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For the friends who became family, the places that became home, and the moments that made life an adventure.
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I love you, and I am sorry, and there is more.










  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        A is for Amulet 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        B is for Broken Blade 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        C is for Courage 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        D is for Dragons 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        E is for Everfrost 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        F is for Freedom 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        G is for Greyhaal 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        H is for Heart 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        I is for Island 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        J is for Journey 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        K is for Knowledge 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        L is for Life 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        M is for Movement 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        N is for Nomad 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        O is for Ojiji 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        P is for Protection 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Q is for Quarry 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        R is for Recovery 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        S is for Strength 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        T is for Tactics 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        U is for Unseen 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        V is for Vulnerable 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        W is for Waiting 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        X is for Xenolith 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Y is for Yearning 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Z is for Zenith 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  

[image: ]

A is for Amulet held near the heart. What once was forgotten now grants a new start.





A small holding exists in the northeast of Naiwoa where the floodplains give way to rising slopes and rolling meadows . To the far north, tall mountains stretch high into a clinging ring of misty clouds. To the east, the horizon forms a wavering line between sea and sky. Here, the wetlands yield to better drainage, and wildflower blankets cover shallow hillsides. It is a peculiar holding. Most holdings are sectioned by area, and squares are easiest to calculate, so most are square. This one is odd and round. Here, the hills have agreed to roll just once, and all together, creating a gentle mound for a cottage to sit on.

One does. One with a full vegetable and herb garden and a smoking chimney. It overlooks a green grove that runs the full way around the hill and marks the outer boundary of the land. The grove did not exist when Kadara became the owner of the property. That was fifteen years ago. The trees were among the first changes she made. Change is not always good, but it always happens.

A busy market lies northwest of the holding. One can eat two whole apples in the time it takes to travel there if walking. On horseback, more apples would likely be devoured, as horses pulling carts require long, winding roads, and the time to traverse them. A cart-free horse could make the journey in half the time, given that the horse was strong and willing to cooperate. Two apples would be eaten, anyway, if the rider were kind to the horse.

Kadara travels this path often but has never done so on horseback. There was a time when she did most things on horseback, cloaked in full armor. That was before she measured time in apples. That life is long behind her, in the days before she taught herself to weave the long hillside grasses into fruit baskets. Now she stays strong and limber by carrying apples from her grove to the town, stepping like a nimble dancer along an overgrown path that weaves through the hills.

She labors to prepare the market stall each day, joined on three of four sides by other traders. Together they dance a tight choreography of raising poles and tying supports. When the stall is up and sturdy, Kadara stacks the fruit with care, shining each apple as she places it. Every one is as precious as the next, each a ripe promise of flavor seeming to swell with sweet juices.

The sight of Kadara’s apple tower and the sound of her laughter draw customers. She trades the travelers apples for tools and seeds and sometimes even stories. No story is too long to listen to, and if the story is one she will remember, she may offer an extra apple. At the day’s end, she breaks down the stall and walks the grassy path home, laden with satisfaction, the goods she traded for, and any apples that remain.

Kadara traveled a vast swath of Aros in her youth, offering her services wherever dragons were doing the greatest harm. Any places she did not visit she was made to study at great length. At the market, she can travel Aros again, if only through her senses. She samples the wine from the Moanaake Islands, reveling in the contrast between its sweet scent and salty taste. The goat cheese brought down from the Rockfell Peaks melts in her fingers on the way to her mouth. Ribbon-like whipfish captured by sailors in the eastern sea swim in glass displays, fed corn and scraps by awed children. A stall farther down the row sells flutes carved from the tube-like skeletons of adolescent whipfish. The owner plays throughout the day, taking song requests from passersby.

In her thick, coiled hair, Kadara wears two short ram’s horn braids. They are as black as night but peppered with the stars of age. She is not what she considers old, but age presents itself in different ways for each person. Her eyes are too full of a timeless wisdom to be claimed by a fading youth. She is called “Ms. Kadara” and “Ma’am” by the small children in the town near the market, a town too close to the ever-changing border to be claimed by any kingdom.

The market is on private land, held by a group of merchants who favor prosperity over politics. They are positioned well to accept traders from three kingdoms. Drakhaal to the north, Naiwoa to the south, and Teyhala via the eastern sea all send traders. To trade at the market, a seller must rent a stall. Kadara first rented hers nine years ago, after a long discussion with the merchants to ensure a lack of risk.

Risks are not something Kadara is fond of these days. She has no need for them, nor does she have a genuine need to trade. She owns her private holding and is an excellent gardener. The trees in her grove provide ample fruit. Kadara trades for the joy of being in the market. The hustle and bustle, the noises and smells, they make her heart sing in ways her former life never could.

There were moments in the past, of course, when joy visited her. Now it sits with her most evenings, and they smile together about the new offerings at the market that day. The dragonslayer’s life is far behind Kadara, and she never much liked the title anyway. 

Though a great deal of respect came with it, she had always tried her best not to kill dragons. In the end, the job was one of endless slaughter. War is insatiable. Each battle feeds the next; each death births a new warrior with a new cause for vengeance, anger, and suffering. So Kadara retired, happy to hang up her sword and cease to be a source of more death in Aros.

She trained in earlier years with one whom some might have called a pacifist, but to her, Orun Jabo had always been a friend. He taught her many things. Foremost were patience, kindness, and the belief that she should “slay for what a thing does, not for what it is.” Her mentor had given her all the guidance he could throughout the years and understood her decision to retire. Try as they might, they could not keep her sword unstained, and the weight of the effort pressed like mountains on them both. Jabo had given her his blessing upon her departure, and they went separate ways, forever changed by the work they had done, like hammers made of softer metal than the nails they had driven.

On this morning, Kadara rises with the sun still climbing from the stardust bed it keeps hidden below the horizon. Its rays spy her and insist the sun itself make haste lest she beat them to the well this time. She never notices the sun. A different light breaches her room first.

From an amulet, hanging like a tiny lantern on a thin chain around her neck, a steady blue glow has started. Such a change, yet she finds it familiar somehow, comforting. For her, its luminance is like that of a thousand fires set deep within stone hearths. In its warmth, she feels safe. In its radiance, she feels at home.

Year after year, the amulet has hung from her neck, nothing more than a bauble, a pretty blue stone. It should mean nothing to her, yet she’s worn it always and has no other jewelry to speak of. In her memory, she can see herself hanging the amulet from her neck each day. These memories remain fresh, but they have the frayed edges of old knowledge. The amulet has hung on a rope, or twine, or chain throughout the years but always from her neck. Idle, sleeping, waiting.

Now it has awakened, and with it, so has she.

The amulet blooms with a radiance that is soft, not only to the eyes but to the skin. It warms her like midday tea, hearty stews, her favorite chair. She basks in it, letting it wash over her like a new dawn painting a dew-kissed meadow. When she thinks the light will leave, it does not. It stays with her: a new companion.

In the warm blue glow, her every sense becomes sharper, more focused. Sight, smell, touch, taste, and hearing all reach heights she would have thought were reserved for the wilder animals. The azure blanket coats her and chases away the deep shadows in her mind that once hid the path ahead.

She knows this because it has rekindled the fury in two other senses as well: purpose and honor. These are senses she has always had, cohorts of the natural five. Together they kept her younger self honed. Now, she has been sharpened again.

As she breathes in, the blue light seems to follow the crisp morning air into her lungs. She feels it absorb like oxygen into her bloodstream, coursing to her brain. The light cuts away strands like spiderwebs that have enveloped her memories for far too long, and she recalls that the amulet was a gift, one given to her by Jabo upon her departure. How had she forgotten?

A flash of blue streaks through her vision and memories flood her mind like a dry lake bed being filled by a sudden torrential rain.

Ileri stone. It is called an Ileri stone.

Another flash of light, and she sees herself when she first put it around her neck. It was the last time she wore her armor.

The shining steel armor, dulled to gray over the years from disuse, has not been discarded. It rests in a nearby corner where it seems to cower, hiding from its gleaming past in the light of the amulet. This armor was once her only home. Since then, many things have changed. Other things have been left behind. Faces and places have been forgotten, erased when the amulet was entrusted to her. Somehow, climbing into the dull steel shell and bathing in the amulet’s light, she remembers them all.

She puts on the rest of the armor, from gauntlet to greaves, marveling at how each piece fits her. It remembers her shape like water, as though someone has re-hammered the metal around her skin. This armor, worn in many battles, was made for many more. The armor was made for her. It was made to protect her, as she was made to protect the world.

And the amulet was made to awaken her, a gift given with intent. All this she knows now but did not remember before today.

Revelation is like armor. It can make one feel less vulnerable, but there is a weight to it. A heavy weight indeed.
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B is for Broken Blade, hung on the wall. It’s sharper than glass. It will come when she calls.





There once lived a man named Ologun . He was a proud, vain, celebrated maker of weapons. He had earned his pride and vanity, for his was the finest craftsmanship in all of Aros. Warriors, soldiers, scholars, and kings would all come to him for the chance to wield one of his creations. He forged axes and hammers, maces and spears. Knights called themselves by the names of the swords they carried when they carried a sword Ologun had made.

If a weapon could be carried into battle, Ologun could build it. If he knew who was going to carry it, he could improve it. The name Ologun became synonymous with fine weaponry, and lesser smiths found themselves wanting for work because of it. None could match the quality of his craftsmanship, no matter how hard they tried.

One day, a wizard came to Ologun. They sat by his forge and conversed for the whole of three days and more. When the wizard left, Ologun shut the doors to his shop and stoked the fire in his forge. By day, he could be seen working at his wooden bench, curled over some new work of art like the leaf of a drowning plant. Forge light flickered in his window throughout the night. He hid in his workshop and turned away all who came calling. He was working, he said, on his greatest masterpiece.

Days turned into weeks, and the lesser smiths enjoyed the increased work while calling him mad to any who would listen. Business soared without the forge of Ologun to vie with. Battles would always rage on, and inferior weapons needed replacing and repairing often. Without the master forger to maintain them, even the famed weapons of Ologun were growing dull, chipped, and dented.

Rulers sent for the craftsman, offering riches and land, but Ologun had amassed both in his days as an armorer. Hedge knights pleaded with him to help them make their names, earn their land, survive. The sound of his hammer drowned out their pleas. Mercenaries threatened to destroy his workshop if he didn’t produce weapons for them, but Ologun was skilled at wielding the weapons he created. He tore through their lower-quality steel like linen and sent them on their way.

After a while, no one came. All alone in his shop on the hill sat Ologun, hard at work while the world moved on without him. He worked and worked on his masterpiece until it reached perfection. When he was ready, he sent messengers to all six corners of the land with three words to share:

OLOGUN HAS FINISHED.

Ologun had not been forgotten. The world’s thirst for battle had not waned in his absence, and without a good swordsmith, Death was always the victor, enjoying all the spoils. From far and wide came any in need of a weapon. The lesser smiths came to see their competition. So, too, came scholars and bards. History, according to Ologun, would need a record of this day. He had not only made a sword, he had crafted the finest weapon ever created.

Ologun did not disappoint. For the waiting audience, paid jesters carried a parade of his former weapons through the waiting crowd to a platform in front of the cottage. Bearers of pikes and hammers and flails danced about on a makeshift stage. Some of his former customers joined in, flashing the steel of Ologun-made weapons with pride, smiles of equal brightness beaming on their faces. Food and wine were served on an endless river of platters.

When the six rulers from the six corners of Aros arrived, Ologun invited their retinues to perform fitting entrances. As they entered, Ologun took each ruler’s weapon and quickly tended to it, giving it the care it had been missing while he was hard at work. A show of respect and an apology all at once. The rulers received the gesture well. Ologun had planned the entire day with the utmost care, shaping it like he shaped hot steel on his anvil.

When the time came, he lulled the roar of the crowd to a sea of whispers and called attention to the stage, where an assistant brought him a wooden box. Ologun waited for the suspense to build, then opened his box to reveal his great weapon. At first, no one was certain what to think of it. A simple, somewhat small sword sat before them.

The hilt was of a plain design with no embellishments. The blade had neither fuller nor inlay and had only one sharpened edge to speak of. A simple cross-guard offered a gentle upward curve that complemented the bare modesty of the unpolished round pommel. A darkened hide was wrapped around an ebony shell that encased the tang.

Many of the warriors present compared the sword to the weapons they held. Where was the art? Where was the glory? What ornamentation would the bards sing of? How could this sword make its wielder a name? Ologun had expected their skepticism, but the sword needed no adornments, no filigree, no jewels. This sword needed no sharpening. It could cut through anything in the entire world, he said. He was so certain that he challenged any wielder to find something his sword could not cut. Should someone find such a thing, he announced, the sword would belong to them.

The crowd did nothing but laugh. Smiths who were present mocked him. The rulers grew angry that their time had been wasted. One young ruler, with an Ologun hammer in his grasp, took the matter into his own hands.

He stood, silencing the rowdy crowd, and crossed the stage in large, powerful strides. When he reached the sword, he brought down his hammer with all his might across the edge of the blade. The ornate head of his hammer slid down the sword, separating into two pieces as it fell. Ologun’s sword remained unmarred. The crowd’s skepticism was shattered.

Word traveled fast. From every hilltop rang the song of Ologun. Ferries on every river drifted along to the sound of the tale. Of every five souls who heard of the challenge, one was certain to take it. Dark black stones mined from the throat of the Sleeping Mountain came in horse-drawn carts of increasing size and weight. The sword split each stone. Each cart turned back empty (much to the relief of the horses), each challenger defeated. Still more came. Challengers of all statures and strengths came from distances large and small, bearing the hardest materials in Aros.

Diamond and quartzite, glowing ores and petrified woods, contenders brought them all to Ologun’s door. The sword cut through each with ease.

Four years passed, and the stream of would-be sword-bearers dwindled to a trickle. Soon, the challengers stopped coming altogether. Ologun was once more alone with his creation.

The sword-maker’s property was littered with an assortment of the hardest materials in the world. With his sword, he shaped those hard things, big and small, into a frozen menagerie surrounding his hilltop home. Ologun carved the multitude of stones into every animal he could imagine, from foxes and geese to oxen and lions. When he had no more stones to shape, he fashioned a stand for the sword and set it on his workbench. There, encircled by the hardest of guards, he waited for a staunch champion. None, though, would be worthy of the mightiest sword. None but Kadara.


      ***She came on foot. That was what impressed him most. While other challengers had arrived on horseback or by carriage, she seemed to have neither the means nor the wish to make a grand entrance. The others had come for vanity, or glory, and rode in boasting more of the same. Yet, the cloudless dawn, offering a soft, orange sun, reflected against her armor where it could and highlighted dents and scuffs where it could not. This hedge knight came for a weapon while wearing none at her side. 

Whereas others might have bandied about, marveling at the garden of sword-sculpted animals, the hedge knight ignored the carvings, intent on her mission. She was still young, though her lack of experience was well hidden by the confidence with which she spoke. 

“As a condition for training me, my mentor has sent me to be ‘sharpened by the world’s greatest blacksmith.’”

Ologun had known many young knights in his day and could see right through the camouflage of her confidence. He did not reply. The cool morning air seemed to revel in the silence.

“I take it you are the blacksmith, and that will do the sharpening.” Without breaking her eye contact with Ologun, the hedge knight pointed to the sword, waited for the maker’s nod, and went to inspect it.

She started by circling the weapon, but rather than seeming to search for filigrees glinting in the sun, she studied the straightness and thinness of the blade. When she did carry it into the light, it was to study the edge on the shadow it made. She grasped the hilt and tested the sword’s balance. She tossed it from hand to hand to measure its weight.

“It’s as though you’ve always held that sword,” Ologun noted aloud, his interest overcoming his false stoicism. 

She ignored him, focusing on her tests. 

“A dull axe can split wood with enough force. What about something gentle?” A blade of grass that she snatched from the ground split in two when she laid it on the sword’s edge. “Butcher knives can sever sinew, but what of something thinner?” A strand of her hair she laid lengthwise. It, too, split with ease. The hedge knight smiled but did not seem satisfied.

While most had come to Ologun with items intended to dull his blade, the hedge knight brought only a sharp mind and the need for a sword to match it. She gestured toward the workshop. Ologun stepped aside. No others had thought of checking his shop before. Why would they? This inquisitive knight looked for something—perhaps duplicate swords or magic whetstones—but found only a tidy workshop and an irritated smith.

“Have you come to test my blade,” he wondered aloud with a grumble, “or my patience?” 

Again, she ignored him. 

Seeming almost satisfied with the quality—and sincerity—of the sword, she drew close to it. Half-crouched and balanced on her toes, her shadow over the blade, she resembled an alado tree in a mighty wind. Ologun drew in his breath, afraid that this strange new challenger might teeter onto the blade with the slightest gust of air and be split right down the middle.

The knight gathered a deep breath of air as well. Hers, though, she released in a fine stream upon the blade’s edge. Its warmth turned into a visible current, tunneling through the crisp dawn atmosphere. Her breath was not simply divided by the sword. Instead, it split like the Apori River, becoming two distinct rivulets that spilled over the edge of the sword. Her smile returned, wider than before, but it did not last.

A shadow stretched over her from a cloudless sky. A dragon had arrived, probably attracted by what it thought was a lazy pack of animals standing unprotected on the hillside. Its mottled blue scales had kept it hidden in the sky until it crossed the sun: a random gift from birth that had no doubt kept it well-fed.

“Get inside,” Ologun yelled, but it was too late. The dragon was already diving, and when it saw the glint of the hedge knight’s steel armor, it would switch from feeding to fighting without fail.

The knight was too far from the door. She looked from the sky to the sword and back again. Ologun stopped beckoning to her and felt his expression turn to horror as he saw her intention form. “Fool,” he said and moved deeper into the cottage to find his bow.

The dragon screeched. It had seen her. As Ologun ran back to the door, he saw the knight grab the sword and take off in a sprint away from the cottage. 

A stream of searing, blue dragonfire followed her as she went, the dragon trying to end her with haste.

Careful to keep the blade turned from her, she slid beneath the belly of a bear made of inky black stone. The dragon pounced, slashing at the bear with its enormous claws. The stone was too hard; the dragon could not breach it. The creature rose like triumphant voices and twisted through the sky, searching for a way in while launching a barrage of fire.

The sculpted bear might have kept her from the dragon’s claws, but it surely did nothing to block the heat. The knight darted out, ducking and sliding between carved animals. The dragon did not seem amused. Screeching louder, it redoubled its efforts, creating a wall of fire around Ologun’s hill.

From inside the cottage, Ologun fired arrows at the dragon, preventing it from hovering long enough to get a fix on the knight. The dragon did its best to ignore him, dodging the arrows and diving at the knight instead. Arrows would not pierce its hide, and the cottage and man within it could be dealt with later.

The knight was visibly growing tired from her constant defensive dashing, and the heat must have made her armor feel like a blacksmith’s forge. She flashed the sword at the dragon, enraging it further, and pushed herself into one final sprint. The dragon followed, diving and spitting flames all the way. The knight ran nearly the full circuit of sculptures before spotting the bear again. This time she slid under it feet first, the sword facing up and held with both hands, and cut a deep line into the belly of the bear.

The dragon took the bait. It landed hard on the black stone bear, trying to crush it. As it drew in air to stoke the fire in its belly, the knight drove the sword forward as hard as she could. The tip of the sword, poking up from the bear’s back, sliced into the dragon’s hide. The beast howled and rolled with the force of an angry tide, sending the bear, the knight, and the base of the sword toppling down the hill. With the sword’s tip still lodged in its scales, the dragon howled again and retreated into the camouflaging sky.

When the knight regained consciousness, she was still gripping the sword’s hilt. Ologun was splashing water about the hillside, cooling embers, and cursing the dragon. He watched the sky while he worked. The bear had spared the hedge knight the brunt of the fall, clearing the way down the hill like an avalanche. The blade of the sword was still lodged in the sculpted animal, and the knight could not free it despite her greatest efforts.

“Well,” the swordsmith said, chuckling as the knight climbed to her feet, “that blade has cut everything from diamonds to dragon scales. There is nothing it cannot cut. If you can name something, the sword will belong to you.” He waved his hand in a dismissive nature, accustomed to challengers’ failure.

The strange warrior pointed at the sword lodged in the great rock bear. 

“It cannot cut itself.” She took the bucket from the blacksmith and rinsed her hair and armor with the water that remained.

Ologun took the bucket back from her. 

“It cannot.” He looked again at the sky and motioned to the humble cottage where he lived. “You are correct. Please, we should talk inside.”


      ***Steps from the cottage door, Kadara paused to look at the blacksmith. He was holding both the empty bucket and the broken sword, having somehow freed it from the bear. He smiled a reassuring smile and headed inside. She followed him into the cottage and waited while he dragged a chair from in the workshop. It was a cozy seat from beside the forge that seemed to hold the warmth it must’ve been exposed to over the many years that Ologun had lived and worked there. 

“A wizard once sat in that seat. It has been warm ever since. Completely ruined.” He winked at his guest, and she pretended to ignore him again, feeling a smile forcing its way to the surface.

Ologun filled a pot and hung it over the crackling fire in the tiny hearth as Kadara looked around at the cottage. It was smaller than she had expected. Her focus had been on the sword when she entered earlier in the day. There on the warm seat, she took in her surroundings and found them to be humble for a world-famous artisan. Further, it seemed the greatest weapon forger in history might be an almost-warm person.

Ornate weaponry decorated the walls, but the art had no doubt been made by Ologun and not purchased for display like that in castle galleries. These weapons were loved and used. The smell of metal oil lingered in the air. The weapons were also cared for. Kadara let her gaze drift farther.

The floor was a simple gray stone that made no attempt to match the darker grays of the stone walls. Aged furniture dotted the interior, ancient but showing little sign of use. The windows had collected more dust than the workbench. Yet, this was no simple cottage. This was where Ologun had started his meteoric rise. The place where he had made his name.

To think, the greatest blacksmith who had ever lived had only ever lived in one place. Kadara marveled at the idea of permanence. To have a real home—one that was more than the shady trees and occasional inn of Kadara’s experience—seemed so far out of reach. Still, with her new sword, she would have a good start.

When the water in the pot was rolling, Ologun removed it from the heat and added herbs, likely from the small garden Kadara had spied outside. She watched him weigh the herbs in his palm and check the temperature of the water. When he saw her watching, he started again.

“I will explain the steps so you can repeat them for yourself in the future.”

This time, her smile was irrepressible. She had learned many things, but something so simple as tea had been missed. It felt important in that moment, and she watched with a keener eye.

When Ologun at last handed her a small stone cup filled with the dark, fragrant beverage, she felt overwhelmed.

“Thank you,” Kadara said, sipping her tea, “not only for the drink but for the company.”

“I, too, am grateful for the conversation. I’ve had only my animals to talk to for quite some time.” Ologun gulped his tea and carried it with the sword to his bench, where he set to work, making the necessary adjustments for the knight who would carry it.

Kadara watched as he removed a handful of small, sunrise-colored shards of stone from his apron. He closed the stones within his fist, kissed it, and tossed the shards into the empty teapot with a yawn. Back over the fire went the teapot. Back to work went Ologun.

The sword’s tip had broken off in jagged peaks. He grunted and looked the rest of the blade over.

“I can’t repair the blade. It’s a special material, you see? It’s one of a kind.” He turned the blade in the dimming sunlight. It gleamed without hesitation. “I can fuse a new tip on, but it may weaken the rest of the blade.” He raised an eyebrow in her direction.

“Thank you, no. It is as it should be.” Kadara rose, peered into the pot, and looked across to the workbench, feeling puzzled. “The metal?”

“It isn’t metal. Like this grip I intend to forge for you, the blade is made of stone. Dragonstone. It will take several days to become pliable.” With a start, Kadara looked over the blade again. To the naked eye, it appeared to be nothing more than steel. The more she looked, though, the more it seemed to shine from an inner source rather than by reflecting the surrounding light.

“Dragonstone? But how?” When she looked back at the smith, he had fallen fast asleep in the warm seat, his empty mug cradled in his hands. She carried him to the soft bed and took his place in the seat, giving in to the urge to sleep herself. So it went, for four days, Ologun trailing off during a story and Kadara carrying him to bed.

“I am dying,” he told her on the second day, “but thanks to you, it will be a happy death. I feared I would never find the sword’s owner. That it would be buried with me when I went or taken by someone unworthy. I am glad to have met you, Kadara.”

“I am glad to have met you, too, Ologun.”

Each morning, he would wake as she sat by the fire, watching the dragonstone shards melt down. Each evening, she would make certain he was comfortable and tend to the flames. Though he still grew weaker every day, it seemed her presence was somehow extending the fire in him.

On the fifth day, Kadara was looking down into the red-hot pot when she heard Ologun wake. 

She lifted the pot from the fire and turned a smile toward her new friend.

“I have sold countless weapons,” he said as she carried the pot toward him. “I have held court for queens and kings. I amassed a fortune during my time as a blacksmith. The shard of dragonstone that I used to make your blade cost me all of it.” He shrugged, taking the pot of molten rock from her and setting it beside the sword on the workbench. “Worth every bit, if you ask me. I could always fire up my forge again, but I could never make a weapon so perfect in a dozen more lifetimes. Besides, this life is coming to an end. Every strike of my hammer has led to this moment. By this sword, I am completed.” With tongs and special care, he held the blade of the strange sword and dipped the handle into the melted dragonstone, smiling with satisfaction.

Kadara was smiling as well. She knew of dragonstone, though only as a myth. A tale told to inspire children’s dreams at night. She had heard it herself as a child, her mind dancing with visions of glory for days afterward. In the myth, dragonstone, the petrified shell of an unhatched dragon, is a fusion of gold, metals, and jewels. A mother dragon eats her treasures when pregnant to soothe the churning inferno in her belly. The hatchlings then devour their shells as a first source of nourishment.

As the tale goes, should an egg not be fertilized in the womb, it does not hatch when laid and becomes a part of the other hatchlings’ first meals. Another treasure to devour to prepare for the eventual push from the nest. Would-be dragon hunters held any unhatched, uneaten eggs as the ultimate prize. Ologun had seen them as he saw every other material in the world: as an opportunity.

“It is a loyal material, dragonstone,” Ologun explained. “It will always find itself. As long as I had part of it, the rest would always come.”

Kadara understood. It must have been how he’d freed the sword from the bear with such ease: the dragonstone shards in his apron.

“It won’t hurt itself either. A sword will not cut itself, clever knight, and dragonstone will not either.” He pulled the sword hilt from the pot. The cooling dragonstone held to it like river clay. “We must mold it to your grip and join it with you at once.”

Before Kadara could react, the blacksmith cut her hand with the sword and thrust the hot, pliable grip into it. She screamed in pain, flailing the hand holding the sword in an effort to release it. Ologun dove for cover, calling out for her to calm herself. Only when the searing weapon sailed from her grasp did she settle, staring at the cut on her hand through tears and confusion.

With blurred vision, she watched as the wound on her hand closed, leaving a thin, golden scar where the cut had been. Ologun sat chuckling in the corner, the sword lodged a wrist’s width above his head. He crawled out carefully from beneath the sword and inspected the scar. Seeing whatever it was he’d hoped to see, he pointed to the sword. “Call it.”

“But my hand—”

“Is now part of the sword.” He turned her palm upward and stepped to the side. “Call it.”

The pain in Kadara’s palm had faded as quickly as the scar had appeared. It was as though the shining metallic line in her hand had simply been painted on. Only, it seemed to tug slightly toward the sword.

“Sword,” she said, but nothing happened. “Come.” Still no result.

“Dragonstones don’t speak,” Ologun offered.

Kadara nodded and looked toward the sword. It did not move, though she’d raised her hand slightly toward it.

“It will take some time. You are still thinking of the sword as an object. It is more than that now. Let us take a walk while you think on it.”

The pair marked a long, meandering path around the holding.

“You seem stronger than when I arrived,” Kadara said.

Ologun nodded and pointed to his cottage. 

“It is one thing to have purpose,” he said. “It is another to see that purpose fulfilled. Each is like lightning. When they strike you, you are filled with a primal energy. Your arrival has been a storm of fulfillment, Kadara.”

As they walked and talked, Kadara felt the sword calling to her, pulling at her. She found that she knew where it was, like birds know north. It was her true north, now, her magnetic compass. No star would ever shine brighter. When she slept that night, she slept facing the sword. When she woke, it was in her hand.


      ***Ologun awakened to the sound of Kadara throwing the sword into his wall and retrieving it. Before he could complain, she flicked her wrist and he watched as the sword slid from the wall without a sound and flew to join her. It settled in her hand as if placed there, and her face lit up with warmth, as if she’d been reunited with a lost love. 

“Masterpiece.” Ologun sank into the warm forge seat and closed his eyes.

With tea in hand, his noisy guest woke him again. This time, it was to thank him. The afternoon had passed as he slept, the darkness in the cottage growing heavier.

“You are right,” she said. “What you have made is not an object, not even a sword. You have forged a tiny, fragile puzzle piece, and it perfectly fills the emptiness I have carried all my life. It is a part of me.”

“A masterpiece,” Ologun said again. They were his last words. As he died, a blissful grin spread over his face.

Kadara sat with him while the fire in the hearth dimmed, and the night encroached. In the morning, she dug a grave for him where the bear had once stood. She carved a gravestone from the black stone behemoth and dragged it up the hill to mark the place where she laid to rest “THE MASTER OF THE FORGE, CREATOR OF THE WORLDSUNDERER.”

Inside the cottage, beside the jar of tea herbs, she found a note addressed to “The Sword-Bearer” that named her the bearer of the humble cottage’s deed as well. Ologun had given her more than a start. He had given her a place to finish too. Ologun the blacksmith had forged her a future, but more than that, he had given her a home.
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