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Don’t get lost out in the cold,
or the old hoar witch will have your soul.
-- Frosted Soul
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“So, is it Vanx Malic or Vanx Saint Elm?” Darbon asked with genuine curiosity showing on his claw-scarred face.

A friend of theirs, the Princess of Parydon, had been poisoned, then potioned, and while under the influence of the substances had raked Darbon’s face. A quartet of gnarled lines ran from under his brown mop of hair across his mug to his jawline.

“It depends,” Vanx said thoughtfully. “On the Isle of Zyth we have only our name, then our village designation. Vanx Malic means ‘Vanx from the village Malic’. Here, in the human lands, family names have a greater importance.” Vanx finished the cup of ale in his hand with a gulp and then banged it on the dagger-marred table for more.

“Hold your mud,” the barmaid yelled over the noise of the tavern. Seeing that it was Vanx, her voice softened. “Oh, it’s you two. I’ll be right over.”

The room was starting to fill for supper. The great central hearth fire at the Iceberg Inn and Tavern was the biggest, warmest, and most hospitable in all of Orendyn. The tables were not too close together, and the floor was kept clean. The log structure was cozy and homey. It was also far enough away from the docks to keep the troublesome sailors from walking over. The hard coin from the trappers and caravan traders who worked outside the city’s protective ice wall, however, did find its way in. Lem, the owner, had just purchased a fat elk from one of the local hunters, and tonight the sign out front read: “Fannie’s elk stew, eat until you spew.” Under that, in smaller letters, there was another line scrawled on the board: “Vanx the bard, most nights after supper.”

Fannie, the cook, could make grizzled snow turtle taste like frosted cake. Her elk stew alone would pack the place.

“I suppose here it is Vanx Saint Elm,” Vanx finally answered the question. He reached down to the floor and gave the middling puppy there a scratch behind the ears. He’d carried the pup in a chest-pouch called a papoon for a long time, but Sir Poopsalot Maximus, as the dog was affectionately named, had outgrown the rig. Poops could keep up on his own now. At the moment, the dog was perfectly content on the floor gnawing the elk bone Fannie had slipped him.

Fannie had grown fond of the dog after she’d shooed him out of the kitchen and slammed the door a little too quickly, accidentally shearing off most of his tail. After a few choice bones, and a few healthy bowls of cuttings, Poops forgave her. The two were now fast friends. Poops spent most of his days guarding the kitchen service door, while Vanx and Darbon roamed the frozen northern city.

Vanx, Darbon and Poops had been staying at the inn for nearly half a year. Darbon’s facial wounds had been fresh when the ship arrived. His emotional wounds were far more tender, though. His first love, Matty, had been killed by an ogre’s spear, right before his eyes.

Vanx was half-Zythian and might live to be three or four hundred years old, if he didn’t get himself killed first. He was in no real hurry to move on. He was a bard, and the custom at the Iceberg was pleasant and appreciative. The owner wasn’t too demanding, either. Vanx and Darbon spent enough coin on their rooms that Lem couldn’t complain if Vanx only performed on the busier nights. After all, he just played for his supper. Everything else, he paid for.

During his roaming, Vanx had met an old sailor who’d sailed with his infamous father on the Foamfollower. He spent a lot of his days buying the crusty seadog drinks down at the Mighty Mackerel while listening to tales of the great trader captain, Marin Saint Elm, and his heathen ship witch.

Vanx had learned a lot. He was content to wait out Darbon’s grief, which finally seemed to be subsiding. For what Vanx intended to undertake in the summer, he needed Darbon clearheaded and healthy. It didn’t hurt that Poops would be almost fully grown by then, too.

“A warm, spring meadow,” the barmaid said as she put down two fresh mugs of ale and took away Vanx and Darbon’s empties.

“Last time you said a field of summer grass,” Darbon snorted. “They are nearly one and the same.”

“No.” The barmaid, a cute, round-faced girl named Salma, touched his nose with a finger, causing him to blush. “They are not the same.”

Vanx shook his head. He thought Darbon was too young to have suffered so much already. The boy couldn’t even tell Salma liked him, despite his scars. Vanx wasn’t sure, but he doubted the boy had seen seventeen summers. Either way, Darbon wasn’t over Matty enough to move along just yet.

Vanx was over fifty years old but didn’t look more than a few years older than Darbon. No one but Darbon knew of his heritage, though. He’d had to tell Skully, the old man who’d sailed with his father, that he was Captain Saint Elm’s grandson, not his son. The old salt had dismissed the relation as doubtful, but as long as Vanx was buying the ale, the stories kept coming.

“A spring meadow is a livelier and lighter shade of green,” Salma was explaining. “Summer grass is dark and thick.” She turned her gaze from Darbon to Vanx. “He is starting to lighten up, I think. It’s as if he’s come to a great decision and the weight of making it suddenly lifted.”

Vanx lifted his brows in surprise and took a long swallow from his fresh mug of ale. “You might be right.” He nodded. “As soon as my friend here says he’s ready to move on, I think we will be on our way.”

Salma looked disturbed by this news, and her eyes shot back and forth between the two men. The smile never left her face, but it changed a bit. It went from genuine and hopeful to forced and unsure. Darbon didn’t notice, but Vanx saw it plainly.

“You’re not leaving for good, are you?” she asked.

“Where are we going?” Darbon turned to face his companion, oblivious of the girl’s reaction.

“Not too far, and not for too long.” Vanx gave her a knowing look that seemed to ease her worry.

“Where?” Darbon asked again.

Vanx was pleased to see eager curiosity in his friend’s countenance. It was a far better sight than the empty pools of grief that had haunted him the last few months.

“We’re going on a hunt.”

“Snow leapers, elk, grizzlies?” Salma asked.

“No, no, no.” Vanx’s smile grew even wider. “We’re going to hunt and kill a shagmarian saber shrew and have a tailor make us garments from its fur.”

Darbon was smiling ear to ear, causing his scars to lose their pinkish color. For a moment, they looked as if they’d been handed down from nature, as if he were some half-beast.

“You’re jesting, right?” Salma asked dubiously. “Even if you find one of the mammoth drift moles, you will never be able to survive its wrath.”

“That’s what makes it such a fitting prey,” Vanx said, feeling his blood begin to tingle with excitement. “Anyone can kill an elk or snow leaper.”

“Never underestimate the wiles of a guy with eyes the color of iced jade,” Darbon told her.

“Oooh, that’s a good one.” Salma smirked. “But you’d better invite me to the spring dance before you go.” She touched Darbon on the nose again. “I doubt you two will be coming back if you run across a real saber shrew.” With that, she whirled away to attend another customer.

“Was she talking to me?” Darbon asked.

For a moment, Vanx thought that the memory of Matty had struck, that the boy would slip back into his grief. The idea of another woman might be a bit much for him just yet. Still, Vanx had to try to coax him out of the slump.

“She was talking to you, Dar. She’s sweet on you, you know?”

“Ya think? Then why is she always talking about your eyes?”

“Yours are usually pointed at your toes, or at the bottom of your cup, and mine… Well, it’s not really a fair thing.” Vanx patted his friend on the shoulder. “Either way, it’s you she’s after. I’d hate for you to break her heart and not take her to the spring dance.”

“That’s over a week away. What about the hunt?”

“We have preparations to make, supplies to gather, and a party to round up. The way I see it, it will take seven, maybe ten men to bring a saber shrew down, and there’s only one man around here who can possibly put us on the track of one.” Vanx shrugged. “I’ve yet to secure Endell’s help, but I think he’ll do it for a fair share of the meat and a few of those golden Parydonian falcons we have left.”

“’Tis true,” Darbon agreed with a chuckle. “He’ll do it for the coin, if he can stay sober long enough to lead us out of the city. You said we are doing this so that we can make coats out of the hide. Where are we going that we’ll need them?”

Vanx had to admire Darbon’s perceptiveness. “I’ll let you know when the time comes, Dar. You may decide you don’t want to go on the greater journey. I might, too, after this trek into the frozen wild. Let’s just say this hunt is sort of a training run, an exploration to see just how inhospitable the land beyond the ice wall really is.”

“It can’t be worse than the Wildwood or Dragon Isle,” Darbon said with a chuckle.

“Never say it can’t be worse, Darbon,” Vanx said. “As soon as you do, it usually gets that way.”


Chapter Two
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I told her that her eyes
were bluer than the sea,
but then, after she kissed me
she said two coppers please.
-- Parydon Cobbles
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Finding men willing to go after the notoriously treacherous shagmarian saber shrew proved a bit more difficult than manning a conventional elk or snow leaper hunt, but with the well-known tracker Endell helping, they were managing to piece together a crew.

The world outside of the ice wall was a frigid rolling plain of snow, dotted with copses and small forests of pine trees. In the heat of the summer, a short span of about a month, the upper layers melted away, leaving the trees looking like giant spears with only branches on their extreme upper portions. The rest of the year, save for the deep of winter, when even the treetops were buried, the woods seemed typical. Only these needle-strewn, pinecone-littered floors were full of loose drifts and snow covered holes that could swallow a party whole.

There were great ice falls and steep, rocky hills out there as well, places where a man might be stricken speechless by the wondrous hues of a thousand-foot- tall cliff of compressed glacier just before a huge slab of the majestic stuff broke off and crushed him. The worst was the open tundra - endless flats of white nothingness deceptively hiding the valleys and stream beds that are buried far below the surface.

That was the domain of the mammoth saber shrew. The rat-like creatures hollowed voids beneath the snowfields and tunneled through the depths of the compacted glacial ice with scoop-shaped claws and ice-crushing, saber-fanged jaws. They ate elk, grizzlies, and even the occasional frost-wing that nested too low on the cliffs. Anything that trod across the tundra was its prey. A party could be walking just yards over a saber shrew burrow and never even know it. Entire caravans had fallen into a tunnel or had been attacked from underneath with no warning. Over the years, hundreds had met their end.

Getting men willing to risk their lives in the open tundra was hard. Quite a few came to the Iceberg Inn’s common room to speak to Vanx and Endell about employment, but as soon as they heard the party would not be traveling on the magically protected caravan routes, they blanched. When they heard what the party was truly after, most simply thanked Vanx for the offer and walked away. A few exceptionally brave, or maybe desperate, souls decided to sign on. After all, a share of the saber shrew carcass was comparable to a few years’ worth of wages.

Chelda Flar, a big-boned huntress, had thrown in with them. She was gruff but likable. She had the typical ice-blue eyes and snowy blonde hair of the native Bitterland giant folk. She and her kind weren’t truly giants, Vanx had long since decided. They were a big people, but not nearly as big as the real giant Vanx had seen hiding in the granite crags off of the Highlake Mountain Road. That creature, had it stood erect, would have easily been sixteen or seventeen feet tall. Chelda was only a few fingers over six feet, which put her roughly eye to eye with Vanx when they stood. Vanx was pleased that she hadn’t, as of yet, shown the normal female reaction to his appearance. So far, she’d been all business.

The reason Chelda’s people were referred to as giants, Vanx surmised, was because the other sort of human folk that called the Bitterlands home were smaller with almond-colored skin, dark hair, and usually dark brown or coal-black eyes. The Skmoes were hearty little folk who claimed to have dwelt in this frigid place since the dawning of time. They said the giants were not welcome, but they tolerated them. They said Chelda’s people had migrated from across the glacial mountains only a few thousand years ago. To Vanx, that made them both natives to the land. If a people lived somewhere for a thousand years, they were native.

Beyond Orendyn’s ice wall, both races had villages, clans, territories, customs and religions. It amazed Vanx that there had never been a war between them. It also irritated him, because the big, pale folk and the darker, smaller people were both suspicious of and spiteful toward the full-blooded Zythians who sometimes came to port. If they knew his true heritage, they would no doubt feel the same about him.

“The reason we’ve never fought the Skmoes,” Chelda was telling him, “is because it’s such a hard life out there trying to stay warm and fed, while fending off nature, that the idea of creating more ways to die never has time to manifest itself. I think that the people who squabble over coins, boundary lines, and gods have far too much time on their hands and too little to worry about otherwise.”

“Yup,” Vanx agreed. He gestured for her to hold her next words and waved over a pair of Skmoes who were standing in the doorway of the inn, looking around as if they were searching for someone they were unsure of. Endell was out gathering supplies and securing haulkatten sleds. Vanx thought he might have sent these two over.

“Please, continue what you were saying,” Vanx said.

“After you talk to them.” She started to back away from the table.

“No, stay, please.” Vanx smiled. “You are in this now as much as the rest of us. I want your take on them.”

“They’re brothers,” she said quickly, before they were close. “I heard they are good out in the tundra but a little off in the head.”

“You know them?” Vanx asked as he stood to make the customary Skmoe greeting of a head bow.

“I know of them,” Chelda mouthed before making her own head bow from the less respectful seated position.

They looked exactly alike, and like unruly children no less. They had short-cropped, yet shaggy, black hair and wide, solemn faces. They stood a handspan over four feet tall, which put the tops of their heads at Vanx’s chest. Even with his keen Zythian senses, he couldn’t tell them apart.

They were dressed the same, too. Thick gray-striped-on-black sea tiger fur coats and elk-hide britches. The coats were worth a sizable bit of coin. Vanx could tell by the way they wore them that they hadn’t bought them, but had killed the sea tigers themselves. Out among the native peoples, it was a sign of great skill and bravery. Here in the city, it was a sign of great wealth.

The only difference Vanx could determine now was that one of them had his left pant leg caught in his boot cuff.

Seeing Vanx notice this, the man with his pant leg fouled gave Vanx a deadpanned look. “It’s like that so we can tell ourselves apart.”

Chelda snorted out a laugh, and Vanx smiled, despite his attempt to remain staid. Both of the Skmoes managed to stay stone-faced, as if the comment were a completely serious remark.

The one who hadn’t spoken yet took a seat, and his brother followed. The one with the fouled pant leg called for the barmaid.

Vanx waited patiently as a woman he didn’t know by name brought over a fresh round for all four of them.

“It is so kind of you,” the woman said to Vanx, nearly drifting away into his gaze when she caught it. “Salma is beside herself. I’m certain she will look splendid when your tailor is done with her gown.”

Vanx smiled and nodded politely. After Darbon formally asked Salma to the spring dance, Vanx sent them both to the tailor to be fitted with proper attire. He wanted them to look and feel like royalty. He wanted Darbon to lose himself in the evening. Salma too, for that matter, but at the moment he wanted the barmaid to go away so he could talk to these odd twins.

Chelda must have noticed, for she slapped the woman on the arse sharply and sent her for some fresh bread. This caused Pant-leg to grin mischievously. After the barmaid had gone, the other Skmoe finally spoke.

“You’re going for saber shrew, no?”

“We are,” Vanx answered.

“We are going with you. I am Inda, and this…” he backhanded his brother’s chest smartly, drawing his attention back from Chelda, “…is Anda. We want enough of the pelt to make dungaloons and some meat for our clan. No gold.”

“I like them,” said Chelda immediately. “That means more gold for me.”

“Not necessarily,” Vanx told her. “If they… What are dungaloons?”

“Britches,” she said.

“If they take the fur to make the britches, won’t it detract from the value of the carcass? Darbon and I are planning on having long coats made from it.”

“Not like you think; the fangs and claws are the real value.”

“One claw each,” Anda said with a stiff return smack across his brother’s chest.

“Yes,” Inda agreed. “Fur for dungaloons, the meat we can carry, and one claw each. No gold.”

“If we are piecing the thing out, I want the saber fangs,” Chelda said. “That leaves fourteen claws and over half of the hide. Not to mention the majority of the meat. You’ll be able to pay fifty more hunters out of that, with coin to spare.”

“Do you know any others who want to go with us?” Vanx asked the Skmoes. He’d asked Chelda the same question, but she hadn’t bothered to answer.

The twins looked at each other stupidly then nodded, as if one were a reflection of the other.

Inda answered. “We know Skog. A good grizzly sticker. He’s brave but stupid. He likes gold and stout.”

A skog, Vanx knew, was a person of mixed blood, part giant, part Skmoe. They tended to take the physical influence of both blood lines and were mostly city dwellers or caravan workers. The tribes and clans outside the ice wall were only tolerant to a point. Skogs were not accepted.

“What’s his name?”

“Skog,” Inda said simply.

Vanx waited a long moment, hoping that one of the two would elaborate. Neither of them did.

“Will Skog be ready to set out the morning after the spring dance?”

“He’ll be drunk, but he’ll be ready.”

Vanx nodded that he agreed with their terms. “Make a list of the supplies you’ll need, and meet us here for supper tomorrow. We’ll go over the lists and look at the maps with Endell, Chelda, and Darbon all together.”

“Bring Skog tomorrow?” Inda asked.

“Why not?” Vanx chuckled at the strange twin’s continual seriousness.

Just then, Poops came trotting out from the kitchen with a fresh elk bone that was half as big as he was. One end of it dragged as he came. He dropped the bone beside Vanx and nuzzled his muzzle in Vanx’s hand for a moment before lying down and returning to his prize.

Anda was leaning out from his seat, looking under the table. “Dog looks healthy,” he said. “Get ’em fat and they make a better stew.”

Vanx looked at him sharply then. No one was making a stew out of Poops. A long heartbeat passed, and everything was still and tense. Finally, Anda broke into a playful grin and backhanded his twin brother across the chest. Inda only grunted in response and downed his mug of ale.

“I told you they were off in the head,” Chelda said before downing her own mug.


Chapter Three
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Don’t pass through the frigid gate,
there is nothing North to see.
Stick to the docks and mind your cocks,
or frozen you will be.
-- a sailors song
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Apparently, in the night a ship came in, for the next afternoon two Parydonians separately joined the group. The first was named Brody. He was at that mature age for humans where knowledge and experience combined with grit and muscle to elevate a man to his best. Vanx mused on this because this was also the time just before life slowly started taking it all back from men. Brody had the short-cropped hair of a serviceman. It had turned gray over his ears and gone completely from the top of his head. He said he’d put in twenty years with the Parydon Isle Archer Corps and could handle a great-bow all by himself.

Vanx liked his confidence immediately. Brody reminded him of an older version of another Parydonian he knew named Trevin. Trevin was soon to marry Princess Gallarael and assume the title Duke of Highlake. He would probably relish the opportunity to get away from all the pomp and ceremony to which he must now be subjected. Too far away, Vanx mused. If Brody was only half as loyal and brave as Trevin, he would serve the party well. Vanx was pleased by the way he inserted himself into the group and started sizing up the others.

The other Parydonian called himself Smythe, but Vanx was certain it wasn’t his real name. Smythe had shifty eyes and a suspicious air about him, as if he were an escaped slave or an untried criminal. Vanx could relate to both situations well enough. He tried not to pass judgment. Smythe just wanted enough gold to buy himself passage to Harthgar. Vanx assured him that as long as he did the work given him on the hunt, he would help him get to Harthgar, even if they didn’t succeed in killing a shrew.

Smythe appeared fit. He boasted no great skill as an archer or swordsman. He said he’d been hunting since his youth. He also said he could climb exceptionally well on rock. He’d never actually tried to scale an ice cliff, but was willing to try, if it was necessary.

According to Endell, that only left them lacking one key member to complete the party.

“Sure we could hire half a dozen more archers and an axe man or two, but what we really need is a mage,” Endell told them as he tilted his sixth mug of the afternoon.

Vanx was counting.

It was a lot for most men, but Endell’s eyes were as clear as his speech. “A mage can help us cross questionable expanses of loose snow, or warn us if a flock of frost-wings is near.”

While staying in Orendyn, Vanx had learned that frost-wings ruled the sky out over the tundra. The great bluish-white birds were hard to spot, but since they had a bit of naturally occurring magic about them, a good mage could sense them from a great distance. Without enough warning to prepare, a flock of frost-wings could annihilate a small group in a matter of moments. Vanx wasn’t sure if his limited arcane ability would allow him to sense them, and he absolutely didn’t want to reveal his heritage. There were dozens of other reasons to bring a wizard along, so he told the others that he would take care of it.

The next morning, as he was setting out to find their mage, Salma met him in the common room. She grabbed him up into an affectionate hug that threatened to snap his spine.

“Oh, Vanx, thank you,” she said. “The gown is spectacular, and the tailor assures me it will go perfectly with Darbon’s attire.”

“He’s been hurt, Salma,” Vanx said, holding her shoulders at arm’s length. “Take the time to consider his emotional wounds in all of this. Tact and caution will get you a lot further than using the attributes you’re used to using to attract a man.”

“She died, didn’t she?” Salma asked. She didn’t get sad, though. It was clear that she was refusing to let the excitement and anticipation of the coming night get swallowed up by Vanx’s warnings or Darbon’s past.

Vanx nodded. “She did. She died most brutally. She was older than him, and though she cared deeply for him, she knew that he was still mostly a boy.”

Vanx lightened his expression and grinned. “What does Fannie have to eat, and where has that gluttonous dog of mine gotten off to?”

“We’ve got boar sausage and yesterday’s bread, and don’t you worry about Darbon. I’ll not do anything to hurt him further, even at my own peril.” She kissed Vanx on the cheek and went into the kitchen.

Vanx took a seat at the long, oval table his group had more or less taken over the last few evenings. When he looked up, he saw the other barmaid, the older one who’d been working while Salma was getting fitted. She was standing just up the stairwell, locked in an ardent kiss with the huntress, Chelda. Chelda’s hand squeezed her arse and then slid up her back to grab her hair. She forced the barmaid’s face into her cleavage, where her blouse and vest were falling open. With her lips, the barmaid caused two soft moans to shiver forth. Then Chelda pulled her hair back and kissed the woman’s open mouth hungrily. It was only then that Chelda noticed they were being watched. When she saw Vanx, she blushed furiously and separated herself from the girl.

Vanx understood now why Chelda hadn’t gotten caught up in his eyes like most human women did. He acted like he hadn’t seen them by feigning a big-mouthed yawn and was saved from having to start an awkward conversation when Salma and Sir Poopsalot came in from the kitchens.

Salma had a tray of sausages, fruit and bread, and Poops was dragging his well-chewed elk bone.

Chelda recovered from her embarrassment and took a seat across from Vanx. Like a striking viper, she deftly snatched one of the sausages and an apple slice from his tray while Vanx was greeting Poops.

“Want to go wizard hunting?” he asked the dog, as he scratched him behind the ears. He’d seen Chelda’s thievery and couldn’t help but admire her boldness, as well as her taste in women.

Poops responded with a sharp bark and was so excited that he dropped his bone and began prancing and wiggling his nub of a tail.

“Got to have a mage,” Chelda said, after she swallowed her morsels. “You might try that herb shop on Navigator Row, or maybe that tavern called the Witch’s Tit up in Hightown.”

“We will.” Vanx laughed in a way that told her he’d figured her out on more counts than just the petty theft of his morning meal. She blushed again, and he laughed, glad that she wasn’t trying to explain.

He finished his plate, then put Poops’s padded leather harness on. Over the last few days, he’d spent the mornings getting the dog used to the rig and the idea of having someone tethered to him. Out on the tundra, Vanx intended to keep Poops fastened to him at all times lest the dog get too far from them and fall through the surface. Poops didn’t seem to mind the harness. In fact, he had an annoying habit of stretching the tether to its limit in order to sniff at every single thing, living or otherwise, that they came across.

As they made their way down the dirty ice-packed street, Poops put his muzzle into piss pots, trash heaps, haulkat piles, and a huge mound of half-frozen muck that Vanx couldn’t identify. On several occasions, he had to yank him away before the young dog tried to taste the nasty stuff he was investigating. Then there was the pissing, or musking, as the haulkatten handlers called it when the big cats did the same sort of thing. Vanx couldn’t figure how a half-grown pup, barely the size of a fox, could manage to come up with so much piss.

Before long, the dog led them to an alleyway and started dragging Vanx down it toward a man.

“Oh. Oh no, please.” The man’s insistent voice held real fear.

The sound of Poops’s thin, adolescent growling put Vanx in a state of full alert. Why was Poops being aggressive toward the stranger?

“What is this?” the man asked. He was tall, slender and youngish, with a long goatee and a black leather skullcap. “Make him stop. Please.” The man’s fear, after sizing up Poops, was quickly turning into annoyance.

Poops had a hold of the man’s fur-trimmed robe now and was yanking it while growling with almost comical savagery. Vanx looked at the man apologetically and gave Poops’s tether a sharper tug. Poops rolled his eyes toward Vanx but didn’t let go of his mouthful. When their eyes met, Vanx felt a tingle of fire thread down his spine. He looked back up at the man and was suddenly very curious.

Black skullcap, long, bell-sleeved robe and deep, intelligent, if annoyed, eyes that returned his stare. Vanx couldn’t help but belt out a laugh before he extended a hand toward the mage in greeting.

“I must apologize for my friend here,” Vanx said as the man reached out and shook his hand. “Poops took me a bit too seriously this morning when I told him we were going wizard hunting.”

The wizard laughed uncertainly then looked beyond Vanx. Poops stopped barking, too. Vanx turned to see what had stifled them. He caught a glimpse of a familiar face when a hooded and heavily cloaked figure charged away. A strange feeling assailed him then. The girl had skin as black as pitch.

Gal?


Chapter Four
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They came on clever ships of wood,
those that called themselves men.
They spread like mice through fertile fields
and overtook the land.
-- Balladamned (a Zythian song)
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“Do you honestly know two wizards of the Royal Order of Parydon?” Xavian, the wizard, asked Darbon and Vanx for the third time since he’d met them. They were at the bar of the Iceberg Inn and Tavern. It was Spring Fest Day, and outside the inn the whole city was bustling with the preparations for the year’s most anticipated celebration.

“Aye,” Darbon nodded again. “Orphas of Highlake started the healing of these wounds on my face his very self, and Duke Elmont’s wizard, Quazar, sort of owes us. Well, he owes Vanx his life.”

“I dreamed of joining the Royal Order when I was a boy,” Xavian mused dreamily, but only for a moment. His attention quickly went back to the business at hand. “So, if I assist you on this quest, or hunt, or whatever you call it, you swear you’ll get me an introduction?”

“I will,” Vanx nodded absently. “To King Oakarm himself, if need be.”

Vanx was the only one of them not facing the bar. His eyes were on the common room as if he were waiting for someone.

“He owes Vanx as well,” Darbon chimed in on cue.

As preposterous of a sell job as it was, it was all true, as the mage was currently verifying.

After he’d felt the tiny surge of magical energy that passed between Poops and Vanx, when they were accosting him in the alley, he’d been intrigued. The possibility of a dog possessing even the slightest bit of magical ability piqued his curiosity to no end. He was interested in joining them as soon as Vanx offered him a position, but he was twice as intelligent as he was poor, and was now bargaining for all the boons he could possibly squeeze out of these well-connected loons.

They’ll probably get out there and muck around for a few days, and return with a tall tale and a few elk, Xavian told himself. They couldn’t really be interested in facing off with a saber shrew, could they?

After Vanx brought up all the unlikely royal acquaintances, Xavian cast a spell of truth on him, but its power fractured and scattered away from the green-eyed man as if he were surrounded by some magic-proof bubble. This only intrigued Xavian further, but what was sealing the deal for him was that he’d just cast the same spell on Darbon and was learning that every bit of what they were telling him was the truth. Now he was rehashing the list of promises, payments and boons through Darbon to make sure that none of them were lies or exaggerations.

To his great surprise and pleasure, he was finding that these were indeed two completely honest men. They were honest to the fault of holding back nothing when telling Xavian of the dangers and the risks involved in the undertaking. He dismissed these, though, because he was already anticipating getting lost in the scrolls and manuscripts of the Royal Parydon Order’s vast archives, not to mention the leisurely two-week journey he’d enjoy surrounded in opulence on one of the finer ships that sail between Orendyn and the island.

Just for form’s sake, he went over the deal one last time.

“So, I get thirty golden falcons now and a full share of the profits, should there be any.” Xavian scratched at the edge of his worn leather skullcap and then ticked all of the individual items off on his thin, well-manicured fingers as he continued. “Should this hunt prove fruitless, I’m still guaranteed twenty more golden falcons upon our return.” He stopped and looked Darbon directly in the eyes. “Plus a letter of introduction to one or both of the royal wizards you named earlier, and a letter of recommendation based upon my service to you on our little adventure here.” He looked down at his now fully opened hand and then back at Darbon.

“Aye.” Both Vanx and Darbon nodded in unison.

“But you only get five of your gold coins now, upon agreement,” Vanx said. “The other twenty-five you’ll get tomorrow, just before we exit the north gate.” Vanx patted him on the shoulder.

We wouldn’t want you to vanish, Vanx said through a simple spell. Then out loud, “We have no guarantees you’ll return for the rest.”

“You’ll have to use this to buy your own personal cold weather gear and any supplies that are exclusive to your…your… your magery,” Darbon added as he laid five gold Parydonian falcons on the scarred bar.

Xavian looked at them. They twinkled and gleamed as they reflected the dancing flames from the great hearth.

He wasn’t a saver. When he had money, he lived high on the boar until he was forced to work again. This was more money than he had ever had at once. Not the five coins before him; he’d earned the standard thirteen gold galleons per haul before, as a ship mage on the big three masters that brought precious firewood, lumber and goods over from Harthgar. To earn at least fifty of the heavier golden falcons at once was an opportunity he might never chance upon again. And if they were successful, the gods only knew how much he’d get for his share of the profit.

Xavian heaved out a sigh and looked at Vanx. Knowing the man had spoken to him through the ethereal with his cantrip made him more certain that what he was about to say would be taken seriously. “I’ll expect every ounce of protection you can provide while I’m casting. And you’ll have to let me rest, protected, and undisturbed, if I exhaust myself.” He reached over and took the coins, and quickly added, “And I’m not a fire pit. Don’t expect me to waste my skills keeping us warm out there, not unless it is absolutely necessary.”

Vanx grinned at that and gave Xavian an approving nod. Just then, a local tailor came bustling through the door, and Vanx excused himself.

Darbon watched Vanx go curiously then called for a round of ale and put his hand on the wizard’s shoulder. His voice was barely above a whisper. “You wouldn’t happen to have a spell that could help me learn to dance in the next few hours, would you?”

Only after Xavian realized that the boy had been serious, and was now blushing furiously, did he stop laughing and shake his head in the negative.

*

“You think he’ll burn us for the five?” Darbon asked Vanx a little later. He was standing before a full dressing mirror trying to work out how to tie the ruffled kerchief round his neck in a way that didn’t make him feel as if he were suffocating.

“Nah, nah, nah,” Vanx answered in an aggravated tone from the other side of the room. Apparently, he was struggling with his own clothes. “To the depths of Nepton’s bowels with this thing,” he cursed and tossed his own frilly necktie across the room. Poops darted off of one of the feather beds after it. A moment later, the dog was growling and shaking it violently.

“Good boy, Poops,” Darbon said, and threw his uncomfortable neck piece in that direction too.

Poops dropped Vanx’s tie and caught Darbon’s from the air, then attacked it with the same mock savagery. All the while, the thumb-sized nub of his tail was sticking up in the air, wiggling excitedly.

“What are those for anyway?” Vanx asked.

“I grew up as a smith’s apprentice, Vanx. How would I know?” Darbon chuckled. “Back in Highlake, my kind of people were lucky to have a clean, roughspun jerkin to pull over us for a festival.”

“Whatever it is, Poops saved us from it, and now we have an excuse to go without them.”

“I think we look better without them anyway.”

“Aye,” Vanx agreed. “Are you ready for this?”

Darbon knew Vanx’s question pertained to far more than just the moment, or even the coming evening. He wasn’t sure if he was ready or not, but he kept thinking back to something Vanx’s full-blooded Zythian friend Zeezle once said. “Sometimes you just have to let go and hope that the fall doesn’t kill you.”

Darbon was about to let go of something inside himself, and he was fairly certain he would survive the fall, but he knew it would be a rough landing, no matter what. Matty’s last words to him, her dying words, had been, “Love somebody, Dar.”

He wasn’t sure he was ready to love somebody else yet, but he was ready to crawl out of the hole in which he’d been. Salma’s cute, chubby-cheeked smile, and her straightforward openness, was a big part of why.

“I hope so,” Darbon finally answered. “At the moment, though, I’m more worried about tripping over my own feet and making an arse of myself out there on the hardwood floor they erected in the square.”

“Just dance beside me, Darby.” Vanx grinned. “You’ll look as smooth as a baby’s bottom. I’ve played a thousand jigs and ballads. I’ve watched ten times as many drunkards and couples dance in the bars and taverns of Parydon, but this will be the first time I’ve tried to dance myself.”

“Somehow that doesn’t make me feel better.” Darbon gave each of his sleeve cuffs a yank in turn. “At least you’ve got a bit of rhythm about you.”

“You’ll be fine, Dar.” Vanx pulled the door and offered Darbon the opening with an exaggerated flourish. “After you.”

Darbon strolled out with a nervous look on his face, and Vanx had to hurry out to keep Poops from getting loose in the hall. He did stop and turn with the door opened just enough for Darbon to see in.

“Stay here and guard our things, Sir Poopsalot.”

The dog whined sadly.

Darbon saw that Vanx was about to change his mind about bringing Poops to the festival.

“I’ll have Fannie come up and get you after a bit,” Vanx finally said. “She’ll make sure you get a good slab of elk meat for supper.”

Either mollified or angry, Poops gave a short snort then went back to thrashing the frilly neckties on the floor.

*

Any awkwardness Darbon was feeling was quickly washed away by Salma in her beautiful ice-blue gown. The way it fit her generously curved body and highlighted her smoky gray eyes, and the way the tumble of ringlets her hair had been piled into cascaded down around her pink, rosy cheeks, captivated him. Darbon spent the evening lost in her smile. Amazingly, he kept his gaze on her eyes, instead of on the not-so-modest amount of cleavage her gown so cleverly left exposed.

They danced to the lively music and laughed and soon became lost in the wonder of the night. Multicolored orb lights, flittering silver ribbons, and huge bonfires had transformed the normally dirty, snowy, city square into a sparkling fairy world, where even the fog of one’s breath found a way to glow with the myriad colors.

It wasn’t hard for them to feel as if it had all been laid out for them, as if they were the king and queen of some frigid yet spectacular kingdom full of nothing but pastel merriment and lighthearted glee.

Vanx did some squatting, leg-kicking dance, where he flapped his arms like a duck and seemed on the verge of falling over every other move. Everyone thought it was funny. After laughing so hard that they both nearly burst the seams of their fancy attire, Salma finally dragged Darbon off of the huge planked-wood platform.

Darbon followed her like an obedient whelp, lagging only to snatch a pair of tin snifters full of brandy from a passing servant’s platter. Salma let loose of him long enough for him to drop two coppers in the angry woman’s outstretched hand. After they each downed their drink, she took his tin, tossed them both, and yanked him back on their way.

They left the crowded area of the city square and made several turns and twists through the unfamiliar orb-lit streets. Darbon couldn’t believe a place that by daylight seemed so filthy and dank, because every open space was more or less covered by grime-packed snow, could be so completely transformed. A few colored orbs hanging from the lamp poles and upper balconies, and all the glittering silver streamers floating everywhere else, had done the trick, though. It was bewildering, and Darbon suddenly realized that he had no idea where in Orendyn he was. He didn’t grow alarmed, though. Salma knew where they were going, and Darbon had a strong feeling that he wouldn’t be displeased when they got there.

Suddenly, Salma shrieked out and slung Darbon into the darkened opening of some sort of stable house. Before Darbon could react, she tackled him. He felt a soft pile of straw cushion his tumble and momentarily smelled the musky, but not unpleasant, smell of some sort of livestock. Then, Salma was in his face, her lips, her apple blossom scent, and those hungry gray eyes. She began kissing him insistently and murmuring into his ear while fumbling at her bodice to free her breasts.

Darbon was overwhelmed, and he allowed himself to stay that way. Only for one fleeting moment did Matty cross his mind. He didn’t even pause, though, for the image of her that he saw in his mind’s eye was Matty looking down upon them with an approving smile on her face.

After that, Darbon began to return the passion Salma was pouring over him. Ultimately, these new feelings washed away the sorrow and grief. Darbon found that this torrential downpour of hot, sweet emotion could only be described by one word: bliss.


Chapter Five
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That white haired witch,
in her icy northern hole
is the reason there’s no warmth,
in the Bitterland Holds.
-- Frosted Soul
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It was the third night of the grand saber shrew expedition, and all the members not native to the Bitterlands, or used to the tundra, were learning a completely new definition of the word cold.

The sun had just gone down, taking its warmth with it. The horizon was still afire with color, as if some godly artist had poured all of his oranges, pinks and reds into a smear over a deep blue canvas. Everything else was a blur of grays, lighter grays and white, save for the faces huddled at the fire, which were chapped cherry pink.

“It’s-it’s-it’s so co-cold,” Darbon chattered from a blanket-formed shroud, where he was huddled near the three-legged iron pot that served as the camp’s fire pit. “My-my piss froze on th-the way da-down to the snow and broke into pa-pa-pieces when it ha-hit.”

Chelda snorted out a laugh. “By cycle and berg, boy, its spring. If you want cold, come out here in the heart of winter, when the days are shorter than a four-legged knight’s tail.”

“She’s right, Darbon,” Endell said. He seemed to be quite intelligent and capable out here. At least it appeared that all the liquor he’d drunk over the last few months was working its way out of his system. He still looked the part of a struggling Orendyn drunkard, with matted hair, unkempt clothing, and an unshaven face. His tattered buckskin coat and his worn, elk-hide britches looked to be as thin as silken nightclothes in some places, but he was confident and sure with his decisions. “It’s not even blow’n yet,” he went on. “Some of the winds I seen is full of ice, and it blows so hard it’ll scour your skin like barrel-sand does chain mail.” He gestured to where the Skmoes had erected their sealskin tent at the edge of the fire’s light. “Look at Skog.”

Skog the skog was there struggling with some task or another. His slick bald head, and the balls of his shirtless shoulders, were glazed with sweat. A cloud of steam rose off his body, as if he were on fire.

“It’s not too ca-cold yet, Darbon,” Brody chimed in. “It’ll be cold on the morrow, when we round tha-that ridge and it is no longer a’tween us and the-the wind.”

“I can hardly wait,” Darbon grumbled. Unlike some of these people, he had a warm, soft body he could be curled up against back in Orendyn. How the Skmoes, Chelda, and the tracker could stand it, he couldn’t fathom. Skog the skog didn’t even have a shirt on.

At least Brody and Smythe had the decency to shiver and chatter the way normal humans should. The fact that Vanx hid his discomfort better than he did didn’t fool Darbon. No matter how well Vanx bundled, Darbon could tell his half-Zythian friend wasn’t at ease out here, either.

Poops, though, was like the Skmoes. The dog’s sealskin body vest and soft drawstring paw-boots seemed to keep him plenty warm. He spent the days hopping and leaping through the drifts alongside the sleds, seemingly oblivious to the climate. The dislike of the big, shaggy haulkattens that he displayed on the first day was gone. Maybe they’d come to some sort of animalistic agreement? Darbon couldn’t say, but now the worn-out young dog was nestled amongst the big cats and sleeping soundly.

At least Poops is warm. Darbon wiggled to fit the woolen blanket tighter around his shoulders.

The sound of footsteps crunching on snow came up from behind him. He didn’t have to turn to know that it was Vanx. Xavian wouldn’t leave the cozy confines of his magically heated tent unless they were on the move, and Vanx had gone in it a while ago. His return was expected.

“What does our esteemed warlock have to say about it?” Endell asked.

Chelda and Brody both looked up to hear Vanx’s reply.

“You are correct, my friend,” Vanx answered. “There is an old hollow under the foot of the ridge, but he says it’s empty, at least for the moment. He thinks that one or more of ‘em is using it for a reclusion, that it feeds elsewhere.”

“Hah!” Endell blurted out with a mystified grin of grudging respect. The steam from his breath caught the color of the flames and roiled into a flickering cloud all around his head. “He’s no fraud, that one. Though I’ve no idea what in the seven hells a reclusion is. This shre—”

“A place to rest, a den, or the like,” Chelda said.

Endell rubbed his unshaved chin and took that in before continuing. “Our shrew would likely hunt the open expanses beyond the ridge. We’re still sort of close to the settlements outside the ice wall here, though. Despite what people say, those fargin big moles would rather dine on a fat leaper or a grizzly than the lot of us. Its prey is too canny to linger. They do little more than pass swiftly through these often-hunted parts.”

“So what do you suggest?” Vanx asked.

“Go around the ridge in the morning and find us a niche where the snow is too shallow for something hungry to get under us. I’d like us to get there as quickly as possible and make a real camp.”

“What about the wind?” Brody asked.

Darbon pulled his head out from under his blanket to hear the answer.

“We make a wall of blocks of snow,” Chelda said, as if it were obvious. “After one night, it will look just like another drift from the tundra side, and I know how to use the ropes and tarps to close the top off without getting us buried in a collapse.”

“We’d b-b-be in a blo-block of ice our-ourselves,” Darbon protested.

“It’ll be far warmer than it is here or out in the open tundra, I assure you,” she told him with a little less cockiness in her voice. “Trust me, boss. You would rather be under a few feet of loose windblown than in the belly of a hungry frost-wing.”

Darbon nodded and sank back into his woolen shroud. She was right about that.

*

“So that’s the p-p-plan for the morrow, then?” Vanx asked. He had more to say but didn’t want to chatter on like Darbon and the others. It wasn’t that cold. He turned and made his way back to the tent he and Darbon shared. The warmth he absorbed while speaking to Xavian was seeping away. He wasn’t as comfortable out here after being in the exceptionally warm tent, but he knew he could manage it. There was something else bothering Vanx, some uneasy feeling growing in the pit of his stomach that he couldn’t explain. It was a sensation he had maybe dreamt about, or had felt in his earlier youth, and had long forgotten. It was as unsettling as it was familiar, and it had grown stronger the farther he went from Orendyn, or more likely, the closer he got to the thing of which the old sailor had told him.

He had to tell himself to quit being foolish. The Hoar Witch wasn’t real. It was just another of the dozens of tales that revolved around his father, Captain Saint Elm. He shivered as he walked away and found himself thankful for the frigid temperatures, for it made the worrisome feelings plaguing him that much easier to hide from the others.

He decided to speak to Darbon about it, but that could wait until they had a safe shelter and were settled. Tonight, he just wanted to rest. Hopefully he would wake and the feeling would be gone, but deep down inside he knew it wouldn’t be.

*

The next day started well. Camp broke quickly, and they were soon underway with bellies full of hot apple oats and cinnamon brew. Endell and Xavian rode the only big haulkat that wasn’t pulling a sled. They led the group, moving slowly and carefully, searching for hollows, tunnels and open fractures in the snow field with both the tracker’s experienced eyes and Xavian’s magic.

The Skmoes rode the heavily laden sled behind them, while Skog rode the haulkatten that was pulling it. The cat didn’t need anyone to steer it along. It would mindlessly follow whatever was in front of it, but the Skmoes insisted, saying something about Skog’s ripe scent.

Behind them, a riderless haulkatten pulled the next sled. Brody and Smythe sat on its lidded toolbox at the back, Brody with a loaded crossbow in his lap, Smythe huddled in a miserable heap beside him.

Bringing up the rear was the sled hauling Vanx, Darbon and Chelda. While Vanx and Darbon sat on the bench seat as if they were driving the thing, Chelda rode facing backward on a high, throne-like seat formed of packs and blankets. Like Brody, she also had a loaded crossbow resting on her lap. After first break, it would be Darbon’s time for rearguard duty.

The day was clear and comparatively mild, but it was still cold. Darbon and Smythe could attest to it in great lengths of incomprehensible chattering, but the sun’s rays made it bearable. The sky was open, an endless expanse. Other than the dark pockets of brown and gray, which marked the rocky base of the ridge they were about to skirt around, the rest of the world was the purest white.

It was just about time to stop for first break. The haulkattens had to be fed and rested twice during each hauling day. The big cats lived on ground fish and oats. It was a dry, powdery stuff called fishmeal, and they burned it off quickly out here working in the cold. Nearly half of all the supplies they were carrying were forty-pound sacks of the stuff.

No one thought to be alarmed when Xavian raised his head high and called for a halt. They all figured they were stopping for the morning break. Darbon, though, figured it had to be more than that.

“Something is wrong,” he said to Vanx, throwing off his blanket and grabbing the long bow and quiver he had stashed there.

“He’s calling the break,” Vanx said.

“No. The wizard doesn’t have a clue about the cat’s needs.” Darbon slipped the bow string in place and nocked an arrow.

Just as Vanx realized that Darbon was right, both Xavian and Chelda yelled out over each other.

“I feel something ill,” called the wizard.

“Frost-wings!” Chelda yelled loud enough to mostly drown him out. “Three of them from the southeast.”

A mad scramble ensued, and if it weren’t for the cool and unruffled experience of the twin Skmoes, Skog, and Endell, the haulkattens would have bolted and scattered their supplies.

Inda, or maybe Anda—it was hard to say which—bolted to Vanx and Darbon’s cat; his brother went to the Parydonian’s. One of them grabbed the reins of their employer’s beast in hand, while Skog kept control of the one he was riding.

Poops caught the anxiety of his friends and began barking excitedly. Vanx and Darbon were both looking frantically for the approaching predator birds. Neither of them could figure out which direction was southeast, because the sun was almost directly overhead, and there were no real landmarks.

Finally, Vanx found them and pointed.

Following his finger, Darbon spotted them.

“Get the sleds closer together,” Brody ordered in a clear, yet clipped fashion. “Archers, form a circle around them.” Then a little quieter, he said, “Smythe, get my bow for me, and be certain to bring the shafts we sharpened first.”

It all went smoothly, the forming up of the sleds and the defensive ring around them. Even Xavian was fully prepared to defend the group from the big, white-blue feathered birds. He had taken a protected station amid the sleds, but he kept his eyes intently on the beasts. He went through some strange motions and didn’t hesitate to crawl up to the top of the pile of supplies as the winged feeders grew closer.

Skog quickly assembled a long, three-section pike that threaded end into end somehow. It was tipped with a blade shaped like a man’s foot but made of shiny, well-sharpened steel. The shaft was twice as long as Chelda was tall—almost three times as tall as Skog. The Skmoes produced small but powerful-looking bows, but were busy keeping all four of the haulkattens as still as possible.

The frost-wings circled high over them, then one dove down and made a lower pass. When it was close, Xavian loosed his blast, possibly a bit too early, but the comet-like streak of crackling crimson energy scared the creatures badly enough that they bolted away toward the ridge with uncanny speed. After a few moments, they were nothing but specks in the sky.

“Glad that’s over,” Smythe breathed out heavily.

“I’d agree with you, if they hadn’t just flown to where we are headed,” Endell pointed out the grim truth of it.


Chapter Six
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Gather in and gather close,
don’t misunderstand.
In the end we’ll wage a war
to keep our sacred land.
-- Balladamned (a Zythian song)
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The place they chose for base camp was partially blocked from the brutal wind by its natural shape. Calling it a cavern would be a stretch, Darbon decided. It was more of a depression pushed into the side of a rock face that was on the side of a ridge jutting out directly into the wind. Its greatest feature was that the wind blew past its opening, not directly at it. There was also a bit of an overhang, so that even though it was shallow, it still provided a modicum of protection from above. It wouldn’t be an easy task to turn it into a camp, but they wasted no time getting about the work.

Following Chelda’s lead, Darbon and Smythe made snow blocks. They helped place them so that the windblown snow would build up against them. This, she explained, would force the wind to ramp up the eventual drift and blow over the entrance to the shelter.

She explained that, by morning, the wind would be diverted so that it wouldn’t swirl into the camp area at all. She said they could then stretch tarp awnings from the wall on ropes. This would extend the overhead protection out from that which the rock face naturally provided and also keep the ever-vigilant eyes of the flying predators from being able to lock onto their casual movements from above.

The only real downfall to the setup was the fact that they had to leave the protection of the camp to look out across the open tundra. Vanx and the others agreed that it was a small price to pay for the relative comfort the shelter afforded them.

Brody and Skog unloaded the supplies and stacked the cords of expensive firewood into waist-high walls that formed a pen for the haulkattens. The animals could have casually leapt over it, but none of them had any inclination to do so. The pungent fishmeal was stacked nearby, but under oilcloths so that the moisture couldn’t get at it.

The shelter retained some of the fire’s warmth, and the savory scent of the stew the Skmoes were concocting soon filled it with a mouthwatering aroma.

Darbon was moving about the shelter without his woolen shroud, and neither he nor Smythe were chattering or complaining now. It was as if they’d forgotten just how cold they’d been only hours before.

Xavian came out of his tent looking tired and worn. He stopped to give Sir Poopsalot a scratch behind the ears when the dog greeted him, then found the others at the fire. The Skmoes gave him a wary look but otherwise went about the business of cooking. They were clearly leery of his magic. Chelda told them that in the Skmoe clans, only the shamans possessed the subtle sort of arcane power that gave insight into the near future, or clarified meanings out of events from the past. Both brothers could read seal’s teeth and otter bones, and they both had worked with magi of Xavian’s ilk, but neither had seen the sort of display of destructive power that Xavian had shown today, and neither tried to hide their nervousness.

Smythe, too, had been visibly moved by Xavian’s crimson blast, but he wasn’t moved toward fear. He was in open-jawed awe of the wizard. After they chose their location to build the base camp and helped Chelda build the wind wall, Smythe turned himself into a sort of personal attendant to the mage. Xavian seemed annoyed by this.

“It’s a blowin’ yah,” Chelda said as she came in from beyond the camp’s entrance. Her body briefly diverted the powerful wind, sending a swath of frigid air swirling invisibly across the area. The torches flickered from their makeshift sconces on the walls, and the fire under the Skmoes’ kettle wavered. In unison, both Darbon and Smythe shivered as the bitter air flowed past them.

“The wall is building up nicely,” the big woman continued, as she shed her heavy, gray-furred cloak and unbound her coat. “By morn’ it’ll be a full drift and we could maybe get those tarps up.”

“Aye.” Vanx nodded from one of the unsplit logs they’d turned into a fireside seat. “While you and the boys do that, I think Endell and the twins should take one sled, while me, Brody, and Xavian take another. We can scout more ground that way and maybe pick up on some shrew spoor or spot a tunnel.”

“Not a bad plan,” Endell said. “But we—”

“Don’t expect me to be homemaking for the lot of you filthy scrubs,” Chelda interrupted indignantly. “I didn’t sign on to play Mother Dwelinga. I came to kill a fargin saber shrew.”

Inda, or maybe it was Anda, gave an approving grunt and grinned at her. His teeth, Darbon noted for the first time, were only a few shades lighter than his almond-colored skin, and one of the top front ones was missing.

He made a note to pay more attention the next time either of them spoke. Maybe he could find a sure way to tell them apart.

“I’ll stay behind and help the chatterboxes tarp us in,” Brody offered. “I need to ready my great-bow. It’s not likely you’ll slide up on a shrew on the first scouting trek anyway. Chelda, you can go in my stead.”

Chelda was blushing, as if she were a little embarrassed by her outburst, but she didn’t speak. She took a seat on one of the unsplit logs Skog had set around the fire bowl and appeared happy to now be going out tomorrow instead of Brody.

“As I was saying,” Endell went on, “it’s a good idea to scout out there. There are worse things than saber shrews or frost-wings roaming the tundra, and we don’t want to be making too cozy if a polera or an atterex is claiming these parts as home now. But otherwise, we need to be looking for a herd of leapers. Where there be leapers, there be shrews, and I’ve a plan to bait the shrew right where we want it to be.”

“So, we’re really going leaper hunting tomorrow?” Chelda asked, with a scrunched up face.

“That’s up to our esteemed employers what we do, lass,” said Endell. “They’re the ones footin’ the bill, but don’t be all down about it. We use my plan, and it works, you and everyone else here will have our hands full of angry shrew soon enough.”

“No magic the shrew,” one of the Skmoes said flatly and pointed at Xavian.

“What is he saying?” Xavian asked through a light yawn.

Darbon chuckled. Whichever twin had just spoken had all of his front teeth. Now all Darbon had to do was figure out which one it was.

“I think he wants to make sure you don’t blast away half of the shrew, or char its hide with your spells, when we face it.”

The brother missing his front tooth slapped the other brother on the chest and nodded at Darbon. “Ya. Ya.”

“They have a point,” Chelda said. “They’re getting paid in skin, and I’m getting paid in teeth. It won’t do to have its head scorched to ash, or chunks blasted out of its hide.”

“Naught to worry about,” Xavian smiled, clearly pleased with the respect his spell casting had garnered him. “I intend to charm its mind, to befuddle and bewilder the great creature when we face it.” He held up his hands in an open-armed shrug. “Nothing more than that for the precious shrew.”

“Good,” Chelda nodded.

“Ya,” the twins grunted with satisfaction and went back to their stew.

“My grandfather and some of the other Great Vale hunters killed a saber shrew once,” Chelda told them. “The fargin thing took out four of the twelve men and left my Great Uncle Kolsh missing a leg.”

“That’s a wonderful story, Chel,” Darbon said. “Why didn’t you tell it at the table back in Orendyn? It might have had some bearing on my decisions.”

“I might have, but I didn’t want to get you scared off of the hunt.” She grinned at him. “I was just getting to the good part.”

*

As Chelda went on to tell them how her ancestors wounded the shrew with arrows and spears then became its prey as it went on the attack, Vanx contemplated the strange sensation he was still feeling in his guts. Something Chelda had said struck a chord in him, and he wanted to know. He had to puzzle it out.

The feeling hadn’t disappeared in the night, as he’d hoped. In fact, it had grown stronger. It was changing now. No longer was it a feeling of distant dread, like a nightmare half-forgotten in the waking moments; the feeling was now a need, or maybe a longing.

He decided to accept the fact that it was real and not some residue of bad stew or a budding illness. This in itself was a great step, for now that he mulled it over, the sensation began to fuel his thoughts. A tangible idea was trying to form in his mind. And when it did, it did so with perfect clarity. Some ancestral place was calling him. The irony was, he was already out here trying to kill a saber shrew so that he could stay warm on the journey that the calling was demanding of him. This made him wonder if the sensation had been twisting his mind in this direction all along.

Skully had told him that his father was the most remarkable sailor, uncanny in his ability to weather storms and violent seas. He was able to squeeze profit out of failure and loyalty out of scoundrels. Some said Nepton himself gave the mighty captain preference and deferred his wrath around the legendary Foamfollower.

The rumor was that Captain Saint Elm was witch born. Skully couldn’t say where the story originated, but he told it as if he knew it was the truth of the gods.

The tale went that a monk, a real high priest of Arbor, who was doing missionary work among the Bitterpeaks folk, had been ensnared by the Hoar Witch. As the story goes, she’d charmed him and then kept him prisoner in a palace of ice she built above a valley full of fairies in the deep mountains. The priest eventually got her with child, and a half-priest, half-witch boy was born. The Hoar Witch, not wanting to be worried with the rearing of such a mannish child, named the boy Saint Elm, after his father’s particular patronage, and left him in a bundle with a small pouch of coins on the steps of a temple in Orendyn.

Up until now, Vanx had dismissed the story, even though he’d heard it from another group of men once in a distant Parydonian tavern often frequented by seamen. He’d always assumed that the witchy part of the story had come about because of his mother. She was a full-blood Zythian, complete with metallic golden hair and luminous amber eyes. Every sailor Vanx had ever heard speaking of her called her the “Ship Witch.”

When the Foamfollower sank on its first voyage without her aboard, she became a legendary figure. Superstitious traditions evolved and spread across the realm, just because of her. Some say she sank the ship because the captain had chosen his vessel over her, but Vanx knew otherwise.

Captain Saint Elm chose to honor his crew and his god, Nepton, by going down with the ship. He could have survived. There was room on one of the longboats some of the crew managed to get into the water, but he chose to respect his calling and go down with the Foamfollower, even though he was leaving a pregnant wife behind on the Isle of Zyth.

Vanx’s mother had told him his father had chosen to die with honor so that his son could be born with honor, but Vanx knew that she had no idea of what really happened that night at sea. She couldn’t have.

Now it was seeming to Vanx that a lot of this fantastical lore might be true, that his father might have been witch born. After all, here he was following an undeniable urge to venture toward something powerful and hauntingly familiar, something that had firmly taken hold of him.

“The Hoar Witch is still out there in the deep of the mountains,” Skully had told him, “and she always will be. Hell, boy, if you’re Saint Elm’s grandson, like you say, then she’s your blood kin.”


Chapter Seven
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The wizard saw the king and the king spoke grim,
“It’s me, mighty wizard I need your help again.”
“I’ll aid you,” said the wizard, “But there will be a price.
Your foe is strong, the war’s gone wrong, victory for one life.”
-- The Weary Wizard
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Later that night, in the privacy of their shared tent, Vanx told Darbon what was going on with him.

“I think she, or more likely the place, is calling out to me. The truth is, the second journey I was hinting to you about was for us to travel up into the peaks to seek out the supposed ice palace Skully told me about. That’s why I wasn’t sure you’d want to go. I’ve been damn curious about it since the old sea dog told me that part of the legend.”

“Truthfully,” Darbon said, a bit hesitantly, the scars on his face showing white against his red, chapped cheeks, “I regret coming this far out into this gods-forgotten place. I never dreamed that I could be so cold that I ached from it.”

Vanx laughed lightly. Just then, Sir Poopsalot forcefully nosed his way into the tent’s flap. He strolled up to Darbon, gave him a big lick on the face, and then greeted Vanx in a similar fashion.

“He smells like haulkat.” Darbon sneezed.

“It could be worse.” Vanx thought back to the rank smell of dragon shit, and even worse, those rotting ogre corpses outside Dyntalla.

“So what are you going to do?” Darbon finally asked. “Go on and find the ice palace?”

“I may, but after I finish our current business. Chelda’s ancestors are from Great Vale. It’s somewhere up in the Bitterpeaks. I was thinking of hiring her for a guide, but after we’ve killed our saber shrew, of course.”

“If you don’t let her help kill one, she might try to kill us,” Darbon joked.

“She might.” Vanx laughed with him.

He was pleased to see that Darbon was no longer in his grieving slump. It was plain on the boy’s face that he couldn’t wait to get back to Salma. At least this hunt had accomplished that much.

“Do you think it’s true?” asked Darbon.

“What’s that?”

“That your father was born from the Hoar Witch. That, if she is alive and real, she is your grandmother?”

“I don’t know, Dar.” Vanx rolled onto his back and put his hands behind his head. “Like I said, I’ve got a strong feeling that sooner, more likely than later, I’m going to go find out.”

“If you need me to go with you, Vanx, you know I will.”

“I know you would go, Dar.” Vanx nodded to himself. I know you would.

The silence that followed those words lasted until they were both soundly asleep.

*

The scouting expedition, at least Vanx, Chelda and Xavian’s side of it, was a failure as far as finding any signs of snow leapers or shrews, but they did find something of interest.

About midday, with a powerful wind coming off the distant mountains, they spotted the dark splotch of a mound pushing up through the snow. First it looked like a boulder, but as the haulkatten laboriously pulled them headlong into the gritty torrent, the blurry site began to take on a bit more clarity.

It was no rock, Vanx decided. His exceptional vision was hindered by the icy wind, so it wasn’t until they were nearly atop the thing that he realized it was a half-devoured animal carcass.

It was buried in a drift that looked to have been covering the gory sight before some subtle shift of the wind had caused it to be scoured away instead of piled upon.

The red meat and pinkish white layers of fat that clung to the big, wagon-sized ribcage still held their vivid color. Even the partially eaten pile of purple-gray organs and coils of silvery-blue intestine remained as they had been when the beast first froze.

Vanx followed Chelda as she high-stepped through the snow over to the leeward side of the carcass. She pulled down her face protection, gave Vanx an excited smile, and then went about investigating the remains more intently. After a few moments, she seemed to have figured out what the creature was, and when she looked up at Vanx, he found her normally peachy complexion had paled to a shade not much darker than the snow around them.

Immediately, Vanx was alarmed. He had no idea what this pile of fur, bones and guts had once been, but if there was something about the scene that pulled the blood from Chelda’s face, he was sure he should be worried.

Xavian had stayed in the sled, still bundled tightly and gripping the haulkatten’s guide ropes with heavily gloved fingers. Vanx glanced at him and could tell that the mage was aware of their concern. He didn’t move from his perch on the sled bench, though.

“There’s no way it should have been down this far out of the mountains,” Chelda was saying. “And hauling goods, no less. It’s impossible.”

“What is it?”

“It’s a shagmar, and shagmar do not get domesticated,” she snapped. She was using her hands to dig out a leather strap. “Shagmar don’t get saddled and ridden like those dullard haulkats. They are the fiercest of the bear family. They are the biggest, and hardest to kill. They—they—th—”

Vanx saw what stopped her. It was the bottom of a boot. After a few more healthy swipes with her hand, Chelda recoiled. There was a frozen, fur-clad leg extending out from under the shagmar carcass.

“There is someone under it.” Her expression was one of curious fear.

Before Vanx could think, Chelda whirled toward the sled and traipsed back over to it.

“Hey, wizard, can you lift this frozen thing up, or turn it over?”

Xavian’s eyebrows shot up, causing a fraction of his face wrap to open and expose the tiniest sliver of his skin to the wind. It was almost comical the way he fought to stay covered while trying to hide his discomfort.

“Tie off the reins and come over here out of the wind,” Vanx called.

“Out of the wind,” Xavian mumbled as he reluctantly followed the mountain girl over. “I doubt there is such a place here.”

Vanx watched in the lee. The two of them were forced to lean into the wind as they came back over. Suddenly, the steady gale force that had been supporting their weight was gone. Chelda only stumbled, but Xavian fell face first into the snow.

Chelda snorted out a laugh at him. “Better over here out of the wind, ya.”

“Let him shake off the windblown before you start into him,” Vanx cautioned her. “Not everybody was born out here and can handle it as well as you do.”

She smiled her understanding, and while Xavian brushed himself off, she began digging out one of the frozen saddle packs. When she finally wrestled free the straps that held it in place, she plopped down in the snow and started to open it.

“Wait,” Xavian said. “Let it thaw first. The stuff inside is probably frozen so hard that it’s brittle. It might be dangerous. That mark, there on the side, is older than old.”

Chelda gave him an unpleasant look but didn’t open the satchel. For the first time, she looked at the strange symbol branded boldly into its leather flap. It was a triangle with its three points projected out of an ellipse.

“What is it?” she asked. “How do you know how old it is?”

“It’s the mark of the Trigon,” said Xavian with a bit of fear and awe in his voice. “They ceased to exist seven or eight hundred years ago. History says that there were three of them. A necromancer, an alchemist, and a conjurer. All of them were servants of the dark one.”

“They are the ones who magicked the first safe caravan routes from the lands beyond the Bitterpeaks over to what is now Orendyn,” Vanx added, remembering some of that particular history lesson. What he didn’t say was that they created the route so that some power-hungry Darkean king could bring his army across and take a crack at the growing Parydonian settlement of Orendyn.

The conquering king succeeded in a fashion. Orendyn was no longer considered part of the kingdom of Parydon, but the vast distance and inhospitable terrain between the greedy king and the seaside settlement caused his interest to dwindle. The same Trigon of wizards was eventually responsible for his demise.

No one was sure why, but some of the Zythian historians who had lived through the period had written that the king hadn’t produced a son to fulfill his side of the bargain for their aid. It was also recorded in those histories that the Trigon didn’t cease to exist, as the wizard said, but had moved on to the land of Harthgar, where their ancestors now lived in supreme luxury.

The Trigon wizards had used any means possible to gain control of the forested areas of Harthgar. They were the founders of the vast shipping empire that made its profit trading Harthgar’s lumber for the more valuable oils, skins and ore that came out of the mountains.

“They were powerful wizards,” Vanx said. “They had all sorts of servants and underlings back then. No doubt your great bear was magicked into complacency.”

“The Trigon was never able to topple the wizards of the Royal Order,” Xavian boasted.

Vanx didn’t tell him that the two factions of wizards had never actually fought. Though the Trigon did perform certain tasks for the Darkean king who thought to take on the Parydonian humans, the Trigon never fought for him.

“All of this is fine and well,” Chelda said with an impatient look about her. “Getting on with it will give us a better look at who or what was riding the shagmar, and what else it might be packing.” She craned her neck and looked up at the blustery gray sky until she found the sun. “We’ve not much time left before we’ll have to start back. Then directly to Xavian, “Might be a fat sack of gold or some fancy magical jewel under all this, like Vanx and them minstrels sing of in their ballads.”

Vanx couldn’t help but chuckle at the eager expression that suddenly bloomed on the wizard’s face. “Might be this place is under two feet of snow tomorrow, and no one will ever be able to find it again,” he added for good measure.

Xavian immediately motioned them to step back.

Chelda’s speech had set a fire to Vanx’s curiosity as well, and the three of them went about the grisly, laborious task of digging and melting the carcass and its baggage out of the snow without damaging it.


Chapter Eight
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Like roots they spread and dug in deep,
they built a kingdom strong.
And if the short-lived take hold here,
we’ll end up but a song.
-- Balldamned (a Zythian song)
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“I still can’t believe it.” Chelda shook her head. “One of my people riding the shagmar like it was a haulkat.”

They were back at the camp now, eating more stew around the iron fire bowl. Outside, the sun had fled the sky as if it were afraid it might freeze in the night. Darbon, Smythe and Brody were listening intently to the reports of the others. Darbon wasn’t sure what to make of it all. They had more or less blocked and tarped the camp into a full shelter by midafternoon and had been bored ever since. Watching Brody string his huge, man-high great-bow and loose a single javelin-sized arrow out across the tundra had been the high point of the day. Searching for the missile out in the bitter wind had been the low point. Sir Poopsalot, who stayed back with them, had been the one to finally find it.

Endell had just told them all that he and the Skmoes found a herd of snow leapers near a large copse of mostly buried pines. He tried to explain its location in relation to the camp, but failed miserably. It was agreed that they would locate it and the herd again on the morrow. They were to take a leaper as bait to use in Endell’s proposed shrew trap.

The old trapper had rushed through his reports and, with no arguments from the others, turned his attention to the ancient weapon Chelda had sitting in her lap. Everyone else was staring at it, too, save for Xavian. He was intently watching the pair of satchel packs as they slowly thawed at his feet.

“He isn’t really one of your ancestors,” Vanx said. “Your people came across the mountains a few hundred years before the Trigon rose to power here. Maybe the three wizards, and the kingdom that employed them, are what drove your people this way in the first place?”

She pulled the scabbard off of the wide, short sword’s blade to examine it for the hundredth time. “Maybe that man was magicked into serving the wizards, too?” she wondered aloud. Her eyes were aglow with wonder as the blade reflected the firelight across her pale complexion.

The sword was silvery and bright, and as sharp as if it had just been whetted. The hilt and its leather-wrapped grip were plain enough, but the weapon was obviously well made, possibly even spell-forged.

Darbon was amazed, but only partially disappointed that he hadn’t gone with them.

*

Xavian promised to examine the sword further, but only after he’d rested and recouped all the energy he expended helping Chelda and Vanx get the rider’s body—or what was left of it—out from under the shagmar carcass.

The body had been half-eaten by what Xavian assumed to have been frost-wings. The blond-haired, full-bearded man’s head and one shoulder had been left intact and connected to his waist and leg by a thin ribbon of skin. His features were perfectly preserved by the never-thawing ice he’d been buried in since he met his demise. His eyes were as blue as Chelda’s and still seemed to be peering out at some world the others couldn’t quite see.

With most of his upper torso and one of his legs gone, it wasn’t a pretty sight—especially as the gore began to melt under Xavian’s concentrated fire.

Chelda had vomited and then grown angry at herself for making such a show of weakness. Xavian hadn’t dared to say a word about it. Eventually, she mastered herself and, with Vanx’s help, got the sword belt off of the corpse.

The frozen man had a necklace, too, a gut string with a small silver medallion boasting the same triangle-through-ellipse that was burned into the saddle pack.

Following Xavian’s advice, Chelda refrained from putting the thing around her neck. Other than a broken horn bow and an empty quiver, there was nothing else to be had but a small belt pouch.

The pouch contained two buttons made of black antelope horn, some thread, five smooth copper pennies that had obviously been clipped, an extra gut string for the bow, and a polished black river stone. There was an empty dagger sheath on the belt, too, but no dagger could be found.

Vanx had asked if she wanted to take the huge, thickly-furred bear’s valuable claws and teeth, and she shook her head in the negative.

“Only if I killed it myself would I disrespect a bear in such a way.”

“But you’d take the man’s sword and pennies?” Xavian had asked.

The look she gave him had kept him silent the whole ride back to the shelter.

Apparently, his question had bothered her, though, because on the sled-ride home she tried to explain:

“I’m not taking the man’s fingers and teeth, only things that were not part of his flesh, things he no longer needs in the afterworld.”

Xavian hadn’t bothered to argue.

Back in the shelter, there was a long silence around the blazing fire as they all took in the shimmering piece of weaponry.

“Gargans run to Skmoe lands when gargan king yielded to dark king,” one of the Skmoes explained. “Later came the tribes of gargan man-hunters, who battled the falcon’s man-hunter tribes. Many die.”

The Skmoe was speaking of the invasion of Orendyn in his crude version of the common tongue. Gargan was the Skmoe word for giant, what they called Chelda’s people, and the way he’d used the phrase ‘man-hunter tribes’, Xavian assumed he meant troops or armies. The falcon always had been and always would be the symbol and standard of the Parydon kingdom.

“My people didn’t run from anybody,” Chelda snapped. “Our stories, the histories told at our fires, say that we chose to follow the way of our hearts, not the will of a madman who presumed to rule over us. After the sacrifices started happening, and the dark king’s slave masters started raiding our villages and putting strong men in chains, we chose to move on, hoping to return someday when the madman’s reign had ended.

“Little did my ancestors know that the bastard would live for three hundred years. By the time his own corruption had swallowed up his kingdom, our roots had taken hold in the Bitterpeaks and out along the foothills.”

“Well I, for one, think the past should be left in the past,” Brody offered diplomatically, trying to lighten the heavy mood a bit. “We are all here now: Skmoe, gargan, and Parydonian. We’re all living in the world and working in peace. There’s no need to let a thousand-year-old king and his evil deeds drag us down now.”

*

Darbon caught Vanx’s eye, and a knowing look passed between them. Brody should have said Skmoe, gargan, Parydonian and Zythian. But the wild-haired heathens from the island were barely considered civilized beings by most of the other races.

The irony was that the Zythians were far more intelligent and capable than the other races that walked the world on two legs. They had far sharper senses and more capable minds and lived for hundreds of years longer. The wealth of recorded knowledge they’d compiled over the centuries was far beyond anything the nearly primitive Skmoes and gargan folk could even comprehend.

Even though they didn’t accept them as equals, the Parydonians at least respected the fact that the Zythians were more than civilized, but as Brody had just proven, Zythians were easily overlooked or dismissed during conversations of men and their affairs.

“What does any of this shit have to do with killing our shrew?” Endell blurted out. Apparently, he’d already grown tired of the subject. “That bear we found is older than the lot of us combined. How or why it came to be where you found it, and all that other stuff is for another day.” He then pulled a flask out from his boot. After he unstoppered it and took a big swig, he passed it to Chelda.

No one attempted to fill the silence with conversation, so the old hunter turned to Brody. “Can you rig a line to one of them fargin spears your bow shoots and still get where you’re aiming for?”

“If the line is fine enough,” Brody answered. “I think I saw some coiled in one of the sleds that might work.”

“Good.” Endell looked at Vanx.

Vanx took the flask from Chelda and took a sip.

“If it was my plan we was to follow,” started Endell, “then here’s how I’d do it.”

“It is your plan we follow.” Vanx winced down the stout liquor with a grimace. “It’s our plan. We’re all in this together.” Vanx passed the flask to Brody and wiped his mouth with a furred sleeve. “If someone doesn’t agree with part of your idea, I’m sure they’ll say so.”

“Yeah,” Darbon chimed in. “Let’s work this out now and get it over with. The sooner we kill that damn shrew, the sooner I can get back to—to…” He stopped himself before he blurted her name out loud and then found his cheeks aflame.

Brody patted him on the back and passed him the flask. “If a pull of this don’t take your mind off of her for a bit, then nothing will.”

Brody was right. It was a good while before Darbon could breathe, much less think.

*

“Are they thawed yet?” asked Smythe. Xavian had been listening with his eyes closed and the man’s voice mildly startled him. The others were sorting out the details of how they were going to catch a live snow leaper.

Xavian blinked himself out of his reverie and gave Smythe a kind, yet slightly irritated, smile. “I think they may be.” He looked at the others. They were already in a heated argument over whether staking a leaper in the open to draw a shrew was right or not.

“That’s insanity,” Brody snorted. “It’s just cruel.”

“You put a live krill on your hook to catch a mackerel,” Endell argued back. “What’s the difference?”

“I agree,” Chelda said. “Who cares what happens to the leaper? It’s bait.”

“I see your point,” Brody conceded. “But, by the gods, it’s almost like staking Poops out there. It’s a living thing, not a fish.”

Poops barked from the back of the shelter. He was lazing with the haulkats.

“Fish alive,” one of the Skmoes said with a grin, as he backhanded his brother across the chest. “Leaper just meat.”

“Poops meat, too,” the other Skmoe joked while giving Vanx a sharp look.

A sudden hush fell over the others.

Skog broke the silence by somehow ripping loose a long, noisy fart and belching at the same time. The Skmoes both gave him a nod of respect, and Chelda snorted out a disgusted grunt. Darbon laughed out loud when the sound caused Endell to spray a mouthful of his fiery drink. Within seconds of the eruption, Brody resumed his argument, and the others fell right back in.

Xavian shook his head, as if he were dismissing a group of children. At least they were occupied, and he could go through the packs in peace.

“Go fetch us a dry workspace and some absorbent tatters,” Xavian said.

When Smythe looked at him stupidly, Xavian chuckled. “A blanket and some rags, man, blanket and rags.”

They spread out the blanket and Xavian gingerly laid one of the packs down at its edge and patted the moisture away with one of the rags. When he was sure it was reasonably dry on the outside, he unfastened the buckles and opened the satchel flap. He was surprised to find that only a tiny corner of the papers inside had gotten wet. He used a bit of wizard fire, a small, flickering blue flame that he kept palmed in his hand, and carefully dried the old pages over it before laying them out.

They were written in some script that he couldn’t quite grasp. This caused his curiosity to suddenly override his desire for privacy.

“Vanx, come have a look of this,” he called, and before he could look up, half a dozen curious faces had ceased their argument and were crowding around the blanket. He handed Vanx what looked to be the first few pages of whatever the document was.

*

Vanx studied the parchment for a few moments, fumbled through the other pages, and then handed it all back. It was written in an ancient Zythian script called Drog. Vanx was so stunned by the implications that he made no comment.

A king who had ruled for three hundred years, attack plans and other orders written in Drog, and being carried by shagmar-riding gargans, or whatever they called themselves before the Skmoes labeled them such--it could only mean one thing, he knew, but he wasn’t about to heap more suspicion on the Zythian people just yet. Trying not to feel guilty about the deception, he looked closely at the mage.

“Can you read it?” he asked.

Xavian shook his head but held Vanx’s gaze, as if he knew Vanx had just been reading the words. “Can you?”

Vanx averted his eyes and made a slow nod. “I recognize the script; it’s called Drog, but no, I don’t think I can read it to you.” He was about to say more, but Chelda’s excited voice broke over the mumbling of the others.

“A map,” she blurted excitedly. “And you won’t believe what it shows on it.”

“What?” Vanx asked.

“What?” Several of the others asked over each other as well.

“It’s a map of the Bitterpeaks.” Chelda’s voice was giddy. “I recognize the location of this lake and the frozen falls. I’ve been there before, even slid across them. This valley over here is marked Lurr. The Lurr is a fabled forest from my people’s lore. If you enter it, supposedly, you’ll never find your way back out.”

“Let’s go there,” Darbon said in a dry tone that was dripping with sarcasm. “Sounds just like the Wildwood.”

“I’m not done.” Chelda’s glee turned into venom for the two heartbeats she stared at Darbon. Then, as if she’d never been interrupted, she pointed at a place on the map. “This little castle-looking thing right in the middle of the Lurr is marked.” She turned from the map to the others with a grin. “That can only be one thing.”

“It isn’t,” Xavian mumbled. “Rimehold?”

“Yes.” Chelda stabbed her finger at the map again. “It’s right here. The legendary palace of Aserica Rime.”

“Bah!” Endell thundered into the moment. Apparently, he was more than a little into his flask. “What does any of this dung-muttle have to do with killing a fargin saber shrew?”


Chapter Nine
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On an old barrel keg,
with a flask in hand,
I watched him turn
from a boy into a man.
-- Parydon Cobbles
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“I still don’t like this,” Brody whispered to Vanx, who was holding a fidgety, overexcited dog in his lap.

Vanx was feeling the thrill of the hunt mingling in his veins, almost as much as Poops was.

They were huddled in the snow under the skirt of a towering pine, waiting for one of the fat, barrel-keg-sized snow leapers to come bounding by. Endell and Smythe were working their way through the trees toward them in an attempt to startle a few of the leapers out of their shallow dens. The Skmoes were hiding, not too far away.

“Think, Brody,” Vanx reasoned. “You fought with the King’s Guard. You put an arrow in a big rock troll before. It’s not like it died on the spot. Arrow wounds kill slowly.”

“This here is an animal, not a cold-hearted, man-eating rock troll.” Brody shook his head and sighed. “Hunting and killing is one thing. Staking out live bait is barbaric. But don’t worry. I’ll do my part. I just don’t like it.”

“The shrew will die slowly, either way,” Vanx went on. “Remember Chelda saying that the one her people killed took out nine men before it stopped attacking. It was bleeding out the whole time. Are you up for that?”

“Those hand-thrown spears didn’t penetrate into its vitals when they hit. My arrows will. These blades are designed to tear up the guts of whatever they’re stuck in.” He flexed his hands. “In any case, the shrew is a flesh-eating beast, not a grazer, and using leapers to bait it is akin to us hunting sheep in a pen.” He chuckled softly, sending a plume of breathy fog roiling upward. “As far as our shrew goes, two of these well-placed arrows, and in less than a quarter glass he will be bled out and done. It’s that simple.”

“Not if it dies off in one of its tunnels, it won’t be simple. It will be—”

Just then Poops pricked his ears up and stiffened in Vanx’s lap. Vanx’s hearing, while far better than any human’s, wasn’t honed to the same frequencies as the dog’s. He trusted Poops’s reaction, though. The dog was beginning to shiver with anticipation and started trying to get loose. Vanx would have little choice but to let go of him soon. He could plainly hear now the crashing sounds of the approaching creature.

Vanx tapped Brody on the shoulder and motioned for him to be ready, then pointed in the direction from which the sound was coming. The whole while, he fought to keep a firm grip on Poops’s furry body harness.

Vanx was surprised that the young dog hadn’t growled or barked yet. He was breathing heavily, though, and the leapers were close. He hoped Poops could refrain from sounding out and redirecting them just a little longer. It would aggravate Endell to no end if the dog frightened their prey away before they could take it.

He’d just finished the thought when Poops’s high-pitched yapping split the air like a whip crack. Three big leapers shot out of the trees in front of them. One was ten feet in the air when it exited the trees, and it burst through the branches in an explosion of snow and pine needles. Another was only a blur as it sped past them in an arcing, ground-hugging streak. Before Vanx could even catch his breath, Poops tore free and was off after that one.

The third leaper had the extreme misfortune of landing right in front of where Vanx and Brody were hidden. Brody didn’t hesitate. He loosed his big arrow before it could leap away.

Vanx saw the missile trailing its cord like a streamer into the trees beyond the startled creature. For a heartbeat, he thought Brody had missed, maybe even missed on purpose, but as the creature leapt up through the trees away from them, Vanx saw the tiny line of red trailing in the air behind it. The arrow had gone through the leaper’s haunch.

Inda and Anda came bursting out from their nearby blind and chased down the arrow to get a hold of that end of the line. The other end was tied securely to a tree, leaving the leaper strung like a bead.

They’d managed to get their bait before the sun reached its zenith, but there was much more to do this day.

*

A short while later, the terrified leaper was limping on a tether-line in a wide open area west of the forest. Xavian had detected a possible hollow there, and there was a big tunnel running off from a cavity that was plain to the naked eye, because it had collapsed into a long, straight ditch for a few dozen yards and hadn’t filled back up with windblown yet. The mage assured Vanx that there were other tunnels below the surface as well.

Endell had said that where there were leapers, there were shrews, and the small copse of trees where they’d gotten their bait was but an arrow-shot off to the east. All of them had to agree that this was as good a spot as any.

It was still early in the day, and with each moment that passed waiting for something to take the bait, the group grew more tense.

Sir Poopsalot was beside himself with disappointment. Every now and again, Vanx could hear his howling on the wind. The dog was leashed to one of the three haulkat sleds Smythe was guarding back near the forest’s edge. When the moment of truth finally came and the shrew showed itself, Vanx didn’t want the young, aggressive dog in the way. It had taken them a good while to find him when he bolted after the snow leaper earlier. No one had voiced a complaint yet, but the annoyed look on the faces of Chelda, Skog and Endell as they searched for him spoke volumes.

Poops wasn’t the only miserable creature Vanx could hear. The poor leaper was whining and bleeding, as if it knew what fate awaited. What was worse was the wound it had opened when it reached the end of its tether. It hadn’t pulled the cord all the way through, but it ripped open a gash a handspan long, and hot blood was easing from it, sending up a small pillar of steam. The leaper’s snowy white fur was matted, and the wound looked bright scarlet against it. The frightened animal had trampled a circle of bloody pink snow ten paces across around the stake that held it in place. At first, it had tried to leap away, but the pain of its wounds and the tether worrying inside it caused it to cease. Now, it just hobbled and mewled like a young goat separated from its nanny.

Vanx now fully understood Brody’s reluctance to bait the shrew in this manner. He glanced at the old archer, who was huddled with his great-bow a good distance away.

Brody was doing his best to ignore the pitiful animal, but his displeasure was showing plainly on his face. Vanx just hoped the leaper didn’t bleed out while they were waiting.

Darbon had stayed back at the base camp. He was watching over the supplies and the other haulkats. The rest of the group, save for Smythe, was spread in a wide circle around the bait, waiting anxiously for their prey to come for its meal.

The wind wasn’t as bad here as it was farther away from the pine forest. The trees and terrain diverted the gale force gusts just enough for the area to be bearable and for visibility to remain fairly clear.

Poops’s insistent howling rode to Vanx’s ears again. He was glad the others couldn’t hear the dog. The silly mutt sounded almost as pitiful as the dying bait, and all because he was left behind with Smythe and the haulkats.

Skog was across from Vanx, his long-bladed pike shaft jutting up from the boulder-like huddle into which he had formed himself. A few dozen paces to either side of him were the twin Skmoes. They had powerful but compact horn bows, similar in design to the broken one they’d found by the ancient corpse. Apparently, they were a favorite hunting weapon of the natives.

Chelda had the old sword she’d found strapped to her waist, but still carried a heavy longbow in her hands. As brave and proud as she was, Vanx was sure she was smart enough not to try to stab a saber shrew with a short sword. At least he hoped she was.

Endell was off to Vanx’s left and was a bit more practical than the rest of them. He had a loaded crossbow in his arms and was standing there sipping his flask. He had three other crossbows laid out, loaded and ready to pick up and fire. As if he sensed Vanx’s eyes on him, he held up the flask in toast, grinned, and took a long pull.

The bundle of dark fur a few paces behind Endell was Xavian. The wizard had chosen the old tracker to be his protector while the killing went on. Vanx had offered to protect him personally, but Xavian had refused after seeing the thin-staved, plain-looking longbow Vanx planned to use. If Xavian wanted to trust his life to a man half drunk, then so be it.

Poops’s howling was becoming more insistent, or maybe the wind was picking up, better carrying the sound to Vanx’s ears. Or maybe, Vanx suddenly realized, it was because the snow leaper had ceased its mewling and was standing stock-still with wide, terrified eyes.

“It comes!” one of the twins half-shouted, half-whispered.

Vanx heard a thick, breaking sound, like an old tree trunk being bent over until it snapped. It was a terrifying noise, and for a fleeting moment Vanx looked down and felt as prone and helpless as the snow leaper. Then he saw it coming and had to swallow back his fear and surprise, for it was far bigger than he’d imagined.

A ridge of snow was being forced up—a swiftly approaching ridge at least as high as two grown men were tall. It was like seeing huge fish swimming just beneath the surface, or a flesh worm crawling under someone’s skin. He couldn’t see the shrew yet, but by the goddess, he knew it had to be huge to displace so much ice and snow.

“Be ready to loose,” Brody called out in his curt fashion.

The mound curved toward one of the twins, then lowered in height until its movements were no longer detectable.

“It dove! Damn the gods!” Chelda yelled as she danced around looking at the ground.

Seeing her, the others were suddenly concerned with their own immediate areas. If someone had approached at that very moment and seen them, it would have looked like some strange, primitive ritual, complete with a sacrificial animal and a frantic dance, was taking place.

“We’re all bait now,” Brody called with a sort of smug satisfaction in his voice. “How the hell is the shrew supposed to know which one of us is the bait?”

Vanx gave the ground a sharp look as he tried to think of what they could do to protect themselves. Then, cutting through the air like a ghostly howl, he heard one of the haulkats cry out. Poops’s stream of barks ended abruptly with the crunching of wood and Smythe’s horrible scream.

“It hit the sleds!” Vanx yelled. He was halfway there before the others even started in the right direction. He stopped when the shrew reared up. He pulled and let an arrow fly, but knew it was a feeble gesture. Then he saw Poops barking at the thing’s feet and started running again to save his tethered friend, for the beast was coming down on the dog and looked to be turning back into its hole.

A mortally wounded haulkat, dragging long loops of its own steamy innards and the tattered remains of one of the sleds, met Vanx and then tried to veer away from him. Vanx caught it by the restraining line and yanked it to a halt. His heart fell. It was the sled he’d tied Poops to, the one in which Smythe had been bundled. There wasn’t much left of the thing; just a few of the hitching boards and one bent iron skid.

Without another thought, Vanx charged to where the attack had occurred. It was a good thing, too, for no sooner had he taken ten steps away from the dying haulkat than the snow below it erupted in a terrible roaring explosion of claws and teeth. Vanx didn’t stop to look back for long, but in that fleeting glimpse he saw that the haulkat was gone from the surface now, and that only a gaping blood-spattered hole and the swiftly trailing line of its harness rig was left to show that it ever existed.

Vanx saw one of the other sleds stuck between two trees. The haulkatten hooked to it was pulling frantically, trying to flee, but was making no headway. The sled was wedged in tightly.

The third sled was bounding steadily away down the tree line, and out of the corner of his eye, Vanx saw one of the Skmoes and Endell redirecting their course to chase after it.

Pieces of the other sled littered the snow around the huge, gaping hole where the shrew had attacked it. Vanx nearly dove in to look for Poops, or some sign of him. He found part of Smythe’s leg near a bloody gouge at the tunnel’s edge. The amount of blood and gore in the smear that trailed away from the leg left no reason to hope that Smythe had survived.

Vanx’s heart clenched, and he had to fight back his anxiety. He’d left Poops tied off to the sled like bait. If his little companion had died because of it, he would never forgive himself.

Throwing caution into the wind, he jumped over the crest of broken ice and snow and went tumbling down into the shaft the shrew had left.

He didn’t find Poops, but he found the seat brackets to which he’d tied Poops’s tether. The leather line had been snapped. He frantically looked for paw prints down in the tunnel, where it leveled out. The bloody trail left by Smythe’s body was plain, but there was no sign of the dog.

He back-scrabbled up out of the hole, startling one of the Skmoes when he came up.

“Help me find Poops,” Vanx said in a harsh, panicked voice.

The Skmoe nodded and began making a fairly wide circle around the hole. He studied the ground as he went.

Vanx did the same, thankful for the simple order and thoroughness of the ever-widening circle search. It wasn’t long before he found Poops’s trail. The tracks were bloody, but not anything like Smythe’s deathly stain had been.

Vanx was starting to follow the trail into the forest when they heard another roaring eruption of snow in the distance. Chelda’s angry voice and Brody’s insistent orders followed the noise; then they were all drowned out by a growling hiss.

“I go,” the Skmoe said. “Shrew take bait. Skog need help.”

Vanx looked at him as if he were crazy. Poops was missing. Who cared about the damn shrew?

He took a deep breath to clear his head and sought out a mental place he had found in his youth. It was a place where the stress and panic of reality could be shed and clear decisions could be rendered. He understood then that the Skmoe was worried about his companion, too. Neither Skog, Chelda or Brody had left the baited area. Xavian was probably still there, as well. They were now fighting the shrew.

“Go,” Vanx said. He made the easy choice to go after Poops, instead of going to help the others. It was a decision based on loyalty and responsibility. Unlike the others, Poops was just a pup. The others were grown people being paid to be here. They could defend themselves, if need be. Vanx just hoped it was a decision that he wouldn’t regret, for the farther he went away from the battle, the more it sounded like they needed him.


Chapter Ten
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I’m off to make a fool of a fool,
and a fool of a kingdom too.
I might lose my head to the kingsman’s ax,
but I’ll try to fool him too.
-- The King of Fools
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Chelda’s first arrow struck the shrew before it had even fully breached the surface. Her shaft was only a splinter in the beast’s thickly furred skin, though. The shrew crunched the staked-out leaper and a wagon-load’s worth of bloody snow in its powerful, toothy jaws, then turned toward her and roared. Seeing this, Brody loosed immediately.

Brody’s first shaft thumped deeply into the shrew’s neck, causing the huge beast to come completely out of its hole. It thrashed and clawed at the arrow to no avail, but only for a moment.

Easily fifteen paces in length, not counting a tail half again as long, it looked like some grotesquely malformed prairie dog. Its teeth were fanged on top and bottom: the bottom two jutting up and coming back around its snout, the top two coming down as gently curving spikes. Its eyes were the size of dinner plates but looked small on its massive, rodent head. They were jaundiced, but with an ember glow in their depths. Brody saw that the beast was keeping its pink lids squinted, as if the daylight were a great discomfort.

Its fur was gray and damp, and streaked with traces of gold, red and brown. Its forepaws were small in comparison with the rest of it, but the four shovel-like claws splayed off of each of them were as big as a man’s forearm and sharp enough to tunnel through eons’ worth of compacted glacial ice. The long, hairless tail was flicking and flitting behind it, kicking up puffs of loose snow.

It let out a breathy roar that clouded its head in steam, then moved impossibly fast.

Brody nearly fumbled his great-bow when the shrew spun around to face him. It raised up and lunged on its haunches, stretching its seemingly compact body out to a surprising length, like a mongoose striking a snake. Brody managed to loose an arrow at its taut midsection before its head and claws came down just three paces before him, but he hadn’t had a full draw on his bow when he’d let it fly. He doubted the shaft had gotten any sort of penetration at all. He didn’t have time to fret about it, though, for he had to turn and run to avoid the shrew’s raking claws.

Skog lowered his long pike when the shrew landed with its body fully extended before Brody. The beast had exposed its entire profile to him. The half-breed Skmoe charged across the snow like a raging bull and thrust his barb-bladed pike deep into the shrew’s side. He twisted the shaft with a roll of his body, jumped up and violently yanked on it several times before turning and fleeing toward Chelda.

During all of this, Xavian was stiff with fear. Only the sight of one of the small, fur-clad twins charging back from the forest brought him out of shock. He was still in a panic, and apparently forgot the powerful charm spell with which he was going to befuddle the beast. For a second, it looked to Brody like the mage was frozen, but then Xavian mastered himself and started moving toward Chelda as well.

Anda, or maybe it was Inda, loosed an arrow on the run. Shot from the small horn bow, there was little hope of it doing real damage, but the Skmoe knew what he was doing—at least it appeared that he did.

The arrow struck the shrew just behind the eye and probably saved Brody from being mashed to a pulp by the raging beast’s foreclaw.

Brody leapt away, and just as soon as he felt he had cleared the range of the new attack, he wrestled another of his long, deadly shafts from the quiver over his shoulder and nocked it. When he turned and began to draw the arrow back, he was relieved to see that the creature was shifting its attention toward the approaching twin. The relief only lasted until he saw the shrew lunge for the Skmoe, though.

“What are you waiting for, wizard?” Brody yelled over the angry, rumbling growl of the beast. “Blind it! Confuse it! Do something!”

Xavian stopped his flight and started moving his arms about, as if to cast a spell at the shrew’s rear. To everyone’s surprise, though, the shrew’s powerful tail came around and whip-cracked him across the spine. He went tumbling toward Chelda and Skog.

Brody turned in disgust and was amazed by what he saw. He couldn’t believe that the crazy Skmoe was charging headlong into disaster, and here came Chelda now, hop-skipping over Xavian and drawing her old sword. With the Skmoe howling like a stuck hog beside the thing, she ran right up behind the shrew, ducking its tail, and let out a mighty roar of her own.

Brody couldn’t see what happened next, but the shrew reacted in a savage fashion, mule-kicking Chelda across the snow as if she were a straw-filled rag doll. She hit the hard-packed surface and tumbled badly. The sound of breaking bones cut across the tundra, and a harrowing scream followed.

Brody drew another arrow and loosed it. He was glad to see that Xavian was trying to get to his feet. Then he saw what Chelda had done. The shrew’s tail was hacked almost completely through, dragging like dead weight and spilling hot blood like a faucet. The wizard, oddly enough, threw up his arms and bounded out before the shrew. A bit of silvery powder sparkled through the air in front of him as he waved and shouted out, “Maxium illumin!”

Brody watched the stuff glittering through the wind between the mage and the closing creature begin to sparkle unnaturally. The brilliant flash of light that followed was so intense that he had to shield his eyes. He thought he heard Xavian scream out like a girl-child, and when he looked again, the mage was back in a curled huddle in the snow.

Brody instantly took full advantage of the shrew’s stunned condition. The Skmoe didn’t fare as well. The flash had bright-blinded him, and he fell headlong into a deep gouge the beast had made in the snow with its hind claws.

Skog grabbed Chelda’s dropped sword and went charging back at the shrew. He sidestepped its claw and then took a hard-charging three paces into the thing. He shoved the blade deep into the shrew’s vitals. He then dove quickly away as the beast thrashed and howled out in pain and anger.

Brody also went for its guts. With measured calm, he strode closer to the blinded shrew and loosed two shafts deep into its underbelly.

The shrew had no inclination to die out in the open tundra, though. Driven by pure instinct, it started tunneling down, trying to get below the surface with all the strength it had left.

“Get up, wizard!” Brody yelled. “Muddle its mind!” He ran over and yanked Xavian up by the robe. “It’s getting away. Are you all right, man? Stop it from getting away!”

Xavian blinked at him and looked as if he didn’t know where he was. He shook his head a few times and then looked at Brody again. His eyes were unfocused and watery. Brody was no healer, but he could tell that the damage to them was serious.

“It’s going under, man,” Brody pleaded more calmly. “You don’t need to see it to cast a spell, do you?”

Xavian managed to shove Brody away. “It’s done. Go see to Chelda.”

Brody looked, and already the beast was stilling its effort. Most of the creature’s rear was exposed, and it was shivering and twitching now, instead of clawing. The loss of blood and bitter cold was finishing the deed.

*

Poops’s bloody tracks led through the forest in a wild, zigzagging pattern. Vanx was stricken with dread. Not even the fear he’d felt standing before the mighty red dragon Pyra could compare to thoughts of losing Sir Poopsalot out here.

Fighting his way through a bramble that grabbed at his garb like tiny clawing hands, he stumbled into a heap, only to find himself looking at a larger, darker blood stain in the snow. Anguish nearly consumed him. He had to fight back the tears his human side wanted to shed because they burned his Zythian orbs so badly.

He couldn’t give up. He wouldn’t.

Eventually, the bloody paw prints led back to the very place where Vanx, Brody and the young dog had been huddled earlier in the morning, waiting for the snow leaper to flush out. With the relief of a mother finding her lost child flooding over him, Vanx fell to his knees beside his stilled friend. Poops’s wound wasn’t mortal, but the dog was stiffening in the cold, nonetheless. His eyes were glazed, and he was unresponsive. Vanx wanted to snatch him up in his arms and cradle him. Instead, he set about using what little natural magic his Zythian blood afforded him.

Sometime later, the soft yellow glow of power radiating from Vanx’s hands faded. The tears were flowing now. He felt exhausted and sick. He’d expended far more energy than he ever had, and Poops hadn’t responded at all. It was all he could do to pull his thick fur cloak about both of them before he drifted off into a deep, spell-weary sleep.

*

It was nearly dark when Brody found Vanx. He and the others had been so caught up in tending Chelda’s broken arm and using the two remaining haulkats to pull the shrew back out of its hole, that they forgot all about Smythe, Vanx and the dog.

The old archer grew deeply concerned when he couldn’t stir Vanx. He could see that he was alive, though. Vanx’s every shallow breath expelled a small cloud of steam from the depths of his furred collar. He gave up nudging his boss with his boot, then knelt down and shook him a little more violently. He was rewarded with a heart-stopping snap of teeth as some terrible creature came bursting from the folds of the cloak. The bundle of aggressiveness faded into a happy yipping wag as Poops recognized who it was.

Only careful coaxing, and a good-sized piece of bloody shrew meat, got Poops to give up guarding his companion. Skog threw their employer over his shoulder and carried him out to the sled.

After seeing how Poops was hobbling and favoring his wounded side, Brody picked him up and carried him as well. When they got to the sled, he sat Poops down and the dog went straight to where Vanx was laid out in the back.

The only sound that broke over the steady hiss of the wind on the long, starlit ride back to camp was Chelda’s occasional burst of angry gibberish each time the sled went over a bump. Between them, wrapped in a blanket, was Smythe’s frozen leg. It was all that was left of the man.

Skog and the Skmoes had stayed behind, setting up a tent on the lee side of the beast. Someone had to watch over it and keep the frost-wings from picking apart their prize. Brody only hoped they would still be there in the morning when he returned.


Chapter Eleven
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The wizard saw the king and the king gave toast,
“Here’s to the wizard that blessed our host.”
“Its true,” said the wizard. “But now you owe.”
“The price is small. Just an unborn soul.”
-- The Weary Wizard
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Before Vanx had fully recovered from the stupor in which the healing of Sir Poopsalot had put him, they were halfway back to Orendyn. He hadn’t intended to go with the others. He’d wanted to follow the feeling in his guts and head off to find Rimehold, or whatever it was that was calling. With Chelda and Sir Poopsalot injured, and the third sled destroyed, he had to concede that going back to Orendyn to recover and regroup was the wisest thing to do. Besides that, he’d been too dazed and spent to argue with his companions.

He was amazed by the clever way Endell and Brody had rigged up the sleds to haul them and their kill. It was no easy feat. Without their cunning, losing that third sled could have proven to be a disaster.

The front half of the front sled was left clear for some of them to ride on. In the wagon-bed-like back of the sled, the shrew’s massive head and shoulders were lashed down tightly. The weight of the beast’s body was suspended from there to the other sled. It didn’t sag in the middle because it was frozen solid. All three of the haulkattens were hooked up to the traces in single file in a pulling rig that the Skmoes had fashioned out of the lines of the broken sled. The cats didn’t like it, but they pulled anyway.

It took them an extra five hundred paces just to get the load started, but once it was moving along, it glided across the snow nicely.

Endell rode the lead haulkat not only to keep it pulling, but so he could look out for hollows and gullies, and also so he could let those riding in the rear know when to pull the sticks so that the rig didn’t slide over the animals.

The Skmoes rode in the front sled. Skog rode with them, when he wasn’t sitting atop the shrew’s back. For a long time, he’d sat there with his spear held high, as if the frozen shrew were his mount. The silly charade had gone on far longer than it had been funny.

They’d left the base camp intact so that any of them could return and use it in the future. Vanx hadn’t argued, thinking he’d be using it again on his way into the Bitterpeaks. What supplies they had left were stuffed here and there, where space allowed, so that he, Poops and Chelda could lay out in the back of the trailing sled.

Looking around while sitting up on his elbows, he was thinking about going back. He figured the Hoar Witch’s ice palace and Rimehold were most likely one and the same. After a few moments, he noticed that Xavian wanted to say something but couldn’t find his words. Curiously, the wizard never did get around to speaking.

As the sled slid casually along, about a day out of Orendyn, Vanx was absently scratching Poops behind the ears and contemplating the map Chelda had found. He wasn’t sure that Rimehold was where the feeling was pulling him, but it felt right, especially since Skully believed his father was born from the Hoar Witch. The feeling was only growing more insistent each day. He wanted to ask Chelda about guiding him up into the Bitterpeaks but wasn’t sure she would be healed soon enough to suit his growing impatience. She clearly wanted to go, even though their destination sat right in the middle of the Lurr. Still, he would rather wait a week or two longer and have a guide he felt he could trust.

He knew Darbon wouldn’t be coming along, which was just as well. This was a personal expedition, and he wouldn’t want the boy to come to harm over his curiosities. He couldn’t be sure what awaited him in the mountains, but that didn’t dissuade him at all.

“I’ll not want to be turning loose my share of the map I found,” Chelda sat up suddenly and said to both of them.

“Nor I,” Xavian blurted under his breath.

There was a short, tense silence.

“Well, good, then,” Vanx finally said, surprising them both. “Now I don’t have to try to talk the two of you into traipsing off into the Bitterpeaks with me.”

The three of them seemed content for a while. Then Brody, who was sitting facing rearward on the blanket-covered stump of the shrew’s tail just above them, said, “I’ll be wanting in on that, too, I guess, but only if it’s planned and prepared for well.” He gave Vanx a stern look. “The Bitterpeaks are no place to go blundering around in.”

“Aw, and you’ve been there, then?” Chelda taunted him. “I myself was born and raised in those crags and valleys. It didn’t take much planning for all that now, did it?”

“He’s right, Chelda,” Vanx said with a grin at her spunk. “He’s just used to there being a sense of order to things.”

“How would you approach organizing this trek into my people’s homeland, then?” Chelda asked.

Vanx and Xavian both watched and listened intently to the exchange.

“Well, first, we’d only bring one sled,” Brody started. “It would only go with us until the foothills get too steep for the animals to pull it.” He scratched his chin and shrugged. “We would ride the kattens in saddles, like they use to haul ore in Parydon, and maybe take two extra animals to carry the supplies.”

“Nah, nah,” Chelda said with a shake of her round head. “All those supplies will just weigh us down. We carry on our person what we need to stay warm and hunt with: rope, arrows, and dried staples. Those big cats can’t traverse that sort of terrain, and you can’t travel with them without hauling their bulky sacks of meal. You need a hoofed mount up there, not one with pads and claws.” She snorted out a laugh, then. “Stupid cats will fall right off the mountainside and take you down with them.”

“What would we ride, then?” Xavian asked.

“Ride?” Chelda laughed out a big cloud of steam. “If you have to ride, you ride a devil-horned goat, or a big ramma, like the rim riders. It’s easier just to walk.”

Xavian shivered. “That seems so tiring.”

Chelda and Brody both laughed at that.

“If we wanted to ride, say on the less dangerous passes and through the valleys and such…” Vanx smiled at their mirth as he asked, “…do you know where we could get hold of some of these creatures?”

“Of course.” Chelda tried to make a gesture with her splinted arm and the color drained from her face. She cursed under her breath.

“We shouldn’t listen to her, Vanx,” Brody jested. “She found a way to break her arm on flat ground; there’s no telling how bad she could hurt herself up in the mountains.”

“Aye.” Vanx grinned at her. “But I, for one, would want no other to guide us.” He made what he hoped was a serious face.

Poops crawled into his lap because Vanx had stopped his affectionate ear scratching.

“But there’s more to my wanting to go up there than treasure hunting and glory seeking,” he continued after the dog had settled. “It is complicated, and once you hear the truth of it, you may not want to go with me.” His eyes met Brody’s. “When you find out some things, some things that you could have never guessed about me, you might even decide not to be my friend anymore.”

“By the gods, Vanx,” Xavian said suddenly, “you’ve got me more than curious now. What is all this about?”

He told them, then. He told them that he was a fifty-three-year-old half-blooded Zythian, possibly the only half-human, half-Zythian to have survived birth in an eon. He told them that his father was the infamous Captain Marin Saint Elm, the same captain who had kept the Zythian ship witch on board his ship Foamfollower. The same captain who went down with said ship on the very first voyage it took without her. He told them that he suspected he was kin to Aserica Rime, and that there was an uncanny power calling him toward the Bitterpeaks. He also told them that he was going with or without them, that he didn’t need the map because he’d memorized it, and that he had no idea what sort of fate awaited him at the end of his quest.

“If she’s a real witch, which I expect she is, to be the root of so much legend and lore, then she might still be alive. There is no guessing what sort of foul things she keeps in her service up there, either,” Vanx finished.

“I’d have never guessed your age,” Brody said with a shake of his head. “You’re right about that, but just because I think of Zythians as strange, don’t mean I can’t be your friend.”

“I know folks who will turn and walk away when they see yellow eyes in the shops along the row, or by the merchants’ bazaar,” said Xavian, “but I’ve been on many a ship with your people, and I’ve found them relatively normal, if a bit cocky and snide. There’s always a heathen—uh, I mean a Zythian—down by the dockside near the luxury district.”

Vanx didn’t let his hackles rise because of the mage’s slip of the tongue. Xavian was blushing furiously, and Vanx could see that he was now getting the gist of what he was concerned about. Vanx searched Chelda now, who was studying him closely, too, a half-grin, half-narrow-browed scowl on her round face.

“I can’t have a problem with you, Vanx,” she laughed. “Not if you’re Marin Saint Elm’s son. You’re practically gargan, like me. Everyone knows that Saint Elm’s priestly father came from over the mountains when the king of his age started up the ore mines and began clearing the great forests of their timber. I can’t recall the whole story, but I remember this much: the Hoar Witch captured a priest of Arbor and bespelled him to fall in love with her, but being that she was immortal and he was not, she used his seed to get her with child, but not just one child, as you think. There are several witch children in our lore. One of our eldritch could tell you the stories of them all.” She shrugged but was smiling brightly now. “Some of the children are supposedly the beasts that wander the Lurr, protecting her stronghold. There is Saint Ash and Saint Blackthorn, Saint Hemlock, and Saint—”

“More likely those are just the trees of the Lurr itself,” Xavian said.

“Bah.” She slapped his chest with her good arm backhand fashion. “Don’t be presuming in the middle of my story.”

The gesture was so much like the way the twin Skmoes smacked each other that both Brody and Vanx had a deep laugh. The mirth only grew when Xavian furrowed his brows and rubbed at his chest like a scolded child.

“Could we possibly meet with one of your eldritch when we go to purchase some ramma or devil-horns?” Vanx finally asked. “Maybe spend an evening hearing all of them?”

“I’m sure it can be arranged.” She grinned. “But it will take more than one evening to hear them all.”

*

In high spirits, despite their injuries and the death of Smythe, they rode through the gates of Orendyn’s ice wall the next evening. Skog the skog sat proudly atop the shrew but had to lie flat against its thick fur to keep from being toppled off of the beast by the city gate’s archway. It was late, and most of the northern part of the city was asleep or bundled in for the night, but still a small crowd gathered and began following them through the streets. It wasn’t every day they got to behold one of the tundra’s fiercest predators.

The companions stopped the monstrous thing right in front of the Iceberg Inn and Tavern. Vanx figured that Lem and Fannie wouldn’t mind. By morning there would be a score of local merchants and tavern men converging to make a bid on a share of the meat, and ten times as many thirsty gawkers hoping to hear about the kill and get a glimpse.

Vanx followed Darbon through the door, holding Poops in his arms as if the dog were a newborn child. Despite the powerful urge he had to be elsewhere, he was happy to be back. Darbon had clearly never been more glad to be someplace in his life. Both of them were grinning, at least until they saw Gallarael Martin Oakarm, the Princess of Parydon, waiting expectantly by the hearth fire. The look on her face told them so much more than they wanted to know. That much grief could only mean one thing. Trevin was dead.


Chapter Twelve
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Old Master Wiggins
loved the Spring Fair dance.
He twirled and spun so hard and fast,
he came out of his pants.
-- a Parydon street ditty
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When Gallarael saw Darbon’s face, she dropped her eyes. What little excitement she was showing scrunched back into anguish. Darbon stopped stock-still, and Vanx had to brush past him to get inside the tavern. For an awkward moment, he didn’t know what to do with Poops, but the dog began to squirm, so Vanx sat him on the floor. Poops gave Gallarael’s boot a curious sniff, then he hobbled off toward the kitchen looking for a treat.

Vanx wrapped his arms around her and hugged her, kissing the top of her head like a father might when gathering in a troubled child.

“He died, Vanx,” she sobbed into his shoulder. “He got the gut rot and died because of me. And look at Darbon’s scars. Oh gods, look what I’ve done.”

“Quazar and the wizards couldn’t--”

“They did all they could do.”

Vanx didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing. He looked around the common room as he held her close. At this hour, the tavern was empty. Most of the chairs had been turned upside down, and the floor had been swept. A pair of merchants were at the bar and had stopped their conversation to stare at the teary scene taking place by the fire.

Vanx realized that Gallarael was alone; no handmaidens about, no retinue of armed soldiers to guard her.

Chelda, Skog and a dozen curious townsfolk came streaming in. Chelda ran right into Darbon, who was still standing there like a statue.

Lem, the owner, was trying to ignore Vanx and his terrible situation and motioned for the newcomers to come over to the bar and allow Vanx some space. Vanx nodded his appreciation.

“I’ll buy the first round, if you tell us the tale, Chelda,” a man said jovially.

“Hear, hear! And I’ll buy the second,” said another.

Chelda agreed and whispered something to Darbon.

Darbon blinked himself out of his shocked state and went to ask about Salma.

Vanx could tell that the boy was troubled. He was sure Darbon understood that their friend was dead. He could only hope that seeing Gallarael wouldn’t send him back into his depression.

Brody and the Skmoes came in, bringing with them a blast of cold air and another group of gawkers. Suddenly, the common room was bustling and alive with people.

“Do you have a room?” Vanx asked, having to speak loudly and into her ear now to be heard.

Gallarael nodded into his shoulder that she did.

“Did you run away without telling anyone where you were going?”

She nodded again. Then she pulled back enough to look into his eyes.

“I didn’t know what to do,” she said. She took in the crowd and then wiped her nose self-consciously. Her eyes were red-rimmed and sunken into her pale face, and her nose was bright pink and raw.

“They think my name is Galra.” She nodded toward where Lem and Fannie were hustling to fill some mugs. “I told them that I am the sister of a friend of yours who died.” Tears still streaked her cheeks, but a genuine, if slight, smile crept across her beautiful face. “Salma is nice. She’s smitten with Dar.”

“How long have you been here?” Vanx took in her new look. Her once long, wheat-golden hair was cropped short and black as pitch. “What did you do to your hair? Did you dye it?”

“Three days.” She let out a deep sigh as she went on. “And it’s not dye. I’ve changed inside Vanx. I’m not—not--” She paused to brush away a tear. “I’m not normal anymore. The remedy you brought back saved me from death, but I still change sometimes.” She started crying again and leaned into Vanx. “When I get angry,” she sobbed, “the darkness, it just…it just takes me over.”

Vanx held her but couldn’t help shuddering at the thought. He remembered all too clearly Gallarael’s razor claws, her snarling, furrowed face and wild, cherry eyes when he’d seen her huddled over Trevin’s body. Her skin had been dark, as if she’d been dipped in tar. Her eyes had been shot with blood and her mouth full of sharp teeth. She’d been vicious in that state, so much so that she had unintentionally thrashed her lover, Trevin, as well as Darbon’s face.

She must have felt him stiffen, for she pushed herself away from him again and met his eyes. “It’s not like before.” Her voice was defensive but sure and steady. “I have control over my actions. And sometimes I have control over when I change. When the darkness is on me now, I don’t feel terrified. I have accepted that part of me. I’m not prim little Princess Gallarael.”

She seemed to be proud of these things, and Vanx didn’t presume to judge her. He, if anyone, knew what it was like to be different.

“Well, don’t go changing around here.” Vanx forced a smile. “Not unless you can grow a good pelt. It’s cold outside. And I doubt Lem would want you to scare this crowd away.”

Vanx kissed the top of her head again. “It will be all right, Gallarael—I mean Galra.”

“Just call me Gal,” she told him. “And go tell Darbon, so he doesn’t give me up as the Princess of Parydon. I don’t want my father’s men over here searching for me.”

“Your mother is probably beside herself with worry.”

“She probably hasn’t noticed I’m gone yet.”

Vanx had to wait for a good long while for Salma to pull her lips away from Darbon’s. He was certain that anything he said to the boy would just flow into one ear and out the other.

Seeing Vanx watching them, Salma let Darbon loose and moved to give Vanx a hug.

“I’m so sorry about your friend Trevin,” she said solemnly. “And I’m glad you brought Darbon back in one piece. Galra told me a little about the two of you.” She looked at Darbon with glowing eyes. “A lot about one of you.”

Vanx cut Darbon off before he could say anything. “I know you don’t want to turn loose of your man just yet—” he smiled kindly at his friend, “—but I have a bit of news to share with him. You can have him all to yourself when I’m done.”

Salma nodded, and tears of compassion spilled down her rosy cheeks. She kissed Darbon then hurried off to help tend the late-night customers.

“What was that all about?” Darbon asked. “I know Trevin didn’t make it. I can see it in Princess Gallar—”

“Shhh,” Vanx shushed him. “That’s just it. They think she was Trevin’s sister,” Vanx said, only as loud as he had to. “She ran away from home and wishes to remain anonymous, for the time being.”

“Well, that explains why Salma was calling her Galra.” Darbon dropped his eyes. “How is she taking it?”

“Not well, and there’s more to it, but it can wait until the morrow.” Vanx gave him a pat on the back. “Trevin died for what he believed in. Never forget that, and don’t let any of this ruin your homecoming.”

“It does feel like a homecoming, Vanx.” Darbon’s look grew serious and his tone heartfelt. “I think that’s exactly what this place is for me: home.”

“I know, Dar.” Vanx smiled. “And I’m glad for you and Salma. Now come over and say hello to Gal. Just, whatever you do, don’t get her angry. She needs us to cheer her up.”

Darbon nodded. “I’ll be over as soon as I get us a round of those free mugs.”

“Good.” Vanx turned back to the table, where Galra awaited him. He was glad beyond measure to see that Darbon had gotten over Matty and that this new troubling news hadn’t sent him tumbling back down into his grief.

The three of them, with Salma stopping by to sit with them every chance she could manage, listened to Chelda tell the exaggerated tale of how they baited and killed the fearsome saber shrew.

Brody laughed heartily at the embellishments and threw in his own two coppers’ worth when she let him. Xavian blushed, but stood and bowed when his deeds were spoken of. The Skmoes nodded a lot, and drank even more. And they slapped each other across the chest every time their part in the hunt was brought up.

But Skog took the cake. He had impaled the shrew with his long pike, and then again with Chelda’s newfound sword. He spent the evening puffing out his formidable chest, as if he were the king of the world.

And the mugs of free drink kept coming.

Endell drank, too, and he spent a good bit of time putting words in all the right ears. He stopped by and introduced himself to Galra, offered his condolences, and then told Vanx that the morrow would be a very busy and profitable day for them. Already, two of the wealthiest houses and several merchants had sent runners up to inquire about meat, pelt and teeth.

It wasn’t until Vanx finally stood up and made a toast that the rest of the room got a sense of the sorrow that was hovering around his table.

Vanx made the toast to Smythe, who gave his life on the hunt, and to Trevin Lispan, who ultimately gave his life saving the girl he loved. “I can say that they both died well, and that is all any of us can ever hope to do.”

The people all toasted the loss, but the crowd slowly petered away after that.

Vanx didn’t wait for them to go. He escorted Galra to her room, then found Sir Poopsalot in the kitchen and retired himself. He chose not to dwell on the sorrows and losses of the past, nor the glory of the day. He went to sleep looking forward to what tomorrow might bring and knew that if Trevin were looking down at him from any sort of heaven, his friend would respect that the most.

But the hopeful outlook fled him in sleep. He spent the night tossing and turning to wild nightmares about a dark, living force and red-glowing eyes out in the rubble that never seemed to let him out of their sight.

When he woke, the urge to be somewhere else was overwhelming.


Chapter Thirteen
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A battle they did wage,
By the thousands they did die;
against dragons and demons,
across the land and sky.
-- The Ballad of Ornspike
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For Vanx, the next few days went by in a blur. The Skmoes had taken their meat, hide and claws and disappeared happily, leaving the others to worry over the rest of the shrew. Vanx was continually bargaining, bickering, and parceling out portions of the meat from the massive beast.

He had help. Darbon and Skog did most of the skinning, and Chelda helped cut and weigh the meat, on a scale they borrowed. But it had fallen on Vanx to handle most of the negotiating. The tanners they’d commissioned had agreed to ready the hide, and the tailors to cut and sew the coats Vanx wanted made. They did all of this in exchange for small swatches of the fur and generous portions of meat. Even after all of that, there was still a good deal of hide to sell, and several claws. Vanx let Brody auction it off to the highest bidder, right in the street, and spent the evenings sitting around the Iceberg Inn counting coins.

Xavian found an apothecary who wanted to buy the beast’s bones, skull and brain. Apparently they had some sort of medicinal value. Vanx didn’t care, because they offered a surprising sum. By the time the mighty saber shrew was reduced to naught but a bloody stain in the snow, there were nearly eight hundred pieces of gold to divide amongst them.

After all the expenses were taken out, and a decent burial plot and priest provided to bury Smythe’s leg, they had just more than a hundred each.

On the fifth evening after their return from the hunt, Vanx was counting out their shares in the great room of the Iceberg. Skog and Brody were there, and both of them heavily armed. Xavian, who was now looked upon by the city folk as some sort of powerful sorcerer, stood behind Vanx, guarding over the table full of growing stacks like a hovering hawk. Darbon and Salma were up in their room, probably enjoying Vanx’s absence.

Even though she wasn’t owed a share of the gold, Chelda was there. She’d taken the four huge saber fangs in payment and was certain she had gotten a far better deal than the others. She was standing watch, though, and Vanx noticed she was subtly taking in Gallarael.

“Well, Lem, I guess you get one of these two odd coins,” Vanx called over to the nervous inn owner. “Though we’ve brought you enough custom to earn ourselves a year of free room and board, I think.”

“As you say, Vanx,” Lem replied with a jovial grin. “And I thank you for it, but if you don’t get all that gold off of the table soon, I’ll clout you on your head. I don’t want no bandits, nor pirates, storming in and tearing up my place.”

“Who gets the other coin?” Chelda asked curiously over some chuckles at Lem’s boldness.

“We will let the richest dog in all of the realm decide it,” Vanx announced.

Poops had been divvied out a full share of the coin. It was Vanx and Darbon’s profit for organizing the expedition. The others gave no argument.

Vanx took the single gold coin and wrapped it up in a cloth. He gave it to Poops and the dog took it in his mouth. To everyone’s delight, the pup cocked his head sideways, as if expectantly awaiting instructions.

“Who should get the extra gold, Poops?” Vanx asked, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Take it to whoever you think deserves it the most.”

Vanx didn’t expect it, so the hot thread of tingly fire that fused its way up his spine made him gasp. Suddenly, Xavian was whispering something in his ear. The wizard had felt it, too. It had come from Poops.

Sir Poopsalot had grown in celebrity among the regulars of the Iceberg, and several people began calling out his name, whistling, and slapping their thighs, trying to get him to come give them the gold piece. Poops paid them no mind. He turned from Vanx and trotted quickly into the kitchen. A moment later, over the boos and playful jeers of the small crowd, Fannie’s gleeful yell rang out.

“One hundred thirteen golden galleons each,” Vanx finally announced. “That’s not a fortune, friends, but it’s a good start.” He pushed a stack each to Brody, Skog, and an inebriated Endell. He left a stack for Xavian and then pushed the other three--his, Darbon’s, and Poops’s--into a drawstring bull-scrotum pouch. After tying it off and making it disappear into his shirt, he stood. He was amazed by the feeling the dog had given him but was as tired as he’d been in a good while.

“Drinks are on Darbon and me,” he called out. “One round of your best, Lem, for everyone here.”

A smattering of thanks and cheers followed, and the rest of the evening was spent enjoying the great hearth fire and the now, absurdly exaggerated, tale of their hunt. Vanx downed his mug and had another. He was enjoying the fact that the shrew was gone and no longer an issue with which he had to concern himself. He had so much more on his mind and was now glad to be able to think about it all.

After a while, Gallarael sat down close to him. She’d waited until he was the only one who could hear her before she spoke. “Why does Chelda keep trying to get me up to her room?” she asked. “And why is Molly the barmaid glaring at me?”

Molly, Vanx now knew, was the name of the barmaid that worked when Salma was busy elsewhere, which she was now, with Darbon. Molly was the woman he’d seen sneaking down the stairs with Chelda the morning before Springfest.

“Molly used to be Chelda’s lover.” Vanx laughed at Gallarael’s expression. “You can figure the rest out, I think.”

“Oh my.” Gallarael giggled. She blushed and tried her hardest not to look at either of the other women, but Vanx could tell she was having a time of it. A few moments passed before Gallarael spoke again, and the question caught Vanx off guard.

“When are we going to find the witch’s palace?”

He looked at her closely.

She’d said “we.” He could see that she was serious, too. She really wanted to go off into the Bitterpeaks instead of staying here where it was warm, with Darbon and Salma, until she could face her problems back in Parydon.

“You shouldn’t go,” he said.

“Well at least you didn’t say I couldn’t.” She forced a smile. “That’s a start.”

“Look, Gal, it’s cold out there. It’s cold like you’ve never imagined before. There are dangerous creatures and there’s treacherous terrain to traverse, not to mention a whole lot of time doing nothing but riding, climbing and walking. It might not be what you’re expecting it to be. You might—” and Vanx tried his hardest to not be condescending, “—you might not take it too well.”

Gallarael sneered and looked around the room, searching something out. When she found what she was after, she rose from her chair, strolled across the common room, and grabbed up Salma’s leaper-fur coat from its hook by the bar.

“Get your coat,” she told Vanx firmly. “We’re going for a walk.”

“I don’t mean—”

“Go get your coat, Vanx.”

He nodded. Seeing the mixed look of anger and determination in her dark eyes reminded him of her mother, who’d been his lover for some time, back in Parydon.

Not long after, they were walking through the hard-packed street at a brisk clip. A heavily laden sled worked its way across their field of vision, up ahead on a cross street. The city lamps were still lit, but the streets were empty of people. Vanx guessed that the lamp snuffer was late on his rounds, or maybe everyone was just buttoned down early on this cold spring night.

Vanx had to trot just to keep up with her. He started to ask where they were going, when Gallarael suddenly turned into the mouth of a dark alley, yanking him after her. She peeled off Salma’s coat as if it were afire and threw it at Vanx, not to him, and by the time he fumbled his catch, she was nowhere to be seen.

Hesitant, he took a step deeper into the alley, and then he froze in his tracks. Two cherry red eyes blinked at him from the darkness.

“Do you think I need to fear the beasts of the Bitterpeaks now?” The curiously feminine voice was a gravelly hiss. It sounded nothing like Gallarael, but he knew it was her.

Suddenly, the eyes were gone, and Vanx felt his blood chill to a degree far colder than the air around him. Only a few times in his long life had he ever been this afraid, and at that moment he was too terrified to name any of them. He’d seen what Gallarael had done in her changeling form. She’d bested Matty, Trevin, Darbon, and half-a-dozen huge, green-skinned ogres. He thought about turning and running, but instead steeled himself for what was to come. If he trusted her, he had to show it here.

A claw slid gently down his cheek, the arm connected to it reaching from behind him. Reflexively, he whirled away and went into a defensive crouch.

“Even with your Zythian ears and those emerald eyes of yours, you didn’t sense me come upon you just then.”

“What are you doing, Gallarael?” The truth of her words unnerved him. He hadn’t sensed her at all.

“Call me Gal, Vanx,” she hissed sharply.

He could see her silhouette now. She was outlined by the lamplit lane behind her. The power of her sleek, voluptuous form was punctuated starkly by the fierce eyes that held him.

“Now, tell me of these dangers I might face if I go with you on your witch hunt.” She hissed out a sarcastic chuckle. “Tell me how I should go back to Parydon and play the pretty princess, Vanx.”

In a blur of motion, she ran halfway up the wall on her way toward him and flipped up into the darkness over his head. He felt her claws graze across his scalp and then heard the soft muffle of her feet landing directly behind him. The steamy cloud of her feral-smelling breath billowed out over his shoulder, and he felt the warmth of her words as she whispered in his ear. “I think you might need to rethink how you view me, Vanx.”

Her clawed touch lifted from his skin, and her next words came from deeper in the alley’s darkness.

“The creatures of the Lurr might be a little much for you and your companions.” Her hissing tone shifted back to her normal pleasant voice as she spoke. “You might need something like me to help protect the lot of you.”

Her emphasis on labeling herself as a thing didn’t escape Vanx, and all he could manage to force out of his mouth was a feeble, “Yes.”

From the shadows, Gallarael, as normal as can be, save for her short black hair, stepped out and took Salma’s coat from Vanx. After she put it on, she leaned up and kissed his cheek sweetly.

“I knew you’d understand,” she said and then led him back to the Iceberg Inn.

Halfway down the block, Vanx caught her shoulder. “Look, Gal.” He knew his expression was troubled, but he saw her now in a whole new light. This wasn’t a frail girl, but a savage creature.

“They have to know—the others, I mean,” he said. “They trust me. I can’t surprise them with some terrifying changeling out on the slide, or just decide to bring a frail young woman in on our plans, without making them fully aware of the situation.” Vanx forced a smile and shrugged. “Besides, what about Chelda’s affections?”

Gallarael laughed. “I will take care of Chelda.” The way she purred the words seductively left Vanx to wonder. “You can explain it to Xavian and the others however you like.”

“How will you take care of Chelda?”

“Girls don’t tell.” She grinned at his discomfort. “Being the emerald-eyed lady-killer you are, you should have learned that a long time ago.”

*

Later that night, Chelda’s terrified scream cut through the silence of the inn, waking all but the heaviest of sleepers. Poops cut loose with a peal of worrisome barking that Vanx thought sounded nothing like that of a puppy anymore.

Several loud expletives could be heard after that, then the slamming of a door. Vanx was glad that it was Chelda he heard cursing. At least Gallarael hadn’t sliced her up.

Vanx saw that Darbon was still an unconscious lump over in his disheveled bed and went about calming his excited dog with a soft song.

No sooner had Poops relaxed than a pounding at the door set the pup off again.

Vanx had to yell at the dog to get him to be quiet this time.

When he opened the door, Chelda burst in and nearly bowled him over. “What in all the seven hells is that horrible thing?” she asked. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

Despite his better judgment, and all the wisdom he’d garnered over fifty-three years of life, Vanx couldn’t help but burst out laughing.


Chapter Fourteen
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They live out in the forest,
killing everything they can.
You’d be better to poke the High King’s eye
than cross a Highlake man-
A Highlake Mountain Man.
-- Mountain Man
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Brody and Darbon were laughing the next morning, but they knew nothing of what had or hadn’t transpired between the two women the night before. They were laughing at the shiny black eye Vanx was sporting and speculating humorously on how we got it.

“A bedroom mule-kick from the lovely lady Masrak he’s been discreetly seeing,” Darbon ventured.

“So, you two cobble gobblers know about her?” Vanx asked, which only drew more laughter out of the two men.

“No, no,” Brody chimed in. “That big woman, the one that swoons when he sings the slow songs, it was her.” Brody fought to contain himself as he tried to finish. “She popped him in the eye when he wouldn’t go get her a ham loaf in the middle of the night.”

The truth was, Chelda had slugged him in the eye when he burst out laughing at her. The last thing he wanted was for these two jesters to find out about that, though. He’d never hear the end of it if they did.

“I can see by your scowl that you’re not enjoying this as much as we are,” Brody said. “If you’d just tell us the truth of it, then we could quit guessing and move on.”

Vanx started to make something up but thought better of it when he saw Chelda approaching the table.

He cringed inwardly. She was grinning now, too. She’d heard the question.

Vanx focused his eyes on a place at the back of the room and concentrated on it as he waited for the big huntress to give the guys the laugh they’d been waiting for.

“Tell us, Vanx,” she asked playfully, surprising him, “what did happen to your eye?”

Vanx wasn’t sure what to say. “I don’t want to talk about it, Chelda,” he managed, but then he turned and looked into her eyes.

“How was your night?” he asked smartly. He was glad to see the smile disappear from her face.

“Yeah,” said Brody. “Someone said that you were raising bloody hell and screaming last night. What happened?”

“She and Vanx were kind enough to help rid my room of a stray alley cat that got in,” Gallarael said as she approached the table with Salma. Both were carrying trays, one of sausage and fresh bread, the other of peeled blue winter plums. A carafe of yellow juice appeared on the table as well.

“I’ll get some mugs.” Salma let her hand brush Darbon’s cheek, then hurried off.

“How’d the bleedin’ stray get in your room?” Brody asked.

Vanx noticed the unease in Chelda’s expression when Gallarael sat down between him and Darbon. The huntress tried to hide it, and probably did from the others, but to Vanx it showed as plainly on her face as the black eye must have done on his.

Gallarael started in about how she left her window open for too long last night. “Obviously,” she shrugged, “the cat was just looking for a warm place to sleep and…”

Vanx let it all fade away. Her voice warbled into a drone, and the room’s warmth began to seep into his skin.

His night had gotten worse after Chelda had left. He’d slept fitfully. His dreams had been gruesomely vivid. He’d seen the Hoar Witch’s icy palace and had been trapped in the old, familiar forest that surrounded the place. It wasn’t really her forest, though. She’d taken it from Saint Elm.

Some of the trees there weren’t trees at all. Dark blackthorns and gnarled iron oaks pursued him as he ran from some dark beast. His bare feet were torn and bloodied as he fled blindly through the old ashes, maples and elms that his grandfather used to tend. As he went, he came upon his companions one by one.

Darbon had been bloody and screaming, caught in a tangle of vines that were slowly stretching him apart like some legendary Harthgarian torture device.

Gallarael, golden-haired and clothed in the dress of a true princess, was only halfway so. The other half was sleek and black, and the whole of her was also ensnared in vines, only the limbs of her entanglement had punctured her in a dozen places with venom-dripping thorns that left puckering sores and angry red streaks.

Chelda was dangling limply from a thin, willow-branch noose, her face purple, and her lolling tongue dark and swollen.

Brody’s upper half was hanging out of a dark, gnawing knothole. His arms were flailing and his hands scrabbling for purchase to no avail. He looked up at Vanx, then down at his ravaged fingertips. His expression was the epitome of desperation. “Don’t let them get you, Vanx,” he warned just before his eyes rolled all the way up into his head. “They’re coming for you, and once they get you, you can never escape.”

When Vanx looked back over his shoulder, it was Trevin Lispan’s body being devoured by the tree, not Brody’s. There’d been more: a huge, horned mutation roaming a thorny, flower-covered hedge, and a slithering, white-scaled serpentine creature that never quite revealed itself. All of them knew he was coming, and each of them lusted to fill him with their terrible fear before devouring him.

Vanx had woken in a cold sweat, to Poops’s worried whining. The dog had pulled him out of his nightmare, and Vanx found that he had never been more thankful for a single act in his life. He held Poops close and let go of the dream. Then he felt a warm tingling creep up his spine.

It was from Poops. Somehow, they had formed a familial link. He remembered Xavian commenting on it the evening before. He tried to clear his head so that he could contemplate that, instead of the horrors of his sleep. He finally managed it, but underlying all of this madness, or maybe overshadowing it, was the undeniable urge to be on his way.

The feeling was becoming insistent. There was an almost painful desire to locate its source. He felt like a drunkard craving wine, or a gambler being drawn to the dice game in the corner. He knew it was useless to resist any longer. The feeling was taking control of him, and he knew that he couldn’t keep ignoring it, even if he wanted to. He had to leave soon.

“Where is Endell?” Vanx asked the table at the first break in the conversation he had been tuning out.

“He’s no good to you now, Vanx,” Darbon said. “He’s lost in the hard drink again. Last night, he took his share and got a cheap room down by the docks near Hammerhead and Hornets. He paid for two full years’ rent up front.”

“He’ll drink the rest of his money away by next winter,” Salma said, as she squeezed into Darbon’s lap.

“By midsummer or sooner, I’d wager.” Brody shook his head in disgust. “Who is going to ride with us into the foothills and bring back the haulkats?”

“What about Skog?” asked Vanx, but no one had seen the strange half-breed since yesterday evening.

They had all agreed, in an earlier conversation, that riding haulkattens to the foothills wasn’t such a bad idea, after all, but they had planned on having Endell and a helper along on that first leg of the journey. That way, someone could bring the haulkats back to Orendyn. Chelda had assured them that her people didn’t want them in trade, or to care for them while they trekked deeper into the mountains.

“I can do it,” said Darbon.

“No.” Vanx’s voice cut over Salma’s quick protest. “Not a chance, Dar. You’ve got responsibilities here. You have a life to build.”

Darbon shrugged, and Salma turned into him, pressing her breasts against his side while she kissed his cheek. She seemed very pleased that he brooked no argument over the matter. Darbon returned her affection with a squeeze, but looked hard at Vanx. “Why are you having me a shrew coat made, if I’m not going?”

“That’s mine now,” Gallarael’s girlish, sing-song voice rang out. “I’m going with Vanx. You are a bit bigger than me, but I think there are times I might need the extra room inside my coat.” She gave Chelda a meaningful look.

“Now wait a moment,” Brody started in.

Chelda put her hand on his forearm firmly. “She is in.” Chelda’s voice was flat. “Just trust me on the matter for now.”

“But she’s, she’s…” Brody made an exaggerated gesture.

Just then, Xavian came into the inn. Like Brody, he had been living in Orendyn for a while before Vanx and Darbon had arrived. He’d chosen to stay at his old apartment instead of at the Iceberg with the others.

“Ahh, our esteemed practitioner of the arts arcane.” Brody gave a sarcastic bow.

“I like that.” Xavian smiled. He took an empty chair from one of the other tables and slid in next to Chelda. His old black leather skullcap had been replaced by a shiny one made of polished silver, or maybe from extremely fine steel. Vanx couldn’t tell. His long goatee and mustache looked to have been neatly trimmed since last evening. He sat an oilcloth sack on the table and slid its bulk over to Vanx.

“There is every book that has significant information on Rimeho—”

Chelda elbowed him before he could finish the word.

“I mean our destination,” the mage continued. “It’s not much, but—what happened to your eye?”

“A stray alley cat got him,” Brody said. “Right after it jumped up into Galra’s second floor window last night. It seems the three of them had a time of it up there. Half the inn was complaining about the yelling this morning.”

“We are half of the inn’s custom,” Chelda said. “I think there’s only one other guest. Now what do the books say, Xavian?”

Xavian looked a bit confused by the exchange. He eyed Gallarael then Vanx in turn and shrugged, as if to say it wasn’t his mess to worry about.

“There’s not much that will help us in there, other than an account taken by a priest of Nepton over a hundred years ago. It seems a man claimed to have survived the Lurr forest and did return to tell about it.”

“So much for never coming back out,” Gallarael said. “They said that about the Wildwood, too.”

“You slept through the Wildwood, Gal.” Darbon chuckled.

“How did he get out?” Brody asked Xavian.

“He claims that his torch’s fire kept the tree-beasts away from him, but he didn’t go it alone. Five others were never heard from again.” Xavian picked a sausage from one of the plates, bit off half of it, and gestured with the other half as he went on. “It’s all very cryptic. There are references to venomous thorns and flesh-eating trees, all in a green forest hidden in a deep valley in the heart of the frozen mountains. And get this, Vanx: they called that forest Saint Elm’s Deep.”

Vanx saw Gallarael shudder at the mention of venomous thorns. He found himself angry. “If you’re going, then you can load your own pack,” he said. “I’m not going to pamper you.”

“Fine.” Gallarael’s voice was loud as she rose. “I’ll be about it, then. I can sense that we are leaving on the morrow. Would you at least bring Darbon’s coat for me when you pick up your own?” She didn’t wait for a response. She whirled and stalked up the stairs to her room.

“By the gods, Vanx, that was rude,” Brody said. “What am I missing here?”

He was looking at Vanx and expecting an explanation.

“Leave it, Bro,” said Chelda. “Like I said, I’ll explain it later. Vanx can enlighten Xavian of the situation as he sees fit. I’ll just say this: she’s a lot more formidable than she seems.”

“Who is going to bring the haulkats back?” Darbon asked.

“So, we are riding, then?” Xavian asked, clearly pleased by the prospect. “Is it decided?”

“Only until we get into gargan territory. From there, we’re sending the haulkats back.” Vanx was in no mood to argue anymore. He was ready to leave. “I will find us a couple of katten handlers and a sled man. We can stick to the caravan routes most of the way there, so it won’t be a problem.” He slid his chair back and gestured for Xavian to come with him. “Dar, would you put these texts up in our room? I’ll read them later.” Then to Brody, he said, “After Chelda explains Galra’s situation to you, would you see to purchasing the rest of the items on our list? Darbon will give you the coin and help get it loaded.” Vanx paused, looking at the books as Darbon grabbed them up. “And add a few bundles of good pitch torches to the tally, while you’re about it.”

“I assume Galra was correct, then?” Brody gave a curt nod of respect. It was clear that he liked it when things started getting a sense of order and purpose. “We’re leaving on the morrow?”

“Yup.” Vanx smiled at the table, as warm and genuine of a smile as his troubled countenance would allow. “If I were you, Chelda, I’d have the healer look at your arm, and get a few potions stockpiled for the pain. We may not be leaving at first light, but as soon as we can.”

Vanx pulled his seal fur cloak from the back of the chair and donned it. About halfway to the door, he stopped and turned back to them. “Chelda, can you discreetly see that Galra doesn’t forget anything that she may need?”

“Like what?” Chelda snorted loudly. “A cage?”

Darbon laughed, but the others just looked at each other blankly.

Vanx couldn’t help but crack a smile.


Chapter Fifteen
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The king saw the wizard
and the wizard did laugh.
Then the wizard killed him
with the power of his staff.
-- The Weary Wizard
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The sledsman was a burly, heavy-bearded man with a barrel-keg chest covered in naught but a steaming flannel shirt, as he stood out in the cold negotiating. His helpers, two bundles of dirty gray wool, seemed to work well with the haulkats in the stable, but the man only had two sleds and four cats.

Vanx explained he needed more and they soon came to an arrangement. The man would borrow three cats from one of his brothers so that they’d have seven. They would hook two to one sled, which would mainly be used to haul fishmeal, leaving five to be saddled and ridden. The two handlers would take their turns in the saddles, but the sledsman decided he was riding in the sled the whole way.

The sledsman didn’t like the idea of leaving the protected route toward the end of the journey, but Vanx showed him on a well-made trade map where he wanted to go. After seeing that the diversion wasn’t going to take him and his animals across any open tundra, the coin won out. The man said he’d make a camp at the edge of the protected northwest caravan passage and make his hands ride up into the foothills with Vanx and the crew. The two handlers could bring the cats back to him, while he sat protected by a fire.

Once that was taken care of, Vanx and Xavian started down toward the docks. It was still early in the day, and Vanx was hoping to find Skully. The old sea dog might have a tale in him about the Hoar Witch or the strange hidden forest called Saint Elm’s deep. It was still a bit early for drinking and Skully wasn’t about, but Vanx also wanted to visit the old Temple of Nepton and it was never too early to do that.

“You’re supposed to enlighten me on Galra’s situation,” Xavian said, as they walked along through the bustling snow-packed streets.

This close to the docks, the smell of brine was stronger in the air. The scent mingled with Vanx’s blood and filled him with a great sense of unease.

Above them, the sky was clear and blue. Only a single cottony cloud was high overhead. It was still bitter cold, though. Breathy steam roiled out of the mouths of hawkers selling everything from healing salve; to matching elk-skin caps and gloves; to stupefying dopor and even Wildermont steel blades shipped all the way from the other side of the world.

These latter items Vanx paused to inspect. He eventually planned to explore Wildermont, Westland and Highwander, the fabled kingdoms that lay beyond Harthgar. He would explore Harthgar, too, but only if he survived Rimehold.

“This here’s a man who knows his steel. For you, only four silvers for the hip daggers,” the hawker offered. “Three for the boot blades. Tell you what, I’ll give you every blade you see for a single golden galleon.”

“If you want a new blade, Vanx,” Xavian said in perfect earshot of the hawker, “I’ll show you a better place. These are not true Wildermont steel.” Xavian gave the man a glare that stilled his tongue.

Around them, men and women called out the quality of their wares with exuberant indifference. Silver charms, ice twisters, kegs full of varying types of nuts, seeds and kaffee beans all could be had; fresh white fish, lavender soap, spiced bread or Parydonian peaches fresh off the boat. It was a seemingly unorganized cacophony of mercantile delight.

“A boot dagger made from Wildermont steel would cost about as much as all this shoddy dinnerware put together,” Xavian growled.

“Ha.” Vanx grinned at the frustrated-looking hawker and shrugged. Once they were away from the cart, he spoke. “I was just searching for the words to explain about Gallarael. Let me try a bag of the kaffee beans.”

“Galra, you mean?”

“Gal will do for now.” Vanx stopped at the bean and nut merchant and indicated what he wanted. “Do you believe in changelings?”

“What, like werewolves and the frog prince?”

“Sort of.” Vanx chuckled. “In this case, it’s more like a poison-induced, wild, feline sort of princess, instead of a frog prince.”

“She’s the one who scarred Darbon’s face?”

Vanx took a roughspun sack the size of a loaf of bread from the merchant and gave him two coppers. “How’d you guess?”

Xavian blushed and started them back down the lane. “After we first met, and you were trying to convince me about your Parydonian connections, well, I didn’t believe you. I cast a spell of knowing on Darbon.” Xavian paused and was clearly relieved that Vanx was showing no hint of anger over the matter.

“I tried spelling you, but your Zythian blood fractured my magic. Of course, I didn’t know that was why my spell didn’t work on you at the time, but I understand now.” He shrugged guiltily. “Anyway, after you went off with the tailor, Darbon and I continued talking in more detail about the wizards of the Royal Order and other things. He’d already told me that Princess Gallarael had put the scars on his face, and I knew he wasn’t lying.” He let out a sigh and seemed relieved to have gotten so much off his chest at once.

“In all this time, you haven’t told anyone else about what you know, or speculated?” Vanx’s tone was serious now.

“No one. Why?”

Vanx stopped again and held Xavian’s gaze. He was searching for any hint of deceit. He didn’t see any, so he resumed their gait.

“She is who she is,” Vanx said simply. “People, powerful people, have no doubt sent men looking for her. The thing is, none of them—save for maybe a few members of the Royal Order of Wizards—know what she can turn into. And beyond that, she doesn’t want be found.”

“Well, I am so intrigued by the lot of you that I’ve changed my mind. I’d rather hang around and see what happens next than sail off to Parydon and learn out of books from a bunch of stodgy old men.”

“Life itself is the greatest teacher of all,” Vanx spouted off the saying that one of his many Zythian masters had hammered into his brain. “But some lessons are always better learned from a distance.”

“Interesting,” Xavian mused, before he burst out laughing.

“What’s funny?” Vanx asked.

“Chelda screaming last night, and her remark about a cage, all just made sense now. I still can’t figure how you got the black eye, though.”

“All I’ll say about it is this: don’t laugh at Chelda when she’s angry.” As he said it, Vanx couldn’t help but smile again.

Skully was still passed out in his small room above the Mighty Mackerel, so Vanx gave the barman a message and a silver to keep the old sea dog at the bar after he woke. Vanx then excused himself from Xavian, saying that he wanted to say a prayer for his father and would meet him back there in a while. Xavian understood, saying that he wanted to visit a gypsy herbalist who wasn’t too far down dock-row, and they parted ways.

Vanx did want to say a prayer to his father’s god, but what he really wanted was to call upon his patron goddess. He felt that he could find the silence and solitude needed to do just that in the sanctuary of his father’s sea-god. He didn’t need such a place, but it helped. With Poops, Darbon, and a hundred other distractions back at the Iceberg, he could never seem to vacate his mind well enough to reach her. At least he liked to think that was the reason she didn’t respond to his prayers as of late.

He knew that he wasn’t in any urgent situation of need, and that she was most likely occupied with matters far more important than the strange feelings that were calling him, but still he wanted to call her before he left on this quest. The goddess had more than once referred to him as her champion, and he knew he owed the spark that quickened his mixed blood to her alone. He felt he had a duty to tell her that he was about to go off in search of some dark force that may or may not be a direct blood relation to him.

He was glad that the temple was empty. He took a taper from a holder and lit it in one of the torches ensconced on the plain stone wall.

None of the other candles waiting on the royal coral altar block were lit as of yet, which meant that he was the first one to visit Nepton’s shrine this day. It wasn’t surprising. Most sailors were either working off their hangovers or still sound asleep at this fairly early hour of the day.

Vanx knelt and let his eyes focus on the candle flame. “Mighty Nepton, lord of the deep, master of storm and swell,” he started his prayer in a barely audible mumble that faded as his subconscious voice took over. “Watch over my father’s bones. He went down with his ship when he could’ve fled. He did this to honor the men whose lives you took that night. He did this to honor his ship Foamfollower. He did this to honor you, and so that I might be born with your favor. These things I’ve told you are the truth, and all I ask of you is this: Keep my father safe. Let him rest forever in the peace and tranquility of your depths.”

Vanx’s mind was silent for a long while after that, then he began to clear the visionary field of his mind’s eye. He turned it into a blank white slate, which wasn’t hard. It was sort of like envisioning the open tundra on any given day, a sight he’d seen plenty of lately.

Once he had cleansed his mind of everything, he began to picture the goddess before him. Flowing silvery hair, milky skin, and lips as red as strawberries. In his mind’s eye, she slowly shimmered into being, her slight yet well-proportioned body reverently erotic as the translucent color-shifting gown clung to her otherwise naked form. To him, she was beauty incarnate, and he found his heart hammering in his chest as a brilliant smile spread across her face.

“Ahhh.” Her voice was a melodic, breathy sigh of wind. “My emerald-eyed young champion,” the goddess said. Her form had taken on a life of its own now, and her arms opened wide in an inviting embrace. An invisible wind gently touched her hair, and the few parts of her garb that weren’t stretched tight over her body fluttered with it. “You represented yourself well with the fire given, Vanx.”

Chiming tingles ran down Vanx’s spine as she spoke.

“You should be proud of yourself, but I see that you are troubled instead. What is it that dampens the sparkle in those orbs I gave you?”

“My lady, my goddess, thank you for the life you’ve given me. You’re—”

“Stop,” she interrupted. “All of that is for another time. What is it that troubles you so?”

“Aserica Rime,” Vanx told her. “The Hoar Witch.”

The look that passed across her face was so sudden it startled him. “Go on.” Her voice had grown colder, and its melodious chime took on a more irritated sound.

“It’s been said that she is the mother of my father. If that is true, that makes her my blood kin. There is an insistent nagging feeling rooted inside me, pulling me toward the Bitterpeaks that she once called her home. I’m going to follow the feeling, and I seek your advice.”

There was a long silence. Vanx watched her ever-flowing hair and gown, and the hard look of concentration that came across her beautiful visage. It was hard for him to keep his mind from wandering to her body, though.

“Follow your heart, Vanx,” she said, interrupting his reverie. “Though this feeling that seeks to guide you is not a call from Aserica Rime at all, it will lead you to her. It is your heart’s desire you must follow. In all things, that is what you must do.” She reached out her hand, as if to caress his cheek.

Vanx felt the grace of angel’s breath across his face, where her touch would have been.

“She is evil, love,” the goddess went on. The icy tone of her voice had shifted and warmed back into a loving, if a bit warning, tone. “She will try to kill you or enslave you. She will use the blood-bond you share to achieve this end. It is her way. When you are in her domain, it will be beyond my ability to help you. She is a powerful entity, this Hoar Witch, and she has the favor of the dark one himself. It is plain that your heart will seek answers about your father, answers that can only be gotten from her. Remember, though, that you have the same power of the blood-bond that she does. If you are to survive her, then you will have to use that part of you that is inherited from her. But be wary. By tapping that darker part of your nature, you can open yourself to the dark one’s influence. I’d hate to lose you, love. The sparkle of your eyes is one of my most favorite wonders to look upon.”

She started to fade before Vanx could ask her anything. He had about a hundred questions swirling around in his mind. He could still hear her whispering, so he stilled his curiosity.

“Take this,” she said. “It will help protect you when the time comes. Take this, Vanx. Take this from me.”

Vanx was startled out of his entranced state by a rude priest of Nepton.

“Here, take this,” the man said insistently and pressed a velvet drawstring bag into Vanx’s hand. “Take this, and be on your way.”

He was then roughly escorted out of Nepton’s temple and shoved into the street.


Chapter Sixteen
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Out upon the open slide,
there ain’t no hills or trees.
It’s so cold and empty,
that if you stop, you’ll freeze.
-- a song from Orendyn
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Vanx could feel the tiny white-gold leaf she had given him. He was wearing it around his neck. Even under all the heavy clothes and the thick shrew-fur coat he was wearing, the metal felt icy cold against his chest. His thoughts drifted back to the warnings of his goddess again, and just as every other time he dwelled on the subject for very long, the silvery charm found a way to reassure and remind him that she wasn’t so far away.

Squinting through his heavy head wrap, he tried to make out the shadowy forms of Gallarael and Brody striding before him. It was hard, even with his keen eyes. The pillowy flakes of snow were blowing crazily across his field of vision. The air was dense with them, making the snow-caked forms ahead seem more like wraiths than people.

Sir Poopsalot looked somewhat like a fat young bear cub in his own shrew-fur bundles. He trudged and leapt and worked mightily to keep up with them. As much worry as it caused Vanx, he let the dog run free. After what happened out on the tundra, he’d sworn never to leash him again.

Vanx knew Chelda was up there somewhere ahead of them. She had two of her shrew fangs jutting proudly up over her shoulders from where they were strapped to either side of her backpack. Xavian would be directly behind her, but Vanx hadn’t seen either of them in a while. He only hoped that Brody was still following them and not some unreal shadowy specter of his imagination. If it got any worse, Vanx was going to stop them and make them all rope up, so no one got lost.

They’d left the two young haulkat handlers in the foothills that morning. It was late afternoon now, Vanx guessed, but with nothing other than an oppressive ceiling of gray overhead, it was hard to say for sure.

He could tell they were walking uphill again. It wasn’t a steep grade—they were still in the lower foothills—but it was enough to put a burn in his thighs. In a day or two, he knew, the way would become far less forgiving. From out in the lower foothills, when they were still riding, the jagged mountains had loomed up over them like some great forbidding beast. The sight of the imposing peaks, with their icy ledges and jagged outcroppings, had disheartened all of them, save for Chelda. She was brimming with anticipation, as if crossing over the arduous mountains were no harder than building a fire. Vanx supposed that was exactly how hard it was, for without his or Xavian’s magic, and the few small bundles of wood they carried in their packs, a sustainable fire would have been next to impossible.

Poops let out a sudden peal of protective barks, and a thread of fiery warning shot up Vanx’s spine.

“Still the dog,” Chelda’s voice hissed from somewhere up ahead. “Be still, all of you.”

The rare sound of fear in the big woman’s voice gave the warning merit.

“Shhh,” Vanx whispered. “Come here, Poops, and hush. What is it?”

Poops didn’t change the snarling expression on his face, but he did quit barking. He shivered and shook with anticipation as Vanx knelt and tried to soothe him. Out of the corner of his eye, Vanx saw a dusky fur-clad form moving not too far away from their line. When it turned, he saw two angry eyes that looked like droplets of fresh blood against their stark surroundings. Poops lurched in Vanx’s restraining grasp and let out a low, rumbling growl, but not in the direction Vanx was looking.

“Hush Poops,” Chelda hissed. She was closer now, and her sharp, insistent tone gave the dog enough pause.

Vanx felt a surge of warning work its way up his spine and he sensed something huge and very close.

A massive form seemed to be undulating past them, but it was impossible to see it. The earth under everybody’s feet vibrated slightly, and Poops suddenly quit his posturing and skulked behind Vanx. The strange sensation of something working its way past them continued for a long while, but whatever it was, it was so big as to be indifferent to their presence.

Finally, the vibration ceased, and Chelda let out a long, whooshing breath. All of them came into a huddle so that they could see each other better. Vanx noted that Gallarael wasn’t among them but knew he’d seen her breaking away from the group.

“What in the seven hells was that?” Xavian said with a shudder.

“A giant wyrmoth,” Chelda said.

“It was as big around as your saber shrew was.” Gallarael came up out of nowhere. She seemed a little excited and breathless, as if she’d been running. “Maybe fifty times as long, and white as the snow.”

“You saw it?” Xavian asked.

Gallarael nodded. “It moved like one of those little furry butterfly worms you see in the garden.”

“That’s what it is,” Chelda told her. “But after it cocoons, it turns into a great moth, not a butterfly. They live way up high in the ice caves around the frozen falls.”

“Then why was it down here?” Brody asked.

“She meant the moths. It turns into a moth and then lives up in the ice caves,” Xavian explained to him, “and I can tell you exactly where something like that wyrmoth lives.”

“And where is that?” Brody asked.

“Wherever it wants,” Vanx said, spoiling Xavian’s jest.

Chelda snorted out a laugh.

“Tie this rope off to each other, so we don’t get separated in this.” Vanx gestured to the heavy flurrying snow but stared hard at Gallarael until she cast her eyes away. “Not only do I not want to have to go looking for anyone in this mess, but I don’t want to worry anymore over it.”

She looked up and then mouthed the word “sorry” to him.

“How much farther?” Xavian asked.

“To where?” Chelda snorted out another chuckle. “We’re still two days from the first of my people’s settlements but probably a full week from Rimehold.”

“I meant how much longer until we stop for the day,” Xavian shot back. “And if you keep acting as if we are all just stupid city folks, I’ll make your hair fall out.”

She glared at him but eased up a bit. “It’s not that you act like stupid city folk, Xavian, it’s that you act like doll-hugging, teat-suckling maidens.”

Brody couldn’t help but laugh, even though she had been including him in her comparison. She gestured at the vast mountain range ahead of them. “People have lived and worked and hunted the peaks for thousands of years. You act like it’s some desolate, uninhabitable place. It’s not even winter, and you act like it’s so cold your parts will freeze and fall off.”

“It’s not my fault your people weren’t smart enough to pick a relatively normal climate to live in,” Xavian argued. “I’m cold, but more than that, my feet are sore. I know we’ve got a long way to go, but I’m not used to traipsing around out here in the deep snow.” He threw up his hands in exasperation. “These fargin boots are fargin new and rubbing my fargin blisters raw, and that fargin pack I’m carrying weighs more than I do.”

Chelda shook her head, but it was clear she felt for him. “We will go another mile or so, until we top this ridge and put some of this wind behind us. Then we’ll stop for the night.”

Chelda took the end of the rope Vanx handed her and tied it around her waist.

Xavian, still angry and tired, and apparently mollified, found the loop in the line a few yards behind hers and cinched it around his waist like the others were doing.

“Think about this as we continue, mighty wizard,” Chelda said over her shoulder as she started them back into the blizzarding snow. “Our Lady Gallarael hasn’t made a single complaint. At least, not since we left the haulkats behind. And she was castle-born and raised. This snow is deeper than poor Sir Poopsalot is tall, and he is still managing it. The boys of my people have to spend their entire thirteenth year out in the wild, alone, with naught but an elk-hide coat and a dagger. They have to—”

Vanx lost her voice in the weather as the rope pulled taut, and he found he was glad for it. Her and Xavian’s bickering was getting worse with every passing day, but he knew from experience that it would work itself out.

He let it go and concentrated on keeping Poops in sight, wondering if he should go back on his promise and hook the dog to the line with the others. As if he felt Vanx’s worry, Poops managed to stay close, and before long, Vanx noticed that they had topped the rise, and the grade of their passage began to tilt downward. It was steeper than the last they’d gone over but not dangerously so.

He wondered what Darbon was doing at the moment. He’d left all but a handful of the gold the saber shrew had brought them, with instructions for him to visit all the smiths in Orendyn to see if he could invest in one of them. Darbon was an apprentice and had been on his way to Parydon Isle to take up with a master and finish his training.

Vanx hoped the boy didn’t get taken advantage of. He decided that Lem, Fannie and Salma wouldn’t allow anything like that to happen, though. In truth, he doubted that Darbon and Salma had even left the bed, since they had the room completely to themselves now.

Another truth Vanx contemplated, but didn’t dare voice, was the fact he was glad for Xavian’s outburst. He, too, was beginning to feel the toll of the heavy pack he was carrying. How Gallarael was managing her load without complaint was beyond him.

Vanx found this as surprising as anything. He expected her to whine like Darbon did about the cold. Instead, she was content to move along with the others, keeping her thoughts to herself and asking few, if any, annoying questions.

Where Chelda stopped them, there was no warm cave and no trees to block the wind, but after their three tents were set up around the new iron fire-bowl, and the fire had been lit, their camp took on a safe, homey feel.

When the smell of Brody’s cooking found their noses, it became even more comfortable. The fare was hot beans and jerked venison with flatbread that was bordering on stale. It was good, and once they washed it down with the brew of Vanx’s kaffee beans, the lot of them lost the edge to their interaction.

“A pot of that stuff around midday would go a long way towards keeping my shoulders from complaining too soon,” Brody observed. “One mug of it, and I feel as spry as a young bull, for a while anyway.”

“Yup,” Vanx agreed. “It does have that effect, doesn’t it?”

“We should have gotten thrice as much as we did,” said Xavian. “Our bag is half empty now.”

“Or half full,” Gallarael offered, “depending on how you look at it. Maybe I won’t take it in the evenings anymore. I was tired enough to go straight to sleep just a while ago; now I can’t sit still.”

“Pull out your lute,” Chelda told Vanx.

“I bet you say that to all the guys,” he shot back with a grin.

“Girls too,” Xavian added, causing Chelda’s face to blush through her scowl.

“Play us a song, Vanx,” Gallarael joined in. “Play that funny one, about the fat lord of onions, or the Ballad of Troll Heart. I like that one, too.”

“You’d think you’ve had enough wood trolls,” Xavian commented, referring to the rock trolls that attacked her, Vanx and Darbon just outside of Highlake. He’d heard the story just the other day as they rode along on their haulkattens.

“One,” Vanx held up a finger, “it’s not a lute, it’s a xuitar. A lute has seven strings, mine has only six. Two, my fingers are far too cold to play a long, slow ballad about heartbroken trolls; and three, if I do play a song, Chelda, you have to promise not to snore all night long.”

Xavian and Brody burst out laughing. Gallarael hid her face, but it was plain that she was laughing, too. Even Poops joined in, yipping and barking and dancing a circle.


Chapter Seventeen
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Across the land he flew,
on a brilliant flaming steed.
Brandishing old Ornspike,
in the kingdom’s time of need.
-- The Ballad of Ornspike
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Another long day of travel brought them to a deep ravine. It was about twenty paces across. The snow had relented enough so that visibility was much better. The flakes that fell now were small and wispy. The drifts, which they’d had to sometimes wade through, weren’t nearly as deep here. The mood of the group was lighter than the day before, and none of them, save for Xavian, were worn out.

“Once we cross, we’re in gargan territory,” Chelda informed them. “If we are met and challenged, you must remain calm. We will accept the challenge, fight, and win our way through.”

“What sort of challenge?” Vanx asked.

“A rabbler against one of us.” She shrugged, as if it were no big deal. “Brody against someone from a gargan patrol, most likely,” she clarified.

“I’ll be the one handling that part of any such conflict.” Vanx’s voice was firm but not cocky.

“You?” Chelda snorted out. “You’re just the brains of this expedition. Can you even fight?”

Gallarael laughed this time. “It should be me,” she said. “But I’m sure Vanx can handle himself just fine.”

“What sort of challenge?” Xavian was clearly curious. “Hand to hand? Swords? To the death?”

Chelda ignored the mage and spoke to Gallarael. “Don’t let them see you changing, Gal; they’ll leave us all looking like porcupines, make no mistake about that.”

Gallarael smirked.

“What sort of combat?” Brody asked this time.

“Blades or fists,” Chelda answered. “Just until one of the two yields or can’t fight anymore. It really doesn’t matter who wins. It’s the quality of the fight that my people respect.” She gave Xavian, then Vanx, a serious look in turn. “Bravado is praised, and cowardice is seen as weakness. The weak will not be allowed passage, I assure you.”

Xavian gave Vanx a worried look. “You should have told us about this before now, Chel.”

“Would it have mattered?”

“No,” Vanx said. He had been trained in all forms of combat by Zythian masters for more than four decades. “Nor does it matter.” His voice was even and calm, which caused both Xavian and Chelda to raise an eyebrow. “But I don’t want to kill one of your people just to pass through.”

“I don’t think it’ll come to that.” Chelda smiled at his confidence. “We need to cross yon gulch before dark. I’ll go this way, and one of you go that way. Maybe there is a place where we could get over the river.”

“I’ll go.” Brody started off to the left, which looked to be downstream.

Chelda went to the right.

“That is no river,” Xavian said. He’d edged close to the ravine to venture a look down.

Vanx joined him.

A forty-foot sheer cut through hard, gray stone ended in a rough, boulder-pocked floor.

“There’s no river down there,” Xavian observed.

“There’s water flowing under the ice,” Vanx said. “I read about it. There are lakes, even seas, under some of the frozen surfaces out here. The flow of ice and water, over time, is what made this ravine, if you can believe such a thing.”

“I can, but it doesn’t seem likely,” Xavian mused. “The flowing of water does wear a surface down. It would take eons to wear down through rock like this, though.”

“I’m sure it had eons to do its thing.”

“That it has.”

“Down here is a crossable place,” Brody called. “It will take some doing, but we can make it.”

“I’ll go get Chelda.” Gallarael started upstream.

Vanx, Poops and Xavian made their way down to where Brody stood. A huge slab of the ravine’s rocky face had fallen down and wedged across the ice flow to make a crude, steep bridge over to the other side.

“We’ll need a rope secured once one of us gets across; that way we can pull the packs up and have a firm handhold,” said Brody. “Now it’s up to you, wizard. Levitate across with one end of the rope and tie it to a tree.”

Xavian gave him a dark look and shook his head. “Shoot an arrow across with your great-bow. You’re the master archer.”

“What would you have me shoot into, the ice?” Brody returned. “Did you see any trees near the edge?”

“No, but there are trees,” Vanx said.

Not all that far back from the opposite lip of the ravine was the darkened tree line of a fairly dense forest.

“Give me the rope. I’ll—” Vanx stopped.

With a yip, Poops started down and across. Before Vanx could stop the dog, he was slipping and sliding, and then scrabbling up the slab of rock to the top of the opposite side. What was even more surprising was that Poops took a deliberate path along the edge of the gulch to where Chelda and Gallarael were walking toward them and laughing.

“Go back up a good little clip and there is an ice bridge,” Gallarael called over to them. “The span across is so narrow you can just jump it.”

“But I wanted to watch them struggle across here,” Chelda said.

“It would take too long.”

*

They camped in the forest that night, and Vanx realized that he’d missed the comforting feeling of the woods around him. The rustle of branches and cracking of deadfall under foot, the strong piney scent that filled his nose, along with the proximity and comfort the trees brought, all worked to relax him to a point he hadn’t enjoyed in months.

He even slept well, with no horrible nightmares of ghastly death and bloody detail. When he woke, he felt as good as he could ever remember feeling. This worked to his advantage, because before they stopped for the midday break, a lone gargan stepped from the forest and blocked their path.

He stood almost a full head taller than Vanx and was wearing nothing but an elk-hide vest and britches over otherwise bare, pale skin. With smug confidence, he folded his muscled arms across his chest.

“I assume this is one of your people?” Vanx said to Chelda, as he stepped forward and gave a quick, stiff bow. It was a rhetorical question.

The big man’s eyes were sapphire blue and his hair pure white. There was no doubt he was a gargan.

Poops was bristling at Vanx’s side but restraining himself enough to keep from barking out. His insistent growling, though, was low and mean.

A few more huge gargan men stepped out of the wintry shadows. They were similarly dressed, though some of them wore sleeved shirts of tanned leather under their fur vests. They were armed with fully drawn bows but appeared to be sure of themselves and completely unruffled.

Chelda spoke before anyone else had a chance to.

The words were spoken in the common tongue, the language used throughout the Bitterlands, but none of the others could understand more than every other word due to a strong, clipped accent they’d not heard Chelda use before.

The big gargan with his arms crossed smiled broadly at her words and responded in an even less understandable garble. A conversation ensued.

Vanx caught some words: weapons, pleasure, and maybe saber shrew, but could make no sense of what was being said between the two. The talk was coming too fast. He could tell that what little tension there might have been around them was evaporating with every word. As his own anxiety eased, so did Poops’s threatening growls.

“We will follow them now to an open glade,” Chelda said with a hint of excitement forming in her voice. “You and Rammaton Tytak will battle there. He’s offered you the choice of weapons: axe, sword, or knife.”

“Rammaton means?” Vanx queried, as they fell in step behind the gargans.

“Captain, or the leader of the herd,” she explained. “Rammatee is the second in command. The group is called a ramma rabble. They are all here patrolling the borders and trying to make a name for themselves with their deeds.”

“They’ve named themselves after mountain sheep?” Gallarael laughed.

“In its own territory, on the sheer mountainside, the ramma is the most formidable of creatures,” Chelda said. It was obvious by the way she spoke that she was a bit taken by Rammaton Tytak and his ramma rabble. She didn’t seem to know them personally, but her tone, and the reverent way she interacted with the gargan men spoke volumes about how much she admired and respected them. “A ramma can run across an open cliff face and battle an encroaching ramma with speed and dexterity. And after one of them is beaten into submission by the powerful head-butting horns of its opponent, it will still not fall to its death.” Chelda made an elaborate openhanded gesture, only wincing at her healing arm as she did so. “I’m talking about cliff faces that even the greatest climbers would have trouble scaling. I’m talking heights that are unthinkable.”

“The problem with the ramma,” Vanx said quietly to Chelda, “is that they are sometimes too hardheaded and proud to know when to submit.” Vanx’s voice was troubled, but full of determination. “Like I said, Chel, I don’t want to have to kill someone just to cross through these parts, but if it comes down to my life or his, I will survive. He will not.” The conviction in his voice was chilling, even to him, and a line of worry crossed Chelda’s brow.

“If you get the better of him, he will submit,” she said, but the surety in her voice was gone. “What will you fight with?”

“I have no axe, and he’s no doubt bigger and stronger than me, so grappling with short blades would lend greatly to his advantage.” Vanx shrugged. “Swords is my choice.”

“Do you even have a sword?” Chelda asked. “You can use mine, if you need it.” She indicated the ancient Trigon weapon belted around her coat.

“I have a sword,” Vanx said. “And it makes that one you wear seem newly forged.”

Vanx’s sword was wrapped in an oilcloth and hidden in his instrument case under his xuitar. It had been given to him by his mother’s father a few years before they both died of the same wasting disease on the Isle of Zyth. It was a long blade of chromatic spell-forged steel that had been passed down for generations upon generations, and for the long-lived Zythians a single generation could be up to three or four centuries. Vanx used to carry the weapon openly, but after losing it for a short while to the Duke of Highlake, he’d since decided it was wiser to keep the gold-chased, moderately jeweled weapon out of sight unless it was needed. Otherwise, it drew the attention of too many of the wrong sort of people.

When they finally got to the clearing, Vanx shed his pack and his heavy shrew-skin coat. He overheard one of the gargan men commenting on the garment in an awed, respectful sort of way, and it made him smile. His smile faded when he saw Rammaton Tytak’s huge blade. It was as big as Vanx was tall and as wide as his open hand.

The gargan seemed pleased by the sudden look of concern that had come over Vanx.

The other gargans and Vanx’s companions spread out around the clearing’s edge. It was at least twenty paces across and relatively level. A single, low-cut ironwood stump, which had been hollowed out and used as a fire pit, stood near the center of the clearing. It was the only obstacle Vanx could see.

Xavian squatted near where Vanx was opening his instrument case and held Poops as still as he could manage. Gallarael stayed close, too.

“What do we do if you are wounded?” Xavian asked.

“Be ready to fight for your life,” Gallarael whispered. “If a drop of his blood so much as touches the snow, I’ll not be able to contain myself.”

Vanx heard Xavian begin reciting the words to a powerful blasting spell under his breath. “Don’t worry.” He grinned as he produced a long, carefully wrapped bundle. “I’ll not be bleeding today, unless our rammaton is a master bladesman, which, judging by his choice of swords, I’d wager he is not.”

“Don’t be a hero,” Brody called over to Vanx. “Fight a while then submit, and we’ll move on.” Brody couldn’t have heard what Vanx just said, but with his keen Zythian ears Vanx now heard his friend whispering doubts to Chelda.

The big gargan said something aloud and in a mocking tone. Whatever it was caused his men and Chelda to have a good laugh.

“He asked if you’re going to lull him to sleep with a song or come test his skill?”

Vanx thought back to a time when he had been just as overconfident with his fighting ability as this gargan was. A frail old master came in one morning and handily battered and bruised his body, and his pride, with naught but a plain walking stick.

Vanx remembered that lesson well.

He stood and turned to face his huge opponent and pulled the oilcloth free of the sword. The blade was still sheathed, but the jeweled hilt sparkled in the blustery daylight, as if it were illuminated from within.

“Tell him that I will play him a song later.” Vanx’s voice was as loud and full of bravado as the gargan’s had been. “Right now, I’m going to give him a lesson in swordplay that he would be wise to never forget.”

As soon as Chelda translated the words, Vanx unsheathed his blade. Its gleam was like quicksilver, and it drew a gasp from everyone in the clearing, Rammaton Tytak included.

“Tell him, Chel. Tell him that I’ve forgotten more about this kind of thing than he has ever known, and that if he wishes to survive this day, he should remember why the older, wiser ramma keeps his harem, while the young upstart usually wobbles off of the mountainside with naught but wounded pride.”

Tytak let out an angry growl after Chelda translated those words, and then the two men began to circle and close in on each other.


Chapter Eighteen
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I cast this wreath into the sea
-to satisfy Nepton.
Shelter well into the depths
those souls you’ve taken on.
-- a prayer to the god of the sea.
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The taunting had the effect Vanx intended it to. Not only had he angered and flustered the rammaton, but his confidence gave the bigger man pause. The seed of doubt Vanx had planted, he would now nurture, so that it would ripen, all in hopes of ending this before it got out of hand. Besides all of that, the gargans seemed to like his cockiness. He hoped that it would go far in earning their respect.

Rammaton Tytak came in first with a wide, but not entirely clumsy, swing that Vanx easily avoided. The big man’s blade was so heavy that Vanx had no trouble darting in behind it. He whacked the huge, bare-armed warrior across the biceps with the flat of his slim blade, hard. The resounding pop of metal on flesh made a sound resembling a breaking branch, but drew no blood. Vanx knew that it had to sting, though, and that the man would instinctively think he had been cut. He darted out of range of the rammaton’s sword, forcing his foe to find him again.

Vanx had a determined grin on his face, he knew. He was enjoying this now. He was getting a feel for the rammaton’s skill, or lack thereof. He sidestepped, lunged a jab in, and then kicked away a twisting backstroke. He dove through the rammaton’s legs, then, and rolled to his feet behind him. Half a heartbeat later he had his blade laid against the gargan’s neck from behind. He was hoping that his display of acrobatic dexterity would cause the other man to yield, but he had no such luck.

Rolling away from the edge of Vanx’s blade, the gargan came around and dropped to a knee. Vanx had been extended to keep his tip up along his taller foe’s neck. By the time he adjusted, the heavy sword was cutting at his legs low and surprisingly fast. He did the only thing he could do, which was jump up and hope to clear the cleaving steel. He only managed it by drawing his knees up to his chest, and it was a close thing. He couldn’t counter because he had to work on landing on his feet and keeping his balance.

He saw the angry bright pink stripe he’d put on the gargan’s arm as the man twisted with the momentum of his swing. Vanx nearly broke his ankles for that brief lapse of concentration. He had to drop and roll away to keep from injuring himself, and by the time he was back on his feet and ready, the gargan was already closing in.

Had he not been wearing thick furred britches, he would’ve earned more than the stripe he got across his thigh. It was far wider than the one he’d given the rammaton. As it was, the flat of the heavy blade hit him so hard that it knotted his muscle and nearly snapped the bone in two.

Poops barked savagely at the scene. Vanx saw that it was all Xavian could do to keep him in place. The wizard gave Gallarael a worried look. She had her face buried in Brody’s shoulder and thankfully wasn’t watching the battle. Vanx couldn’t afford the distraction, so he tried to will Poops to be calm and forced it all from his mind.

Vanx didn’t go off into some wild, blood-red rage or get lost in a frantic attack of desperation. Those sort of things only went well in stories, and maybe out on crowded battlefields, where one’s own death was imminent and glory was aplenty. No, Vanx withheld his rage and somersaulted backward, giving himself some space. Only then did he face off with the rammaton again.

Vanx didn’t wait for Rammaton Tytak. He went into a long series of lightning-quick stabbing, slicing, and thrusting attacks that had the bigger man dancing, dodging, and defending with all he had in him. Within a few moments, the gargan was heaving out great roiling clouds of breath, and when Rammaton Tytak saw that Vanx wasn’t even slightly winded, and was in fact grinning broadly and offering a wink of delight, the seeds of doubt Vanx had planted earlier began to grow.

A few quick moves later, Vanx had a lush garden blooming. He went flipping and tumbling around the slogging warrior, and when his blade found the rammaton again, he let the edge of it bite into the flesh. Not deeply, but enough to remind him that, if Vanx had wanted to, he could have taken off a good portion of the arm.

The rammaton, seeing his blood, and on the verge of exhaustion, went into the sort of panicked rage Vanx had avoided only moments ago.

Vanx knew he had to be careful here. One blow from the man’s weapon could cost him a limb or his life. Vanx didn’t try to counter the attack. He concentrated solely on avoiding the wild and savage blows that were coming fast and from every conceivable direction. The big man soon wore himself down, but not before earning Vanx’s full respect. Most well-trained Zythians could have survived that final barrage, but Vanx couldn’t think of a single human swordsman, not even the knights of the Parydon Royal Guard, who could have done as much.

Vanx retreated to the hollowed-out iron oak stump when Rammaton Tytak finally fell to his knees gasping for air. A full pillar of steam was rising from the gargan as he heaved volumes of icy cold air in and out of his lungs.

Vanx told Chelda to ask for his submission. Reluctantly, she did so. After a long, tense locking of eyes, the rammaton looked down at his bloody arm and then drove his blade into the snow-packed ground in front of him. He gave a grudging nod toward Vanx, drew his dagger from his belt, and then proceeded to cut off a lock of his white hair. When he was done, he held it out in offering.

“It’s called a sorethatch,” Chelda explained. “A token of your victory. Take it. I’ll show you how to secure it in a bead. If we come across another ramma rabble, it will keep us from having to prove our worthiness again. It will go far in helping to secure the stock we will buy near Shepherd Springs.”

Vanx came down off the stump and took the strands of hair. The other gargan men gathered round and congratulated him. Rammaton Tytak wasn’t angry, or if he was, he didn’t show it. He had his wind back, he cleaned the blood from his arm with a handful of snow and then ordered his men to build a cook fire in the iron oak stump.

It was still early in the day, and Brody, Gallarael, even Xavian, seemed to want to be moving on their way, but Chelda convinced Vanx that it was wiser to stay and listen to the men, who traveled the higher foothills every day. She wanted to learn the safest route to where they needed to go, and what passes and dangers they should avoid.

While she conversed around the stump fire, Chelda took a black bead from her pack and made a true sorethatch for Vanx out of Rammaton Tytak’s hair.

A haunch of venison had been dug up out of a nearby snow bank and was now roasting on the fire. The air was thick with its rich aroma, and one of the gargans even found a meaty bone for Poops to gnaw.

No one really understood what was being said, save for when Chelda was telling of the saber shrew they’d hunted and killed, and displaying its fangs. Then Chelda and the men of the ramma rabble went on to more serious subjects. The body language of the gargans, when they spoke, became very animated, and it was plain that they were speaking of something that irritated them deeply. Once the meat was done cooking and healthy pieces were speared on daggers all around, Chelda told Vanx and the others what she’d learned.

“None of these men have actually seen the beast, but they’ve seen its scat and its tracks. It destroyed a small fisher-folk village at Three Tower Lake. Some of the people fled out onto the thin ice toward the island at the lake’s center. The thing followed but fell through before it got to them. They all thought it drowned, but it later surprised a party out hunting elk near Kovz Valley.” Chelda made a reverent gesture with her hand to her heart. “It killed two of those seven and disappeared back into the forest, as if it were made of mist.”

“What sort of beast is it?” Vanx asked.

“Should it concern us?” asked Brody after him.

“They…” She gestured toward the gargan men. “They heard it was a white-scaled beast shaped something like a haulkat from one group of people, and that it was a sleek, white-furred wolf from another. Still others have said it was some sort of lizard. They call it the Shangelak, which is an old word for changeling.” Her eyes met Gallarael’s and held them for a moment. “Shapeshifters have found their way into the stories of my people forever. Changelings are thought to be demonic and evil. My people will hunt down and kill any changeling they can.”

“Do we have to pass these places?” Brody asked. “The places it attacked?”

“Not directly. My home village, Great Vale, is beyond Three Tower Lake, but we can go the other way around it. There are hunting parties made up of young, glory-seeking gargans out after the thing, so we have to watch out for them and the Shangelak both.”

“Do we have to go to Great Vale?” Xavian ventured.

Chelda looked at the mage then at Vanx. Finally, she shrugged. “No. But I hoped to. We can hear the old tales of the Hoar Witch and the Arbor priest from one of the eldritch there, though, and buy the mounts we seek from the shepherds who frequent the hot springs nearby.” Chelda shrugged again, but Vanx knew her indifference was forced. “All of it is on the way to Rimehold.”

“Great Vale it is, then.” Vanx nodded to Brody and clapped a reassuring hand on Xavian’s back.

With still plenty of time to travel left in the day, Rammaton Tytak bade them farewell and gave a deep head bow to Vanx.

Vanx, Poops and their companions followed Chelda deeper into the steeply graded forest. The rammaton led his men farther south along the gargan border.

By that evening, Vanx’s bruised thigh was aching, and he was as relieved as ever when Chelda stopped and indicated a shallow cave where they could set up camp.

Xavian had noticed Vanx’s limp and performed a minor healing of the sore muscles. Vanx was glad for it. He could heal others, if the wound wasn’t too bad, but he’d never mastered the tricky art of healing himself. The few times he’d tried, he only managed to waste his energy.

They posted two-person watches now that there was a specific danger to worry about, but throughout the night only a loud outburst from Poops, when a small creature ventured too close to the camp, disturbed their otherwise peaceful rest.

The terrain grew considerably steeper throughout the next day, and a light but steady flurry of snow began to fall. Sharp and uncaring fists of hard gray stone jutted up through the snow, and the trees were less dense here. It was so steep at times that Vanx had to crane his neck to see what lay ahead of them. They ended up camping in a deep crack at the base of one such outcropping of rock that night.

Poops killed and dragged out a heavy brown spider, half his own size, from back in the depths of the fracture, which kept the others in its opening for the duration of the night. No one slept well, save for Xavian, who was too tired to be afraid of a huge, creeping arachnid.

The next afternoon brought them to the crest of a high ridge with a view that was breathtaking. Below them lay a vast, bowl-shaped valley that was floored with a perfectly flat expanse of what would’ve appeared to be tundra, had the lake’s water been frozen all the way across.

Where the water was frozen, it was covered with an unblemished blanket of snow. Where it wasn’t, the smooth surface reflected the blustery blue-gray sky as if the lake were the very looking glass of the gods and goddesses above.

The surface was so still and smooth that, if the snowflakes weren’t still floating down before his eyes, Vanx would have felt as if he were in a painting.

Snow-laden pine trees climbed sharply up and away from the frozen shore, and a gauzy mist hung over the water. Sitting off of the inner edge of the ice rim was a small island. Rising up from the island, like the gloved fingers on a maimed hand, were three ancient towers. One of them had crumbled, making it look as if that finger were bent at the first knuckle. Of the remaining two, only one looked whole and stood straight. The other had a healthy lean to it, and the top fourth of it had crumbled away. Even at the great distance from which they were seeing them, it was clear they were old and abandoned.

“Three Tower Lake,” Chelda stated the obvious. Then she went on to say that the crumbly towers had been there long before her people had settled the mountains.

A thin trail of wood smoke could be seen at the northern edge of the ice shelf where it met the trees. There were several huts that had been burned or otherwise destroyed, but there were a few people moving about. Without a second glance, Chelda turned them southward and led them around the lake in the opposite direction.


Chapter Nineteen
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Remember those days of old,
when nothing could go wrong?
Now the days are young again.
Where has my lifetime gone.
-- A Zythian bard’s song
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Aserica Rime’s worried, yet gleeful, cackling suddenly hiccuped into a choking cough when she sensed her own kind among those she was spying on. She backed quickly away from the seeing pool, and the link between her and her mutated griffin child, Sloffon, snapped with an audible, and slightly painful, “pop!”

Who could it be? And why were they traveling with the barbarian woman? Furthermore, why was she in possession of a Trigon artifact? Where had she gotten such a thing?

It was alarming, but in a curious sort of way. What wasn’t so curious was the Trigon medallion. She’d felt its presence the very instant the gargan woman had put it on her wrist. After that, she’d had her beast ferret out its location, so she could track them from afar. Only, this night, she felt something else among the group: one of her kind, and that was just plain frightening.

“Well, Clytun, at least it’s not those Trigon bastards coming to finish our little war.” She spoke more to herself than to the hulking minotaur who stood vigilant guard near the heavy witchwood door of her lookout.

The dingy, underground room was torchlit and filled with tables strewn with all manner of crystal balls, looking glasses, and other ancient far-seeing devices. The chamber was dominated, though, by a circular pool formed with a knee-high stone retaining wall.

Witch blood, true witch blood, was the rarest of things. A witch might birth a hundred different offspring, each with its own shape and form, but only one in that hundred had even a chance to be born with the witch blood. And here one was --a mannish warlock even-- the sort of bastard that comes along only once or twice a millennia. What was so confusing was that this would-be warlock seemed unaware of what he had the potential to become. He was also of her bloodline. This is what she had sensed in him that startled her so badly, for she knew the only child of hers to be born in a mannish form had sacrificed himself to Nepton’s wrath half a century ago.

She hobbled over to a mirror and stood before it. Her hair was a gnarled tangle of gray and yellow-white, her face a sad, wrinkled covering hanging loosely over an almost five-hundred-year-old skull filled with knowledge. Her eyes were tiny black orbs, and her teeth brown and as crooked as her nose.

Normally, she might have taken the time to study her distasteful reflection. Sometimes her ugliness fueled her determination. Seeing herself filled her with hate and jealous rage, but not this day. This day she was too curiously alarmed to need the extra motivation.

Her reflection shimmered and shifted until it was gone completely, leaving a deep, rolling view of a stormy sea in the glass. In fantastic fashion, the swells and windblown foam all sped in motion to an impossible rate, but they were moving backward. The foam streams blew into the wave tops, and the white caps rolled and faded into the cobalt mass.

Suddenly, a timber broke the surface. A heartbeat later, half a ship was jutting out of the sea. Beyond it, yellow lightning crackled in strobe-like fashion. Dark, swirling clouds churned and roiled with unnatural speed. The wrath of Nepton was great that night, and seeing it again made Aserica Rime shudder at his godly power.

A dark-haired man stood tall at the bow spirit, a finely carved giant’s head. Beneath the man, the word Foamfollower was carved in darkly scripted letters. Boats came bobbing up to the deck. They were hauled up to the racks and secured. Men crawled over the sides or shot up head first out of the water until the ship was finally righted.

Why had it gone down? What —

Pulling away from the vessel, just above the roaring waves, was a sleek, spade-shaped sea ray.

It was a giant storm devil. A spater-ray, she reckoned from her lore. It was attracted to the lightning and had leapt, crashing into the Foamfollower’s hull. As the ship traveled the sea backward, eating its own wake, Aserica Rime wondered what one of her sons had done to earn such a pointless ending.

The ship leaned as it tacked up and over more slowly rolling swells through much more favorable weather. The sun rose and fell, and then rose and fell again. Other smaller storms came and went. She was prepared to watch all of her child’s life as it peeled away from his death in her reflecting glass, but she didn’t need to watch long, for the ship had found a port--Flotsam, she thought--on the Isle of Zyth. A golden-haired Zythian woman backed swiftly down the docks to the ship. She turned and waved and pushed a painful-looking tear into her eye. The ship moved to the dock then. Captain Saint Elm skipped backward up a plank and almost fell into the woman’s embrace.

With a wave of her hand, Aserica Rime slowed, and then stopped, the image in the mirror.

She studied the Zythian girl—no, she was a woman. She had to remind herself of the long lives with which the gods had cursed all of the races of Zwar.

Her finger traced the woman’s belly, and it all became clear. She shuddered again, for the odds of birthing a blooded warlock through a generation gap were astronomical at best. But the odds of that child being half-Zythian were impossible. Only divine intervention could have managed to keep such a conflicted and powerful child alive. Such intervention meant that this trained Zythian warlock had a destiny, and most likely unimaginable power.

He was coming for her. He would try to steal her knowledge, take her life, and then assume her place.

It wouldn’t do. It just wouldn’t do.

“Calm yourself,” the minotaur said. “You are trembling and aglow with your emotion.”

She took in a deep breath and closed her eyes, letting the frozen image on her mirror start forward again. She turned away before her slowly forming reflection could remind her of her rotted body, but not before recognizing the glimmer of fear in her dark eyes.

“Go fetch me a sacrifice, Clytun,” she ordered. “Bring her to the Altar of Pain. I must seek our master in this. Divine hands have played a part in this thing’s survival. And I have a feeling that our stygian lord will relish thwarting them.”

Later, in a different sort of chamber, in the heights of one of Rimehold’s towers, the Hoar Witch slid a razor-sharp blade slowly across a pixie girl’s stomach. The young Spritan screamed, but the sound was muffled by the little wad of dirty linen shoved in her mouth. Her wrists were bound by silver chains that were anchored in the crimson-stained block of ice upon which she lay. Her glittery blue eyes were wide open with fear, and her body was convulsing wildly. Her wings were a ruin, one fouled and bent completely, the other a bloody mess of parchment-thin tissue. She looked like she wanted to die, and she was begging the Lords of Fae to grant her that single boon with all the will she had left in her.

From above, the moonlight transferred down through the crystalline structure, illuminating the rest of the palace in a jaundiced glow. Aur’s moon itself was mostly hidden by her heavy lid.

Aserica Rime poured a dollop of liquid on the pixie’s new wound and cackled with glee when the stuff started to corrode. Just as the pixie was on the brink of losing consciousness, she convulsed violently.

The dark one himself played a part in granting the fairy girl’s quick death after that. He had been enjoying the torture from afar, through the Hoar Witch’s senses, and when her thoughts had drifted from the task at hand to the half-Zythian warlock, he commanded her in such a way as to push her anger and fear to the brink.

Aserica Rime plunged the dagger deep into the pixie’s heart, sending her soul-shadow speeding away from the evil place. Clytun sank into the corner and crouched there.

“He ordered me to take in and teach the warlock.” She spat, and for the first time felt her own uncertainty. “The bastard thing is coming here to seek out its heritage. The dark one says we must kill off its companions. I can tell, as clearly as I can smell the dead fae’s stench, that either I or the man-witch will die in the process.”

She shook her head and let out a slow sigh. “It seems that the dark one is trying to replace me, and this will never do.”

“You don’t need him,” Clytun said. “You are a power unto yourself. You have crossed the dark one’s designs before.”

“He was not pleased with us then, Clytun, I assure you.” A plan was already forming in her wicked mind.

“Maybe not,” the minotaur admitted. “But driving away the Trigon was unavoidable. It had come down to us or them.”

“Unavoidable it was, Clytun.” She nodded. “Unavoidable it was.”


Chapter Twenty
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Her name was Copper Sally and she worked out in the alley,
and she was always ready for a go.
The Captain brought her to his cabin, and like a dog his tail was wagging,
until he saw she had a bigger pole.
-- a sailor song
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Vanx and his companions didn’t venture any closer to the lake but instead skirted around it on the lip of the valley’s southern rim. The island was in sight the bulk of the day, and Vanx’s curiosity kept wandering to the towers and who might have built them. He would have enjoyed exploring them, if he weren’t being pulled elsewhere by some insistent feeling. In fact, he marked the island in his mind as a place he would visit, if and when he made it out of Rimehold alive.

They put the lake behind them and the terrain became steeper, rockier, and far more slippery. Every one of them was forced to concentrate on the loose, treacherous path that Chelda chose for them. The big gargan girl was looking for a suitable place to stop for the night, when Poops exploded into a ferocious warning bark that set Vanx’s spine on fire and caused Xavian to gasp out loud.

Weapons came up quickly, for Vanx and Chelda had been carrying their bows strung and ready in hopes of killing something fresh for their supper. The crossbow Brody had aimed at the woods wasn’t so much for game, though. The ever-prepared man had been sleeping with the weapon loaded and in reach since they’d left the ramma rabble.

Xavian positioned himself behind Vanx, and Vanx heard him quietly mouthing the words to a spell.

Gallarael unshouldered her backpack. She moved like an animal: quick, deliberate, and sure. Vanx hoped she didn’t shift forms prematurely. It might only be a group of hunters that had spooked Poops. But if it was the Shangelak, or another threat, he hoped she was ready to change and help defend them.

Poops darted toward a thick tangle of piled scree at the edge of a line of pine trees. Vanx could smell the dog’s alarm. He could feel Poops’s irritation in his own goose-pimpled skin. Poops barked again, then lunged into the tangle. Over Poops’s savage growling came a steady flurry of heavy, crashing footfalls. It was perfectly clear to Vanx’s ears, but whatever was making the sound was receding swiftly down the slope, not drawing nearer to them.

The deep crack of a tree limb breaking was followed by the shrill screech of an owl.

“Whatever it was, it bolted away,” he told them.

“I hope we’re not sleeping here,” said Xavian. “I will hike until the moon is high and hold my tongue the whole way to avoid whatever that might have been.”

“’Might have been that Shagenlak Chelda’s folks told us about.” Brody’s tone was serious.

“It’s Shangelak,” Chelda snapped. Then to Xavian she said, “You couldn’t hold your complaining for even a hundred paces on the easier stretches, wizard.” She forced a nervous grin. “But I doubt it was the same thing that attacked an entire village and a full hunting party. It was probably a bull elk or a young bear, unless the changeling beast is afraid of dogs.”

Poops had a sheepish look about him when he eased back and stood by Vanx’s side. Since he had no tail to wag, his whole rear end wiggled back and forth.

“It’s all right, Poops.” Vanx knelt and gave the dog’s ears a good scratch. “Being roused over naught is better than being caught off guard, every time.”

“Agreed,” Brody said as he eased over and gave the heavily bundled dog a pat on the back.

“We’ve got to make a camp soon,” Chelda said. “I suppose the wizard is right. So, we should push on and get out of this area, just in case.”

“Please,” Xavian said from where he was helping Gallarael get her pack straps situated back on her shoulders.

No more than a thousand paces around the bending path, chance, and the darkening sky, dictated their resting place for the night. An uncovered notch in a rock face they came upon looked like it had been used as a camp a few times before. Though it offered no great protection from the snow, its open side faced the trees, which fell sharply away. The immediate area was relatively level and clear of debris, and furthermore, there was no deep, dark, spider-concealing crack at the back.

Brody used what little light was left to them and trooped bravely down into the trees. He scrounged up a good bit of deadfall, and soon a real fire was roaring. The flames reflected off of the ice and the granite walls around them, lighting the nook well. It gave them the impression, at least, that they were safe from all of the flame-fearing beasts of the wild.

Gallarael helped Xavian boil some mash meal and added bits of dried venison they’d gotten from the gargans. The fare was plain but warm and filling. Everyone was pleased when Vanx offered to make one of the last pots of kaffee that they had left.

Above, the cloudy sky opened up to reveal a bright, star-spattered sheet of blue-black wonder. Looking out from their niche, they could easily see over the treetops. The sharp, jagged majesty of the Bitterpeaks was aglow with silvery moonlight. It all sparkled like some crystal fairytale landscape. It seemed to Vanx as if they were near the top of an alien world, for what color the moon stole from his vision, it gave back with breathtaking shimmers and sparkles. Only the occasional hoot of an owl, with the frequent, whistling call of some distant beast, could be heard over the popping pinewood fire.

In a reverent whisper, Chelda broke the silence, and for once her voice held none of its haughty, pride-filled disdain.

“When we reach Great Vale tomorrow, the reception might not be all that warm,” she started hesitantly. “We will be treated well, but my father and I parted in a very bad way. He’d wanted a son and raised me as such.”

That she was having trouble finding her words was plain, but when Gallarael slid in beside her and gave her a sisterly hug, it seemed to ease her anxiety.

“When it came time to be a woman,” Chelda went on, “I held onto the masculine ways he taught me. He blamed my choices for my mother’s failing health, and when she passed on, he swore that I had broken her heart.”

“Oh, Chelda.” Gallarael squeezed her closer. “That’s horrible.”

“You know you didn’t,” was all Vanx could think to say. His own mother had died. He couldn’t imagine feeling responsible for her death.

“No, no. She did die of a broken heart.” Chelda’s voice was barely audible now and thick with emotion. “My father broke it when he didn’t accept me for who I am. My mother loved me, I’ve no doubt. I guess all mothers love their daughters, but mine held no judgment. He and I have never forgiven each other, is all.” She hid her face in her hands then.

When no one spoke for a long time, she added, in a tone a bit closer to her normal voice, “I just wanted you to know what to expect.”

“So we will be there on the morrow, then?” Xavian tried to change the direction of the conversation.

Chelda nodded. “If this upthrust of rock wasn’t behind us, we would be able to see the ridge of the Great Vale Rim. We might be all day getting there, but by nightfall, for whatever it’s worth, I’ll be home.”

The night watches were uneventful, save for Vanx’s. He couldn’t sleep well, so he relieved Brody and Xavian not long after they’d relieved Chelda and Gallarael. They objected at first, but Vanx insisted, and the two weary men found their tent.

Vanx let the fire burn low and put it behind him so that he could see out over the landscape without the flames’ glare agitating his vision. Poops lay down at his side and worried the bone Vanx had been carrying for him. For a long time, the two of them sat and enjoyed the splendor of the night.

Sometime later, the underlying sound around them suddenly hushed. Vanx and Poops both noticed it immediately, but after standing down the slope, even moving about to get a better viewing angle into the trees, Vanx saw and heard nothing that gave him pause.

It was as he was moving back into the firelight that Poops let out a long, low growl and sent a tendril of warning through him.

Glancing quickly at the dog, he saw that Poops was looking skyward. He craned his neck and saw immediately what had gotten Poops’s hackles up. It wasn’t a definite shape circling high over them, but it was a dark, shadowy thing that blotted out the stars as it soared on the wind. It moved like a circling hawk but was far larger. Just how large was impossible to judge at the moment, though.

Vanx left the camp to get himself completely away from the fire’s glow. He didn’t go far. He would never leave his companions unguarded, but he went far enough that his eyes began to pick up details of the thing soaring soundlessly overhead.

To his best recollection of creature lore, it was some sort of griffin, only it wasn’t a winged lion with an eagle’s head. Its body looked feline, though, like a large, well-muscled mountain cat. Its head seemed wolfish, with a long snout and laid back pointed ears that could have been horns. Its wings were thin, for Vanx could sometimes make out the stars through their membranes. He decided its hide was probably gray scales, with a sheen that allowed it to blend with the clouds or the snow. He guessed it to be a little larger than a full-grown haulkatten and most likely the same creature that had been terrorizing the gargans.

The thing was purposefully circling a very specific area, but there was no way to know if it was after some unwary prey down the mountainside, or if it was the campfire that it was drawn to. The idea that it might be some witch-born, demon-beast flitted through his brain, too, but the notion quickly fizzled out and he discounted it. He doubted that the fabled Hoar Witch was still alive, never mind worrying about his modest little group’s presence this far away from Rimehold. But even though the goddess had told him otherwise, he wouldn’t completely discount the possibility that it was Aserica Rime reaching out to him and urging him near. Luckily, by the next morning, the thing was gone.

“Its scales and wings would explain why it simply vanished in the forest,” Brody offered. “If it can fly, it will be very hard for the hunters to track.”

“Why would a winged beast fall through the ice into Three Tower Lake?” Xavian asked.

“Well, there is that.” Vanx shrugged. “That sort of puts a hole in my bucket, doesn’t it?”

“Maybe yes, maybe no,” the mage pondered aloud. “It could be the beast leapt into the air in flight. They said it was snowing rather harshly that day, and terrified people sometimes confuse things in their minds. Or it could be more formidable than anyone thinks, Vanx. The thing could possess some magical ability to do what the hunters said it did. It might be able to turn into a mist and simply vanish.”

“It might be able to make a fargin Parydonian mushroom pie, too,” Brody jested gruffly. “Or imitate a stubble-headed mage whose skullcap has worn the growth off of his crown.”

“What would you say it was, then?” Gallarael asked.

“Pardon my mouth, milady.” Brody fumbled for words, probably thinking his swearing had offended her. Vanx knew his mentioning of mushrooms had gotten her ire up, not his cursing. “It was most likely some mountain beast looking for food or protecting its territory… nothing for us to get overexcited about.”

Chelda was starting to reply, and Xavian had his mouth halfway open, when Vanx hushed them all, as if the beast were swooping in that very moment. When he saw that they were startled into being on guard, he let out a heartfelt laugh.

“Enough bickering,” he said with narrowed brows. “We have to get moving or we won’t make Great Vale by darkfall.”

Vanx had to fight to keep his expression serious. Every one of them was looking at him as if they were children being shamed for behaving badly.


Chapter Twenty-One
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I’m off to make a fool of a fool
and a fool of a king as well.
Only a fool can fool a fool,
But with a king’s wits who can tell?
-- The King of Fools
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Throughout the day’s travel, Vanx couldn’t shake the feeling that the strange Shangelak beast was watching them from overhead. The sky had grown blustery again and was an ash-gray blanket, shaking loose only a light snow on them in fits and starts. If the thing was up there, Vanx decided, it was having no trouble staying out of sight. The steady wind all but died away as they headed through the heavily forested valley below the Great Vale Ridge, but when they started up out of the denser woods, the wind found a way through every gap in their furs. Only Chelda and Gallarael seemed oblivious to the cold.

Vanx saw a clump of cottages just before Chelda pointed them out. A tract of forest had been cleared away downhill of them, and naught but stumps remained. Not far off, another tract, nearly the same size and shape, was lined with two- or three-year-old saplings. Above and beyond the cabins, a herd of red-and-black-striped devil horns was searching the few exposed shrubs for food.

The way the evil-looking goats leapt, all reckless and graceful, from foothold to foothold made Xavian grumble that he’d rather not ride such a creature. Vanx agreed with the mage, even though Chelda reassured them that the devil horns they were after wouldn’t take such risky leaps with their weight.

“The ramma can’t be much better,” said Brody.

“It will make our hiking that much easier if they carry the packs, though.” This came from Gallarael.

“It will,” Vanx agreed. And for the first time, he felt a curious pride well up over the way the princess was carrying herself out here in the wild.

“Other than a few short passes, there is not much worse than what we skirted yesterday,” Chelda said over her shoulder. She was currently leading them along what might have been an old hunting trail through a pass of cedar trees and taller evergreens.

“Only the ice falls and the stretch of narrow ledges that cut across the cliff they tumble down,” Chelda went on. “Beyond that, we don’t have many more of these to manage. The forests are less hospitable and the passages rockier; the valleys are deeper, and some have full rivers we might have to ford or a swell we must skirt. This time of year, we might even have some snowmelt and flooding. Or worse, slush.”

Poops let out a loud yelp, and Vanx felt a sharp pain. Heat stabbed through him like a pike-shaft. Chelda started screaming, and Xavian was suddenly doing his best to keep Brody from loosing his crossbow bolt.

Gallarael was nowhere in sight.

Two gargan men came charging over and down the crest, right behind Poops. The dog had an arrow sticking out of his furry vest.

Chelda grew furious. If Poops had been lifeless, she would have surely killed the men by now.

The dog came limping briskly up to Vanx. Fear, anger and confusion all intermingled with the weird sensations Poops was sending him through their link. The feelings weren’t animalistic, as Vanx had previously thought. ‘Pure’ was the word he decided described them best.

The dog’s anger wasn’t projected toward the men who had mistaken him for a beast but at his nose for not smelling them out. The fear Poops felt was for the man who had saved him from the cave where his mother was eaten by a dragon. The confusion was that the pain had seemingly come from nowhere, and Vanx decided that, no matter how complex the dog’s thoughts were, Poops couldn’t grasp the concept or the mechanics of a crossbow, just the reality of it.

Realizing Poops was fully shafted, Vanx fell to his knees to help his four-legged friend.

He removed the furred vest he’d made. To the gargans the dog appeared to be something he wasn’t. Knowing about the Shangelak’s recent attack, Vanx found he couldn’t be too mad at them for their reaction. He was glad there were no vitals injured. The arrow had only pierced the upper portion of Poops’s hind end. The puncture had been worn open when the dog ran to him, though. Vanx broke the fletched end off of the shaft and quickly pulled it through. No sooner had the arrow left his body than Poops sent a cool feeling of relief washing over them both.

“Was it poisoned?” Vanx asked Chelda.

“No,” she answered without even slowing her tirade.

“Ask them if they were poisoned!” Vanx yelled, and all eyes fell upon him.

Chelda asked the one who loosed the arrow, and he responded with a negative shake of his head.

“I told you no,” Chelda said hotly, her anger spilling over at him. “We don’t use such foul ways to hunt and kill. Using poisoned arrows is cowardly and despicable.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Gallarael said as she stepped back amongst the group.

“I had to ask,” Vanx said. “And I will not hold this against them; I should have kept him closer.”

Chelda gave a snort then returned her attention to the gargan who had shot the dog.

Vanx made out a few of the words she was saying—“sorethatch”, “rammaton”, and “fool” among them—but not nearly all of them. Her tone was as chiding and condescending as usual. Vanx almost felt sorry for the men.

Turning his attention back to Poops, Vanx found Xavian was beside the dog, struggling fruitlessly to keep him from licking his wounds.

“Brody! Gal!” Vanx called them. When they were in earshot he said, “I need to work a quick healing here. I’m not sure how Chelda’s people will—”

“Got it,” Gallarael cut him off. “Brody, you and Xavian huddle ‘round close. I’ll take care of the rest.”

So sure were Gallarael’s words that Vanx half-expected her to disrobe, or maybe change into her black-skinned other self. Instead, she went to Chelda’s side, reached up and put her hands on one of the fangs that jutted up out of her backpack and got Chelda talking about the shrew hunt. Within minutes, the gargan men talked the girls into letting them have a better look.

“Don’t do too much at once,” Xavian warned Vanx.

Brody shivered and turned away; he’d told them all before that magic unsettled him, as it was doing now.

The healing was over with before Chelda had gotten to the good parts of her retelling of the shrew hunt. Gallarael interrupted, suggesting they finish the story around a campfire. The gargan men did them one better by taking them into the lodge.

“These are rim riders,” Chelda told them. “They are an official ramma rabble of sorts. There are manned outposts along the ridge. They house all the men.”

They followed the rim riders over the crest of the ridge, and the sight that spread out below them was as surprising as it was amazing.

A deep valley full of life and activity was split by a wide, silvery river. There were several torch-lined bridges and a dam at the far end, and the whole place seemed to glow yellow in the dusky light. The illumination was from the hundreds of lamplit windows and the gauzy radiance from the smoke of a few hundred hearth fires. The symmetrical layout of the roads was far more sophisticated than Vanx imagined it would be and the fact that Chelda always referred to the place as her “home village” may have been the reason why.

Great Vale looked like it had a villagey feel to it, but it was easily twenty times the size of any Zythian village. There was no way to judge how many people lived there, but there were a lot of them.

More gargan men joined their procession as they went downslope into Great Vale. Vanx supposed it would take half a day to get down to the river, so he brought his attention back to Chelda’s translation of what one of the gargan men, a commander called Riggaton Manix, was saying.

He was telling them of the Shangelak sightings, and how his men were told to kill it first and worry later. He said that, for a turn of the moon, nearly every day there was a new sighting or a new attack on the people. But for a few days, no one had seen hide nor hair of the creature. Chelda then told them of Vanx’s sighting the night before. The idea that the creature had wings was not a new one to the rim riders. One girl, Manix told them, had seen it take to the air.

The sky had darkened considerably. A torch suddenly flared to life ahead of them and another behind. Vanx lost the advantage of his Zythian vision because of this. It didn’t matter, though, as not even his keen eyes could have spotted the beast circling high above them, but he still felt it was there.

Inside the roomy lodge, the companions were treated to hot, succulent venison stew and warm bread that was a bit stale. While they ate, Chelda had the rim riders tell tales of saber shrews, giant frost grizzlies, and other glamorous hunts from gargan history. The meal was good and relaxing, and all the group’s members were filled with a healthy sense of accomplishment for coming this far.


Chapter Twenty-Two
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In that land across the sea,
a dragon queen did rise.
But in the end the great High King
relieved her of her life.
-- The Ballad of Ornspike
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The gargan men spent a long time admiring Chelda’s fangs, and after some prodding from Gallarael and Brody, Vanx took out his xuitar and played a few songs. Before long, a few other rim riders came in from their ranging. They all seemed to enjoy the performance a great deal. Reluctantly, others left to take up watch posts and do their various duties, until eventually the lodge’s common room, turned tavern hall, was cleared.

Riggaton Manix had the pine plank tables moved aside and the floor swept so that the group would have a place to lay out their bedrolls for the night. He apologized to Chelda for the crude lodgings, and Chelda relayed back to the group that all of the bunk houses and private rooms had been filled with men since the sightings started.

Logs were heaped on the hearth fire and the lamps snuffed. When the group finally found themselves alone, Vanx gave Brody a look and a gesture, indicating that he would take the first watch. Brody acknowledged that he understood and went quickly to sleep. The others were already in their bedrolls and drifting off.

Vanx stared into the flames while absently scratching the scruff of Poops’s neck and enjoyed the rich, woodsy smell of all the worked cedar, pine and range oak around him. Chelda’s soft, rhythmic snores filled what silence the crackling fire didn’t. Poops had his bone about worried through, but it still held his full attention. The dog only stopped gnawing when Vanx probed the sore spot on his rump. Then the soft glow of Vanx’s healing magic filled the room for a short time. After that, Poops gave Vanx a wet slurp then curled up in the blankets next to him and drifted off.

There had been a new quality to the pull inside Vanx most of the day. A warning maybe, or a sense of proximity that he didn’t understand. Of course, it had been forgotten entirely when Sir Poopsalot’s painful emotions had come flooding into him, but now, as he watched over his friends, he tried to recall the feeling so he might mull it over. Oddly, though, he found this new aspect had vanished. The insistent draw toward their deep mountain destination was still there. It was strong and constant and a somewhat desperate feeling now, but it wasn’t quite enough to worry over anymore this night. Other concerns found a place in his mind soon enough, and they did their best to take root.

The idea that the very friends he was watching over were following him blindly into the unknown made him marvel a bit. He didn’t want to imagine anything terrible happening to them, but his dreams were usually full of such notions, and in stark, vivid clarity. He was beginning to fear sleep, lest the dreams come and terrorize him. The first night in the forest had been his last good rest. Exhaustion was beginning to take its toll. He reminded himself that his companions had chosen to come on this quest, not so much for him, but for the glory of finding the fabled palace of Rimehold.

What they planned to do after they found the place hadn’t really been part of the conversation. Vanx wasn’t even sure what he was going to do, or what awaited them there. All he knew was that he had to get there, if only to quell the gnawing feeling inside.

His mind drifted to Gallarael. She was a different matter. She was running from something more than seeking anything. She had proven herself over the last harsh weeks, but even though he didn’t doubt her abilities, or her other self’s ability, to defend herself, he doubted she had the knowledge or experience to survive the Bitterpeaks on her own. She didn’t know the first bit of woods lore, and he’d noticed that her sense of direction wasn’t all that honed. Under sunny skies, she might be able to tell north from south and east from west, but out here there was seldom a time when the sky wasn’t low and cloudy and the air full of confusing flurries and driving winds. He had a responsibility to his friends, King Oakarm and Prince Russet, to look out for her. He didn’t like to admit it, but he had a responsibility to the Duchess of Highlake as well. It was only due to this duty that he finally decided to wake Brody so that he might try to get a few hours’ sleep. He couldn’t look out for Gallarael with his head full of cobwebs.

Maybe it was the warmth of the hearth fire, or possibly the potency of the comforting tree smells that filled his nose. Whatever it was, he slept well that night, and the only dreams that were forced upon him were those he was unknowingly sharing with Sir Poopsalot: the fear of a fleeing rabbit through a snowy forest, baying in a half-moon sky and the feeling of nuzzling in slumber with the pack. He found the smell of a salty sea island there in those dreams, and busy wispwhites, all sparkly and frolicking around a tree that was growing out of a pool of quicksilver.

These sleepy visions were shattered when a blast of cold air hit him. Gargan men came bursting in, yelling commands at the men who slept in the bunk rooms around them. They were excited and concerned, and in such a rush that they narrowly avoided tripping over the rousing group on the floor. Then, from somewhere outside, a loud bell began to clang.

Brody stepped into the group’s startled midst and assured them that all was well, at least in the immediate sense. He’d been outside and was radiating the chill he’d brought back in with him.

“Another village was attacked,” he told them. “Not far from here, to the south.”

“What village?” Chelda asked sharply. “What did they call it?”

All around them, men and a few women, in various stages of wakefulness and dress, prepared to go fulfill their duties.

“Auchard? Orchard, maybe?”

Chelda closed her eyes. “Orchard is the way you’d say it down in Orendyn. It’s not so much a village as a remote part of Great Vale. My mother was born there. I’ve got kin there.” She stopped talking, took in a deep breath and sighed. “How bad was it?”

“The rider who came was a relay, I think. I could barely make out what was being said. There were rim riders on watch, and they engaged the beast. You were right, Vanx. It came from the sky. I only understood that part because the rider was holding up his arms and flapping them to explain what he was reporting.”

“I’d better go and ask someone.” Chelda didn’t even bother to put her furs on before bursting out into the cold, predawn air to gather information.

“Do they have to keep running in and out?” Xavian asked. He shivered and pulled the thick, wool hat that had taken the place of his polished steel skullcap over his stubble-haired head.

“Go over by the fire and warm yourself,” Gallarael said. “Once you get your blood flowing and your belly full, you’ll feel better.”

“Oh, I forgot, there is a huge pot of hot, honeyed oats hanging over a fire by the other bunk house,” Brody said. “I guess it makes it easier to get up and face the weather if your morning meal is served outside in it.”

Chelda returned but didn’t have much more to offer. She said that they should get up, get a bowl of the offered food, and start on down into the village. “The sun is breaking the horizon as we speak.” She didn’t seem to be disturbed by the bitter air she’d just been out in.

Vanx reminded himself that her father, who blamed his wife’s death on Chelda, still lived down there. Her sharp mood seemed almost gentle, considering that.

Riggaton Manix ordered a pair of his younger men to escort the party down into the village. Chelda told them that it was a high honor to be escorted anywhere by the rim riders.

The way was clearer going down. The heavily used path was worn, and all the steeper portions of the slope were worked into wide switchbacks to lessen the gradient.

For the first time, they saw the gargans up close on their mounts, for their escorts rode curl-horned ramma. The beasts carried the riders with sure-hoofed ease but seemed to have a bit of disdain for all but their kind. The riders wore uniforms of tan cloaks over pumpkin-colored vests. Neither of the two spoke as they rode; Vanx could tell that was only because they were young and shy.

They passed a shepherd who was tending a flock of strange-looking, furred animals. The herd was busy eating fallen pine needles and bright canary berries from a bushy growth that pushed up through the snow. All of them, save for Chelda and the rim riders, ogled the creatures as they passed. They were pig-like but covered in curly wool, like a sheep, and they had startlingly intelligent-looking eyes. The shepherd, in turn, ogled Poops in his thick fur vest. He shook his staff when the dog got too close to his herd and earned a shout from the rim rider escorting them. The shepherd went muttering and cursing his way farther off the road.

It was a road now, Vanx decided. All but the slightest bit of slope was behind them. They were in the bottom of the valley. Houses and fenced plots of snow-blanketed land bordered by drystone boundary walls and crude wooden railings were scattered about them. The smell of wood smoke and bacon fat was in the air. Two men were arguing in the distance, and a woman’s cackling laugh cut over them. All of this, along with the chirping, buzzing and cawing of a dozen different forms of wildlife, found Vanx’s ears from the world beyond the road.

Above, the sky wasn’t clear, but it wasn’t all gray and blustery yet, either. It was as if the day were deciding which way to go with itself.

A lopsided triangle formation of piebald geese came flapping by, and Vanx watched them shift and reposition in the air as they went.

Up ahead, a commotion of pounding hooves and worried shouts erupted. Just before Vanx pulled his eyes from above, the flock scattered across the sky in all directions, like grain-bin roaches under sudden torchlight. The feeling that filled him in that moment was the same he’d felt yesterday. Something was near, and it was dangerous and evil.

“The beast is upon us,” the approaching rim rider called. His mount looked like it was charging to ram them. “Beware! The Shangelak was seen in the sky only moments ago.” The man wasn’t yelling for their benefit alone, he was calling out so that all could hear him. His pumpkin-colored vest marked him as a rim rider, but he barely slowed his mount to repeat the warning to his fellows as he thundered by. Vanx supposed he was headed up the road to warn those in the lodge.

Just then, a roar split the morning wide open. In the distance, Vanx saw it coming at them in a streaking glide, like an eagle swooping on a fish.

“It comes for us!” Vanx yelled and began shedding his gear to get at his bow.

Brody was doing the same and cursing for not having a weapon in hand, while both Chelda and Xavian spoke swift words to Gallarael to keep her from shifting forms.

The young rim riders had their bows up and were already loosing by the time Vanx had his bow unbundled. Their shots were hurried and way off the mark, and their mounts wouldn’t sit still. Vanx couldn’t blame them.

Vanx knew that he’d never get his bow strung in time, but he didn’t stop trying. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Chelda, still burdened with her pack full of saber fangs, striding out with her ancient sword drawn, as if to take on the swiftly swooping creature all by herself. It sent a chill through him like he’d never felt before. What happened next was as unbelievable as it was horrifying.

Xavian sent a streaking ray of lavender energy sizzling through the air at the beast, but with only the slightest twitch of its wings, the creature tilted and avoided the string-straight stream of energy.

The rim riders loosed again, but even when they hit, their short range arrows didn’t have enough behind them to penetrate the thing’s hide. Then Brody stepped forward and put a crossbow bolt into the gray, flying-cat-beast’s shoulder. At the same instant, Chelda leapt up, and made a startlingly agile swipe across the creature’s underbelly.

Vanx felt, more than heard or saw, Poops suddenly ducking and diving to avoid a grasping talon, but when he brought his eyes up, hot black blood from the wound Chelda had opened up splattered across his face and blinded him.

There was a thumping of wing beats over them, then a man’s scream erupted. It was frantic and desperate, and then Gallarael’s scream cut over it. Vanx got his eyes clear of blood just in time to see Brody flailing wildly in the creature’s claws. He was beating at it with his crossbow, as if it were a club. It was a futile effort, for already the thing had carried the old Parydonian archer up into the sky and out of bow range. Even if he managed to get it to turn him loose, Vanx saw, he’d only fall to his death.

Vanx wondered sadly if that might not be a better fate than what the beast would do to him when they set down somewhere.

Then he was fighting for breath as Gallarael clutched him into a savage hug.


Chapter Twenty-Three
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Three pints of stout I bought her
and then she quenched my loins.
But when I said I love you dear,
she ran off with my coins.
-- Parydon Cobbles
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Vanx eyed Chelda over Gallarael’s shoulder. The big woman was following the beast with her eyes. Her hair was disheveled and pressed against her face, her sword hanging loosely in her grip, dripping blood in the snow.

Vanx saw the blade clearly. The color was fading from it. It had been glowing with a slightly blue tint, but no one else, not even Chelda, seemed to have noticed.

Her hand went to her brow and she squinted. He saw her mouth some words but didn’t hear them. Gallarael’s sobbing and Poops’s agitated barking drowned them out. Then her hand pointed toward where the creature had gone, and a satisfied grin spread across her face.

“I got it,” she said louder. “Look!”

Vanx looked. The beast was losing altitude in fits and starts of frantic wing beats. It dropped slowly at first, then one wing folded askew and the huge creature began twirling down like a leaf from a tree. Brody’s flailing body fell, and Vanx could hear his distant scream. He was glad Gallarael didn’t notice the sound. From such a height, there was no chance of surviving, and Vanx was glad they couldn’t see the impact of his body. Chelda and Xavian were running behind the rim riders, then. Poops looked to Vanx then danced an excited circle. His bark was full of worry.

“Go, then,” Vanx told him. “But be careful, and stay with the others.” He doubted Poops heard him, much less understood his words, but there was no doubt the dog knew what the word “go” meant. He was already off, racing awkwardly to catch up in his thick bundled fur. Vanx wanted to be happy that Poops wasn’t favoring his arrow wound, but the loss of Brody was too much to allow it.

“What happened?” Gallarael asked from where her face was buried in Vanx’s thick coat.

“Chelda’s blow was true,” Vanx said simply. “They fell from the sky.”

“Do you think—” Gallarael pulled back and looked into Vanx’s eyes.

“No.” Vanx didn’t honeycoat it. “There’s no possible way.”

She seemed to accept that and began to pull her emotions back into herself.

“He was a good man, that one.” She sniffled softly. “He reminded me a lot of Trevin.”

“Shhh.” Vanx gave her a final hug and let her go. “Don’t get lost in sorrow, Gal. Out here is not the place to lose your wits over the ones you care for.”

She wiped her nose on her own furred sleeve and gave a tiny nod of understanding. “I’ll be all right.” She held his eyes. “It’s just that restraining my urge to change brings on a deep well of emotion.” She sniffled again but held her shoulders back a little more proudly. “It’s not easy maintaining control.”

“But you did it, as you always must. You cannot change what you’ve become, but you can master some aspects of it. Make your condition an asset, not a hindrance.”

She nodded again, hugged herself and stared toward where the others had gone.

Vanx looked around and wondered where all the people had come from. They were still a good way from the village, but at least thirty people were mingling around the rim riders. He decided there must be more dwellings than he thought scattered in the hills.

“Let’s go help them,” Gallarael finally said.

“Are you sure?” Vanx asked. He’d seen a man’s body after he’d fallen from some cliffs once. The skull had split on the rocks like a huge, gray-yoked egg. It wasn’t something he wanted to see again, especially if the egg was Brody’s head.

Vanx motioned to the rim rider nearest them that that they were moving on. The man shook loose of the people questioning him and used his fierce-looking ramma mount to move them back; then he stayed behind Vanx and Gallarael, either out of fear or respect.

It took the better part of an hour to get to the others. Another crowd had formed up around the twisted body of the fallen beast. A short distance off to the side, a smaller group huddled around Brody’s broken form. They weren’t any closer to the village itself, but this area was flatter and the trees far more sparse. A pair of stone-and-mortar homes with steep, tiled roofs stood a stone’s throw away. A brace of fat gray leapers was half-skinned on a rack behind one of them.

“He told me he has a young brother still in King Oakarm’s service back in Dabbledon,” Gallarael said. “Can we afford to ship his things there?”

“I’ll speak to Chelda about it,” Vanx promised. “Maybe the next caravan can take them to Orendyn. Darbin will handle it from there. Brody had a lot of coin hidden in his house, too. His family should get that as well.”

“And a penned accounting of how he died,” Xavian added as he joined them.

Poops nudged Vanx’s leg, but the dog settled at Gallarael’s feet. Unconsciously, they’d stopped far enough away from their friend’s corpse that they didn’t have to look upon it yet.

“Is it bad?” Vanx asked and cut his eyes at Gallarael sharply.

“Not much blood,” Xavian said. “He probably died from fright during the fall. There is a gash in his side from the beast’s claw, but he looks to be at peace now.”

Vanx didn’t tell them that Brody had been all too aware as he fell.

Just then, Chelda began yelling and ordering people back. A man on a wagon sled that was being pulled by some hairy, ox-like beast was coming up toward them. Chelda was trying to get him to come to Brody instead of the dead creature.

Vanx left Gallarael with Xavian and went to Brody’s side. He knelt down and put a hand over his friend’s heart, then realized that what he was seeing wasn’t that much different than the visions from his dreams. Only there wasn’t exaggerated blood and gore splattered all over the place, just a dead friend.

“My goddess,” he said quietly, “I beg you to make his transition into the after as swift and easy as can be. He died fighting at my side. He died well, and he deserves no less.”

There was no reply from the goddess, nor did he expect one, but he could almost feel her presence when the little silver leaf at his neck tingled. A long, reverent silence followed.

“What prayer was that?” Chelda asked under her breath. Before Vanx could answer, she moved away and yelled sharply, “Why is he stopping?”

She spoke using the strange accent of her people, but Vanx was already picking it up. She was angry, and the amount of command in her voice was unmistakable. It surprised Vanx when her voice suddenly choked off.

Vanx looked up from his fallen friend and saw the sled driver had stopped his beast and was staring back, hard-faced, at Chelda. The resemblance between them was plain—as plain as the disgust in the old man’s glare. Chelda went pale. The pride of her brave deed, and all the pain and anger of Brody’s loss, had drained from her. It surprised Vanx that he couldn’t see it all puddled in the snow at her feet.

Chelda’s father said nothing. He glanced about, as if weighing a heavy decision, then abandoned his sled, turned his back on his daughter, and stalked away toward the cluster of cabins from which he’d come.

Vanx thought he saw a tear stream down Chelda’s cheek, but she wiped her face, sighed deeply, and resumed barking orders to anyone brave enough to venture within earshot of her.

Brody’s body was loaded first and hauled off to the preparer’s lodge. Vanx watched all this while scratching Poops’s ears and contemplating the fact that, as soon as the Shangelak had died, the feelings of warning and proximity inside him had vanished. He reached the conclusion that the warning was a feeling that had something to do with the greater draw that beckoned him. That meant that the beast had something to do with his quest. He decided that he needed to tell the others this, but not right now. Riggaton Manix and his troop of formidable-looking rim riders were galloping toward the growing crowd of people gathered around the beast Chelda had killed.

“Meek Wee!” someone yelled. “Meek wee feer thee regetteen.”

The sled was returning, too, with a new driver. The crowd parted, and Vanx watched Chelda flag the sled to a halt. The rim riders rolled the heavy creature onto the deck and lashed it down.

Chelda stood near a group of backslapping, head-shaking people who were starting to treat her as if she were some ancient champion from a minstrel’s ballad. She looked relieved when Riggaton Manix scattered them with the aid of his hard military voice and his fearsome-looking men.

The people withdrew slowly in groups of excited babbling. The relief that the thing that had been attacking them was dead was plain in their faces. Vanx knew that Chelda’s life among her people would never be the same. She was a hero to them now, and Vanx could tell that not even her father’s disappointment would be able to overshadow the deed she’d done this day.

The riggaton put a man called Kegger in charge of escorting them to a bedding house by the river. Kegger, and the rest of the group riding with Manix, held some sort of rank higher than the typical pumpkin-vested rim riders. These men wore vests of studded brown leather, and their cloaks were a deep forest green. Kegger was well over six feet tall and carried an axe at his hip that had a double-edged blade the size of a feast platter. The nickname Kegger, Vanx learned, had been given to him because his chest was easily the size of a barrel keg.

The axe their guide carried, Vanx knew, was not for hewing trees. Swung with the weight and muscle of such a huge, towering man, the blade would easily cleave flesh and bone with no resistance.

Manix had his men turn over the ramma mounts to the group. Poops didn’t like the curl-horned beasts but was wise enough to stay out from under their sharply hoofed feet. The two younger rim riders followed behind the group and, as Manix had ordered, kept the curious onlookers from bothering them as they rode into the village.

Riding the ramma was sort of like riding the horses the Parydonian knights used, only these were smaller, and far easier to stay seated on. Vanx could imagine wielding his blade from his saddle, but even though he felt he could stay seated, he didn’t want to ride one of these things across a sheer mountainside.

In its own way, Great Vale was a city. It was just a widely spread frontier city. All of Chelda’s talk of eldritch storytellers and village men fighting the wilderness for respect fit the place. There wasn’t an overweight or lazy looking person to be seen. Everyone was armed; even the housewives had long daggers at their hips. Yards were tidy, the fences and herd walls all in good repair. The homes were well constructed out of either block-and-mortar or logs. Only the rarest of them stood more than a single story tall, and all of the roofs were steeply sloped to shed the weight of the ice and snow.

The roads were wide, snow-packed ice, with little of the dark filth that stained the streets in Orendyn. Only a few of the ways looked well-traveled, though. People were outside doing their daily chores and tending their business, but all of them stopped to watch as Kegger led the group by. Some of them, the ones who had already heard the news, offered words of appreciation. Others simply stared curiously. There were very few dogs, and the few that Vanx did notice looked a bit wolfish. Instead of barking and raising a ruckus when Poops and the rest of them paraded by, they only paced at the edges of their properties with raised hackles and low warning growls.

There were no chickens or clotheslines in the yards and no horses or cows in the pens. There were certainly no two-legged kangas. There were a lot of the thick-furred pig-looking beasts moving around in fenced areas of muddy snow, though. There was also a young girl with a beautifully carved ivory stick in her hands urging a gaggle of fat gray-and-brown, yellow-beaked geese along a side street. She was heading toward a crowded crossroads, where Vanx could hear the sounds of haggling taking place. He tried to catch a glimpse of the market square, but they moved beyond the road too fast, and it was left behind them.

There were some other animals and a surprising amount of trough-like garden boxes sitting on sled skids. Some held beautiful flowering plants, but most of them boasted fruit-bearing shrubs. An older woman with ice-blue eyes and hair as white as snow was pushing one such flower box out of the barn behind her home.

Vanx looked up and saw that the sun had decided to chase away the gloom this day. He only wished that Brody hadn’t just been killed by some strange beast that had been most likely looking for him.

When they got to the rooming house, they found the common area and spent the day drinking away their grief. Vanx only sipped and kept to himself. He couldn’t help but feel guilty, but the guilt fueled his determination. If he found the force behind the beast, he would show it what he felt about Brody’s demise. He swore he would.


Chapter Twenty-Four
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Way out on Dragon’s Isle,
old Pyra she does reign.
Just one blast of her fiery breath
and you’ll not be seen again.
-- Dragon’s song
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A sorrowful chorus of howling cut through a particular part of the Lurr Forest known as Saint Elm’s Deep. The sound startled a flock of bloated scarlet blood-beaks up from the fairy girl’s corpse in a loud fluttering of wing beats and warning caws. Nearby, another scavenger, a prong-horned fox that had been sleeping off its own bellyful of fairy flesh, bolted away into the depths of the undergrowth. In an instant, a full-blown carrion feast turned into a lonely, grotesque sight. The half-eaten child-sized remains lay all alone on a bed of entrails in a trample of blood-stained snow.

There was no one type of animal howling out; in fact, there was no animal in Aserica Rime’s forest that was simply one type of animal. Most of her children felt the bond-link, and all of those who did felt the loss of Sloffon when he crashed into the ice and died. Even a few of the Lurr’s trees gave voice to their anguish over the loss, though their sorrowful rumble was more felt through the earth than heard.

Clytun roared out in a half-mooing growl that rattled the empty vials and beakers on the Hoar Witch’s brewery shelf. The containers that were not empty were full of green bear bile, or bright yellow fairy urine. There was a tub of deep blue-colored venom, and half a dozen other stoppered jugs and flasks full of fluids and parts. Clay pots of spider eyes, a blend of ground toad guts, and many other horrible-smelling concoctions with unthinkable ingredients lined the shelves as well. There was a small packet of unicorn lashes and even a jar full of fermented dwarf vomit. All of these, save for the thickest of her brews, rippled with the strength of the minotaur’s anguished roar.

Aserica Rime let out a high-pitched cackling peal herself. Anyone not sharing her tainted bond-link might have mistaken it for a manic laugh, but the creatures of her forest knew it was filled with pain. The Hoar Witch’s mourning cackle died into a snarl of anger, while the others, both inside her crystal palace and out, went on voicing their grief. She’d lost quite a few of her children over the years, and losing them never got easier. The pain of their deaths was intense at first, but unlike the earlier ones, she had calloused herself from the lingering effects of such a loss. She let the fact that Sloffon had taken out one of the warlock’s party form a scab over the open wound his death left inside her. Once that was done, she continued to scheme and plan.

Other things were on her mind now, worrisome things that demanded her attention. Things like the warlock and his strange bear-dog. How had he bred such a thing? What else was he capable of? She wondered if he could soul-splice already, or if he could cast changing spells on himself, as well as others. And what of the barbarian bitch’s sword? It flashed out a considerable amount of ancient power when it bit into Sloffon’s flesh. She remembered such weapons from their days of battling for territory against the Trigon. For good reason, her brood feared the touch of that enchanted blue steel, but they would face it. They’d driven away entire bands of Trigon warriors in the past, all of them brandishing similarly ensorcelled weapons.

Aserica decided that she would have to be more subtle, or maybe far less so, while thinning out the warlock’s party. She reached for a crystal shard dangling from a gut cord and cursed her sagging neck when it got in her way.

With the crystal, she called Vrooch. He and his ferocious pack of wolven-breed reluctantly pulled away from their howling grief. She ordered them off to the valley that lay just this side of the ice falls. There, they would lie in wait for the warlock’s party and surprise them when Slither drove them from the cliffs.

Vrooch and his pack relished the chance to gain vengeance and thanked the Hoar Witch for the honor by wasting no time. It would take days for the warlock to reach the frozen cliffs where Slither fed. Her great serpent had laid claim to the old tunnels hidden in that area, and once he drove them from the cliffs, Vrooch and his wolven-breed would finish them off.

The wait was just as well, for Aserica Rime needed to learn more about this group. Her underestimation of them had already cost her one of her favorite creatures. She had just the pair of sneaks for the duty, too: Warble and Flitch. With those two spying for her, movements, camp talk, and even the smell of the group’s latrine would be privy to her. By the time they reached Slither and the ice fall cliffs, she’d know everything there was to know about them, including what they had to eat along the way.

She let out another cackling peal after giving her children their orders. This time, it really was a laugh, and the keening wails that joined in from the forest around the crystal walls of Rimehold turned to snarls of encouragement and calls for vengeance. Soon, the combined voice of the Hoar Witch’s brood was no longer sorrowful but full of dark, angry menace. So much so, that what was left of the fairy girl’s corpse went untouched that day, for all of the carrion scavengers lay huddled in fear, afraid to leave whatever shelter they could find.

“Is there anything I can do, Aserica?” Clytun growled.

“Oh, there will be, my pet,” the Hoar Witch promised him. “When they get closer, you’ll get your share of their blood.” She nodded for the horn-headed beast to continue stirring the heavy black kettle over which he was standing.

“Now, tell me…” Aserica Rime’s attention shifted away from the death of Sloffon completely. “Do you remember where that jug of troll semen is? Or the hornet juice?”

“No,” the minotaur answered.

“Well, keep stirring, Clytun,” she urged him. “I have to go find them, or we’ll never get our supper ready.”


Chapter Twenty-Five




[image: images]

Across his sea we sail,
to Nepton we hold true.
For if you cross old Nepton,
his sea will swallow you.
— A sailor’s song
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In the morning, Vanx found Xavian sitting at a corner table in the common room of the inn to which they’d been allocated. It was called Ord’s Bed House, and it was a well-kept, well-run establishment. The mage had a few sheets of parchment spread out before him, and a pot of ink sat near a selection of quills. His hands were stained, and he had a weary, frustrated look about him. Apparently, he’d put his head in his hand at some point, for he also had an ink smudge on one of his cheeks. It looked like a bruise.

“What is this?” Vanx asked softly. His head hurt, and by the look of Xavian’s red-rimmed eyes, the mage didn’t feel much better.

“I’m trying to pen an account of our time with Brody.” He gave a weary sigh. “Something to go with the body, to let his loved ones know how, and where, he died.”

“Have you eaten?” Vanx asked.

“I have,” Xavian said. “Tossed it back up not long after. I’ve never been all that good at drinking. Especially the stuff these folks drink.”

“You should eat again,” Vanx told him. “Even if most of it comes back up, some of it will stick to your ribs.”

“More came up than went down, I assure you.”

“Water and bread,” Chelda said as she and Gallarael padded down the gently-curving, open-sided stairway into the common room. “No greasy butter, no greasy meat, just bread and fruit, and drink a lot of water. That stuff won’t come back up.”

“So much for the bacon and gravy trencher I was craving,” Vanx said.

None of them laughed.

The morning passed slowly, but the afternoon brought a flurry of activity that not only kept Vanx busy, but for the most part, kept their minds off the loss of their friend. Vanx found that he could distance himself from the acute pain of loss because he’d already been alive for most of a human lifetime and had been taught from his childhood to avoid getting attached to humans. He tended to the particulars of having Brody’s body preserved and shipped to Orendyn, so that the others wouldn’t have to. He also borrowed Xavian’s writing supplies and penned a note to Darbon telling him to gather all of Brody’s possessions and ship them to Master Quazar. The Royal Mage of Dyntalla would be able to find Brody’s brother and handle the rest. He would also be able to assure Prince Russet and King Oakarm that Gallarael was alive. Vanx didn’t elaborate on the subject of the princess any further. He couldn’t without violating the trust she’d given him, but he had no problem stretching that trust to its limit to ease her family’s worry.

*

Riggaton Manix joined them for dinner. He had made sure that the expense of the group’s food and lodging was put on the rim riders’ accounts. He explained in carefully spoken words that they had saved a lot of trouble and lives by killing the beast for them. He said that there was nothing to argue over when Vanx spoke against it, and then Chelda explained that they should take the generosity and enjoy it, for it was a high honor.

“She is a hero to all of us, especially the womenfolk,” Manix told Vanx. “They’ve long fought and hunted beside our men, but their deeds mostly go unrecognized.”

Vanx noticed that the riggaton smiled at her a little longer than necessary and then let his eyes linger on her as he went on. “To step up and meet the attack of the swooping beast… That is a show of bravery that no man can question. To make the killing stroke under such conditions is quite a remarkable feat. Only the fiercest and most skilled of warriors could have managed it.”

“You’re very kind, sir,” Gallarael said with a smile and batted her lashes at him until his gaze shifted from Chelda to her.

He suddenly looked uncomfortable and cleared his throat, as if to get his thoughts back on track. “I have gathered that you are going deeper into the mountains, and that you will be needing mounts to pack your gear.” He turned his attention deliberately on Vanx. He was clearly taken with Chelda, but something in Gallarael’s liquid eyes had unnerved him. “The beasts in Shepherd Springs are caravan animals,” he went on. “They will balk on the steeper passages. I’ve ordered Kegger and another man, an expert ramma handler named Darl, to help you select animals from our herd. The rim riders’ ramma are far more capable than the old inbred stock you’ll find elsewhere. Of course, Kegger and Darl will—”

The door to Ord’s common room burst open then. A drunken man, cursing and mocking the guard he’d just managed to slip with slurred and incomprehensible words, came stumbling in with a blast of icy cold air.

“—lend their experience and skill on your quest into the Lurr.” This last, Riggaton Manix spoke a little more quickly, before he stood and glared at the defiant-looking drunkard.

Vanx immediately felt bad for Chelda. It was her father, and the look he was boring into her was full of as much vehemence as it was disgust. He’d managed to come in just as Gallarael and Chelda were whispering, and the sight of their proximity appeared to compound his fury. Vanx could almost see the gargan’s blood rising to a boil beneath his skin.

The night went to shambles quickly. Chelda’s father blurted out some accusations that caused both Chelda and Riggaton Manix’s pale skin to flush brightly. Then Manix shot back a series of commanding orders that had the pumpkin-vested rim rider guards scrabbling to snatch up Chelda’s father’s arms and hold him still. He was a big man, even for a gargan, and Vanx didn’t envy the rim riders who were closest to him. He stood near to seven feet tall and, had the desire to resist them won out, he most likely would have done a great deal of damage with his fists alone.

“Don’t heert hem,” Chelda yelled with her gargan accent, plainly enough for everyone to hear. “He’s a drunkeen feel, but he is me feether, even if he cares to deny it. And once upon a time, he was as great a riggateen as there ever was.”

Vanx worked to ease Poops’s growls under the table. Luckily, the angry old gargan didn’t fight the rim riders when they held him back. Instead, he shouted something to Chelda that came out almost as plain to Vanx as Chelda’s words had.

“Yeer noo datter to mee!” His voice was hard and cold, and his head looked to be about to explode as he hawked and spat a wad of phlegm. “Teeke me heme.” He whirled around, spinning the big rim riders off of his arms as if they were children.

Manix’s eyes followed him out of Ord’s, then they followed Chelda, who was teary-eyed and sobbing with Gallarael as they hurried up the stairs to the room they shared. Vanx saw the confusion in the riggaton’s expression, and more than a little disappointment as well.

Manix cleared the room, sat back down, then called for a round of dark to be brought to the table.

“Is it true?” he asked both Vanx and Xavian in a voice that could only be heard by the two of them.

“What’s that?” Xavian asked.

“That our great warrioress prefers the mousy girl to a man?”

“One…” Xavian leaned in close and spoke through clenched teeth. “It’s none of your concern. Two, the other lady’s name is Galra, and I’d wager you’d find her far from mousy if you got to know her better.”

“I meant no offense.” Manix held up his arms, palms out. He was taken aback, and his expression showed nothing but confusion. The sincerity of his words, and the great effort he took to keep them clear, showed that he was trying to be respectful. “She is the first woman to come along in a great while who has stirred me. I lost my first wife and son at his birthing some years ago. Ah, here is our drink.”

“How do you know that we are heading for the Lurr?” Vanx asked, just as soon as the barkeep had gone.

The question caught Manix off guard, as Vanx had intended it to. For a long moment, the riggaton just stared at his wooden mug. Then he looked Vanx directly in the eyes.

“I watched over Chelda’s shoulder as she studied her map at the outpost.” He didn’t sound apologetic, but he defended his actions anyway. “It is my duty to know what those who come through are about. Don’t think you’re not the first party searching after Rimehold. Charlatans and profiteers have been selling those maps for decades. Most who follow them end up at the bottom of the ice falls or in the belly of some savage beast long before they get that far. My men sometimes get to haul the pieces of their carcasses back, but only when we can find them.”

“What of those that made it beyond the falls?” Xavian asked, his anger at the riggaton suddenly turning to frank curiosity.

“Kegger has been beyond the falls a few times.” The effort of keeping his words understandable was becoming visible, but Vanx could tell that it was from the drink. Manix could speak trade common fairly well. The fact that he was still working at it made Vanx smile.

“Kegger once went into the Lurr and dragged his brother back out, if his brother is to be believed.” Manix shrugged. “The poor man lost his arm, part of his other hand and several toes to the bite, but he swears a living tree chewed them from his body. He was a good and honest fur-trapper before his mishap. Of the group he guided into the Lurr, he is the only one that Kegger found.”

“That is four we know of, then,” Xavian mused aloud.

“Four what?” Manix asked.

“Four men have been into the Lurr forest and made it back out again.”

“There’s more than that who have made it out,” Manix said. “But none of them, save for Kegger, would willingly go back.” He finished off his mug and motioned for another round to be brought. “Most groups who try the Lurr are just glory-seeking fools. Your group seems a little more…” He rubbed at his cleanly shaved chin as if searching for a word. “More formidable,” he said at last. “And something about the script on Chelda’s map…” He cut his eyes to Xavian to be sure that the mage caught the honest and proper respect he intended there. “The script looked to be written on real skin, not flame-browned parchment or stained leaf. I still believe Rimehold is a fable, but either way, the Lurr is a place full of dangerous beasts. It matters not what else is in those woods. Kegger will get you there, and Darl will keep the animals in line. And if you don’t return, they can come tell me what happened.”

“Chelda said that your eldritch may have a tale about the Lurr, the Hoar Witch, or even the old priest of Arbor who fell under her spell,” Vanx said. “I’d like to hear them told.”

Manix nodded. He motioned for them to stay seated as he went to the door and spoke commandingly to one of the men posted outside. Another blast of cold air swept through the cozy room while the door was open.

“You might not be able to understand him,” the riggaton said when he returned to his seat. “I’ve sent for the best teller I know. It might be wise to see if Chelda can return and help translate.” He looked at his near-empty mug and frowned. “Already this way of speaking is wearing on me.”

He finished off his drink in one swig, then slammed it on the table. “You can tell our lady warrior that I, nor anyone else, will disturb her or Eldritch Veritole this night. He will be the only one coming or going. You’ve my word on it.”

With that, he rose, donned his studded vest and then left the common room.

Save for Ord, his barkeeper, and the table girl, they had the entire place to themselves.


Chapter Twenty-Six
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Deep in stormy meadow,
as the lightning crashes down.
I fight through all my sorrow,
For deep in misery I’m found.
– A Zythian bard’s song
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It took very little coaxing for Xavian to get Chelda to come back down to the common room. The moment she heard the name Eldritch Veritole, her anger and confusion vanished in the same way a sweet cake makes a child forget a bruised knee or a teasing sibling. She washed her face in the basin, then followed Gallarael and the mage down the stairs.

It was a relief when she saw that the riggaton had left, but part of her had to admit that his blatant admiration for her had been pleasing to her ego. If she ever were to take a husband and have children, she decided, she’d want a strong and polite man like Manix, one who was in control and sure of himself, a man who was like her father had been before her mother’s death had destroyed him. She forced the unwanted thoughts from her mind and reminded herself that Eldritch Veritole was on his way. When she told Vanx and the others her elders knew the best tales of the Hoar Witch, she’d been thinking of this man explicitly. He was by far the best teller in all of Great Vale’s council of wise men.

It was a good while before the old gargan showed up. While they waited, Vanx conferred with Xavian and the women about Riggaton Manix’s offer of animals and escorts. They decided that, with Brody gone, the extra hands and blades might be helpful, and if Kegger really had been into the Lurr and survived it, his experience could prove priceless.

They all agreed to get acquainted with the big, axe-wielding rim rider and the ramma handler on the morrow. Only then would they decide whether or not to take him up on the offer.

Chelda told them that she would do her best to translate the eldritch’s words, but she thought he might be able to speak clearly enough for them to understand. She explained that many of the elders had traveled beyond the mountains to Orendyn, and across the Great Northern Slab. Some had gone as far over the sea as Harthgar, and even Dakahn and Port Seaward. “There’s no telling how many languages Eldritch Veritole can speak,” she finished.

She was giddy and excited over the prospect of hearing the old stories again. She didn’t hesitate to tell them all of how he used to sit on a big stump in the traders’ square on the warmer days and enthrall her and the other youngsters with stories of fairy cities and of Bone’s golden stag herd. There were tales about Prince Dastardly and the Troll Wars that came long before the Trigon or the Black King ever existed. But most important were the stories he could tell about the Hoar Witch and her priest of Arbor.

By the time Eldritch Veritole finally arrived, the companions had shared another couple of rounds and were feeling warm and fuzzy at the edges. Still, the excitement Chelda exuded was contagious and slightly sobering.

A plump boy of maybe twelve years helped the aged man out of his heavy fur cloak and then moved a high-backed chair near the hearth fire. Using a gnarled stick as a cane, Eldritch Veritole hobbled, hunchbacked, over to it and sat down with a groan.

“He has a natural charisma about him,” Vanx commented under his breath.

“It’s not necessarily natural,” Xavian returned.

Chelda might have argued with them but instead moved over to the fire and sat down cross-legged before Eldritch Veritole, just as she’d done a hundred times before. The eldritch motioned for the others to come closer as well and then told his boy to go fetch him a mug of Ord’s dark.

The boy argued, suggesting tea or wine instead, but the look in the old man’s eyes made him give in. The eldritch’s ancient gaze then settled on Chelda, and a warm, pink smile split across his ever-thinning beard.

“Chelda Flar,” he said. “Daughter of Riggaton Murl Flar and Janeva Tynerly. You’ve grown up tall and beautiful, and now you’ve made me feel my age, girl.”

The old man reached out his walking stick and tapped Chelda on the shoulder kindly. “Riggaton Manix told me you went and faced down our Shangelak and that you need a tale from me.” He looked around and harrumphed. He waited until Vanx moved a chair over for Gallarael, and for Xavian to get himself comfortable as well.

The old gargan eyed Vanx and squinted, hiding most of what was in the depths of those sea-blue orbs. He cocked his head curiously and then asked, “Which story do you want to hear?”

“Only the whole one.” Vanx let the old man see into his own well-seasoned visage. “Particularly those parts of it that pertain to the Hoar Witch and the child she left in Orendyn.”

“Well, there is the elaborate version, and then there’s the sum of all the half-truths that I’ve pieced together over the years.”

The old man paused and gave a kindly nod to Chelda. He looked back at Vanx, then continued. “The truth of it isn’t much of a storyteller’s tale, but I’ll tell it.”

The boy returned, and the eldritch took a wooden mug from him. After taking a deep pull, he winced at the bite of the drink and then got right to it.

“Where she came from or why she is still here, none of us can say,” he started. “She’s been around longer than texts and scrolls have been kept, and she has eluded most of those quite well. Before the rise of the Black King and his wizards of the Trigon, she was here. In those days, she was just a fireside tale for our ancestors, but it was a potent one. She opposed the Black King’s rising, and in a way saved this part of the world from falling completely under that particular evil influence. Some say the Parydonians drove the Trigon off, but the truth of it is that it was the Hoar Witch and her ill-formed beasts that caused the Trigon to seek power elsewhere.” He paused and sipped, wincing again before continuing.

“The story of the witch-born captain starts at the very end of all that, I suppose, maybe even a while after. It starts when the priests of Arbor came over to try to spread the seeds and lore of their gods. The forest that they had loved and called home for generations was being timbered for planks and ships’ masts, lodges, and the like, not to mention the war machines the Black King was amassing.

“One particular priest stumbled upon a deep valley in the Lurr. It is a strange place, this valley, because it is always alive and thriving like a normal forest in the spring. There is snow and rain and all of that, but no matter the season out here in the unenchanted world we live in, be it harsh frozen winter or the sticky summer wet, there, it stays in a perpetual state of lush budding growth.

“I think this phenomenon is what drew both our witch and our priest to its depths. It’s hard to say what happened for certain after that. Some would say that Saint Elm claimed the forest as a sanctuary, that he gave his soul to protect it, and that the Hoar Witch imprisoned him and took it. Others would say that she tricked and trapped him by changing herself into a beautiful young woman. And even others would say that she used his heart and stole the lore of Arbor from his mind, so that she could start adding the living trees into the mix of her grotesque creativity.

“She makes her beasts, you know, from a hodgepodge of butchery and dark magic. You’ve only to venture down to the tannery where your Shangelak was skinned this afternoon to see one of them.”

“That was one of her beasts?” Gallarael gasped.

“Of course it was. You don’t think something that heinous could be a creation of Ard or Bone or any of the other gods, do you? That thing had a scaled hide stretched over a large, wolfish torso, and the wings of a white wyvern. No, that was no natural thing. It was born of cruel manipulation and ruthless desire, using potions and the darkest sort of magic. It must have been after one of you, since it braved the relatively populated valley to attack.” His eyes settled on Vanx, but only for a beat or two.

“After us?” Chelda’s look was incredulous and full of doubt.

“Yes, my dear,” the eldritch went on sympathetically. “I think it sought your group out from the number of hunting parties moving through the mountains. It followed you until it singled out its prey and then attacked you all right there in the open.”

“You can’t be sure of that,” Vanx said.

“I’m not,” the eldritch retorted. “But you, of all of us here, know it’s most likely true.” The old gargan held up a hand to dissuade any defensive comment. “At least you suspect it’s the truth. You have a personal stake in the quest you are on. I can see it in your eyes.” He paused again and looked up toward the bar swiftly, almost like a spooked deer.

His brows arched, and he called out rather loudly. “You’ll be keeping all this to yourself, Ord. You too, Menna. You’re eavesdropping on eldritch business. You’ll either mind your tongues or I’ll tie them together and leave them that way.”

A grumble and a feminine snort followed from the shadows, and the eldritch turned back to his audience. In a conspiratorial voice he whispered, “No sooner than you’re underway, they’ll be telling everyone that comes through that another bunch of fools is off to find Rimehold.”

“How do you know so much about us?” Xavian asked.

“When you get to be my age, you become perceptive.” The old man’s smile was sly but seemingly sincere. “But none of that matters. I was in the middle of a rather boring tale about the Hoar Witch and the priest.” He drank his mug and extended it toward his boy, who reluctantly took it back to the bar to be refilled.

“Where were we? Oh, yes… the child. To be honest, I don’t think Aserica Rime bore the child herself, though he was surely of her blood. The craft she practices is a form of necromancy. To give life to the impossible creatures that crawl out of her cauldrons and bladders, she has to give some of herself to each of them.”

Vanx saw Xavian nodding, as if he understood that to be true.

“I believe that child was of the fae folk, as much as he was of the Hoar Witch,” the eldritch went on. “You see, the Lurr was a magical place long before Saint Elm or the Hoar Witch claimed it. It was a fairy forest, full of sprites and pixies and the like, so the oldest stories tell us, anyway. But, as with these sorts of things, the truth gets muddled over time. The child went on to captain a ship called Foamfollower and took on a Zythian girl, but I think you know that part of the tale all too well.” Once again, his eyes lingered on Vanx for a moment.

“What can you tell me of this?” Chelda pushed up the sleeve of her doe-skin blouse and unfastened the Trigon medallion she had tied to her wrist.

The old gargan only held it long enough to see what it was, then he threw it into the hearth fire with a hiss. The boy returned with his drink, and the old man glared at Chelda as he sipped. When he spoke to her again, he did so crossly. To everyone’s surprise, Chelda just stared at the floor as he chided her.

“That’s not to be had, nor worn, by the likes of you, girl,” the eldritch scolded. “That’s an evil thing, a thing of binding that can give your mind to the will of its enchanter. Many of our ancestors were controlled by such means.”

In Chelda’s defense, Vanx explained how they came across the medallion and sword on the frozen corpse out on the tundra. The eldritch listened and nodded but said no more to Chelda on the subject. He did tell them of the Lurr’s living trees, and of some of the strange beasts that had ventured too far out of the deep over the years, but he told them nothing that gave them any great insight.

Before he left, he rapped Vanx on the head sharply with his stick. “She is of flesh and blood, that fargin witch, this I know; but if I’ve grown perceptive in my old age, then she’s grown prophetic in hers, for she’s lived ten times as long, or more, than I. To take the Lurr from the fae, she had to wrong them. Most likely, they are her enemies.” He forced himself to his feet and let his boy put his cloak over his shoulders. “The true fairy clans of old always sprang up around a single wholesome tree. The fae folk, and even that old priest of Arbor, are out in the deep of that forest somewhere still, I’d bet. They’ll be rooted in deep. Make of that what you will, but you all must know that there is no great prize to be had. There is no dragon’s hoard or chests of gold. There’s just an evil old witch and her beasts, and they have been killing and terrorizing this part of the world longer than the lot of you together has been alive.”

With that, the boy led the eldritch through the door and out into the cold.


Chapter Twenty-Seven
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We cast our nets into the sea
and heave a mighty pull.
And if old Nepton wills it,
those nets will soon be full.
--A Fisherman’s Song




[image: images]

Kegger fit right into the group. He was sure and steady, and when he had an opinion, he expressed it directly and without much regard for whether or not he offended someone, especially Darl, the other rim rider who was with them. On those first days away from Great Vale, Chelda and Kegger took to challenging one another. First it was dagger throwing, then archery that went on until enough arrows were lost that it was irresponsible for them to continue. Then, to Vanx’s amazement, they started spitting. The two of them spent the better part of two days calling out targets and trying to hit them with wads of hawked up phlegm and tiny beads of ice.

Darl was quiet, but not the friendly sort of quiet. He didn’t like the idea of taking all these ramma up into the deep mountains, and it showed. He didn’t like Kegger or the rest of them much, either. What seemed to irritate him most, though, was the fact that Kegger’s green cloak thoroughly trumped his pumpkin-colored vest in rank.

Darl never voiced an opinion, but if he disagreed with something, he did a lot of sneering, scowling and mumbling. He had at least warmed up to Gallarael, but that lasted only until a curious cave bear confounded them on the trail one morning.

Gallarael shed her cloak and instantly changed into her sleek, dark other self. Her roar startled the bear and a few of the ramma right away. Darl fled after the mounts, or, more likely, just fled. Poops found him later, huddling in some snowy shrubs. After the incident, Darl spoke only to the animals that were in his care and occasionally to Kegger to find out what sort of terrain lay ahead for the day.

Darl’s dislike extended beyond the two-legged companions. He looked at Poops as if he had a grudge against the dog.

Xavian grumbled a bit as well. The mage’s nagging complaint was based on what the eldritch said to them before he’d left that night. With the lure of no great prize to draw him on, and a lot more confidence in the notion that the Hoar Witch still lived and wouldn’t be welcoming, Xavian seemed to have lost heart in the expedition. To find Rimehold now seemed more like a deadly hazard worth avoiding than some great discovery.

Vanx had also been disheartened, but for a completely different reason. He’d hoped to gain some bit of knowledge from the old gargan, some tidbit of lore that would help him understand what was urging him toward Saint Elm’s Deep.

One night at the fire, after a steep, trying trek around an icy jut of dark stone that had exhausted all of them, Gallarael made an observation that restored a bit of purpose to the quest.

“If the Lurr was really a fairy forest, then might not the fae still be about?” Her comment was made as nonchalantly as ever. “Might they not have been held under the Hoar Witch’s thumb all these centuries?”

In a chilling mimic of Brody’s voice, Xavian replied, “Might they not have golden plates full of mushroom omelets waiting for us all when we get there?”

Only Kegger laughed.

Gallarael defended her argument. “If you see it, it’s clear. Something is pulling at Vanx. If it was the Hoar Witch, then why would she send one of her beasts to kill him? It might be something else that draws him, something she doesn’t want us to find.”

“The eldritch said it might have been a fairy that bore Captain Saint Elm, not the witch,” said Chelda. “That wasn’t so long ago he was born, was it?”

“Bah.” Darl rose angrily. “These here is spook hunten is all,” he said with his barely comprehensible accent. “Yeer all feels and a treein to get me keeled.” He stalked off to where the ramma were hobbled, mumbling as he went.

Kegger roared out laughing at the outburst, but Xavian spoke over the huge gargan’s deep-bellied mirth.

“I suppose getting to save some possibly nonexistent fairy folk from an evil witch should be enough reward for risking our lives against that malformed beast and traveling through an icy hell and whatnot.” The sarcasm in the mage’s voice was as thick as molasses, but he was smiling for the first time in days when he continued. “I suppose I’m here for my friend, as much as I am for the glory.” His eyes were on Vanx then. “If you’ve got to go into the deep, Vanx, I guess I do too. From here on out, I’ll quit bellyaching about it.”

“I don’t believe it.” Chelda shook her head.

“Thank you.” Vanx tried not to wince when he said the words. He didn’t want to feel responsible if any more of his friends met their end.

Poops wiggled over to Xavian, plopped his head on his lap and settled in.

“I’ve been listening to all your spook talk for days,” Kegger said quite clearly, but with a caravaneer’s crudeness to his words. All of the gargan accent that had been in his voice when speaking of knives and bows, during his battling with Chelda, was gone, as if it had never been there. “My orders were to get you to the Lurr and wait for you to come out.” He hefted his axe and thumbed the edge he’d been sharpening nightly at the fire. “I’ve got a good bit of unfinished business in them woods myself. ‘Tweren’t no frost bite that took his limbs. The tree that had my brother was real, I swear it. I had to cut him from it. It was foul smelling and as evil as the Letch itself. It bled thick red blood, just like you or I would, where my axe struck. I hurt it, and it screamed right at me before it turned Sean loose. It weren’t no magic fairy tree. This was as black and cold as the Letcher’s own wrath.”

“But you saw no sign of the fae in the Lurr?” Gallarael asked.

“If I did, I didn’t know what it was.” Kegger chuckled. “Deer, elk, bear and wolf. I know these signs well, but I’ve never seen a fairy turd, much less been inclined to look for one.”

*

The conversation went on into the night, and Aserica Rime observed intently through the senses of Warble, a ferret-mouse sneak that had crept up into the branches nearby.

Just before dawn, the little white-furred creature slipped past Poops’s sleepy guard and found his partner, Flitch. Flitch was a hawk-winged badger-like thing that could carry the smaller sneak in its claws as it followed the group’s daily progress from the air.

The Hoar Witch now knew that something was calling the young warlock to her forestand that his bear cub beast was but a young pet in a heavy shrew fur coat. The shapeshifter, though, was real enough. The raw power that radiated from her when she was in a beastly form was considerable.

However, one of the gargans would have to die first. The mage was nothing to her, nor the animal herder. Both of them were too scared to pose a real threat. The barbarian bitch with the Trigon sword might actually be dangerous, and the big gargan, Kegger, had already drawn bloody sap from her tree-kin. He was another matter altogether.

Aserica was confident that Kegger would remember the fear he’d felt before, at least if he was reminded properly. When the time came, he would flee with the mage and the handler. No, it was the big bitch with the blade or the shapeshifter on whom she would invite Slither to feed. They were the most potent threats in this little group of fools.

At least for now.

The warlock was a real threat, too, but the dark one had plans for him. All she could do was warn her beasts to be wary of him. In the meantime, she planned to find out exactly who or what it was that was calling the warlock home. Luckily for her, the shapeshifter had just unwittingly told her exactly where to look.

The fairy tree.

*

The next day brought the group out of a dense finger of forest, to the edge of a deep gorge. Across that they could see the beginnings of the sheer cliff face they’d soon have to traverse. It was a sheer, jagged wall of sparkling glacial ice. Just as they first laid eyes on the awesome site, a huge chunk of the stuff the size of a lodging house broke free high on the cliff and slowly tumbled away, only to shatter into a million pieces when it hit the frozen surface below.

A score of massive blue-and-white moths all wheeled away from the great palisade as another piece of ice came loose. It was a wondrous sight.

When Vanx turned to look, he saw something else, though. Deep inside a dark blue hole in the cliff face, a rather large shape quickly retreated from sight.

“We will camp soon,” Kegger said, distracting him. “Over there, if the ice bridge is still stable. If all goes well, we will spend the morrow sliding along the ice falls on a ledge no wider than a fence plank, and we’ll be at the edge of the Lurr by evening.”

“What if the ice bridge isn’t stable?” Xavian asked.

“I guess we’ll find out how well the river down there is frozen over.” Kegger chuckled and heeled his ramma mount on a course that ran parallel to the edge of the gorge.

The ice bridge was indeed stable. It was a place where the walls of the gorge were so close together that the years of accumulated windblown and ice had clogged the gap and formed a perfectly passable bridge. Even more amazing was that this span was more than a dozen paces wide. On the other side of it, Kegger led them to a cavern formed of ice and rock. It had obviously been used before. There was an iron fire-bowl and a stack of chopped, seasoned wood against one wall. There was no smoke flue, and the ceiling was stained a filthy, sooty black. A small pile of frozen deer bones graced a large, yellow-red stain in the snow at the back of the recess. It was a shelter made for maybe four adults, so it was crowded with six and an ever-frisky dog. No one responded at all when Darl snorted and stormed out to pitch his tent near where the ramma were hobbled.

“Hey, Darlin’,” Kegger called with a grin. He said the rim rider’s name as if he were speaking to a tavern wench or a trollop.

When the man answered with clenched jaws and narrowed brows, Vanx only half understood what the big gargan ordered him to do.

Vanx was listening more closely when Chelda and Kegger extended their perpetual competition to rock throwing, hunting boasts, and displaying scars right there in the cave. Vanx was picking up on the accent better but still only caught about four out of every five words spoken between them when they were like this. He learned that Kegger had ordered Darl to break out the climbing gear so he could inspect it, and that Darl had asked if he could stay at this stopover until their return. Kegger had told him no, but that he could hole up in the shelter on the other side of the ice falls with the pack animals. The edge of the Lurr was just a short walk from there, and if any of them returned, they’d certainly need help.

“Will some of you tend to the food and fire?” Kegger asked in caravan common. “I have a bit of work to do before the sunlight is gone.”

And work he did. During the last hour of light the big man tested every cord, loop and rope they had. He uncoiled them, one after another, and went through their entire length looking for abrasions. Later, by the fire, he carefully handled and inspected every one of the spiked iron soles that they would strap to their boots. It was during this inspection that Vanx suddenly realized that Poops not only couldn’t wear this stuff, he also didn’t have hooves or the agility to go across the narrow ledge.

“What about Sir Poopsalot?” he asked the big gargan.

“I’ve thought about that.” Kegger nodded reassuringly. “If you go fetch one of those carcass rolls over there, the ones with the iron rods… Yes, those.”

“What is it?” Vanx returned with the thing, but when he unrolled it between the two of them, he understood immediately.

“It’s a carcass hauler,” Kegger told him. “To haul elk and bear kills up out of a gulch, but we’ve modified them to haul men on a few occasions. I suppose it won’t be a stretch to adapt it to your friend here.” He leaned over and gave Poops a scratch behind his ears.

The canvas had four reinforced holes in it from which legs and arms could dangle, depending on the species being hauled. Two iron rods ran along each side, and they had iron rings set in either end of them. The rods could be pulled together at each end and tied off, causing the sides of the canvas to cinch around the body of the animal or torso of the man in the rig securely.

“Sad to say we’ve used them here enough.” Kegger forced a smile, but it was a grim one. “Let’s hope Poops can stay still for a little while.”

“I can spell him to sleep for as long as it takes, if I need to,” Xavian offered.

Poops looked at Vanx and let out a strange yawn. He looked like he understood that he was the topic of the conversation and didn’t like it very much.

“You know whey they’re so meeny of them weeth us?” Darl asked cryptically from the cave mouth. He didn’t wait for an answer. “When the riggateen suspects someone meet get keeled, he seends one of these corpse regs out weeth us. If he sends two or three, it’s because he knows someone is going to die.” He chuckled, squeezed a sip from his wineskin, and then wiped the red dribble from his stubbled chin. “Manix sent five this treep and gave us orders to wait it out why ye fools go feed yon spooks.”

After another sip, he added, “The fifth rig is so that me and Keeg can haul the dog beck too, so we might as weel go ahead and cut heles in it thet fit him good.”

After that, no one talked for a very long while.


Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Cold words cut like a knife
sharp and hard, they’ll steal a life.
They’ll tear a heart open wide
and leave nothing left but pain inside.
--Broken, a Zythian ballad.
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They only had to travel half the next morning to reach the daunting upthrust of icy dread they were about to traverse. The ledge they had heard so much about would take them under the frozen ice falls, and these, Vanx observed from a very thin margin of visibility, were amazing to behold. He’d been told that there was a lake high above them, that the frozen falls were just the accumulation of windblown water and overflow. Only in the summer, during the heaviest of storms, did water actually fall here. But even then, it flowed over the ever frozen falls, adding to them, or taking away, as it would.

What little of the falls he saw were hidden the rest of the way. Not until the next afternoon, from the other side, Kegger informed them, would they be able to take in the full majesty of the phenomenon.

The day was bright and clear and the wind only a soft breeze. The land behind them was a rough white canvas, touched only here and there with the brown and gray tones of rocks, and the darker greens of the mostly snow-laden trees. The sky was blue, and it reflected off of all the frozen surfaces down into the depths of the great chasm, tinting everything below the color of dull, frosted steel.

Here, the ledge faced an open expanse of nothing until it curved away out of sight to the left. From there, it faced the other side of the gorge and grew closer to it, until eventually they came together in a rounded crook.

“It doesn’t look so bad,” Gallarael said, pointing at the two-foot-wide path that led down and out along the ledge at a slight angle from where they now stood. “Sure, it’s a sheer drop on the right, but it’s as wide—”

“No, it gets narrower,” Chelda said. “Especially where you go under the falls. You can’t see it from here, but for a time you’ll be kissing ice with your arms spread wide and your butthole puckering in the breeze. You’ll have nothing but your toe-tips to stand on, either.”

“I’m going first,” Kegger said, laughing at Chelda’s choice of words. “I’ll rig a handline through the ring spikes that are secure and reset the ones that are loose.” He began untangling one of the wide belts he’d been inspecting the night before. It was big enough to go around both Xavian and Vanx at the same time but looked like it would be snug on the big gargan.

“If the rings hold him, then we’ll have nothing to worry about.” Vanx slapped Xavian backhanded across the chest, like the Skmoes used to do.

Xavian forced a smile. It was a thin, pink line on his otherwise bloodless face.

“I’ll be learning the levitation spells for my next journey,” the mage mumbled aloud.

“That’s ef ye have the next journey,” Darl said and slapped the rump of a lightly packed ramma.

The animal took off down the narrow ledge at a brisk trot. Then, to everyone’s surprise, it leapt off of the trail upward and paused a moment on a minuscule footing. The ramma leapt again, an impossible distance. Poops began barking, urging it on, and a few heartbeats later, the ramma was out of sight around the gentle curving of the cliff face, traveling high above the narrow human path.

“Here.” Darl tossed Kegger a burlap sack with an iron clip on it. “Jest heng it frem the hook inside the sheelter. It weel draw the ramma back close. I’ll rend theem up leter.”

Kegger nodded and attached the heavily scented pouch to the back of his belt. “Secure the trolly line and feed me the coil,” he said back. “I’ll string both lines at the same time. Chelda will bring the pull-line with her. She’s made this passage before.”

Darl acknowledged his orders and went back to sorting and repacking gear. Every few moments, he would send another ramma jumping crazily up along the ledge. At first, Vanx thought the animal handler was ignoring Kegger’s orders, but it became clear that Kegger still had a lot of gear to strap to himself before he was ready to take the ropes. His weapons, he stowed in a pack. He replaced the axe at his hip with a heavy claw hammer that was the size of a man’s fist, at the head. On his other hip dangled a leather pouch full of barbed spikes with circular rings on one end of them. He had threaded connecting rings made of cast iron that would hold it all together. A short length of braided silk rope with similar iron “S”-shaped hooks was dangling like a limp member from his belt.

“This is a lanyard.” He took the short silk rope in his right hand. It was plain that he was tempted to make a jest about it resembling his manhood, but he stopped himself. “There’ll be a line snug to the cliff about shoulder height from the footing. That is the hand line. You’ll keep this clip in your left hand and slide it along as you go.” He demonstrated the instruction and looked like a mime feeling his way along an imaginary wall. “When you come to a ring spike, you’ll hold onto the hand line good and tight with your right hand and move your lanyard over and reattach it on the other side of the ring with your left. Don’t forget to reattach it. If you slip, don’t panic. The lanyard will keep you from falling. It’s short enough that, if you go, you can take a breath or two, gather your wits, and use your arms and the cleats I showed you last night to regain your footing.”

“Has anyone ever really forgotten to reattach the lanyard?” Xavian asked incredulously.

“The lanyard is a new bit of equipment to us.” Kegger grinned. “I don’t know if anyone’s forgotten to use one yet, but there was a far greater number of people splattered across the bottom of the gulch before we started using them.”

“They see that if ye fell, ye freeze on the tumble and sheetter when ye heet the bottom,” said Darl.

“Did he just say you freeze on the way down and shatter when you hit the bottom?” Xavian asked as he began to tremble.

“Only if you fall, Xavian.” Chelda slapped him on the back. “There wasn’t even a hand line the last time I went across. We had to use iron hooks that we lashed to our wrists.” She pointed at Kegger’s right hand. “Like that one.”

Just then, Poops decided to help Darl chase one of the ramma down the ledge. The ramma leapt and raced away with graceful dexterity and sure-hoofed speed, but Poops skidded sideways and slid halfway over into oblivion. He fought mightily with his scrabbling hind legs to keep from going all the way over, but couldn’t get purchase. Everyone stood shock-faced still. Vanx wanted to act but was overcome with a primal surge of the dog’s witless terror.

Darl dove into a belly slide and somehow managed to get hold of Poops’s forelegs before he went all the way over. Then Kegger’s quick action kept Darl from sliding too far himself.

It was a sobering moment, and even though the thoroughly aggravated animal handler spent the rest of the preparation time cursing them all as irresponsible fools, Vanx decided he liked the fellow as well as any man he had ever met.

Poops found a place to calm himself and for once stayed out from under foot. Vanx decided that he would have Xavian put Poops to sleep for the crossing. Anything else seemed cruel, especially after what he’d just gone through. Vanx knew absolutely the confused terror his four-legged friend had just experienced, for he’d felt it himself. Not only did he want to keep Poops from being traumatized by being trapped in the corpse rig while he was hauled like a sack of meal, he wanted to avoid one of the sudden jolts of wild canine emotion the dog was more frequently sending up and down his spine. He was nervous enough about making the transition on his own. He had no desire to carry Poops’s worry and fear with him on his trip across the narrow ledge.

Everything started happening quickly after that. Kegger took the two lines, and Darl stood patiently feeding rope from the coils as the bigger gargan eased his way out along the edge. After only a few moments, he was curving out of sight. Chelda was next, using wrist spikes and toting another line that they would use to pull the trolley across. Xavian stroked Poops and apologized to the dog before gently sending him into a deep, magically-induced slumber. His spell was so effective that Vanx found himself yawning and incredibly tired for a short while, but the feeling quickly passed when Gallarael excitedly clipped her lanyard to the hand line and waited for the signal that Kegger had secured it.

While they listened, Xavian put Poops gently in one of the corpse rigs. It was then that Xavian confessed his fears to Vanx in an anxious whisper.

“I can’t do it, Vanx,” he said. Stark terror showed plainly on the wizard’s face.

“Are you sure you can’t manage it?” Vanx asked. “The girls are handling it just fine.”

“I don’t care if you make fun of me.” Xavian was trembling so hard that he couldn’t even tie the leather thongs together that would keep Poops snug and tight. “I’m sorry, Vanx. I’ll freeze up or fall. I-I-I don’t want to cause a problem here, but—”

“Drenk these,” Darl said almost jovially. He started digging in one of the packs while keeping his eyes on his duty. He tossed Xavian a silver flask and went back to minding the coils of rope. “Just a few deep seeps, no more.”

“It won’t help to get me drunk,” Xavian said, but he took a deep swig anyway. Liking the sweet taste, he took another and swallowed it down. He was about to take a third when Darl leapt over and snatched the flask back.

“Wha-What is this?” Xavian looked around wide-eyed and suddenly giggling. “Is it dopor, man?” Xavian reached forward and a long strand of thick slobber dripped out of his mouth.

“Why did you give him that shit?” Vanx was suddenly angry. “He won’t be able to pull himself across now.”

Darl pointed to another of the canvas corpse rigs. After tying off the ends of the rope he was watching, he took Xavian’s place securing Poops. “Put him en a reeg. I’ll help ye get them festened. We’ll pell them both across in the trelley-line weeth the gear.”

Vanx was about to protest, but a distant horn sounded.

“It is secure. I’m going,” Gallarael called out to them. “He sounded the horn.”

“Be careful. I don’t want to have to explain any of this to your brother or father.”

“I’ll be careful, Mom,” she jested, and eased her way slowly out onto the ledge. Then she was off, sliding her lanyard’s ring carefully along, just as Kegger had instructed them to.

There was a long silence until Vanx watched her disappear around the curve of the cliff face. A pair of short, bright blasts from Kegger’s horn came to them, then.

“Sheet,” Darl cursed. He rummaged around and came up blasting quick triplets from the horn he’d found.

There was a single blast in response, and Darl began hustling to fasten the end of the trolley-line to a larger iron ring that had been buried in the snow. Deftly, the knot was tied and tested. Only then did Darl stand up and respond with two solid blasts.

A few moments later, the slack disappeared in that particular line. Vanx could hear the hum of it tightening like a string on his xuitar. Darl rigged another line, this one to the end of the line Chelda had taken with her. He fastened it to a heavy jumble of well-oiled chain that was in turn connected to a long iron “A”-frame. He carried this contraption down the path a short way and hung it from the tightened trolley-line. After a moment, Vanx realized that it was the trolley.

“The trolley is a problem for the ferst tweenty yards or sew,” Darl said. “It’s too close to the cliff face, see.” He pointed where the trolley-line ran tight against the cliff just a few feet above the hand line. “We have to welk the loads until the trolley-line is clear of the eedge.”

Vanx could see what he meant. As soon as the cliff started curving away, the trolley would hang freely, but until it did, it had to be dragged along the cliff face.

Darl took the pack that held Kegger’s weapons and some of the other personal gear and carefully hung it from the trolley. He then fastened another length of rope to this end of the the device. Vanx knew that he and Darl would use that line to pull the empty trolley back, so that they could send over Poops, Xavian, and the rest of their gear.

“We seend the packs first, to meke sure the line is safe for theem.”

Vanx watched the first time but eased the second load of gear out himself. Poops was next, so he waited for it to return. He saw the line dip down into the gorge from the trolley’s weight and then rise up again across the span. There was Kegger standing atop the far edge, steadily pulling the load across.

Vanx hadn’t ventured far enough out around the edge to see the ice falls yet. He waited until Poops was safely across and Xavian was well on his way before he started his own trek along the ledge. It was just as he began to see the first great crystalline icicles that formed the majestic sight that the familiar feeling of warning assaulted his guts and caused him to lose his footing. This feeling wasn’t from Poops, though, and as he fell in an awkward tangle, his lanyard pulled tight and his head cracked hard against the wall. A blinding flash of pain collided with his hammering heartbeats, and the knowledge that there was terrible danger about came flooding through him.

Gallarael’s shrill scream cut over it all, and then there was the hissing roar of some gargantuan beast.


Chapter Twenty-Nine
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Anytime I’m fishing
and my line is in the water,
nothing really matters,
but the bobble of my bobber.
--A fisherman’s song
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Scrabbling like a four-legged spider, Vanx managed to get one of his spiked cleats to catch hold of the cliff. From there, he kicked himself upright. Following a primal surge of instinct, he used every bit of his dexterity and his training to hurry himself toward where he’d last heard Gallarael. His razor-sharp eyes spied his footholds for him, and he didn’t even pause in stride when he unhooked his lanyard, passed it over the ring, and then reattached it.

To his right were the glittery blue ice falls, hanging like a tumble of melted candle wax. There were at least ten paces worth of open space out to the backside of what might have been a roaring waterfall in a warmer climate. The frozen spill was easily thirty full strides wide, and the sunlight reflected through the thick ice, creating an eerie blue glow.

Had he taken the time to look up, he would have seen how, a few hundred feet above him, the frozen flow poured out over the edge of a jutting shelf of granite that cantilevered over this part of the passage. Under any normal circumstances he would have been taken in by the majesty and beauty of such a rare sight, but as it was, he was cursing the placement of the frozen fall of water because it blocked his view of what was transpiring farther along the ledge.

Again, Vanx deftly slipped his lanyard’s hook off of the hand line and over the next ring without even slowing down. Then he was out from under the falls and curving even farther to his left around the ledge. The roar that accompanied the shocking sight he came upon nearly caused him to fumble and fall again.

A giant snake was extending out of the cliff face. It had a wide, triangular head with a horned snout that reminded Vanx of the rhinosours back on Zyth. The hole it was using was just ten feet above the hand line and a few feet ahead of where Vanx had stopped. Already, enough of the sinuous, tree-trunk-thick body was extended out from the wall that it had doubled around on itself and was striking back at Gallarael, who had moved a good distance from where she should have been.

The cliff face kept curving to the left but came back in a horseshoe shape. Gallarael was in the crook of the horseshoe, at least fifteen feet below the ledge on which she should have been. Vanx couldn’t see her blackened skin, for her coat was strapped to her with all the climbing gear, but he knew she was in her changeling form. She was clinging to the cliff face with her long foreclaws and nothing more. Above, half of her lanyard was dangling uselessly from the hand line as she craned her head about, looking for a way to go.

Chelda was almost directly across from where Vanx was now. Over there, the ledge was wide enough to provide substantial footing. Chelda was trying desperately to string a bow. The contents of several of their packs were strewn about the ground at her feet. Apparently, just finding the bow had been a chore. Vanx cringed, for Chelda wasn’t wearing a harness anymore. If she slipped, she would die.

Kegger wasn’t far from her and was still hauling mightily on the pull-line. Vanx followed its taut length to the trolley. There, still seventy feet or more from the cliff face, with his arms and legs dangling from the corpse rig, was Xavian’s still form. Trussed in the canvas cradle, he lurched along, suspended over nothing but a few thousand feet of open space. Kegger was doing all he could.

The serpentine monster darted in at Gallarael with swift and explosive speed. She screamed again, only this time there was a primal quality to the call, like that of a cornered animal knowingly about to make its stand.

Vanx felt for a weapon, but with the thick shrew fur coat that was belted tightly around him, all he could get at was the plain utility dagger he kept in his boot.

The slithery beast roared, and Gallarael leapt away from the cliff in a backward arcing flip that carried her body just over the striking serpent’s stubby snout horn and out of its snapping jaws. She landed face down on the serpent’s neck, just below its yellow-green, plate-sized eyes and, like a clingy cocklebur, she dug her claws into its scaly hide and held on.

The serpent must have felt her claws. It began twisting and thrashing about violently. It slammed its neck into the cliff face in an attempt to throw Gallarael, then tried to crush her between its body and the rocks, but her claws held firm. Just above the serpent’s impact, a pair of terrified ramma bolted frantically in opposite directions.

Vanx made to unfasten his lanyard so that he could chance racing up the cliff face to see if he could get his dagger into the beast. Maybe he could distract it so that it didn’t crush Gallarael against the wall or shake her loose.

With a deep, resigning huff of breath, Vanx steeled himself and pulled his lanyard free. It wasn’t meant to happen, though, for no sooner did he start up away from the ledge than one of the ramma came tumbling down, almost on top of him. It was all he could do to reset his lanyard and hug the cliff so the falling animal didn’t smash him off and take him tumbling down with it. It screamed and bleated when it went by and thrashed its hooves wildly at the air as it continued down into the gulch.

“Nooo!” Chelda shouted. “Oh no!”

Vanx saw that she was looking at Gallarael.

Then he saw Gallarael sailing, feet over head, as she was slung from the serpent’s neck by the whipping force of its flailing. It looked as if Gallarael’s body would crash into the cliff almost directly under where Chelda stood, but the downward pull of her fall kept her from making it that far across. Vanx saw Chelda sprawl face down over the lip of the canyon. When she looked up, even from the great distance between them, he could see tears welling in her eyes.

“Come on, Chelda,” Kegger yelled. “Help me save this one!” He gave out a roar and hauled on the rope. The rope seemed to be pulling back at him.

Craning his head around, Vanx saw that the serpent had fouled itself in the trolley-line. It was hissing and twisting and coiling around as it tried to pull itself back into its hole. One of its eyes was a goo-dripping ruin.

By the time Chelda gained Kegger’s side, the trolley-line was stretched as tight as a harp string. Out over the open nothingness, Xavian was being tossed and yanked about like a rag doll. The pull-line went slack for the sudden lack of dip in the other rope, and in that moment Kegger took off running toward the tree line, taking the slack of the pull-line with him. Vanx saw him hook his huge arm around a tree’s trunk and spin with his momentum, as if the tree were a dancing partner. Then he was pulling in slack and tying knots, just before the trolley-line snapped with an earsplitting “CRACK.”

Now freed from the tangle, the serpent reversed itself back into a different hole and slithered in as quickly as it could manage. Vanx couldn’t help but marvel when its tail came out of one hole, twisted and flicked around, and then disappeared down another.

Xavian was only thirty or forty feet from the safety of the opposing cliff top when the trolley-line snapped. Luckily for the unconscious mage, that was all the distance he had to swing before he slapped into the rock face. The pull-line was still attached to the trolley, and now Kegger was using the tree and Chelda’s strength to pull Xavian up out of the gulch.

Vanx was bleeding freely from several wounds, and while his vision was clear, his half-Zythian orbs were burning as they shed salty tears for Gallarael. His head was split and dripping blood and he was scraped raw in more than a few places. Darl helped him on across, and it was a long while before any of them tried to speak. For that time, Darl’s muttered curses and Chelda’s quiet sobbing were the only sounds in the whole frozen world.

*

Vanx slipped in and out of consciousness as he was helped to the old cabin the rim riders used. The blow to his head had him spinning. Kegger left Chelda to rinse the blood from Vanx’s cheek and brow and to keep an eye on Poops and Xavian. She did these things mechanically, and only once did she try to speak to Vanx.

“I’m so sorry,” she sobbed. “Poor, poor Gallarael.” Another fit of tears and sniffles overcame her.

Vanx only dimly realized what had just happened, and the pain and anguish of losing Gallarael couldn’t well up past the foggy haze of his battered skull just yet. What did register was that Chelda had called her Gallarael, and Gallarael was the Princess of Parydon. Why that stuck out in Vanx’s mind, he’d never know, but it held there along with wavering visions of an angry prince and an outraged king. The idea of calling in the full host of Parydonia and the powerful minds of the King’s Royal Order of Wizards to come destroy the Hoar Witch and her foul creatures fluttered around in his brain for a fleeting instant, but then the image of Gallarael’s smile came to him, and hot, salty tears burned his eyes again. A moment later, he was clinging to Chelda and trying his best not to drown in the tidal wave of guilt and misery that was washing over him.

*

Kegger, after setting the others in the cabin and getting a fire started, ordered Darl to dig into the snow for the storage locker that was hidden behind the shelter. There, they found several more coils of rope and some other gear. Kegger tied all of the ropes into a descending rig, while Darl went about gathering up the gear and supplies that Chelda had raged through in her race to find a weapon.

All the while, Darl grumbled and cursed, but he didn’t even bother to argue when Kegger gave him his next orders, for he already knew what they’d be.

“Get into the descending harness,” Kegger said in a firm but weary voice. “I’d go down myself, but none of you could pull my weight back up.”

“Won’t be easy for yee to pull me back up neither, Kee,” Darl said. “I seen her sprawled on the sheelf about a theerd of the way dewn. There’ll be two of us on the wey back up, and only one of us’ll be breathing.”

“Just put her body in a harness and tie it to the drop-line,” Kegger said. “Hopefully, I’ll have you back up before full dark and we can both pull her body out.” He glanced at the cabin and frowned. “There’s no need to allow them a look at the girl in the light of day.”

“’Twern’t no girl when she fell,” Darl remarked. “If you see that skat-eatin’ slither-snake, yee better be pulling me out, Keeg.” Darl shouldered a corpse rig over the descending rig into which he’d strapped.

“It was hurt, Darl. She clawed its eye out before it threw her, and look.” Kegger pointed across the open horseshoe span toward the glittery frozen falls. The sheer backdrop of the cliff behind it was dark enough that the falls stood out. The lowering sun had turned the whole spectacle a bright rosy color, but that’s not what he was pointing out. Several huge, flittering moths of silver, blue and green had alighted on the nooks and juts around the falls. One of them was opening and closing its great delicate wings slowly and repeatedly. The prismatic colors between the dark swirling patches reflected the sun in an oily sheen of ripples in blue, yellow, lavender and turquoise. “The birds are wheeling back in too,” Kegger reassured him. “We should have realized that none of them were about when we first started across.” He spat to the side and gave Darl an apologetic look. “I was just glad they weren’t fluttering around and bugging our passage.”

From behind them, the leaves rustled. One of the ramma snorted before easing into view. When it saw Darl, it relaxed its posture and started grazing on what vegetation penetrated the snow there.

“’Twern’t yeer fault, Keeg.” Darl shook his head. “They’d have come without us, and what theen? Wee be pulling all of them, frozen steff and breken up out of the gelch in canvas.”

Kegger nodded toward the ledge. As he tied the end of the descending line to the same tree trunk that had saved Xavian, another ramma plodded into their vicinity. This one was still visibly terrified.

Darl dismissed them, crawled over, and started down. It wasn’t until a few moments later, when he was a good way down the cliff face that Kegger figured out why the ramma wasn’t settling.

A chorus of wolfish calls erupted from the trees. Not only did these aggressive howls sound unlike any wolves Kegger had ever heard before, but they sounded hungry and near. They were so close that he was trembling like a palsied old man when he began frantically trying to haul Darl back up.


Chapter Thirty
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Deep under the deep
and deeper in the Underground.
That is where you’ll find yourself,
If you wander round a fairy mound.
--A rim rider campfire song
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The crash of undergrowth behind Kegger told him that Darl would have to survive on his own. He didn’t hesitate. Kegger yanked three times on the drop-line, waited long enough for Darl to get a grip on the hang-line, then let go and went for his axe. He knew Darl wouldn’t free-fall, even if he didn’t have a grip, but Darl was the last thing on his mind when he came up into a fighter’s crouch, holding something other than his favorite weapon. The heavy-headed cliff hammer wasn’t ideal, but it would have to do, for already the shadowy form of a four-legged wolfish beast with ember eyes was darting forth out of the forest at him. As he raised his hammer to strike, he saw more of them from the corners of his eyes. His heart exploded with excitement and fear, but he didn’t panic.

“Chelda Flar!” he yelled as his hammer smashed the fur and flesh from the skull of the first beast that came within his range. “Hurry it up, girl!” He paused to spin and avoid another charging creature. “Bring the bow!”

This one looked a bit smaller than the first, and if he didn’t know that they were on the edge of the Lurr, he would’ve thought that his mind was playing tricks, because this wolf had scales instead of fur.

“There’s a whole pack of ‘em!” Kegger yelled at the top of his lungs. “Bring my axe!”

One of them hit him from behind, this one the size of a timber wolf with the head of a badger. Its foreclaws raked scratches down Kegger’s back, shredding his hard-earned cloak, but it didn’t knock the huge gargan off of his feet. He spun and greeted it with his hammer. He felt the teeth of another creature sink into the unprotected area of his wrist, between his sleeve and the glove of his free hand. This allowed the badger-beast to dodge his hammer blow and slink in low past Kegger’s guard.

Kegger roared out a challenge. In a rage, he swung the wolf that was latched onto his wrist from its feet. He came around and slammed it into the nearest tree. When he brought his eyes up, the badger-headed bastard was coming for his throat. It had a look of glee in its feral gaze. He thought his life was over then, but the wolf’s eyes suddenly narrowed, and it yelped as it slammed into him. Its teeth met Kegger’s chin, and the weight of its charge bowled them both over. Kegger half-expected to feel his throat being ripped open, but the wolf was only twitching and jerking.

He twisted back and saw Vanx stumbling out of the doorway, a thin little sword in one hand and Kegger’s huge axe held awkwardly in the other. Kegger heaved the badger-beast’s bulk to the side and rolled to his hands and knees. He saw Chelda’s arrow sticking out of the wolf that had tackled him, then he saw the scale-covered wolf-thing, the one that he’d slammed into the tree. It was slinking off into the shadows, dragging a broken hind leg.

Thinking that was all of them, Kegger started to feel a wave of relief wash over him, but the feeling was premature.

“Run!” Chelda screamed from somewhere between him and the cabin. The thrum of her bowstring punctuated the fear and urgency in her voice.

Kegger didn’t look back, because he already heard the low, rumbling snarl. He took only one long step before it sank its teeth into a calf muscle. His thick elk-hide britches were no protection at all against the vise-like jaws. A lighter man might have been slung about by the ferocious wolf-beast, but due to his size, most of Kegger’s calf muscle was violently torn away instead.

Kegger screamed out in pain but managed to scrabble away from the hulking wolfish monster on two hands and his good leg.

*

Seeing Kegger’s ruined leg, Vanx threw down the axe and charged over to protect him. The gargan wouldn’t be needing the weapon anymore.

Chelda put a second arrow in the bigger wolf’s shoulder, but it didn’t even flinch as it casually chugged down the bloody morsel it’d torn from Kegger’s leg. After the beast swallowed, it fixed Chelda in its bright tourmaline gaze. It then reared its head back and howled out a series of cackling yelps that sounded far too much like laughter. The only thing more unnerving than the sound was the fact that Chelda was having to look up to meet its eyes.

Chelda threw down her bow and drew her sword. Around them, a howling chorus of at least a dozen other wolven voices returned their leader’s mocking call. The big wolf shrank back a bit, though, and Chelda saw for the first time that her blade was glowing a pale shade of blue. The howling suddenly ceased. Chelda started to charge at the hyena-wolf, but it was gone. Only a fleeting whisper remained beneath the shadowy trees where it had just been.

After a moment of listening, Chelda spoke up. “They’ve gone, I think. The glow of this blade scared them away.”

“Find Darl,” Vanx told her, but only after he scanned the area and was satisfied that the things were indeed gone. “I’ll take care of Kegger.”

The rim rider passed out when Vanx cinched a cord above his knee to staunch the flow of blood. Kegger did nothing other than bulge his eyes out and grit his teeth until then, though, so it came as a kind of mercy when he finally succumbed to the shock of his injury. Vanx knew he could work a minor healing on the wound but didn’t want to do it blindly. So much meat was missing, and the savaged area was so jagged and bloody, that he didn’t want to chance fusing the wrong parts together. There was a chance, albeit a slim one, that Kegger could retain some ability to use his foot and lower leg. Cleaning the wound thoroughly before Vanx put his magic to it would increase his chances. Getting Xavian awake to use his more potent healing spells would be even better, but without knowing how long Darl’s concoction would keep the wizard out of his wits, the aid couldn’t be counted on.

Seeing there was nothing more he could do for Kegger out here in the trees, Vanx called out for Chelda. “Any sign of him?”

He saw her rise up. She was over by the cliff studying a shredded length of rope that was tied to a tree.

Vanx watched her pick another rope from the ground. This one trailed from the tree over the ledge, and by the lack of resistance at the other end when she pulled it, he could tell that Darl wasn’t connected to it. Vanx wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.

“One of the lines was bitten through,” Chelda seethed. All of the anguish she’d been showing over the loss of Gallarael had transformed into a deeper-rooted, wrathful sort of rage.

Vanx felt much the same.

“Are you sure?”

“It was covered in slobber,” she growled. “Nothing is on the other line. Ask him what in Bone’s name, he thought… Oh.” She could see that Kegger wouldn’t be answering any questions soon.

“Help me get him inside,” Vanx said. “I can help him, but I will need boiling water and clean linen, and Xavian wide awake, if possible.”

It was no easy task lugging the giant man to the cabin, but they got it done.

“At least he will live,” Chelda said. “I wonder if Darl was on the other end of that line when those fargin things chewed through. I should have pulled it all the way up.”

Vanx didn’t tell her that he doubted one of those wolves could have worried through a braided silk rope so swiftly. Nor did he tell her that Kegger and Darl were most likely going after Gallarael’s corpse when the pack of wolf-beasts attacked them. These revelations were assailing his own mind as he thought them. It was enough to send him spinning into a deep, dark void of guilt and despair, but for Kegger’s sake he pushed it all aside and focused on the task at hand.

Xavian moaned and flailed and rubbed at the raw chafes where his legs had been shoved through the holes in the canvas corpse rig. Chelda filled him in slowly as he came to full consciousness, and Vanx did what he could to prepare Kegger’s leg for the mage to inspect.

Eventually, Vanx’s brain slowed down, and he slipped into a deep, spell-weary sleep full of sorrow and anguish and guilt, and when he opened his eyes, he found he was in something more real than any nightmare he’d ever imagined.

*

An ancient, wrinkled hag’s face, with as many warts as stray hairs sprouting out of it, peered down at Vanx through some shimmering, skin-like membrane. Her eyes were tiny and black, and looking at Vanx from over her shoulder was an imposing bull-headed giant of a thing. The old woman’s greasy yellowed hair hung in disarrayed tangles, and the evil grin that spread across her ugly face showed a jagged, brown-toothed maw. This was the Hoar Witch, Vanx understood. This was Aserica Rime.

“He sees us,” she cackled to the minotaur. “He’s looking back at us from his slumber. Welcome to Saint Elm’s Deep. Or should I say my deep?” The last was said in a quick, unnatural hiss which reminded Vanx of the serpent that had thrown Gallarael to the bottom of the gorge.

The wide, horned-head of the minotaur leaned in closer as the Hoar Witch returned her full attention to him. “I know why you came here, warlock,” she said through her snarl. “Tell your friends goodbye, for I am soon going to kill them all and feed you their guts.” She elbowed the minotaur back sharply. “Go get the pixie queen,” she snapped at him. “Let him see her.”

The looming form behind her moved purposefully away and out of the view of Vanx’s mind’s eye, but the Hoar Witch kept speaking.

“The dark one wants me to take you in and train you in the ways of witchery, so that he can have you to take my place when I finally turn to dirt.” Her face suddenly went wild and, if possible, uglier than it had just been. Her eyes sank in, and the thick clumps of her hair lifted from her now ghastly face by means of some unfelt wind. Her expression was brimming with hatred, and her dark eyes were full of evil malice. “I know what I will do, for it was the wicked little fairy folk who tricked you here, not the dark one.” She spat at him, and the thick globule hit the surface of whatever sheen it was that carried her visage to his mind. Ripples blurred the view, but only for a moment.

“You’ve come seeking to invoke your blood-right to take back the forest. It may be your duty to defend the filthy little fae, but you’re blood-bound to me as well. You will turn around and leave Saint Elm’s Deep behind you. You will leave this forest to me, or I will finish ripping apart your pathetic friends and stalk you to your grave. And we both know that your godsdamned impossible bloodline will ensure me the enjoyment of doing so for many a century to come.”

Just then, the minotaur returned. He held something the size of a young child dangling from his huge, filthy-nailed hand.

Vanx sat up and peered deeper into the watery sheen of his dream. Was that thing holding an elf? Was it a girl-child? No, he was holding it up by a pair of crumpled, glassine wings. It was a pixie, the Pixie Queen of the Lurr. He knew, because in her eyes he saw the very source of the frantic draw that had pulled him here.

Her body, though not even three feet tall, was perfectly proportioned and mature. The tattered remains of a sheer gown trailed over her breasts, and one of her hands was covering her pubic area in a futile show of modesty.

Vanx met her big, hopeless, lavender eyes and felt ashamed to be gazing on such an atrocity. The fae folk--the elves, fairies, and pixies--were distant cousins to the Zythians and the other races of Zwar. The little folk were the most joyous and peaceful people to have ever graced the face of the world. And here was this broken queen forced to cower in shame. She couldn’t even raise her eyes to meet his.

“This is the one that has been calling you, fool.” The Hoar Witch thumped the pixie woman hard in the nose. The pixie squealed and then summoned some courage from somewhere. Her tiny hands went to her mouth. She cupped them there to help her voice carry.

“Run away!” she screamed. “She will kill you, if you don’t.”

The queen gained a handhold and squirmed, trying to break free of the minotaur’s grasp, but it was hopeless. “I am so very sorry for the loss of your friends.” Her eyes darted at the Hoar Witch fearfully. Already, Aserica Rime’s bony hand was moving to strike her. “Summoning you was a mista—” Her words were cut off when the Hoar Witch’s hand smacked across her face.

With the fleshy “pop” of the impact, the vision flashed away.

Poops’s warning barks were what shocked Vanx out of his stupor, but it was the cruel slap that had set the dog off, he was sure of it. Poops had been seeing the dream in his sleeping mind, too.

Even through the cloudy haze of Vanx’s fatigue, the pleading sorrow in the pixie’s lavender eyes stuck in his mind, as if it had been etched into the back of his forehead. It was she who had been calling him all this time. Why hadn’t he hurried? Could he have saved her?

The Hoar Witch was right about one thing: Vanx was bound to defend the helpless fae, if not by blood, then by simple honor. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself knowing that he’d walked away with the witch controlling them.

He decided he would kill the Hoar Witch and rid the Lurr of her taint forever. He knew he wouldn’t fail, because he absolutely refused to let Gallarael’s death be for naught. In fact, he let her death be the spark that ignited the inferno of his wrath. Already, Brody’s death was the kindling, and Darl, Kegger, and now the pixie queen would fuel the blaze.

Still dizzy and half-dazed, Vanx soothed Poops’s anger and let the roaring fire in the cabin’s hearth carry him back into sleep. It was easy this time, for all the mystery and uncertainty of his quest was gone. He’d made it to Saint Elm’s Deep. He knew who had called him, and he had a good idea why. All he had to do now was save the pixie queen, and even if he couldn’t manage that, he had to kill that frigid fargin witch.

The End of Book 3
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Chapter One

“Vanx!” Chelda hissed urgently. “Wake up, Vanx. There’s something on the roof. Poops is out there with it.”

The last words brought Vanx up and fully alert. “What’s happening?” he asked. He could hear Poops outside barking insistently but was feeling no urgent warning signs through the link he and his four-legged companion shared. They were in a rim rider lodge that sat near the edge of the Lurr Forest.

Xavian answered for Chelda, for she was peeping through the barely cracked door of the cabin they were holed up in, with an arrow nocked and drawn in her bow.

“She let him out to do his thing,” the mage said.

Xavian didn’t look so well. Vanx hoped it was because he’d been casting spells to heal Kegger’s leg and not from some internal wound he took when he slammed into the cliff wall the day before. “There was a scratching sound, like something skittering across the roof. Then Poops went off and hasn’t stopped.”

Vanx strained his ears and listened, while studying the gray-blue quality of the light outside the cabin door. It was too bright to be full night. Had he slept till dawn? The question faded when his keen ears picked up a slow, repetitive wheezing sound coming from above them.

It was impossible to determine what the origin of the strange sound might be, because there was a thick layer of snow and ice caked over the shake roof, not to mention Chelda’s heavy breathing close by, and Poops carrying on outside.

Mentally, Vanx reached for Poops, then, for the familial link he’d been sharing with the dog. He’d never done such a thing before, at least not intentionally, but at that moment, it seemed like the perfectly natural thing to do. To his great surprise, he slipped right into the dog’s consciousness. Even more strange was that Poops didn’t seem to be aware of the intrusion. One moment, Vanx was seeing through his own eyes, the next he was in Poops’s head, feeling the dog’s agitation over the thing he had just seen and could still smell and hear. Whatever it was, it was definitely on the cabin’s roof.

Two separate odors dominated the scent-scape, for this was the sense the dog was relying on most at the moment. One was fresh, coppery blood, and not the blood of the foul wolf-beasts’ carcasses lying out in the trees. The smell was separate. This blood was new, warm even. Besides the blood, the other scent he detected was as out of place as the blood was on a rooftop but for an entirely different reason. This smell Vanx recognized from the island home of his youth. Daffodils, or marigolds maybe, but springtime flowers for certain. The smell brought back a mental image of his mother, her long, golden hair windblown, her loving smile and kind amber eyes set in a face smudged with dark, wholesome earth. All around her were her flower gardens, the myriad colored petals— red, pink, yellow, lime, turquoise and blue, all alive and hosting an entire world of their own. A world full of butterflies and bees and intoxicating fragrances.

Vanx slipped out of the moment of reverie because Poops had stopped barking. Both dog and Zythian looked up at the cabin roof through Poops’s eyes. What they were waiting for, Vanx wasn’t certain, but when a head the size of a grapefruit, hooded in silver fur, popped up over the peak, Vanx only had a fleeting moment to see that the creature’s eyes were as golden as any Zyth’s. They were full of more pain and fear than anything. He wasn’t sure, for Poops started barking and moving around again, startling it away, but he thought it might have been an elf.

Vanx let himself slide out of Poops’s consciousness. It was as easy as slipping into it had been.

“Put the bow away, Chelda,” Vanx said. “Stay here. It’s all right. I’ll go out and get him.”

“Are you sure?” Xavian asked. “It’s not one of those things that did this, is it?” The mage was staring at the scabby pink wound that covered Kegger’s lower leg.

“No.” Vanx shook his head. He was glad to see that Xavian had indeed been tending to the gargan’s wounds. “I think it’s a bit of help that Poops has scared into hiding.”

As he pulled on his shrew-fur coat, both Chelda and Xavian looked at him curiously, but neither of them questioned him as he went out.

“Hush,” Vanx told the dog. He had to say it a second time, and in a more commanding tone, for his voice to register through the dog’s irritation. Poops grew excited when he saw Vanx, though, and waggled his rear-end. He sent an odd feeling of curious playfulness up Vanx’s spine. Then he barked and pointed his nose at the roof several times. Vanx knew he would have to take the time to learn all of the subtle canine signals and postures that formed his friend’s communication, but he had a good idea of what Poops would be saying, if he could talk.

The sun’s rays weren’t yet touching any part of the heights, but it had broken the horizon beyond the peaks, and the sky was the color of a bright day at sea. With his keen vision, he could see as plainly as if it were midafternoon.

“You on the roof,” he called out in as pleasant a voice as he could manage. “Are you injured? Do you need help?”

For a long while, there was no response. Then a hesitant little head covered in hair the color of fresh strawberries peeked up to the nose over the roof. The silver-furred hood was pushed back now, revealing elven features.

“You are him,” it said in a high-pitched, squeaky, yet still masculine voice. The golden eyes went wide and hopeful. Then, a wincing grin split the little man’s face as he rose up. When Vanx didn’t immediately respond, the head inched back down so that only its eyes were peeking over the roof again.

“You’re him, aren’t ya?” the elf asked again.

“I am me, yes,” Vanx answered, not sure what the proper response to such a question might be. He knew he had a stupid grin on his face, but he couldn’t suppress it if he’d wanted to. He was actually talking to an elf, something only the luckiest of the Zythians ever had a chance to do.

“Are you injured?” he asked again. “My friend here smells fresh blood.”

“I’m a bit clawed up,” the elf admitted. “The blood that mighty beast smells is from the witch’s sneak that I killed up on your roof.”

“What?” Vanx was suddenly alarmed. “The witch’s sneak?”

“Come around and help me down, then.” The little man was growing bolder by the moment. “I’ll show you what I mean.”

Vanx did so, with an excited Poops right on his heels. He came around to the back of the cabin just in time to see a snow-white furred thing roll off the roof and half-sink into the snow. As he came closer, he saw that it was some sort of malformed weasel.

“She be havin’ eyes everywhere, that evil bitch,” the elf said. He came limping down the slope of the roof, holding his right thigh and grimacing with every step. He looked like some enchanted doll, or a master puppeteer’s marionette come to life, as he eased his two-and-a-half-foot-tall body down the slick grade as carefully as you please. “Just yesterday morn, her great cow-man stormed the tree and took our queen.” He paused a few feet from the eaves, put his hand on his hip, and took a few labored breaths. “Queen Corydalis entrusted some of us with the knowledge of your coming.” He took a few more steps down and sat, letting his little legs dangle from the roof’s edge. “But that was at least two full moons past. We’ve been waiting a long time.”

“I came as soon as I first started to feel her.” Vanx shook his head. “No, I came once I was ready. Until I saw your queen in a vision last night, I knew not who or what call I was following.”

“You’ve seen her?” The elf’s golden yellow eyes went wide again. “How does she fare?”

“Not well I’m afraid, if my vision was true.”

The silver-furred cloak the elf was wearing was stunningly beautiful, and Vanx knew instinctually that the creature it had come from lived its full life before lending this elf its pelt.

Poops let out an excited bark, causing the elf to cringe.

“Call off yon beast,” the elf squeaked.

Vanx laughed out loud.

The elf glared at him but didn’t even try to hide his fear of the dog. “The Queen of the Fae is in the clutches of the Hoar Witch, and here you are laughing like a loon.” The little elf harrumphed and crossed his arms across his thin chest. “Some said she was foolish to believe that a champion would come. Others said that, if you did, you wouldn’t be worthy. I had hoped they were wrong. You humans have never been good for much.”

“Now listen, you,” Vanx said. “I didn’t have to come here at all, and some of my dearest friends have died along the way. Besides that, I’m only part human, and not a very large part, since my father was quickened in the Hoar Witch’s kettle and birthed from the womb of a fairy. My mother wa—“

“The ship witch from Zyth,” the elf spoke over him with his tiny little voice. “Queen Corydalis told us all of this, but you look human to me.” He glanced at Poops again. “And your beast looks mean and hungry.”

“It’s not some beast; it’s a dog,” Vanx returned. “He is my friend, and I suppose he is my familiar. He won’t hurt you. He is just curious. Uh… What’s your name, anyway? Mine is Vanx Saint Elm, and my beast is Sir Poopsalot Maximus.

“Foxwise Posy-Thorn, at your service,” the elf said grudgingly. “But only because my queen asked it of me. I see not the salvation of the fae in your emerald eyes.”

“Well, I never claimed to be the salvation of anything, but I am here now, and I mean to kill that frigid fargin witch, and I guess I could use some help. Her twisted beasts are picking my friends off at will.”

“Well, one less pair of spying eyes on you won’t hurt your cause.” The elf seemed to be feeling a little better after hearing the conviction in Vanx’s murderous declaration. “My friends call me Thorn.” He shrugged. “I suppose you can, too, for now.” Thorn winced as he rose. “Help me to your fire.”

“You seem a little more than just scratched,” Vanx said, noticing the thick blood on Thorn’s ratskin— or maybe squirrel— trousers. When Vanx reached up and helped him from the roof, he was amazed at how light Thorn was. He started to pull the elf to his chest like one might handle a child, but Thorn grew angry at the idea of it and began to thrash and wriggle.

“I’m no lass for you to cuddle, Vanx Saint Elm,” he growled in his high tempered voice. “I’d rather face Sir Poopsalot in battle than be toted like a child.”

“I’m sorry, Thorn” said Vanx. “Honestly, I meant no offense. Here, your leg is hurt, just grab onto his fur and hold on.”

Before the elf could protest, he was sat astraddle Poops’s back. He looked to need all his focus to hang on as the dog followed Vanx back to the cabin.

“Just call me Vanx, and call him Poops,” Vanx told him. Then out of curiosity, Vanx chanced a look over at the tree where he thought Darl had last been seen. Nothing seemed any different than it had the night before. “You weren’t up on the roof for the battle with the wolf beasts, were you?” he asked hopefully.

“I was hiding in the forest when they fled,” said Thorn. “I saw that sneak, so I snuck up there and killed it. I just hope there are no other witchy eyes about, or Queen Corydalis might suffer for our collusion.”

“If my vision of her last night was true,” Vanx sighed sadly, “which I’m certain now that it was. I’m sorry to say, your queen is most likely beyond suffering.”

“No!” Thorn said. “We would feel it.” He heaved a sigh of his own. “You can never underestimate the Hoar Witch’s ability to make one suffer. She has spent several centuries perfecting the art on us.”

Thorn spat out his distaste for the evil witch as they found the cabin door. “Just so you’ll have an idea of what you are up against,” Thorn added, “you should know that death is no relief from her tortures.”

Vanx couldn’t help but shiver when he heard the words.


Chapter Two

“I understand yon giant is your friend, but there is a witch to capture and a queen to rescue,” Thorn said as he gingerly paced the floor.

Xavian had cleansed the claw wound on the little elf’s thigh but hadn’t had the strength to help its healing along with spells. By the look in Thorn’s eyes, it was clear the slice was tender. Ever since they had cleaned and tied it closed, he’d been pacing in an attempt to keep it from getting stiff. Vanx didn’t envy him and wished that he would sit still, for the squeaking and creaking of tiny boots and wood floor was maddening.

After the wide-eyed novelty of Thorn’s size wore off, Chelda had unabashedly stripped down to nothing but a long shirt and curled up by the fire. Xavian sat in a half-lidded daze and watched over Kegger’s unconscious form. He was only half listening, if he was at all.

“I understand your urgency, Thorn,” Vanx said, “but Chelda and Xavian need rest before either can continue. And we still haven’t figured out what to do with Kegger when we go. He won’t be able to walk.” Vanx threw up his arms in exasperation. “What do you want us to do? Just leave him to fend for himself?”

“Nay, Vanx. I want the two of us, and the girl, to go save Queen Corydalis.” He spun on his injured leg and nearly crumpled to the floor from the sudden jolt of pain.

“You’re in need of rest, Thorn. You spent the whole of last night injured and huddled in the cold.”

“Bah.” Thorn looked about the room in agitation. His luminous yellow eyes lingered on Chelda’s ample, and lightly-covered, bosom for a few moments too long. Then he went and sat down next to her. He lay back, let his head sink into her breasts and sighed. “If you knew all that I went through.” He was whispering now in an attempt to keep from waking his living pillows. “If you’d seen the sacrifices my companions and I made just to get the crystal Queen Corydalis required to send out her beckoning to you, then you’d know that this scratch means very little to me. My own life,” Thorn stifled a yawn and wiggled himself deeper into Chelda’s cleavage, “means very little to me. It’s the tree that must…” He yawned again. “The tree that must be kept.”

To Vanx’s great surprise, Chelda giggled in her sleep and gently laid her huge arm across Thorn’s tiny body. Both of them were fast asleep, and the elf looked like a favorite doll a big girl was clutching to her chest.

For a while, Vanx stayed lost in the overwhelming wonder of it all. He’d been responding to Queen Corydalis’s beckoning all this time, not some blood calling. He could feel a connection, though, not only to the taint of the nearby forest, but to the desperate fae. When Thorn had referred to his emerald eyes, and then later called him their champion, his heart had stopped. Those were the words his goddess often used when they spoke. He was her emerald-eyed champion. She told him that she’d quickened the improbable seed of his life so that he might only follow his heart, but that isn’t what champions did. Vanx was sure that she had a hand in all of this. Hadn’t she warned him about the Hoar Witch’s evil before he left Orendyn?

He felt the leafy charm at his neck tingle, then. The feeling reassured him, but only until he thought about Gallarael.

He couldn’t believe Gallarael was dead. How was he going to explain all of this to King Oakarm and Prince Russet, or worse, Duchess Gallarain? Vanx had faced down a dragon and at least a dozen ogres to save Gallarael from the fang-flower venom that had once infected her. Now she lay dead at the bottom of a frozen gulch. The horn-snouted serpent that slung her there would meet its end before this was done, too, Vanx told himself, but why Gallarael?

It should have been him.

The Hoar Witch should have been trying to kill him. No, she’d said she had other plans for him. He tried but couldn’t remember her threats. The image of the violated pixie queen trying to cover her pubis kept coming to him, and thoughts of deep regret over letting Gallarael come along assailed his consciousness. He would have to go retrieve her body before they went on. Beyond avenging her death, it was the least he could do.

Those thoughts inspired Vanx into action. It was midmorning, and everyone save for him was sound asleep. Poops was dozing, but Vanx knew the dog would be glad to have something to do for a while.

“Come on, boy,” Vanx said. “I need you to stand guard for me while I do a bit of climbing.”

Before Vanx was even standing, the dog was at the cabin door, his entire hind end wagging with excitement. The sight of the dog’s simple joy made Vanx envious. How nice it would be not to have to worry about evil witches and dead friends.

Poops stilled his glee and gave Vanx a look that caused him to pause. Poops missed Gallarael, too. This, Vanx gathered from that fleeting glance, as if it had been spoken in well-articulated words. He was picking up on the subtle signals the dog was sending, or maybe the thoughts were forming through the familial bond-link they shared.

“Come on, then,” he told the dog. “Let’s get this grim work over with.”

They went to the tree where the rope was tied and saw that it still trailed over the cliff’s edge. Leaning out as far as he dared, Vanx peered down into the depths of the chasm but couldn’t see anything of note.

“Go scout the edge of the forest, Poops,” said Vanx. “Make sure there is nothing lurking about, while I figure out what it is we need to do down there.”

A short while later, Vanx was carefully climbing down the rope, while Poops kept vigilant guard above. Vanx wasn’t in a descending rig, but he had the thick harness belt that he’d worn the day before when they traversed the cliff face. He cleverly looped the rope through a set of rings into a binding that allowed him to pause his descent and just hang from the line. This only worked as long as he kept a firm hold of the trailing end of his rope. If he fell suddenly, he wouldn’t likely be able to slow himself, so he took his time and didn’t risk the urge he had to push himself and swing out with his legs so he could see what was below him.

At one point, a burst of flapping wings and squawking beaks sent his heart hammering through his chest. A short while later, a huge shadow eclipsed the sun as it glided over him. Twisting like a maniac to see what new beast was behind him, he was relieved to find that it was just a silver-winged moth observing him curiously.

After a time, Vanx came to a ledge that was surprisingly wide, and as he stood there resting his arms, he saw something that filled him with hope. Boot prints.

He pulled up plenty of slack and then tied himself fast to the line, so that if he fell from here, he would only go a dozen feet or so before the rope stopped him. He carefully followed the prints along the rough, irregular ledge. The rock here was ice-slicked, but recent snow had piled over the glassy stuff enough to afford some traction. Vanx used the rope to keep himself upright as he inched along. He grew more hopeful with each successive step. What he eventually found poked a huge hole in his bucket of hope, though, and he couldn’t do anything other than stare at the bloody mess before him as it all leaked away.

The crimson stain was fairly large, but Vanx didn’t think it was a lot of blood from a major wound, but more likely a little blood from a lot of smaller injuries. The vague shape of a sprawled body had been stamped, and then stomped, into the barely recognizable mess. Vanx guessed that this is where Gallarael had fallen, because there was part of one of her boots lying there, still half-tied into one of the spiked cleats they had been wearing. The tracks leading along the edge hadn’t been cleated, and the portion of missing boot had been sheered away, not ripped or torn.

From all of this, Vanx only grew more confused. The boot prints had to be Darl’s, for they were definitely gargan-sized prints, but there was a good four feet of unmarked snow between the trampled blood stain and the edge of the ledge. The strangest thing was, there were no tracks leading to the edge of the stain. It was as if somebody had come as far as Vanx had and observed the mess, but then what?

There were no tracks leading back. Did some winged beast snatch Darl from the wall and carry him away? Something had taken the body that had made the stain. Vanx was suddenly worried that the giant serpent had come out of another hole and gotten them. He eased over onto the wider ledge and squatted down, contemplating the situation.

If Darl was alive, and there was a good possibility he was, they couldn’t just leave him.

“Darlen!” Vanx called out with his hands cupped to his mouth.

“Darlen— Darlen— Darlen—” his words came echoing back to him.

Again he called out but was only rewarded with his own desperate-sounding voice.

Vanx stood and looked out over the nothingness beyond his position. Off to the right, the frozen falls tumbled majestically. Off to his left, the little ledge faded back into the sheer cliff, which angled out of view only a few yards farther on. The bottom of the gorge was still a long way below them. This precipice wasn’t even halfway down.

The translucent blue-green falls sparked like so much melted jade in the afternoon sun. All about the huge pillar of water, scarlet birds kited and wheeled. They swooped between the falls and the cliff through the eerie blue glow that refracted there. Not so far above them, a single giant moth: its massive, metallic-sheened wings alternating lavender, then turquoise, then lavender again as it opened and closed them in the sun. Vanx guessed those wings to be the size of ship sails, and he wished he could take the time to study the wonder of the creatures. He was beginning to feel a deep, brewing madness in the cauldron of his gut. It was a concoction of anger, sorrow, hate and regret, of guilt and love, and more than a little fear. What qualities the nasty brew would have when it all boiled over, he couldn’t say, but he knew one thing for certain: there would be havoc and destruction in his wake when it happened. Whether he survived the wrath of the emotional storm that was coming wasn’t that important anymore. The only thing that mattered was that the Hoar Witch didn’t.

There was a sudden eruption of birds again, this time from farther below him. Their cawing, shrieking cacophony was accompanied by an angry huffing sound that no small creature could make. It was too far down to be a threat to him, but Vanx knew that whatever it was might be what had taken Gallarael’s body.

The simple fact that he was powerless at the moment pushed his anger to its limits. He was suddenly of a mind with the elf, Thorn. It was time to start this witch hunt, for a hunt is all it really was now. All he had to do was stop being the prey.

Vanx stood and used his dagger to scratch an upward-pointing arrow on the cliff face. He pulled up several dozen yards of the rope’s trailing slack, and after wedging his old dirk in a crack in the rock, he tied the line to it, so if anyone set foot on the ledge, they couldn’t help but see it. He doubted it would matter. After hearing that creature and estimating its size, he was pretty sure Gal and Darl were dead.

Vanx forced it out of his mind and started thinking ahead. They could leave Xavian behind to tend Kegger. That way he, Chelda, Poops and the elf could make some time. The mage wasn’t suited for the Lurr. Besides that, the jarring trauma Xavian had taken when his unconscious body had slapped into the cliff face the day before would hinder him from being able to keep up.


Chapter Three

It was sheer luck that Vanx spotted the gray-furred thing watching him from a low-lying tree limb. It was the creature’s long, sinuous tail that caught his keen eyes. When he followed that pink, snaking curl up to the leathery-winged possum that was watching him, he knew that it was one of the Hoar Witch’s spies. He didn’t point it out to Poops, and he did his best not to pay any attention to it. He headed straight back to the cabin, slump-shouldered, looking sad and defeated. The moment he and the dog were behind the closed door, he rushed over to wake Xavian.

“What? What is it?” the mage sputtered. Then his eyes came open and the color drained from his face. “By the Six Wards of Marxulia, I ache in places I never knew I had.”

“Hush,” Vanx hissed through a devilish grin. “What sort of spells can you cast? Can you make false voices? Or make it sound like there are several people in a room when you are really by yourself? Can you make it sound like me, Chelda and the elf are talking at the same time?”

“I can, yes.” Xavian nodded. “But not until I have spelled my own aching arse. I’ll have to just be able to concentrate enough to cast a specific false crowd.” He tilted his head curiously and looked at the elf snuggled deeply into Chelda’s cleavage. Both of them had pleasant smiles on their sleeping faces.

“Why, Vanx?” Xavian shook his head and finally asked.

“I have a plan forming in my mind.” Vanx paused and looked at Xavian seriously. “You won’t mind staying here in the cabin and watching over Kegger while the rest of us trek on, will you?”

The look Xavian gave him was as full of disappointment as it was relief. “I’ll stay. At least, if you don’t come back, I’ll have a guide to get me out of here.”

“Yup.” Vanx grinned at him. “But you’ll have another sort of journey to take. You’ll have to go to Parydon and deliver a grave message to King Oakarm or his son. At least you have your letter of introduction for the Royal Order. You’ll do well.”

“Is she dead?” Xavian asked. “I had held out hope. I am sorry, Vanx.”

“There’s not much to hope for. Both her and Darl have disappeared, most likely into the belly of some beast.” Vanx sighed. He leaned closer and whispered. “We have another spy out in the trees. I’m going to go hunt you up some meat for when we’re gone and keep an eye on the thing. Tell the others to act normal when they wake. Tell them not to say anything that gives away that we know it’s there.”

“Come on, Poops,” Vanx nearly shouted, then. “Let’s go hunt something to eat. It’s a long hike back down to Great Vale.”

*

Later that night, just after the sun slipped from the sky, Aserica Rime was roused from her bed by Clytun. The minotaur was excited and persistent. The Hoar Witch had been watching the warlock, off and on, without sleep since long before his group passed the frozen falls. She had just lain down, after spending most the afternoon torturing information out of the pixie queen. Clytun’s orders had been to disturb her only if something was happening with the warlock. She knew Clytun wouldn’t bother her otherwise, so the moment her ancient brain registered the minotaur’s insistence, she was up and moving.

“Tell me what you saw,” she asked Clytun as they spiraled down a dank, torchlit stairway past landings closed off with heavy doors. Some of them were banded wood, some barred, like cages, with horrible moans or aggressive snarls coming from deep within. Then a thin plea for death echoed up the stairwell from farther below.

“It was like a fountain of bright blue sparks. It nearly blinded Flitch.” The minotaur spoke quickly, ignoring the harrowing sounds around him. “The whole group, save for the big gargan ranger, came outside. They huddled around their wizard, and he cast a spell, but I think something went wrong.”

The minotaur opened a huge iron door for the Hoar Witch. The stairs continued farther down, and from somewhere far below, that thin plea for death trailed up again.

She snatched a drawstring bag full of some foul-smelling, bright yellow dust, and after sprinkling a generous amount across the still water of the raised pool in the center of the room, she dabbed a bit of the stuff on her tongue and swallowed it down. She passed the bag to Clytun. The minotaur had already been dosed with the horrid-tasting concoction so he could already hear what Flitch was hearing and saying.

Leaning over the pool, the Hoar Witch saw that they were all outside of the cabin in the harsh, wavering light of a pitch torch one of them was holding. She was just in time to hear the leading edge of a spirited argument.

*

“It worked the last time I tried it!” the mage growled. “I must have wasted too much of my power trying to save that stupid gargan.”

“Hey.” The barbarian shoved him. The flaming brand she was holding flared and sputtered with her movements. “Gargans aren’t stupid.”

At her feet, the dog barked and danced around crazily, adding to the din.

“It doesn’t matter!” the thin voice of the elf yelled out. “You’re all a bunch of shameful yellow-bloods. Curse y’all to the bottom of hell for slinking away.”

“Now wait a minute, you,” the warlock said. “If you’re so fargin brave, why do you need us to save your wretched little queen?”

“ARP! Woof, woof,” sounded the dog.

“I don’t. We don’t.” The elf spat. “It’s all beyond saving now, anyway. The witch took the queen, so we fae will just rot away. You’ll all come to regret it, if that blasted witch finally gains the full power of the Heart Tree.”

“Woof, woof, woof.”

“You’ll wish you’d stayed and fought her evil.”

“I’ll be in Harthgar,” the warlock shot back. “Or in Parydon, sipping mulled wine and playing my songs for heavy-breasted, jewel-laden merchants’ wives.”

“Wait. Stop all this.” The wizard’s voice rose over the others. “Let me rest. I’ll try to take us back to Great Vale on the morrow.”

“What if the witch’s pack of beasts comes back?” the gargan woman argued. “They’ve already killed our guide and our ramma.”

“She only sent them to warn us off.” The warlock squatted down and tried to calm the dog. “We are not going into her forest now. We are going to leave this foul place. Her warning worked. Why would she send them back?”

“She doesn’t need a reason. She’s a witch, you stupid, dog-loving heathen.” The barbarian bitch threw up her empty hand and passed the torch to the wizard. She then stomped her way back to the cabin.

“In the morning, I’m off to warn the fae,” the elf snarled. His voice was shrill and raw with anger, and his little arms flailed about wildly, trying to express his feelings. “If you’ll not come help us, then I’ll go tell them the news. Though it will break their spirit, some of them might be able to escape the witch.”

“There’s nothing I can do about it.” The warlock stood and stared down at the elf. “My friend is dead. Two of my friends are dead. I didn’t ask to be called away from my music and the hearth fires and all the willing women.” Without waiting for an answer, he spun and walked back to the cabin. The dog was right on his heels.

“Like I said, I’ll try to teleport us back to Great Vale after I’ve rested,” the wizard repeated reassuringly. He followed Vanx back to the cabin carrying the torch.

A moment later, when the elf went in and slammed the door, the forested area outside was left dark.

*

When Chelda left the argument, she hadn’t gone into the cabin. She had only opened the door and snatched her bow.

A few heartbeats later, her silent arrow, a shaft with its razor-sharp tip removed so that it wouldn’t kill the target, thumped into a mismatched creature’s feathered body, sending the spy tumbling tail over wide-eyed head from its perch in the tree. Bat wings flailed uselessly, doing nothing to slow a possum body when it cracked into several branches and then thumped into a snow drift at the base of the tree.

Before the dazed sneak could recover, Chelda darted back behind the cabin and joined three other shadowy forms as they raced into the woods unseen.

*

“What happened there?” the Hoar Witch yelled. She had been lost in thought, already scheming on taking over the heart tree and contemplating all she had heard, but when the scene in her viewing pool went blank, it drew all of her attention.

By then, Flitch found a different place to hide, one closer to the cabin and away from whatever had just blasted him.

Aserica’s pool flickered back into a view, only now the cabin was far closer, and the Hoar Witch could more plainly hear the fools inside arguing and stomping about.

She wasn’t sure how she felt about thwarting the will of the dark one by letting the young warlock get away. He wouldn’t be pleased, but if she could do as the elf suggested and gain full control of the Heart Tree, then it would hardly matter what the dark one thought. The power of a fairy tree was a far greater boon than the dark one’s favor.

The Hoar Witch only had to kill off the tree’s defenders and feed her witch blood to its roots. She would be bonded with the tree, then, and could access its power. She could use the Heart Tree’s own strength to purge the good from its sap. She could make it into a cruel thing, and she could command its might with her will.

For a moment, the idea that the pixie queen had let herself be taken just so the tree would be vulnerable came to the Hoar Witch’s mind.

An elaborate trap?

No, the bane of the foolish is that they always put too much faith in others. No, the stupid pixie queen had called for a hero, and a half-craven bard had come instead.

She sat there for a long time, perfectly still, with that thought hanging in her mind. Then she slapped the surface of her pool and growled out. “It’s a trick.” She snarled as she reached for the crystal talisman hanging from her neck.

“Flitch, you watch them like a hawk,” she commanded through the shard’s power. She had to cackle at the absurdity of that comparison, but the bout of manic glee didn’t lessen her rage. “That warlock has my blood in him. He won’t give up so easily. I should have known better. Do not let them leave without your beady little eyes fixed firmly on them, Flitch, or Clytun and I will mix you into a stew.”

A moment later she was focused on Vrooch, the monstrous leader of her hybrid wolfen pack.

“Vrooch, take your pack to the Heart Tree. Kill every elf, fairy, sylph and pixie you come across. Show no mercy.” She cackled again. “I want you to feed on the fae until you’re shittin’ magic mushrooms and pissin’ rainbows.”

“You, Clytun…” She turned to face the anxious minotaur. “You go wake the witch woods. If a squirrel so much as farts in my forest, I want to know about it. And you, my young warlock…” She looked at the ceiling, as if she could see him standing there. “You will soon find out that Aserica Rime isn’t so easily fooled.”
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