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For my Gramma, Matilda.




Your love, faith, and indomitable gratitude

were for me light, hope, and safe harbour

all the days of my life.
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Faeries, come take me

    out of this dull world,

For I would ride with you

    upon the wind,

Run on the top

    of the dishevelled tide,

And dance upon the mountains

    like a flame.




— William Butler Yeats, The Land of Heart's Desire






Chapter 1:

Fly Like a Boot,

Soar Like a Chicken
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 “I'm sorry! I'm sorry! Please don't eat me!”

Matilda Mavelmar clung to a tree branch with sweaty fingers, her legs (and her braids) swinging madly. Ten feet below prowled an unamused and rather irritable black bear, into whose cave Matilda had intruded only moments ago.

At eleven years old, this was not the way she imagined her life coming to an end: as a bear's lunch on Midsommar's Eve.

And in my good climbing boots, too! she mused mournfully.

Hooking an elbow around the branch in an attempt to forestall lunchtime, Matilda's bright green eyes found the bear below, still grunting and pacing.

“Um, Mr. Bear… Listen, I'm really sorry for disturbing you. It's just... I thought I heard dwarf drums coming from your cave, and just had to find them. You can understand that, can't you?”

When the bear made no reply but only continued to pace irascibly, Matilda went on. “You see,” she said through a grunt as she refastened her hold, “there is nothing in the world I want more than to find out where all the creatures have gone. You know: dwarves, centaurs, dryads, fauns... And if you eat me... well, I'll never know!”

The bear glanced up at the scrabbling girl with its beady eyes and growled in a way that suggested it cared nothing for quests for mythical creatures, but was only interested in eating free meals that happened to stumble stupidly into caves.

“This would be a very good time to have wings,” puffed Matilda.

Her fingers slipped a quarter of an inch, and she felt a sneeze coming on. “Oh bother,” moaned Matilda.

The next moment, three things happened at once. The bear raised menacingly to its hind legs, eager to swat that swinging, squeaking thing out of the tree. Matilda's sneeze erupted impressively and sent her soaring to the ground with all the grace of a panicked chicken. And, seemingly out of nowhere, a leather boot came flying through the air and smacked the bear squarely on the snout. The bear froze in its tracks to paw its throbbing nose, and Matilda disappeared with a crunching crash into a tangled shrubbery beneath the tree.

“Oof!” The breath fled from Matilda’s lungs as she landed flat on her back, branches and twigs jabbing her like prodding fingers. One blink ago she had been in the air. Now she was tangled in leaves and brambles. “Saved by a shrub…” she rasped.

Outside, a sock-footed young man dashed down the hill toward the bear and shrubbery, shouting wildly and brandishing his second boot in his hand like a live grenade. It was Haldor, Matilda's older brother and oldest sibling. He stood poised for the attack, his thin, muscular frame taut and alert, his wavy black hair mounting like storm clouds, and his grey eyes blazing.

“Get back! Back I say!” roared Haldor, waving his arms like hawk’s wings. “Leave now if you value the shape of your nose!”

The bear looked dully from the quivering bush to the boot-wielding young man and decided that a lunch of wild berries would be far less bothersome. With a grunting harumph, it lowered to all fours and padded hastily away.

Haldor threw his remaining boot aside and bounded to the bush. “Tilly! Are you hurt? Are you alright?”

A muffled “Um, yes, I'm alright,” emitted from the bush, and a betwigged and somewhat embarrassed Matilda emerged.

At the sight of his sister, Haldor exhaled a cry of relief and lifted her out of the bush and into a crushing hug. “You’re okay!” he cried, squeezing Matilda until her eyes threatened to pop out of her head. “Thank Arna, you’re okay!”

Her feet dangling at least a foot off the ground, Matidla wheezed, “H-Hal… Hal! Can’t… b-breathe!”

Haldor set her upon the packed earth in front of him, smiling down at her in relief. But in a flash, his relief turned to consternation.

“Matilda! What in the name of Kiartin's Swim Shorts were you doing up that tree? And with a bear, no less?!”

Leaf-strewn and still a little out of breath, Matilda winced sheepishly up at him. Haldor's eyes were still blazing, so Matilda found it easier to address his sock-feet.

“Escaping, obviously,” she said to his socks, and hesitated for a moment before chancing a glance at her big brother's face. She expected to find him staring down at her in reproof, but he appeared to be working hard to suppress a smirk.

Shaking his head incredulously, he asked, “Escaping why, exactly?”

“Well...” Matilda began, watching Haldor’s head and shoulders disappear into the bush to extricate her bag, “the bear didn't appreciate me... walking into its cave.”

The bag hit the ground with a dull thump, and Haldor's hand hit his own face with a sharp thwack. “Its cave?” he moaned from behind his fingers. “What could possibly compel you to enter a bear's cave?”

Matilda bit her lip apologetically.

Haldor sighed and shook his head with a mixture of exasperation and amusement. “Alright, tell me while I get my boots.”

Matilda watched Haldor saunter over to his discarded boot and sit on the ground to put it on.

“Well, I was in the gully up there,” she explained, pointing further up Mt. Olaf's slopes, “looking for the Brevni-blaze flowers like you asked, when I heard a noise that sounded like a drumbeat. It was weird—it wasn't echoing in the air; it sounded like it was coming from under the ground.”

Haldor paused tying his laces and cocked his head sideways in question. “Drums? Who would be drumming way up here?”

Matilda closed her eyes, knowing Haldor wouldn’t like this next part, and absentmindedly curled one of her braids around her fingers. In a small voice she answered, “I thought maybe... dwarves? They do that in books I've read.”

Haldor rose to his feet, now one-booted, and stared perplexedly at Matilda. “Those are just stories, Tilly,” he said gently.

“I know that,” Matilda snapped. “But what about... what about Great Uncle Morty? He told me that he met one once. And right up here on Mt. Olaf!”

Haldor smiled a little too knowingly for Matilda's tastes. “Tilly, Morty was like 107 when he told you that story. He was always telling outlandish tales.”

Matilda could feel her face growing hot, and she turned her face away from Haldor, scowling at his quick dismissal. But seeing her reaction, Haldor said placatingly, “Never mind that now, Tilly. Sorry to interrupt. What happened next?”

Matilda took a deep breath and looked back at her brother, who was now wiping bear bogies off the sole of his other boot on a patch of grass.

“Well, I followed the sound. It led me to the cave. I thought I could hear it coming from inside the cave... so I... I crept in.”

Haldor chuckled and shook his head as he laced up his now bogie-free boot. “And the bear?” he asked simply.

Matilda couldn't help smiling, too. Even though Haldor didn't understand Matilda's compulsions, there were few people she'd rather spend time with than her older brother.

“It was really dark in there, so I crept along the wall, following my fingers. I didn't see it curled up against the side of the cave… and I accidentally stepped on its paw...”

Haldor let out a bark of a laugh. “I bet it loved that!”

Matilda giggled. “It sure didn't. It scrambled to its feet, and I knew I had to get out of there as fast as I could! I climbed that tree, but the branch I was standing on snapped and I was left hanging from the only other branch I could reach.”

Fully-booted again, Haldor returned to Matilda's side and clasped a hand on her shoulder. “Well, Tilly, that was a certifiably terrible idea, but I'm glad you're alright.”

“Thanks, Hal,” Matilda said, and squeezed Haldor’s hand with her own.

He winked and replied, “C’mon, let’s head back up the hill. We still need to find some Brevni-blaze if we’re to celebrate Midsommar’s Eve properly tonight.”

A few minutes later, brother and sister disappeared over the crest of a hill, so neither of them saw a particularly perturbed bear return to its cave. If that bear had been able to speak, it might have suggested fitting a heavy door to the mouth of its cave, just so it could give the door a satisfying slam.








Chapter 2:

Down to the Roots
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The sun was high and the air was hot by the time Matilda and Haldor reached the cliffs they had been aiming for. Mt. Olaf, which bordered the valley on the west, ascended in soft rolling slopes like the tummy of a well-fed friar, but was punctuated by deep ravines and a smattering of craggy cliffs that stood out like bushy eyebrows. Matilda and Haldor climbed side by side over sunbaked mogul hills and under the sparse but fragrant cedars that dotted the slopes.

“Are we… almost… there?” Matilda puffed. She was sticky all over, her feet were smouldering in her boots, and she could feel sweat dripping steadily down her back.

“Not tired already, are you?” grinned Haldor, who was just as sweaty-faced as she was. “Here,” he said, motioning to a thick cedar trunk to their right. “Let's sit in the shade before we take the last rise. I think we've found the place. Can you smell them?”

Matilda sat gratefully on the ground with her back against the tree. Haldor stretched out on the ground at her feet. She breathed in deeply. Sure enough, she could smell them! Floating on the breeze above the sharp scent of cedar was the golden smell of honey and citrus.

“I can!” Matilda exclaimed happily. Haldor threw a thumb in the air in acknowledgement.

“They certainly make it hard enough!” grumbled Matilda. “I wish Brevni-blaze grew nearer the valley floor.”

Haldor laughed and raised himself to his elbows. “Well, Mother tried transplanting them one year—you were just a toddler back then.”

“Really!” Matilda said. “They didn’t take?”

“Nope,” Haldor confirmed. “They're tricky flowers, Brevni-blaze. They bloom only one day each year, on Midsommar's Eve, and they grow only where the first light of dawn shines over Kiartin's Crown.” (“Kiartin's Crown” is what most people call Mt. Kiartin, the mountain opposite Mt. Olaf on the east of the valley, which is topped, or crowned, by ice and snow year round.)

“And Mother of all people couldn't get them to grow? She's got to be the best herbalist in Kildona! At least since Great Granny Greenwood.”

“That's right,” nodded Haldor. He got to his feet and held out a hand to Matilda. “And so it falls to us to sniff them out.” Pulling Matilda to her feet, he added, “We better get moving. Gramma and the girls will need time to get the flowers ready for tonight.”

Haldor strode out into the sun. Matilda stretched her back and jogged after her brother.

The final climb was more hot than hard. Just beyond the trees where they had sat, the gentle slope of the hill angled sharply upward into a cliff of crumbling clay and mottled clusters of coarse grass. There was no shelter from the sun here; sweaty fingers and furnace-like boots stomped and grasped at sun-warmed earth and stone. The nearer Matilda came to the grassy ridge of the twenty-foot cliff, the more the air swam with citrus and honey.

Haldor's feet vanished over the clifftop, and a moment later his shining face reappeared, sporting a triumphant smile. “They're here! Hundreds and hundreds of them!” he exclaimed. “What a crop!”

“Amazing!” shouted Matilda, now within arm’s reach of the top herself. Haldor reached down, grasped her hands, and pulled her up onto the clifftop beside him.

“Oh wow!” Matilda sighed in awe. For, spreading across the rise of a broad hill before them, was an astonishing number of the elusive flowers, lighting up the browns and deep greens of Mt. Olaf in mesmerizing yellows and reds. Each flower was roughly the size of a large coin. The black centre of the flower was surrounded by thirteen tiny black seed pods. And from the centre extended seven yellow petals, each ending in a bright red tip like a dancing flame.

Matilda pulled her bag off her shoulder and set it at her feet. Still gazing at the fragrant furnace of colour before her, she asked Haldor, “How do we harvest them? I’ve not done this before. Is there a special method to it?”

“Yes,” said Haldor as he knelt down to open Matilda’s bag. He pulled out a wicker basket and two metal tools—wide as a thumbnail, eight inches long, with short hilts and wooden handles. He stood and handed one to Matilda.

“Come, I’ll show you.”

Kneeling next to a particularly bright patch of flowers, Haldor sunk his blade into the ground to the hilt. He explained, “Brevni-blaze have short, fat roots. We want to sink the blade beneath them and loosen the soil so we can pull out the whole plant without severing it from its roots.”

He moved the blade back and forth like a lever, and repeated this a few times around the flower, which finally left the ground, roots and all, without a fight.

“Look close here, Tilly,” Haldor continued. “See these shrivelled carrot-looking things? These are the roots. They contain enough moisture to preserve the petals until we get home.”

“Oh weird! They look like wrinkly orange slugs!” said Matilda, wrinkling her nose. “How many do we need?”

Haldor counted on his fingers for a moment. “We need thirteen for you, Lora, Gwen, Elenor, Wynn, Mother, and Gramma… and three for Father, Grampa, Fargus, Finn, and myself. So…”

“One hundred and six!” concluded Matilda. She had always been good with numbers.

“Yes, that's right,” nodded Haldor with an approving smile. “But let's take a round one hundred and twenty in case any get damaged.”

So the two got to work, carefully uprooting Brevni-blaze and setting them gently in the basket. They worked from the edges to disturb as few flowers as possible. In just more than an hour, the basket heaved pleasantly with its precious cargo.

Matilda knelt next to the flower patch, holding the mouth of the bag open while Haldor gently set the tools and basket inside. Out of a side pocket, Haldor dislodged a waterskin and handed it to Matilda.

While she sipped, Haldor said heartily, “Good work today, Tilly. I mean… apart from the bear…”

At those words, Matilda choked and sloshed water all down her front. “Hey!” she yelled in mock outrage, and flung the waterskin at Haldor’s head. It bounced off his face and plopped squashily into his lap. He laughed and poured a few splashes over his head.

“Hal,” Matilda said after a moment, finally loosing the question that had been burning in her mind for the past few hours. “You… you won’t tell Father about the bear… will you?”

Haldor looked at her in surprise, and then packed the waterskin back in the bag to give himself a moment to think. He finally replied, “I probably should… but I won’t if you don’t want me to.”

Matilda looked down at her fingers and absentmindedly picked at the soil beneath her nails. “It’s just that Father doesn’t like it when I go looking for dryads and dwarves… And the bear will lead to awkward questions…”

“Yes, well,” said Haldor, turning to look at her, a look of concern etched across his face, “I do wish you’d show a little more caution in your wanderings. This is the third time I’ve had to come to your rescue. I don’t like keeping these excursions of yours a secret. Just last month you nearly drowned in the Wendan’s current.”

“I thought I saw a naiad… but it was just a trout,” mumbled Matilda.

“And the month before that,” Haldor continued as if Matilda hadn’t interjected, “you led Renwin on a wild goose chase halfway up Mt. Malcana—during mudslide season. Why was that again?”

“I thought I saw centaur tracks,” admitted Matilda in a small voice, examining her thumbnails more closely than was necessary.

“Centaur tracks…” repeated Haldor flatly. He stood and hoisted the flower-laden bag on his back.

Matilda jumped to her feet and they descended the cliff and began their journey home. Passing beneath the cedar trees on a generations-old path, Haldor glanced at Matilda with a pained expression.

“I just don’t get it. Why do you put yourself through this? What compels you to take such risks to find creatures that have always been fictional as far as I’ve ever known? Are you not happy with the life we have here?”

Matilda might have responded angrily or defensively, but there was such earnestness, even a hint of sorrow in her brother’s voice—and even more so in his eyes.

“Oh no, Hal! I absolutely love our valley, our lovely village…”

Their path curved by an opening in the trees and for a few moments the Kildonan Valley filled their view. Matilda’s heart swelled at the sight of it, but her throat tightened, too. She couldn’t stop her eyes from moistening.

When she looked back at Haldor, her face bore a pained expression of its own.

“When you look out at the valley, doesn’t it seem… empty to you? Like something important is missing?”

“Missing?” Haldor asked, staring at his empty hands as if checking if anything was.

As the valley came in and out of view between the trees as they walked, he recited, “The Thornfists high in Mt. Malcana’s peaks;” pointing to the east, “The Brandurins at Mt. Kiartin’s feet;” and stretching his arm toward the north where Mt. Olaf and Mt. Malcana met, Haldor said, “Our village, Malcana, along the Wendan… and the Gargamels south of Lake Beneath.”

He shook his head and looked searchingly at Matilda. “Empty, you say. How could you call our valley empty? For over 600 years this has been our home—a place our ancestors laboured to build, a place that is ours to safeguard and enjoy. No, I don’t feel an emptiness—I feel an openness. It is wide and beautiful and free.”

“Yes, of course,” Matilda intoned. “I feel all those things, too. But I still feel an aching emptiness,” she said, tapping her chest, “that while it is wide, beautiful, and free—it ought also to be wild. More wild than anything we see nowadays.”

She looked at Haldor with a seriousness so solemn that he stopped in his tracks. They stood face to face. Matilda couldn’t speak at first. She was

gathering her courage to say the truest words she could find. Haldor nodded as if to say, “I am listening.”

Finally, she declared, “Deep in my heart, I believe there is more to this valley than we can see or hear or touch. I can’t put my finger on it. But if I could just find a single dwarf or a dryad or a faun—I’d know. I’d know there is more. And then maybe I could convince everyone else as well.”

“Convince them of what?” Haldor asked, halfway between discomfort and alarm.

“Convince them that the valley is meant to be shared, meant to be enjoyed together. That’s all I want. I want to see the valley full—full to the brim—full of life!”

Haldor looked wide-eyed at his little sister. He rubbed the back of his neck and looked again at the valley.

“All right,” he said after a few moments of silence. “All right, I won’t tell Father—about the bear, I mean.”

“Thank you, Hal! Thank you!” Matilda beamed. “I knew you’d understand!”

“I don’t,” said Haldor uneasily. “I really don’t, but I can understand that this means a lot to you. That’s enough for me.”

Matilda pursed her lips at this. She was grateful for Haldor’s support, as much support as he felt able to give. But she would have loved for Haldor to join her in her hopes for the valley, for those she felt such a burning passion to find.

Wordlessly, they resumed their hike through the cedars, and followed the path down Mt. Olaf’s northern slopes toward home. The pained expression hadn’t left Haldor’s face since they left the trees. Matilda felt a bit nervous at whatever else Haldor was steeling himself to say.

As they picked their way around a boulder-strewn shoulder, Haldor glanced fleetingly at Matilda and cleared his throat somewhat awkwardly. “Tilly, can I ask: what have you told Father about your hike up Mt. Guithbrunger tomorrow?”

Matilda felt stricken by this, as if Haldor seemed to believe she was being intentionally deceitful.

“I told him the truth,” she asserted with the calmest voice she could manage. “I’m not going out of my way to put myself in danger, Haldor. I told him I’m hiking Mt. Guithbrunger to explore the mountainside. That’s all. It’s the start of Midsommar tomorrow. I love hiking this time of year.”

“Okay,” said Haldor, glancing at her again. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to cause offense. I just don’t want to see harm come to you.”

They walked single-file around a large boulder near the mouth of a deep ravine, and marched downward again side by side.

“What about Renwin? Is he able to climb with you tomorrow?” Haldor asked.

Stepping carefully across flat stones that forded a chattering brook, Matilda replied, “No, he can’t. Remember? He’s somewhere around the south side of Mt. Olaf with his great aunt. She made him join her for Gallusian New Year. He won’t be back for a few weeks.”

“Oh, right,” responded Haldor. “Well, just please be careful… for my sake—”

Their conversation was interrupted by a sharp ping-ping-ping noise that split the serene silence of the mountainside. Both Matilda and Haldor jerked their faces down and to the right.

Matilda whispered, “It sounds like it’s coming from further down.”

“Yes,” whispered Haldor even more quietly. “No one is permitted to build anything on Mt. Olaf. It’s protected. I wonder who it could be.”

He put a finger to his lips and motioned for Matilda to follow. As silently as a pair of cats they stepped lightly across hard-packed ground, avoiding loose stones which might give away their approach. The ping-ping-ping continued. And now they could hear men’s voices.

Haldor held up three fingers to suggest, “Three of them.” Matilda nodded. She could feel butterflies in her stomach.

They crept down the bank to a cluster of thick bushes, and knelt low behind them.

“Do you see them?” whispered Matilda to Haldor, who was peering around the bushes.

“Gargamels,” he whispered in reply. “Surveyors, by the looks of it.” He removed the bag from his back and laid it quietly on the ground. “Stay here,” he added, and stepped out into the open.

“Hal! Wait!” hissed Matilda. Ignoring his command, Matilda sprang to her feet and followed.

What she saw seemed to unfold in slow motion. About fifty feet away stood three burly men in dark green tunics and black trousers and boots. The biggest of them, a grim faced man with thick shoulders and a bushy black beard, held a heavy mallet in his hands. He was lifting the mallet high above his head to drive an iron spike into the ground.

The other two thuggish men—one of medium height and sandy hair like a bird’s nest, and the other slightly taller, completely bald, and with oddly pear-shaped ears—stood with hands on their hips, watching the man with the mallet. Just as the mallet rose to its apex, Haldor swooped to the ground, picked up a plum-sized stone, took aim, and hurled it like a bolt of lightning.

At first, Matilda was afraid the stone would smash against the big man’s head—what might the other two do then? But Haldor’s aim was true. With a resounding CLANG! the stone collided with the head of the mallet. The big man shouted in surprise, stumbled backward, and crashed to the ground, swearing fluently. The mallet flew out of the man’s hands and soared over the edge of the ridge, lost in the deep ravines below.

Instantly, to Matilda’s alarm, Haldor sprinted toward the three men. The big man’s companions stepped over him and closed in on Haldor.

“What d’you think yer doin’, eh?” roared the one with hair like a bird’s nest.

“That,” spat Haldor furiously, “is what I would like to ask you.”

Matilda jogged forward to support her brother, her heart clanging in her chest worse than the stone against the mallet.

“You coulda killed Gerrick ’ere,” fumed the man with the pear-shaped ears.

But before another word could be spoken, the two men were shoved aside by the big man, Gerrick, who had shaken off his shock and now loomed over Haldor, breathing hard like a raging bull.

“What right you got, huckin’ stones at workin’ men? I oughtta give ya a poundin’ to set ya straight!” Spittle flew from the man’s misshapened mouth with every word.

Haldor was undaunted. He stepped closer to Gerrick. Matilda’s stomach was doing backflips and her heart was pounding. No, Haldor, don’t… she moaned inwardly.

“What right do I have?” shouted Haldor. “Fine, let’s talk about rights, shall we? Who gave you permission to work up here? Mt. Olaf is protected. We have ancient agreements signed by all the noble Houses that protect these mountains from excavation and profiteering.”

Gerrick’s face turned a deep purple and he thundered, “What do we care ‘bout ancient agreements? All them people who signed ’em are long dead! The Gargamel Imperium does what we likes!”

Haldor pressed a finger into Gerrick’s chest. “You already mine three other valleys. Isn’t that enough? You want to rip holes in this one too?”

Gerrick laughed wickedly. “Lord Octavius hisself sent us up ‘ere. I think you’ll find this valley will be his before long. He’s got big plans, the boss man does. Who’re you anyway, ya miserable squeakin’ runt? Run along and let us men get back to work.”

Gerrick shoved Haldor roughly and he fell to the ground. The other men laughed and jeered at him. But Haldor rose to his feet, dusted himself off, and stood again before the looming Gerrick.

“Who am I?” said Haldor in a clear voice that made Matilda’s spine tingle.

“Yeah, who’re you, then, ya runty squirrel of a boy?” chuckled Gerrick.

“I am Haldor, son of Frederick, grandson of Keldeimar, heir of the House of Mavelmar.”

At these words, a mixture of surprise and panic washed the sneer off of the three thuggish faces.

Haldor leaned forward and stared with blazing intensity at the larger man. “And you can bet that I will be discussing your activities with my father, who will be sure to address this with the other lords—including your Lord Octavius.”

Haldor pushed past the big man, gathered their bundles of iron spikes in his arms, and tossed them over the ridge to join the mallet in the ravines below. To the sound of crashing, tinkling iron, Haldor turned his back on the three men, each of whom wore a look of shock and resentment, and stalked away.

Matilda ran back to the bush, retrieved their bag, and trotted alongside Haldor.

“Hal! That was… that was scary! And amazing! The way you threw that rock… and stood up to that… that gargoyle!” Matilda’s heart was still racing.

“That was a bit scary,” agreed Haldor. “But if we don’t stand up to the monsters, they’ll consume the whole world, down to the roots. As Grampa says, ‘A courageous deed is worth the fright if the cause is just and the reasons right.’”

Matilda took a slow breath to let these words settle over her. “I know just what you mean,” she sighed. Matilda looked to the ground, to the trees, to the wide valley laid out before them and thought to herself, A courageous deed is worth the fright… I’ll keep searching until I’m old and grey. I’ll find you, wherever you may be.








Chapter 3:

Duty and Wonder
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Matilda was much relieved to finish their hike home with no further botheration from bears or Gargamels. As they turned from Mt. Olaf’s eastern face to the north, a warm, delicious wind swept up, carrying the fresh smell of rushing waters from the Wendan below. Matilda and Haldor paused on the last high bank of Mt. Olaf before descending to the Wendan and their home beyond.

Drinking in the sights and smells of their beloved valley home, Matilda declared in a voice barely above a whisper, “I don’t believe there is a more beautiful place in all the wide world of Tharnëa.” Haldor simply nodded in agreement.

In truth, Matilda had rarely left the Valley of Kildona. But as she often reflected, one needn’t see the whole world to love one’s own corner of it.

Their valley was tucked away somewhere deep in the unfathomable mountains of the Northern Wilds, which were leagues upon leagues from the ancient ruins of Osoloth on the sea and the curious lands that lay beyond. Matilda‘s grandfather had shown her a map of the wider world a time or two, but eleven years in Kildona had convinced her that her heart was here, rooted beneath these very mountains. (One day, of course, Matilda would come to travel much of the known world on quests she could not now imagine. But here and now, these Kildonan Mountains filled her dreams and her waking days alike.)

As she looked from Mt. Malcana in the north, with its cliffs disappearing into the clouds, to Kiartin’s Crown glittering in the east, her eyes were inexorably drawn to the brooding form of Mt. Guithbrunger to the south. “The Sleeping Giant,” as many villagers called it, was the most formidable of the Kildonan Four. Its stony face, skeletal ridges, and forbidding cliffs did not invite leisurely strolls. Arrayed in black and ashen grey, and so often shrouded in darkening stormheads, Mt. Guithbrunger had inspired many legends and tall tales over the centuries. Consequently, Matilda had never been allowed up that mountain before this year. But now that she was eleven, and after much bargaining and pleading, Matilda’s parents had consented to a single day’s climb.

Tomorrow, thought Matilda as a tingle of excitement rippled out to her fingers and toes. Tomorrow I see what you’re hiding, Mr. G!

Matilda had long believed that if centaurs or dwarves were to hide anywhere, Mt. Guithbrunger seemed a perfect place, where only the most sure-footed, and perhaps the most foolhardy, dared to tread.

“Tilly?” came Haldor’s voice beside her.

“Huh—What?” stammered Matilda.

“Lost in thought?” Haldor asked through a smile. Matilda blushed. “Ready to head home?”

“Oh, yes, of course!” said Matilda hurriedly, recovering herself.

“So… Guithbrunger, eh?” inquired Haldor, following her gaze. “It wouldn’t be my first choice on the first day of Midsommar. I’d rather somewhere more cheerful, such as…” Haldor’s eyes swept the valley for a suitable example, “such as anywhere else, really.” He thumped Matilda on the back and said with a laugh, “But itches demand their scratches, don’t they?”

“Yes,” Matilda murmured, “they do.”

Finally managing to tear her eyes away from the brooding bulk of Guithbrunger, Matilda said more brightly, “Okay, let’s go home.”

With a sidelong glance at her brother, she added, “Last one across the Wendan’s a mouldy Gargamel!”

She threw the bag into Haldor’s inexpectant arms and took off, bounding down the last northward slope like a mountain goat, leaving Haldor blinking in the sun and roaring with laughter.

A few minutes later, the siblings ducked into the shady undercroft of the old wooden footbridge, where they collapsed in laughter and splashed cool river water over their hot, reddened faces.

“You prat!” chortled Haldor. “I would’ve bested you, had you not burdened me with the Brevni-blaze!”

Matilda feigned innocent sweetness and fluttered her eyelashes at Haldor. She simpered, “Good sir, sayest not thy pride hath shriveled in losing to a lady!”

“Fine, then,” he said in mock contrition, “I crown thee Winner of the Wendan Whelk,” and plopped a small, speckled river snail on top of Matilda’s head.

“Ugh!” shrieked Matilda as Haldor leapt to his feet, snorting with laughter, and tore up the hill. She scooped the snail from her hair and set it hastily upon the mud again where it was content to ooze. “That’s right,” Matilda bellowed after him, “you’d better run!”

Matilda took off after Haldor, but her desire to catch him lasted only moments. As she ascended the hill, her charming four-storey house peeked over the crest in the distance, and all thoughts of exchanging welts for whelks fell from her mind. It was a glinting ornament upon the rising velvet-green slopes of Mt. Malcana. In her most decided opinion, there wasn’t a more pleasant house in all the valley, with its steeply sloping roof that arced gracefully down to the granite foundations, its sunbaked cedar timbers, and cheery windows that seemed to smile out at the valley. Best of all was the fourth-storey balcony that reached out from Matilda’s coveted attic room. Admittedly, their cozy home was rather humble compared to the lordly manors of the Picklesworths down in the village, or the Gargamels at the south end of Lake Beneath.

But we have no need for such showy grandeur, Matilda reflected stoically—though, truth be told, they had every right to it. Matilda’s ancestors had founded the village, tamed the valley, and were technically of ancient royal lineage. If anyone deserved a bit of grandeur, it was the Mavelmars. But as Matilda’s father so often reminded them, “Helpfulness is greater than Highness.”

The Wendan sparkled far behind her now as she entered the rows of apple trees that scored the hillside facing Mt. Olaf. Peering down the long rows, their fruit just beginning to blush red, Matilda spotted Haldor near the end. She quickened her pace to catch up to him. As she fell in step beside him, her heart swelled at the sight that met her eyes beyond the orchard: scattered across the ascending hillside, working together as the day ebbed toward sunset, was her family.

There was her mother, Hilda, slender and graceful, beautiful even in her work clothes. Her auburn hair tied back, sleeves rolled up, she knelt amongst the rows of beans, tossing weeds onto a growing heap. Five rows behind her crouched Lora, Matilda’s elder by just eighteen months, picking peas into a large cloth sack in a rather unenthusiastic manner. Her tight black curls bounced around her shoulders with the same mischievous spark found in her eyes. Every few pea pods, Lora glanced over her shoulder to roll her eyes at Elenor and Wynn, their youngest sisters. Evidently, they were supposed to be helping Lora pick peas. But the silly, dreamy-eyed twins seemed to have discovered that each pea pod contained a new and unexplored world that only needed to be stroked with love to sprout into being.

“Into the bag, you ninny-headed cotton-brains!” chided Lora. “They’re not going to speak to you, no matter how many kisses you give them! Good grief!”

Matilda was about to laugh about this with Haldor, but a sudden commotion further up the hillside arrested their attention. Twenty feet up the hill from the garden sat a white-walled bath house containing a sauna and several bath stalls. Matilda’s father, Frederick, who was tall and slim with deep eyes and a brown beard just going to grey, was fitting some piping into a newly dug trench. Over the hillside, Matilda heard him call out, “Alright, Anvard, turn the water on slowly now… Slowly! Anvard! Slowly!”

Anvard, their hired hand, obviously hadn’t heard the word slowly. With a rumble and a tinking and a fizzing hiss, a clamp flew off of the new pipe, and a geyser erupted right into Frederick’s face. Anvard appeared from around the back wall, his shockingly red hair flying around him like exclamation points.

“Sorry, sir, sorry!” he shouted as he ran—a bit too hastily—toward Frederick and the geyser. He slipped on the wet grass and careened into Frederick, causing both of them to flop into the growing pool of muck.

“Tilly, take this,” said Haldor resignedly, shoving the bag of tools and flowers into Matilda’s arms. “Father! I’m coming!” shouted Haldor, and he raced into the fray to help.

Matilda’s mother stood up at the sound of the commotion. When her eyes found the source of it, she laughed in surprise to see her husband slipping and sliding in the mud with Anvard. Lora had forgotten all about the peas and was rolling around on the ground, positively howling with delight. Elenor and Wynn seemed not to notice anything out of the ordinary and carried on with their tender caress of the pea pods.

Matilda looked from the bag in her hands to her family in various states of discomposure, and burst out laughing herself. What more could she do? It seemed Haldor had taken charge of the water main. The geyser had stopped at any rate. Anvard and her father now stood sopping wet and caked with mud, shoulders hunched and arms extended from the cold water. With an empathetic giggle, Matilda thought they looked more like the fabled Mud Beast of the Grimloch Wood than anyone she knew.

Turning back to her beanstalks, Matilda’s mother spotted Matilda. Still laughing, her mother raised a hand in greeting and shrugged jovially as if to say, “Welcome home… such as it is…” Matilda returned her smile and her wave, and trudged up toward the house at last.

Dear Father, she thought to herself, Always so patient, no matter the mishaps…

The shouts of Anvard, Haldor, and her father—and Lora’s continued cackling—dropped away as she climbed beyond the bath house, and onto the main level of their yard where their house stood. Walking amongst the flowers and bushes her mother had planted, Matilda breathed in their sweet and earthy smells.

“Home at last,” she whispered as she stepped from grass to gravel and neared the front door. But beneath the pleasure of being home again, there was still the ache. She knew she had much to be thankful for: a beautiful home, a big family around her, friends and neighbours in the village below… Pausing just short of the steps to her door, she turned to look out at Mt. Guithbrunger, which always appeared to glower in disdain.

“Empty,” Matilda murmured. “Emptier than it should be.” As she turned her back on Guithbrunger and climbed the steps, she wondered if she was being selfish to want more than she already had. Why couldn’t she feel the simple peace Haldor seemed to feel? The valley seemed perfectly full and boundless to him. Why couldn’t she share his satisfaction?

Emptier than it should be, she repeated in her mind as her fingers closed on the door latch. Or am I the one who is emptier than I should be?

The heavy oak front door swung open silently on its hinges at her slightest tug. She stepped inside and the door thumped closed behind her.

As her eyes adjusted to the cool, dim light inside, it was the sounds she noticed first. Her Gramma was reading to her twin baby brothers, Fargus and Finn, from one of their favourite books, Hector the Hilarious Singing Hippogriff:


I look to the sun, and he looks at me.

We dance and we laugh and we sing with glee.

A happier hippogriff d’ye ever see?

If y’do, I’ll eat my hat!



“Eat my hat!” sang Fargus.

“Eat my hat!” echoed Finn.

“Don’t eat my hat,” interjected Matilda. “I climbed Mt. Olaf just to find it!” She set her bag on the floor as Fargus and Finn turned in happy surprise to see their big sister standing in the entry way.

“Tilly!” they shrieked in their high, squeaky voices, and bounced off the couch and across the living room to leap into her arms. In a quick one-two punch, Matilda’s chest was impacted by two curly-headed, sandy-haired, extremely enthusiastic three year olds.

“Oof! Hello, Fargus. Ouch! Hi, Finn.” While they nestled into her like excited puppies, her Gramma stepped around the couch, followed by her Grampa, who Matilda hadn’t noticed at first in the dim light. Her father’s parents had lived with them since the beginning of time, as far as Matilda knew. They were both wise and kind, and Matilda treasured every moment with them. Her Gramma was quite short, a bit more frail these days, and had eyes deep enough to swim in. Her long grey-white hair was usually held in a bun at the back of her head, as it was today. Her Grampa, smiling behind her Gramma’s shoulder, was tall and slim like her father. His white fluffy beard, tiny round-rimmed glasses, and twinkling eyes made him look like he was always on the verge of releasing a story, a sagacious saying, or a witty retort at any moment, which was usually true.

“Matilda,” crooned her grandmother. “You did it, you clever girl. You and Haldor found them alright?”

Nodding to the bag resting against the wall, Matilda replied, “Yes, they grew quite high up the mountain this year. But we found a great crop!”

“Excellent,” beamed Gramma. “I’ll fetch Lora, and we’ll get to work on them right away.” She placed a hand on Matilda’s cheek as she passed by (which was as much of Matilda she could reach, since Matilda was still nailed into place by the nestling twins) and disappeared through the door.

“Alright, you two,” chuckled Grampa. “Let us grant your adventuring sister the esteemed privilege of breathing freely.” With the spryness of a much younger man, Grampa lifted a boy under each arm and flumped them back onto the couch to squeaky shouts of, “Weee!”

He pulled Matilda to her feet and gave her a quick hug, tickling Matilda’s forehead with the sweep of his beard.

Looking down at her with his twinkling, mischievous eyes, he asked, “So, tell me, did you find… everything?”

Matilda looked quizzically at her Grampa. Does he know? she wondered. “We found the flowers,” she said aloud, indicating the bag again.

“Oh, yes,” he said kindly with a bow. “Even my old eyes could tell that much.” With a furtive glance at the window, as if making sure no one was listening, he added with a wink, “But what else did you find? Surely, you looked not only for flowers…” The corners of his beard twitched.

“I… don’t… not…”, Matilda stammered, completely taken aback by her Grampa’s startling suspicions.

He chuckled again. “Come now, my dear, curiosity is only natural. Do you think your wistful glances and secret excursions go unnoticed by everyone? Not by this old fool, I’m afraid.” In reply to Matilda’s alarmed expression, he leaned forward and added in whispered tones, “I, too, sought them when I was a boy. Not that it did me much good. Got myself into more trouble than I was ready for. And, in the end, I gave up the search when it became my turn to learn the lordly trade. But perhaps you’ll have better luck.”

Matilda could only stammer, “But Father… he doesn't like…”

“Oh, don’t worry about that son of mine,” Grampa said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “He is rather devoted to what is. It falls to others to wonder about what might be.” With a conspiratorial wink, he added, “Your secret is safe with me.”

Matilda, who was feeling like the floor of the world had just dropped away from her feet, wanted to ask one of the thousand questions that had suddenly exploded into her mind. But just then, the door opened.

Lora trounced into the room, knocking Matilda into Grampa, and was followed by Gramma, Elenor, Wynn, and their mother.

“Had enough fun for one day?” Lora asked, betraying her envy as she sidled up to Matilda. “I wish I could’ve gone with you and Haldor. Instead, I was stuck with these two doe-eyed moon-faces,” she complained, jerking her thumb at Elenor and Wynn. But they were too busy twirling with the dust particles floating in a sunbeam to hear anything Lora might have to say.

“Now, Lora, dear,” Hilda admonished gently, “We all have our own tasks to perform for tonight’s celebration. And please don’t let me hear you call your sisters moon-faces again.”

“Yes, Mother,” responded Lora with a roll of her eyes. “I won’t let you hear…” she added in a whisper.

Gramma had picked up the bag and transported it to the kitchen table around the corner from the door. Matilda heard her call back, “Matilda, these Brevni-blaze blossoms are beautiful. And so well preserved! These will make splendid Crowns of Brevni for tonight.”

Hilda placed a hand on Matilda’s shoulder. “Well done, my love. Haldor said you were a good climbing partner and showed skill in unearthing the flowers. I see much of my Granny Greenwood’s herbalist skill alive in you.” Matilda beamed at her.

“Come now, girls,” Hilda said to Lora, Matilda, Elenor, and Wynn. “We have seven flower crowns to prepare before evening falls.”

“Why isn’t Gwen helping?” asked Lora irascibly.

“She is with the widow Maribeth. Her children are ill, and Gwen is preparing food and bathing the children while Maribeth gets some much needed rest. Gwen will return in time for tonight.” She paused to tilt Lora’s face toward her own with a finger. “Would you prefer to change places with Gwen, Lora? We can take the cart now if you wish.”

“Uh, no. I’ll… I’ll help with the crowns.”

“Tilly will join you in a moment, Hilda,” cut in Grampa. “I want to show her something first.” Her mother nodded, and headed to the kitchen. Lora stomped grumpily after her, while Elenor and Wynn floated by as if in a waking dream, evidently surprised to find themselves indoors. Matilda thought she heard Lora mumble, “Moon-faces!” as she followed her mother.

Grampa motioned for Matilda to follow him back to the fireplace. Matilda’s heart quickened. Maybe he’s going to tell me more about his search as a boy! she thought hopefully.

They wended their way between the couch and the many squashy armchairs that faced the fireplace. A few of his woodworking tools were laid out on the stone hearth, and a round, concave object about the circumference of a cantaloupe lay on the long coffee table.

Matilda’s curiosity temporarily drove her questions from her mind. She picked it up and flipped it over in her hands. She traced her fingers over the smooth lines defining the face, and the sharp pines darting out in all directions from the circular rim. It was a sun mask.

“Oh! You’re making another Brevni mask for tonight!”

“Yes,” chuckled Grampa. “We don’t want a repeat of last year, do we? Goodness. ‘The eldest lady is to stand as Arna, the youngest boy to beam bright as Brevni,’” he recited. “Whoever created the Midsommar’s Eve Rite did not envision two wiggly twins both attempting to don the Brevni mask at once.”

“That’s for sure,” giggled Matilda. “I remember. It shot right out of their hands, right over the bonfire, and knocked out Elenor’s front teeth! Good thing they were already loose.”

“Indeed,” Grampa replied, his voice shaking with a hint of laughter. “So this year, we shall have two Brevnis at the fire in hopes of allowing Elenor the dignity of remaining fully toothed.”

Just then, Gramma poked her head out of the kitchen. “Keldeimar, if you are quite finished regaling Matilda with the finer points of mask-making, might you release her to help us with these Brevni Crowns?”

Grampa looked sheepishly from his wife’s reproving face to Matilda and back again. “Uh, yes, of course, Gladdy,” conceded Grampa.

“Oh, but I wanted to hear more about—” Matilda started.

“Another time, my dear,” answered Grampa apologetically. “I’m afraid if I detain you any longer, I’ll be sleeping in the bath house tonight… Or in Anvard’s mud pit…”

When she didn’t move, he added with a impish gleam in his eyes, “Off you scoot. It appears Midsommar’s Eve is in need of your nimble fingers.”

The last hours of daylight were spent in busy preparation. The women and girls wove the flower crowns and lapels, and set out the food to be carried to the amphitheatre-style bonfire pit that was cut into the southeastern hillside. Grampa finished his Brevni mask, and got to work on the lanterns to be used in the evening’s celebration. Haldor, Anvard, and Frederick managed to tame the misbehaving pipes and restored the bath house’s water supply. A good thing, too, since the afternoon’s mud-caked repairs required a thorough washing for each of them. As the sun began to sink behind Mt. Olaf in a breathtaking blaze of red, orange, and gold, a line of food-laden Mavelmars made their way to the bonfire that was already crackling merrily.

They arranged themselves cozily on the cedar-topped stone benches that surrounded the fire. Frederick and Haldor built the fire up yet higher (Anvard had already gone home to be with his own family for Midsommar’s Eve) just as Gwen appeared from the shadowed hillside behind them.

“Gwen!” squealed Fargus and Finn, and darted across the flagstones to attach themselves to one of her legs.

“How are Maribeth’s children?” asked Matilda, who had left her seat to greet her oldest sister. She admired Gwen so much. She was the kindest, most gracious person Matilda knew, always thinking the best of everyone and hoping for everyone else’s happiness before giving a thought to her own.

“The poor dears,” Gwen sighed. Her bright blue eyes brimmed even as her sweeping blonde hair glowed in the red light of the fire and the westering sky. “They are plagued with stomach pains. I tried everything Mother taught us of Great Granny Greenwood’s herblore, but they still went to bed whimpering and sore. Some men will go out into the forest tomorrow in search of remedies—some may have headed out this very day.”

“It was very good of you to spend your whole day with them. You look so tired,” said Matilda compassionately.

Gwen shook her head adamantly. “It is nothing to sacrifice for a neighbour. ‘Helpfulness is greater than Highness’ after all.”

Matilda felt such pride for her sister. I hope one day I am able to sacrifice for others the way Gwen does so easily!

She took Gwen’s hand and led her back to the benches to sit between herself and their mother.

Matilda’s father stood and called for everyone to be silent. “My sons, my daughters, my wife, my mother, my father,” he said solemnly as he gazed around the fire, “tonight we celebrate the goodness we enjoy, the grace that fills our lives, the light we live by.”

All eyes were fixed on Frederick, whose own eyes sparkled in the light of the fire. He leads so well, thought Matilda admiringly. I hope one day I can lead like he does.

“My darling,” Frederick said to his wife, “will you vest us?” Hilda nodded and crossed the flagstones to the table to the right of the fire which bore the food, the lanterns, and the flowers.

“And Father,” he said to Grampa, “will you prepare us for the rite?” Grampa nodded and also crossed over to the table to retrieve the masks.

One by one, Hilda pinned a triad of the red and yellow flowers, shaped into a trident, over the heart of each boy and man, saying, “May your heart burn bright and true; may Brevni’s flame shine in you.” And upon the heads of each girl and woman, she placed a crown of Brevni-blaze, saying, “Be crowned in Brevni’s flame; may all you touch be blessed in his name.”

When she reached Matilda, she placed a second crown in Matilda’s hands. “Tilly, my dear, will you crown me?”

Matilda heard Lora huff with envy from a few seats away, but ignored her. Matilda’s eyes grew wide to be given this privilege this year. “Yes, of course, Mother!”

Her heart swelled as she looked at the lovely head of her mother bowed before her. Though her throat had grown tight with emotion, Matilda managed to say, “Mother, be crowned in Brevni’s flame; may all you touch be blessed in his name.” As it always is, thought Matilda. One day, I hope to bless others so deeply as Mother does.

When Hilda took her seat again, Grampa knelt before Gramma and extended to her the Mask of Arna. “Gladys, eldest of Arna’s feminine kindred, will you speak tonight as Arna spoke?”

“I shall so speak,” Gramma replied, and placed the Moon Mask upon her face.

Grampa knelt next before the excited twins, who were clamped tightly in Haldor’s arms. “Fargus, Finn,” Grampa said solemnly, but with the ever-present sparkle in his eyes, “as the youngest of Brevni’s sons of starlight, will you speak as Brevni this night?”

“We speak!” squealed Fargus, and held the Sun Mask to his face.

“We Brevni!” agreed Finn, and did the same.

Grampa nodded to Frederick and took his seat next to Gramma.

Frederick stood again, and all eyes and ears were trained on him. “My family, this night we watch the light fade. Rising new-born in the east, and laying down to rest in the west, Brevni lights our every day.”

Motioning to Gramma and to the twins, who stood with Haldor’s encouragement, he explained, “In the beginning, when Tharnëa was yet dark and cold, two stars descended to love and fill the empty world. Arna, who shines the lesser light, came first as Night Mother. Brevni, who joined her, shines the greater light, and became our Day Father.”

Gramma stood and spoke in a practiced rhythm from behind the Mask of Arna, sweeping her right arm in a grand arc like the moon travels through the sky. “I come to love. I come to breathe life. I come to guard hearts and to give quiet dreams. I come to renew the world in the cool of evening. I come to sew hearts together that peoples and lands might dwell forever as one.” She sat again.

Haldor stood with the twins in his arms and prompted Fargus and Finn in whispers.

“Brevni comes,” chorused the boys behind their masks, “to make big lights in the sky… To paint it blue… To make day new… To dry night’s dew… Brevni shines bright… Makes girls and boys brave… Makes trees stand tall… He is bound with Arna… Forever together… A circle over Tharnëa… Until the final night comes… and Brevni sleeps… and Arna… her eternal vigil keeps.”

Haldor sat with the boys and patted their heads with whispers of encouragement. Everyone around the fire clapped delightedly for the twins who managed to speak all their lines for the first time.

Frederick spoke again. “And so, for eras and eons, Brevni has shone by day, and Arna by night, watching over creation as kingdoms rise and fall, and forests grow from nut to deepening wood. Their love, like their light, fills the world. By their care, we enjoy a world teeming with life, a fertile place of food and friendship.”

These words were familiar and comforting to Matilda, who had celebrated Midsommar’s Eve with her family as long as she could remember. But still, in the quiet, looking out at Mt. Kiartin to the left, Mt. Olaf to the right, and Mt. Guithbrunger directly before them, her persistent ache demanded its say. A world teeming with life? Teeming?

She tried to push the thoughts back down, but they would not relent. Their love fills the world? Fills it? What about the emptiness that no one else seems to see? Not all life teems. Some of it is missing, and goes unmissed. Does no one feel it but me?

As stars sprouted in the darkening sky in the east, she looked across the valley to Mt. Guithbrunger with a yearning so powerful it hurt. Tomorrow, tomorrow I will search the slopes of Guithbrunger. Tomorrow, maybe tomorrow, I will find what is missing.

Remembering her Grampa’s words, she turned them over in her mind, It falls to others to wonder about what might be…

Matilda was snapped out of her daze by the gentle hand of Gwen closing on her own. “Tilly?” Gwen whispered. “It’s nearly time for the Oath.”

Matilda breathed sharply. She had almost missed reciting the end of the rite, so distracted was she by the growing discord that opened in her like a gaping ravine.

“And now,” said her father with arms sweeping out to everyone, “as Brevni disappears behind Mt. Olaf for his final sleep before Midsommar, let us declare our Oath together.”

Everyone rose to their feet and recited in unison:


Day Father, Light Maker, Life Giver, World Shaper,

Illumine our paths from east to west.

By wisdom, guide as thou knowest best.

Warm us by thy light and flame.

May we stand strong til thou shinest again.

When night doth fall at Arna’s rise,

May we stand true with open eyes

To see the need of world and brother,

To shoulder the burdens of one another.

We, the children of Stars above,

Vow to live by thy light and love.

By Brevni’s fire and Arna’s gleam,

We pledge this Oath of Midsommar’s Eve.



Elenor and Wynn were the last to utter, “We pledge this Oath of Midsommar’s Eve” in airy, dreamy voices. They twirled slowly in the firelight, probably imagining themselves to be stars high in the heavens, Elenor’s loose black curls and Wynn’s tight blonde ones swooshing like lazy curtains.

As the last red fingers of sunset released Mt. Olaf, Frederick motioned everyone to the table bearing the lanterns. Haldor plunged a small torch into the fire and joined his father at the back of the table.

Matilda’s toes wiggled in her shoes, and she exchanged an excited smile with Gwen. This was Matilda’s favourite part.

“To commemorate the coming of Midsommar,” her father said in a ceremonious tone, “we send light into the sky from whence it came. Everyone, please, take up a lantern and Haldor will light it for you.”

An expectant hum filled the air in the next few minutes as enthusiastic hands cradled delicate, paper lanterns, each about the size of a cookie jar. From the table, Haldor drew a long metal instrument with a tiny tongue at the top end from which emerged a candle wick. He lit the wick from the torch, and then walked around the table, lighting each lantern. Haldor winked at Matilda as he lit hers. She beamed back at him.

“Everyone ready?” asked Frederick. “Alright, then…”

In unison, they chanted, “Unto Summer’s Morrow,” and let their lanterns go.

The heat of the flame inside each lantern lifted them high above their heads and into the darkening sky. Twelve pots of gold glowed like muted stars. Then, with gasps of “Oh! Look!”, all eyes turned to the valley where they saw hundreds of lanterns joining their own, lifting up from across Kildona—from the many village houses, the settlements of the Brandurins to the east, and from the huts and hovels of farmers and herdsmen that dotted the valley floor. There were even a few from the staff houses on the Gargamels’ lands.

Sighs and gasps of “Beautiful!”, “Look at those three—it’s like they’re dancing together!”, and “Wow!” escaped from the voices around Matilda.

The light of the lanterns reflected like constellations in Matilda’s eyes as she watched in awe. Her skin tingled at the sight of them. She thought they looked like rejoicing souls dancing against the starry canopy above, the very life of the valley itself on display. For one fleeting moment, Matilda wished she could sprout wings and leap into the sky with the little shining lights and float on the evening breeze.

The Mavelmars stood arm in arm for a long time, watching the lanterns rise, twirl, and mingle. That is, until squeaky voices near the ground cried, “Me hungry!” and “Need food!”

Their mother laughed, took the hands of Fargus and Finn, and led them back to the food-laden table.

“I suppose that’s as good a signal as any,” chuckled Grampa. “Time for a Midsommar’s Feast!”

And what a feast it was. There were baskets of jewel-like fruit—strawberries, blackberries, blueberries, plums, apricots, cantaloupe, honey melon, watermelon, and the first peaches. There were sweet breads and flat breads and salty crackers and heaps of nuts. Cloth coverings were removed to reveal many kinds of cheeses: mild ones, spiced ones, strong ones to make the eyes water. There was mead, white wines, yellow wines, and every kind of juice from apple to watermelon. A small forest of roasting sticks leaned against the table next to a pile of fat sausages and thick strips of bacon for roasting over the fire. Best of all, and Matilda’s particular favourite, were the roasting pies. These were small envelopes of dough with various fillings that could be inserted into a roasting pan—a metal clamshell at the end of a long roasting stick, to be cooked over the fire. There were berry pies, peach pies, apple pies, pies with meat and gravy or meat and cheese—even chocolate pies stuffed with walnuts.

In minutes, joining the nightsong of crickets were the sounds of joyful lipsmacking, the glug and tink of cups being filled, utensils clanking on ceramic plates, and happy calls of “Another sausage please,” or “Try a bit of this chocolate pie,” or “Another cup of mead anyone?” Laughter, songs, and stories floated like butterflies over the warm, peaceful night. A hundred bonfires winked and flickered across the valley below.

Matilda, full to bursting from her three towering plates and six roasting pies, leaned contentedly against her mother while her grandfather regaled them with one of his favourite legends of the Grimloch Wood:

“They say that deep in the heart of Grimloch is a beast of untold power and of ancient origin. He stands 40, 50, maybe 60 feet high: feet the size of cottages, hands like massive shovels, eyes that shine in the dark, made of grass, gravel, and clay. The Mud Beast of Grimloch is his name. He bars the way of noble quests and feasts on any who dare penetrate his inner realm of the forest. No one knows where he comes from or how he got there. Maybe he bloomed out of the ground one day out of the dark murmurs of the world below. Maybe he was in the world already before Brevni and Arna descended from the heavens. Or maybe he is the creation of the forest itself, a sentry set to guard its innermost secrets. He stands beneath the moon and wails great cries of hunger and fury. On clear, still nights when the moon is full, if you listen carefully to the sound of the wind, you might just hear his loathsome wails.”

Elenor’s eyes had grown to the size of dinner plates. With a trembling voice, she asked, “But Grampa, why does he wail? What does he want?”

Lora rolled her eyes. Frederick cleared his throat uncomfortably.

Grampa smiled and replied in a low, slow voice, “Nobody knows, sweet Elenor. But if you ask me,” he said, looking dramatically side to side, and then right into Matilda’s eyes, “I think he waits for a heart so noble, so brave, so true. Should he find such a heart, perhaps then his long wait will be over, and he will at last take his rest.”

“Wow…” chimed Elenor and Wynn together.

“Scary!” screeched Fargus and Finn, who burrowed into Gwen’s chest.

“Fantastical,” said Frederick with a noticeably uneasy expression. “Thank you, Father… A very, uh, nice bedtime story… For, of course, we know that is all such stories are, don’t we, children?” He looked around the fire to find the nods of agreement he sought.

Lora rolled her eyes again and said automatically, “Yes, Father.”

Matilda looked hard from her father to her grandfather. They were so similar, yet so different at times. Both tall and lordly, standing with a dignified air like the kings of Osoloth long ago. But where her grandfather was curious and playful, her father was regimented, realistic, and undauntingly serious. She had often wondered what had happened to cause him to take such a serious tone in life.

Grampa sniggered and thumped his son on the back. “Of course, Freddy, of course. But there was a time when you loved such stories and looked with wide eyes at the world outside.”

“Yes,” admitted Frederick a bit impatiently, “but I grew up. I grew to understand what life required of me as an heir of Mavelmar. I left such things behind long ago.”

“Well,” Grampa said conversationally, “the tricky thing is that, while you might have left them behind, they may still be there for seekers to find. The world is yet full of wonders, son, even if it is also full of duty.”

Frederick’s face darkened slightly. “Duty,” he replied as if the word rested sharply on his tongue, “can be grasped with hands, can be executed with careful thought. Fantastical notions cannot be. They distract the mind and split one’s focus. I would rather that my children strive for Kildona’s future, not dally in the mists of baseless imagination.”

“That is of course your prerogative to say so,” conceded Grampa. “But,” he said with a dazzling smile, “as it is Midsommar’s Eve, let us give in to imagination and wonder for one evening.”

Turning again to the faces around the fire, he asked, “Have I ever told you the one about Flippity Bobbit the Incurably Happy Cucumber?”

He launched into the tale in response to the joyous cries of “Tell us, Grampa!”, though they knew it well already.

Matilda, though, allowed her mind to drift. Duty and wonder, she thought. Is the world truly split between duty and wonder? Is it impossible to hold them both?

Her eyes wandered from the fire to the dark mass of Mt. Guithbrunger across the valley. It was indeed wonder that was leading her there tomorrow. For years, she had gazed at its fearsome cliffs, and burned with curiosity.

Mud Beasts and mysterious mountains, she thought. I can’t choose the path Father has chosen. I can’t close myself off from what lays beyond my fingers. I want to know… I NEED to know. Are they out there? Are they waiting to be found? Fauns and dryads and centaurs and dwarves… Do you see me looking for you? Do you know how much I want to meet you, how much I long for you to step out into the sun?

Again, it was Gwen who pulled her from her private thoughts. Haldor was pouring water over the embers of the fire, and Mt. Guithbrunger was instantly concealed behind a wall of steam.

“Tilly, are you coming?” asked Gwen in her gentle voice. “It’s time for sleep. Come with me back to the house.”

Matilda nodded and rose to her feet. With one last fleeting look at the dark mountain masked in steam, she followed Gwen toward the bright windows of their house on the hill.




Chapter 4:

The Night Before Everything Changed
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Over cool grass, through the door, across smooth stone, up four flights of stairs, and into her attic room. Matilda knew that every footfall brought her one step nearer to tomorrow, to the day when she would discover what had lain out of reach for so long.

She ascended the stairs quickly, hearing and hastily returning shouts of “Good night!” and “Happy Midsommar!” But in Matilda’s mind, hurried thoughts ticked and tocked like an impatient pendulum on every step: Get to the attic… Go to sleep as fast as you can… Get to the attic… The faster you sleep, the faster tomorrow comes…

Slipping inside her attic room at last, she shut the door behind her with a sharp click. She leaned against it for a moment with her eyes closed. Her mind was buzzing. How was she supposed to sleep with a head this full? The heat behind her tightly closed eyes pulsed to the rhythm of Duty… Wonder… Teeming… Empty…

From behind her eyelids, she imagined she was floating above the valley amongst the hundreds of lanterns, scouring the forest and meadows below for a sign, a signal—anything that might tell her she was right, that there was more to discover in this valley than Father or Haldor or so many others believed.

She opened her eyes and moved abruptly to the far side of her bed where she could peer out the window. Gazing at Mt. Guithbrunger, she unwound her braids and brushed her hair, thinking hard. It all comes down to Guithbrunger, she was sure of it! She had been all over the valley in the last few years. There had been a few near misses, times when she had been so certain that she had nearly seen something real.

She pulled off the robes she had worn to the bonfire, tossed them to the floor, and pulled her nightgown over her head. She snuffed the lamp beside her bed, and forced herself to lay down.

Sleep! she told herself, Sleep, Matilda! But every time she closed her eyes, all she could see was the night sky full of glowing search lights.

“Oh, come on, brain! Shut off already!” She whipped her pillow out from under her head and pressed it firmly against her face in an attempt to smother her tumbling thoughts into silence. When this didn’t work, she threw the pillow savagely back into place and tried to beat it into a more comfortable shape. After several agitating minutes, Matilda let out a long exasperated sigh, threw off her covers, reignited her lamp, and got out of bed. Matilda looked around her room for anything that might distract her long enough to lull her overactive mind to sleep.

She was very fond of her attic hideaway. Beneath her balcony window sat her telescope, compass, and a beautiful walking stick Grampa had carved for her when she had turned ten. A few feet from her bed in the middle of the room
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