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Prologue


 


 


“See how peaceful it is here. Don’t think. Just listen, feel, and observe.” Those had been her words as they walked deeper into the forest.


Now that they had arrived at their destination, he realized that her advice proved far easier than he expected. A strange, warm feeling overcame him. It seemed familiar to him somehow, but he couldn’t explain why. As he took steady breaths, all his earlier thoughts faded away.


The forest abounded with oak, pine, and ash trees. Golden sunlight trickled through the many branches. Their green leaves rustled in a gentle breeze. A woodpecker’s tapping and other birds’ voices filled the air. Water could be heard flowing, for a stream ran nearby. Wildflowers adorned the forest floor. High above the treetops, white clouds passed across a blue sky.


He blinked only a few times. “You were right. Thank you.”


“I knew you would be touched by the ways of the woodland.” She smiled. “Imagine, a squirrel may be burying an acorn someplace for later. Perhaps a family of deer is resting in the shade, as we are.”


He remembered why they came. “Where is she?”


“She shall be here, my young friend. I promise. You should also behold Nature’s glory at dusk. The heavens present an array of colors. Only yesterday evening, while listening to the owls and the crickets, I beheld a rich pink above, streaked with deep violet! Later, beautiful stars . . .”


She paused when she saw his posture stoop. He gazed at his feet.


“Are you all right?” she asked.


“Oh, aye, I’m fine, thank you,” he replied, rubbing his hand through his hair.


“Are you sure? You know you can tell me.”


“Well, it’s just that . . . I remembered a dream I had, an . . . awful dream.”


“Tell me about it. You’ll feel better later.”


Nodding, he started to recount his dream about another forest in midsummer. In the dream, it was long after night fell. A hooded figure emerged from between the trees, swathed in a sweeping, dark cloak. He grasped a black staff in one of his gloved hands. It was crowned with an iron figurine of three lizard-like claws clutching a smooth, blood-red stone. He halted, and then he raised this staff as high as his arm allowed. The stone gleamed, as if a potent fire burned inside of it.


The immediate area erupted in flames. The fire grew wider, devouring every tree and plant in its path. Terrified animals fled. Most did not escape. This shadowy figure, however, never caught fire. Though his eyes blazed red, his face remained hidden beneath his hood. He thrust his staff into the earth, whereupon its jewel emitted a beam of scarlet light. It collided with a similar, emerald-colored beam, which came out of the darkness. 


A thunderous explosion penetrated the air. Everything went white.


“And I awoke, sweating,” he concluded. He noticed she appeared troubled, for she’d placed her hand on her chest and bent her neck slightly forward.


“What’s wrong?” he inquired, leaning in closer.


Dropping her hand, she lifted her eyes. “When did you have this dream?”


“Last night. Two nights after I first met you and . . .”


A stomping noise came from behind them. They both slowly turned. His skin tingled.


“. . . her.”




 


 


 


 


Chapter 1


 


 


Dermot stepped into the sun, holding a wooden bucket. He shut his eyes instantly, raising his free hand above them. No light existed inside the forge except that from the fire and heated iron. Once his eyes had partially attuned themselves, he was ready to continue.


“Don’t take too long!” called Pádraig, his father.


“I won’t, Da!” Dermot said, without looking back. The lad made his way to the well in Emerin’s square, the bucket swinging in his hand. He wore a light woolen shirt with a vest, woolen trousers, lace-up napped leather boots, and a sooty leather apron.


Not yet sixteen years of age, Dermot was almost his father’s height, with bright green eyes, rich brown hair, a boyish face, and a rounded nose and ears. Nine years as his father’s apprentice had rewarded him with strong shoulders and steady hands. Pádraig, the village smith, plied his trade by crafting and repairing not only horseshoes and tools, but also armor and swords for the local chieftain and his soldiers.


As he lowered the bucket into the well’s black abyss, Dermot recalled tales he’d heard about the land of Denú during the annual festivals in years past, of her vast forests, rolling hills, lofty mountains, and rugged shores overlooking the Llyrean Sea. Yet Emerin was all he knew of his homeland. It was a small village in Harlíeo, a county within the realm’s northern province of Núinna. Like almost every other villager, he had never set foot beyond its boundaries.


I cannot wait for the Midsummer festival, he thought. It will be here soon.


He sighed when the bucket finally reached the water. He was wiping his sweaty forehead when he froze. Having heard the cry of a bird of prey, he presumed the chieftain of Emerin was out hunting again.


Gazing toward the hills in the distance, he saw no bird of prey, but only the chieftain’s bastion. Positioned on the highest local hill, it had been erected out of stone blocks coated in whitewash. Atop every tower fluttered a large blue banner. Though he was too far away to see the banners clearly, Dermot knew they each depicted a white stag, the chieftain’s emblem.


It must’ve come from a wild bird, he thought. Yet it was unusually loud.


Bringing the full bucket up, Dermot observed the fields, where most of the villagers had been toiling since morning. Crops had long since replaced the furrows of springtime, excluding those fields left fallow this season. Knowing his mother and brother were out there somewhere, he was grateful not to be with them—to have to endure the sun, the rain, and his mother’s tongue all day long.


Her voice echoed in his mind. Do your work, boy! You will learn your place! Do as you’re told!


He shook his head, not wishing to think of her any further. Bucket in hand, he prepared to leave. The same birdlike cry resonated even louder than before. Dermot noticed several villagers pause and gasp, some with their hands over their mouths, while gazing skyward. When he leaned his own head back, what he saw made him grow stiff. His heart skidded as the dark shape soaring overhead came into full view.


“Mercy of the heavens!” he gasped. “Can this be happening?”


Soaring amongst the clouds was a creature, slightly larger than a grown warhorse, the likes of which Dermot had never seen, truly magnificent to behold. The head, forelimbs, and wings resembled an eagle, except for the pointy ears. The hindquarters and tail, however, were akin to a feline. What a piercing yellow were those large eyes! The front feet were yellow, too. This creature boasted sharp black talons, a black-tipped beak, and a wingspan greater than three horses standing end to end.


The creature, evidently powerful, swooped close by. Dermot ducked, dropping the bucket and shielding himself with his arms. Villagers screamed, running in different directions. Horses either ran or reared upon their hind legs, neighing. Other livestock, from hogs to chickens, cattle, goats, and sheep, scurried about, creating even more noise and confusion.


After the creature’s enormous shadow passed overhead, Dermot cautiously lowered his arms. He stood up, watching the majestic animal ascend again but harm nobody. Thick, reddish-brown feathers and fur coated the body, gleaming in the golden sunshine. The wingtips were black, streaked with white. The throat and belly were entirely white. This animal kept all four limbs tucked tight underneath, protecting the belly. With another descent toward the fields, the forelimbs extended out, the talons outspread and ready for grasping.


By this time, Pádraig, a tall, well-built man, had emerged from his forge with a small hammer in his hand.


“Dermot!” he cried upon seeing the creature for himself. “Get back inside!”


But Dermot didn’t budge. He hadn’t even heard his father’s voice. His eyes tracked the creature’s every move. He was oblivious to everything around him, even forgetting about the bucket.


About to seize a running cow, the predator was forced to give up the hunt and ascend. Arrows flew out of nowhere. Dermot realized archers were firing them from the bastion’s battlements. Attempting to evade them, the creature circled down to near where the youth stood. 


Dermot still didn’t move, even as a steed came running past at full speed. Pádraig tried to reach his son. Terrified villagers and loose animals unfortunately kept getting in his path.


“Dermot, no!” Pádraig yelled.


The giant creature neared Dermot and began to turn upward again. The boy raised his arms and shut his eyes. He felt something immense and furry hit him, around which he compulsively wrapped his arms. 


Suddenly, he found himself clinging for dear life to the creature’s giant furry limb, high above the village and fields.


“Help me!” he screamed. “Please, someone help!”


Alas, no one did. No one could. His legs swayed about as the creature turned through the air, squawking uncomfortably at his presence. Even though he gripped as tight as he could, his hands were sweating, and he knew he couldn’t hold on for much longer. Whenever the creature made another sudden turn, Dermot screeched, “Ahh!”


I cannot believe this is happening to me, he thought.


To his horror, he soon realized the bastion’s bowmen were still shooting arrows. Several arrows sped past him. Then, one arrow grazed his right leg, just above the knee. He wailed in agony. Even worse, what with his weight and the creature’s sudden swoops and curves, one of his hands lost its grip repeatedly. Dermot screamed each time until he was able to grab hold again. His renewed grasps, in turn, made the creature squawk each time.


Looking up, Dermot gazed into the creature’s eyes. Although his breaths were raspy, Dermot found his voice. “Listen, I don’t want to be up here any more than you want me to be up here, all right? So please, let me down! Please!”


The winged predator dived. Dermot shut his eyes.


Reopening his eyes after a moment, he realized the creature was gliding above the fields, close enough for him to let go and drop. He couldn’t believe it. Hearing another squawk, Dermot looked up, and he realized the animal was staring back at him. Somehow, he knew this creature understood him.


“All right, all right, I’m ready!”


The creature squawked again. Dermot released his grip. He hit the ground hard, tumbling until, at last, still in a state of shock, he stopped. He looked at his leg. A river of fresh blood flowed from his injury through the hole in his trousers. He pressed his hands down on it, staining them red.


Dermot struggled to stand upright. He gazed at the magnificent animal again, his mouth agape.


Then, hearing human voices roar, combined with the sound of running horses, he caught sight of a large group of soldiers led by the chieftain, charging from the manor with swords and spears. More arrows took flight as the majestic animal flew toward the nearby Forest of Úaene.


“No!” Dermot shouted. Out of an impulse he couldn’t understand, he gave chase. He limped all the way, keeping one hand on his leg. With more blood lost and his body sore, he grew short of breath. Still, he pressed onward. He was so focused on the creature that he paid no attention to where he was headed.


Dermot saw the great animal plunge and then disappear beneath Úaene’s treetops. One moment he gazed skyward, the next his foot came down in midair, and he found himself tumbling downhill, crashing into a colossal pine tree at the bottom of the incline.


Disoriented, he rolled onto his back with his mouth wide open. He was angry with himself. How could he have been so foolish? As he lay moaning, he beheld a dark silhouette leaning over him. He tried to speak, but no words escaped his lips. The figure knelt, whispering in a deep feminine voice, “Hush.”


Her hand moved slowly over Dermot’s face. The tone of her voice soothed him. Blackness claimed him.


 


***


 


The faint, brief touch of something furry made Dermot’s cheek twitch. A strong smell of herbs hung in the air. Both his eyes watered when he tried to open them. 


Groaning, he managed to keep his eyes open. He saw giant oaks looming over him, not the pine he remembered crashing into. 


Wriggling like a worm, he discovered he lay not on the ground but on a bed out in the open. Moreover, he was barefoot, shirtless, his apron missing, and his trousers rolled above his knees.


Shivering, he lifted his arm. To his surprise, he felt the grain of rough, wooden planks. Moving his head, he realized he was lying next to a cottage. Its curved walls were close-jointed, and oaken like the two old trees between which the cottage had been built. A squirrel watched him from halfway up the trunk of one of those trees. Dermot now understood where that furry touch had come from.


His stomach convulsed as his breath grew raspier. His head throbbed. Why is there a cottage out here in Úaene? How deep within the forest am I? Who lives here? 


He turned his head, only to discover something his imagination had not envisaged: a woman wearing a leaf-green robe and white apron, tending a garden populated by scores of vibrant-colored flowers, fruits, and vegetables, as well as other plants unfamiliar to him. He couldn’t see her face, as she had her back to him. Her long hair was a light blonde, almost white, implying she was of an elderly age. It dropped past her shoulders, and it had little leaves and flower petals caught in it. She bore a large red blossom above one ear.


Dermot struggled to sit upright. Managing to raise his head, he gawped. Not only was his chest covered with small cuts and scrapes, but his left leg was also badly bruised. As for his right leg, he found some sort of cloth bandage already wrapped around the wound, with something inside it. He must have been washed, too, for his skin was remarkably cleaner than it had been earlier. Unfortunately, his body hurt so much, he flopped back down with a groan.


“Please,” she whispered in that same gentle voice he’d heard earlier. “You need to rest.”


He could not speak. His throat had gone dry. She separated the roots from a plant that appeared to have been recently pulled out of the earth. This plant had tiny, bell-shaped purple flowers and broad leaves, and the roots reminded him of those belonging to the turnips in his mother’s garden. Looking toward this woman’s garden, he didn’t see that specific plant growing at all.


She crushed those roots well, using a mortar and pestle. For the first time, Dermot noticed a circular, stone-enclosed hearth. Above it, a small copper kettle hung from a wooden tripod. The woman removed the kettle and poured hot water onto the roots, mixing them well. All the while, she spoke softly. He could not figure out what her exact words were.


After mixing the herbs, she waved her hand gently over them. Dermot thought for a minute he saw a bright blue light emanating from her palm. It soon disappeared, however, making him wonder if his mind was still so foggy that it might be playing tricks on him.




 


 


 


 


Chapter 2


 


 


The woman brought the roots and some cloth straps to Dermot. Seeing her face, he found himself taken by her natural beauty. She had brilliant green eyes and a lovely petite nose. Most remarkable of all, her skin was as pale, smooth, and clean as a young maiden’s, despite the apparent age of her hair. Feelings of deep wisdom, understanding, and care were conveyed within her eyes, which could only have come from many years of life. A thin silver headband crowned her brow. Even the aroma of fresh wildflowers followed her.


“Wha . . . where . . . where am I?” he asked. The woman’s smile was so warm that his limbs and muscles slackened. Still, he could not shake off the quivering inside him.


“Someplace safe,” she said.


“Hhh—how did I get here?”


“I brought you here from where you fell. You were unconscious for nearly an hour. It was fortunate your leg was grazed and not struck directly. But you still lost a great deal of blood.”


Dermot couldn’t believe it. Had he been out for that long? He shivered, gasping for air. “Why . . . why wasn’t I killed? I . . . I was . . .”


The lady placed her hand gently on his shoulder. “Please, child, be still so these herbs may perform their magic.”


He kept his eyes on her as she carefully tied the pieces of cloth with the roots between them. She squeezed the bandages tighter, letting out liquid, before wrapping them around his left leg. He cringed at the heat radiating up his calf and thigh. Regardless, he was still too weak to resist.


“Shush,” she whispered, her hand touching his cheek.


“Wha . . . what’re you doing to me?” Dermot asked.


“This is a poultice prepared with blackwort, or knitbone, for your bruises. I cleansed the cuts you suffered from your fall with a skin wash made from the rosin rose. I cleansed the arrow wound, too, and dressed it forthwith in a poultice of the thousand-leaf flower, which halted the bleeding.”


“So . . . you’re a healer?”


“I am proficient in wortcunning, the ancient art of herbal lore.”


“Wortcunning,” Dermot said. “By what name are you known?”


“To those closest to me, I am Saershe.”


“Saershe,” he said. “My name’s Dermot. It’s nice to meet you.”


“It’s a pleasure to meet you too, Dermot.”


“Did . . . did you . . . wash me, too?”


“With fresh water from the stream, yes. Cleanliness is vital for proper healing.”


“Oh,” Dermot said. “Well, thank you, madam.”


“You’re quite welcome. And you needn’t call me madam. Saershe will do.”


“Sorry, madam—I mean, Saershe. Forgive me.”


She smiled. “It’s all right, my young friend.”


“What was that creature? Did you see . . .?”


“I did,” she said calmly. “What you saw today was a gryphon from the East.”


He lifted his head. “What? Are you sure?”


“Yes. What do you know of them?”


“Only what I’ve heard in tales and legends. They are reputed to be a powerful, majestic breed. Few folks are capable of even approaching them without endangering themselves. Their feathers and claws are said to be imbued with magical properties. You know, like a unicorn’s horn or dragon fire. But they haven’t been seen in Denú for years! Why would one appear now, and here of all places in the kingdom?”


“They are indeed powerful, and majestic,” she said. “There was a time when gryphons thrived in these parts, coming down from the Denuan Spine. These days, to encounter one in Denú is an incredible thing. They never leave the mountains anymore, more’s the pity. The gryphon you saw today is one of the few remaining of her noble tribe.”


“Her?” he said. “Hhh-how do you know that gryphon was a female?”


“Female gryphons are far superior in size and prowess, compared to their male counterparts. You will find it a trait common among many wild animals, for females must be so that they may protect their children.”


“Wait, you—have you seen them before? What’re they like? Please tell me! How old do they grow? How big? How powerful are they?”


“Please, Dermot,” Saershe said, resting her hand on his shoulder. “You mustn’t excite yourself, not in the condition you’re in.”


Dermot let his head drop. “Of course. Forgive me.”


“It’s all right. Now, come, let’s get you up.”


She slid her hand beneath his neck. He found her touch gentle and soothing. With her aid, he managed to sit upright, uttering another groan. He still felt quite weak, not to mention in agonizing pain.


“Here, drink this. You must be thirsty,” Saershe said, handing him a ceramic cup that sat on a small table near the bed. Dermot stared at the water within it, then back to her. When she nodded, he raised the cup to his lips and drank it without stopping to breathe. Never had cool water tasted so good to him, so refreshing. Some of it trickled onto his cheeks and throat.


He placed the cup on the table and wiped his face, finally taking a deep breath. He said, “Forgive me, but how is it I’ve never even seen you before? I mean, I played in this wood many times as a child. Yet I had no idea you lived here, so close to Emerin.”


“I prefer the peace and harmony of the forest,” Saershe said. “The trees and the wild plants and animals content me. Do you not cherish the greenwood?”


He didn’t have an answer.


She’s a strange woman, he thought to himself. He caught sight of a large dark green stone dangling from a thin silver chain around her neck. She wore a silver bracelet with an engraved pattern of entwined knots around her right wrist. A plain gold ring adorned her left forefinger.


“You may not have seen me, but when I saw your face, I knew I’d seen you many times before, the last of which was years ago,” Saershe said.


He bit his lip. “You . . . you have?”


“I never forget a face. I’ve seen you play many times in this forest, both alone and with other lads from the village. You climbed trees, and you chased after butterflies in daytime and fireflies as the sun set. You would stay out so late that your parents and others came searching for you on many a dusk.”


Dermot glanced away, blinking rapidly. He did not want to believe that she had watched him as a child and could recall so much so vividly. It made him twinge. At the same time, she had conjured memories of his that he hadn’t thought about for many years.


When he was younger, he’d been a troublemaker and a rebel. He received one scolding after another from his mother and taunts from his brother, who enjoyed every one of them. Dermot had never meant any harm in his mischief, but only his father seemed to understand, even if he didn’t necessarily approve.


“Are you all right?” Saershe asked.


“Aye, I’m fine, thank you. So, um, Saershe, do you live out here alone?”


“Nay,” uttered a voice.


A youth about Dermot’s age, perhaps a year older, appeared at Saershe’s side. He was taller and thinner than Dermot, with golden blond hair and blue eyes.


“I thought I asked you to wait inside,” Saershe said to the boy.


“Forgive me, Grandma,” he replied, an air of curiosity in his voice. “I had to come see if our guest is faring any better.”


“In that case, Dermot, permit me to introduce my grandson, Ruairí,” Saershe said.


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dermot.” Ruairí got down on his knees so he could look more directly into Dermot’s face. His attire essentially matched Dermot’s, but lacked an apron.


“And you,” Dermot said.


“Grandma says you’re a smith’s apprentice. What’s it like, working with iron?”


“Please, Ruairí,” Saershe said. “He’s had a trying afternoon.”


Dermot was surprised Ruairí would ask such a question, and it unsettled him that Saershe knew of his apprenticeship. So he asked her how she knew.


“When I found you, you were covered in soot, and you were wearing an apron,” she said. “Those signs, and your age, indicated as much to me.”


“Oh.” Dermot nodded feebly. “I see.”


“You will find, my young friend, that keen and close observation enables one to unearth a great many truths about others, as well as their surroundings,” Saershe said.


“Forgive me, Dermot,” Ruairí said. “I didn’t mean to pry.”


“It’s all right, Ruairí,” Dermot said. “Well, my father is proud of his work. But me, I—it’s not that I’m dissatisfied with it. I’m just not sure it’s what I was meant for.”


“And what is it you believe you were meant for?” Saershe asked.


“I . . . I honestly don’t know,” he was forced to admit. “I’ve always wished for it to be something significant, something worthwhile. I spent all my childhood pretending I was away on adventures. I wanted to see the land, not spend my whole life in Emerin. I kept on dreaming, even after my friends no longer played pretend games. Perhaps I hoped going on adventures would help me find my purpose. But my mother has never understood, nor has my brother. Ma cares nothing for what I’ve felt or wanted. She never has. And my brother, oh, that . . .”


Dermot averted his face. His stomach grew heavy.


I’ve never opened myself up so freely to anyone, he thought. Well, I have, but certainly not like this. Oh dear, why did I say so much? This is not good.


“Doing what you love is important, Dermot,” Saershe said. “One’s true calling resides with one’s true passion. Never lose sight of your dreams and wishes, and do not relinquish them. But you ought to learn to appreciate your mother’s feelings, too. Then she can respect yours. If you do, you may find they’re not what you assumed.” 


She slowly stood, keeping her eyes on Dermot. She said, “Forget not your deep roots.”


Before he could respond, Saershe walked away. All he could do was watch her silvery hair, until she disappeared around the corner of the cottage.


“I want to travel the land myself one day,” Ruairí said, once she was gone. “I hope to visit all the great woodlands of Denú and explore them as I have Úaene.”


“Have you lived here all your life, Ruairí?” Dermot asked, rubbing the back of his neck.


“Yes, ever since I can remember. When I was little, Grandma brought me with her into the heart of Úaene. Together, we studied and mingled with trees, plants, and animals. I brought home wildflowers, insects, bird nests, feathers, and eggshells. I still do, for I still go with Grandma. ‘There is always something new to discover within Nature,’ she has often told me. She would know, of course, having herself visited all the great forests of Denú.”


Dermot’s head jerked up. “She . . . she has?”


“Indeed, she has traveled afar many times throughout her life. She cherishes each moment she has spent in the company of every tree and wild animal she’s met. Even here, whether she took me to the farthest reaches of the forest or revisited these nearby woodlands, they were all familiar to her.”


Ruairí’s words made Dermot giddy with wanderlust. 


Saershe returned with his shirt, apron, and boots, all of which had been cleaned. Ruairí stood when he saw her.


“Here you are, Dermot,” Saershe said, placing his clothes beside the bed.


Dermot stared at the clean garments, sighing. “What a day.”


“Indeed. Now, listen. Your legs may ache for a few days more. I recommend that you be careful not to do anything too strenuous during that time. I also recommend that you remove the poultices after a few days. The thousand-leaf could be harmful to your skin if worn for longer.”


“Thank you, Saershe, but I’d better head home now,” Dermot said, in a shaky voice. “Da must be worried. And I’ll be in enough trouble with Ma as it is.”


Though he tried to stand, the pain in his legs, combined with his weakness, forced him to sit back down, groaning bitterly. 


Saershe gently placed her hand on his shoulder when he was about to try to stand a second time.


“You shall be home soon,” she said. “But for now, you must rest again.”


“Wha . . .”


Saershe waved her hand in front of his face, whispering words he did not understand. He became dizzy. So dizzy, that what little strength he had evaporated like morning dew. He would have fallen, had Saershe not caught him. With Ruairí’s help, she laid him back down on the bed. He wanted to resist, but he was too weak to move. He opened his mouth to ask Saershe what she was doing, but his voice had disappeared, too. He was certain they were about to do something terrible. If only he could escape, or at least beg for mercy, he would.


But Dermot could resist no longer. He fell asleep fast.




 


 


 


 


Chapter 3


 


 


Opening his eyes, Dermot discovered he lay not upon the bed but upon thick grass. He muttered Saershe’s name, then Ruairí’s. Only the voices of the birds responded. He pushed himself upright with a groan.


Gazing around, he realized he was surrounded by tall, old trees with gnarled bark, winding branches, and leaves of various shapes in multiple shades of green. But Saershe, Ruairí, and their cottage were nowhere in sight. Furthermore, he was fully clothed again, apron and all.


“How’d I get here?” he asked aloud. He moved his hands slowly across his shirt and trousers. Underneath, he could distinctly feel the injuries to his chest and the poultices wrapped around his legs. He could see a cloth bandage through the hole in his trousers.


He glimpsed down to his right side, where, to his surprise, there lay a hiking stave, with a leather wristband. He wondered whether Saershe had left it for him.


Regardless of the help the stave gave him, he struggled to stand. However, his pain was not as excruciating as earlier, and he felt less weak. Once on his feet, leaning against the stave, he wrapped its band around his wrist. He searched around, seeing no trace of Saershe or Ruairí. Despite hearing a bird chirping overhead, he didn’t look up.


I’ll never forget her, or the gryphon. Forgetting them is impossible. He still couldn’t believe he had seen such a creature. The mystery lingered as to why a gryphon would be here in the North, so far from the Denuan Spine. It was odd Saershe used that old name for the Emerald Mountains in the East. No one did anymore, at least not in casual conversation. He had only heard it himself in tales told during the festivals.


New thoughts dawned within him. How will I explain all this, once I make it home? What am I going to say? Oh dear, I’m going to be drowned with questions by the villagers and the chieftain’s men. What about Saershe and Ruairí? What will happen to them?


Of course, he couldn’t lead anyone to their cottage, not knowing where it was, but they might search the forest and find it anyway. His eyes fell on the hiking stave. He knew what he must do, though he couldn’t explain why. Even if it meant the journey home would be more strenuous, he decided, so be it.


Raising the stave, he painfully hurled it into the air. To his surprise, it dived straight down among the bushes, like rain without wind. A moment later, he walked the other way, his posture slumped. 


He almost tripped, but he managed to save himself, keeping his balance with his arms. 


After successfully making his way forward for a good long time, he paused, bracing one hand against an old oak’s trunk. He had no idea where he was headed or which way he needed to go. He could not even guess how long he’d ambled amidst these trees. He placed his other hand on his chest.


He remembered something Saershe had said about keen observation. Then he heard a pack of dogs barking, followed by the sound of running horses. He spun and drew himself upright as he saw the sheriff, accompanied by soldiers on horseback, along with members of the watch, who were on foot. They carried an array of weapons, including swords, longbows, spears, clubs, battle-axes, and shields. They all wore thick leather jerkins, but only the soldiers had on tunics of iron mail underneath. Every jerkin bore the chieftain’s emblem.


“Oh dear,” Dermot muttered under his breath. “I’m done for.”


He knew the sheriff well, and he was not at all pleased to see him. 


He found himself circled by these men. The sheriff, astride a black horse, trotted up. He wore a dark blue cloak and a sword sheathed in a scabbard of fine leather.


I remember when Da and I made that sword, Dermot thought. The sheriff had taunted him regardless. Only his father had kept him from talking back to the man.


“Well, well,” the sheriff sneered. “Look who we have here. Back from the dead, I see.”


Dermot didn’t speak. He glared at the sheriff, his lips turned down. It’s been nine years since I was a rebellious troublemaker, he thought, and the sheriff still sees me as who I was then.


“Dermot,” the sheriff said, “we saw the beast capture you earlier today. You were given up for lost, and yet here we find you, alive and well. Your parents will be relieved.”


She didn’t capture me. I wouldn’t say I am well, either.


“Tell us where the beast went, and your family will be well rewarded.” 


“I don’t know where the creature is,” Dermot said.


“You don’t know?”


“No, I don’t. Need I say so again?”


The sheriff straightened his back. His eyes narrowed, and his mouth stiffened.


Dermot knew the man was offended, but he didn’t regret his words. He kept his chin high.


The sheriff spoke again. “Well, then, perhaps your memory needs a little refreshing.”


He motioned with two fingers. Two of his men on foot came up behind Dermot and grabbed his arms. The boy fought to shake them off, having regained some of his vigor during his walk.


“What’re you doing?” he cried, blood rushing to his face. “Unhand me, you brutes!”


They ignored him. A third man came up and swung a small, heavy club, which landed hard into his chest. Grunting, Dermot knew he had lost. They dragged him away by his arms.


Leaving the forest behind, they trudged uphill. Dermot thought he recognized the spot where he’d fallen. They passed by it. Soon, they reached the top.


How deep in the woods was I? I wish I knew where precisely Saershe dwells. At first, it all made his mind whirl. Then, he remembered he had never ventured far beyond the forest’s border as a child. There was so much of Úaene that he had never seen.


Dermot raised his head. Nobody was out in the fields, now that the hour had grown late. Beyond the fields was the common, where sheep and other livestock grazed. He observed the village’s place of worship, where their local sagart led them in prayers and rituals. It was situated beside the burial ground, with its great yew and magnificent chestnut tree. The lad recalled sometimes climbing and stealing nuts when they were in season. The sheriff had told him, with a laugh, that he could watch while others picked nuts, for he could view that tree from the lock-up window.


Between the fortress and burial ground, livestock that had strayed from the common or their owners’ homes were confined to the pound. The payment for reclaiming them was often steep. Dermot gazed at the green, an area on a smaller hill where festivals, including the impending Midsummer celebration, were hosted. He and his friends used to play ball there, and they would stage mock battles—using sticks as swords, pretending they were great warriors of old.


As they passed through the village, Dermot felt the villagers’ eyes converge on him, though no one dared approach the soldiers. He could even hear some of the villagers whispering. “Look.” “Is that . . .?” “It can’t be.” “Oh my goodness!” “Is that Dermot?” “Is that Pádraig’s son?” “Dermot is alive?” “He’s alive!” “I don’t believe it.” “It cannot be.” “No, that’s impossible.”


They took him to the lock-up, a small stone structure with a heavy wooden door and one tiny window with iron bars. Dermot again tried to break free of the watchmen’s grasp. His face was flushed. For all his strength, they hurled him inside. He fell on his hip, causing him to cry out. They slammed the door as he scrambled toward it. Its iron hinges creaked, followed by a single, shrill click.


“It’s been a while since you were in here last, hasn’t it, laddie?” the sheriff said. “Maybe this will do you good.”


“I’ve done nothing wrong! You can’t do this! Let me out of here! Let me out!” Dermot said, banging on the door.


He eventually stopped, for his outburst had tired him.


Once the men’s footsteps faded away, there was silence. At that moment, Dermot understood he could do no more. He crawled to the opposite side of the cell and leaned back against the curved stone wall.


He remembered being thrown in here several times in the past, like when he’d talked back to a soldier while playing ball. He hadn’t meant to upset him. The ball only rolled too far the wrong way. He tried to apologize, but that soldier told Dermot he would never be worth anything, and he called him a filthy brat. Dermot felt then, as now, he’d done what he had to do.


How many years it has been since then, he thought.


Dermot pondered the day’s events again. He could not understand it. Why did the gryphon let him go? She hadn’t been distracted—or forced to release him. There was something about her, something in her eyes that conveyed compassion and mercy. He wished he had thanked her, as strange as it sounded to him. Saershe had healed him, asking for no favor or reward, even though she did capture him, in effect, and then leave him to be found by the sheriff. Yet he didn’t hate her for it. He could make no sense of it all. He pressed his palms against his temples.


His contemplating faded, replaced by fear and a concern for Saershe, Ruairí, and even the gryphon. What if they were discovered? Could they already have been? Would they be all right? He knew the gryphon wouldn’t. The soldiers would slay her on sight, if they got the chance. He gulped at the thought of it.


Sighing, he shook his head. He tried to sing a song he liked, Beyond the Forest, to pass the time and distract his mind. Unfortunately, he remembered but a few words, which he kept on repeating as a result: “beyond the forest this path goes” . . . “ever so deep” . . . “for when a gentle breeze blows” . . . “the great and mighty trees” . . .


He gave up trying to sing it, simply humming it for a while. Then he fell quiet. He moved to the window, where he saw children hurrying home. The sun was setting. No curious villagers came near him, and he thought that strange. He figured they had probably decided he was just an ordinary troublemaker caught for theft.


Well, better than had they come peering, he thought.


He slunk back into the corner, closing his eyes and sighing again. He reopened them when he heard the door’s iron hinges creaking.


He did not understand. Was he being released already? It had been less than an hour.


“All right, come out o’ there, you scalawag,” grumbled a scruffy voice he recognized as belonging to the sergeant of the watch. He was the sheriff’s direct subordinate and equally hateful.


Although hesitant, Dermot stretched his arms and back, groaning. He stayed crouched until he stepped out of the cell. A large, strong hand grabbed his arm. He then stood upright. When he peered over his elbow, his throat dried out.


Pádraig, still grasping Dermot's elbow, didn’t speak. He stared at his son with a combination of disappointment and relief. Then he hugged him tightly. He whispered in Dermot’s ear, “I’m so glad you’re safe.”


The sergeant, a beefy man with a thick beard, clasped a shillelagh, a heavy knotted club, made of thorn wood. A large, double-edged dagger hung from his belt, as did a sheathed sword. Four watchmen stood behind him. Each grasped a shillelagh almost their height.


“Try keeping a more vigilant eye o’er your firstborn in the future, Pádraig,” the sergeant said. “The sheriff may wish to question him further.”


“Thank you,” Pádraig said. “Now if you’ll pardon us, we will go home.”


“Da, please!” begged Dermot. “Let me explain!”


“Save your breath, son,” Pádraig said. “Your mother has been worried to death.”


The smith led him away by the arm, his grip firm. Villagers stared at Dermot as before, but none approached him. Some children tried, but they were held back by their elders. It all brought Dermot more discomfort. He hung his head most of the way. He almost shut his eyes as he heard their whispering again: “Look!” “It is him!” “It’s Dermot.” “He’s alive!” “It’s a miracle!”


Soon they reached home. Home for them was a cottage like any other within the village, apart from the fact that Pádraig’s forge adjoined it. Rounded walls were built from a durable frame and filled in using a mixture of mud and straw that had been dried in the sun’s heat. Smoke billowed out a hole in the thatched roof. 


A large signboard bearing the faded images of a hammer and anvil hung on creaky hinges above the forge’s entrance.


Father and son entered the foyer and turned left into the hearth chamber. Lifting his head, Dermot nearly jumped when his mother threw her arms around him.


“Dermot!” she cried. “Thank the heavens you’re safe! We were certain we’d never see you again, what with all the talk going ’round the village, and that beast! Your father was out with the search—”


“Granuaile, please, give him some air,” Pádraig said.


“Of course,” she said, composing herself. She wiped her long, deep-brown hair out of her face.


Dermot, free of his mother’s grasp, took a step back. He looked into her eyes. “What talk?”


“Everyone was sure you’d been eaten by the beast that kidnapped you!” 


I wasn’t kidnapped! Dermot turned around, pressing his hand to his shoulder.


“The chieftain’s soldiers have been combing Úaene Forest,” she said. “It is rumored the beast might be one of the gryphons from the East, which haven’t been seen in Denú for years. Either way, the chieftain has sworn to take the beast’s head.”


Dermot could feel his heart thrashing.


“Many village men have been recruited for the search party,” Pádraig added. “All are equipped with longbows, quivers, and hiking staves, eager to prove their strength and honor as men.”


Dermot remembered the stave he had found, now wondering if Saershe hadn’t left it after all. Someone in the search party could’ve left it. He faced his father. “Are we in the search party, Da?”


“Your mother and I made the case you still need more time to recover from your ordeal,” Pádraig said. “We insisted you’d fare far better at home than in the lock-up. Our sagart agreed. Once you’ve had your rest, I explained to them I would need your help in forging more weapons for this search. 


“It was not an easy task to convince them, I assure you. But word is that Lord Emerin wasn’t too pleased with the sheriff for locking you up. Everyone’s talking about it. They’re even more astounded that you’re alive.”


“I know,” Dermot grumbled.


“Now, Dermot, where’ve you been?” Granuaile asked, crossing her arms. “How did you escape that beast? And why are you so clean?”




 


 


 


 


Chapter 4


 


 


Dermot’s muscles became tense. “I . . . I washed myself in the stream. I . . . I then—I wandered about the forest for a long time, ’til I was found. I can’t honestly explain why or how I . . .”


“Wait,” Pádraig interrupted. He stepped between them, turning to his wife. “My dear, we’ve all had a trying day, our son most of all. What he needs right now is rest. Please, let’s not ask him any more questions for now.”


Granuaile’s face reddened. She crossed her arms. “Very well, but I do wish the boy wouldn’t be rude about it, as I’m told he was toward the sheriff.”


Dermot turned to her, raising his chin higher. “Are you defending him, Ma, after what he did to me? He threw me into the lock-up. I told him the truth!”


“I don’t approve of his throwing you in the lock-up, son, not at all. But you could’ve spoken to him without being rude and avoided all this. He is the sheriff, charged with keeping order in this village.”


“He was the rude one! Why should he keep treating me this way? I’m fifteen now, not six! What about the rest of us? Aren’t we humans as much as he?”


Pádraig’s eyes widened.


Granuaile pressed her lips together. “I’m disappointed in you, Dermot. I thought you’d outgrown such behavior after nine years. It seems I was wrong.”


Horrified, Dermot stomped out of the chamber and into the foyer. In front of him was the gate to the stable, where the family kept a cow, a pair of hogs, and a few chickens. Pádraig’s forge was attached to the opposite side of the cottage. Dermot’s nose twitched from the filth and stench. Next, he smelled food cooking from within the hearth chamber. He had raised his hand to his forehead, for he had a headache, when he felt he was not alone. Lowering his hand and raising his head, he saw his brother, Brian.


Brian was younger by two years. He had the same hair and eyes as his elder brother, but a slightly different nose and wider mouth, which made his face more boyish.


“What do you want?” Dermot asked, scratching the back of his neck.


“How was the lock-up? Did crowds come peering to see if it was really you?”


Dermot rolled his eyes, then blinked before turning away. “No, Brian.”


“Really?” Brian asked. “How strange. Well, I suppose you knew to keep away from the window. People couldn’t hurl insults and mud at you as they always have.”


“I don’t want to talk right now,” Dermot said, rubbing his forehead. “Go away.”


“What’s the matter?” Brian asked. He stepped closer, his mouth forming a nasty smile. “What’re you hiding?”


“Please. Leave me alone,” Dermot snapped, leaning his head back. Not again!


“Come on, brother,” Brian said. “Admit it. You’re still a troublemaker, aren’t you? You always were, you always will be, and what’s more, you know it!”


“Leave me alone!” He wheeled around, slapping Brian’s cheek.


Brian groaned, pressing both hands to his face. He glared when his eyes met his brother’s, and he slapped him back. Dermot, in turn, slapped back harder.


Granuaile and Pádraig arrived. They grabbed their angry boys, pulling them apart before the fight could grow beyond slapping. Nevertheless, each boy tried to give the other another hit.


Granuaile, holding Brian firmly, slapped Dermot’s face. He yelped, pressing his hand against his cheek. Brian turned aside to hide a smirk.


“What was that for, Ma?” Dermot asked, trying hard not to whimper.


“Please!” Pádraig shouted. “Everyone, stop!”


Once they’d all gone quiet, the smith said, “Now, let’s try and resolve this matter peacefully.”


He followed his children and his wife into the hearth chamber. Granuaile faced Dermot, her brown eyes still flaring. “What have you to say for yourself, Dermot? First you talk back to the sheriff, now you start brawling with your brother! Do you still not know your place, boy?”


“I didn’t start this!” Dermot said.


“Yes, you did. You hit me first,” Brian said, jabbing his finger at Dermot.


“You’re the one who kept taunting me! I begged you to leave me—”


“Enough! Both of you!” bellowed Granuaile, clenching her fists.


Pádraig’s face fell. A moment of silence ensued.


Granuaile faced Brian. “I expected better from you. Brawling like that with your own brother! You are better than that.” 


“Forgive me, Ma,” Brian said. “I’m sorry.”


Dermot frowned. Brian meant not a word of it, and he always enjoyed respect and mercy from his mother, something Dermot never had.


“You shouldn’t have hit Brian, Dermot,” Pádraig said. “There is a time to fight, for standing up for oneself, but petty insults are never worth fighting over. And that goes for both of you.”


Dermot shook his father’s hands off and backed away from the rest of his family, causing them all to stare at him. His father asked him what was wrong. Dermot simply insisted, “I . . . I don’t want to talk right now. Please, can I go up to the loft and rest?”


“Of course,” Pádraig said. “We’ll talk later.”


“Thank you, Da.”


Dermot climbed the ladder, his leg still hurting. Once up, he maneuvered his way through heavy sacks.


The loft served as a storage area, as well as where he and Brian slept. Had it been dark out, without candlelight it would be pitch black. The sleeping area encompassed little space. A carved wooden table sat between two straw mattresses. At the opposite end of those beds rested a wooden chest. A small dressing screen stood in the corner, barely noticeable in the dimness.


Reaching the beds, Dermot plopped onto his mattress, which was next to the pathway. Not only did he feel broken inside, but his mind was also lost in a thick fog of feelings and thoughts, some of which felt as if they had long been asleep. The greatest was his childhood desire for adventure, his longing to leave Emerin behind and see the kingdom. 


Nevertheless, he hadn’t forgotten his father’s words to him nine years ago, the day his mischief-making ended. Dermot could still remember overhearing, from the loft, his father suggesting the idea of apprenticing him, while his mother had expressed her belief that he would never accomplish anything. Then, he’d come into the hearth chamber and sat down before his father, trying to hide his grief and anger toward his mother.


“Dermot, we depend upon one another to work so we may keep food on the table, a durable roof o’er our heads, clothing, and fires to provide warmth during wintertime. If we do not aid each other, we shall not survive. Can you appreciate that?


“Family is more important than anything in this world. Remember, Dermot, I love you. So does your mother. We shall always be there for you in times of adversity, always, but you cannot go on like this. 


“You can’t live your life as if you were in a Denuan folktale. What if we have to search the forest at dusk again, and you’re not found before dark? Your place is here. We need you. If you don’t help us as we’ve helped you by providing for you, you will have not only let us down, but also let yourself down. You’ll never be able to achieve anything in life, which is the last thing your mother and I want for you.


“Of course you should stand up for yourself, me lad, but there’s a time to act and a time not to. If you cannot distinguish them, you’ll find yourself in repeated, unwelcome predicaments.”


Dermot heard his father’s words echo in his head as if it were yesterday. He had tried to take them to heart for the past nine years, and he felt foolish for not heeding the last part of his advice. He also felt once again that longing to go, to see the land. He couldn’t quench it, even if he wanted to. The two needs were ripping him apart inside.


It was after that talk when his father offered to teach him his trade. Dermot recalled how touched he was by his father letting him decide whether to accept the offer. Seldom did he feel he could make such a choice in life. He had accepted out of a profound respect for his father and, of course, a desire never to set foot in the fields. Dermot buried his eyes in his hand as he thought about it, only to hear a throat clear itself. He raised his head and saw Brian.


“What do you want?” Dermot asked.


“Supper’s almost ready,” Brian said impassively. “Ma sent me to tell you.”


“All right.” Dermot nodded grumpily. “I’m coming.”


Brian clambered back down. Dermot soon descended, as if he were reliving that fateful day, long ago. Brian had been sent to fetch him then, as now.


Dermot entered. A small fire, enclosed by large rocks, burned in the hearth at the chamber’s center. Granuaile was finishing preparations for supper in an iron cauldron hanging above it. A lumpy straw-filled bed used by her and Pádraig stood off in one corner, with a couple of large wooden chests positioned at its foot and a dressing screen beside them. Tools and implements hung on the wall, close to the wooden cover of the food storage pit. An axe leaned beneath them. Brian and Pádraig were seated on opposite sides of the large wooden table. Dermot sat down beside his brother.


The family ate supper without conversation. Afterwards, they made sure their livestock was watered and properly bedded for the night. 


Brian went up to the loft early, carrying an unlit candle. Dermot soon scaled the ladder himself. He was able to maneuver through the dark with relative ease. The light from his brother’s now lit candle guided him. When he reached the beds, Brian stepped out into the light, dressed in his nightclothes.


“Hello,” Dermot said.


“Hello,” Brian replied.


Dermot averted his eyes. “Seen any rats lately?” 


“No. Da can never find them,” Brian said, sitting on his bed. “They’re always hiding in the darkest corners, nibbling more tiny holes into our sacks. Besides, they’re not the only animals up here, you know. Just the other day, Da drove out sparrows nesting in the rafters.”
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