

[image: Cover Page]






[image: image]


Read Riese: Kingdom Falling, and
then watch Riese’s journey continue
in webisodes on Syfy.com









Riese has never been happy as a princess—she’d much rather be hunting or fighting than sitting through another lesson on court etiquette. When she steals a few minutes for herself on a cliff high above the palace, she meets Micah, a wandering artist with a mysterious past. Riese pretends to be a palace servant, hungry for the chance to just be a normal girl for once.


But even as Riese treasures her secret freedom, war is threatening her kingdom. A rival nation is growing bolder every day, attacking with strange and deadly new weapons. And while the religious clockwork sect has offered nothing but aid, Riese feels that their help is a ruse for something far more sinister. With danger closing in on all sides, threatening everything she holds dear, can Riese stay true to herself and find her own path?


Greg Cox writes a fitting prequel to the exciting Syfy webisode series that will satisfy fans eager for more.









RYAN COPPLE and KALEENA KIFF are the cocreators and executive producers of the critically acclaimed and award-winning sci-fi/fantasy webseries “Riese: Kingdom Falling,” which was picked up by the Syfy network’s digital arm, and worldwide. They live in Vancouver.


GREG COX is the New York Times bestselling author of numerous books and short stories, based on such popular television series as Alias, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, CSI, Farscape, The 4400, Roswell, Star Trek, Terminator, Underworld, Warehouse 13, and Xena: Warrior Princess. He has received two Scribe Awards and lives in Oxford, Pennsylvania. Visit him at gregcox-author.com.


JACKET DESIGN BY LAURENT LINN
FRONT COVER PHOTOGRAPH COPYRIGHT © 2012
BY JOHN E. BARRETT

WOLF PHOTOGRAPH COPYRIGHT © 2012
BY ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/THINKSTOCK


[image: logo]


Simon & Schuster • New York


Watch videos, get extras,
and read exclusives at


TEEN.SimonandSchuster.com







[image: logo]




[image: Title Page]


[image: Title Page]




[image: logo]


An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, New York 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com
This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or
real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents
are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or
locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
Copyright © 2012 by Ryan Copple, Kaleena Kiff, and Galen Fletcher
All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction
in whole or in part in any form.


[image: logo] is a trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event.
For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster
Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049
or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.
Book design by Laurent Linn
The text for this book is set in Augustal.
ISBN 978-1-4424-2969-7
ISBN 978-1-4424-2971-0 (eBook)


[image: logo]




For my parents, for driving me to all those bookstores,
libraries, comic book shops, science fiction conventions, and
monster movies . . . and encouraging all my weird interests
—G. C.





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



Over a year ago I took the bus to the New York Comic Book Convention to meet with the creators of this intriguing new Web series my agent had told me about. That was my introduction to the dark but fascinating world of Riese: Kingdom Falling, which I am now proud to have written so many pages about.


Many people helped make this possible. First of all I want to thank Ryan Copple and Kaleena Kiff for creating Riese in the first place and for generously making themselves available to answer my questions on all things Eleysian. And my editor, David Gale, for believing in me and making sure this book was everything it could be. And, of course, my agent, Russell Galen, for recommending me for the job and steering me through this project since day one. And let’s not forget “Riese” herself, Christine Chatelain, who gave me her autograph at that convention way back when.


Outside Eleysia, I am astonishingly grateful to my family and friends back in Seattle, who rallied to deal with some serious challenges and crises while I was mostly pounding away at a keyboard three thousand miles away. I wish I could have been around more to help out.


Finally, as always, I could not have written this book without the help and support of my girlfriend, Karen Palinko, and our family of four-legged distractions: Churchill, Henry, Sophie, and Lyla. No wolves yet, but that’s probably only a matter of time.




[image: logo]


CHAPTER ONE


Now


A COLD WIND CHASED AFTER RIESE.


She drew her worn brown cloak, lined with faded remnants of imperial red, around her to keep out the chill. A pair of tinted brass goggles rested on her brow. She depended on her weathered leather tunic, wristbands, and trousers to protect her from the elements. The knife she kept strapped to her thigh provided protection of a different sort.


The wind blew her long dark hair across her dirty face. Years of hard living had not erased the somber beauty beneath the soot and grime, but few of her former admirers would have recognized the homeless wanderer she had become. Her slender frame was lean and taut, any unnecessary plumpness stripped away by privation. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a decent meal, let alone a warm bath. It was only fall, but already the wind had a bite to it. She was not looking forward to another rough winter in the open.


She trod wearily through a bleak autumnal wilderness; her scuffed black boots were worn thin in places. She hiked beneath skeletal oaks and beeches that offered little in the way of cover or concealment. Fallen leaves crackled beneath her soles. The leaves were hidden by a clammy gray miasma that clung to the ground, while clotted black clouds obscured the sun. The air, which reeked of smoke and chemicals, stung her eyes. She lowered her goggles.


They helped a little.


The desolate terrain and acrid fumes depressed her. Geffion had once been a green and fertile realm, known throughout Eleysia for its thriving fields and farmlands, but that had been a long time ago. She paused atop a secluded rise to gaze down upon the remote valley below. Billowing black fumes belched from the smokestacks of ugly factories and sweatshops. Barren hillsides, stripped clean of timber, bore the scars of brutal mining operations. A handful of crude hovels clung stubbornly to the sides of the pillaged hills amidst squat wooden dormitories that had been erected to house the factories’ impoverished laborers. A steam whistle announced the end of one shift and the beginning of another. Streams of downtrodden men, women, and children trudged joylessly past one another on their way to and from work. Some of the children looked like they were barely old enough to walk.


Riese watched from behind the trunk of a withered elm. A sooty film coated the bark, leaving it greasy to the touch. Despite the raw weather she was not at all tempted by the promise of shelter. Rather, she had gone out of her way to steer clear of the settlement below.


She had no desire to end up as forced labor.


A wolf growled nearby.


“Don’t worry,” she assured Fenrir. “We’re not going anywhere near that pit.”


The great gray wolf padded at her side, his head level with her hip. She scratched him between the ears, just the way he liked it. His dark ears and ruff were almost black compared to the rest of his fur. She took comfort from the wolf’s presence. He had been her only companion for longer than she cared to remember.


A second growl, this time from her stomach, urged her to make camp for the night. She glanced to the west, where the sun was only beginning to sink below the horizon. Smog tainted the sunset, creating lurid purples and oranges. Night was falling earlier and earlier these days, but she judged that she still had light enough to travel by, at least for a little while longer. Perhaps she should put more distance between herself and the dismal factories.


Then again, she was cold and hungry. A warm fire and a bite to eat were tempting. She could always continue on in the morning. What did a few extra miles tonight matter anyway? It wasn’t as though she had anyplace to go. . . .


“All right. That’s enough for today.”


She turned away from the rise and the oppressive vista it offered and gathered enough fallen branches and kindling to make a small campfire. With any luck the smoke from the blaze would be lost amidst the noxious effusions from the valley. She removed her goggles and tried to focus the fading sunlight through the lenses to light the kindling. Doing so would spare her flint, which was ground to a nub. At first she feared the polluted sky was too overcast, but then the clouds parted momentarily. She thanked her ancestors as she swiftly captured a feeble sunbeam and directed it onto a single crisp brown leaf, which blackened and smoked before igniting into a tiny orange spark. She blew gently on the spark, fanning the ember into a flame that spread quickly to the surrounding twigs and branches. Within moments a small fire glowed within a shallow pit. She warmed her palms over the blaze. Fenrir settled down beside her.


A brown leather belt was slung low about her waist. The pouches on the belt were not nearly as full as she would have liked. She fished through them to find only a few tough strips of smoked squirrel and a single stale biscuit she had bartered for several days ago. Her canteen was nearly empty too, which did not make chewing the dry, gristly jerky any easier. She would have killed for a cup of hot tea, or maybe even a skin of wine.


Wine . . .


Once, she had sipped the finest vintages from a crystal goblet. A servant would have refilled her cup before she even knew it was empty. Now she’d settle for the dregs of any old bottle.


A weary sigh escaped her lips, along with a muttered profanity. Fenrir could fend for himself, of course, and necessity had made her a skilled hunter as well, but there was no denying that her provisions were running low, as was her purse. She would probably have to risk visiting some small trading post soon, if only to get a new flint. Preferably some insignificant hamlet far beneath the Empire’s notice, where she could come and go unnoticed.


She had spent years being no one. She hoped to keep it that way.


“Feel free to go bag yourself a plump hare,” she told Fenrir. “You don’t need to keep me company.”


The wolf remained by the fire.


A girlish scream startled Riese. She sprang to her feet, her hand going instinctively to the hilt of her knife. Fenrir instantly went on alert as well. His hackles rose and his lips peeled back to expose his fangs.


Now what?


She heard racing footsteps pounding through the woods, growing louder by the moment. Riese threw dirt onto the fire, extinguishing it, and stomped out the embers with her boots. She drew the hood of her cloak over her head and retreated into the shadows of the surrounding trees. The lenses of her goggles had been finely crafted to amplify the dying light, allowing her to see in the dark. Fenrir stuck to her side.


The disturbance, whatever it was, grew nearer. She hesitated, torn between investigating and slipping away in the opposite direction. The latter was undoubtedly the smarter course of action, yet she could hardly ignore the naked fear and distress in that scream. Someone was obviously in trouble . . . and perhaps running for his or her life.


She knew the feeling.


“I’m going to regret this,” she muttered before heading cautiously toward the commotion. Fenrir whined unhappily but did not attempt to steer her another way. They clung to the shadows as they stalked through the forest. Stealth was second nature to them both now. There was no point in showing themselves until they knew precisely what they were getting into. Perhaps they wouldn’t need to get involved.


We should be so lucky, she thought wryly.


The footsteps seemed to be heading toward a small glade nestled between the surrounding woods. Riese and Fenrir crouched down behind a moss-covered log that offered a discreet view of the clearing. She kept her head down. “Quiet now,” she hushed the wolf, probably unnecessarily. Fenrir knew when to be still.


They did not have long to wait. The source of the ruckus soon dashed into view—a young girl, ill dressed for the weather. Her dress of coarse brown wool looked stitched together from rags. A fraying shawl, on the verge of unraveling, clung to her shoulders, while her hair had been cut short so that only light blond stubble covered her scalp. She was breathing hard, and kept glancing back over her shoulder. She ran as though pursued by her worst nightmare. Her smudged, dirty face was a portrait in terror, as she watched anxiously for . . .


Them.


A trio of menacing figures pursued the girl. Their heavy overcoats of dark oil cloth provided far more protection than the threadbare garments worn by the pursuers’ frantic prey. The men’s faces were obscured by wide-brimmed hats and woolen mufflers. The men stomped through the bush and bracken, wearing gloves and heavy boots. They gripped cudgels, hatchets, and a net of knotted rope.


Fenrir bristled beside Riese. Her expression darkened as well. They both recognized the newcomers at once.


Huntsmen.


The ruthless mercenaries served the Sect, a fanatical religious order whose influence had transformed Eleysia into a place Riese barely recognized anymore. Her blood boiled at the sight of the Huntsmen. She had good reason to hate the Sect and all its minions.


“No!” the girl gasped as the Huntsmen closed in on her. Frantic to get away, she tripped over a root and fell onto the ground. She tried to scramble to her feet, but wasn’t fast enough. The Huntsmen threw the net over her, entangling her. “No, please!” she shrieked. “Let me go! Don’t take me back!”


The men ignored her pleas. Moving silently and efficiently, as though they had done this many times before, they drew the net tight. She flailed wildly but succeeded only in snaring herself further. She clawed at the ground, trying to find something to hold on to, to keep from being dragged away. But she could not dig her way to freedom.


“Let me go! I can’t go back there! I can’t!”


Riese could not turn away. The Huntsmen outnumbered her, and she knew better than most how dangerous they could be, but she had never been one to turn from a fight. The desperate fugitive reminded her of another girl, many years ago . . .


Despite the chill, Riese quietly shed her cloak. Experience had taught her that the cumbersome cape only got in the way in a fight. She tied back her hair and drew her knife. Its edge reflected the fading light.


It had tasted Huntsmen blood before.


Intent on their victim, the Huntsmen did not hear her approach until she seized the nearest mercenary from behind and yanked his head back, exposing his throat. She expertly drove her knife beneath his scarf and slashed across his jugular. Blood spurted from the wound. It steamed as it met the cold air.


The man died as wordlessly as he had stalked the girl. Only a muffled gurgle conveyed his final regrets, whatever they might have been. He stiffened in shock, then dropped limply to the ground. A studded metal club slipped from his fingers.


Riese kicked it away.


She did not mourn the Huntsman’s passing. His kind had inflicted too much harm on her and hers, as well as the whole of Eleysia, to expect any mercy at her hands. No amount of retribution could ever balance the scales as far as she was concerned. Nor, she suspected, would anyone ever miss such a creature. Had there been time enough, she might have spit on his corpse. At the moment, however, there were still two more Huntsmen to deal with.


She had struck so swiftly and stealthily that her victim was cooling at her feet before his fellows even realized they were under attack. Startled by the sound of his body hitting the ground, they spun mutely around to confront her. No threats or angry curses escaped their scarf-swaddled lips. The one on the right gripped a hatchet, while his partner let go of the net and drew a small handheld scythe from his belt. The curved blade of the scythe resembled a crescent moon.


Riese stood over the lifeless body of their comrade, whose spilled blood glistened wetly on her knife. She beckoned them with her free hand, keeping their attention on her long enough for a sleek gray shadow to lunge from the woods. Fenrir slammed the Huntsman on the right to the ground. The wolf clamped his powerful jaws on the man’s arm, and the hatchet flew from his fingers. The Huntsman thrashed beneath Fenrir, frantically trying to defend himself, even as the wolf snapped and snarled at him. Lupine fangs and claws tore through his heavy leather gear. His hat spilled from his head, revealing greasy black hair. Bloodshot eyes bulged in fear.


Good boy, Riese thought.


The remaining Huntsman attempted to come to the other’s defense. Raising his scythe, he charged toward Fenrir, but Riese had other ideas. She snatched a rock from the ground and hurled it at the Huntsman, barely missing his head. The missile caught his attention, and she sprinted between him and Fenrir. She brandished her bloody dagger.


“Don’t forget about me.”


The Huntsman accepted her challenge. Abandoning his comrade for the moment, he turned his efforts to subduing their original attacker. They circled each other warily, looking for an advantage. She knew better than to underestimate his skill and experience. She had fought his ilk before.


Stay cool, she reminded herself. Don’t let anger make you careless.


She did not bother taunting him or trying to negotiate a truce. Huntsmen were driven only by greed and a perverse pleasure in stalking human prey. Before the rise of the Empire, they had been the scum of the kingdom, mere cutthroats for hire. But now that the Sect had bought their loyalty, they had free rein throughout the land. There was no point in wasting words with these men. They would claim their bounty or die trying.


Works for me, she thought.


Hers was a stabbing weapon, while the Huntsman’s scythe was made for slicing. She kept a close eye on it while searching for an opening. His hard, flinty eyes offered little hint of his intentions, so she was almost caught off guard when he suddenly darted forward, swinging the scythe at her skull. She ducked beneath the blow, which whistled above her head, and drove the point of her knife into his gut.


Got him!


Tedious evenings spent honing the blade paid off as it sliced through the man’s heavy clothing to the tender flesh beneath. She twisted the knife to inflict the most harm. A soft tearing sensation rewarded her efforts.


He grunted through his woolen muffler but did not immediately fall. He kneed her in the chin, and she tumbled backward onto the hard earth. Her knife came away with her, still clutched in her grip. The blow left her dazed and blurry. She tasted blood on her lips.


Where was Fenrir? Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed him a few yards away, still grappling with the second Huntsman, who was also proving stubbornly hard to kill. The wolf snarled furiously, no doubt scaring away every rabbit or deer for miles around. Fenrir had his own scores to settle with the Sect.


The wounded Huntsmen lurched toward her, clutching his stomach. Dark venous blood seeped through his fingers, while his other hand raised the scythe high. It swung down at her.


A warrior’s reflexes came to her rescue. Shaking off her grogginess, she rolled out of the way of the descending crescent, which sank into the earth exactly where her head had been only heartbeats before. Lying on her back, she kicked out at her assailant, driving the heel of her boot into the very knee that had collided with her chin before. The Huntsman lost his balance and toppled backward, leaving the scythe wedged in the dirt.


He hit the ground hard and did not get back up.


Gasping, she climbed awkwardly to her feet. Chances were that the gutted Huntsman would not rise again, but she needed to be certain. She spat a mouthful of blood onto the forest floor and wrested the discarded scythe from the earth. The prospect of finishing off the Huntsman with his own weapon appealed to her. Why waste her own blade on the task?


She staggered toward the fallen man. With the light fading she couldn’t tell if he was already dead or not. Maybe she wouldn’t need to deliver a final blow.


“Watch out!” The girl’s voice startled her. “Behind you!”


Riese spun around to see a fourth Huntsman charging out of the woods, bearing a hatchet. She hurled the scythe at the straggler. The crescent blade sank into his chest, eliciting an agonized grunt, but did not halt his momentum. He kept on coming, his axe held high. Riese readied her knife.


Fenrir spared her another duel to the death. The wolf pounced on the newcomer, who went down in a flurry of teeth and claws as Fenrir ripped the life from him.


Riese let out a sigh of relief. That had been a close call. She turned toward the girl, whose warning had come just in time. “Thanks for that.”


Silence fell over the glade. She waited tensely to see if there were more foes to contend with, but it appeared the battle was over, at least for the moment. Huntsmen littered the ground. Riese checked to make sure they were all dead. Judging from the shredded remains of Fenrir’s first victim, the wolf would not need to feed on a hare or squirrel tonight.


Confident that the men had joined their ignoble ancestors, Riese cut the girl free from the net and helped her to her feet. “Is that all?” she asked urgently. “Are there any more?”


“I don’t know. . . . I’m not sure.” Confused, she stared at Riese with wide blue eyes. “Who are you?”


“Later,” Riese said curtly. She had questions of her own, but the three survivors needed to keep moving, just in case there were more stragglers. Taking a moment to catch her breath, she contemplated the gory scene. She and Fenrir had fared well against the Huntsmen, but she was not inclined to tempt fate. “Can you still run?”


The girl tested her limbs. “I think so.”


“Good.” Riese took the girl’s arm. “You’re going to need to.”


So much for a quiet night by the fire. Along with Fenrir, she and the girl left the glade and the dead Huntsmen behind. The rush of battle still heated Riese’s veins as they ran through the darkening forest. She wanted to get far away from here.


“I don’t understand,” the girl said. “Why are you helping me?”


Riese wasn’t sure how to explain.


“I was your age once. . . .”
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CHAPTER TWO


Ten years ago


“PRINCESS, BE CAREFUL!”


The wild boar was cornered and dangerous. Backed up against a hollow log, deep in the royal forest, he lowered his head to challenge his enemies. His piggy eyes glared balefully. Thick black bristles sprouted along his spine, while ivory tusks jutted from his lower jaw, which popped and foamed as he whet the tusks upon his stumpy upper chops, honing them to razor sharpness. Riese put his weight at two hundred pounds. Maybe more.


The young princess, only fifteen years of age, paid little heed to the gamekeeper’s warning. They had been stalking the boar all morning, tracking it across the length of the forest, and she was eager to claim her prize.


“You be careful,” she shot back. “That hog is mine!”


She sat astride a young white mare at the head of a small hunting party composed of herself, the gamekeeper, and a handful of attendants. Baying scent hounds, too valuable to waste in combat against the fierce razorback, strained at their leashes while their handlers fanned out on foot, blocking the boar’s escape. The frenzied dogs raised a racket.


Riese leaned forward in her saddle. Her well-worn hunting leathers and boots were splattered with mud from the chase. A warm summer breeze rustled her wild unbound hair, and she breathed in the rich, earthy smells of the forest. Sunlight filtered through the leafy canopy overhead.


It was a beautiful morning for a hunt.


“I would not presume to deprive you of your prize,” the gamekeeper assured her. The man, whose name was Tyr, rode up beside her. He and Riese were the only members of the party on horseback. Years of outdoor living had rendered his weathered face almost as leathery as the beast they were hunting. “But be wary. That boar will not be taken without a fight.”


“I’m counting on it!”


She shrugged off his warnings. Tyr had been her father’s gamekeeper, in charge of the royal hunts, for as long as she could remember. Clearly he had grown cautious with age.


Just as well, she thought. I don’t need any competition.


Grinning wolfishly, she drew an arrow from her quiver and took aim at the boar. Her mount shifted restlessly beneath her, making it difficult to get a clean shot. Not that Riese blamed the horse for being nervous. The razorback’s deadly tusks could rip through horseflesh like a butcher’s knife.


“Easy now,” she murmured to the mare. “Show me you’re as brave as you are fast.”


She let loose with the arrow, targeting a vulnerable spot behind the boar’s ear. Alas, the snorting hog swung his head at the last minute, so that the arrow merely lodged in his shoulder instead, far from any vital organs. A crimson stream trickled down his side.


“Hel’s spit!” Riese swore in a most unregal fashion.


Provoked by the arrow, the boar charged at the hunters like an armored war chariot. The attendants’ hastily thrown javelins bounced off his tough hide as the dog handlers dived out of the way, lest they be gored by the boar’s tusks or else trampled beneath its hooves. Before Riese knew it, the hog had barreled through her men and disappeared into the underbrush.


“After him!” she hollered. “Don’t let him get away!”


She took only a moment to assure herself that none of the attendants had been grievously harmed, and then she tugged on the reins to wheel her courser around and dug her heels into its flanks. The horse took off after the boar, leaving the rest of the hunting party behind.


“Princess!” Tyr cried out in alarm. “Wait!”


Riese didn’t even look back.


The gamekeeper’s cries, and the frantic yapping of the dogs, receded behind her as she galloped headlong through the woods. Trampled bushes and traces of red upon the greenery marked the hog’s boisterous flight if you knew where to look. Stray branches whipped against Riese’s face while her heart pounded in exhilaration. The horse zigzagged around sturdy tree trunks and dense stands of foliage. Riese was impressed by its speed and agility.


“Faster!”


She heard splashing ahead, seconds before coming upon a shallow stream. Muddy tracks on the opposite shore betrayed which way the boar had gone. Spurred on by her rider, the horse vaulted over the stream. Riese let out a whoop; it felt like she was flying. The courser’s pounding hooves touched down on the other side, throwing up mud. Riese thrilled at the jolt.


They plunged into the brush. Horns and baying dogs sounded behind her, trying to catch up, but Riese did not slow down. Instead she spurred the horse to go faster. She had already claimed first blood and had no intention of sharing this kill with anyone else, not even the hounds. The wild boar had been terrorizing the countryside for weeks now, uprooting crops and scaring livestock. Riese wanted to be the one to end its depredations.


If only her father could see her now!


Shiny red droplets, glistening upon moss and ferns, led her up a wooded slope, only to grow less frequent the higher she climbed. She scowled as she lost the trail. She slowed the horse to search for fresh evidence of the boar’s passing. Had the beast gotten away from her?


The wind shifted. A familiar stench filled her lungs.


The horse whinnied nervously.


“Steady!”


Riese plucked a wooden spear from her saddle. The fire-hardened shaft was twice the length of her arm. An intricate copper band girded the spear about a foot below its tapered point.


The horse grew more agitated, despite Riese’s efforts to calm it. It rolled its eyes and flared its nostrils. Riese struggled to hold on to both the spear and the reins.


“Behave!” she scolded her restive mount, which was proving more skittish than she had anticipated. “Or I’m not taking you on a hunt again!”


Seconds later the cause of the horse’s fright revealed itself. A rustle in the bushes less than ten yards away alerted her only a moment before the boar burst from a thicket. He charged at Riese, froth spraying from his jowls.


Wait, she thought. Not so fast!


With no time to aim properly, she flung the spear, which skidded harmlessly off the boar’s padded shoulders before rolling downhill. The enraged hog kept on coming, his bloodshot eyes as red as fire. Panicked, the courser reared up, kicking out with its hooves to defend itself. Its lips were flecked with foam. A tusk gashed its foreleg.


“Whoa! Steady!”


Riese was thrown from her saddle. She landed flat on her back, the wind knocked out of her, even as the horse bolted down the slope, leaving her to face the furious boar on her own. Still dazed from the fall, she could barely lift her head. She desperately searched the hillside for the spear, only to spot it lying several feet away, maddeningly out of reach. A horn blared much too far behind her. Tyr was on his way, but not quickly enough.


On second thought, maybe she should have waited for the others.


The boar quickly abandoned his pursuit of the horse. He spun about on short, spindly legs and stampeded toward her like a battering ram with tusks. His vicious cutters threatened to rend her flesh. Sharp hooves would shred her to pieces. Riese roused her battered body into action and tried to scramble out of the way, but the boar was coming too fast. Death was only heartbeats away. It seemed she would not live to see her coronation ceremony, only a few months hence.


Farewell, she wished her family. Don’t let this break your hearts.


She braced herself for the boar’s tusks, hoping that her final moments wouldn’t hurt too much, but just as she was about to join her legendary ancestors, a blur of gray fur leapt between her and her impending doom. Fangs flashed, and a savage growl startled the boar. He halted in his tracks.


Riese blinked in surprise. What?


Her rescuer was a young wolf cub, who looked to be no more than six months old. Riese recognized him from the palace. Wolves were sacred to her family and had served in the Eleysian Royal Guard since the founding of the kingdom countless generations ago. Riese knew the pack well. She had named this pup herself.


Fenrir.


The boar outweighed the cub many times over, but what Fenrir lacked in size and strength he made up for in ferocity. Heedless of the danger, he darted in and out of the boar’s vicinity, snapping at its legs. The harried swine swung his head wildly from side to side, trying to catch Fenrir on his tusks, but the fearless young wolf managed to evade the jagged cutters.


But for how much longer?


Fenrir had bought Riese time; she would not waste it. Taking advantage of the distraction, she sprang to her feet and ran for the fallen spear, which had rolled farther downhill. She grabbed on to it with both hands, grateful to see that the fire-hardened ash shaft was still intact.


It was tempting to run away, but she had no intention of abandoning the hunt—or her newfound ally. She crouched upon the hillside and drove the butt of the spear securely into the rocky earth so that its point angled upward. She gripped the spear firmly, with one hand wrapped around its base and the other clutching the shaft as far up as she could reach. She checked one last time to make sure the spear was solidly in place. Her life depended on it.


She took a deep breath, then shouted at the top of her lungs, “Ho, you ugly slab of bacon!”


Fenrir seemed to know instinctively what she had in mind. As though reading her thoughts, he backed off to give Riese a chance to seize the boar’s attention once more. He turned his blood-red eyes toward her voice. Her arrow was still lodged in the beast’s leathery hide, which was stained with dried blood. Better his than mine, she thought.


“Remember me?” she taunted. “The one who shot you before!”


The beast clearly recognized her. Snorting angrily, he bore down on her again. His hooves thundered down the hill.


Riese gulped. She held the spear ready. Sunlight glinted off the copper ring near the top of the weapon. A metal button, molded in the image of a warrior’s shield, caught her eye. Her heart skipped a beat.


She had almost forgotten the most important part!


She stabbed the switch with her finger, releasing a catch. A spring-loaded mechanism, devised by some ingenious artisan, caused a horizontal crosspiece to snap upward about a foot short of the spear’s point. The metal bar locked into place with a reassuring click.


And none too soon!


Intent on mayhem, the crazed boar charged into the spear, impaling himself upon the shaft with his own weight and momentum. The spear sank deep into his chest until blocked by the crossbar which kept it from advancing any farther. Holding on to the spear with all her might, Riese silently thanked the nameless artisan. Without the crossbar, the skewered boar might well have forced himself all the way down the length of the spear to Riese’s vulnerable flesh, goring her with its dying breath.


She shuddered at the thought.


The boar thrashed upon the spear as her straining muscles fought to hold back more than two hundred pounds of porcine fury. The shaft creaked ominously but, despite her fears, did not snap. The frothing boar gnashed its chops. Flailing hooves pawed at the empty air above her head while blood and froth splattered her dusty leathers. She felt its hot, sour breath upon her face . . . and then she didn’t. The boar convulsed one last time before going limp. A mass of dead meat hung at the end of the pike.


Gasping, she rolled out from beneath the impaled carcass before it could crush her beneath its weight. She lay exhausted upon the hillside, her arms aching. Breathing hard, she hungrily sucked in air. It reeked of boar, but Riese didn’t care.


She was still alive!


Heavy paws landed upon her chest. A wet tongue licked her face.


“Whoa there! It’s all right! I’m fine!” Riese laughed out loud, Fenrir’s eager attentions dispelling the fear and anxiety she had experienced only moments before. Sitting up, she clutched the squirming cub to her chest. “Aren’t you the little terror?”


Gratitude flooded her heart. She knew the young wolf had saved her life.


“Your Highness!” Tyr came riding up the hill toward her, his anxious face drenched in sweat. His eyes widened at the sight of her squatting on the ground, playing with her new friend only paces away from the cooling carcass of the boar. The rest of the hunting party came crashing through the brush behind him. The baying of the hounds echoed off the hillside. “Are you well, Princess? Did the monster harm you?”


“Hardly!” She saw no need to admit that the kingdom had nearly lost an heir. She rose to her feet, wincing slightly, and wiped her bloody hands on her breeches. She was going to be black and blue tomorrow. “What took you so long?”


He dabbed the sweat from his brow. “Praise your honored ancestors for keeping you safe!” He sighed and shook his head. “You should not have chased after the beast on your own, Your Highness. You might have been killed.”


Riese felt guilty for teasing him. He could not have been looking forward to telling his king and queen that their only daughter had been gutted by a boar. “It was all right.” She petted Fenrir between his ears. “I had all the help I needed.”


“So I see.”


He gestured to the dog handlers to keep the hounds away from the wolf cub, then raised his horn to his lips. A single loud note signaled that the missing princess had been found. Riese flinched at the blast. It hurt her ears.


Why make such a fuss? She was still in one piece, wasn’t she?


She drew a knife from her belt and approached the dead boar. Her men could field-dress the trophy for her later—that was what they were for, after all—but first she wanted to cut a choice portion for Fenrir. The young wolf had more than earned a treat.


But before she could make a single slice, she heard another set of hoofbeats coming up the slope. At first she thought it might be her errant mount, returning now that the danger was past, but, no, it was a courier instead, astride a sleek roan stallion that looked as though it had been ridden hard all the way from the palace. The rider appeared equally disheveled, although the fine cut of his riding gear would have betrayed his origins even if she hadn’t recognized him from the castle. Riding past Tyr, he hurried toward her. He tipped his head in place of a bow.


“Your Highness!” he exclaimed. “At last I’ve found you!”


Riese didn’t like the sound of that. “Yes, yes,” she prompted. “What is it?”


“Your gracious mother, the queen, urgently desires your presence. I am to remind you that you are expected to pose for the royal portrait this afternoon.”


“Oh, Helfrost,” she groaned. “Was that today?”


“Indeed, Your Highness. The rest of your illustrious family awaits you.”


Riese put away her knife. Given a choice, she would have preferred to face another raging boar. “I don’t suppose you can pretend you didn’t find me?”


The courier looked pained by the suggestion. “I would prefer not, Your Highness. The queen was most insistent.”


“I’m certain she was,” Riese said.


From the hillside, looking north, she could glimpse the royal palace of Asgard rising in the distance. Whitewashed stone walls shone like ivory in the sunlight. Its venerable turrets and battlements had stood proudly for centuries, long enough for its origins to blur into myth. It was more than just a fortress or palace; it was a timeless symbol of Eleysia’s strength and stability. No invader had ever breached its ancient walls.


Riese called it home.


“Very well,” she said grudgingly. She could have ordered the man away, as befit her higher station, but what was the point? Duty called, louder than any hunter’s horn. “Master Tyr,” she addressed the gamekeeper, “grant me your horse. I fear my own has gone missing.”


“Of course, Your Highness.” He dismounted quickly and handed her the reins. “Do not trouble yourself about your steed. We’ll bring her home, and tend to your prize as well.”


She expected nothing less, yet was grateful nonetheless.


“Many thanks.”


She cast one last look at the skewered boar before reluctantly climbing up into the saddle. The palace loomed on the horizon, nestled in the foothills overlooking the city below. Towering mountains rose behind the castle. Riese scowled as she spurred the horse down the hill toward home.


So much for enjoying the rest of the afternoon!


Fenrir trotted beside her, keeping pace. If they hurried, she wouldn’t be too late for the sitting. The wolf barked impatiently.


“I know, I know,” she answered. “I’m a bad princess.”
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CHAPTER THREE


“RIESE! OH, MY BLESSED FOREBEARS. LOOK AT YOU!”


Queen Kara, monarch of the great and noble kingdom of Eleysia, gasped in dismay as her truant daughter rushed into the parlor, bloodied, breathless, and bedraggled. Riese tracked mud across the polished tile floor. Her dusty leathers were caked with dried blood and boar drool and her face was reddened by myriad small scrapes and scratches. Her hair was a fright.
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