

  

    [image: cover]

  




  The Widow’s Child



   


  Joe Vasicek


  The Sea Mage Cycle


   


  Copyright © 2024 Joseph Vasicek. All rights reserved.


   


  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to actual persons, organizations, or events is purely coincidental.


   


  Cover by James, GoOnWrite.com.


  Editing by Josh Leavitt.


   


  Sign up here for Joe Vasicek’s email list.


  More books by Joe Vasicek. 




  For Jeff and Piper. 


   


  HTTL 




  Mother and Daughter



   


  Elara



  The sun shone bright as it peeked over the snow-capped mountain. Though it was already mid-morning, the late autumn air was quite chill. The aspens blazed bright yellow, interspersed with dark green pines. Nearby, the scrub oak and maple were already losing their foliage, leaving bare branches swaying in the wind.


  Elara stepped into the doorway of her humble homestead and took a deep breath of the chill morning air. Entirely out of habit, so ingrained that she didn’t even think about it, she kissed her fingertips and pressed them against the rough wooden door jamb. The door hung on rawhide leather hinges, and the roof was covered in thatch. The hinges would probably have to be replaced soon, and the thatching would also have to be patched before the winter snows came arrived. Elara had considered replacing the thatch with wooden shingles in the spring, but for now, her main concern was having enough wood chopped for the winter.


  Chopping wood was always her greatest challenge this time of year, given that she had to do it all herself. The work wore her out after only a few hours. She shuddered at the memory of her first winter in the mountains. She’d run out of chopped wood while snow still covered the ground, and the wet wood she had used filled the entire cottage with smoke. Now, it felt like that had been a lifetime ago—which, in a certain sense, it was.


  “Mama!”


  The voice of Elara’s nine-year-old daughter cut through her busy thoughts. The auburn-haired girl was running toward her with a small bouquet of wildflowers and a playful grin on her face.


  “Are those for me, Seraph?” Elara asked with a smile.


  “Yes, Mama!” Seraph said eagerly. “I picked them for the window.”


  There was quite an assortment: yellow chrysanthemums, purple pansies, some sage and lavender from the nearby meadow, and even a wild rose.


  “They’re beautiful, dear. Did you wander very far to pick them?”


  “Only as far as the stream,” Seraph told her, though Elara sensed that she wasn’t telling the full truth. It was easy to read the mischief in her daughter’s violet-blue eyes.


  “Is that so?” Elara asked, putting a hand on her aproned hip.


  Seraph bounced on the balls of her feet, biting her lip with nervous energy. “Well… for the rose, I had to go down a bit. There’s a big patch of them growing past the stream.”


  “Down below the falls?”


  “Yes,” Seraph admitted, “but I didn’t wander far! I could always hear the falls behind me.”


  Elara shook her head with a sigh. Her daughter was wandering farther and farther on her excursions. What would she do if Seraph failed to come back one day? The girl was still young enough that the world held a great deal of danger. But when Elara looked into Seraph’s violet eyes, she saw a bouncy restlessness that needed to be exercised.


  Elara sighed again. Part of her wondered when she would ever get to the mountain of chores that seemed to be piling higher every day, But deep down, she relished the chance to spend more time with her daughter. “Let’s give these flowers some water, and then we’ll go pick berries in the meadow. How does that sound?”


  “Great!” said Seraph, jumping for emphasis. “If I fill up my basket before you, can I go exploring?”


  “Only within earshot,” Elara told her as she stepped inside their small one-room cottage. “Stay outside, dear—your shoes are covered in mud!”


  Seraph ran around to the window with the clay mug that served as a vase and waited excitedly as Elara emptied it out and placed the flowers inside it. The window had no glass, of course, but Elara kept the shutters open. They would return before dark. After filling the mug with water from the dipper, she gathered the baskets for berry picking and slipped her feet into her moccasins.


  “Are we ready now?” Seraph asked, hardly able to wait a second longer.


  “Yes, dear.”


  The words had no sooner escaped her mouth than Seraph dashed through the gate of the small yard and out into the white-trunked aspens that surrounded their home. Elara fought back the urge to call after her. Even with all the dangers lurking in the mountains, the girl needed the freedom to explore and play.


  Elara took some solace in the fact that the mountain was almost totally uninhabited. It had been years since Elara had heard from the outside world, but it would not surprise her to learn that war, famine, and pestilence still ravaged the land. The Time of Troubles had shaken every kingdom, and only the most remote places—such as their mountain homestead—had been left untouched.


  Seraph waited for her by the stream, which marked the farthest boundary that Elara allowed her to go on her own. The meadow lay about half a mile beyond, and it was wide and open enough that Elara could easily keep watch from the top of it, where most of the berries grew.


  “Don’t run too far,” Elara called as she scanned the trees and rocks for signs of danger. “Remember to make plenty of noise for the bears.”


  “I know, Mama!” Seraph called back, then started singing happily just as Elara had taught her. This time of year, the bears were especially dangerous as they prepared to go into hibernation for the winter. Thankfully, there weren’t many of them.


  Elara paused only to gaze into the still waters of a nearby pool, examining her reflection. The surface of the water was the only mirror they had. A quick glance showed a few more graying hairs and a deepening in the wrinkles on her brow. She sighed wistfully but put such useless concerns from her mind.


  The trees eventually cleared, and Seraph ran ahead through the tall grass to explore. Elara hung back, scanning the meadow for trouble, but the sheer beauty of the place soon calmed her. With the lavender in full bloom, it was a breathtaking sight, especially against the backdrop of the snow-capped peaks of the next mountain range over. Elara always enjoyed coming to this place, as did Seraph.


  She’s growing up so fast, Elara thought. It didn’t seem like it had been that long since she and her husband had fled here. She still felt sad that he hadn’t gotten to know their daughter like she had. He had left while the cottage was still unfinished, to cover their tracks and make sure that no one would find them—especially the evil wizards who had chased them into wilderness in the first place. She had never seen him again.


  Those first few years had been especially hard. For a while, Elara had held out hope that he would return, but the Rhea, the wise woman from the nearest village, received a vision confirming that he was dead. For weeks thereafter, Elara could hardly do more than weep for her loss. Over time, those wounds had healed. Or at least scarred over enough that she had managed to move on.


  I’m not the young woman I was when I first came here, Elara thought as she remembered the face that had stared back at her from the pool. Her younger self would hardly have recognized the tough, hardened homesteader she had become—and perhaps the feeling would be mutual. But she put such thoughts out of her mind. Her daughter had hardly known even a fraction of the hardships she had endured. And with luck, she never would.


  “Look, Mama!” Seraph called from the edge of the meadow as she held up a cluster of lavender blossoms. “Aren’t they pretty? They smell so good!”


  “I know, my love,” Elara called after her. “I’m going to pick berries now.”


  “All right. I’ll be there soon!”


  Elara smiled as she whistled a simple tune to alert the animals rustling in the berry bushes. Seraph was already gathering another bouquet, which they would have to keep in the spare bucket—or perhaps hang out to dry. She did love the scent of lavender and sage. Eventually, and all too soon, she would have to let Seraph out into the world on her own. But not this winter, and not for many more winters besides.


  Still, that time would surely come, just as surely as the nights were getting longer and the wind was blowing colder. And while Elara was ready for many things, for this, she felt utterly unprepared.


   


  Seraph



  The sun was just beginning to dip below the horizon when they came back home. It had been a good day. Seraph’s knees were scuffed and grass-stained, and there was dirt under all her fingernails. She’d also helped Mama gather a whole basketful of berries—well, most of a basket anyway. Mama would make a delicious jam out of those tomorrow, but not before Seraph had eaten her fill of them again! Her cheeks were smeared with berry juice, and her belly felt happily full.


  “Home, sweet home,” Mama murmured as she opened the rickety gate that surrounded their cottage. Seraph skipped ahead to the half-log step that served as the threshold to their cottage.


  “Careful!” Mama yelled after her.


  Seraph hardly paid her any mind. Of course, Mama was thinking about the time that a fox had slunk in while they were gone, giving them both a fright. To hear Mama talk about it now, you would think it had been a bear and not a fox!


  Sure enough, the one-room cottage was empty. The bed of warm coals in the fireplace had almost completely burned out, leaving the inside almost as chilly as the outside.


  “Go fetch us some water please, dear,” Mama asked as she set the basket of berries on their small wooden table. “And be sure to wash up.” Seraph picked up the bucket beside the door and left as Mama started shoveling the whitened ashes.


  The spring wasn’t far from the homestead. When she returned, her hands and face cleanly washed, Mama had already gotten a fire going again. Seraph set the bucket of water next to the table and sat on the deerskin rug, staring into the flickering flames. Mama went around the one-room cabin, shuttering the windows.


  “Here,” said Mama, draping a woolen blanket over Seraph’s shoulders.


  “I’m not that cold, Mama,” Seraph protested. But inwardly, she was grateful for her mother’s show of love.


  Mama stirred the pot of soup that hung over the fireplace, and after adding a few spices and herbs, she ladled out a wooden bowl of it for Seraph. They ate together in companionable silence, the crackling flames casting flickering shadows. It was already dark outside, and with the door firmly latched and the windows shuttered, it would soon be time to sleep: Mama on the bed, and Seraph on the small pallet in the corner by the fireplace.


  As Mama gathered the dishes, Seraph dressed for bed. It had been a good day—almost perfect, in fact—but there was one last thing it lacked.


  “Tell me the story again, Mama.”


  Mama smiled. “Which one, my angel?”


  “You know. The one about the girl and the prophecy.”


  “Ah,” said Mama, picking her up. She settled down on the old wooden rocking chair and placed Seraph on her lap, wrapped in a cocoon of warmth.


  “Long ago, a prophecy spoke of a child born with immense magical power, though it still lay dormant inside of her. This child would have the power to shape the world in ways that no one else would, and to right the wrongs that had torn it apart.”


  Seraph also gazed into the fire as she nestled against her mother, who began to slowly rock in the chair. She smiled as Mama continued, her voice a gentle lullaby.


  “The prophecy said that this child would have to choose between two paths: one of light, and one of darkness. If she chose the path of light, she would bring great hope and peace to the world. But if she chose the path of darkness, the world would be plunged into despair.”


  “What happened next, Mama?”


  Of course, Seraph already knew the answer. Growing up, Mama had told her this story almost every night. But she never tired of hearing it, even without the subtle changes her mother sometimes added.


  Mama smiled reassuringly as she held Seraph tight. “The child’s parents knew that evil men would seek to take her from them. So they fled to keep her safe. They fled all the way to the mountains—not far from ours, in fact—and built a small cottage, where they could live in peace, away from the dangers of the world.”


  Seraph’s eyes widened, her mind suddenly awake. Her mother had never mentioned that the girl’s cottage was on a mountain nearby. Would Seraph meet the girl of prophecy someday? Could they become friends?


  “The girl’s father did everything he could to keep them safe,” her Mama continued, unaware of Seraph’s eager thoughts. “He loved them both very much. So much, in fact, that when the bad men came, he gave his life to keep them safe.”


  “Why didn’t the girl use her powers to save him?” Seraph asked, right on cue. But inwardly, her mind was still racing.


  “Because she hadn’t grown into her powers yet,” Mama answered, as she always did. “Her magic was like a little seed. One day, it would grow to become the mightiest tree in the forest. But while she was a child, she was unaware of what she was destined to become.”


  A new thought suddenly occurred to Seraph, one that sent shivers down her spine. Her mother must have sensed it, because she paused.


  “Is something wrong, dear?”


  “Am I the girl of prophecy?” Seraph asked.


  She looked into her mother’s eyes, searching for the answer to this pivotal question which had suddenly seized upon her. But Mama just smiled calmly, the same as she always did.


  “Is that what you would like to pretend, dear?”


  “But you said that she lived on a mountain nearby. And if that’s true, and the girl is real… could I be her?”


  “All the best stories have a grain of truth in them, my angel. Even if you aren’t the girl from the story, you can still bring hope into our world, just like she did.”


  Seraph nodded. “I want to be the one, Mama. I want to bring hope and light to everyone!”


  Her mother chuckled. “Then let us both work toward that goal, my love. We will build a life of love, hope, and peace, and inspire others to do the same.”


  Seraph nodded eagerly, her auburn curls bouncing with excitement. “Yes, Mama! I want to help others find hope and goodness in this world, just like the girl of prophecy.”


  “And I will keep you safe, so that you can,” her mother whispered. To Seraph’s surprise, she saw tears in Mama’s eyes.


  “Are you scared, Mama?”


  “Sometimes,” her mother admitted as she held Seraph close. “But I believe in you, and I will fight to protect you with every breath in my body. I will always protect you from those who wish you harm.”


  “Just like the girl from the story?”


  Her mother smiled and placed a tender kiss on Seraph’s brow. “Just like the girl from the story, my angel.”


   


  Elara



  The sun rose over the mountain in a golden halo of light, kissing the tops of the trees as it chased the shadows down the valley. Elara closed her eyes as the light of the sun warmed her face. The clean mountain air held the promise of a beautiful day, not quite as warm as summer, but a far cry from the cold winter months that would soon come.


  She went about her morning chores, casting grain to the chickens and picking the last of the garden’s meager harvest. Thankfully, they had plenty of wheat and rye. Seraph joined her, and together the work went quickly.


  “Mama!” she said, pointing to one of the fence posts for the yard. “Look there!”


  Elara looked and saw a tiny violet flower blooming from the crack in a rock. “It looks very pretty, dear.”


  “Should I pick it?”


  “No, let’s let it grow for now. Perhaps it will feed the bees, just in time for winter.”


  Seraph smiled and skipped away, her long red braid swinging behind her. The homestead didn’t have any bees yet, but in Elara’s journey to the village this summer, she had obtained an old basket hive and had set it out, hoping to attract a swarm. Honey would be a welcome addition to their meager diet, not to mention how it would provide them with a useful trade good.


  Elara sighed unconsciously as she remembered the journey down the mountain. It had been over the summer, when the nights were warm and the bears were fat and mostly harmless. Even so, she had worried herself sick about her daughter throughout the journey, though she knew she’d be safer alone at the cottage than with her mother in the dangerous world of men. 


  As soon as Elara had reached the village, she’d felt like a young woman again. The village was no bustling city, but it certainly felt like one after living on the homestead for so long. When the time had come to leave, a part of her yearned to stay, even while the other part chided her for feeling so.


  “Mama,” Seraph called to her, bringing her to the present. “Are we foraging again today?”


  “Yes, my love,” Elara called, following her out the gate.


  “Can we go beyond the stream this time? Can you teach me about the plants that grow there?”


  “Yes, dear.”


  Seraph took her mother’s hand in hers, and Elara squeezed it tight, feeling the girl’s small fingers curl around her own. Together they walked through the aspen grove and past the craggy overlook, making their way carefully over the rough mountain terrain. Soon, they reached the small pond and crossed the stream.


  Elara pointed out a thorny bush growing nearby. “See these bushes, dear? These are where we get firethorn berries from.”


  “Ooh,” said Seraph, bending down to pick some. “I like those.”


  “They’re sweet and edible, but only if you cook them first. Raw, they can make you sick.”


  Seraph nodded. Instead of popping a handful in her mouth, she carefully placed the berries in her basket. Elara smiled.


  “Good girl.”


  They continued for some time, Elara pointing out the various plants and herbs she’d committed to memory. Some were medicinal, while others were good for food. Seraph listened with rapt attention, lapping up the knowledge.


  The farther they wandered from the cottage, though, the more Elara felt the need to glance over her shoulder. She knew that she was probably being paranoid, but the thought of an outsider cutting them off from their secluded homestead was a constant worry. The farther they went, the more the fear weighed on her.


  “This knowledge may save your life someday,” she told Seraph. “Especially if you ever have to survive in the wilderness on your own.”


  Seraph’s eyes widened. “Do you think I will?”


  “Not if you stay on the near side of the stream. Come, we’ve gone far enough already. Let’s head home.”


  On the way back, Seraph stopped at the firethorn bushes and began to search them again. “I want to pick every berry, Mama!”


  “Careful,” Elara chided her gently. “Foraging isn’t just about finding food; it’s about being mindful of the land around us. We should only take what we need—otherwise, we might not have enough the next time.”


  Seraph pondered this for a moment. “Yes, Mama. I understand.”


  “Good girl.”


  As Elara gazed lovingly at her eager young daughter, memories of her dead husband rose unbidden to her mind. A lump rose in her throat, and she swallowed back tears. How different things would be if he were still with them! She had no doubt that he would have taught Seraph far more things than she ever could, not just how to forage for herbs and fruits, but how to fish, identify animal tracks, build a shelter from found materials, start a fire, and so much more. Seraph’s enthusiasm for learning was infectious, but there was only so much that Elara could teach her.


  Does she feel a hole in her heart, too? Elara wondered. If she did, she probably didn’t know, just as she was blissfully unaware of so many other things. Elara wasn’t sure whether it was better to bring attention to that emptiness or not.


  And what about the hole in Elara’s own heart? For years, she had tried to fill it by caring for her daughter, exercising her motherly instincts to the best of her ability. But deep down, a lingering sense of emptiness remained in her life. Perhaps that had been the source of her yearning to linger in the village, warring against her motherly guilt for leaving Seraph behind at the homestead.


  The sun passed its zenith and began its descent. The pines that towered beside the stream stood like silent sentinels, their evergreen foliage casting deep shadows and muffling sound. Further out, the yellow leaves of the aspens rustled in the autumn breeze. 


  Elara and her daughter walked in companionable silence, with Seraph occasionally stopping to examine a leaf or flower with rapt fascination. Since they’d already finished their chores, there was little rush, other than Elara’s constant concern for their safety.


  As they neared the aspen grove that surrounded their humble cottage, Elara caught a hint of movement among the narrow white trunks. She froze.


  “Mama?” Seraph asked, sensing her trepidation. “What’s wrong?”


  “Shh,” said Elara, as still and unmoving as a spooked deer. There it was again—a figure of some sort, wandering into their territory. A man-shaped figure. Had her fears become reality? Had someone finally come for her and her daughter? Elara’s heart seized with dread, and she quickly pulled Seraph behind a tree, her breath coming short.


  “Mama?”


  “Stay quiet,” Elara whispered, holding Seraph back with a trembling hand.


  Seraph clutched her mother’s arm, eyes wide with fear. The figure passed out of their immediate view, but Elara had no doubt he was still there, whoever he was. She carefully edged out from their hiding space, her daughter still holding on tightly.


  Elara’s hand went to the hilt of the small knife she carried. She doubted it would do her much good in a fight, but it was better than nothing.


  Staying low and moving as quietly as she could manage, she edged around the grove, trying to gain the high ground and approach the cottage from the other side. Had the strange man already found it, though? Were his friends lying in wait for them to return?


  “I’m scared, Mama,” Seraph whispered.


  “It’s all right, dear,” she reassured her. “It’s going to be all right.” But inwardly, she was terrified.




  Widow and Widower



   


  Aric



  Aric Stonehart paused at the top of the rocky overlook to gaze upon the magnificent vista that lay before his view. Thick forests stretched all the way to the wilderness valley below, their leaves all scintillating shades of orange and red, while yellow aspens and evergreen fir and spruce stood nearer to his vantage point. Up higher, the trees gave way to grass and lichen, and further still to snow and glacial ice. Across the valley, another line of hoary-headed mountains stood like ancient sentinels, their snow-capped peaks as white as the clouds.


  The wild and natural beauty spoke peace to his soul in a way that few other things could. Here in the high mountains of Alynthia, he felt worlds away from the pain and suffering that had swept the lower valleys. It was a cycle that Aric knew all too well: War led to famine, famine led to pestilence. Pestilence drove people from their lands, which led again to war, and so it went. In nearly a decade of wandering, he had found few lands untouched by it.


  Perhaps this place will prove different, he thought.


  He put a steadying hand on his sword as he carefully negotiated the treacherous path on the way down from the overlook. These mountains might be peaceful, but they were also wild. He doubted that anyone would come to help if he fell and injured himself.


  Not that he expected anyone to be there for him when he died. He had nothing left to fight for except his daily bread, and he knew that when his end finally came, it would be hard and grisly.


  Then why did you come to these mountains? he silently asked himself as he rejoined the trail. It was a question that had haunted him since he’d begun his ascent nearly a week ago. These mountains were no place for a sellsword. Indeed, he felt almost as if his very presence desecrated the peace that had drawn him here. The few people he’d passed on the farms down below had eyed him warily, as if he were a harbinger of trouble. And perhaps he was. He couldn’t blame them for turning him out and refusing to help him. Nor was he overly concerned about his lack of provisions. He could hardly ask for a more peaceful place to die.


  He rounded the next bend and stopped. Up ahead, through the thin, white trunks of the aspens, he saw what looked like a cabin. Perhaps this land was not as empty as he’d thought. If he could find food and shelter… but no, a cabin this high was likely abandoned. Or was it?


  A short distance away, a woman stood facing him, half-hidden behind an enormous pine. She wore a homespun dress that ended just past her knees, and her feet were shod in leather moccasins. Dark brown hair cascaded down her back, and her skin was unusually dark for the people of the region, though he was unsure whether it was due to a foreign heritage or long hours laboring in the blazing sun. Her eyes, however, were a deep and striking blue, and they held his gaze evenly as he stared at her.


  “Who goes there?” she asked, her voice wavering.


  It was only then that Aric saw the young girl hiding behind her mother’s dress. Her auburn hair half-covered her delicate features, but her childish curiosity drew her out. Neither mother nor daughter had the gaunt, hollow look of refugees, though they were clearly alarmed by his presence.


  “Who are you?” the woman spoke again, keeping her voice firm this time. Aric did not think that she carried a weapon, though it would not surprise him if she did.


  “My name is Aric Stonehart,” he said calmly, lifting his hands in a gesture of peace. “I mean you no harm. I’m merely passing through these parts.”


  “To where?”


  It was a good question, one to which Aric had no answer. He stepped forward, still keeping his hands raised.


  “To whichever place will take me. I’ve been through many lands, and—”


  “Keep your distance,” the woman warned sharply, eyes never leaving his face. “What brings you to our homestead?”


  “Forgive me if I frightened you. I am simply a weary traveler.”


  “Where are you from?”


  “One of the fallen kingdoms to the south. It has been many years since I left the land of my birth.”


  “You’re a sellsword?” she asked, eyeing the long blade on his belt.


  “Yes,” he admitted. “I sell my services to those who offer trade. But I assure you, ma’am, I am no bandit.”


  She considered this for a moment, her slender arms folded beneath her breasts. Her daughter poked her head out curiously and turned to her.


  “Mama, where is he going?”


  “That’s a very good question, dear,” the woman answered, giving him a meaningful glance.


  “I will not trouble you long. All I ask is a meal, and a place to spend the night. After that, I will be on my way.”


  “But where are you going?” the girl asked pointedly. “There’s no one else on this mountain but us.”


  “You are alone, then?” the woman asked, for the moment ignoring her daughter.


  “Yes,” he assured her.


  She regarded him thoughtfully, saying nothing. He could tell that she did not trust him, but she also didn’t seem the type of woman to leave a man to starve. After a long moment, she slowly nodded.


  “Very well, Aric Stonehart. I am Elara, and this is my daughter, Seraph. I will do anything to protect her. Do you understand?”


  “I do, ma’am,” he answered with a nod.


  “We are alone, but we are not helpless or unarmed. Remove your sword before you enter our home, and give me your word that you will not harm us.”


  “Of course,” he replied solemnly, inclining his head in a gesture of respect. “You have my word.”


   


  Elara



  Elara’s heart hammered as she opened the door to her cottage. “Please remove your boots,” she asked Aric sharply before he stepped on her carefully-swept wooden floor. He paused, then bent down to comply.


  She stepped over the threshold and began busying herself with dinner. Cutting the vegetables for the stew gave her something to keep her nervous hands busy—and it kept her knife within easy reach. Soon, the room was filled with warmth and the comforting aroma of cooking herbs.


  Seraph sat on a stool at the small wooden table, staring curiously at Aric, who sat at the table’s only chair. Elara stood at the far end of the table, watching him out of the corner of her eye.


  “What’s that?” Seraph asked, pointing to the dagger sheathed on Aric’s belt.


  He hesitated, glancing at Elara, whose nervous heart skipped a beat. True to his word, he had left his sword leaning against the wall outside, but she had said nothing about his dagger. She nodded ever so slightly, breath catching in her throat, and he drew it from its sheath.


  “This is a dagger,” he told Seraph, his voice surprisingly soft for an apparently hardened man. “It’s like a small sword. Have you heard of swords before?”


  “I have,” Seraph said with her characteristic eagerness. “The knights in Mama’s stories always carry swords, and they fight dragons and dangerous beasts with them. Have you slain any dragons?”


  Aric chuckled as he withdrew a small whetstone from his bag. “Not lately.” He turned to Elara. “Do you mind?”


  “Go ahead,” Elara said cautiously.


  Seraph stared, entranced, as the whetstone rasped against the steel blade. It was nicked and battered, having obviously seen much use. Elara couldn’t help but wonder how many men Aric had slain with it.


  “Are you dangerous?” Seraph blurted.


  Aric paused. “Dangerous?”


  “Yes. Daggers and swords can be used to kill people, right? That makes them dangerous. Have you ever killed anyone?”


  “Seraph,” Elara gently chided. “Don’t—”


  “It’s all right,” Aric told her. “I’m not offended.” He turned to Seraph. “Yes, young lady. This is a dangerous weapon, and I am a dangerous man. But you don’t need to be afraid; I only use it to fight other dangerous men.”


  “Bad men?” Seraph asked.


  “Yes. There are many bad and dangerous men roaming the world. It takes other dangerous men to stop them.”


  “Are you a bad man, too?”


  “Seraph!” Elara said sharply.


  Aric raised a hand, silencing her. He looked into Seraph’s eyes, meeting her gaze without harshness.


  “I try very hard not to be.”


  Elara’s shoulders fell, and her body slowly relaxed. The answer seemed to satisfy Seraph, too, because she rose from her stool and walked over to Aric’s side.


  “Can you show me how to sharpen a dagger?”


  “Go ahead,” Elara said after Aric gave her another questioning look. “Just be careful not to hurt yourself, Seraph.”


  “Don’t worry, ma’am,” Aric reassured her. “We’ll be careful.”


  He handed Seraph the whetstone, showing her how to guide it along the blade’s edge without cutting herself. Seraph carefully mimicked his movements, and soon, she stood within his arms, moving the stone noisily across the blade. She laughed a little, and the innocent sound echoed off the walls of the small cottage.
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