliverer of the truth of our genesis. The words here transcribed are but a single raindrop in the ocean of praise and tribute due Siguror, Devin, and the Creatrix, Earha!

Siguror begins his tale by reminding the youngsters present amongst his audience that the fields were not so bountiful with fruit and livestock when he was a much younger man. In his tale, it was nearing the autumn equinox, and the year’s harvest was far from sufficient. He tells us he lived closer to the forest than the others of his village. There, he lived in a modest hut, providing simple enough shelter for Siguror, since he preferred to live close to Nature.  If his scarce garden would not provide him sustenance, then he planned to forage and hunt in the nearby forest to sate his hunger.  

As his rations dwindled, Siguror grew gaunt. His body began to waste away from hunger while his mind moved to more madcap musings. Siguror’s demeanour was indeed dark when he entered the forest fumbling about for something substantial to sink his teeth into.

Siguror entered the forest on the day of the autumn’s equinox while the villagers make with meagre celebrations to honour the gods for their bounty. He explains that he thought the villagers were foolish to frolic and squander the little food they had, sharing their scraps amongst the others; his ravenous appetite would be sated only by fresh meat, else the gods would feel his wrath, he cursed. And so Siguror willed his hungry frame into action, clutching his quiver in his shaking hand and dragging his bow along the ground behind him as he shuffled into the grove of sequoia, ash, and oak.  

He knows not how long he wandered between the ancient trees, but he recalls his encounter with the young deer with near perfect clarity, as if he were living it presently. Siguror’s senses seemed to sharpen acutely upon hearing the cries of the lost doe. Spying her from a distance between the trees, though she was obscured by foliage, he was ecstatic to come across such a fine young creature. He could see that while she was nigh more than a frail fawn, her body was full, with a bearing of prideful youth. Siguror could hardly contain his excitement! His heart pounded as during the climax of the most intimate of passions. He scrambled closer, darting from one place of hiding to another, positioning himself to let his arrow fly for the doe’s breast.

The doe did bleat nervously, like a little girl who is lost. As Siguror notched an arrow to his bowstring, his gut cringed.  The young deer’s glance met his aim, and she spoke to him. Her voice was like that of a frightened lass: “Oh, hunter, please, do not hurt me!” The words reached out to Siguror, embracing the haggard and hungry hunter. “I am Devin, and I am lost,” she explained as she tried to keep her body from trembling. Siguror was speechless, seeing the creature in his sight appear now as a lithe maid mirroring the musical timbre of her voice. “Please, my dear hunter, do not look at me with such a ravenous eye,” she pleaded. “Instead, do for me an honest favour: return me to the path from which I have strayed in this dense grove of ash and oak.”

Siguror was perplexed. His hunger lusted after this young creature like an inner force that compelled him to consume her.  However, he was hesitant; as his mouth watered like a hungry dog awaiting table scraps, he resisted his maddening appetite to allow a response to gush forth from deep within his heart. Lowering his bow, he almost spat the words, “Devin.  Whether you are fawn or floozy, ‘tis certain you’re a vixen, and I’ll have you one way or the other. So, if you wish to steer me from this path of mine own, then you had best provide a favour of some substance in return!”  

Devin ceased to tremble before Siguror.  

His proposal of an exchange of favours seemed to have brought her some comfort. She promised Siguror that if he returned her to her path, then she would sing for him an epic verse that revealed how all things came to be.  

“A s-s-song!” Siguror exclaimed in disbelief. “I am a hungry and haggard hunter, and you propose to sate my appetites with a song?”  

Here, Siguror laughs manically, interrupting his wondrous tale. While many listeners of the ale-hall audience are taken aback by his laughter, I, Ishmael, remain pleasantly amused and entirely fascinated by the old man’s eccentric tale.

His account of the encounter continues as Devin protested, “Perhaps, you may be more inclined to assist me, hunter, if first you hear my song. Let me sing for you, and then you may aptly judge which course to take.”

Siguror explains to his eager audience in the tavern that her counter had persuaded him to listen despite his fierce yearning. Letting his quiver and bow fall gently upon the mossy earth, he took a seat on the overgrown and misshaped root of an old ash tree. As Devin began to sing, Siguror was entranced by her pristine sense of intonation and pitch. Each word danced articulately off her tongue, cavorting casually through the still air in the grove, arriving skilfully at their destination. Never before had he heard a minstrel or bard perform perfection such as this! Siguror followed the song as if it were a charming and soothing dream; every detail she sang of the genesis was brought vividly to life before his mind’s eye.

Thankfully, the venerable old coot spares us his own rendition of her beautiful song. He admits that, even in his youth, he could only do Devin a disservice by attempting to sing as she had sung. And so, Siguror relates the story of all creation in the same manner any hunter would relate the tale of a great hunt or the yarn of some remarkable misadventure. Although his words are decent and simple, lacking the eloquence of divine truth, he does his best to construct the story of Earha, Mother of All, in honour of Devin, his Muse.  
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Born and raised in the Annapolis Valley of Nova Scotia, and the son of an apple farmer, Peter studied archaeology in university. He is employed as a boiler and refrigeration operator, is an active Freemason, and runs a used bookstore (Fictionfirst Used Books) out of his basement in his spare time.

Believing that an author should write what he knows, many of Peter’s stories are a reflection of his personal life.
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​A Troll by Any Other Name...
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“Doesn’t the sun ever shine in this blasted land?” Narais mutters as he pulls his fur lined cloak tighter around his neck. The once fine wolf pelt has grown dirty and matted from hard use, but has retained its warmth despite its appearance. “Is there anything produced in your land other than fog, ice, rock, and wind, Peadar?”

Keeping his head down out of the wind, Peadar glances at the warrior from the corner of his eye and allows a tiny smile to form. These southerners... he thinks. Look at him with his wind chapped lips and flat soled riding boots that slip and slide whenever he gives his mount a rest. Stiff necked fool!

Clearing his throat into his gloved fist, Peadar replies, “Yes my lord. The land be tough and rugged as are those who live here, but, my lord, while this is part of my land, these aren’t my people.”

The guide continues, “Mountain folk are a people outside of time, my lord. Their customs and beliefs might seem a little...” The guide pauses a moment to choose his words carefully before continuing, “...primitive to civilized men such as yourself, but they’re honest, hardworking and know which trails are open this early in the spring.” If there is a note of reproach in the guide’s voice, it is muffled by his heavy knitted scarf.

“Primitive!” the warrior snorts and urges his mount into the fog, his greying unbound hair trailing behind him.

With a deep sigh, the guide follows after the warrior just as the first flakes of the latest spring snow begin to fall.

***
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“What does it say, Peadar?” Narais’s gloved encased fingers slowly trace the deeply carved runes upon the wind swept pillar in front of them.

Leaning closer, the guide brushes off some encroaching lichen that is obscuring part of the text. “Hmmm... The village of Wildefog Bridge lies before us; the people there worship the old gods of the mountains and live in harmony with the Jotunn.”

“Who or what are the Jotunn?” asks the warrior.

Pausing briefly, Peadar stands straight and wipes the lichen from his gloves before replying, “As before, my lord, this is an old land with old beliefs. Some of those beliefs include the Jotunn or what you would call Trolls. They are an ancient race connected to the land, with skin like stone, and strength like the wind and water. They are rarely seen, but there have been stories of them aiding lost children and travellers. It is said that you can hear their songs in the wind...” he trails off, his own words falling into the wind.

“Heresy!” bellows Narais, his face becoming a crimson mask of rage. “Why hasn’t the Brotherhood of the Faithful stamped out this crazy superstition? When I get to the Abbey, I’ll petition the Abbot that a stronger presence be made here!”

Speaking in a calm, measured voice, Peadar responds, “I’m sure the Abbot will be very responsive, my lord, but until then, might I suggest we respect their heritage?”

With a sniff, Narais stalks back to his horse, takes up the reins, and walks off with a sharp tug to lead his horse past the road marker. Before long, iron horseshoes begin ringing off cobblestones as the warrior leads his mount to the entrance of the bridge deck. Dropping the reins, Narais walks over to the side of the wide stone bridge and leans against the railing to look into the chasm below. “While I can’t say I like their heathen superstitions, they do know how to build bridges,” Narais says with a fraction of respect in his voice. “Though why such massive piles of stone around the bases of the two pillars? The river barely rates the name.”

Joining the warrior at the railing, Peadar pretends not to notice when Narais edges away from him. “Aye, it’s barely a trickle now, but in a few short weeks the snow on the mountain tops will start melting and those buttresses will be the only thing protecting the bridge pillars.”

With a grudging nod, Narais once again takes up his horse’s reins and they cross the bridge to get their first view of the village.

With flat ground at a premium, the round stone houses of the village hug the walls of the surrounding cliffs, their slate roofs nearly blending into the natural stone, with only thin ribbons of smoke from their chimneys helping mark them for what they are. A winding road through the village can barely be made out before it disappears in fog shrouded mountains.

“Odd. After seeing the craftsmanship in the bridge, I expected more grandeur in the village,” says Narais.

“It’s sad to say it, but you’re right, my lord,” says Peadar. “This used to be a major trade route in days past; wagons of coal from the mines flowed south, and spices, textiles and wine came north. But the mines don’t produce like they used to, making Wildefog Bridge a shadow of its former self.”

Stepping off the bridge and entering the village proper, Narais turns to speak to his guide, only to see Peadar still at the end of the bridge. He is placing one of their wax paper wrapped ration packages into a wicker basket hanging from the bridge post. Realizing that he has been caught by the warrior, Peadar hurries to explain. “Ah... It’s a tradition that those who cross the bridge leave a token of food for the Jotunn who cares for the bridge.” Seeing Narais open his mouth, Peadar hurriedly says, “It’s custom and the food is probably given to those less fortunate. Now let us hurry, my lord. The inn is just down the lane and there’s bound to be a cheery fire burning, I shouldn’t wonder.” Peadar hurries past the warrior; in so doing, he cuts off any further conversation.

With hands on hips, Narais stares at the ‘inn’. Not much different from the other houses in the village, its grey stone walls and steep roof don’t appear very welcoming, and even the wooden sign hanging above the narrow door is faded and cheerless.

“Come along, my lord, let’s get inside and warm our bones,” says Peadar, as he edges past the warrior and enters the inn. Roughly brushing his cloak where Peadar slid past, Narais lets out a “Humpt!” but follows the guide inside.

Dark and smoky and stinking of boiled cabbage and wet sheep, the inside of the inn is nevertheless warm and dry. It is almost a round house inside a round house, the inner circle hosting a curved stone bar with several casks stacked behind it and a massive fireplace across from it. A whole sheep is currently on a spit over the flames, the droplets of fats hissing as they hit the coals, while a young, dirty-faced girl turns the spit’s handle slowly.

Narais’s attention is drawn away from the sight of the juicy meat spinning as he notices Peadar talking with a fat man in an apron, presumably the owner. Coins are exchanged in a flash, the stupid grin on the innkeeper’s face showing who got the better end of the deal.

Shaking his head and muttering to himself, Peadar comes back to the warrior. “I got you a room to yourself with its own coal stove along with a hot supper tonight and a cold breakfast tomorrow. I’ll be sleeping out here in the common room. The prices they charge! The Abbot won’t be happy when he sees the tally.” Still muttering under his breath, Peadar leads Narais to one of four hide-covered arches and holds the flap aside for the warrior.

The windowless room is between the inner and outer round stonewalls, making the layout awkward to the warrior’s eye, an eye that is accustomed to straight lines and angles. But the promised coal stove is there along with a narrow cot, a crude folding table, and several wall mounted candle brackets, each with a shiny brass reflector.

Busying himself with lighting the candles and stove with a taper from the common room, Peadar looks at the cot with its thickly padded mattress longingly before turning to Narais. “I’ll let you get settled before supper.”

***
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“Barbarians! They expect a man to make water in the same building as he eats his food?” Narais mutters to himself hours later as the discomfort finally wakes the man. Throwing off the heavy wool blanket, Narais uses the meagre light from both the coal stove and that which escapes from around the edges of the door hide to put on his house slippers and drape his cloak over his bedclothes before he slips into the common room.

A couple lamps are still lit, though their wicks are turned down to cast small pools of light over the sea of snoring bodies lying on the flagstone floor. Definitively barbarians; they’re still wearing their clothes and several still have their boots on, the southern warrior thinks to himself as he weaves his way though the snoring bodies towards to inn’s door.

Outside the light is somewhat better as the waning moon is just coming up over the mountain ranges. Shivering inside his cloak, the cold radiating up though his silk slippers, Narais slides behind the inn to take care of nature.

Freshly relieved, Narais hurries back to the front of the inn, but stops suddenly as he hears something. At first he assumes it’s the wind through the rocks or another sound native to the area that he is unfamiliar with, but the more he listens, the more it seems like a song. The cold forgotten for the moment, Narais follows the sounds that seem to illicit feelings of age and sadness; although if asked why, he doubts he could say.

Following the song—he’s now convinced that it is a song—Narais finds himself back near the bridge. The pale moonlight creates tiny pools, and in one of these pools of light Narais sees a tiny flicker of motion. Again he sees it, and if his vision doesn’t deceive him, it is a massive foot, the skin coarse and callused.

While the slippers he’s wearing are threatening to give him frostbite, they do allow him the luxury of silence, so he dares to draw closer. Peering around a wicker dogcart, the warrior gets his first good look at what is making the song. While it has its back to him, Narais can tell it’s a massive man-shaped creature dressed in roughly sewn animal skins, while its own natural skin looks like bark and, perhaps because of the moonlight, appears to be the same colour as the native stone. The odd song continues as huge hands with long fingers carefully open the wicker basket at the bridgehead and the creature silently removes the foodstuffs from within, the wax paper wrapped ration packet among the items.

Without thinking, Narais stands up and in a strong voice says, “Hey! That’s for the needy!”

The creature spins around as if hit by an arrow and straightly faces Narais. A jutting jaw with teeth that almost shine in the moonlight and coarse black hair frames the low sloping brow, but it is the eyes that Narais notices most. Complete black pupils stare at him, and seem to pin him in place; they’re... old eyes is probably the best phrase the warrior could use to describe them. And as quick as that, the creature is over the railing of the bridge, the scattered foodstuffs lying where they were dropped.

The icy wind that cuts like a razor and the creeping numbness travelling up his legs finally force their attention upon the warrior, and in a stiff legged run, Narais heads back to the warmth and safety of the inn.

***
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“And I keep telling you, Peadar, I saw what I saw: a fierce monster that has cast its evil eye upon these people and this village,” snarls Narais, his face drawn and taught. The dire message is at odds with the mighty warrior who has his bare feet in a bowl of warm water, a wool blanket draped over his shoulders, and shivering hands cradling a steaming mug of tea.

“You probably scared it away, my lord, and when we leave tomorrow you can rest easy-” begins Peadar.

“LEAVE!” Standing hurriedly, the warrior’s blanket slides off his shoulders and with tea sloshing upon the floor, he stares down at his guide and the freshly roused innkeeper. “How can I leave? These people might have brought this upon themselves–” a frantic wave of Peadar’s hand silences the innkeeper who was opening his mouth to speak – “by attracting the monster, but it is my duty to bring the LIGHT to the land, and come morning, I shall!”

***
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With daylight, the news of Narais’s encounter and his pronouncement has swept through the village like wild fire; although the reaction that he plans to ‘save’ them doesn’t meet with the zeal that he desired. A large group of villagers stand outside the inn, to greet Narais and his guide as they come out, and more than a few in the crowd have sturdy hammers and picks hanging from their belts, all within easy reach.

A large man in a heavy leather apron with arms like tree trunks steps forward. “Why don’t you take your guide’s advice and leave us be. We’re honest folk and the Jotunn has never done us any harm.”

There is a chorus of agreement from those behind him, and even a few, “Leave us be, Outlander!” are shouted.

Leaning towards Narais, Peadar whispers, “Maybe it would be best to report to Father Abbot and seek his guidance in this matter?”

Just as it looks like Narais is starting to waver in his decision, a group of youths come running into the centre of the gathering and all begin talking at once.

“...went looking for the Jotunn.”

“...told him he was too close to the edge.”

“...and saw a long grey arm grab him from the river!”

“Jolip’s mammie is going to be soooo mad!”

Spinning around, Narais glares down at Peadar. “See! This monster has taken one of the children and you wanted me to leave this to Father Abbot. No, no, no; my duty is clear.” With the spirit of the human tide in front of him wavering as they digest this latest news, Narais shoulders his way through the crowd of bodies and heads to the bridge, the shocked villagers following in his wake.

The youths, bolstered by being in the spotlight, are quick to show the warrior where it was that Jolip fell down the rocky slope to the river below. Wasting no time, Narais orders that a rope be made secure. As the villagers hurry to obey, Narais slides his sword to the small of his back and starts putting on his gloves. When Peadar starts to do likewise, Narais holds up a gloved hand. “No, stay. If I fall to the monster, you must report my fate to Father Abbot.”

Just as Narais is about to start his climb down, the fat innkeeper comes puffing up and hands the warrior a small miner’s lantern while saying, “It’s said they like dark caves...”

Nodding his thanks, Narais clips the lantern to his sword belt, and begins repelling down the water carved canyon wall.

***
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By the time Narais makes it to the bottom of the canyon, his calves and shoulders ache from the strain of the climb. The quick flowing river, heavy with white caps, is barely a pace away, and the water that was mountain ice just hours ago pulls the heat from the warrior’s body and soon leaves him shivering. With barely a glance at the sea of faces looking down at him from the ridge, Narais resettles his sabre and starts following the river downstream.

Shuffling one foot in front of the other in a particularly narrow spot beside the river, Narais passes under the shadow of the bridge and comes abreast with one of the massive stone columns. To the warrior’s unskilled eye, it almost looks as if it had been carved from the surrounding bedrock. Even Narais can tell it is a shadow of what it must have been in ages past, for the water has eroded the base almost to a finger, and all that is protecting it is a cordon of ingeniously stacked stone.

With his gloved hand outstretched to steady him, Narais comes out from under the bridge and rounds a curve in the canyon floor where the water chose to find its path ages ago.

Out of sight of the villagers above him, Narais continues following the narrow ribbon of flat rock beside the swiftly flowing river, until he comes across a large puddle blocking his path. While it could easily be from a rogue wave, as this is not the first such puddle he has seen, the small wet handprint on the granite stone tells the warrior he is on the right trail. Leading away from the puddle and the handprint is a series of bare footprints, the size of them sending a shiver through the warrior. Narais grips the hilt of his sabre tightly before following the trail.

Sadly, either due to the nature of the bedrock or the care being used by the monster, the footprints soon disappear. “Light, send me a sign!” cries the warrior, his words drowned out against the raging river beside him. Whether it’s from luck or his prayers being answered, Narais spies a flash of red on the canyon wall ahead of him. Standing on his tiptoes, he is able to get a smear of the substance on his glove and realizes that it is blood!

Narais looks at the rock face in front of him with fresh eyes. Like the whole canyon, this area has been worn and eroded by countless years of water flow. But Narais sees that the granite in this area is bisected by another type of softer stone, allowing the water to erode it more deeply. Curving upwards like a staircase built by a drunken carpenter, the narrow path left by the missing rock continues for a dozen paces before ending in a ragged shadow. There is very little to distinguish this shadow from others along the canyon walls now that the morning sun is high; however, it is possible that this shadow might be a little darker than others.

Trusting in his warrior instincts, Narais makes sure his sabre is loose in its scabbard and the miner’s lantern is still clipped to his belt before he begins climbing. Gloved hands seek handholds, and smooth soled riding boots seek purchase, but the narrow path to the shadow is covered.

Now that his eyes are looking for it, Narais can tell this path has been worked by elements other than nature. Here, the stone has been chipped to make the path wider; there a fresh handhold has been carved. At the top of the short path, the shadow resolves itself into a narrow opening in the canyon wall, although whether it has been worked by hands or due to an ancient stream, the warrior cannot tell.

Standing in front of the dark opening, Narais takes a deep breath and smells the damp and cold air he expected, but also overlaying it, the faint scent of wet sheep. With the sound of the river below likely masking any sound, Narais kneels just inside the opening to light the lamp, and realizes his trousers are getting wet. There is a small puddle upon the threshold as if something wet had been laid down.

Convinced that he’s on the right course, Narais lights the miner’s lamp with his flint and steel, pulls his sabre clear of its sheath and, thus armed, enters the dark tunnel.

The flickering light of the lamp held in his left hand reveals another wet footprint—this one very clear—and if experience has taught him anything, the monster must be head and shoulders taller than a man. With the dull rumble of the river behind him, Narais moves deeper into the tunnel, but other than the reflection of the lamplight off the blade of his sabre, there is nothing notable about the tunnel. The water that ebbed and flowed to create it certainly didn’t do any favours to those using it in later years, as more than once Narais finds himself contorting or scraping skin to get through a tight spot.

“Boy, are you here?” Narais calls out. He then mutters to himself, “What was his name again?”

A sharp cry, wordless in this echoing tunnel seems to answer the warrior, which spurs him on, sabre leading the way.

“May the light be my shield!” Narais cries out as he rushes forward as best he can. The small lantern causes the shaft of light to dance ahead of the warrior as he rounds a last turn and the tunnel widens.

In a fraction of a second, with skills polished from years on the battlefield, Narais takes in the scene in front of him. The tunnel has opened into a teardrop shaped cavern, the ceiling lost to the darkness. His focus is automatically drawn to the back of the cavern, where the light from his meagre lantern is supplemented by a collection of smoky candles. The flickering golden light dances across the walls and illuminates the troll crouching down in front of a pile of furs.

Whether due to the sounds of the river echoing up the tunnel, or the monster’s focus upon the bed before it, Narais is able to slowly slide deeper into the cavern and get a glimpse of what is keeping the monster’s attention. The missing boy is huddled atop the pile of furs, his wet hair plastered to his skull, blood flowing from his nose, and his right arm in the grip of the long fingered troll, as the monster appears to be trying to tie an old bone to the boy’s limb.

“Stand away from that boy, you foul creature, for the Justice of the Light has come!” bellows Narais.

It is the same face that he spied atop the bridge last night that spins to glare at him, except now the eyes are like red beads and the sharp looking teeth jutting from its mouth almost glow in the candlelight.

As fast as the eye can follow, the troll rushes at Narais, and only the warrior’s quick footwork and dancing blade keep the troll away in the initial attack. Reflexes honed after years in the practice yards as a youth and a lifetime on the battlefield take over, and the two enter a deadly dance.

While Narais is able to score several clean slashes against the monster that would leave a man bleeding to death on the ground, the troll’s bark-like skin deflects the cuts with no apparent damage. The same can’t be said for the troll’s counter attack; its longer reach and razor sharp claws connect with their target and Narais feels the familiar warmth of his blood tracing a line down his chest.

His breathing laboured, Narais prepares for another clash with the troll, only to be startled by a cry of, “NO!” issued from the young boy who is now just steps away. The troll is quicker to recover than Narais, and with a backhanded blow, catches the warrior in the chest. The hit causes an odd popping sound as Narais is thrown backwards against the rock wall, his head exploding into pain and stars.

Lying in a heap, his lamp smashed and broken in the struggle, the pool of flame from the oil highlights the advancing troll and all Narais can think of is how the scene resembles the paintings of those doomed in the afterlife that hang in the chapter house.

Huge and menacing, the troll stomps towards the fallen warrior and Narais’s world seems to narrow. All he can see is the flickering flames being reflected in the troll’s eyes. The will to live surges in order to survive, and with his head pounding and body slow to respond, Narais frantically looks about for his sabre, only to see the glint of its brass hilt out of reach. Straining with an arm that feels like it’s made of wood, fingernails tearing at the cavern floor, Narais claws with all his might.

The troll is above him, a dark menacing shadow, silhouetted by the weak light. A course-skinned arm that ends in a hand tipped with jagged nails reaches down for the prone warrior.

Prayers for protection come unbidden to Narais’s lips, and with a last surge he is able to grasp his sabre’s hilt and get the point up, while at the same time kicking out with his hard-soled riding boots at the troll’s left knee.

Suddenly unbalanced and in mid reach, the massive troll falls forward and the slim tip of the sabre slides through the tough hide, the creature’s own body weight sealing its doom. The thrill of victory for the warrior is short lived as the stinking weight of the monster explodes onto Narais, the force of it chasing consciousness away.

“Over here...alive?...Jolip! Thank the gods”

Bump

“...breathing is laboured...fall?...the size of it!”

Bump

“Gently now, let me look...The boy?...arm splinted...”

Bump

“...the body?...doesn’t seem right...kill...”

Bump

“...take your chances with me?”

Bump

“...loop the sling under his...”

Slowly, in a process of inches, Narais climbs his way towards the waking world. The strong scent of the bitter tea so common in these lands is the first thing to assault his senses; next he hears the pop and snap of a fire.

Floating in the realm between sleeping and awake, Narais reaches for another sensation to explore and as he does so, his world erupts into pain! His chest feels like it’s in a blacksmith’s vice, and his brain feels like it’s trying to push its way out of his eye sockets.

“Augh...” escapes from chapped and bleeding lips.

“Alive, are you? More’s the pity,” says the voice of Peadar.

Forcing open eyelids that feel like they have been sewn shut, the world slowly comes into focus for Narais. He’s back in his room at the inn in Wildefog Bridge and Peadar is sitting on a stool near the doorway, a throwing hatchet balanced on his lap.

“How long?” Narais weakly croaks.

The look on Peadar’s face shows about as much expression as the stonewalls of the building, but the guide does get up to slowly cross the room where he picks up a chipped ceramic mug. “Drink,” he orders.

With Peadar’s help, Narais is able to get two swallows of the cool water down his parched throat before he starts coughing and spilling the rest of it down his front and onto the bed sheets. The coughing triggers sharp pain as if a dagger is piercing his side. The pain is almost enough to cause the warrior to black out again, but he manages to stay conscious.

“Two broken ribs that I’ve bound. I don’t think they’ve punctured anything though. You have several minor cuts and bruises and a bump on the back of your head as big as a goose egg, but I think you’ll live.” The matter of fact tone of the guide’s voice seems to imply that he might have wished it otherwise. “And to answer your question, you’ve been unconscious for over a day.”

“The monster?” manages Narais in a stronger voice.

“The Jotunn is dead, you’ll be happy to hear, and unless we’re very careful, so will we,” says Peadar, his lips curled in a snarl.

As the confused expression upon Narais’s face deepens, Peadar shakes his head, and sighs. “I told you these were an old people with ancient beliefs, and now you’ve killed a being that is seen as connected to the land and their home.”

“But the boy—” begins Narais

“The boy is alive if you didn’t already know. His arm was broken in the fall, though the Jotunn was able to set it in a crude fashion. He would have been dead if the Jotunn hadn’t pulled him from the river.” With hands on his hips, Peadar continues, “Now can you walk?”

“Walk? Are you daft, man?” Narais says in a bewildered voice.

“Listen, my lord,” he says with sarcasm dripping from every word. “Right now the villagers are still in a state of shock, though some of them are cluing in. If we leave now, we can ride half a day and I doubt they’ll follow since they know we’re heading to the abbey.” Scowling still at the warrior, Peadar thinks, I can’t let him get his bearings. I need to keep him moving and unbalanced; can’t let that stiff-necked pride of his kick in. 

Both mentally and physically unsteady, but with Peadar’s help, Narais is able to get out of bed.

Once up, it is several minutes before the guide risks letting the injured warrior stand unaided. The iron constitution of the warrior reasserts itself, and before long, boots and cloak are being donned.

“My sabre?” Narais asks as Peadar helps him buckle on the empty scabbard.

“The blade broke off at the hilt, and I doubt you’ll be have much need for it at the abbey anyways, will you?” mutters Peadar.

Fingering the empty scabbard at his side, and still wavering slightly, Narais watches as Peadar shoulders their saddlebags, takes up his hatchet, and cautiously peers around the door flap. The guide’s shoulders appear to droop a bit, but when he beckons Narais to follow, there is a steely determination in the guide’s eyes.

His breathing laboured, each step causing a spike of pain through his body, Narais nevertheless realizes that things are happening that he doesn’t understand, and isn’t quite sure what to expect when they enter the inn’s common room.

What he does find is that the common room is full nearly to bursting. Every table is taken by villagers with tankards in front of them, though it appears that most drinks have sat untouched. What little noise the inhabitants of Wildefog Bridge might have been making quickly turns to stony silence as the guide and the warrior make their entrance.

More than a few hands slowly slide towards belt knives, but freeze in mid-motion as Peadar says, “Stop! What is done can’t be undone, and no more blood needs to be spilled here today. You know me, you know that my word is my bond, and I gave my word to Father Abbot to escort this man to the abbey.”

Peadar waits a few moments for the villagers to wonder how close he ‘really’ is with the Abbot, before continuing, “We’re leaving now, as soon as our horses are saddled.”

With a firm push, the innkeeper sends one of his staff towards the door to the yard.

Turning his head slightly, but careful that his eyes never leave the crowd, Peadar whispers, “Keep your mouth shut and for both our sakes try and look like you’re not about to collapse in a heap.”

The pair silently weaves their way through the crowd of villagers. Peadar holds onto Narais’s arm so tightly that the warrior gasps in pain, but they are able to make it out of the common room with only mutterings and chairs scrapping across flagstones to hurry them along.

The bright noonday sun, heralding the change in season, punctures his eyelids and engulfs his mind in painful white light, making the warrior wish that the fog would blanket the area again. Slowly, his eyes adjust to the glare, and he finds that the rest of the village appears to be waiting for them outside. Womenfolk with crying children hanging off their skirts, the elderly, and likely every stray dog within five miles ring the yard in front of the inn.

A noise off to the side draws Narais’s attention and he sees a family clearing out their home, piling their belongings high upon dogcarts. “Are they leaving?” asks Narais.

Taking his eyes from the inn’s groom who is saddling their horses, Peadar shakes his head once again and replies in a measured voice, “Didn’t you hear anything I said? With the Jotunn dead, there is now no one to maintain the protective barrier around the bridge supports, and the spring floods are coming. This village has a year, maybe two before that bridge collapses and this becomes a ghost town. Travel over the bridge is their lifeline, and that family have realized it sooner than most!”

Peadar cuts off their conversation as the groom walks the horses over to them, and as the guide goes to fish a coin from his belt pouch, the groom just sneers and spits at Peadar’s feet.

Sensing that Narais is about to speak, Peadar grabs his arm again, so hard that the guide’s

knuckles go white and Narais yelps. “We need to be going now!” Peadar snaps.

With Peadar holding his stirrup, Narais is about to try and mount his horse when a small voice calls out, “Why did you hurt the Jotunn?”

A youth peels away from one of the womenfolk, a boy with his arm in a sling.

Seeing the perplexed expression upon the warrior’s face, Peadar mutters, “Jolip, the boy who fell.”

Looking down at the boy, then at the crowd which has now swelled to include those who were in the common room, Narais bends as much as his bound ribs will let him and says, “It was a monster, lad... Jolip, outside of the light. I saved you, I saved the village...”

Angry mutterings start up as those who heard the warrior’s words share them with
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