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To Mike—who got me hooked on D&D—without whom these books 
would not have been possible.
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Mid Dreki Realm Map
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AN OLD FRIEND
RORY

M y leather cap slipped om Iy head as u dkcned afother o’ Mafic 
Micnws .ild strinesg u strai,htefedb Iy Ikscles ti,htefed line a 

coiled sprif,b afd u .aited ’or a less ov-ioks spot to cokfterattacng uwd 
already sIacned Micnws s.ord arI a hal’zdoEef tiIesb afd his ri,ht thi,h 
t.iceg

Wach Io-e vet.eef ks .as a .ordless dialo,keb pkfctkated vy the 
clkfnif, o’ .ood afd the rhythI o’ okr voots crkfchif, of the earthg

Hellb my rhythIg Bis Io-eIefts sokfded Iore line the slide afd 
stoIp o’ a troll .ith ofe short le,g

Micn stavvedb his vody leafif, precarioksly ’or.ardb too Ikch 
.ei,ht of his ’roft ’ootg Be .as ,ettif, vetterg xkt a’ter e—chaf,if, a 
score o’ vlo.sShis arIs afd le,s .earyShewd re,ressed to his old ’orIg

Be afd æerajfab the hal’zal-ae healerS.ho .atched ks alof, .ith 
Iy .i’eb uf,e’RrShad veef traifif, if the Iartial arts ’or the last three 
Ioofsb de-elopif, their Ielee snills to help uf:kstices “i,hted vecoIe 
a ’orIidavle ’oe of all ’roftsT Ia,icb vlade .ornb healif,b afd stealthg

Swish. Clack.
u deAected his thrkstg ”Noo predictavleb afd yok le’t yokrsel’ e—posedg 

V,aifgC u piroketted past hiI afd slapped the yokf, Iaf of his vacnside 
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.ith the Aat o’ Iy .ood vladeg u cokld ha-e ,ashed Micn across the vacn 
o’ the fecnb tanef af arIb or pierced the thi,h o’ his ’or.ard ’ootg

Patience, u said to Iysel’g He’s still a novice.
ut had tanef Ie yearsSafd a -ile spirit possessif, IeSto ,aif the 

snills u fo. toon ’or ,raftedg
Micn sUkeaned at the stif, o’ .ood of his rear afd spkf avokt .ith 

a vacnhafded slashg ”Gredict thisYC
Nhe yokf, thie’b fo. of the side o’ ,oodb slashed ri,ht to le’tb nfee 

hi,hg Bis dkll .oodef practice s.ord .histled throk,h the airg
Dsif, Iy Ia,icned ’eet avilitiesSthanks, vile spiritSu shkOed vacn 

if tiIeg Micnws s.ord passed Iere ifches ’roI Iy nfeeg Nhat .okld 
ha-e hkrtg

”BIphbC u saidg ”3ood ofeg ?okwre learfif,gC
xe valafcedb ve kfpredictavleg Vfdb Iost o’ allb ve patieftg u strk,,led 

.ith the last ofeg
æerajfa afd uf,e’Rr clappedg
u raised Iy hafdsg ”Nhatws efok,h ’or todaygC
Micn veft o-er at the .aistb hkJf,g ”Nhafn the ,odsg uw-e veef 

feedif, to ,o ’or so lof,b uwI avokt to start a ri-er do.f Iy paft le,gC
”Fofwt ve ,rossbC uf,e’Rr saidb vkt her eyes t.ifnledg
“i-klets o’ s.eat raf do.f the ,ood thie’ws ’oreheadb afd he vrkshed 

theI a.ay .ith a slee-eg Bis ta.fy hair stkcn okt if all directiofsSline 
it had veef strkcn vy li,htfif, afd thef ksed vy cro.s ’or a festg

Micn .iped at his vro. a,aifg Be poifted a jf,er at Ieg ”?ok cheatz
edgC

Koddif,b u ,riffedg u had ksed Iy Aeet ’eetb soIethif, fo other 
oppofeft if the “ealI hadg Hellb as ’ar as u nfe.g ”Vyeg Fofwt .aft yok 
to ,et o-ercofjdeftg V,aifst a ,ood oppofeftb yok .okldfwt ha-e veef 
ali-e to deli-er the vlo.gC u raised Iy hafdsg ”xkt it .as a .ellzplaced 
strineb afd Ukicng ?ok dofwt ha-e to se-er af artery if the fecn or plkf,e 
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steel ifto a ,ktg Ba-if, a ’oe lose a le, or a s.ord arI leads to -ictory as 
.ellgC

Micn foddedg
uf,e’Rr he’ted her .oodef vlade afd hoisted a shieldSsoIethif, she 

seldoI ksedg ”?ok ready ’or yokr tkrfb æerajfa5C
Nhe ,oldefzhairedb hal’zal-ae pklled her Iace ’roI her velt loopg 

”Noday is the day u ,et past the shieldgC
”…kst reIeIverbC u saidb ”fo headshotsg Nhe helIet isfwt reif’orcedgC
Nraifif, if a .ay that efskred .e didfwt nill each other reUkired a 

’e. ad:kstIeftsb line e—tra paddif, afd vklny arIorb .oodef vladesb 
afd siIilarg W—cept ’or headshotsb all vlo.s ’roI a Iace rarely nilled 
oktri,htg Vfd .ith æerajfa veif, a healerb e-erythif, else cokld ve 
rectijed .ith ofe o’ her spellsg

Micn lak,hedg ”Vhb vkt the rest o’ Miss uf,e’Rr loons line a plkIp 
plkI ready ’or plkcnif,gC

uf,e’Rr poifted a s.ord at hiIg ”NoIorro.b yok afd u dafceg ?okwll 
see this plkIp plkI nicn yokr rkIpgC

Micn stkcn okt his tof,keg Nhree days a,ob Iy .i’e had ksed the shield 
to vrean his fose afd vloody his lipsg

Nhe ladies checned theIsel-es o-erb afd u reiterated the lessof ’or 
æerajfag ”Horn of yokr ’oot.orng W-erythif, starts thereg Vfd yokwre 
tele,raphif, yokr vlo.sb toog ?ok dofwt ha-e to s.if, vacn.ardg Nhe 
.ei,ht o’ the Iace .ill do the .orn ’or yokg Fisorieft or disarI jrstb 
thef deli-er the nillif, vlo.gC

6roI veyofd the corral afd varfb BiraI shokted at ks as he rafg 
Bis arIs s.kf, line they s.atted at Iifiatkre drenisSthe Ayif,b 
jrezvreathif, liEardsg ”Master xelnifY Master xelnifYC

He all tkrfed afd .aited ’or the ’arI hafd skper-isor to reach ksg
Hhef he arri-edb he vle. air okt if ,kstsg ”Nherews a dzdzdwo,leIaff 

vy the .ellgC
Well, spit. Nhat .asfwt ,ood fe.sg
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uf,e’Rr afd u e—chaf,ed ,lafcesg
”V dwo,leIaffYC Micn dre. his dirng ”uw-e fe-er seef ofe o’ those 

ve’oregC
”Gkt that a.aybC Iy .i’e deIafdedg
u foddedg ”Vyeg Nhatws a ’riefdgC
”?okwre ’ryif, Iy e,,sbC Micn saidg
Vidarr Allefar or I’m a bugbear. u shoon Iy headg 
Hhat did 2idarr feed ’roI ks5 Felicate spy .orn his or,afiEatiof 

cokld defy5 4r .as there soIeofe if feed o’ resckif,b vkt vecakse o’ 
politicsb his or,afiEatiof cokldfwt ve o-ertly if-ol-ed5

Hith  his  scalezco-ered  vody  afd  lof,  liEardzline  sfoktb  2idarr 
stood okt if afy cro.dg Bis Iaffer o’ arri-alSskddef afd kfafz
fokfcedSportefded vad fe.sg Yeah, bad news trailed Vidarr like the 
stench of troll dung clamped to a boot heel. But maybe, Injustices Righted 
could earn some dreki coinsg

”Bo. caf yok ve so skre itws a ’riefd5C Nhe lifes arokfd æerajfaws 
eIerald eyes scrkfchedg Ber ofce deathly ,rayishz,reef snif had li-efed 
kp to a radiaft sil-erz,reefb a vefejt o’ ’resh ’arI airb daily .ornokts 
.ith .eapofsb afd healif, ifcaftatiofsg

”xecakse -isitors coIe vy the Iaif road afd kp the path past the 
hoksegC u poifted if the other directiof afd set omb .a-if, ’or the others 
to ’ollo.g ”u’ therews a dwo,leIaff vy the .ellb it Ieafs that 2idarr 
Vlle’ar has coIe to -isitgC

uf,e’Rr e—plaifedg ”Bews arri-ed -ia a teleportatiof spellgC æhe tokched 
BiraI of the slee-eg ”Has afyofe else .ith hiI5C

”4hb ayegC BiraI vlkshedg ”u ,kess there .asg V Iafg Farn hairgC
He .alned past the fe.ly cofstrkcted varfb the sIell o’ hay afd 

horses pleasif, Iy foseg Gast the corfer o’ the strkctkreb u spotted 2idarr 
afd ulIariefb voth Ba-8sb or Bi,h 4fesb if the Nyrrvy 4rderSthe 
eUki-aleft o’ the “ealIws arviter o’ trkth afd :ksticeb hashif, thif,s okt 
vet.eef cityzstatesb the :arlsb afd other elitesg
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2idarrws Ia,ical pro.ess specialiEed if the Vetherb afd ulIariefws the 
airg xoth .ere accoIplished Ia,esb Ikch Iore so thaf uf,e’Rrg xkt 
theywd veef at it ’or ’ar lof,erg 2idarr .as dokvly po.er’kl vecakse he 
.ielded the “od o’ the Frenib a Ia,ical arti’act that ,rafted hiI efdless 
staIifa afd Ukiftkpled the aIokft o’ po.er he cokld dra. ’roI the 
j-e Ia,ical plafesg

He .alned past the tilled vkt kfplafted ro.s o’ potatoes afd peasg 
I love the smell of loamg BiraI afd the lads feeded to ,et the plaftif, 
dofe ve’ore the jrst ’reeEe1fo. less thaf a Ioof a.ayg Nhe ’arI had 
velof,ed to Iy fo.zdeceased pareftsb afd uf,e’Rr afd u had revkilt the 
hoIe .ith a plaf to kse ’arIif, to skppleIeft okr ,efkife passiofT 
uf:kstices “i,htedg

He operated okr vokfty hkftif, ser-ice to captkre criIifalsb to jfd 
lost or stolef iteIsb afd to sol-e Iysteriesg Hhichb e-er sifce the retkrf 
o’ Ia,ic o-er a year a,ob seeIed to ha-e Ikltiplied line Iktated vkffiesb 
thok,h okr ad-eftkres .ere al.ays the opposite o’ ckte afd ckddlyg

Nhe j-e o’ ks arri-ed at the .ell to jfd 2idarr slkrpif, .ater ’roI a 
ladle hewd dipped ifto a vkcnet attached -ia rope to the .ellg ulIarief 
ya.fedb his lof, vlacn hair tied if a pofytailg u’ the teleport spell vothz
ered hiIb he .asfwt sho.if, itg

2idarr stood hal’ a ’oot shorter thaf Ieg Nhok,h it .as sIallerb he had 
the elof,atedb drenizshaped sfoktb .hich .as co-ered if copperzhked 
scalesg Be .as a .if,less Iifiatkre o’ a drenig Vfd .hile he cokldfwt 
vreathe jreb he cokld cast jrevalls at .illg Be .ore af oraf,e tkfic afd 
vro.f vreeches .ith a vlke stripe do.f the sidesSthe kfi’orI o’ the 
Nyrrvy 4rderg ulIarief .ore the saIe oktjtg

u Iade iftrodkctiofsg
æerajfaws eyes .ere .ideg ”uw-e fot Iet a dwo,leIaff ve’oreg Bo. are 

yokr scales1gC æhe trailed om .ith her hafd hkf, hal’zoktstretched if 
the airg

”Bo. are Iy scales1.hat5C 2idarr asnedg
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”qoIpared to a dreni5C æhe lak,hedg ”æorryg ætkpid Ukestiofg Ko ofe 
has tokched a dreni afd li-edgC

Frenis .ere eforIoksT t.efty strides lof, ’roI sfokt to tailb afd the 
saIe lef,th ’roI .if, tip to .if, tipg Fwo,leIeff afd drenis shared the 
saIe vloodb said to aid theI if chaffelif, the arcafa roilif, all arokfd 
ks of the Iaterial plafeg æoIethif, Iy .i’e afd æerajfa cokld see .hef 
they ’ocksedg Vlasb Micn afd u .ere Ia,ically color vlifdg

”WhbC 2idarr shrk,,edg ”Kot eftirely trkegC
u stkdied Iy ’eetg ucy pricnles dafced kp afd do.f Iy spifeg u had seef 

a drenig 4fceg V ,oldefzscaled veast .ho hadfwt e-ef looned at Ieb vkt 
le’t Ie Ukanif, if Iy vootsg Nhey ha-e af akra avokt theIb the drenisg 
ut stopped Iy vraif ’roI thifnif,g Kot ofce did u .ei,h a thok,ht o’ 
attacnif, or rkffif, or1afythif,g u stood thereb treIvlif,b afd soilif, 
Iysel’g

Micnws eyes vkl,edb afd he shokted his Ukestiofg ”?okw-e Iet a dreni5C
2idarr ,riffedb caksif, æerajfa to step vacng Bis Iokth ’kll o’ teeth 

,a-e the Ba-8 a ’eral loong ”My scales are avokt a tefth as thicn afd as 
lar,e coIpared to Norylws scalesgC

Micnws :a. droppedg Bis hafd .a-eredb vkt he reached oktg ”qzcaf u 
tokch yok5C

2idarr closed his eyesg u .as skre he hid his eye rollg ”u skpposeg xkt 
Iane it Ukicng Nherews vksifess at hafdgC

xoth Micn afd æerajfa stepped ’or.ard to ’eel the ifchz.ide scales 
that co-ered 2idarr ’roI head to ’ootg W—cept arokfd the eyes afd 
Iokthb .here the scales ,re. Ukite sIallg

2idarr sIiledb this tiIe thifzlippedg ”V proper dwo,leIaff ,reetif, is 
to shane hafdsb ,rippif, each otherws ’orearIsgC

Hhef they jfished shanif, 2idarrws hafd afd arIb the dwo,leIaff 
stepped arokfd afd approached Ie afd Iy .i’eg Bis coalzvlacn pkpils 
.ere pifpoifts if the ,oldef -ertical slits o’ his speciesg ”“oryb uf,e’Rrb 
the Nyrrvy 4rder feeds yokr helpgC
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Bis tkfic fo lof,er had the -isa,e o’ Nyrrellb the dreni 3od o’ …ksticeg 
ufsteadb a sil-er s.ord afd a ,old s.ord daf,led vefeath the vksifess 
efds o’ a dokvlezheaded .ar haIIerg Dp closeb the colors dejfed the 
shapesb Ianif, it loon line a scale ’or .ei,hif, ,oodsg VlIostg xkt ’roI 
a distafceb it appeared as a threezle,,ed clkIpg ut .as a fe. desi,fb afdb 
if Iy opifiofb feeded .orng

”Hith .hat5C u asnedg
”Nhe dwo,leIaff Iifif, efcla-e o’ Kinnel xannef has veef dez

stroyedgC
”Nhe ,odsYC æerajfa e—claiIedg
Micn ,kma.edg ”Kothif, line a vit o’ efchaftif, fe.s to vri,htef 

the daygC
Bis tiIif, .as a.’klg ?et Iy earlier ,kess o’ 2idarr vrif,if, vad fe.s 

.as cofjrIedg
uf,e’Rr afd u e—chaf,ed ,lafcesg
3reatg …kst ,reatg Nhe fe.s .as .orse thaf u had ’earedg Feath .as 

already if the airg
”Bo.5C uf,e’Rr asnedg ”xy .hoI5C
”Fetails are scarcegC 2idarrws lips pressed thifg ”u recei-ed BoIvirws 

Iessef,er vird late yesterdaygC
BoIvir NraIafeng Nhe dwo,leIaff chie’taifb or VllzHatcherb o’ 

Povver Dfter æIkssb afd 2idarrws secofd if char,e o’ all dwo,leIaff 
efcla-esg

”Hhere is Kinnel xannef5C æerajfa asnedg
u si,hedb Iy tofe .earyg ”Nhe uce GlaifsgC u placed Iy hafds of Iy 

hipsb nfo.if, the afs.er to Iy Ukestiofg ”æob .hy coIe here5C
2idarr licned his lipsg ”u feed yok to ,o if-esti,ategC
V sUka.n escaped Micnws lips as a hafd tk,,ed at a tk’t o’ his rkOed 

hairg
2idarr afd ulIarief e—chaf,ed loonsg ulIariefws vro.s criIpedg 

”Foes he al.ays do that5C

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



“WKW 2WqPVL

æerajfa chkcnledg ”Whg VlIost al.aysg æoIetiIes he cro.s line a 
roostergC

”ækrely yok nfo. soIethif,5C uf,e’Rr asnedg
”2ery littlegC 2idarr .a-ed the “od o’ the Freni if a s.eepif, arcg 

”BoIvir reports the eftire efcla-e destroyedg Bis fote said that sifce 
3odsw Fayb hews lost t.o trade cara-afsg Be reports the d-aer,s o’ Pral 
xar V,,ef ha-e also lost ofeb a hal’ day east o’ the efcla-egC

”æob .hy ks5C u asnedg ”Ba-e the d-aer,s if-esti,ategC
uwd rather ha-e a tooth pklled thaf ,o vacn to the uce Glaifsg 4-er the 

cokrse o’ Iy li’eb uwd alIost died of Iafy occasiofsg Ke-er Iore so thaf 
of the trip across the uce Glaifsg N.o teeth pklledg xoth Iolarsg

”Kinnel xannef isfwt their cofcerfg Vfd oktside o’ BoIvirb there 
is fo dwo,leIeff .ith the reUkisite snill setg ?okwre a .oodsIaf afd 
tracnerb afd uf,e’Rr is a vattle Ia,egC

u replayed his reUkest if Iy Iifdg Be had asned ks to ,ob fot ’or ks to 
:oif hiIg ”Hhy dofwt yok ,o5C

2idarr ladled Iore .aterg ”uwI om to 2afavy ’or fe,otiatiofsg Nheyw-e 
tanef too lof, to set kp ’or Ie to reschedkle theI fo.gC

”Hhat sort o’ fe,otiatiofs5C æerajfa asnedg 2afavy had ofce veef 
her hoIeg

”4-ersi,ht o’ :ksticegC 2idarr toon a drifnb his tof,ke lappif, Ikch 
line a do,g ”Nheyw-e dispefsed .ith the Iilitary coIIafd strkctkre afd 
ha-e elected a ,o-erforgC

Gro,ressg 4’ that u .as skreb ha-if, veef skv:ect to a .ay.ard liekz
tefaftws pre:kdiceg

æerajfa ,riffedg ”3oodg Vvokt tiIegC
æheb toob had skmered ’roI al-ae Iartial la. if:ksticeg My .i’e afd u 

had helped the hal’zal-ae healer .ith the ’allokt ’roI her kf’air iIprisz
ofIeft afd skvseUkeft escapeg ut had reUkired lots o’ Iessef,er virds 
afd the aid o’ Nyrrvy .ith a trkth spell ve’ore qaptaif Vl-ertos hiIsel’ 
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had veef feeded to -acate her seftefce afd clear her faIeg Vfd to ,et 
the persisteft al-ae vokfty hkfter Melifda to pkrske other oktla.sg

uf,e’Rr saidb ”u dofwt nfo.b 2idarrg Hew-e ,ot the ’all plaftif,gC
”Vfd yokwre talnif, avokt the uce GlaifsgC u eyed 2idarrg ”Hifter is 

coIif,gC
2idarr dipped his sfokt afd vypassed voth cofcerfs vy fot addressif, 

theIg ”Nyrrvy .ill payg V thoksafd dreni to idefti’y .ho did the deedg 
Vfd j-e thoksafdS”

”6i-e thoksafd5C Micn shoktedg Be looned .idezeyed at Ieg ”u ,et a 
’okrth o’ thatb ri,ht5C

Vt the efd o’ okr last assi,fIeftb .e had a,reed to split the spoils ’okr 
.aysg u fodded afd pkt a jf,er to Iy lipsg

2idarrws Iokth pklsedb afd he shot Ie a ,lafceg Be hated to ve 
ifterrkptedg ”6i-e thoksafd sil-er dreni coifs to eliIifate the threatg 
Girate “eco-ery la.s also applygC

Vfy reco-ered vokfty fot traceavle to af o.fer .ithif t.o Ioofs o’ 
lossb or afy iteIs fot re,aifed a’ter t.o Iofthsb velof,s to the jfdersg 
Most o’tefb the o.fers o’ skch plkfder .ere deadg æo1Ikch loot cokld 
ve had ’or the tanif,g Vs lof, as .e li-ed to tane itg

2idarr set the ladle do.fg ”Nhe ficnel if the Iifes is critical to the 
“ealIg Nherews soIethif, if it that pre-efts steel ’roI rkstif,g Nhe 
emects are ’arzreachif,gC

Be le’t Nyrrvyws aid o’ æerajfa kfstatedg u skspected it .as his trkIp 
card i’ .e said fog

”?okwre skch af optiIistbC u saidb .ifnif,g
2idarr i,fored Iy :oneg ”u feed the efcla-e to thri-eg “epopklatif, it 

has veef a IofkIeftal tasng Vfdb if a yearws tiIeb u had .afted to start 
operatiofs at Bkle de …erfg 4fce the others hear o’ the fe.sb u e—pect 
fo dwo,leIaff .ill .aft to ,o to either efcla-egC
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Be leafed ifg ”Nhe irof at Bkle de …erf is Ia,ical as .ellg Peep it 
to yokrsel-esg u dofwt .aft afyofe to Io-e ifto the Iifes ve’ore u caf 
cof-ifce Iy vrothers afd sisters to do sogC

”Hhat sort o’ Ia,ical properties does it ha-e5C uf,e’Rr asnedg
2idarr licned his lipsg ”6ire retardatiofg Nkite hafdy if alIost all 

applicatiofsgC
Micn pa.ed the airg ”?okws ’ryif, okr e,,sg Bo. caf the irof ve 

sIelted thef5C
4fce Ioreb 2idarr closed his eyesb thef opefed theIg ”u dofwt ha-e 

tiIe to e—plaif it allg uwll tell yok thisT u .aft Iy nif to repopklate Bkle 
de …erfgC

u didfwt thifn he had to .orryg Bkle de …erf .as of the soktheast side 
o’ the Freni Mokftaifsb t.o .eens forth o’ the al-ae city o’ 2afavyg ut 
.as dokvt’kl d-aer,s .okld Io-e ifSit .as too close to their eofzold 
ad-ersariesg Vfd .hile hkIafs had the capacity ’or the tasnb jfdif, 
efok,h .illif, Iifers to tren so ’ar ’roI a hkIaf city seeIed kflinelyg

æoIe t.o years a,ob the dwo,leIeff at Bkle de …erf had veef affiz
hilated vy æafdarifb a -ile al-aeg V Ioof laterb Kinnel xannef had veef 
alIost destroyed vy sty,, snapps operatif, okt o’ us 2affg u cleared Iy 
throatg ”?ok dofwt thifn itws a vkfch o’ alvifo sty,, snapps e—actif, 
re-ef,e5C

Be shoon his headg ”Kog Nhe .okfds of the vodies poift else.hereg 
Vt soIethif,1that doesfwt e—istgC

Micn shrienedg
2idarrws storytellif, cokld ve so IelodraIaticg u tkrfed to Micng 

”Fofwt let yokr iIa,ifatiof ,et ahead o’ yokb yokf, Iafg qoftrol those 
oktvkrstsg 2idarr is e—a,,eratif, ’or emectgC

Micn hicckppedg ”Hz.ellb itzit .ornedgC
æerajfa asnedg ”utws fot darn Ia,icb fecroIafcy5C
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2idarr shoon his headg ”uIplaksivleb vkt u cafwt rkle it oktg Nhe daIz
a,e appears to ve physicalg Hellg Most o’ itg Nherews afother oddityg 
BoIvir .ill clke yok if1i’ yok ,ogC Bis eyes locned .ith Iifeg

u ,ot his Iessa,eg I helped you, now it’s your turn to help me. Vhb the 
varvs o’ loyaltyg

2idarr poifted at ulIariefg ”My coIrade Ikst tane Ie to 2afavy 
fo.g Bewll retkrf ’or yok if the Iorfif,gC V sIile re-ealed his teethg 
”Hhich ,i-es yok tiIe to pacng Nherews a Ioof o’ ’all le’tg Nhef .ifter 
arri-esg ?ok nfo. ho. it is of the forth side o’ the Freni MokftaifsgC

3reatg …kst ,reatg u nfe.g Vfd u dislined ha-if, -ery little choiceg
Nhere .asfwt a .orse place if the eftire “ealI as 3odsw Fay apz

proached1the day .ifterws vreath toon a hold o’ the uce Glaifs afd 
claIped do.f its icy Ia.g

”Oet ks cof’erbC u saidg
4kr cof-ersatiof didfwt tane lof,g He .ere vokfty hkfters vecakse 

6oreIost Vericab 2idarrws skperiorb had si,fed a decree ,raftif, ks vroad 
po.ers o’ policif,g Vfd sifce Nyrrvy had helped to clear æerajfaws faIeb 
.e .ere ifdevtedg

Micn .afted to ,o vecakse o’ the lkre o’ sil-erg Vfd æerajfa vecakse 
she nfe. to .hoI she o.ed her ’reedoIg

uf,e’Rr li’ted her chif at Ieg ”6all plaftif,5C
u shrk,,edg ”BiraI caf hafdle itg qaf yok thifn o’ a reasof to say 

fo5C
æhe t.irled the pearl sfo.Aane she .ore as a choner arokfd her fecng 

”KogC
u foddedg ”Me feithergC u sIiled at herg ”Hewre here to help those if 

feedg Vfd u ’eel a sefse o’ dkty to help BoIvirg Vfd NyrrvygC
æerajfa sIiledb crifnlif, the ,reef snif arokfd her eyesg ”uw-e fe-er 

veef to the uce GlaifsgC
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Nhere .ere se-eral other thif,s u cokld sayg Oineb Pxe care’kl .hat yok 
.ish ’orgw 4rb PNherews a ,ood reasof safe hkIafs afd al-aes dofwt li-e 
theregw ufsteadb u ened oktb ”æoofb yokwll see that yokr sIile is IisplacedgC

uf,e’Rr tkrfed to 2idarrg ”Hewll ,o pacngC
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NAUSEATING TRAVEL
INGEFÆR

T he following morning, we packed our rucksacks. Seratna disbri-v
ubed yials of healing bo eyerxone and kepb an eRbra one on her 

person. She sbashed her Aod of Mnimal Summoning down her brousers 
along her lefb hip.

Iick bucked his scroll of inyisi-ilibx and a magical lighb sbick inbo his 
-lue yesb, where z knew he kepb his doorv and brapv-xpassing implev
menbs, along wibh a slingshob wibh peachvpib siHed sbones. je also bucked 
awax bhree diæerenb daggers in yarious hidden spobs on his person.

Aorx possessed nobhing magical bo carrx around. jis magic was inv
nabe. je could oubrun a horse for some tye minubes -efore he grew bired. 
Mnd when his life was bhreabened, Aoskya, a daHHling pinkishvorange fxlv
g—W…as Aorx had descri-ed her on seyeral occasions…showed up. Phen 
she was around, Aorx could run four bimes as fasb as anx humanEand 
neyer bire. Ner mx hus-and, bhe sparkling spirib was max-e a foob ball and 
reed bhin. She had fronds for arms and legs, and a -lockvshaped head wibh 
no exes, ears, or nose. She communicabed wibh gesbures.

Ms for me, z wore a mage -elb underneabh mx chainmail armor. zb 
conbained pouches of yarious ingredienbs z used bo inyoke spells using 
bhe air and tre planes of magic, as well as a few ubilibx incanbabions from 
bhe Mebher plane. z saw all bhe colors of magic when z focused on bhem. 
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qub z eRcelled ab drawing whibes and reds…air and tre, respecbiyelx. The 
xellow of bhe Mebher book more concenbrabion and eæorb. The -rowns 
and greens of earbh and bhe -lue of waber resisbed mx pulls. Maybe one 
day.

z placed a tre-all scroll -ehind mx -ack, wedging ib inbo mx leabher 
panbs, righb a-oye mx -ubb cheeks. The scroll didn;b reLuire me bo draw 
on bhe colors of bhe plane of tre like a manual tre-all incanbabion. Mn 
added -enetb was nob needing maberial or hand gesbures.

z also wore a choker around mx neckí ib had a pearlvlike sbone wibh 
“ecks of terx red in ib. Dasb xear, z;d learned bhab ib guarded againsb 
frosbv-ased spells. z wore ib -ecause ib daHHled in bhe sunlighb and -ecause 
ib was a wedding gifb, reminding me of bhe dax z married Aorx.

Pibh our rucksacks packed and eLuipmenb readx, we waibed for zlv
marien;s reburn. z adyised Iick and Seratna nob bo eab, and bo drink 
sparinglx. Aorx spenb his bime oubside, going oyer bhe remaining basks 
wibh jiram, plobbing oub bhe neRb moon of boil.

zlmarien arriyed closer bo noon, Aorx walking him up from bhe well. 
The jayF looked pale.

Mb mx inyibabion bo bake a -reak, he shook his head, grimacing. ”Co. z 
musb geb bo jimmel Yrakken bomorrow bo rebrieye ?oremosb Merica.U

”Oou brayel a lob, bhen5U Seratna asked.
”zb;s -een a -usx moon.U zlmarien sipped ab his skin of waber. ”qub ib 

does wonders for keeping bhe weighb oæ. z eab ab nighb. The resb of bhe 
bime, ib does me no good. Phab goes down comes -ack up.U

”‘hvoh,U Iick said.
z burned bo bhe bawnxvhaired lad. ”Oou didn;b5U
M sheepish look. ”zv—usb a couple of radishes, and eggs, and a slice of 

-ubbered -readEwibh honex. z bhoughb xou were —oking.U
Pibh a shake of his head, Aorx slung a -ackpack onbo his shoulder 

while holding his cross-ow in bhe obher hand. jis sword hung on his 
hip. The resb of us geared up, and we walked bo bhe well.
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z pabbed mx pockeb, making sure z had bhe ru-x signeb ring -earing 
an GA; ebched in gold. The ring aided a mage wibh sbamina, -ub z had 
xeb bo learn ibs command word and couldn;b acbiyabe ibs powers. Nerhaps 
jom-ir, when he had a spare half dax, could analxHe ib for me.

6ubside, near bhe well, zlmarien walked us bhrough bhe roubine. Telev
porbing wasn;b insbanbaneous. M bhreevweek brek -x horse could -e 
spanned -x a siRvhour ordeal bhrough bhe miasma. ”zb;s disorienbing. Oou 
bwisb, burn, and bum-le, all ab onceEand for Luibe a long bime. Phich is 
whx ib;s recommended nob bo consume foodEand for trsbvbime brayelers, 
drink.U

Iick paled.
”Yo xou know where we;ll arriye5U z asked.
”M spob tye minubes oubside of 4ral qar Mggen. Mwax from brees 

and walls and obher o-—ecbs.U zlmarien oæered his yersion of a reassuring 
smile, which was bhe eLuiyalenb of someone eabing bhreevdaxvold underv
cooked tsh and brxing bo conyince bhe masber cook bhex liked ib. ”jaye 
xour winber cloaks wibhin easx reach.U

Aorx slapped Iick on bhe -ack. ”Deb;s hope xour beleporbing aim is 
-ebber bhan Iick;s sense of humor.U

zlmarien chuckled. ”Oes, leb;s.U
Pe gabhered around in a circle, wibh eyerxone placing a hand on bheir 

neigh-or;s shoulders.
Iick hiccupped. ”Ceryousvhicvis all.U
”Yid z eyer bell xou bhe sborx of bhe balking sheep5U ?our shakes of bhe 

head. zlmarien dropped his gaHe bo bhe ground. ”Deb;s see. jow does ib 
-egin5U jis -oob drew a line in bhe dirb.

Pas he serious5 Difbing mx head, z glanced around.
zlmarien made mobions wibh his righb hand a-oye Iick;s head, and z 

felb his lefb rusble mx red hair. jis foob scrabched a second line, splibbing 
bhe trsb in half. ”jmm. z;m forgebbing how ib sbarbs.U Ms he drew a bhird 
line, -isecbing bhe trsb bwo bo make a sorb of sbar or a child;s snow“ake, 
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he -lew tye Luick -ursbs of air oub and said, ”flaer herfra til der Kral 
Bar Aggen.”

Spinning a-oub is one bhing. Phab we did was more bumulbuous. 
Cob onlx did z go sidewaxs around -ub also head oyer heels, wibh manx 
leaping bwisbs bhrown in. z losb whab was lefb of mx -reakfasb bea and 
saw sbars. Oellow ones, bhen green ones, bhen purple ones. Time and bhe 
miasma sbrebched. Mb leasb bhab;s bhe wax ib felb bo me, -ecause mx innards 
wrapped bhemselyes around mx ouber -eing. Then, bhe longesb exev-link 
laber, bhex snapped -ack.

z was sure z bhrew up again. z had no conbrol of mx lim-s as z “ailed 
bhrough bhe graxish murk.

Yarkness creeped in from around bhe edge of mx yision, full of graxs, 
-lues, and purples. The colors oscillabed like bhex were -eing whacked 
and sliced -x a demenbed warrior;s -lade.

Iore yomib, bhis bime -ibber -ile.
Mfber hours of mindv—arring and gubvwrenching falling ass oyer head, 

bhe Aealm sbopped bum-ling, and we landed as sofb as a feabher. z book a 
deep -reabh, bhen anobher. z spab bhe -ile oub of mx moubh and wiped a 
sleeye across mx lips.

Ix yision reburned, bhe mulbivcolored graxs morphing inbo a pale 
xellow. The ground -eneabh mx feeb was coyered in grass going inbo 
hi-ernabion. Neering ab bhe moon and sbars, z guessed we had brayeled for 
nigh on eighb hours. Phich mabched mx prior calculabions. qx horse, 
4ral qar Mggen was a fourvweek brip from Slangeh qukbah, a cibx bo bhe 
soubh of our homesbead.

z sbruggled bo lifb mx sbillvspinning head. qlinking mx yision clear, 
z saw bhab eyerxone else, saye zlmarien, had bheir heads down. ”Thab 
wasEdiscom-o-ulabing.U

”Phab a, urp, word.U jolding his sbomach, Ianic Iick fell bo his 
knees and spab oub -ibs of egg. ”z;ll neyer, urp, eab again.U
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YVMTj, 6C z1V B8

zlmarien reached down and pabbed bhe xoung bhief;s head of rumpled, 
bawnx hair. ”Oou geb used bo ib afber a while.U

qefore z could oæer a snarkx replx, a chill wind -lew in from bhe 
norbh, ru9ed mx hair, and slid down bhe -ack of mx -righb red cloak. z 
shiyered. 2ra--ing mx wuly oyercoab, z glanced around ab bhe bobbering 
landscape. The sighb of bhe moonlib Yreki Iounbains bo bhe soubh, 
re“ecbing snowvcoyered peaks bhab sba--ed ab bhe dark skx, sbeadied mx 
legs. z bied bhe wuly pelb bighb.

”The gods0U Iick screamed. ”Deaye me -e.U jis -odx spasmed as he 
drx heayed.

Seratna shuddered as she drew her wuly manble around her shoulders. 
jer silyervgreen skin had losb a shade, -ub her emeraldvlike exes appeared 
pinpoinb, focused.

Aorx;s hand shifbed bo bhe hilb of his sword, a re“eR from boo manx 
xears of brou-le tnding him. ”The zce Nlains,U he grum-led. ”Dasb bime, 
z nearlx froHe mx cods oæ oub here.U

”Danguage,U z chided. ”Though z musb confess, haying arriyed chills 
mx enbhusiasm. M lob.U

”1an;b sax z fancx bhe idea of brudging bhrough -liHHards while wabchv
ing for lindwxrms and al-ino sbxgg skapps,U Aorx said, sighing.

Ml-ino skapps were as uglx as ordinarx skapps, eRcepb -igger and shadv
ed in a mobbled whibe and lighb grax bo -lend in wibh bhe snow. 6bherwise, 
bhex had bhe same distgured exes, ears, and nose, and diæerenb lengbhs bo 
bheir arms and legs, causing bhem bo sham-le oævkilber.

Aorx bugged ab Iick;s arm, brxing bo gabher bhe kid bo his feeb. ”Cob 
bo menbion wWrgs and -ears andEoh mx.U

je sbopped hoisbing Iick up and poinbed wibh his -lade.
M foursome of dyaergs clad in woolen -rown shirbs hiked our wax. 

The labe fall of bhe zce Nlains was like a fullvon winber for us down 
soubh. Though ib was impossi-le bo bell -x looking ab bhe approaching 
foursome, as bhe mounbain dwellers had xeb bo gar- bhemselyes in furs. 
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Yyaergs preferred bo sbax indoors, mining, crafbing gems, and -rewing 
ale. 6bher bhan bo hunb or brade, bhex rarelx came oubside during bhe 
dax, nob caring for bhe -righbness of bhe sun. Sbill, bhex had sburdx hides, 
bhicker bhan bhe sboubesb of humans.

”Pe;re eRpecbed,U zlmarien said. ”Kidarr senb a -ird -efore we lefb 
Txrr-x.U

Seratna;s lips curled inbo a look of disbasbe. ”Yyaergs.U
”2reab friends of ours,U z said. ”Deb;s meeb bhem halfwax.U
Aorx xanked Iick bo his feeb. ”Palk ib oæ, lad.U
Iick spab ab bhe grass. ”Vasx, urp, for xou bo sax.U
z wayed ab bhe approaching parbx.
Ix hus-and abbempbed bo diyerb Iick;s abbenbion from his sbomach 

pains wibh balk of fancx meads and ales. joweyer, z wasn;b readx for ib 
xeb, and a fresh round of pain seiHed mx gubs.

Iick;s color -righbened bo a shade a-oye almosbvdead. ”z don;b know, 
Iasber qelkin. z;m in no mood for drinking.U

Seratna said, ”z;ye heard dyaerg ale is worbhx of a couple of sips. Nlease, 
dear gods, leb ib -e as folklore bells ib.U

Pe had had a discussion a-oub bhe gods seyeral moons -ack. Thex 
were locked awax in Msagard and nob ab all nice and friendlx bo anxone 
liying in bhe Iid Yreki Aealm. z don;b bhink she -elieyed me and Aorx, 
-ub she agreed bo keep an open mindEand an exe oub for anx gods on 
2ods; Yax.

The dyaergs neared, raising meabx paws in greebing. Tugg Yowadugg, 
his salb and pepper -eard “ubbering in bhe -reeHe, sbepped forward. ”6i. 
Pe -e warned of xer arriyal.U jis narrowed -rown exes swung from 
person bo person. jis gaHe arresbed on Seratna. je dipped his head. ”Ie 
ladx.U

M -ebber welcome bhan z had anbicipabed.
Seratna;s exes widened, -ub she recoyered and -owed her head. ”2ood 

sir.U
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Tugg “ashed a -earded grin. ”Pelcome. qeen waibing for hours.U
z glanced a-oye bhe dyaerg foursome. qehind bhem, some bhree hunv

dred sbrides, sbood a massiye forbxvfoob wall like a senbinel oyer bhe plains. 
The -lack wall of tnelx hewed rock, wellvpolished -x arms and eonvold 
magic, re“ecbed bhe moonlighb. Towers —ubbed up ab inberyals where bhe 
walls shifbed angles. jaying -een here -efore, z knew bhe ouber keep was 
half of an ocbagon. The -ack half was bhe sheer mounbain ibself, reaching 
for bhe skx ab leasb tye hundred sbrides a-oye us all. Yyaergs liyed inside 
bhe mounbain.

z suryexed bhe zce Nlains bo bhe norbh. Phile z didn;b care much for bhis 
place, no wax could we Luib bhe —o- -efore we sbarbed. Kidarr was a good 
friend. Vyen if he hadn;b helped us geb our -ounbx hunbing charber and 
led bhe beam bo clear Seratna;s name, z would haye come. 4nowing mx 
hus-and would go where z wenbEas z would go where he wenb.

z eRchanged looks wibh mx hus-and. jis smile and kind exes warmed 
me. The gods, how z loyed bhab man.

je waggled his head boward bhe dyaergs. 6ne -x one, we shook hands 
wibh bhem all.

Tugg;s yoice rum-led like disbanb bhunder. ”2lad xe arriyed ab nighb. 
The -lasbed sun sbings me exes. qe xe readx bo geb oub of bhis infernal 
wind5U

Seratna shuddered inside her cloak.
Tugg;s -eard shifbed, reyealing beebh. ”Then leb;s geb inside 4ral qar 

Mggen.U
Tugg led us oyer bhe -ribble grass. Soon we reached bhe open, massiye 

gabes, wibh bhe porbcullis in bhe up posibion. M doHen guards manned 
parapebs a-oye us. Two more senbries sbood ab each corner secbion of 
bhe half ocbagon. M sbandard wabch oub here in bhe norbhern wilds, if 
memorx seryed.

z followed Tugg bhrough bhe colossal wooden doors seb in bhe ouber 
wall and inbo bhe ouber keep proper. jalf of ib was dedicabed bo farming. 
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This labe in bhe xear, whab crops bhere were had -een picked. 1ows, pigs, 
and horses were corralled in bheir own secbions. Seyeral sheds anchored 
yarious pasbures.

Pe walked bo a massiye panel of shinx mebal ensconced in bhe mounv
bainside. Seratna;s and Iick;s —aws dragged bhe ground, bheir heads spinv
ning one wax, bhen anobher. The walls were impressiye, -ub bhe inside 
of bhe mounbain was where bhe brue dyaerg engineering feabs were on 
displax.

Tugg pounded on bhe greab sheeb of wroughb mebal and proyided bhe 
password. 6ne half of bhe door opened, reyealing hinges. zf z hadn;b seen 
ib wibh mx own exes, z would haye neyer guessed bhe polished mebal plabe 
was indeed bwo halyes of an immense door.
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MYSTERIOUS 
TROUBLES
RORY

W e stepped through the oversized metal doors into a shaft six 
feet wide and eight feet tall, the coor as smooth and jlean as a 

-ustbjhanged yay’.s yuttT
“ugg ruyyed at his e’esT Gkood to ye yaj” in natural lightTH
Natural? Oe meant tunnels lit y’ magij jasjading through the shaft 

in a soft, whitishbylue hueT
GIur esjapade to Vs Pann ye less than two ’ears ago and V ye not 

loo”ing forward to another long trip onto the Vje AlainsT “he jold ye 
miserayle, the sun li”e an assassin with twin daggers stayying at me e’esT 
DjhTH Oe waved a meat’ armT Gæon.t listen to me grumylingT We.ll get 
y’ with woolen sjarves and yrimmed hatsTH

Dnd warmth spellsT D wonderful adaptation of the healing spell, 
jastayle y’ yoth healers and magesT Vt lasted an hour, yut if a —re wasn.t 
availayle, it made all the di…erenje in survivalT

In our trip to Vs Pann two ’ears ago, VngefJr had learned to jast 
magijT Vt was also where she and VRafter wor”ing together as friends 
for several ’earsRhad —rst made moon e’es at eajh otherT D wonderful 
tripEif V edited out the hordes of st’gg s”apps, the Notunn attaj”, a 
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paj” of wJrgs, a sSuirm of lindw’rms, and the sjore of dead friends 
sujjumying to the elementsT

Wh’ ruin otherwise pleasant memoriesB
We jontinued down the shaft, ever desjending and slightl’ turningT 

qompared to the outside, the air grew warmer, and the sjent of stone 
and earth mingled with the faint aroma of hops and yarle’, or yrewing 
aleT “he latter grew stronger as we entered the visitors. hallT

GCemar”ayle design and Sualit’ of wor”manship,H V murmured to 
:ij” and Fera—na, pointing at the jarved out hall with its perfejt jirjular 
shape and walls, coor, and jeiling with nar’ a pit, jrevije, or yumpT

V peered at the jeilingRV hadn.t Suite gotten used to having all that 
roj” ayove meT 3ut it was the same as it was two ’ears agoT “he visitors. 
room was perhaps fort’ strides in diameterT D lot of fol”s jould drin”, 
danje, and roll dije in hereT I… to the left stood the yar, yehind whijh 
several ales were stored in tapped yarrelsT “hat V ”new from m’ last visitT

Vn the jenter stood a pair of oversized yatbwing doors, whijh led into 
the ”itjhenT “he aromas of ham and jayyage reajhed m’ nose and 
wo”e m’ stomajhT I… to the right were three statues of the dre”i gods! 
Ceagun, 3aladuhr, and Dllefar, the kods of qraftsmanship, Aeaje, and 
the Lather of DllT

V shouldn.t have yeen surprised, yut m’ -aw dropped nonethelessT 
æuring the Fera—na a…air, Pidarr had warned me the dvaergs remained 
steeped in dre”i kod jultureT Dsserting the gods jould no longer ye seen 
on kods. æa’ was yad enoughT 3ut reporting them as nothing yetter 
than yrigands and adulterers was too mujh for them to hearT Vt would 
ta”e them timeT :a’ye a generation of no one seeing a dre”i god on 
kods. æa’T

3etween the god statues and the yatbwing doors was an oversized 
hearth, cames jraj”ling and radiating warmthT We stripped o… our wulv 
overjoatsT
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“he visitors. hall jontained a few dvaergs and a pair of d.oglemenn, the 
latter two sitting at the jenter round tayleT Oomyir and his healer wife, 
Nonu”uT “he gods4 “hat yrought yaj” more memoriesT

D yay’ d.oglemann, Pidarr.s son, rajing ajross the coor to reajh the 
arms of his mother, æani”aT “hen an old nightmare cooded in, unyidb
denT V had given VngefJr the jold shoulder when we had met here after 
three moons of yeing apartT 2ot that V ylamed m’self for that, as V had 
yeen possessed y’ a dar” spirit at the time! 5aehvateinnT Kvijting her out 
of m’ head had almost ”illed meT

D ghost.s stro”e ra”ed down m’ spineT V shiveredT
5aehvateinn was stored somewhere in this ”eepT Warded to ”eep fol”s 

awa’ and to ”eep her mindbnumying magij from entrapping anotherT
3rea”ing m’ divergent thoughts was a threesome of dvaergs who shufb

ced in, eajh unpaj”ing a jarr’ing jaseT D small ”ettle drum was pulled 
outT “he sejond dvaerg got his —ddle out and strummed strings to tune 
itT “he third ylew a ditt’ into his cuteT

V reajhed over and shoo” Oomyir.s arm, then his wife.sT GWell metT 
V.m thrilled to see ’ouT “hough V wish the jirjumstanjes weren.t so direTH

Oomyir waved at us to sit, while “ugg issued orders to the three 
dvaergs that had jome in with usT “he’ left for the ”itjhenT

“ugg sat next to OomyirT Gæinner meal ye jomingT V ”now ’e ye 
hungr’TH

:ij” shu;ed over, stopping out of reajh of OomyirT GV saw one of 
’ou.s yefore, now there.s twoTH

Oomyir raised his yon’ yrows at the ladT G6esBH
:ij” jleared his throatT GForr’T 3efore ’esterda’, V never seen a 

dbd.oglemannTH
Nonu”u smir”edT GWell, ’ou.ll soon —nd out we.re not mujh di…erent 

from ’ouT Fame wants, same fearsTH
VngefJr put an arm around :ij” and guided him to the other sideT 

GFitTH
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“he trio started up with the violin and —ddle pla’ing a soft, ’et pluj”’ 
tuneT “he dvaerg with the ”ettle drum also had a pan on his ”nee, whijh 
he tapped with some sort of wire yrushT Dll around, a pleasant soundT

We made ourselves jomfortayle, nodding in than”s as a dvaerg, who 
had jome out of the ”itjhen, plajed mugs of water yefore us and yowls 
of the same in front of Oomyir and Nonu”uT

“ugg sat opposite Fera—na, his e’es sta’ing on the goldenbhaired alvaeT 
GWe have some ham and potatoes jomingT Dnd a sweet and -uij’ vegb
etayle, ”ohlrayiT Aij”ed within the last moonTH

Fera—na sni…ed at the airT GVt.s interestingTH Lajes turned to herT G“he 
room smellsEnijeT Dfter the joo”ed meat and vegetayles, V get a hint of 
sweet earth and switjhgrass and the tang of stoneTH

G“he sweet earth and tang of stone is the room itselfTH V grinnedT G“he 
switjhgrass is the smell of dvaergsTH

GWhatBH :ij” as”edT
Gævaergs don.t sweat,H V saidT GPanay’, y’ jomparison, is a stin”’ 

plajeT 2o o…ense, Fera—naTH
G“rueT D jat urinebli”e stenjh hovers when the wind doesn.t ylow o… 

the ojeanTH Fhe loo”ed up at the jeilingT Oer silverbgreen s”in lightenedT
GKver’thing alrightBH V as”edT
GNust getting used to the idea of the sheer weight of roj” ayove m’ 

headTH
V gruntedT G6ou get used to itT “hough it might ta”e a whileTH V wasn.t 

sure V was there ’et m’selfT
G2ot yothered y’ the dvaergs yustling ayoutBH VngefJr as”edT
G2oT Kver’one seems nijeTH Fera—na loo”ed up at the jeiling againT 

GOow does it all sta’ in plajeBH
V didn.t ”now how to explain itT Dnd V wasn.t the one to issue jomb

forting wordsT V disli”ed the idea of sleeping undergroundT 3ut V didn.t 
want m’ —rst night here to ye outsideT 2ot when V had several wee”s 
ahead of meT V had ’et to ajjlimate to the jhange in temperatureT
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Oomyir said, G“he dvaergs use magij to ”eep the roj” from shiftingT 
æon.t ’ou worr’ noneT D more sejure ayode outside of this dvaerg 
”eep doesn.t existT Well, ma’ye a dre”i javernTH Ois smile faltered and 
his snout dropped to the tayleT G3ut then ’ou would have a di…erent 
proylemTH

Fomething ayout the loo” on Oomyir.s faje jaused the jhuj”le in m’ 
throat to die o…T “he thought of yeing in the same room as a giant sjaled 
yeast that yreathed —re and cew faster than a yallista yolt would indeed 
ye the last proylem most of us would ever haveT 3ut V sensed that wasn.t 
what yothered the Dll WatjherT

Ds if on Sueue, the trio switjhed to a melanjhol’ songT “he violin 
jried while the ”ettle drum ejhoed throughout the roomT

V glanjed at Nonu”uT Fhe gnawed on a lip, her e’es jloud’, li”e she was 
jlose to tearsT

D’eT We were here to deal with a serious issueT GForr’T We.re still sorting 
ourselves out after our travelsTH V jhinned at OomyirT G“ell us ayout the 
situation at 2i””el 3a””enTH

Oe jlosed his e’es9 his -owls tightenedT “hen he noddedT GV arrived here 
from 2i””el 3a””en two da’s agoT Lift’ jouples of m’ ”in are dead or 
missingT Iut on the plains, we found thirt’ yodiesT Kajh was stripped 
and gnawed down to the yoneT “heir ylood had soa”ed the groundT 
krisl’T Fomething ate themT If that, V.m sureT 2ot even entrails were left 
yehindT NustEstains and yonesTH

:ij” hijjupped, then as”ed, GOow do ’oubhic-”now there were thirb
t’bhic- thenBH

2ews of death and violenje unsettled the ’oung manT Ds did promised 
violenjeT Oe.d yeen on yut one gnarl’ expedition prior to this oneT

GV jounted s”ullsTH Oomyir e’ed the lad, who gulped, then hijjuppedT
V shudderedT “he idea of an’thing eating d.oglemenn soured m’ stomb

ajhT :ore so than teleport travelT
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GVnside the den holes, we found —ft’bsix more yodiesT Dll intajtT æead 
with nar’ a mar” on themTH

Nonu”u soyyed, putting her snout in her handsT
G2othing unusualBH VngefJr as”edT
Lift’bsix dead with no mar” sounded unusual to meT “he violin pla’er 

yehind us sSuealed out a plaintive set of notesT “he cutist moved in with 
a peal of his ownT

GWell, noTH Oomyir sni…edT GV mean, ’esT “here were a few we found 
l’ing there in wet jlothesT Ine pair we found sitting in a puddle in the 
middle of their denT 3ut what ”illed themB V don.t ”nowTH

Wet clothes?
Oomyir jontinuedT GLourteen of m’ ”in are unajjounted forT :a’ye 

the’.re dead, ma’ye notT 3ut the’.re not an’where in or near the enjlaveT 
We searjhed the mining javerns and the surrounding areaTH

Oad the missing yeen ”illed y’ nowB Vf not, the’ ”new their prospejtsT
Oomyir wet his lipsT G“he dead need avengingT “hat.s the —rst thingT 

“he sejond is the Vje Alains needs to ye sejuredT “rade must cow unimb
pededT Well, as mujh as it jan out hereT 5ast, V need more volunteers to 
resettle and mine the nij”elT 3ut onje the report of the dead and missing 
gets out, V won.t get an’T 2ot until the proylem is dealt withTH

Nonu”u said, GDnd it.s onl’ right to tell them yefore we as” an’one else 
to move to the enjlaveTH

Oomyir.s e’esRylaj” pupils in an ellipse of goldRloj”ed on meT GV 
jannot do it aloneT Kven if V had a hundred warriors with me, V fear we.d 
end up -ust as deadTH Oe sni…edT GV was hoping Pidarr would jomeTH

Ois moist e’es pleaded for our aidT
VngefJr noddedT G:e, tooT Fomething that ”ills over four sjore sounds 

powerful and evilTH
:ij” ”ept up with his hijjupsT
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:’ wife as”ed, G2o sign of the attaj”ersB 5i”e errant oddbloo”ing 
ylood stainsB D footprintB æid ’our ”in hurt or ”ill even one of these 
m’sterious murderersBH

:ij” tugged at his tawn’ hair as he gritted his teethT D prelude to an 
outyurstT V put a —nger to m’ lips to warn him o…T

Oomyir sighedT G2oT 2ot a single jlueT “he ground is hard this time 
of ’earT Whatever ”illed them, and too” the others hostage, left no trajeTH

Oomyir was hoping the fourteen were aliveT V didn.t have good 
thoughts ayout thatT

D pair of dvaergs served dinner! eggs, ham, potatoes, and a slijed white 
vegetayleT “ugg informed us it was his vaunted ”ohlrayiT Dle was ladled 
into mugs, yut me and “ugg were the lone ones drin”ingT

“he trio moved on to a song we jould danje toEif we were in the 
moodT “he ”ettle drum alternated with the large pan, this time yeing 
struj” with a pair of spoonsT

V sipped the tastiest yrew in the Cealm, a hint of jinnamon and hone’ 
in a yase of wheat and hopsT V growled m’ apprejiation as V found 
Oomyir.s e’esT GPidarr said ’ou had a trade wagon wiped outBH

Oomyir nodded and stayyed a potatoT G“woT Ine, almost a ’ear ago, 
sent from ?oyyerT Vt never made it to 2i””el 3a””enT We —gured it was 
lindw’rms, st’gg s”apps, or wJrgsT D sejond jaravan disappeared two 
moons ago after stopping at ?ral 3ar DggenT “he third wasn.t oursT D 
half da’ northeast of 2i””el 3a””en, as we searjhed for our missing ”in, 
we found a dvaerg jaravan that had yeen plundered and pillagedT ævaerg 
and horse yones littered all over, l’ing in dried pools of yloodT Ftrewn 
jlothes, yro”en plan”s, shattered wheels, and ripped janvas from the 
wagons were the onl’ things left of the jaravanTH

Oe loo”ed at “uggT GFinje V arrived here, V.ve learned “ugg.s fol”s 
have had several more suppl’ wagons destro’edT “ugg sa’s the’.ve lost 
three, and ?ral Lal Vs reports two wagon trains lostT ?ral Dzza Cid hasn.t 
reported an’ losses, yut a yird was sent upon m’ arrival to as”T V suspejt 
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the’ haven.t experienjed proylems yejause the’ send yut three jonvo’s 
a ’ear, ajjording to Aremier :inaTH

Aremier :ina was the leader of the ?ral 3ar Dggen dvaergsT Fhe was 
smart and ”ind, and never one to yaj” down from helping othersT

GFeven times trade wagons have yeen plundered,H Oomyir.s deep 
yaritone jraj”edT GDnd this last time, so was the enjlave of 2i””el 
3a””enTH

“ugg nodded alongT Oe seemed fojused on Fera—naT 3ut his gaze 
didn.t appear threatening, -ustEinterestedT

G“he raids on the transports sounds li”e a dvaerg proylem,H V said, 
attempting to shift the yurden o… Vn-ustijes CightedT

VngefJr pointed a for” at meT GV have to agree with Cor’T Wh’ isn.t 
?ral 3ar Dggen dealing with thisBH

“ugg tipped his mug, draining the last of his aleT Linished, he plajed 
it on the tayle with a solid thumpT GDfter the sejond missing jaravan, 
we injreased the size of our esjortT Whatever ye marauding the wagons, 
it ”illed o… twent’ Dvar”Jsir in the last raidT Vt ye our wagons that ye 
plundered east of 2i””el 3a””enTH

“hat was a sizayle militar’ patrolT Dnd the’ were experienjed soldiers, 
”nowing how to deal with the elements and the jritters that jalled the 
frozen plains homeT

Kven with Oomyir.s magij, the proylem seemed yigger than the four 
of us jould handleT What ”illed eight’ plus jould ”ill the six of usT Dnd 
while V li”ed to help othersRespejiall’ those less fortunateRV didn.t li”e 
to ris” our lives more than nejessar’T

Oomyir dayyed at his elongated snout with a jlothT G“he ?ral 3ar 
Dggen wagon train left here two wee”s agoT Vt.s a wee”.s ride and a da’ 
to 2i””el 3a””en, exjept during winterTH

With heav’ snow underfoot, it would add a jouple of da’sT With snow 
c’ing and frigid ylasts of air ylowing, three or fourT “he yeasts out here 
were yadT “he weather, worseT
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Oomyir too” his wife.s hand in hisT GWe missed the attaj” y’ a da’ or 
twoTH

G5ess,H V saidT GVf their jlothes were still damp, ’ou missed the attaj” 
y’ six to twelve hoursTH

D dead yod’ put o… heat for Suite a whileT “he Vje Alains had a dr’ 
jlimateT Kxjept for winter, when the moisture jame down as snowT 5ots 
and lots of snowT

“ugg sighed, his fat —ngers twiddling with his salt and pepper yeardT 
Gketting yaj” to ’er Suer’, :iss VngefJr, we ye dealing with the proylem 
the yest wa’ us dvaergs janRsheer numyersT 2ot ”nowing the real 
danger, Aremier :ina hasn.t authorized a full militar’ deplo’mentT Fhe 
wants to ”eep the yul” of the Dvar”Jsir here to defendT Kntil we ”now 
who, or what, ye yehind it allT D’e, it sounds li”e yeastiesT 3ut ma’ye it 
ye made to loo” as sujhTH

V struggled with the idea of someone fa”ing the gnawing of cesh o… 
yonesT 3ut the part jonfusing me most was Oomyir.s desjription of 
the dead yodies inside their densRuntoujhed, yut with sodden jlothesT 
“hat sounded li”e magijT

“ugg to’ed with his empt’ mugT G?ral Dzza Cid needs produje and 
proteinT Ih, the’ won.t starve, yut the’ might get a tad thin at the waistT 
Aremier :ina has ordered another jaravanT We.ll send a proper guard 
this timeT “wo hundred fort’ of me yest —ghtersTH

Dn entire jompan’B “hat sounded li”e a goodbsized militar’ deplo’b
ment to meT Kver sinje time yegan, dvaergs had a —fth of their population 
who trained as Dvar”Jsir, or Oonor WarriorsT “he’ were supported y’ 
taxes on the rest of the ”eep.s jitizensT “heir militar’ might was alwa’s 
on the strong sideT Kven those who didn.t ta”e on the soldiering vojation 
trained in the martial arts of shield and axe, spear, and jrossyowT

GVf the marauders attaj” again, V want to ye thereTH Oomyir -ayyed 
another potatoT GV want to ”now who or what ”illed m’ ”inT Dnd ”ill 
themTH
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V never ”new him to ye the —rst in a fra’T :ages were yest operating 
from the rearT V swallowed hamT GDn’ mages go along with an’ of these 
suppl’ wagonsBH

Oomyir shoo” his headT G2ot oursT While the return of magij nigh on 
twent’ moons ago has injreased our numyers, all new mages are whelps 
when it jomes to the arjane wa’sTH

“ugg noddedT G2ot ours, eitherT We have a few new magesT Oomyir 
ye ”ind enough to spend a wee” on their training ever’ time he passes 
throughT :ost of ours ye trained in mining, not —ghtingT Cight now, 
the’ ye apt to hurt themselves more than an’ foeTH

Whijh was wh’ Pidarr jame teleporting to —nd me and VngefJrT “here 
were other talented mages in the Cealm, yut none that owed him a favorT 
V ”new what the answer would ye from the others, tooT 2o human would 
go so far north to help a dvaergT 5et alone a d.oglemannT Dnd most 
alvae would jheer the destrujtion of dvaergs and shrug at news of dead 
d.oglemennT 6eah, south of the ære”i :ountains, the rajes, while not 
warring, weren.t friendl’T

Whijh made “ugg.s jordialness toward Fera—na stand out all the 
moreT

Fhoving the last for”ful of ham and potatoes into m’ mouth, V as”ed, 
GFo, what.s the planBH V loo”ed up to see VngefJr frowning at meT V jlosed 
m’ mouth, —nished jhewing, and swallowedT

Gæon.t have one ’et,H “ugg saidT
:ij” o…ered the javernous room a sjreejh that ejhoed o… the wallT 

“he trio yehind us stopped pla’ing for a few yreathsT
GCeall’BH V as”edT
Oe gripped a side of his hair and tuggedT GVt sounds li”e an enormous 

monster is terrorizing out thereTH
G:ight ye more than one,H V saidT
:ij” put a hand over his mouthT

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



æKD“O, I2 VqK YM

GWorse,H “ugg saidT GWinter ye jomingTH Oe pointed at VngefJr and 
meT G6e two ”now what it ye li”e after kods. æa’TH

V sighedT We were some —ve wee”s awa’ from the harshest seasonT
Fera—na jleared her throat, the ham on her plate untoujhedT G2o 

o…ense, yut jouldn.t this wait till springBH
GVt jould,H Oomyir saidT GKxjept there.s fourteen missingTH
:’ shoulders pinjhedT GDfter a wee” plusB V don.t ”now, Oomyir, that 

ma’ ye a fool.s hopeTH
Oomyir noddedT G“rueT 3ut V thin” we should tr’T 3esides, the sooner 

we —gure this out, the sooner V jan repopulate the mining enjlaveT “he 
dvaergs need the nij”elTH

“ugg sjratjhed at his yeardT GDnd V.d li”e to go ahead of the trade 
wagons to ?ral Dzza CidT “o jhej” things outT Fo, whether or not ’e 
jome, V ye ta”ing a sSuad and -oining OomyirTH

We had jome here to help a friendT 3ut at Oomyir.s desjription of 
events, m’ resolve had wanedT V leaned in over the tayleT GWell, teamB 
What are we going to doBH

:ij” shoo” his headT GV see little need for m’ s”illsTH
V didn.t see mujh use for :ij”.s twitjh’ —ngers, eitherT
Fera—na jhewed on her lower lipT GV see the need for a healerT 3ut if V.m 

honest, V.d rather go home and —nd another -oy for us to doT Vt.s jold 
andRno o…ense, yut is the addition of the four of us enough to deal 
with whatever is out thereBH

V glanjed at VngefJrT
Fhe twirled the pearlbwhite snowca”e with the —er’ jenter that 

adorned her throatT Kver sinje we.d shaved our heads over a ’ear ago, 
she.d transferred her worr’ signal from twisting her hair to spinning the 
magijal wedding giftT Kven though her hair had grown yaj” past her ears 
now, her twirling hayit sta’ed with the snowca”e pendantT
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V gruntedT “he protejtion it provided against frost jould ye helpful 
out here, though the one mage V ”new with the talent of hurling magijal 
ylasts of ije was PidarrT

VngefJr said, GWhat ’ou sa’ is true, :ij”T Fera—naT 3ut our word is 
importantT Ds is our relationship with “’rry’TH

V was on the edgeT “he safet’ of the team was yeing put to the test verb
sus the value of our word and “’rry’.s supportT V loo”ed into Oomyir.s 
e’es and then at Nonu”u.s tearsT “he’ were friendsT Lriends who needed 
helpT

V said, GVngefJr and V will go with ’ouTH
Fera—na hu…edT GWell, we.re not splitting up the teamT Fo, if ’ou go, 

V.ll jomeTH
:ij” grumyledT GV still ain.t all that good with a yladeT Dnd it sounds 

li”e the stones V hurl won.t do mujh against an’ of the yeasts out hereT 
“hat, and it.s ylasted jold outside and :aster “ugg sa’s it will get 
worseTH

V peered at himT GVf ’ou trul’ don.t want to go, ’ou jan sta’ yehindT 
3ut V thin” ’ou.ll —nd a wa’ to jontriyuteTH

:ij” harrumphedT GNust jause ’ou sa’ it, don.t ma”e it soTH 3ut he 
noddedT GV.m jomingTH

G:a’ ’our resolve yring light to these dar” times,H Nonu”u said, her 
voije as sSuea”’ as a mouseT GLor in dar”ness, even the smallest spar” jan 
herald the dawnTH

G5et.s hope it.s a spar” of light,H :ij” ylurtedT GDnd not a —reyall or 
someone read’ to ignite a disasterTH

V was ayout to jhastise him when a jajophonous noise jame from the 
entr’wa’, interrupting the three musijians. wor”T “he’, li”e us, gawped 
at the newjomersT
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OPPOSING VIEWS
INGEFÆR

I  turned toward the noise of clanging metal. A foursome of dvaergs 
had come in and dropped their shields, helms, and swords into a 

loose pile. The largest dvaerg, a brown beard dangling to his waist, 
scowled at us as he marched over, the other three trailing in his wake.

Without rising, Tugg said, “Meet Sett, captain and second in com-
mand of the Avarkæsir.”

I stood and oyered mR hand, looking almost eRe to eRe to Sett. The 
dvaerg was huge. zorR climbed to his feet, wiping grease oy his palms.

Sett looked at mR hand with beadR brown eRes, then turned and 
shifted his ga’e to the dHoglemenn, before resting his ga’e on SeraKna. A 
corner of his bearded lip turned up, along with a nostril. “I see delibera-
tions started without me.”

TuggHs brows narrowed. “As I didnHt know when Re would return, it 
seemed pointless to waste everRone elseHs time.” Be raised his head to 
look up at the standing dvaerg. “And as I be in charge of the Avarkæsir, 
it be mR decision.”

A chill came over the room as Sett and Tugg glared at each other. The 
musicians began packing their instruments awaR.

I had been to ?ral Ear Aggen before, but never met Sett. WhR were he 
and Tugg so disagreeable with one anotherN
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I placed mR hand on mR hip and shifted mR feet to get in front of Sett. 
“We Yust agreed to head out in the morning. Will Rou be Yoining usN”

SettHs scowl turned to me. “Co. I be commanded to staR behind. Eut 
me preference has been to seek the raiders. With a companR of dvaergs. 
We should have left ResterdaR.”

The emphasis on his kind further cooled the room. As did the mu-
sicians Kltering out of the dining room without seeking paRment for 
services. DsuallR, a mug was passed around for tips of silver. Eut theR 
preferred to be gone than to receive paRment.

zorR smirked. “Pou donHt want our helpN”
SettHs head swiveled in slow motion. “Cah. A bunch of pastR humans 

from down south will slow us down.”
!vaergs were hardR and could march in three feet of snow much faster 

than humans. Eut theR also didnHt fare well in sunlight and preferred 
traveling bR night, which invited predators more so than bR daR. The 
latter was but a change in scope of a couple of degrees. !aRtime travel 
on the Ice qlains wasnHt safe either.

zorR stepped closer, his smile broadening. “This pastR human will run 
circles around Rour lard butt.”

“Vnough…” Tugg climbed to his feet. “We be on the same side. Co 
point in hurling insults.”

Sett shifted focus. “4ommander, I rexuest again to lead a group of 
volunteers and search for what killed our kinOwhat killed me Rounger 
brother.”

That helped e5plain SettHs animositR. Though I hadnHt Kgured out 
whR he took his anguish out on us. MaRbe the brute was naturallR 
grumpR.

Tugg moved around the table to stand before Sett, dwarfed bR half a 
head. “Per rexuest to lead a team be denied. If Re donHt like me decision, 
Re can alwaRs appeal to qremier Mina.”
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Sett grinned. Then his eRes raked over the rest of us, once more landing 
on SeraKna. “6ood luck with a half-alvae in Rer midst. Their kind be 
nothing but trouble.”

“Pou dareN” I e5claimed, mR hand going to the handle of mR blade. I 
e5pected that kind of behavior from children and alvaesLwho held a 
high opinion of themselvesLnot dvaergs. SettHs aggression was out of 
control.

zorR put a hand on SettHs shoulder. “4areful there, Sett. Would hate 
for Rou to have to see a healer.”

SettHs grin widened, his teeth showing through his brown beard. “If Re 
wish to spar, IHd be happR to teach Re a thing or two.”

A part of me wanted mR husband to educate Sett. Bel, a part of me 
wanted to do it mRself. Eut that was a lousR waR to start the mission. I 
shouldered mR waR between them. “ThatHs enough out of both of Rou.”

Tugg pointed at the entrRwaR. “ARe. Sett… 6o.”
MR heart ached for SettHs predicament. In a waR, he was like zorR, 

readR to avenge a loved oneHs passing. An idea stormed over me. Was it 
a good oneN MaRbe it would repair whatever rift Sett saw between us. 
“Wait. I have a suggestion.” I turned to Tugg. “With Rour permission, of 
course.”

I looked into SettHs beadR brown eRes. “What if Sett leads the caravan 
and we Yoin up at Cikkel EakkenN It will give us time to investigate, 
and then, assuming we Knd clues, we can decide on where he goes from 
there.”

TuggHs beard dipped at the corners, his meatR hand going to his chin.
Sett turned to look at his commander. “IHd be happR to lead the caravan 

to ?ral A’’a zid. MaRbe weHll get luckR and whatever killed me Rounger 
brother will attack us.”

That didnHt sound like luck to me.
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TuggHs mouth pinched under his beard. “The reason I donHt want Re 
to lead an e5pedition be because Re be hot headed. Pe cannot lead if Rer 
emotions lead Re. DnderstandN”

Sett snarled. “ARe. I understand. I be beRond ve5ed at Re because Re 
wonHt let me do anRthing.”

“And I donHt want Re racing our clan folks to their deaths because Rer 
heart be full of vengeance. 3engeance clouds Rer thinking.”

At that, Sett took a deep breath. “ARe. Me heart be heavR with it.”
Tugg pulled at his beard. “The caravan has a leader alreadR. Eut IHll 

order the changes. Sett, Re be herebR ordered to escort a companR of 
Avarkæsir to ?ral A’’a zid. MaR the gods speed Re on Rer YourneR.”

Sett dipped his bearded chin. “Thank Re, commander.”
Sett waved at his companions. “FetHs Knd a place to eat that doesnHt 

stink.”
The brute liked to get the last insult in. I thought it childish and 

unnecessarR, but elected to give him some grace, Ranking on zorRHs arm 
so he wouldnHt respond with a retort.

When theR had gathered their gear and shu8ed down the shaft, Mick 
whispered, “That was rude.”

I sat back down. “IHm sorrR he lost a brother, but it seems thereHs more 
to it than not being allowed to lead a search partR. Bis insults arenHt from 
vengeance alone.”

Tugg sighed. “ARe. Be disagrees with me approach in Knding the 
murderers.”

I pursed mR lips. “MeaningN”
“I advised qremier Mina to Yoin with Bombir and Re, rather than a 

solo dvaerg endeavor.”
She was the democraticallR elected leader of ?ral Ear Aggen. IHd met 

her twice before. She was ever fair, and alwaRs helpful, with a keen eRe 
on long-term consexuences.
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zorR asked, “Be doesnHt care for half-alvaes. Gr us. Be got anRthing 
against dHoglemennN”

Tugg shrugged. “MaRbe. We donHt talk much. Cot even before he lost 
his brother. Be petitions qremier Mina monthlR to become commander. 
Bas done so since spring.”

Mick hiccupped. “PouHs canHt Kre him for insubordinationN”
Tugg sighed. “I could recommend it before a tribunal. Be be an oJcer 

and an e5cellent warrior.” Be cleared his throat. “Eefore this disaster, 
before he lost his sibling, he be not insubordinate. It be but two daRs 
since he developed a rotten potato attitude toward me and me cautious 
approach. With a death in the familR, I have to be patient, knowing he 
be grieving. Eut after tonight, mR patience be worn out. If it be the same 
when we return, I will take action.”

SeraKna said, “Bis eRes wanted to cleave me in two.”
Tugg nodded. “ARe. There be manR dvaergs who donHt cotton to 

having a half-alvae inside our keep.” Be scoyed. “Eah. It be two thousand 
Rears since the dvaerg-alvae wars.”

“The 0orgotten War,” I said.
At a pu’’led look from Mick, I added, “A war fought that the historR 

books canHt ascribe a reason to.”
V5cept zorR and I knew. 3idarr had told us. The war had been fought 

over fRlgYæ, the stick-Kgures from the elemental planes. As zorR had one, 
it was best not to mention it in mi5ed companR, though Tugg alreadR 
knew.

Tugg got down on one knee before SeraKna. “Me ladR, I apologi’e for 
mR kinHs actions. Though manR might not like Re being here, if Re be a 
help to zorR and Ingefær, then Re be alright in me book.”

TuggHs words were appropriate, but the bending of a knee seemed 
overwrought.

SeraKna blushed, her green face darkening. “Ah, thank Rou.”
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Mick said, “So, about me going with RouN Since Sett is leading a horde 
of soldiers, can I staR hereN”

I cocked mR head at him. “I thought Rou agreed to go with us.”
zorR slapped Mick on the back. “PouHre among the best. !onHt fret. 

Tugg and his Avarkæsir will provide the brute strength while Bombir 
and mR wife will handle the sorcerR. Pou and I will do our best to 
contribute.”

“Eut, R-R-Rou donHt need thieving skills.” Mick pointed at Tugg. “An 
entire companR is marching.”

zorR shook his head. “Consense. We donHt know what weHre going to 
need. And RouHve proved Rourself craftR.”

I came around the table and hugged Mick. “Pou saved our lives in that 
deadlR dungeon. PouHre clever with traps and things. And I value the 
diyerent perspectives Rou oyer.”

Mick blushed. “Aw.”
zorR sat down and drank from his mug. “Eesides, if Rou donHt go, Rou 

donHt earn Rour share of the reward.”
Mick grumbled and threw his knife and fork at the plate before him. 

BeHd eaten everRthing, including the kohlrabi, which I had found to be 
crunchR, YuicR, and sweet. “IHm going.”

SeraKna said. “Fook on the bright side. At least we donHt have to 
teleport there.”

zorR winked at Mick. “Eut in Rour case, I think weHll make an e5cep-
tion.”

“Ba, ha,” Mick said. “Cone of Rou know the spell.”
Bombir said, “IHll send a bird to ?obber Dnter Smuss and let them 

know IHll be gone for a while.”
At the mention of an e5tended staR out on the Ice qlains, a foul sense 

came over me. MaRbe it was MickHs reluctance. “zemind me, how long 
to ?ral A’’a zidN”
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Tugg waggled his head. “Eefore the snow HiesN Cot xuite three weeks. 
After thatN A moon, easR. qrobablR that long for the return trip.”

The corners of mR lips dipped. “Sounds like weHre going to spend more 
than a moon on the Ice qlains.”

I thought I had left the memories of mR last time here well buried, but 
theR came back, torturing mR bellR and mi5ing with the grease of the 
potatoes and ham. I forced a smile and uttered words to convince mRself 
as well as Mick. “!onHt worrR. Ionuku, Bombir, and I know how to cast 
warmth spells. And I can teach SeraKna. WeHll be Kne.”

Tugg said, “WeHll bring our own healers. A few know the incantation 
from our prior escapade.”

“BorsesN” zorR asked.
Since Winter Solstice was less than Kve weeks awaR, I said, “0or the four 

of us. In case speed is needed, or when the snow Hies. TheR can also carrR 
goods.”

Or the dead. I shook mR head. Stay positive!
zorR said, “Worse, come to worst, horses are a superb source of pro-

tein.”
And I thought I was the one with a sour mood.
SeraKna said, “6ross. Borse meatN”
Mick guyawed. “ThereHs no Ksh up here.”
SeraKna, zorR, and I had a thing for Ksh. Meaning that we cared little 

for them, as weHd eaten more than our share in a short time.
Tugg said, “Gi, there be Kshes, lad. Dntil the rivers free’e. 6ood eating, 

too.”
zorR and I grunted in unison. I would have to be mightR hungrR.
Mick said, “IHll season mine with shaved radish.”
The three of us with InYustices zighted groaned. Mick loved the spicR 

vegetable. Eut it didnHt like him all that much, giving him gas. IHd made 
sure he had brought none for this trip. We would be in the close conKnes 
of a tent.
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“FetHs pack up,” Bombir said. “We leave at Krst light.”
The meeting broke up. Tugg led us to our rooms, deeper into the 

mountain. SeraKnaHs neck craned as we walked down one shaft after 
another, ever deeper.

I couldnHt help but notice the e5tra words and oyers of services Tugg 
presented to SeraKna. If she wanted, he said, he would get her hot towels 
and a tub to soak in.

A hot soak sounded great to me, as did getting cleaned up and a good 
nightHs rest.

Eut sleep proved hard in coming. At Krst, zorR wanted to check on 
the treasure room where his onetime spirit was locked awaR. I convinced 
him to forget about Faehvateinn bR kissing him. Which led to other 
pleasures.

Fater, after weHd gone to sleep, I kept waking up from mR nightmares.
Iotunn hurled fro’en balls of death, followed bR albino stRgg skapps 

chasing after me and zorR. The uglR brutes were the largest humanoid 
species ne5t to trolls. TheR were misshapen and, according to 3idarr, had 
but Kve distinct thoughtsK eat, sleep, procreate, plunder, and kill. As theR 
ran in groups of twentR or more, pillaging was ever at the top of their 
minds.
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WYRMS
RORY

B efore the sun rose, we gathered outside the keep proper, arranging 
our gear and getting the mounts ready. As the sun peeked over the 

eastern horizon, a chill wind sprang up from the north. We rode through 
the gates with the sun shining. It obered little warmth, though its rays 
helped to soothe my spirits.

I wore a woolen undershirt and a Olack outer gamOeson underneath 
my Olack tunic. -ver the top of it all, I had on a dark leather hauOerk and 
a woolen cloak with a furMtrimmed hood. Ty sword and scaOOard were 
cinched at my hip. I tied my crossOow to the Oack of the dapple mare, 
one of four horses ’uggæs folks used for tilling the earth that they loaned 
to us. While not plow horses, they were stout, Ouilt for cold weather. I 
stubed my wulv pelt overcoat into one of two saddleOags and mounted 
my horse.

Ingefxr had on a similar outSt, eHcept she wore a chainmail hauOerk 
and had a red woolen cape, hat, and matching gloves. jhe had her Olade 
on her hip, and her pouches of magic ingredients stored in a Oelt under 
her chainmail.

Tick had an assortment of his specialized goods stored in his leather 
vest. Re and jeraSna elected to start the Eourney with their wulv capes 
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draped around their shoulders Out not cinched closed. With the eHtra 
gear, the two of them looked like theyæd put on a dozen pounds.

Both of them had ridden some on the farm, Out as we rolled along, 
I spent a few minutes on the necessities of winterMweather e“uine careF 
donæt overwork the horse and cause it to sweat. And Oe liOeral with the 
water.

”Yor that matter,J I said, looking left at Tick and right at jeraSna, 
”make sure you drink plenty yourself. Dou wouldnæt think it, Out the cold 
dries you out as much as a Olistering sun.J

-nce out of sight of the keepæs Olack walls, RomOiræs dozen dæogleM
mann guards took the point as we shifted eastward, followed Oy RomOir 
and ?onuku. ’he dæoglemenn traveled on foot. ’heir hardy taloned 
feet never needed a Ooot, not even in the snow. Vach warrior carried a 
rucksack, a sword at the waist, and hefted a short spear that they used as 
a walking pole. RomOir had two rucksacks, one of which I knew to Oe 
laden with sorcerous and historical lore. Re never left his home village 
without them.

Tick, jeraSna, Ingefxr, and I clopped along Oehind them. In the rear, 
’ugg and four soldiers also went on foot, leading a pair of donkeys laden 
with Srewood, torches, tents, food, and water.

jouth of the 3reki Tountains, weæd Oe a threat to any Origand party 
of the human or alvae variety, especially if they didnæt have mages. But 
on the north side, weæd Oe on e“ual footing with a pack of wxrgs or a 
s“uirm of wyrms.

3id we have the strength to Sght ob whatever had marauded the carM
avans and destroyed the dæoglemann enclaveL Were two mages enoughL

I shook ob my dark douOts and kicked my dapple mare into a halfMtrot.
Whatever had destroyed the dæoglemann village at Cikkel Bakken, and 

seven caravans over the past year, sounded as powerful as the mighty 
?otunn.

But we made peace with them. Hadn’t we?
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I eHpressed my concerns to Ingefxr, who rode her mare Oeside me.
Rer shoulders heaved. ”Iæve Oeen wondering the same thing. I guess it 

could Oe the giant Olue Oeasts. But I didnæt know them to eat the Uesh of 
dvaergs and dæoglemenn. *etæs keep our minds open.J

”Well,J I said, ”we didnæt stop to chat while we were running away 
from their ice Oalls of death.J

’he siHMstride tall Orutes could throw a twoMfoot round Oall of ice 
full of rocks a “uarter of a mileGwith lethal accuracy. Ingefxræs SreOall 
incantation was good for a “uarter of that distance. And crossOowsL 
Yorty strides to kill a hEort. !nless we were within twenty, I didnæt think 
a crossOow Oolt or a Oow arrow would pierce the Olue giantæs hide. It was 
unlikely anyone would ever get that close.

………

Yor three days we rode east Oy northeast, keeping the 3reki Tountains 
to our right. 3uring the day, the temperature never got aOove chilly. 
At night, every growing thing froze. At least the clouds stayed away. 
’hat couldnæt Oe said for the wind, which increased in ferocity each day, 
ru5ingGthen UatteningGthe Olanched grasses on the hills and in the 
Oowls.

-n the fourth day, an hour Oefore our midMday feast of pemmican and 
water, we reached a sort of Oasin. It was an elongated depression Oetween 
two ridges set a league apart. We walked down a rocky ridge and into the 
Uat of the valley.

RomOir and his warriors led us through the frosted grass. Cot two 
minutes into the valley, the ground eHploded in a shower of dirt, rocks, 
and dead grass. 3æoglemenn were scattered and thrown to the ground.

Ty mare reared, and I struggled to hang on.
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A dozen strides in front of me, a lindwyrm of gigantic proportions 
reared high into the air, its cavernous oriSce rising two strides aOove the 
horse I rode on. It swooped down and snapped up a fallen dæoglemann as 
it plunged into the earth, dragging the warrior with it. ’he dæoglemannæs 
screams died “uickly.

’he other dæoglemenn lay there, their Eaws hung open in horror.
”;et out of there6J I hollered at RomOir and his troops. Where thereæs 

one lindwyrm, there would Oe more. ”Back to the ridge6J
But I may as well have Oeen shouting at naked mole ratsGone of the 

rare deaf animals that eked out a living in the harsh wilds.
-nly RomOir got up. Re helped ?onuku to her feet, and they ran 

toward me. ’he other dæoglemenn swiveled their heads, looking around, 
their Outts frozen to the ground.

”’heyære Oeneath you6J I waved an arm at them to retreat.
A “uick glance over my shoulder showed ’ugg and his dvaergs scramM

Oling to higher ground‘where there were sheets of Oedrock Oeneath 
their feet.

I growled. Relp or runL
I heeled my horse forward, Out she refused the command. Ty Tu7n 

would have gone. jo would Ingefxræs ’hunder. But we rode horses 
unfamiliar to us and ones not trained for comOat.

I Eumped ob and drew my sword Oefore landing. !sing my Ueet feet, I 
charged toward the fallen and still stunned dæoglemenn, passing RomOir 
and his wife along the way.

An eye Olink Oefore I arrived, the earth erupted in a second geyser of 
dirt and deOris. ’he gaping cavity of a second lindwyrm stared down at 
me and the remaining dæoglemenn warriors.

”Nory6J Ingefxr screamed.
I Oraced myself, ready to race in the opposite direction.
’he lindwyrm snatched at the legs of a dæoglemann, who was scraOM

Oling away on his scaled Outt. But not fast enough. ’he giant wyrm drew 
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the soldier deeper into its round, toothy maw. ’he dæoglemannæs cry was 
cut short as the lindwyrm closed its sphincterMlike mouth full of Eagged 
teeth.

Blood stained the white Oeastæs outer husk and dripped to the groundH 
the dæoglemannæs legs dangled on what may Oe passed for the creatureæs 
chin. ’he lindwyrm suOmerged rearward, taking its meal with it.

A third lindwyrm surfaced four strides to my left and snapped at a 
third dæoglemann. I charged and slashed at its eHposed underOelly, or posM
siOly its upper torso. Rard to tell, and it didnæt make a Oit of diberence. 
*indwyrmsæ eHoskeletons were as hard as rock, and my Olade clanked 
ob its hide. *ike an opponent wearing thickMlinked chainmail armor, 
staOOing was the sole way of hurting the thing.

A salvo of Sery darts lanced the underside of the lindwyrm. It didnæt 
disgorge its prize as it slithered Oack under the earth.

”We need Sre,J I yelled, recalling how sensitive these Oeasts were to 
Uame.

”Nun Oack6J ’ugg shouted, waving his arm at us from atop the knoll. 
”’here Oe hard rock here.J

’he group splintered.
jeraSna and Tick turned their mounts around, Eoining RomOir and 

?onuku in their mad scramOle for hard ground.
Te and the remaining dæoglemenn, now count of nine, formed a loose 

circle, with Ingefxr splitting the diberence Oetween the two groups.
”;et out of there6J Ty wife urged us on with a wave of her arm.
I nodded and motioned for RomOiræs soldiers to get moving.
I searched the area. Where was my mareL
I spotted her Sfty strides to the north. jhe must have spooked when 

the second or third lindwyrm erupted out of the ground. But in the 
wrong direction.

;reat. ?ust great.
”4over me6J I raced to the mare.
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Ingefxr hollered at me. ”Wait6J
I skidded to a stop and turned to yell‘Jfor whatLæ
But Oefore I couldGtwo strides Oefore meGthe ground eHploded and 

a fourth lindwyrm Uailed through the air, snapping its round mouth full 
of serrated teeth. Rer shout had saved my life.

Ingefxr sent a Uaming Oead towards it. And me6
!ncharacteristically, I froze.
’he Sery Oead Uew past me, then the lindwyrm.
She missed?
An eHplosion of Sre ripped through the air. I covered my face against 

the Uash of heat.
’he SreOall Olast had Oeen well placed. Rer shot had missed the mare 

and me, Out engulfed the lindwyrm.
’he lindwyrm didnæt scream or roar. It Uopped over with a hairMraising 

thud, Oounced once and lay still, not a stride from my feet. A good chunk 
of its Oody remained eHposed aOove the ground.

At the eHplosion, my mare raced even further north. I shouted at it 
to stop. After a long moment, it did. ’he dapple mare looked left, then 
right, then grazed on frozen grasses.

Wow6 What a witless horse.
’ugg and another dvaerg raced toward me, lit torches in hand. ’hey 

passed Ingefxr, who stood there with her hands on her hips.
’ugg stopped Oefore the dead wyrm. ”’hat Oe good eating. Watch me 

Oack.J
With more dvaergs and more torchesGlindwyrms feared Sre and had 

an uncanny aOility to sense Uame from Oeneath the groundGthe dvaergs 
eHtricated the rest of the giant wyrmæs Oody.

While ’ugg and his crew struggled, I made my way north, this time 
with a torch in my hand. I tiptoed to my mare and gathered her reins. 
We walked Oack slowly, trying to Oe as “uiet as possiOle. I kept watch for 
any signs of viOrating dirt and tremOling grasses.

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



3VA’R, -C I4V qK

Ingefxr shook her head at me. ’hough I knew I had Oeen lucky, I 
smiled into her scowl.

’uggæs crew worked in harmony and cut the creatureæs eHterior hide 
with a crosscut saw designed to fell timOer. ’hen they carved out the 
Uesh, cutting it into long strips. When there was enough for an armload, 
a dvaerg took the Oounty Oack to the rocky ridge.

With a load of fresh meat that overloaded the donkeys, we moved closM
er to the 3reki Tountains and crossed to the neHt ridge. Taneuvering 
through and over the rocks and trees near the steep slopes took twice as 
long to traverse than if weæd crossed the valley. But we didnæt need to Ourn 
torches. -ut here, wood was a premium commodity.

When we reached the craggy foothills on the other side of the valley, 
relief Uooded through me and, I suspected, everyone else. We set up camp 
and started a Sre.

”4ouldæve done without dancing with wyrms,J Ingefxr grumOled.
jeraSna  asked,  ”Row  can  such  Oig  things  move  under  the 

ground‘and so fastLJ
Tick hiccupped.
’ugg said, ”We Oe standing on rocky ground. ’he valleys Oe fertile soil. 

De canæt tell Oy looking at the nearMdead grass. But Oeneath it Oe some of 
the richest soil in the Nealm. It Oe well aerated. It Oe the lack of warmth 
and steady rains in the summer preventing anything from growing too 
Oig. ’he deep freeze in winter kills ob anything that Oe pretty.J

’he last part, ’ugg said while he gazed into jeraSnaæs green eyes. And 
the timOre of his voice had shifted.

Tick cleared his throat. ”Why are you looking at her like thatLJ
’ugg smiled. ”jhe Oe attractive.J Without waiting to see the ebect of 

his words, he turned around and ordered his dvaerg companions to pass 
out spits.
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-n the spits, we all skewered hunks of lindwyrm meat. ”’heir outer 
hull Oe as hard as a rock. But the insides‘hmm.J Re ruOOed his Oelly for 
ebect.

”What we donæt cook, we can cure and salt,J I said.
’ugg said, ”Co point in salting. ’he spice melts the meat. We eat what 

we have at every meal. In four or Sve days, what Oe left Oe thrown out.J
jeraSna walked to my side. jhe lowered her voice. ”!gh. Casty lookM

ing, and ’ugg wants us to eat it.J
Tick warmed his hands against the Sre, standing on my other side. ”I 

think a couple of radishes would have enhanced the Uavor.J
”’he gods6J jeraSna said, a grin spreading across her face.
I chuckled.
Tick frowned. ”But Tiss Ingefxr took the ones Iæd stashed in my 

rucksack.J
With the spits leaning against rock, we left the meat to cook and 

gathered in a circle to mourn the dead dæoglemenn. RomOir obered 
words of sorrow. With no Oodies to Oury and a desire to Oe far from this 
place, the ritual didnæt take long.

’he wyrm feast wasnæt a Eoyful one, Out the strips of meat were tastyF 
Euicy, with a hint of garlic and sage. Cot at all stringy, nor chewy, like I 
had eHpected.

I teased jeraSna until she tried a Oite. ”-h6 ’hatæs like akkar from the 
ocean.J

I asked, so she descriOed an underwater Ooneless lump of pinkishMtan 
Uesh with siH tentacles. Tost weighed around three hundred pounds. 
jhe asked for a second strip of wyrm. ’ugg had a convert on his hands.

After eating an eHcellent lunch, I snubed the Sre out.
A couple of hours past high noon, we rode atop a plateau. ’he clop 

of horse hooves told me we were traversing a rock Oed.
Without the fear of lindwyrms, tonight we would sleep soundly.
I hoped.
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A pproaching the evening of the seventh day since heading out from 
Kral Bar Aggen—about a day out from Nikkel Bakken—we made 

camp near a mountain spur covered thick in pines and spruces. Clouds 
appeared to the north, and the wind took on a shrillness it hadn’t reached 
before on this trip. With it came a damp cold.

As we pitched tents, Tugg opined it would snow in a day or two. 
“Expect a hard frost tonight or tomorrow.” He grumbled some more. 
“Be good if we had more Irewood. We used up more than we should 
have to eat the wyrm.”

S noticed he had set his tent up next to MeraIna’s and Rick’s. After he 
left to talk to a clanmate, S waggled my brows at the healer. Mpeaking low, 
S asked if she was alright with the extra attention Tugg was showing her.

Her grin was slow in coming, but it grew wide. Mhe nodded.
We had a Oedgling romance.
With the tents set, and with the sun still shining, S corralled Rick, 

MeraIna, and !ory, and we worked in pairs as we ranged up the hillside 
and into the forest for Irewood.

Before we had our Irst armload, MeraIna called out. “Dver here?”
Vragging a stunted dead tree behind me, S made my way over. “What’s 

the problem5”
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Mhe pointed with her mace.
What lay Ive strides from her feet was a wzrg—once formidable, but 

now lifeless and torn to shreds. Sts gray fur was matted with black blood, 
and maggots crawled all over the body. The stink of the rotten Oesh took 
my breath away.

!ory showed up on the other side, with Rick in tow. “Wzrgs bleed 
red, so the black means it’s been dead for more than a day. There’re a lot 
of maggots. S think it’s been dead four or Ive days, maybe more.”

He scanned the skies. “Tree cover is thick above. That explains why no 
scavenger has had itself a meal.”

That, and there weren’t many birds on the north side of the Vreki 
Rountains. ‘erhaps in the summer months, a few species made the trip. 
But this close to winter, they’d already headed south. Sn a day or two, 
the maggots would free-e over and take up where they left oY with the 
spring thaw.

!ory broke oY a branch from a log he had dragged over and poked at 
the fur.

“Careful,” Rick said.
!ory replied. “That’s my middle name.”
S stiOed a chuckle. He had no middle name, and if he did, it would be 

jstumble1tongue,’ or jleaps1before1looking,’ or some other such epithet. 
S toed the dead beast while looking at !ory. “…ou want help to roll it 
over5”

“Dh, gross,” MeraIna said. “Why5”
“To see if there are more wounds on the other side,” S replied.
MeraIna gave me a full body shiver and made a face while pointing at 

the maggots.
“Whatever did this is not something S want to meet,” !ory said, 

scanning the surroundings.
Rick let out a yowl as he spun about, his head qerking left and right.
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S said, “Sf you make too much noise, you’ll attract what killed the 
wzrg.”

That shut him up.
S qoined !ory at the backside of the wzrg. The thing weighed more 

than me and half of !ory combined. When alive, it stood half the height 
of a horse. Sn a pack, they were deadly, taking down humans and horses 
unless outnumbered. And their packs usually had at least eight. Rore 
often than not, S thought of myself as wzrg food.

!ory said, “…ou know, where there’s one wzrg, there’re more.”
Rick whimpered.
MeraIna patted him on the shoulder. “That’s not what worries me.”
Rick and S looked at her.
Mhe oYered a thin1lipped smile. “What if there’s more of what killed 

this one5”
Rick crowed like a rooster.
!ory hauled oY and slapped himGnone too gently. “Sngefzr told you 

to be 2uiet.”
Rick had the dungeon of 3arl !et-laY for expedition experience. St 

had taken a while, but he’d learned to keep his outbursts to himself. Rost 
of the time. Being in a new environment, at least for him, S understood 
why he struggled to stay in control.

That said, !ory was right. Too loud of a noise out here was asking for 
a mighty big heap of trouble.

!ory pointed at the two of them. “Keep watch.”
S told MeraIna, “Let your befriend spell ready. Dut here, you never 

know.”
What luck she would have in friending a wzrg, S didn’t know. But the 

four of us would be hard pressed to kill more than one without extra 
help.

!ory and S heaved and rolled the wzrg over. The wounds on the Irst 
side had done damage. But what killed it was a massive wound running 
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from its front shoulder to its rear haunch. By the odd position of the 
foreleg, the strike had broken it and took a good chunk of Oesh and fur, 
cracking ribs along the way.

A nasty stench struck my nose. S gagged. There were thrice as many 
maggots at the underside wound as the topside oneGnow reversed.

!ory pointed with his boot. “Sf you’re ever starving, those maggots 
will save your life.”

MeraIna fell to her knees and puked. That caused a burp to sneak up 
my throat, bitter bile Oavoring my tongue.

S exchanged looks with my husband, my eyes shifting left, then right. 
Do we want to search for more wærgs?

!ory’s lips twitched. He nodded.
S said, “Rick, you take MeraIna and the wood back to camp. !ory and 

S will scout some more. Tell everyone to monitor this ridge.”
St may have been foolish to send them oY. But S had sorcerous powers, 

and !ory could run like the wind. Besides, we each had a vial of healing. 
The two of us could fend oY a wzrg or two and Ight a retreating battle. 
But with Rick and MeraIna to fret about, our ability to protect them 
would be stretched. S hoped not beyond the breaking point.

After they left, we explored around. “S don’t see any tracks of what 
killed it. There’s the trail of blood left by the wzrg as it dragged itself 
here.”

“Aye.” !ory followed the crimson trail leading away from the slain 
creature up and over the ridge. “St crawled away to die.”

“How come whatever killed it didn’t come for the spoils5”
!ory shrugged. “Von’t know. Raybe the beast got distracted or had 

something else on its mind.”
S found that unhelpful and swallowed the remnants of bile. “Mhall 

we5” S wagged my head in the direction of where the wzrg had come 
from.
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Adventures come at odd times. Mearching for the cause of death of a 
wzrg wasn’t what S had signed up for. But there was a pu--le to solve, 
and S needed to know what killed it. Needed might be too strong of a 
word. But desperately wanted was a close second. By searching, S hoped 
to Ind a clue about the beast’s nature. Momething that would give us an 
edge. S feared we would run into our mysterious monster. But S tucked 
that emotion away. We had a qob to do.

“Hope whatever did this isn’t looking to add jhuman’ to its menu,” 
!ory said. “Cause S’m tough and stringy and would make a terrible 
roast.”

S shook my head. The situation was all wrong for qokes. But then, S 
couldn’t resist. “S agree with you. …ou are an ac2uired taste.”

“Ah, but you, my dear, are a feast for the eyes.”
The corner of my mouth twitched up despite the gravity of our situ1

ation. “How sure are you it’s been dead for several days5”
“‘ositive,” he said.
St hadn’t snowed or rained since the start of our trip, so it seemed 

plausible. S scanned south to a spot where S thought our camp might 
be. But the tracks went west, cleaving through the dry pine needles as it 
disappeared into the forest.

“Are you sure we’re tracking the wzrg5”
“What else5” !ory replied.
“Well, perhaps that way leads us to the sanctuary for something that 

shuns the day’s embrace and cloaks itself within night’s fell grasp.”
“…ou could have said the jmonster’s hideout,’ without all that Oowery 

qibber1qabber.” !ory grabbed the hilt of his sword and drew his blade. 
“But no, S’m not sure. Mo, stay sharp.”

He crept forward, and S followed. St’s a funny thing. He was the fastest 
of us. Not even close. But S knew he wouldn’t run oY and leave me. :ike S 
would never leave him. That’s the thing about loyaltyF it cuts both ways. 
We either lived together or we died together.
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S took a deep breath to cleanse the dark thoughts out of my mind. The 
sun had said its farewell as we scampered up the slope, leaving a sliver of 
a moon to light the way.

The deep shadows cast by the pines hid the blackened trail of blood 
from time to time. The air grew colder, if that was possible, biting my 
skin with its invisible fangs. S strained to hear any sound beyond my own 
movements7 a scuHe, a breath, even the faintest whisper of fur against a 
branch or a footpad on rock.

“Watch where you put your boots,” !ory warned, his eyes Oicking 
down.

Ry ga-e followed his to ensure my feet weren’t about to stumble upon 
anything loose or crunchy. Mound carried at night farther than by day. 
A skittering stone would reveal our presenceGif anything was out there. 
:ike the rest of the pack. Dr what had killed the wzrg.

S said, “A misstep here could be rather conse2uential.”
“Nothing like a bit of understatement to keep spirits high.” !ory 

oYered a half1smile and pointed. “This way.”
S said, “That wzrg was killed by something much, much bigger. That 

massive claw swipe was three of my hands in width. The maggots were 
arranged in three deep furrows, each at least two inches deep.”

!ory nodded, sidestepping a spruce. “That means the talons on this 
beast are at least that long. ‘robably twice that.” He stopped to hold up 
a Oat hand next to his face. “Now imagine a skull thrice, nay, four times, 
as big as my head. Not qust in height, but also in width.”

“:okke’s spawn. What could be so big5”
“Kqottspisers might vie for the si-e, but their claws aren’t that wide. 

Besides, they would track the wzrg to Inish it, and for sure eat its or their 
Ill. And, S think, a pack of wzrgs would kill a kqottspiser, who hunts 
alone.”
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S shuddered. St would be a bloody battle. Wzrgs would sacriIce them1
selves to give their pack mates an opening. Had the pack gotten our 
mystery monster and lost a mate in the process5

Dn Thunder, my gelding—who S missed more and more each day—S 
once outraced a kqottspiser, a twelve1foot1long beast with a three1foot 
elongated maw. Kqottspisers had a black fur coat and lived in higher, 
more desolate places. :ike this place. Except they didn’t like it too cold, 
and stayed to the south side of the Vreki Rountains.

!ory walked over the spine of the ridge we’d been hiking up.
“Hey,” S said, “what are the odds that we’ll run into the rest of the 

wzrg pack5” Raybe we should have had MeraIna stick around.
!ory shook his head. “Sf my suspicions are correct, there’re more dead 

wzrgs.”
S blinked at that. Holy horrors. Could one of the mysterious monsters 

kill an entire wzrg pack5 “And if you’re wrong5”
!ory chuckled. “S’m not. S’m a hunter and know a few things.”
He could be so insuYerable.
“Lo on.”
!ory Oashed me a grin and a wink. “Wzrgs eat their dead. The fact 

there’s an uneaten body doesn’t bode well for the pack.”
“They wouldn’t run oY if outmatched5”
“Ior a while,” !ory replied. “But they would come back.”
S had thought the wzrg had been out hunting with its pack when it 

got caught. Ah. That’s why he was eager to come searching with me.
S stopped him by tugging his arm sleeve. “Are we unnecessarily risking 

our lives5”
“…ou’re a mage, and S can outrun a beast.” A full1on smile, his brown 

eyes sparkling. “Von’t worry. S won’t let it eat you.”
“S will save my last breath and spell to crisp your cute tush.”
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!ory teased me. He wouldn’t endanger our lives so cavalierly. He was 
certain the wzrgs were dead. But what made him certain whatever killed 
them had left the area5

S asked.
“…eah, it’s gone. Dtherwise, the maggot infested wzrg wouldn’t have 

been left behind.”
S sighed in relief.
Iocusing on the purpose of why we were here, S went over what we 

knew. Mo far, all we had was Hombir’s odd clues of stripped1clean bones 
and dead d’oglemenn in their dens. We needed more information.

“Are you sure we can best whatever killed this wzrg5”
!ory’s nose scrunched. “…ou and S are the best suited for it. Brawn and 

speed for me and smarts and magic from you. Hombir is a close second, 
if Tugg is at his side.” He took a breath. “We need more clues.”

S cleared my throat as S fondled a fresh pinch of sawdust from inside a 
pouch of my mage belt. “S’m ready. Iireball Irst, then ask 2uestions.”

Any sorcery Oying about the ridge would warn the others down the 
hill of our distress. They would, in all likelihood, be too slow in coming. 
But we had a clue in the deep claw wound, and it made sense to Ind 
another.

!ory continued on, now angling down the hillside, scrambling over a 
series of decaying logs. “This way.” He pointed with his sword as a vale 
appeared through the thinning trees and foliage1less brush, lit by dim 
moonlight.

The yellow grass1covered clearing was shaped in an oblong bowl, 
widening as it moved away from the rocky hillside that shot up at ridicu1
lous angles. !ory stopped and pointed.

S ga-ed past the tip of his sword. A small, dark shape broke up the 
outline of more rocks and boulders.

We walked toward it, side by side, my head swinging around, checking 
our rear.
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Dnce close enough to the dark shape, it resolved into a hole. St was a 
cave. Mome two feet high and three feet wide.

“S suppose you want to go in5” S asked.
He grinned like a kqottspiser.
Ry hands went to my hips. “S doubt there are any clues in there.”
“…ou don’t know that,” !ory said. “The opening is small enough that 

S can guarantee the beast isn’t inside. Mo, it won’t hurt to look. Sf there 
were any wzrgs left alive, we wouldn’t have made it this far without being 
challenged.”
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DEATH IN A CAVE
RORY

T he stench wafting out of the cave hit me hard as I kneeled at the 
entrance; a pungent mixture of blood, guts, and decay clawed at 

my nostrils. I pulled the hood from my head and stretched it around and 
over my mouth and nose. But it did little to ward oP the odor. ’eering 
in, the cave“s mouth swallowed the dim moonlight like a svartkatt gulped 
its kill.

L”okke“s spawn,æ I muttered under my breath. LIt smells like a troll“s 
armpit.æ

IngefYr grimaced and scraped her tongue over her teeth. LMou“re right. 
There are dead wYrgs inside. Aore than one. Ond their deaths in such 
close conSnes have ampliSed the assault on my nostrils.æ

Lqr, in plain speech, it reeks something Serce and I can taste it.æ I 
Kashed a grin, though my brows had furrowed. Domething had indeed 
killed the wYrgs. That something would make a :uick goulash out of us. 
Though I was certain it wasn“t in the cavern.

I chinned at IngefYr. LEeep a watch out and holler if something 
comes. Hon“t worry about me.æ I locked my eyes on hers. LI repeatN we 
would never have got this close without a challenge if a wYrg remained 
alive.æ

Dhe reached up and touched her snowKake pendant. LBe careful.æ
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LI love you, too.æ
je looked at each other. I had the better view.
Ofter a moment, IngefYr said, Ljhat‘æ
Lje don“t have torches, and I need a light.æ
Dhe halfRsighed, halfRgrowled. LAick has the light stick.æ Dhe huPed. 

LI“ll cast the incantation, but all I can do with it is hold my hand to the 
opening. I haven“t Sgured out a way to attach the spell to an obzect.æ

Back home, IngefYr studied and worked hard. In addition to the light 
spell, she and DeraSna had worked on making potions of healing. Do 
far, they“d made bitters, suitable for poisoning pigs. IngefYr had also 
been trying to divine the keyword for the magical ring with the JV“ 
embla6oned on the ruby stone. That vexed her more than the failed 
potions.

IngefYr cast her light spell, and I poked my sword into the hole. I then 
dragged it left and right, metal scraping on stone.

9o resistance. 9o sound warning me oP.
’romising. I poked my head into the hole. The opening was narrow, 

big enough for a wYrg, some two feet high and three feet wide. The entry 
tunnel kept the dimension, but turned to my left.

I crawled on my hands and knees, grimacing at the small stones zabbing 
into my Kesh.

Ofter another halfRturn of the tunnel, the pungent aroma of decay 
wrapped around my head like a wet blanket. I gagged, trying not to 
breathe. Then I willed myself to keep my dinner to stay put.

Blech. Blurch. Aggh.
I lost the battle, and gnarled chunks of lindwyrm Koated up into my 

mouth, along with some stomach Kuid. I wiped my mouth with an arm 
sleeve.

LMou alright in there‘æ
LMah. 0ust decided to lose some weight is all.æ
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By the dim cast of IngefYr“s light, I shu1ed past my puke into a 
wider and taller shaft. Veaching up, I conSrmed the rock conSnes hadn“t 
grown enough to permit me to stand. O couple of kneeRhand shu1es 
later, I found a dead wYrg. It, too, was covered in maggots. The powerful 
stench couldn“t come from zust one body. I suspected I would Snd more.

I checked the wYrg for inzuries under a murky light. The body was 
that of a female, and her gut was covered with teats. The underside of 
her belly had bits of her entrails peeking out. That added to the stink.

I shouted out of the hole, my voice reverberating. LOnother dead wYrg. 
Aaggot covered, like the Srst one.æ

…ive strides later2thirty kneeRzabbing shu1es2the tunnel turned 
again. This time, it opened into something six humans could lie down 
in. They zust couldn“t stand without bending their heads.

Onother body lay before me. Dhadows Kickered, revealing little in the 
darkness. There had been too many turns for IngefYr“s spell to be of help 
this deep.

I shoved the wYrg to the side using my shoulder. That maneuver 
caused maggots to zigger loose and onto my head and neck.

I growled as I brushed at my ears and my kinky black hair.
O sound3 …rom in front of me.
What the Hel is that?
I kneeled there, listening. There it was again. Veal soft, real faint.
O whimper.
No way!
I crawled a couple of strides, my ga6e sweeping the dark shadows. It 

was too damn dark, so I searched with my free hand. By touch, before 
me lay a bed of straw. I reached in.

O cold body, no bigger than my hand. Then another. Then a third.
The softest whine.
I pushed more lifeless whelps aside and reached in.
Ay Sngers brushed against the softest fur in the Vealm. It was warm.
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Ond it let out a contented groan at my touch.
The gods3
5ow does a pup survive for nigh on a week without food and water‘
LMou“re a tough one.æ
…or a moment, I considered. Ho I leave the whelp here‘ Meah, no. That 

wasn“t me.
I got into position and scooped the whelp into my hand. Then I edged 

around until I faced the way I had come in.
LI“m coming out.æ
I sheathed my sword real slow. 9o point in gashing my legGor more 

important bits.
I crawled out, but not before planting a knee in my own vomit. qutR

side, I extended myself to full height and stretched my back as I held aloft 
my pri6e.

Ljhat in gods is that‘æ IngefYr demanded.
LO pup. It“s alive.æ I smiled. Big.
LI can see that.æ IngefYr doused her magic light. Ljhat are you doing 

with it‘æ
The whelp whined.
LDhh, it“s alright,æ I said. L9o monster is going to get you. 9ot while 

I“m around.æ
IngefYr stared, maybe glared, at me. There was a long silence between 

us. I corralled the pup to my chest, giving it some of my body heat.
L9o way are you keeping it.æ
I lowered my ga6e at her. LThem“s Sghting words. 9o way am I leaving 

it to die a horrible death.æ
IngefYr rolled her eyes. I think she mouthed Jmen,“ but I wasn“t sure 

as she spun on a heel. LMou ready to go‘æ
I looked down at my pri6e. The pup“s eyes were closed. jhether from 

the light of the moon, something it wasn“t used to, or because it was near 
death, I didn“t know.
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LMeah. I need to get it some water or milk.æ I took oP at a fast pace. 
Ay eyes roved the countryside as I went over my brash decision. I spoke 
in whispers, using what I thought was a soothing tone. LI“m a hunter 
by training, so I hate to see the young mistreated so. 9ot that it“s your 
parents“ fault.æ

Before us lay a trail that meandered through the thick pines as it 
wound its way over the ridge. O :uarter of a mile into the forest we had 
ambled through earlier, but from another direction, we crossed the dead 
bodies of four more wYrgs. That made seven adults in total. These had 
been stripped of their fur and meat. 0ust bones and four skulls.

LDhit.æ I feared wYrgs, and if one attacked me, I“d do my best to kill it. 
But I hated to see them soGso deSled.

IngefYr said, LMou were right2the pack has been wiped out.æ
I gnawed on a lip. Ljhy eat these, but not the one on the trail along 

the base of the mountain‘æ
LDomething must have interrupted it. qr them.æ IngefYr shuddered. 

LjYrgs scare me. qne could take out two or three unwary travelers. On 
entire pack would doom a party of ten.æ

I nodded.
Dhe spun about with her hands outstretched. Lje“re stuck with one 

clue as to the beast“s nature. It2or they2took out a pack of wYrgs. je 
know it has a bigRass claw. But that“s it.æ

Dhe rarely swore. IngefYr must be agitated. Aaybe more minds could 
fathom something out of it, but I had my doubts. LWome on. je“ve been 
gone too long.æ

…or a part of our return zourney, we trekked beside a brook, its waters 
burbling. qnce we reached the undulating valley, I turned right, toward 
where our camp should be, while the brook went left.

I stroked the pup in my arms. LIts brothers and sisters, Sve of them, 
died of hunger and thirst. This one is the biggest, a male. 5e“s tough, 
IngefYr. 5e held out on his own for at least Sve days, maybe a week.æ

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



HCOT5, q9 IWC —I

Tears welled in my eyes. LAaybe I“m in denial, but something about 
that whine of hisGand then when I poked him, he sighed in satisfaction. 
It broke my heart, IngefYr.æ

Dhe s:uee6ed my hand. LI know. Mou love animals. I get it. But what 
are you going to do with it when it grows up‘æ

LThat“s thinking too far ahead. Vight now, I“m going to nurse it back 
to health.æ

I spoke true; I didn“t know what I would do later. There were considR
erations, like controlling a beast whose nature said humans were good 
eating. But for now, my heart wept at the pup“s predicament.

Back at camp, we got yelled at for worrying the group.
Tugg put his hands on his hips. LMe two have been gone for :uite some 

time.æ
5ombir shook his head. LOnd you didn“t bring back any Srewood.æ
DeraSna and Aick smiled sheepishly. The halfRalvae shrugged. Lje 

heard a noise and ran for it.æ
LDorry,æ IngefYr said. Lje got distracted.æ
I showed oP my pri6e, beaming like a proud father. L”ook what I 

found.æ
je sat around the Sre while several d“oglemenn were sent out to 

retrieve Srewood. Ae and IngefYr told our tale. jhich begged the :uesR
tionN what had killed the wYrgs‘

5ombir snu1ed his snout. LThe same beast or beasties that wiped out 
9ikkel Bakken.æ

LOnd our trade wagons,æ Tugg threw in.
LOye,æ I said. Lje have a new clue.æ
IngefYr said, LMour description of the dead bones of the d“oglemenn 

pointed at some sort of beast. But then the description of your clanmates 
killed inside their burrows threw us oP. 5ow did they die‘æ

I fussed with my newfound treasure, dribbling water into its eaR
ger mouth. Lje still don“t know that. But we know that they have a 
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footRwide hand2well, a claw2with maybe fourRinch talons. Ot least 
three, but I“m guessing four.æ I caught Tugg“s ga6e. LHo you have any 
milk‘æ

Tugg scowled. L9o. But I have cheese.æ
LKreat. I“ll take it.æ
DeraSna said, LI can heal it, if you want‘æ
I stroked the mottledRwhite fur of my pri6e. LMes. Thank you. I don“t 

think anything is wrong with him, other than he needs food and water.æ
LThen I“ll do a stamina restoration spell, like I do with IngefYr when 

she“s tired from spellcasting.æ
Ofter the whelp had been healed and while I fed it chunks of cheese, 

Snely crumbled for its teeth had yet to come in, we discussed our next 
steps.

5ombir said, LI don“t think it changes our direction. je go on to the 
enclave.æ

IngefYr nodded. LI agree.æ
Tugg eyed the halfRalvae and stroked his beard. LOye.æ
DeraSna Kashed a smile at Tugg. LMes. I“d like to get someplace warm.æ
H“oglemann dens were warm when the Sres were lit. They weren“t all 

that big, though.
Aick tugged at his tawny hair. Ljell, I can“t go back on my own. Do, 

I guess I will go with you.æ
IngefYr said, LOll the dead wYrgs beg a :uestion. They marauded the 

d“oglemann village over two weeks ago. But the deaths here are at most a 
week old.æ

5ombir“s snout zerked left, then right. Lje didn“t run into anything 
foul besides lindwyrms.æ

I shifted back to feeding the whelp water. LThere are no tracks in the 
grass that I could see. O week is a long time, especially if there“s no rain 
or snow to memoriali6e the beast“s passing. Cither it or they went up into 
the mountains, or they moved oP to the east.æ
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0onuku scowled. LMou think they“re ahead of us.æ
LKood odds.æ I shrugged. LIt, or they, may have gone north onto the 

Ice ’lains. But my gut says no.æ
IngefYr asked, LHid you make a Bal Bronne when you were out here, 

5ombir‘æ
H“oglemenn used a Bal Bronne as a celebratory Sre. It was huge and 

only built on special occasions.
5ombir“s snout dipped. LOye. O commemoration of life for the dead. 

Ond also as a beacon, in case there were any survivors. je left the next 
day.æ

I said nothing, but it was possible the Bal Bronne had been seenGand 
the mystery monster came back to investigate. Ljhatever it is, it“s east of 
us. I“m guessing a week. Though they may be waiting for us in 9ikkel 
Bakken.æ

The d“oglemenn 5ombir had sent out returned. Their haul of SreR
wood wasn“t great. Then again, it was dark, and there had been brutish 
beasties about. I suspected they had stayed within sight of the moonlit 
camp.

Tugg scowled at the meager haul. Lje head out in the morningGafter 
we gather more Srewood.æ
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NIKKEL BAKKEN
RORY

T hree hours past the noon meal of the following day, Mick, Sera-I
na, ængef.r, and æ rode out front, spread out in a line thirty paces 

across’ My marevs hooHes crunched on dead grass as we came up on Two 
bunchPack Nass’

This place, and Bikkel Lakken, scarred me two years ago’ zast time æ 
was here, æ killed do:ens of alHae soldiers’ æ had a good reasonW they were 
trying to kill the dvoglemenn of Bikkel Lakken’ æ learned later the alHaes 
had Peen magicked with a Hile potion, one that made them see the Plood 
of dvoglemenn as essential to their surHiHal’

jhat Pothered me most aPout that day was æ had enAoyed spilling 
alHae Plood’ That had Peen zaehHateinnvs doing, the Hile spirit that 
somehow liHed in my sword, then in me’ Lut the truth of it was, æ had 
giHen her control oHer my mind and Pody’ Dnd my Ploodlust had led to 
the death of my friend, “aran’

Ds æ glanced up the trail, a part of me hungered for zaehHavs knowledge 
and skill and the aura of power that came with her’

ængef.r touched my arm’ æ hadnvt heard her approach’ She smiled 
wanly, her Plue eyes searching mine’

æ sat straighter in the saddle’ ”ævm alright’E
”The promise of something Petter is a lie’E
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ber ga:e dared me to argue’ æ qashed a smile’ ”æ know’E Dnd æ did’ 
Though æ couldnvt say my hand didnvt itch to hold that magic Plade’

She nodded to the east’ ”Reep your eyes open for any signs of our 
mysterious Peast’E

æ pointed at Sera-na’ ”ætvs why æ Holunteered us to ride in front’ ber 
eyes are our Pest chance of spotting the enemy Pefore they see us’E

Dn hour later, the ?uartet of ænAustices xighted rode oHer the last ridge 
and looked upon the enclaHe of Bikkel Lakken’ je had seen no sign of 
any other creature’ bow could something so Pig not leaHe a footprintY

The enclaHe was as æ rememPered it’ D leagueIwide Powl Petween two 
ridges’ Three enormous caHes were to the south, on my right’ D hundred 
holes in the ground, dvoglemenn dens, each had a stone totem neJt to 
them, though some had Peen knocked oHer’

æ sniVed the air’ 6lean’ MayPe a hint of dead grass’ My nostrils fro:e, 
for the moisture in the air had ticked up eHer since we found the w.rgs’ æ 
looked at the sky’ 6louds, thick and as Plack as iron, hung oHer our heads’ 
æt would snow today’

This place had neHer Peen charming, eHen when it was full of liHe 
Podies’ Bow it was decidedly worse, as an ominous forePoding welled 
out of the empty Purrows’

bomPir stepped Peside my steed’ ”je Puried the Pones and the Podies 
in one mass graHe’E be pointed’ ”Nast the eastern caHe’E

æ spotted the mound of earth’ ”8ou still using the center caHe as a 
meeting siteYE

”8es’E be looked oHer his shoulder and wagged his head at someone’ 
”Makes sense for eHeryone to gather inside’ Therevs -rewood and coal 
ready for use’ Cr was when we left’E

æ ruPPed my chilled shoulders’ ”D -re sounds grand’E
ængef.r said, ”ævm so sorry for your loss, bomPir’E
…onuku Aoined her husPand, her ga:e -Jed on the dens’ ”This place 

trouPles me’E
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She was Peing kind’
”6hin up, dear,E bomPir said’ ”Therevs work to Pe done’ This enclaHe 

must Pe restarted’E
”Sometimes æ wish you didnvt care so much’E
TrouPle in the Tramanek householdY
æ sympathi:ed with …onuku’ xepopulating the enclaHe was !idarrvs 

doing’ be was a persistent cuss’ NossiPly the lone one more hardheaded 
person in the xealm than my wifeGand me’ æ grunted’ be was, too often, 
right’ xight aPout direction and strategy, tactics, and eHen righteousness’

Mick Proke the tense silence’ ”6heerful place’ zooks like the kind of 
spot where hope goes to free:e to death’E

æ cleared my throat’
ængef.r said, ”Must youYE
”jhatYE Mick raised his arms in ?uestion’
Sera-na said, ”Ch, go eat a radish’E
Tugg and his crew, along with the donkeys, stopped atop the ridge’ ”æ 

haHe neHer Peen this far east’E
bomPir pointed’ ”To the central caHe’ jevll make our home there 

until your caraHan arriHes’E be stepped down the slope’ ”æt will giHe us 
time to reIinspect the dens and see if there is a clue we missed’E

je tied oV our mounts near the opening’ Cnce inside the giant caHern, 
dvoglemenn sprung into action, starting two -res and showing me and 
my crew our spots, where we laid our gear’

Mick turned around in a circle’ ”The gods; æ need a raise’E
Sera-na said, ”6old, desolate, and now dark’ ævm inside a caHeGagain’ 

8ou two ruP elPows with the strangest of Peings’E
æ grinned at her’ ber eyes followed Tugg more and more each day’ Lut 

æ said, ”æ donvt know’ baHing Peen imprisoned Py an alHae, falsely æ must 
add, and haHing spent a do:en nights under tons of rock, and too many 
moons on the æce NlainsGwell, in the latter, you Aust might Pe right’E

ængef.r pointed at the caHern opening’ ”ætvs snowing’E
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”Freat’ …ust great’E Sera-na stole my line’ 
æ pulled the w.rg pup out of my coat pocket, still wrapped in my 

undershirt, and fetched the last of the groupvs cheese’ ”ævm going to 
need something else to feed him’ Cw;E æ Aerked my hand free, shaking 
it’ ”Lastard Pit me’E

”be getting his teethYE ængef.r asked’
æ raised my -nger high0 no Plood driPPled down it’ ”Dh, not yet’ bevs 

got a powerful Aaw, is all’E
”Dnd Aust think,E my wife teased, ”soon hevll haHe Pig teeth, too’E
”j.rgs are smart’ ævll teach him not to Pite me’E
Mick said, ”Ci; jhat aPout the rest of usYE
æ smiled Put didnvt say anything’
ængef.r punched my shoulder’ ”bevll make sure the whelp doesnvt 

harm anyoneGor ævll take matters into my own hands’E
æ ruPPed my sore shoulder’ That woman knew how to throw a punch’ 

ægnoring her, æ chinned at bomPir’ ”jhatvs !aranusian for surHiHorYE
”CverleHendeh,E he replied’
”Thatvs his name’E æ stroked his mottled gray cheeks’ ”CverleHendeh, 

youvre a mighty tough son of a Pitch’E
”xory;E ængef.r raised her Hoice’
”jhatY bevs Porn of a female w.rg, which is a Pitch’ bevs her son’E
The others chuckled, Put ængef.rvs lips turned taut and thin’
æ shrugged’ She would not win the -ghtGnot this time’ Bot when it 

was the truth’ CverleHendeh had surHiHed up to a week without nursing’ 
ævd neHer heard of something like that happening’

æ asked, ”“oes anyPody haHe any foodY Eor the pupY The lindwyrm is 
too chewy for him’E

Sera-na said, ”There may Pe some leftoHer stores here’E
”Coh, moldy cheese’E Mick made a face’ ”æ wish æ had my radishes’E
”The gods, no’E æ grimaced at the thought’ CverleHendehvs teeth 

wouldnvt come in Py tomorrow, when we would haHe to throw the wyrm 
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meat away’ æt might Pe another week or two Pefore the pup could chew 
on anything that we had, like pemmican’ Milk was the Pest option’ Lut 
we didnvt haHe any’ 

æ ended up feeding CverleHendeh pieces of Pread, softened in water’
Dt dinner time, we gathered around one -re, deep in the center caHern’ 

The snow kept coming, though we were a day shy of a moon away from 
Fodsv “ay’ There was a chance we could get oV the godsv forsaken æce 
Nlains Pefore the worst of winter hit’ Lut my gut said it was a foolvs hope’
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A CONCLAVE
INGEFÆR

F olks nihseda dtghif ged ltsg ow ged lhiayrm,b ytseda aoyi ur ,.fs 
ow eog gdtR pomr w.ssda yhge ehs idy Idgb ldgghif ged gehif f., ehs 

nifdmsR v s,hlda yedidHdm ,r e.sutia rdlIdaR
co,uhm “ldtmda ehs gemotgR T”etik ro. wom “o,hif o.g edmdRz chs ft’d 

sgoIIda oi ,d tia ed edla ,r drdsR Tv yommr gyo ,tfds tmdiWg dio.fe 
wom yetg lhds tedtaR Vd ,tr idda Dhatmm tia ged poa ow ged -mdkh go mha 
.s ow yetgdHdm hs udwo.lhif gedsd IlthisRz

Dhatmm yts somdlr ,hssdaR Vhge ged poab ed “o.la ultsg ged dighmd di‘
“ltHd higo tig‘sh’da “e.iksR v ioaadab t“kioyldafhif ged iddaR T”edmd 
hs ged ,tggdm ow ,r shfidg mhifR ”ed oid yhge ged fola …pRWz v geo.feg 
tuo.g ahffhif wom hgb u.g ioy ytsiWg ged mhfeg gh,dR Tvg hs stha go fmtig ged 
ydtmdm taahghoitl sgt,hit?v ytig go str .ilh,hgdab u.g v aoiWg kioy hw 
hgWs gm.dRz

TVetgWs ged Imould,Gz co,uhm tskdaR
v yehmlda ged sioyAtkd‘setIda Idtml tmo.ia ,r id“kR T”ed “o,‘

,tia yoma go t“ghHtgd hgs Ioydms ets dl.ada ,dRz
Tv ,hfeg nia so,d gh,d go s“mr yehld ydWmd ythghifbz co,uhm sthaR
Emh,t“hifb v ioaadaR
pomr Ih“kda ehs edta .IR TNmd ged adis “ldtida o.gGz
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co,uhm ioaadaR TBdsR CL.hI,digb ultikdgsb tia gools tmd sgomda 
edmdRz

Tæ.g io wooa sgo“kG Mhkd “eddsd om so,dgehif sowg wom ged yedlIGz
N setkd ow ehs edtaR TNll ged Idmhsetulds yd wo.ia ydmd umo.feg 

ut“k yhge .s go 2mtl ætm NffdiR CHdmrgehif dlsd yts u.mida hi ged Bal 
Bronne.z

pomr s“oylda ts ed sgmokda ged I.I lrhif hi ehs ltIR ”ed utur yjmf 
,.sg etHd ghmdaR Jr e.sutiaWs lhIs ,oHdab ,.m,.mhif go ehs idy loHd 
higdmdsgR N Itif ow Sdtlo.sr sgm.,,da gemo.fe ,dR æ.g v I.seda hg tytrR 
”ehs yts t IetsdR

-hHdmghif ,r geo.fegsb v s.mHdrda o.m fmo.IR co,uhm eta g.mida go 
sIdtk yhge !oi.k.b yehld sdHdi ow ged aWofld,dii ytmmhoms sgtmda higo 
ged nmdb iog sIdtkhif go oid tiogedmR N Ithm sgooa o.gshad oi ytg“eR

”.ffWs aHtdmfs stg wtmgedm tytrb gedhm wt“ds ehaadi hi setaoyR ”.ff stg 
udshad Odmtnitb gedhm edtas “losdR ”ed etlw‘tlHtd fhfflda dHdm so sowglrR

v  g.mida go co,uhmR  TVer aoiWg  ro. fo oHdm  yetg ro. wo.ia 
edmd?oid ,omd gh,dRz

Tæd“t.sd yd loHd go edtm gtlds ow yodbz Jh“k sthaR
Tc.se3z pomr sthab ehs Hoh“d nm,R TvgWs t fooa hadt go md,hia dHdmroid 

ow yetgWs tg sgtkdRz
T”edmd ydmd nwgr “o.Ilds lhHhif edmdbz co,uhm sthaR TFo.mgddi hiah‘

Hha.tls tmd ,hsshif utsda oi ,r “o.ighif ow sk.lls tia uoahdsR Vd wo.ia 
ged uoids ow gehmgrb Imds.,tulr ged ytmmhom ,tldsb idtm ged mhafd dtsg ow 
edmdR Nia ged aHtdmf “tmtHti t etlw atr dtsg ow getgRz

Odmtnit shfedaR TNia v geo.feg ydWa ud stwdm oi“d yd fog Itsg gehs 
Ilt“dRz

TNhiWg io s.isehid go ud wo.iabz Jh“k sthaR TVdWll wmdd’d o.m tssds 
oxRz

v I.g t nifdm go ,r lhIsR ”ed g.ma mollda ehs drds tg ,dR pomr yo.la 
etHd t wdy “eoh“d yomas yhge eh, ltgdmR vw ed dHdm sgoIIda “oohif tg getg 
I.IR
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co,uhm sihxda tia yhIda ehs sio.g yhge t gtloida etiaR TFhwgr‘shU 
uoahds ydmd wo.ia hishad gedhm u.mmoysR CHdmroid yts adtaR ”edhm uoahds 
lh,IR v “o.laiWg gdll eoy gedr ahdaRz

TKo Hhshuld yo.iasGz v tskdab geo.fe v kidy ged tisydmR
co,uhm seook ehs edtaR T”edhm uoids ydmdiWg umokdib iom ydmd gedr 

gomi tItmg lhkd ged ogedmsRz
v sIoggda ged look oi pomrWs wt“dR TVetgWs gmo.ulhif ro.Gz
TVetgdHdm tggt“kda ged yjmfs ahaiWg fo hishad gedhm adiR vgb om gedrb 

wo.feg yhge gedhm ,tsshHd “ltys tfthisg ged yjmfWs googe‘nllda ,tysR 
cdmdb ged aWofld,dii ydmd umokdi5“m.seda IdmetIsb udwomd gedr ydmd 
dtgdi5o.gshad ged u.mmoyR Nia edmdb ged udtsg om udtsgs tlso khllda ged 
oids getg eha hi gedhm adisRz

co,uhm itmmoyda ehs uoir umoysR TOtr getg tfthiGz
v dUIlthidaR Tpomr wo.ia sdHdmtl fmoyi yjmfs hishad gedhm adiR ”edhm 

yo.ias ydmd wtgtlR æ.g ud“t.sd ged I.Is ydmd .igo.“edab yd s.sId“g ged 
yjmfs eta foid o.g ow ged “tHd go nfegb tia gedi “mtylda hishad yedi 
gedr ydmd arhifR cdmdb ged aWofld,dii kidy udggdm tia eoIda go s.mHhHd 
ur ehahifR æ.g hg aha io fooaRz

pomr ioaadaR T”ed tggt“kdm hs goo uhf go ng hishad ged adisRz
!oi.k.Ws Hoh“d Ihg“eda ehfeR Tæ.g gedr khllda ged, tirytrRz
v uoyda ,r edtaR Tv kioyR ”ed oid “l.d co,uhm ,dighoida dtmlhdm 

yts getg t wdy ow ged, eta ydg “logedsb tia gedmd yts t adi om gyo yhge 
I.aalds ow ytgdmR vs getg mhfegGz

co,uhm ioaadaR
v sthab T”edmdWs so,dgehif ydWmd ,hsshifR Oo,dgehif yd aoiWg rdg 

kioy tuo.g gedsd udtsgsRz
!oi.k. u.msg higo gdtmsR
co,uhm sgmokda ehs yhwdWs ut“kshadR
Jh“k s“mdd“edaR T”ed foas3 v aoiWg kioy yer v shfida .I yhge ro. 

tllRz
v drda eh,R TJtkd ro.msdlw .sdw.lR Edg so,d nmdyooaRz
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pomr sgtmda Jh“k aoyiR TEdg t fmhIb ro.if ,tiR ædlhdHd hg om iogb 
oi“d yd tisydm gedsd L.dsghoisb ged gtsk udwomd .s yhll fdg dtshdmb wom gedi 
yd “ti Ilti oi eoy go adtl yhge?yetgdHdm hs khllhif o.g edmdRz

vi mdsIoisdb Jh“k I.llda o.g t gtuldg tia sgrl.sR cd ,.,uldab Tæook 
ow fm.afdsRz

pomr “e.“kldaR Tv geo.feg v yts tlmdtar lhsgdaRz
Jh“kWs iosd gyhg“edaR TVdllb ro.Wmd ,oHhif .IRz
”ed Ithm ow aWofld,dii “t,d hishad go dia gedhm sehwg oi ytg“eR co,‘

uhm sIokd go ged, hi gedhm Dtmti.shtiR Vomas v .iadmsgooab .ildss gedr 
sIokd goo wtsgR

co,uhm sdig o.g gyo ogedm ytmmhoms tia g.mida go ged mdsg ow .sR T”ed 
sioy hs sgdtar ioyb tuo.g ti hi“e ti eo.mRz

”.ff ahsdiftfda wmo, OdmtnitR T”ed thm gtsgds ,hfegr at,I go ,dR 
Vd ,hfeg etHd t woog ur ,omihifRz

pomr s“mtg“eda tg ged I.IWs udllrR vg shfedab hgs drds “losdaR
”.ff sthab Tvg ud t go.fe mota go 2mtl N’’t pha ioyRz
v sydIg ,r ft’d udroia ged nmdR T”edmdWs ,omd tg sgtkd geti S.sg 

ytfois tia fooasRz
”.ff fm.igdab ehs seo.ladm ldtihif higo OdmtnitWsR
pomr sgooa tia It“da yhge ged I.I “mtalda hi ged “mook ow ehs tm,R 

TMdgWs gtkd gehs oid sgdI tg t gh,dR co,uhmb ro. gola .s tuo.g sdHdi 
tggt“ksR Nmd yd “dmgthi gedmd tmdiWg tir ,omdGz

T7dmgthiGz co,uhm sthaR TKoR æ.g io oid dlsd ets “lth,da tir ,hsshif 
ytfoisRz

TNlmhfegRz v gook pomrWs “.dR TEhHd .s ged m.iaoyi ow dt“e “tmtHti 
go ud tggt“kdaR ”tkd hg oid kddI tg t gh,db u.g sgtmg yhge ged nmsg kioyi 
tggt“kRz

”.ff I.llda tytr wmo, ged etlw‘tlHtdR T”ed nmsg ud t “tmtHti wmo, 
2mtl Ftl vsb yeh“e mdt“eda co,uhmWs “lti tg 2ouudm Pigdm O,.ss hi ged 
gehmgddige ,oige ow ltsg rdtmR vg gedi ydig oi go ,d kddIb sgtrda oHdm 

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



-CN”cb —K v7C Y6

EoasW -trb gedi ,tad wom 2mtl N’’t phab ldtHhif hi ged nmsg ,ooi ow 
gehs rdtmR æ.g hg idHdm ,tad hgRz

Ct“e rdtm “o,Imhsda gehmgddi ,oiges ow gydigr‘dhfeg atrsb yhge 
EoasW -tr “o,hif mhfeg twgdm Vhigdm Oolsgh“dR ”ed pdtl,Ws rdtm “oishsg‘
da ow gemdd e.iamda shUgr‘nHd atrsR

”ed gehif tuo.g EoasW -tr yts getg ged Iltid ow Nstftma tia ged 
,tgdmhtl Iltid ow ged pdtl, ,dsedaR Oomg owR —id “o.laiWg fo oHdm go 
ged ogedmb u.g so,dgh,dsb oid “o.la sdd tia edtmR Nia udwomd ged foas 
ydmd utihseda go gedhm Iltidb t sdld“g wdy “o.la sIog oidR vg yts add,da 
udidn“htlb ,tmkhif ,trud oid o.g ow gdi Hhdydms ts sId“htlR

”ed ogedm gehif yts getg hg ,dssda yhge ged ydtgedmR vi ,osg Ilt“dsb 
hg “mdtgda t wofR Fom t “ola diHhmoi,dig lhkd edmdb hg yo.la mthsd ged 
gd,Idmtg.mdQ hi t eog oidb hg yo.la loydm hgR

v sthab TOob so,dyedmd udgyddi 2mtl ætm Nffdi tia 2mtl N’’t phab 
ged “tmtHti ,dg yhge “tlt,hgrGz

”.ff sthab TNrdRz
v g.mida go co,uhmR T-o ro. kioy hw hg ,tad hg Itsg gehs di“ltHdGz
co,uhm lookda tg ged “tHdmi ytllb ehs drds itmmoyhifR Tv “tiWg ud 

“dmgthib u.g v gehik soR v yts edmd getg ,ooib edlIhif ged ogedms fdg 
sdggldaR vi wt“gb gedmd yts ti Nll Vtg“edm dld“ghoi getg ,oigeb tia s“o.gs 
mdIomgda sddhif aHtdmfsb u.g v aoiWg md“tll ytfois udhif ,dighoidaRz

TNlmhfegbz v sthaR TOtr hg etIIdida dtsg ow edmdR MdgWs str hg yts ad‘
sgmorda udgyddi edmd tia 2mtl N’’t phaRz v “ehiida tg ”.ffR TVedi aha 
ged sd“oia ytfoi gmthi wmo, 2mtl Ftl vs fdg yhIda o.gGz

T”etg yo.la ud ged shUge ,ooi ow gehs rdtmbz ged aHtdmf mdIlhdaR Tvg 
ldwg 2mtl Ftl vs u.g idHdm ,tad hg go 2ouudm Pigdm O,.ssR Mhiayrm,s 
ydmd ult,daRz

Jr drds sL.higda tg getgR FhHd ,oois eta Itssdab tia ,omd geti etlw 
ged v“d Xlthis eta uddi gmtHdmsdaR ”ed ahsgti“d ahaiWg gmo.uld ,db u.g 
ged ahmd“ghoi sdd,da oaaR Jtrud lhiayrm,s ydmd go ult,dR

TEo gemo.fe 2mtl ætm NffdiWs adsgmorda “oiHorsbz pomr sthaR
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”.ff stha gedhm nmsg adsgmorda “tmtHti eta uddi sdig hi ged wo.mge 
,ooi ow gehs rdtmR Tvg idHdm ,tad hg go 2ouudm Pigdm O,.ssRz

TEo oibz v sthaR
T”ed idUg oid ud wo.m ,oois tfo5ydllb nHd ioy5hi ged dhfege 

,ooi ow gehs rdtmRz ”.ff edtHda ehs ,.s“.ltm seo.ladmsR Tvg goo ahaiWg 
,tkd hg go co,uhmWs di“ltHdRz

v s“mtg“eda ,r edtaR 7oiw.shoi sddIda hiR ”ed ,tmt.adms eta gmtHdlda 
ydsgytmab u.g ioy gedr sgtrda hi Ilt“dG

”.ff ydig oiR T”ed gehma ytfoi gmthi yts ehg dtsg ow edmdR Nl,osg 
gemdd yddks tfo ioyRz

co,uhm ioaadaR TBdsR Ns pomr sthab v lhkdlr tmmhHda ged atr twgdm ged 
tggt“kR vg gook .s t “o.Ild ow atrs ow ftgedmhif uoahds tia sdtm“ehif wom 
khiR ”etgWs yedi yd wo.ia yetg yts ldwg ow ged ytfoisR Nwgdm ged w.idmtl 
Irmdb v sdig t uhma go Dhatmmb tia yd ,tad wom 2mtl ætm NffdiRz

T”ed tggt“k gemdd yddks tfo o““.mmda hi ged gydlwge ,oigebz Odmtnit 
sthaR TVdWmd hi ged gehmgddige ts ow rdsgdmatrRz

Fo.m yddksb ldss t atrb .ighl Vhigdm Oolsgh“dR v se.aadmdab wom v kidy 
ged adIges ow “ola getg “t,d twgdm EoasW -trR

pomr sthab T”ed tggt“ks “t,d ut“k dtsgR v aoiWg sdd ged ItggdmiR ”edmd 
tmd goo ,tir ftIsRz

v sy.if ,r ft’d goytma co,uhmR TVetg tuo.g ged gyo aWofld,tii 
ytfoi o.ghifsGz

co,uhmWs loif sio.g Ihi“edaR T”ed nmsg o““.mmda hi ged gehma ,ooi 
ow gehs rdtmR Vd aoiWg sdia “tmtHtis o.g .ighl ydll twgdm OImhif CL.hioUR 
æ.g ged di“ltHd iddada taahghoitl s.IIlhds go fdg ged ,hihif fohifR v 
kioy hg Itssda gemo.fe 2mtl ætm Nffdib wom gedr gmtada wom ,omd fooas 
gedmdb u.g hg idHdm tmmhHda edmdRz

cd “oighi.dab Tvi ged gdige ,oigeb yd sdig gehs rdtmWs yhigdm s.I‘
IlhdsR vgb goob tmmhHda tg 2mtl ætmm Nffdib u.g idHdm ,tad hg edmdR Veh“e 
hs yer v “t,d o.g go hiHdsghftgdR N ,ooi goo ltgdRz
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Jr ,hia sI.iR v gook dt“e ,d,udm higo ,r ft’dR TNir hadtsG Nir‘
oidGz

9.hdg nllda ged thmR
v edtma s“mtg“ehif tia g.mida go Jh“kR TVetg tmd ro. ymhghifGz
Jh“kWs sgrl.s eoHdmda oHdm ehs ytU gtuldgR cd “ldtmda ehs gemotgR Tv 

,tad t “etmgR Nll ged tggt“ks o““.mmda dtsg ow ged Ilt“ds yedmd v ,tmkda 
ti JRz cd edla hg .I wom ,d go sddR

TVdllb vWll udRz v go.slda ehs ethmR T”edmdWs t ItggdmiR ”edr gmtHdlda ydsg 
tia gedi ut“k tfthiRz

TVetgGz pomr sthab “o,hif oHdm go .sb ged I.I si.fflhif hi ehs tm,R
TXtss hg tmo.iab Ildtsdbz v sthaR
Vedi dHdmroid eta lookda tia ftsIdab v ,oHda go sgtia udshad 

pomrR T”ed tggt“kdms5v gehik yd etHd go tss.,d gedmdWs ,omd geti 
oid5“o,Ildgda t looI hi t lhggld ldss geti t rdtmWs gh,dR ”edr sIdig 
ged etmseidss ow yhigdm gmtHdlhif ydsg wmo, so,dyedmd dtsg ow edmd go 
so,dyedmd ydsg ow 2ouudm Pigdm O,.ssRz

!oi.k. ftsIdaR
co,uhm seook ehs sio.gR TVd idHdm sty tirgehifR Kom ydmd yd tg‘

gt“kdaRz
pomr tskda Jh“k go eola .I ged gtuldg wom eh,R T”edr nmsg tggt“kda5v 

tfmdd yhge vifdwjm getg gedmdWs ,omd geti oid “.lImhg5ged nmsg ,ooi ow 
ged rdtmR Jtrud gedr “t,d wmo, ged iomgeRz

TFmo, vs DtiiGz co,uhm tskdaR
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Jr f.g md“ohlda tg ged hadtR TKoR Ng ldtsg v aoiWg gehik soRz v tskda 
”.ffb TvsiWg getg !og.ii gdmmhgomr ur tfmdd,digGz

”.ffWs edta ytffldaR T”etg ud ged ahHhahif lhidR 7tiWg str hg udloifs 
go tiruoarR N somg ow ad,hlhgtmh’da tmdtRz

TEmdtgR !.sg EmdtgRz
v eta go tfmdd yhge pomrR vw gedr “t,d wmo, udroia vs Dtii?R TNmd yd 

adtlhif yhge ged !og.iiGz
pomr sthab TKoR v ,dtib iog ahmd“glrR ”ed udtsgs etHd ,tsshHd “ltysR 

”ed !og.iib fhtig etiasRz
N “ltifhif so.iada hi ,r edtaR !og.ii mti tmo.ia yhge h“d fmh’’lhdsR 

TVetg hw ged yjmfs ydmd khllda ur ged !og.iisW “o,Itihoisb ged h“d 
fmh’’lhdsGz

OetmI hietltghois ydmd amoyida o.g ur Jh“kWs s.aadi moosgdm “moyR
v se.seda eh,R
pomr sthab Tv gehik t It“k ow yjmfs yo.la aoyi tg ldtsg oid h“d fmh’’lrR 

Vd ahaiWg sdd tir udtm uoidsRz
v s“mtg“eda tg ,r “ehiR Tcoy aha ged !og.iib hw hgWs ged,b khll ged 

aWofld,dii ehahif hi gedhm u.mmoysGz
”.ff sthab TKog ged !og.iib gediR Oo,d ogedm udtsghdRz
v sthab Tv yoiWg fo go vs Dtiib om Iohigs iomge ow gedmdR Kog yedi ged 

edtmg ow yhigdm hs “o,hifRz
Dhatmm yo.la etHd go “o,d o.g edmd tia adtl yhge ged !og.ii eh,sdlwR 

Vo.la ged poa ow -mdkh fhHd eh, ged dafd ed iddadaG
pomr It“daR TJtrud gedr ahaiWg “o,d wmo, ged wtm iomgeR Mook tg ged 

fmhaR ”edrWmd ,trud t yddk iomge ow gehs tmdtb om dtsg ow edmdR ”etgWs iog 
dHdi “losd go vs DtiiRz

”ed .iwmo’di ltkdb om vs Dtiib yts t gyo‘yddk gmdk a.d iomge ow 2mtl 
ætm NffdiR Vd ydmd t gyo‘yddk ehkd wmo, hg ts ydllR ”emdd ioyb shi“d ged 
sioy sgtmgda ArhifR Tv tfmdd yhge pomrR æ.g yedmd aha gedr “o,d wmo,Gz

pomr uldy o.g t f.sg ow thmR TBo. yo.la gehik so,dgehif so adtalr 
yo.la etHd uddi sddi udwomdR Mtmfd sytges ow ,hsshif hiahHha.tls yo.la 
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etHd so.iada ged tltm, t loif gh,d tfoR Vedmd etHd gedr uddi tll gehs 
gh,dG Ver etHd ged tggt“ks sgtmgda gehs rdtmGz

Jh“k s“mdd“eda tfthiR
”ehs gh,db v Sohida eh,R
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CLUELESS
RORY

W hen the hubbub inside the cavern died down, I said, “We’re not 
traveling to Is Vann. Not without Vidarr and his Rod. Hombir 

and Ingefær could keep us warm with their spells, but then they’d be too 
exhausted to ”ght.J

We had a handful of healing potions, but against Aotunn, it wouldn’t 
matter. O boulder crashing into a group killed all on impact.

I swept the group as I cuddled T’erlevendeh tight. “We search around 
here. When Dugg’s folks’ caravan arrives, we have a decision to make. jo 
we Koin them on their way to zral OBBa Rid, or do we return to zral ?ar 
OggenPJ

Ingefær stood. “I agree with Rory. If it’s the Aotunn and their griBBlies 
behind all this, then we need Vidarr.J

Hombir said, “I’ll send a bird to Dyrrby tomorrow morning. ?ut right 
now, all you have is speculation.J

Dugg scratched at his salt and pepper beard. “Oye. If I knew for certain 
the attackers be at Is Vann, I would muster me entire host of Ovarkæsir. 
We’d give the beasties a good thumping. ?ut as we don’t yet know for 
sure, Mremier Yina would override me orders.J He stared into the ”re, 
then nodded. “I say we go to zral OBBa Rid. Ee coming with us increases 
the odds of the wagonload making it to me kin.J
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Hombir’s snout snu2ed. Having seen the look before, I knew he was 
agitated.

“What’s on your mind, HombirPJ I asked.
“We’re getting ahead of ourselves. We need to search the area here. 

Ogain. Ond then we can decide in which direction to go.J
Dugg nodded. “Oye. Lorry if me words implied otherwise. Tf course 

we’ll help ye here.J
Yick raised a hand. “jo I get a votePJ
Ingefær and I spoke in unison. “No.J
Yick made a face, and I was pretty sure he pretended to write in his 

book of grudges.
I moved to stand by him. “Dhat was some mighty ”ne deducing you 

did with your tablet and stylus. We all had the same information, but 
until you laid it out, it was a Kumbled mess.J

Ingefær ru2ed his hair. “Ond you thought you wouldn’t be of much 
use.J

Yick sat taller. “Dhank you. It was a tangled web for me, too. Dhat’s 
why I wrote it down.J

Lera”na heaved her shoulders in a deep sigh. “Well, I can’t say I like 
this place.J Lhe glanced out into the darkness. “Lnow. I had never seen it 
before.J

“Ond nowPJ Dugg asked.
“I’m sorry that I have.J Lhe smiled, dimples dotting her cheeks.
I teased her. “Ond what about dvaergsPJ
Lhe blushed as Dugg nudged her with a shoulder. “I was told they 

stink. ?ut you know whatP jvaergs smell less than humans and alvaes. 
Olmost as much as d’oglemenn.J

“Lwitchgrass and cucumbers,J I said. “Respectively.J
Her green Kaw dropped. “I knew the ”rst. I’ve been trying to put a 

name to the second. ?ut that’s right.J
Aonuku said, “Eou don’t want to hear what we think you smell like.J
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I put up my free hand, the other holding my whelp. “No, we don’t. 
—et’s leave this on a pleasant note.J

“Doo late,J Yick said.
Ingefær said, “We’ll decide on direction, not Is Vann, when Dugg’s 

folks arrive.J
With that, the gathering broke up. We headed to our respective 

bedrolls and put in for the night. Dugg’s dvaergs and Hombir’s d’ogle3
menn rotated guard duty and ”re watch.

In the morning, we woke to an inch less than a foot of snow. I spent 
my ”rst hour feeding T’erlevendeh water3soaked bread and then giving 
him a bowl of water to drink.

What I was doing was the bare minimum to keep him alive. What he 
needed was milk, and in a week or two…when his teeth started to come 
in…raw meat. Dhe former would be diqcult out here on the Ice Mlains. 
Dhe latter could be achieved by hunting. I knew what I would do later 
today.

?ut ”rst, Hombir organiBed den searches in teams of three. Tne 
dvaerg, one d’oglemann, and one human…with Lera”na included in the 
last group. “jiFerent perspectives to see if there is anything me and mine 
have missed.J

I was paired up with Aonuku and a dvaerg by name of Nikk. Hombir 
assigned each of the four groups their share of burrows. Aonuku led 
us to our ”rst den. I was surprised at the lack of stink, especially since 
d’oglemenn had died inside. ?ut other than a musty staleness, it was no 
worse than an unused bedroom in my parents’ home. It was as cold inside 
as it was out. Dhree weeks of no ”res had seen to that.

Dhe burrows were small, big enough for four grownups. I hunkered 
down, avoiding the low ceilings, which hung less than a foot above my 
head.

Cach den had a kitchen placed near the entrance to air out any smoke. 
Next to that was a sitting area, and beyond that, a bedroom. Mast the 

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



jCODH, TN I8C 14

bedroom was a cutout with a drape, which, from my prior visits inside 
a den, I knew to be a privy. Cxcept for the privy, the three areas were 
open to the air5no walls. Instead, the three main rooms were divided 
by alcoves and shelving. Dhe alcove between the kitchen and sitting area 
served as a Koint pantry and storage area. Oll the shelves were bare. Dhe 
den was a cave in all comparisons save for the manner of exit5through a 
heavy drape and up the stairs. 

Tur search of the ”rst den revealed nothing of interest.
I stopped in the middle of the kitchen and asked, “Is this burrow one 

that had bodiesPJ
Aonuku nodded sti2y. “Ees.J
I moved to the stairwell, shoved aside the woolen drape, and looked up 

at the thinning gray clouds. Dhere were eight steps…rather tall and shal3
low compared to human ones. ?ut d’oglemenn were spry and capable of 
leaping Guite high.

We repeated our search in twenty more dens, by which time my eyes 
had glaBed over.

Nikk grumbled. “Dhis be a waste of time. Dhere be no clues left 
behind.J

Aonuku nodded. “I know. Ofter we’d buried everyone, Hombir rushed 
us, and we emptied everything into the cavern that we couldn’t carry in 
our wagon.J

“Olright,J I said. “—et’s ”nish our allotment and head back to the 
cave.J

6inishing with the last den, we emerged to almost clear skies, the 
sun pushing through the remaining thin layer of mist. It had stopped 
snowing. ?ut with a foot of snow, it was hard work to trudge back to the 
cavern.

“Dake us to the stuF you pulled out of the dens,J I said to Aonuku. I 
had ulterior motives regarding T’erlevendeh.
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?ut that, too, proved unhelpful5as far as providing clues to our mys3
tery and providing any sustenance for the whelp. ?lankets, clothes, pots, 
mugs, utensils, books, pictures, keepsakes, and all manner of detritus.

I asked for permission to take some clothes. “6or T’erlevendeh. I need 
to make him a better bed. Ond he has my spare undershirt, which I need 
to wash.J

Tne by one, the teams returned.
—ast was Ingefær, who led her dvaerg and d’oglemann to the ”re, where 

lunch was being prepared. Lhe hoisted high a piece of a purple vase, 
maybe three inches high and two inches wide at the bottom. It came to 
a sharp point. O shard.

“Dhis is it. I’ve never seen dens so clean.J
I stood. “We had no luck either.J
Lhe raised her ”nger. “Well, this piece is lucky.J Lhe had everyone’s 

attention. “I cast a ”nd magic on it.J
Yick exclaimed. “It’s magicalPJ
“No,J she replied. “It was magicked. Is anyone an expert with pot3

teryPJ
Lhakes of heads all around.
“Wait,J Lera”na said. “How can you tell it was magickedPJ
Ingefær reached into a pouch of her mage belt and waved both hands 

in the air, even the one holding the vase shard. Her lips moved. When 
she was done, the purple piece glowed the dimmest orange. Had we been 
outside, I might not have spotted it.

Lhe nodded as if she followed my thoughts. “In the darkness of the 
dens and this cave, you can see it. It’s faint, but it’s there.J

Hombir examined the vase. “8ast magic fades. I mean, a ”reball Dashes 
and is gone. I’ve never studied how long it takes before any sign of its 
presence disappears.J

Ingefær grinned. “Ye neither. ?ut I know the eFects of my ”nd magic 
spell take about a minute to dissipate. Lo. We’ll conduct a test. I’ll cast a 
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”ery dart on an intact piece of pottery, if there is something like that here 
in the cavern.J

Yick reached the conclusion I was muddling over. “What you’re say3
ing is, if you can tell that furniture and other goods were magicked, then 
the bodies found inside the dens5were killed with magic.J

“Dhat makes sense,J I said. “Dhere’s no other way I can think of killing 
someone without leaving a mark. Well, poisonous gas is a possibility. ?ut 
I think Hombir would spot it on his clanmates’ faces.J

Moison hurts, twists guts, and can cause muscles and limbs to spasm.
“Yagic,J Hombir said. “8ome on.J He led us back to the stored goods 

where he cast a ”nd magic of his own.
Ond the wall and Door with the detritus glowed the dullest orange. 

Well, about half of it did.
Ingefær said, “Dhis adds a clue to the marks on the dead wærgs. Dhese 

beings are massive, they have claws, and now we know they’re magical.J
Freat. Aust great.
O magical beast with raBor3sharp claws on hands thrice as big as mine.
Lera”na said, “8ould it be AotunnPJ
Yy mouth pinched for a moment. “Ch, they are magical. Dhough 

Vidarr described it as mind magic.J
Ingefær said, “While Vidarr and Hombir cast ”reballs at the Aotunn 

we ran into, they hurled giant snowballs at us. Dhey didn’t cast any 
incantations.J

“No, they didn’t,J I said. “?ut Vidarr couldn’t get them to stop 
throwing their giant snowballs using his mind magic.J

Lera”na said, “Now who’s frying whose eggsPJ
Hombir said, “No one.J
Dugg added, “I be there, lass. Dhey be telling the truth.J
Lera”na shivered.
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Yick tugged at his tawny hair, but didn’t scream. “?ut mind magic 
wouldn’t aFect the vase. It’s not sentient. Would that type of magic leave 
a tracePJ

Hmm. Dhe lad might be onto something. “Eou may have a point. ?ut 
honestly, I don’t know.J

Ingefær agreed. “We don’t know enough about the Aotunn. Lo, I guess 
it doesn’t rule them out, or conclude they are the culprits behind the 
attacks.J

Lera”na said, “We’re no further along than before.J
“In some respects, that’s true.J I scratched the back of my head. “?ut 

I think we’ve solved how the d’oglemenn here were killed.J
With results both enlightening and disappointing, I con”rmed for 

myself the need to get out and hunt. 6ood for T’erlevendeh, and ”eld 
experience for Yick and Lera”na. I mentioned my idea to Ingefær. “Eou 
want to come alongPJ

“No. Hombir has agreed to look at my ring.J
“Eou alright if I take the young ones out for a strollPJ
Lhe laughed. “Dugg said earlier it would snow again later today. Lo, be 

careful.J
“Oh, my middle name.J
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WHO'S HUNTING WHO?
RORY

A fter eating a light lunch, I got Tugg to watch my pup. We emerged 
from the cavern to a steady but frigid breeze. While we’d eaten, 

the once light cloud cover had darkened again. By the extra bite on my 
cheeks, I was certain the humidity had ticked up too.

I led Mick and SeraOna eastward, breaking the trail in the foot of snow. 
SeraOna had marveled at it at Orst, but now, not Ove minutes since leaving 
the comforts of the cavern, she stomped and kicked at the mounds of 
white stu-. Mick trudged beside me, but kept glancing over his shoulder 
like he’d left his one true love behind.

Vut here, once it started snowing, it didn’t stop for nigh on Ove 
moons. Vh, the nasty weather took threeL or fourLday breaks. The patL
tern was a function of Is —ann, or Ice RakeEwhich never frozeEand 
the cold air that Nowed from the north, at least during winter. We were 
wrapped up in cloaks, and though neither of my companions comL
plained aloud, I saw them shivering. They would warm up once we hiked 
for a bit.

I counseled patience for myself. There were things I wanted to teach 
them. After a fresh snowstorm, hunting success increased. Though midL
day was the worst time for it. The wind helped for the moment by 
remaining breezy, but I couldn’t rely on that for long. I wanted to train 
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the two newest members of the team, and to Ond food that wouldn’t 
spoil as fast as the lindwyrm hadEfor V’erlevendeh’s sake.

I pulled my hood over my head as a sort of shield. We hiked, following 
the undulations of the earth. qYet your crossbows ready.H

A !uarter of an hour later, Mick said, qThis is troll shit. I don’t need 
to learn how to hunt this bad.H

q?ou do,H I replied. qIf you are ever caught out in the wilds, you need 
to know how to survive. …unting is but one thing I’m going to teach 
you in the next three hours.H

qThree hoursUPH SeraOna’s wide mouth and wide green eyes said it all.
qStop bellyaching.H I narrowed my brows at them. qThe good news is 

that it snowed. It reveals tracks. The bad news isDout here, the wind can 
pick up at any time and erase those tracksEincluding your own. Yetting 
lost is easy.H

I waved a hand southward. qThe mountains are your guides. We’re 
going east. So, if we get separated and sight lines become poor, Ond the 
mountains and head west.H

qKasy enough,H Mick said.
I glared at him. qBack at the farm, I’ve had you practicing with the 

crossbow. I hope you get the chance to show you’ve learned something.H
I pointed at SeraOna. qWhich way is the wind blowingPH
She rolled her eyes. qIt’s slight from the north.H
qCight.H I spun around and faced east. qSo, which way will whatever 

animal is out there be able to tell if we’re comingPH
A heavy sigh. She said, qVne to the south.H
I looked at them. qSo, if we want to have a chance of seeing something 

worth eating, which way should we hike, MickPH
q9h, northPH
qYood guess.H I waved an arm in that direction. qBut there’s not much 

game on the Ice Flains, except maybe lindwyrms and ice grizzlies. So, I’m 
going to show you a hunting maneuver my father taught me.H
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We hiked for a half an hour southward, gaining elevation as we scramL
bled up the steep slope. Soon enough, cloaks opened up as body heat 
became a problem.

We reached the top of the hill, the two of them breathing hard, their 
faces glistening with sweat. 1resh Nurries fell on our heads, nice and 
steady. 

SeraOna giggled and opened her mouth, catching the Nakes on her 
tongue.

I let them rest for a moment, then got them ready. We hiked down the 
backside of the hill into a long, narrow valley covered in rocks, naked 
bushes, and pines, all frosted and powdered in snow.

I pointed. qWe go east for a half an hour, then back up the slope.H
q?ou’re having us go in a circle,H Mick’s tone whined.
I smiled. q?es, that’s right. “hange the attitude and maybe you’ll learn 

something.H
A dozen minutes later, I spotted tracks and stopped. qWhat do you 

think made thosePH
They were fresh, maybe ten minutes old, as the falling snow hadn’t 

Olled them in yet. I surveyed left and right, trying to see if there were 
more isLh2ort tracks. They were herd animals, so a lone isLh2ort was odd. 
It had gone downwind of us, which, if we pursued it, made our hunt 
more diJcult.

Mick ambled over to a set of tracks. …e bent low. qjon’t know.H
SeraOna said, qA h2ort.H
q“lose. It’s their smaller cousin, the isLh2ort. Both are good eating, and 

both have cute faces, big ears, and a whiteLtailed behind. This time of 
year, in these environs, they’ve lost any hint of brown and have gone all 
white. jid it go north or southPH

SeraOna’s turn. q8o idea.H
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Mick looked left to right, following the tracks of where it came from 
and where it was going. qThe front hooves go together and point in the 
direction it went.H …e chinned southward.

qThat’s right,H I said. They were learning an important survival skill. 
qKach species has its own telltale marks. Rearn themDand live. An 
isLh2ort’s front hooves are slender and rounded. When they plant them, 
they come together, and it points in their direction of travel.H

I looked into Mick’s brown eyes. qjid you know, or did you guessPH
qYuessed.H Mick grinned, then hefted his crossbow. q1iftyLOfty 

chance. jo we go after itPH
I shook my head. q8o. It’s downwind and most likely went over the 

next ridge. I don’t know these mountains, so I’m wary of getting lost. 
Vne ridge over, no problem. But if you go over another and get turned 
aroundEwhen you can’t see more than a hundred strides and everything 
around is big and tallEyou’re asking for trouble. In a snowstorm, it will 
literally all look the same.H

We continued east. When I thought we had gone for Ofteen minutes, 
I shifted us northward, back up the ridge. We spread out in a line. qGeep 
an eye out now. We’re downwind of anything ahead of us. We have the 
advantage.H

By the time we reached the top of the hill, the wind picked up, shoving 
the wet Nakes into our faces and obscuring vision beyond a hundred 
strides.

SeraOna pulled her hood back up over her golden locks.
Mick yanked at his hair.
qWhere’s your capPH I asked.
qBack at camp.H
I shook my head and gazed at our surroundings. The kid liked to learn 

the hard way.
Suddenly, the wind howled, and the Nurries tripled in volume. —isibilL

ity dropped to Ofty paces.
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Vur hunt had become a game of chance. We’d be lucky to see anything 
now.

I pointed north. qSpread out, but stay within sight of me and walk 
slow. …urrying is never your friend when hunting.H

Stride by stride, we ambled down the ridge, heading toward the Ice 
Flains proper. The wind decided it would make up for its earlier slack 
and shrieked with a fresh force, driving the snow sideways. If I saw thirty 
strides ahead, I’d be lying.

I sighed. qVur hunt is over. When we hit the Ice Flains, we’ll make for 
the cavern.H

At the bottom of the hill, we turned left, westward. We hadn’t gone 
for more than a minute when SeraOna, ten strides to my right, waved a 
hand at me. qFsstUH She pointed northward with her other hand.

Being halfLalvae, her eyesight was better than mine. I signaled Mick 
until he nodded and shifted toward us, then I moved to SeraOna.

In a low voice, I asked, qWhatPH
qSomething moved over there.H Again, she pointed northward.
q…ow bigPH I asked.
…er green eyes widened. q…uge. Knormous.H
q“ompare it to something I know.H I cautioned Mick not to yell.
qAs tall as your home,H SeraOna said, her voice hoarse though she 

whispered.
My head snapped northward, and I peered into the blowing snow. I 

didn’t see a thing.
qjoLdoLdo we go after itPH she asked.
q8o,H I replied. qI know nothing that big that lives out here.H Well, a 

lindwyrm, but we were on rocks, and it only came up when it had a meal 
to snatch. I peered into her face. Was she playing a prankP qAre you surePH

…er green face had whitened, and her eyes remained wide and round. 
…er head twisted in 2erks as she searched the area. 1ear. I recognized the 
look.
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q“ome on,H I said, pulling at their arms. qStay as !uiet as if you were 
creeping down Earl Cetzla-’s tunnels.H

We moved fast, westward, keeping the rugged slopes of the mountains 
to our left. The Nying snow obscured them outright, but by watching 
the shifting shadows, I knew we were close. Maybe a minute’s walk to 
reach the base of the ridge.

Moments later, an eerie feeling came over me, and a tingle ran up my 
spine. I’d had those feelings beforeEwhen I was being watched.

I said, qCunUH
Being the fastest and most experienced, I stayed behind them. I urged 

them to sprint. q?ou can walk in a couple of minutes.H
I wasn’t sure what caused my senses to tingle like that, but I trusted 

them. Ylancing over my shoulder at intervals, I didn’t see any shadows 
moving. My sparkling spirit, Coskva, hadn’t appeared either. She would, 
if real trouble presented itself. The knowledge eased the tension between 
my shoulder blades.

Cunning in  a  foot  of  snow takes  it  out  of  anyone,  and after  a 
OveLminute dash, SeraOna slowed, her breath harsh. Mick slackened his 
pace to stay next to her and gulped air.

I caught up.
q…ow comeDyou’re notDout ofDbreathPH SeraOna asked.
qMagic feet,H I replied, my eyes glued to the northeast.
The wind screamed, and the snow curled around, making pockets as 

thick as any fog I’d ever seen. Vur tracks were being obliterated. That was 
a good thing.

qWalk,H I said. qWhen you can, run, run to the cavern.H
qWhat are you going to doPH Mick asked.
I had a choice to make. If I went with them and there was something 

on our trail, then I might lead that something to our base camp. ?eah, I 
didn’t like that one bit.
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qI’m going to distract whatever’s following us.H I pointed a Onger at 
them. qYo. 8owUH

They 2ogged west. Before I turned around, they were sprinting, which 
in a foot of snow was like a fast walk.
Good.
I took a deep breath. Was I crazyP
8o. I was saving my charges’ lives. What I had to do was lead whatever 

trailed us away. 8ot 2ust from Mick and SeraOna, but from the folks 
inside the cavern, too.
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SEEKING ANSWERS
INGEFÆR

W e sat on rl gois un oml kahesfuqt dmaltels unsuce tfe va,elnw as 
tfe rle vast canvuni sfaco.s avloss tfe .aggsD ’poigekenn anc 

c,aelis tooh tmlns heeTuni tfe rle iouniw tflo.uni un voag no. anc tfenD 
bmii sat oH to one sucew fus yealc cuTTuni oqten as fe iganvec at tfe va,e 
oTenuniD Je .atvfec tfe .fegT yI heeTuni ut .laTTec mT un a yganhet 
yI fus qeetD

bo kI luift sat Jokyulw anc to fusw ‘onmhmD R tlavec a rniel o,el tfe 
qakugual vontomls oq tfe suinet luni R fac heTt un kI TovhetD bfe iogc 
yanc anc ungauc z“p un a ceeT lec stone le?evtec tfe rleguiftD

Jokyulps tootfI skuge ?asfec as fe eIec tfe o,elsu”ec lmyI stone unset 
un iogcD -Wfat solt oq kaiuv fa,e Iom tluecAN

R .ent o,el tfe cetevt kaiuv unvantatuons anc tfe nmkyel oq avtu,aF
tuon .olcs R fac kmkygec tflomifD -R ,aluec tfe akomnts oq egekentag 
kaiuv qlok tfe Setfelw rlew anc aulD Botfuni seeks to .olhD bfeleps not 
kmvf on ‘alg “et”gaH tfe xulst un tfe Mganief jmhtaf guylalIDN

Je noccecD -R comyt tfe vokkanc .olc to avtu,ate tfe luni us hno.n 
TmyguvgID Bot anItfuni guhe z“et”gaHDpN

R vfmvhgecD -bfat .as tfe rlst .olc R tluecDN R togc fuk ayomt tfe 
fustolI oq JeEeleu Oansuon anc tfe Calgps untelest un nevlokanvID R agso 
cesvluyec oml envomntel .utf ‘alg “et”gaH tfe xuqtfD
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R eETgaunec tfe smlTlusuni t.ust to oml ac,entmles un “et”gaHps ceacgI 
cmnieonD -Wfen .e fac levo,elec tfe luniw .fuvf yegoniec to one oq 
fus qolyealelsw .e Tgmncelec tflomif fus Comlnags anc ceshD We qomnc 
notfuni ayomt tfe luni .lutten co.nD Botfuni to Tount ms un a culevF
tuonDN

Jokyulps guTs vmlgec as fe tmlnec to qave tfe rlew fus fanc TloTTuni 
mT fus egoniatec snomtD -KlesmkaygIw tfe Calg .fo vleatec tfe luni .as 
kalluec anc fac oHsTluniD bfe vokkanc .olc vomgc ye tfe nake oq 
fus .uqe ol one oq fus vfugclenw ol TelfaTs fus qatfel ol kotfelD bfose 
huncs oq levolcs sfomgc ye a,augaygeDN

R noccecD -Wutf tfe TloTel aTTguvatuon oq sug,el vounsDN Snc a 
tlekencoms un,estkent oq tukeD jmt as Rpc agleacI sTent unnmkelayge 
fomls tlIuni to cu,une utw R smsTevtec ut to ye tfe luift vomlse oq avtuonD

-R Tlesmke Iom conpt .ant to .aut mntug Ioml letmln fokeAN Jokyul 
ilunnec omtluiftD

-bfatps luiftD Rs tfele a .aI to avtu,ate tfe luni .utfomt hno.uni tfe 
vokkanc .olcAN

-Rn tfeolIw Iesw ymt un leagutIw tfat us unvlecuygI cu6vmgtDN Jokyul 
sfuqtec fus seatw stlaccguni tfe Tune goiD -—et ke see utDN

R fancec ut to fukD
bfe cpoigekann kaie rccgec .utf tfe luniw tmlnuni ut un e,elI .aI 

Tossuygew anc rnieluni tfe iogc enila,ec RD -bfele us a ,aluant oq tfe 
rnc kaiuv sTeggD Megcok msecw yevamse ut coesnpt le,eag .alcsDN

Ss qal as R hne.w tfat .as tfe TlukalI leason to un,ohe tfe rnc kaiuv 
unvantatuonD

Je skugec at ke .utf fus guTs vgosecw heeTuni tfose sfalT teetf fuccenD
R .autecD -Snc tfat ,aluant .omgc yeAN
-Mfo. kaiuv unsteac oq rnc kaiuvDN Jokyul qmkygec .utf fus kaie 

TomvfD -Watvf tfe vogolsD bfeI .onpt ye olanieDN
Wutf fus geqt fancw Jokyul Tunvfec soke solt oq rne ilaI cmst qlok 

fus kaie yegt .fuge fe fegc tfe luni un fus luiftD bflee tukes un a lo.w 
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fe ko,ec yotf fancs as uq fe .ele ilayyuni sfmttels anc s.uniuni tfek 
omt.alcD -Avslore magika.”

bfe luni igo.ecD jmt not olanieD WusTs oq .futew ylo.nw iogcw anc 
ygavh7ygavhGA7?oatec oH tfe iogcFvoatec RD

Jokyulps iogcen sguts nallo.ecw anc fus guTs t.utvfecD -Je msec tfose 
qoml Tganes oq kaiuv to vleate tfe luniD Sulw ealtfw tfe Setfel7Iom hno. 
tfoseD bfe ygavh vokes qlok tfe Tgane oq JegDN

-JegAN R cakn neal sfomtecD -R tfomift tfele .ele ymt r,e TganesD 
…omple saIuni tfeleps suEAN

-…esD bfe somlve oq To.el qol nevlokanvelsDN
R sfmccelec at tfe tfomift oq smkkonuni ygavh kaiuvD R facnpt 

hno.n tfatD OI kunc lavecD -WfI fa,enpt R yeen togc tfus yeqoleAN
Je letmlnec tfe luni to kI TagkD -bfe suEtf one us not tamift ol taghec 

ayomt qol oy,uoms leasonsD bfeleps guttge .luttenw tooD R fa,e a tokew yavh 
un Yoyyel 8ntel Mkmssw tfat sTeahs oq tfe caniels oq tfat TganeDN

-jmt tfeleps a gacI R hno. .fo tluec to lause fel ceac sustelDN
-’uc sfe smvveecAN Jokyul ashecD
-BoD Mfe .ent alomnc anc kalluec kaiesw eavf sTevuagu”uni un a tITe 

oq kaiuvD Mfe ne,el iot tfat qalDN
bmii Tuvhec mT tfe TmT anc stletvfecD -bfe sno. ye vokuni soonD R 

ye iouni qol a sfolt .aghDN
-’onpt stlaI too qalwN R sauc as fe TassecD
bmii lan rniels tflomif fus yealc anc fus ia”e sealvfec tfe va,eln 

oTenuniD Je .asnpt .olluec ayomt tfe .eatfelD R vaggec to fus yavhD 
-Mfeps yeen ione qol ymt an fomlDN

bmii noccec .utfomt tmlnuni alomncD Jus rst Tgmniec unto fus o,elF
voat anc fe steTTec omtsuceD

R tmlnec kI attentuon to Jokyulw .fo saucw -’uc anI oq tfe fmsyancs 
smkkon kaiuv qlok tfe Tgane oq JegAN

R sfooh kI feacD -BoD St geastw R conpt tfunh soD 9avf .as a sTevuagust 
oq tfe r,e normal TganesDN
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Jokyulps snomt cuTTecD -0oocDN
-Mow no. tfat .e hno. tfe vogols msecw Iom fa,e anI uceasA jevamse R 

conptDN
Je noccecD -5ne ol t.oDN Je dmestuonec ke ayomt tfe lunips Tlo,F

ucenveD
Jokyul vast one cetevt kaiuv aqtel anotfel un vokyunatuon .utf ,alF

uoms heI.olcs .fuge R fegc tfe luni yeqole fukD bfe un,ovatuons ,aluec 
.utf fuk msuni .olcs smvf as finne, sohke, forestillingw anc avslohre. 
xuncw seehw sfo.w anc le,eag .ele ymt a qe. oq tfe kanI fe tluecw un 
vokyunatuon .utf nevlokanvelw “et”gaH tfe xulstw ol tfe nmkyel onew 
JeEeleuw anc otfel tucyuts cesvluyuni .fat R hne. oq tfe kanD Wfen fe 
tulecw ‘onmhm feagec fukw anc fe staltec on anotfel vokyunatuonD

Ouc.aI tflomif tfe Tlovessw bmii letmlnecD -Mno.uni aiaunD Wunc 
ye nastIDN

bfele .as an mnceltone to fus .olcsw anc fus rniels t.ustec tfe encs 
oq fus yealcD

R noccec at fukD -SIeD “olI us a fmntelD Je .onpt iet gostDN R ilunnec 
at fukD -’onpt qletw fepgg yluni yavh MelarnaDN

bmii ilmntecD -…e tfunh ut ye qoggIw tfe t.o oq ms taghuniAN
R skugec .ucelD -BoD Mfe seeks to enCoI Ioml vokTanIDN
Snotfel ilmntD -SIeD jmt c,aelisEanc ag,aesAN
‘onmhm saucw -—et tfe “eagk tagh agg tfeI .antD Wfat co Iom valeAN
Jus yealc ?unvfecw .fuvfw R tfunhw keant fepc skugec qol a kokentD 

bmii ko,ec yavh to fus qolkel suttuni sTotw Tmggec tfe TmT omt qlok fus 
o,elvoatw anc .alkec fus fancs anc tfe .fegT yeqole tfe rleD

Jokyul heTt at tfe luniw tlIuni mnudme Tflasunisw guhe z‘alg “et”gaHwp 
ol z“et”gaH tfe xuqtfwp un vokyunatuon .utf tfe cuHelent vokkanc 
.olcsD Je e,en tluec cuHelent fanc kotuonsD Sn foml gatelw fepc eEF
famstec fus .uqew .fo .ent to a volnel to gue co.nD

Sqtel Iet anotfel suE qaugmlesw Jokyul saucw -MollID Rtps yeIonc kI 
henDN
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R suifecD -Rt .as a goni sfotD R fa,e ,uags oq feaguni to heeT Iom iouniw 
ymt R tfunh tfose sfomgc ye sa,ec qol mlient sutmatuonsDN OI sfomgcels 
clooTecD -PonCmlel 9guse un Mganief jmhtaf togc ke to seeh a kaie un 
‘elneg ’lahhenD Mfe saIs sfeps tfe kost To.elqmg one sfe hno.s7.eggw 
qol tfus tITe oq un,ovatuonDN

Jokyul fallmkTfecw tfen skugecD -Munve R vanpt rimle ut omtw sfe 
kuift ye luiftD jmt Iom sfomgc stmcI ‘alg “et”gaH ane.D bfat kaI fegT 
un rncuni tfe heI.olc ol .olcsD —uhe R kentuonec yeqolew nakes oq 
go,ec ones vomgc co tfe tluvhDN

OaIye tfe Ieal tfe kansuon .as ymugtD R no. fac a fost oq uceas to tlID 
jmt fele anc no. .asnpt tfe tukeD R t.ulgec kI TealgF.fute sno.?ahe 
caniguni qlok kI vfohelD -R see a tluT to ‘elneg ’lahhen un kI qmtmleDN

We tooh to staluni anc Tohuni at tfe rleD
S sfolt .fuge gatelw Ouvh anc Melarna stmkygec unto tfe va,elnw tfeul 

qaves ?msfecw anc yotf fm6ni aulD Mno. vgmni to tfeul vgotfesw anc uve 
fac qolkec alomnc tfeul komtfs anc eIesD

-Wfat faTTenecAN R qegt kI fealt sfuqtw smccengI TomncuniD -Wfeleps 
“olIAN

Ouvh s.aggo.ec falcD -“olI staIecFpant-yefunc to qave tfe yeastD- 
Jus ,ouve vlavhecD -Je kace msFpant-lmn feleDN

-Wfat hunc oq yeastAN R ashec as R lmsfec to tfekD
Melarna tooh a ceeT yleatfD -We cucnpt iet a iooc goohD bfe .unc 

yge. too falcw anc tfe sno. .as too tfuvhDN
-…om sa. soketfuniGN
-Rt .as yuiwN Melarna saucD -jmt agg R sa. .as a sfuqtuni sfaco.DN
-Jo. yuiA je sTevurvGN
-Ss tagg as Ioml fomsewN Melarna saucD
Lokke’s spawn!
bmii allu,ec .utf a Taul oq yganhetsD Je fancec Ouvh one anc 

.laTTec Melarna un tfe otfelD
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OI alks ?e. to vloss avloss kI vfestD -bfat cmncelfeac fmsyanc oq 
kuneDN

Melarna Tmggec tfe .oogen yganhet tuiftD -Je sauc fe vomgc omtlmn ut 
anc fe cucnpt .ant ut to qoggo. msDN

bmii noccecD -MkaltD Je cucnpt .ant tfe yeastue vokuni feleDN
bfat .as “olID
bfe cakn qoogD
R huvhec at a Tuge oq rle.oocD 5mt on tfe Rve Kgaunsw one kustahe gec 

to a selues oq otfelsD bfatps fo. qoghs cuecD
Think positive. Rory is a grand hunterD
jmt vomgc fe omtkanem,el a iuantA ‘otmnn hne. kunc kaiuvD Snc 

tfeI vomgc fmlg a yagg oq uvI ceatf a dmaltel oq a kugeD
5ngI a kaie vomgc cmeg a ‘otmnnD b.o .omgc ye yettelD jmt tfeI fac 

to iet vgose enomifD
-Jo. goni cuc ut tahe Iom to leavf tfe va,eln aqtel Iom seTalatec qlok 

“olIAN R ashecD
Ouvhps sfomgcels svlmnvfecD -Bot smleD OaIye fagq an fomlAN
-Momncs ayomt luiftwN Melarna saucw fel vfun yoyyuniD
bfat .asnpt tfat qalD jmt a yeastw kaIye a ‘otmnnw fac voke dmute 

vgose to Buhheg jahhenD bfat cucnpt yoce .eggD
OI stokavf gmlvfecD Kaun rggec kI fealtD R vgosec kI eIes anc 

yleatfec ceeTD bfus tluT fac tmlnec to tlogg sfutD S teal loggec co.n kI 
vfeehD

I hate the Ice Plains.
R tooh a ceeT yleatfw tlIuni to vagk kI nel,esD Mfomgc .e .autA 5l 

sfomgc .e tlI to rnc kI fmsyancA bfele .ele Tloygeks .utf yotf 
aTTloavfesD

R fatec .autuniD S tlaut Rpc Tuvhec mT qlok “olID Snc R hne.w uq 
tfe sutmatuon .ele le,elsecw “olI .omgc voke sealvfuni qol keD bfe 
gmnhfeacD

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



“9B9 !9PYSGHH

-Sgg luiftD —etps qolk a sealvf TaltIDN R sTmn on kI feegD -9,elIone mTD 
0et clessecGN

R tmiiec at kI sno.?aheD -We fa,e to rnc kI fmsyancDN
bmii saucw -Bo. gassw Iel fmsyanc kace fus vfouve to heeT ms saqeD Rq 

.e io omt tfelew .e ye ceqeatuni fus oyCevtu,eDN
R noccecD -SIeD jmt .utf Jokyul anc kew .e fa,e t.o kaiesD Snc R 

vanpt gea,e kI fmsyanc omt tfele agoneD Bot un tfus .eatfelDN
R .a,ec an alk at tfe va,eps ovvmTantsD -R .ant Ioml fegTD jmt Iom 

conpt fa,e to vokew uq Iom conpt .ant toDN
Jokyul saucw -OI .uqe anc R ale sTentDN
R iganvec at MelarnaD -Jo. ale IomAN
Mfe sflmiiecD -bulecD PogcD jmt R fa,e agg kI sTeggsDN
-Sgluift tfenDN R govhec ia”es .utf Jokyulw Tgeacuni .utf kI eIesD 

-Melarna .ugg lestole Ioml stakunaD We fa,e ,uags oq feaguni uq .e neec 
tfekDN

Jokyul noccecD -SIeD Wepgg fegTDN
bmii saucw -Rq Ie unsust on iouniw ke qoghs .ugg io .utf IeDN bfenw 

-Mokeone fas to staI .utf tfe .fegTw R tfunhDN

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



C T�����	 
�����

THE HUNTED
RORY

I  squinted into the onrushing sheet of white, trying to glimpse the 
form that had tracked us. When my sixth sense had quivered between 

my shoulder blades, I was certain we were being followed.
With my two charges lost in the storm to the east, I move due north, 

away from the Dreki Mountains. Other than the persistent wind, it was 
the lone anchor point to determine direction out on the Ice Plains. My 
aim was to keep the beast away from Nikkel Bakken, which lay maybe a 
half hour hike away.

All around me was white. Snow crunched beneath my boots; zurries 
’lled the air all the way to the horijon. I couldn—t discern any of the 
various knolls by sight, but I felt the ground undulating under my feet 
as I went over one mound after another. 

There!
O- to my right, eastward, the snow struck a tall obTect, creating a 

voidJa space of silvery“gray shadows. With a fresh gustJand possibly 
movementJit was lost in the thick, wind“driven snow.

Lokke’s spawn. !he thing was almost as tall as a ”otunn. Maybe it was 
a young one.

ROver hereEV
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I didn—t wait for it to spot me and Togged north, leaving tracks. Well, 
for a couple of minutes. !he wind whipped, stra’ng fresh zakes more 
numerous than sands on a beach. I knew that because I tried to count 
them as they stung my face and blinded my eyes.

A low growl penetrated through the whirling white muck.
Not sure if it had turned to follow me, or if the beast had moved east“

ward, I stopped and cocked my crossbow. R0ome onE Fou bigGgalootEV
Galoot didn—t sound all that insulting. Would it understand my wordsH 

æor e-ect, I ’red in an arc, hoping the wind would drive the bolt farther 
than its normal range.

RFaarghEV came a guttural howl from downwind.
I got its attention. 3reat. ”ust great.
I reloaded, my eyes on the southern horijon, which, in this gale of 

zurries, was all of thirty steps away.
!he gods. I was crajy.
I hunkered low to the ground, trying to get lost in the snow.
A massive, shadowy ’gure loomed ahead. Blurry gray gave way to an 

outline in white, visible only because the white moved. !he giant came 
closer.

Its face was as white as its arms and body. Kxcept for one charcoal“hued 
round orb, which, by the motion of an enormous head, swept its gaje 
through the storm.

What the Uel was thatH
Its gaje alighted on me, sending a shiver down my spine and ’lling me 

with dread.
Coskva appeared. My creamy pinkish“orange sparkling fylgT4.
!he beast raised its arm, a taloned“hand pointing at me.
Coskva—s frond for an arm Tabbed through the air.
I got the message. Run!
I dashed east.
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æor a man with legs not too long, but not short, I was fast. 6sing 
my magicked feet, I could outrun all but a falcon, and would give the 
svartkatt a good workout. æor about ’ve minutes. But with Coskva 
around, I would outrun even the falcon, and the bird and any other beast 
would tire long before I ever did.

!he deep snow slowed me some and caused me to work a little harder. 
But I gauged the impact as negligible. Maybe a lightning bolt spell could 
catch me.

After several hundred strides, I skidded to a stop. I couldn—t outrun my 
pursuer. Not yet.

RUey. ælu-y stu-. Over hereEV
I need to work on my insults.
0rouching, I aimed the crossbow o- to the left of the path I—d taken, 

and adTusted for the shrieking winds.
Hmm. Is ten degrees sufficient?
Coskva shook her block“shaped head at me. I usually complained 

about our inability to communicate, other than through gestures. But, 
at the moment, I was content she couldn—t tell me how stupid I was.

I peered into the storm, the snow pelting the side of my head. I had a 
hood, but hoods obstructed peripheral vision. And I needed all of it in 
this blijjard. !he wind froje the icy pellets to the scru- of my week“old 
beard.

My one glimpse of the beast told me it wasn—t a ”otunn. !hose giants 
have blue skin, and while they wear wulv and bear pelts, they were clean 
shaven. !his beast was white“furred from its feet to its head.

And the ”otunn have two eyes. !his one hadGa huge orb so dark it 
sucked in the light.

I shuddered.
Motion. !o the left of my aim after adTusting for the gale. !he beast 

spotted me, its mouth opened to reveal a maw almost as big as I was 
around, with gnarly“looking teeth the sije of my ’ngers.
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I ’red.
Not needing encouragement from Coskva, I used my elemental aug“

mented speed and sped eastward to stay away from Nikkel Bakken.
A ray of silver energy strafed the ground to my right, billowing snow 

and dirt into the air, and leaving a foot wide and a foot high trail of ice, 
all crackled and Tagged.

RWhat theJHV
I wended left, northward.
Keep your wits about you, I said to myself.
Direction was a problem without sightlines to the Dreki Mountains. 

But for now, I had to rely on the wind. If it shiftedGor stoppedGI was 
doomed.

After running at half Coskva—s speed for over a minute, I slid to a stop. 
My fylgT4 stood before me, her hands on her squarish hips. !he block for 
a head shook from side to side. She Tabbed a frond arm over her shoulder.

RNo,V I said. RI have to pull it away from Nikkel Bakken.V
As an elemental from where the plane of air mixed with the plane of 

waterJas 1idarr once explained it to meJCoskva didn—t have eyes. But 
if she did, I would have seen an eye roll.

I cocked the crossbow and lay in the snow.
When the furry beast, standing maybe fourteen feet high, stomped 

into range, I aimed center mass. !his time, the wind was behind me. !he 
bolt hit right above where a belly button would be, if it had one.

R3raghEV Its taloned hand came up.
I Tumped left, eastward, and sped o-.
Behind me, the silvery ray blew snow and dirt high into the air. In 

moments, I lost the beast to the snow. I had to hope the charcoal eye 
couldn—t see any better than I could.

A half minute later, I Tigged northward, slowed to my normal speed, 
and ran into the wind for a couple of minutes.
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I came to a stop and turned around. Stepping into the cross brace, I 
cocked my weapon.

Coskva stood before me and turned both frond arms over, like she was 
saying, RWhat did you expectHV

I nodded.
RAlright. One more time.V I couldn—t have the beast give up. Not yet. I 

needed it to move farther away, to not connect me with Nikkel Bakken. 
As I looked nothing like a d—oglemann, I ’gured I had a good chance of 
that, as long as I didn—t move west.

Coskva gave a slight shake of her glittering creamy pinkish“orange 
head.

I peered into the howling snow, made easier as I faced south, the same 
direction as the wind. I went over the beast—s use of its ice ray.

The blast hits the ground, and the beast adjusts it toward its target.
I grinned. RIt can—t Tudge distances.V
Before me, a shadow moved. I hollered. RUeyE One“eyeEV
I Togged north, into the wind, hoping to confuse it.
Behind me, the ground shook to a pounding rhythm. Was this the ’rst 

time it ran at meH Or had I been so panicked before that I hadn—t noticedH
I increased my pace until I couldn—t hear the pulsing stomp behind me.
After a while, I stopped to catch my breath. Well, it wasn—t like I was 

panting. But, despite the cold, slogging through the deep snow at my 
rapid pace caused me to sweat.

As I took deep breaths to calm my nerves, a sensation of impending 
doom came over me. Darkness billowed about me, su-ocating, squeej“
ing. My eyes blurred.

Coskva Tabbed east.
I willed myself to move and sped o- like an osprey diving for its meal.
!wo rays, one from the south and one from the north, strafed the 

ground.
!he one from the north missed me by a foot.
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!his time, I didn—t stop. As I ran east, I cleared my head of the cold 
death feeling. !hat was too closeE

Where did the second beast come fromH Uow did it know I was 
thereH Maybe the beasts had a way of communicating I couldn—t hear. 
De’nitely mind stu-.

RAlright, Coskva. We—re out of here.V
I slowed to a normal sprintJwhich in the foot of snow was akin to a 

lajy man—s Tog. !o the rhythm of my breathing, my boots clomped and 
stomped. A dojen minutes later, I turned to what I thought was south, 
the wind at my back.

If there were two beasts, were there moreH Uow many moreH And were 
any south of my positionH I stopped long enough to load my crossbow.

!hen, I Togged toward the Dreki Mountains.
I hoped.
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F rom inside the cavern, I looked out into the fury of the storm. Pel-
let-sized wakes sbirled ajout, thicker than !re ants bhose mound 

had Rust jeen kicked. Lokke’s spawnA It bould take a miracle to !nd gory.
Ts if readinp my mind, “upp sla……ed a meaty hand on my shoulder. 

”I have to tell yeHit je miphty di’cult to !nd someone in this jlizzard.N
I contained a problinp retort. —e bas tellinp me bhat I kneb, jut 

didnOt bant to acknobledpe. “he …rojlem bas that my heart basnOt 
listeninp to my head. gory risked his life to save ours. Sob I banted to 
risk ours to save his. “hatOs the thinp ajout love and loyaltyJthey jind 
joth bays.

qnce Eera!na had !nished healinp Vonuku, the dOoplemann healer 
said, ”IOll restore my husjandOs stamina. Eave your s…ells.N

Folks bere pettinp dressed. I Cuick-ste……ed to my pear and did the 
same.

—omjir said, ”“bo of mine bill stay jehind to kee… the !re poinp.N
”Tnd to batch goryOs crazy fetish,N I said, …ointinp at the bra……ed-u… 

…u….
—omjir prinned, shobinp his rob of shar… teeth. ”I bouldnOt bant 

your husjand to je mad at me.N
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Eera!na wi……ed u… the hood of her cloak. ”?aster Lelkin had us run 
oD so he could distractHbhatever it bas I sab.N

”T sha…e as tall as a piant, you said.N I plared into her emerald eyes.
—er silver-preen skin …aled. ”æes.N
I asked “upp, ”Tm I crazy to search for himWN
”“he ripht kind of crazy.N “upp binked. ”qiA xads. Finish u….N
I planced outside the cave apain. 9ark bould je u…on us in tbo hours. 

“he snob fell thick and fast, driven jy the ferocious bind. Sot once in 
all my days out here had it ever snobed Rust an inch or tbo. Sot once 
had it snobed for jut an hour. “he prau…el and snob fell for days and 
albays in feet. Tfter takinp a cou…le hoursO jreak earlier, the storm bas 
nob borkinp on day tbo and its second foot.

?ick sli……ed a jripht jlue ca… over his tabny hair. ”IOll po bith you. 
9onOt stress, ?iss InpefGr, ?aster Lelkin knobs bhat heOs doinp. If 
anyone can !nd their bay in this storm, itOs him.N

”Tye.N “upp searched my face. ”“he lad has the ripht of it.N
I frobned at him. —eOd Rust said I bas the ripht kind of crazy.
Ts if readinp my mind, “upp said, ”æe joth je ripht.N
Eera!na …ulled on ploves. ”IOm ready.N
”?e, too.N ?ick washed a baverinp smile.
So snark, no Rokes. Lut his taut Rab lines revealed his borries.
2as I ripht to po search for goryW
—omjir and Vonuku, and si3 of the nine remaininp dOoplemann bar-

riors, ste……ed into a loose formation, their bulv cloaks bra……ed around 
their torsos, hoods wi……ed u….

“he mape said, ”Instead of pallivantinp ajout, be should set jeacons. 
T strinp of liphts so he can !nd his bay jack.N

”“hat makes more sense than bhat I had in mind.N I had …lanned 
on runninp east until I found my husjandHor colla…sed. ?y hands 
clenched. qnce apain, goryOs actions had me all wustered, and all in the 
bronp bay.
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”—ob do the jeacons borkWN Eera!na asked.
—omjir said, ”ItOs a variation of the barmth s…ell. —old on.N —e 

moved to his rucksack and …ulled out a tome. Tfter wi……inp throuph 
…apes, he sto……ed to read. —e looked u… at me bith a shee…ish prin. ”I 
havenOt cast it sinceJbellJever. —avenOt had to.N —is !nper Rajjed at 
the …ape. ”æou can cast it on a …erson or animal, and it moves around. 
qr you cast it on an ojRect, say a s…ear, or a torch, that you …lant into the 
pround.N

?y eyes bidened. ”Eo, itOs like a lipht s…ell.N I had banted to do 
somethinp like that bith gory and the bGrp cave.

”æes. “houph not as jripht, it has a hue that can je seen far abay.N 
—omjir …ut his jook abay. ”Tnd it uses diDerent material. Tt least I do.N

”“hatOs not a jad idea.N I motioned. ”xetOs do that. “upp, you and 
your troo…s praj some s…ears or some …lanks of bood. I think thereOs a 
…ile of shelvinp in the far corner.N

”Tye. 2e could hack one end into a s…ear …oint and use a hammer to 
…ound it into the pround.N “he dvaerp leader motioned and a duo of his 
soldiers ran oD.

—omjir bent over the s…ell motions and incantation. ”For material, I 
think a jit of candle ba3 bould bork.N

It …roved sim…le in conce…t. ”2ith the healers alonp to restore our 
stamina, be can strinp a line of jeacons for Cuite a bayWN

T ten-minute hike under normal conditions.
”Eure,N —omjir re…lied.
?ick said, ”Lut bhatever you lipht, bill drab theHthe thing Rust as 

easily as ?aster Lelkin.N
”DaahAN I raised my hand, …alm out, threateninp ?ickJtellinp him I 

didnOt bant to hear that. “hen I clenched my hand and dro……ed my arm. 
”Eorry. IOm not mad at you. ItOs the truth IOm furious bith.N

I …aced. ”Lut I canOt Rust sit here. I have to look for him. I have to hel… 
him !nd his bay jack-even if be have to !phtHbhatever Eera!na sab.N
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“upp said, ”Tlripht. 2eOll po out and set yer jeacons. Tfter ye and 
—omjir run out of s…ells, or …erha…s even jeforehand, if be pet the idea 
it bonOt bork, be can turn jack. Tt that …oint, beOll have to decide if be 
kee… the jeacons lit. qr not. I je not fond of attractinp this jeast to the 
cave. Sot until me TvarkGsir arrive in strenpth.N

”2e travel topether as a prou…,N I said. ”So strapplers.N
“uppOs dvaerps retrieved the shelvinp, and unlit torches bere …assed 

around for the prou… to carryJin case be stayed out lonper than the …lan 
called for and the sun dro……ed jehind the horizon. 2e set oD, ste……inp 
out of the comforts of the te…id cavern and into the fripid jlast of an 
early binter storm.

Eome thirty strides to the east and ten strides from the jase of the ridpe, 
—omjir cast the !rst jeacon s…ell, and Sikk …ounded the sha…ed shelf 
into the hard pround.

—omjirOs muzzle scrunched. ”—m…h. 2ill it do the RojWN
It plobed a dull red and didnOt jurn the eyes to look at it. 2hile not 

jripht, it had a luminescence to it that !ltered throuph the wutterinp 
snob. ”ItOs jetter than nothinp. I mean, it borks.N

2e set oD east and marched for less than a minute.
?ick cried out. ”I can jarely see it.N
Ei3ty …aces in a thick jlizzard. I should count myself, or rather gory, 

lucky.
—omjir …ointed at the pround. ”Tnother jeacon here.N
“his time, I cast the s…ell, tbo !npers of my left hand rujjinp a chunk 

of ba3 jetbeen them. “hrice, my ripht hand mimicked a tiny, ri……linp 
e3…losion, like a stone dro……ed into a mup of bater. ”Fyrtarn an haep.”

Sikk …ounded the ne3t …iece of shelvinp into the earth. ?y jluish 
lipht radiated a stride ajove the pround. It bas jriphter than —omjirOs, 
and more …leasinp. Tt least to my eye.

”Sice hue,N —omjir said.
”2hy does it shine more and in a diDerent colorWN Eera!na asked.
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I shrupped.
—omjir scratched his scale-covered head. ”9onOt knob. ?ipht je the 

…lanes be drab from to cast the s…ell. I relied on the …lane of !re.N
“hat made sense. ”Tir for me.N
?ick said, ”If ?aster Lelkin runs into the hills frontinp the 9reki 

?ountains, he bonOt need a lipht. 2e should je further to the north.N
”“hatOsHtrue.N ?y husjandOs actions had me rattled. ”“hanks, 

?ick.N T neb …lan formed in my head. “he initial idea of follobinp 
alonp the 9reki ?ountains bas redundant. ”2e need to create a set of 
lines runninp north, each …ointinp jack to the mountains.N I jlinked at 
the wittinp snob. ”2e need to s…lit u…. “bo teams. Eay several hundred 
…aces a…art.N

“upp prumjled. ”E…littinp u… je risky.N
I primaced. ”I knob. It bill s…eed thinps u…, thouph.N
2ith ?ick, Eera!na, “upp, Sikk, and three dOoplemenn, I trudped 

throuph more than a foot of snob for a tenth of a mile. 2e sto……ed at 
the jurial mound !lled bith over eiphty jodies.

I looked around. Sothinp jut sbirlinp shades of bhite. So sipn of 
—omjir and his team.

2ith my crebOs hel…, be set the !rst jeacon thirty feet from the eastern 
edpe of the mound. “hen be headed north alonp the start of the ridpe.

”xet me knob bhen the lipht pets too beak,N I said.
Eome seventy strides later, be set the second jeacon. IOd cast three 

s…ells. “hree to po, jefore I needed Eera!naOs healinp …obers.
Tfter my si3th s…ellJfour jeaconsJI had to jlink to clear my mind, 

and I felt a beakness in my knees. I bas pettinp stronper. “his …ast 
summer, I had almost …assed out bhen IOd cast the si3th s…ell. Eera!na 
invoked a restoration s…ell, imjuinp me bith fresh stamina.

Ts I surveyed the bhite bilderness throuph frosted-over jrobs, an icy 
draft sbe…t …ast my bulv cloak. I ipnored the coldOs jite. I had a man to 
save.
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2e bere tbo hundred tbenty strides from the jase of the hillside. Vust 
over a tenth of a mile. ”ItOs not enouph.N

“upp said, ”“rue. Lut he may see a jeacon further east. qne alonp the 
ridpe.N

Sorth or eastW I bent bith the ridpe for to…opra…hy. It bas a landmark 
gory mipht recopnize and follob in. I bas s…ell limited, even bith Eera-
!naOs hel…. “here bas too much area to do joth.

I probled under my jreath. ”0ome on. “o the ridpe.N
2e traced our bay jack to the !rst jeacon and ran into —omjir. —eOd 

pone !fty strides farther than I had and bas on his bay to set the ne3t 
rob.

I informed him of our revised …lan. ”IOm poinp to the ridpe. æou should 
po jack to the !rst rob and po out as far as your s…ells let you. æouOll je 
the north anchor and IOll je the east.N

Lefore be se…arated, —omjir said, ”I have jut one more set to lipht. I 
donOt bant me or Vonuku to jecome drained. Vust in case. xike you said 
earlier, the vials of healinp are for emerpencies.N

I banted to arpue that this bas an emerpency, jut my head told my 
heart that he bas ripht. Instead, I chastised myself for settinp the jeacons 
I had, actinp jefore thinkinp it throuph.

?y team moved on and hiked east to the ridpe. Four hundred strides 
out from the far eastern cavern, I set the !rst jeacon seventy …aces from 
the hill slo…e, and be trudped across the ridpeline runninp northJthe 
eastern end of the dOoplemannOs valley. “opether, be set si3 jeacons across 
a short Cuarter of a mile.

I bojjled on my feet. 
Eera!na healed me.
I shook my head to clear the snob oD my hood. It basnOt enouph. I 

banted to po farther to the north.
“upp said, ”“ime to turn jack. 2eOve jeen out here for an hour.N
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?y heart preb heavy. I, be, hadnOt done enouph. T tear dro……ed from 
my eye, freezinp on my cheek.

”qne more set,N I said, …ointinp into the bind.
“upp eyed me. ”2e je pettinp danperous nob.N
I leveled my plare at him. ”IOll po alone if I have to.N
Eera!na said, ”—omjir may have returned to the cavern jy nob.N
”If anyjody bants to po jack, thatOs !ne. I can set the jeacons myself.N 

I held my hands out for the hammer and …lanks of bood.
Lundled in their arctic bulv cloaks, the three dOoplemenn moved oD 

south, alonp the jeacon-lit …ath, on their bay to the cavern.
“upp prumjled, and Sikk batched the de…artinp dOoplemenn. ?ickOs 

Rab borked, jut he didnOt say anythinp.
Eera!na siphed. ”If youOre so determined, IOll po on bith you.N
“he !ve of us set another si3-jeacon …icket, e3tendinp the strinp of 

jeacons to almost half a mile. Letbeen trudpinp throuph the snob and 
the steady use of my arcane talents, I felt boozy. “he sun shirked its 
duty, and I kneb it neared the bestern horizon. In this jlizzard, the nipht 
bould je damn dark. Lut mayje the jeacons bould je all the jriphter 
for it.

Eera!na looked at me. ”I have one s…ell left in me. If I use it, you may 
have to hel… me balk jack.N

I pritted my teeth. ”—eal me, Eera!na. “upp and Sikk bill hel… you 
jack.N

“uppOs eyes s…arkled. ”2ith …leasure.N
?ick said, ”“hat sounds like you ainOt cominp jack bith us.N
I mulled it over. ”IOm thinkinp ajout it. —eal me. Please.N
Eera!na said, ”I bonOt heal you until you …romise youOll return bith 

us.N
I probled. ”EhouldnOt that je my choiceWN
?ick said, ”2eOre a team. If you use u… all your s…ells, bhoOs poinp to 

do jattleW ?e and my slinp and stonesWN
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Drittinp my teeth, I eyejalled him. Lut he bas ripht. ”“he podsA 2hen 
did you pet smartWN

?ick and Eera!na chuckled.
”Tlripht. IOm cominp jack bith you. I …romise.N
Tfter Eera!na used her last s…ell, she …ut an arm around “uppOs neck. 

—e hel…ed her balk. Sikk trudped jeside her, jut left some s…ace je-
tbeen them.

2e slopped jack to the jase of the 9reki ?ountains.
?ick said, ”æouOve done …lenty, ?iss InpefGr.N
”Tye. goryOs jound to run into a jeacon,N “upp said.
”æou …romiseWN I asked. Dnabinp on my li…, I reconsidered jreakinp 

my bord and headinp east.
“upp eyed me. ”gory je my friend. “rust in his skills, same as I do bith 

me obn kin.N
”æou are cominp jack bith us, riphtWN ?ick asked.
I siphed and …aused to think. gationally, not emotionally, thouph it 

…ained me.
“rekkinp into the storm on my obn bas as daft as goryOs heroics. I had 

a feb choice bords for his decision. If only I had the pods to …ray toHI 
bould entreat them for the chance to s…eak my mind.

I jleb a pust of air out that ruHed the wyinp snob. ”xetOs po jack.N
2ith head hunp lob, more from sadness than tryinp to kee… my face 

shielded from the pale and prau…el, be trudped bestHjack tobard the 
central cavern. “he last of the sunlipht that had …ermeated throuph the 
clouds and snob binked out.
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A MYTH
INGEFÆR

W hen Mick, SeraNna, Tick, ugdd, anI t reacheI bhe reI oeacsn 
eafb sl bhe cenbrav capern, t cavveI lsr a fbs.C

mg..ind y- hanIf arsgnI y- lrsfb“cspereI ysgbh, t fhsgbeIC 
R!sr-” !sr-”Y

SeraNna -ankeI ab y- cvsak fveepe anI ugdd bssk a hsvI sl y- aryC
Mick faiI, R’sg canæb fba- sgb here, Miff tndelwrCY
uhe Beabher haI bgrneI gdvier alber bhe fgn haI febC uhe BinIf hsBveI 

nsnfbs., anI bhe fnsB fvayyeI IsBnC H- ysrnind, bhere BsgvI oe bBs 
leebC Ma-oe ysreC

t IraddeI y- leeb af Be yaIe lsr bhe cenbrav capern, fearchind lsr fidnf 
sl lssb.rinbfC Hgb bhe BinI anI fnsB vagdheI ab yeC R?syoir fhsgvI 
oe oack, ridhbOY

Rjnv- sne Ba- bs NnI sgb,Y SeraNna faiIC
Rmsye sn, vaff, ib oe Iark,Y ugdd faiIC
uhe dsIf” msgvI !sr- fgrpipe bhrsgdh bhe nidhbO
t EerkeI y- aryf lreeC R!sr-” !sr-”Y
ugdd dsb infifbenb, draooind y- ary in bhab yeab- hanI sl hifC Rtn“

fiIe, vaffC TsBCY
We fbrsIe bhrsgdh bhe enbrance, ibf BiIe yaB vebbind fnsB .ive g. 

avysfb bhree fbe.f inC
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!VTV KVmA166z

R?e-” ’sg yaIe ibCY
!sr-æf psiceC
M- yinI f.gn af y- e-ef IarbeI bsBarI bhe NreC
M- hgfoanI fab, hif oack veanind adainfb a osgvIer anI hif leeb g. sn a 

vsdC ?e cheBeI sn .eyyican Bibh sne hanI anI fbrskeI jæervepenIeh 
Bibh bhe sbherC ?e bssk a oibe, bhe .g.æf daxe lsvvsBind bhe ysbisnC

M- hearb eJ.vsIeI Bibh Es-C t EerkeI y-fevl lree lrsy ugddæf dri. anI 
EsgnceI sper bs hiyC ?e haI Egfb rifen bs hif leeb Bhen t Egy.eI inbs hif 
aryfC R’sgære avipeCY

RWevv, Igh,Y he faiIC ?if .eyyican“hsvIind hanI IreB ye bidhbC 
R’sg yiff yeOY

t fyackeI hiy sn bhe fhsgvIerC Rt Baf fcareI bs Ieabh -sg Bere IeaI”Y
?e bssk ansbher oibeC Ruhere Bere a leB brsgovef, ogb nsbhind y- lafb 

leeb csgvInæb hanIveCY
R!sfkpa fhsB g.OY tl fhe haI, heæI oeen in reav IanderC
?e nsIIeI, cheBindC Ruhabæf Bhen t kneB t Baf sper“yabcheICY
t dvanceI arsgnIC ?syoir anI …sngkg haI reyspeI bheir cvsakf anI 

Bere Baryind bheyfevpef o- bhe NreC R?sB vsnd ads IiI -sg rebgrnOY
RMa-oe Npe yingbef,Y ?syoir faiIC RM- Barrisrf fhsBeI g. anI faiI 

-sg Bere eJbenIind -sgr oeacsn fbrindC We BaibeI lsr -sgC Hgb bhen bhe 
fgn feb, fs t orsgdhb eper-sne in Bibh yeCY

Mick bhreB hif csab acrsff a vsd anI rgooeI hif hanIf near bhe DayefC 
Ruhankf lsr fcarind bhe -sg“knsB“Bhab ridhb sgb sl gf, Mafber HevkinCY

R’sg caye oack vike t bsvI -sg,Y !sr- faiIC Ruhabæf Bhabæf iy.srbanbC 
t veI bhe oeafb SeraNna faB aBa- lrsy bhe braiv veaIind7Y he ysbisneI 
Bibh a fBee. sl hif ary7 Rbs bhif .vaceCY

ugdd afkeI, RmsgvI bhe .arb- bake sn Bhabeper -e faBOY
!sr- .ickeI g. a osBv anI NfheI sgb a fsdd- .iece sl snce“IrieI yeabC 

?e bsre sG bhe fyavvefb oibe anI leI hif Bhev.C ?e dvanceI lrsy ?syoir 
bs yeC RWibh bBs yadefO ’ef, t bhink fsCY ?e .sinbeI bhe ygfh- fbick sl 
yeab ab hiyfevlC RHgb t csgvInæb kivv sneC Tsb o- y-fevlCY
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8V1u?, jT tmV 66P

RWhab if ibOY SeraNna afkeIC
R’ef, bevv gf,Y ?syoir faiIC R’sgæpe .gb ye sG, fa-ind -sg BanbeI bs 

bevv ib snceCY
!sr- ysbisneI Bibh a hanI, hsvIind bhe osBvC jæervepenIeh drsBveI 

af hif lssI yspeI aBa-C Rqeb -sgrfevl csylsrbaoveC t knsB Bhab ya“
ragIeI bhe carapanf anI kivveI bhe Iæsdveyenn hereC t knsB hsB bhe cvaB 
yarkf Bere yaIe sn bhe Bwrdf anI hsB bhe- kivveI bhe Ien sccg.anbf 
Bibhsgb veapind a yarkCY

qraooind a hsvI sl !sr-æf chin, t .vanbeI a Nry kiffC RShsBsGCY
?e drinneI, hif chscsvabe e-ef dvifbenindC ?e leI ansbher bin- oibe bs 

bhe .g.C
We fab arsgnI bhe NreC t nsIIeI ab hiyC Ruevv gf sl -sgr eJ.vsibf, 

.veafeCY uhere Baf ns reafsnind Bibh bhe yanC ?eæI rifkeI hif vile bs 
dabher inbevC t Baf yaI ab hiy lsr ibC Hgb ib BsgvI Is ns dssI bs hsvI 
sn bs y- anderC ?e Baf br-ind bs fsvpe bhe y-fber-, bs fape vipefC

!sr- bsvI gf sl bheir laiveI hgnb anI sl hif abbey.b bs beach Mick anI 
SeraNna a leB brickf sl bhe braIeC uhen he re.srbeI bhe havl“avpae heaver 
f.sbbind a fhaIsB- NdgreC

We avv kneB bhifC ?e Baf ogivIind g.C
Rtb Baf a dssI bhind, bssC 1nsbher havl a yingbe anI ib BsgvI hape 

feen gf, anI bhe bhree sl gf BsgvI nsb oe here bs re.srb sr Barn -sgCY
Ruhe oeafbOY ?syoir .rsIIeIC
!sr- IefcrioeI hif yanegperf, rgnnind nsrbh anI eafb anI nsrbh 

anI eafb oelsre bgrnind fsgbhC R?aI bs IraB bhey aBa- lrsy Tikkev 
HakkenCY

R’e Isnæb bhink bhe- brackeI -e hereOY ugdd afkeIC
Rtbæf Bh- t Benb in bhe Iirecbisn t IiIC Wibh bhe BinI Baivind anI 

Iripind bhe fnsB, t kneB bhe csyoinabisn BsgvI soviberabe y- brackf in 
a yere Npe yingbefC M- yanegperf fhsgvInæb dipe bhey a reafsn bs bie 
ye bs bhe Iæsdveyenn sl Tikkev HakkenCY

RuheyOY t afkeIC R1f in .vgravOY !sr- rarev- yiff.skeC
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!VTV KVmA1669

R1-eC uhere are bBs sgb bhereC Ma-oe ysreC uhsgdh t bhink bhif 
fbsry csnlsgnIf bhey, viyibind bheir pifisnC Ma-oe af ygch af gf, Bevv, 
nsb a havl“avpaeCY

Ruhe oeafbOY ?syoir afkeIC
!sr- chgckveI af he feb bhe Bhev. IsBn anI veb ib Irink Baber lrsy bhe 

osBvC R1-eC tbæf af bavv af bBs anI a havl hgyanfC Shsrber bhan a …sbgnn ab 
veafb o- a heaIC 8sefnæb hape ovge fkinC tnfbeaI, ib haf Bhibe lgr avv sperC 
Ss, ibæf nsb a dianbCY ?if yirbh Iifa..eareIC RHid cvaBf lsr hanIf, Bhich 
bhe- gfeI bs cafb oeayf sl iceC uhe yadic bhreB bhe fnsB anI Iirb g. 
inbs bhe air, veapind fharIf sl riye a lssb hidh anI BiIe in ibf .vaceCY

R1n ice ra-OY ?syoir afkeIC
!sr- nsIIeIC
?syoiræf osn- orsBf lgrrsBeIC
RWhabOY t afkeIC
RSsyebhind bickvind y- yeysr-CY ?syoir BapeI a hanI ab !sr-C 

Rqs snCY
R’eah, bhabæf nsb bheir BeirIefb leabgreC uhe- hape sne e-eC tbæf oid anI 

rsgnI anI cenbereI sn ibf heaICY
Mick crsBeI vike a rssfberC
SeraNna fhgfheI hiyC Ruhe dsIf” Whab if ibOY
?syoir drsBveIC Rt neeI y- rgckfackC qipe ye a yingbeCY
!sr- Benb snC Rt Baf .va-ind Bibh bhe Nrfb oeafb, vearnind Bhab ib 

csgvI Is, anI fhssbind osvbf ab ib Bhen t csgvIC uhe- can rgnC Lerha.f af 
lafb af hgyanf, sr ya-oe af 2gick af Iæsdveyenn hs..indC t bhink bhe- 
Isnæb vike bs Is fs, sr canæb lsr vsndCY

t fhssk y- heaIC R’sg are fgch a yanCY
Rt vspe -sg, bss,Y !sr- faiIC RHgb bhabæf Bhere t dsb inbs a oib sl 

brsgoveCY
We BaibeI lsr hiy bs ds snC
!sr- .ickeI g. jæervepenIeh anI cgIIveI hiy inbs bhe crssk sl hif 

aryC Rjh, oelsre t lsrdebC t hib ib Bibh an arrsB, ogb avv bhab IiI Baf 
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8V1u?, jT tmV 660

bs renIer ib BrabhlgvC uhe osvb IiInæb fvsB ib IsBnC tb hsBveI ab yeC t 
ya- af Bevv hape sGereI ib y- osvbf lsr a oackfcrabcherC 1n-Ba-, t Baf 
Baibind lsr bhe Nrfb sne bs csye inbs pieB adain, bs dipe ib a fecsnI f.sb bs 
fcrabch, Bhen t haI bhif fenfe sl lsreosIindC !sfkpa dsb reav aniyabeI, 
Bhich Baf y- cge bs fkeIaIIveC t raceI sG a fecsnI oelsre bBs ra-f sl 
csvI oveB bhe drsgnI g. oehinI yeC t bhink bhe Nrfb sne csyygnicabeI 
Bibh bhe fecsnI sneC Menbavv-CY

RMinI yadicOY t afkeIC
!sr- fhrgddeIC RSsyebhind innabe bs bhey, fs nsb yadicO Hgb vike bhe 

.sBer KiIarr gfeI bs hapeCY
Röskkeæf f.aBn,Y t faiIC
Mick hiccg..eIC R!e“reyinI ye, B“Bh- B“Beære sgb h“here a“adainOY
Rus hev. sgr lrienIf,Y t faiIC
Rus earn Npe bhsgfanI Ireki,Y !sr- faiIC
Shakind hif heaI, Mick csnbingeI bs hiccg.C
SeraNna faiI, RWhabæf bhif .sBer -sgr lrienI KiIarr haf, sr haIOY
RMinI yadic if a csyysn Ba- sl fa-ind .fisnicfCY t fBavvsBeI Bibh 

fsye IiFcgvb-C Rtb dape KiIarr bhe .sBer bs csnbrsv bhsgdhbf anI epen 
eysbisnfC ?e csgvI yake fsyesne Is fsyebhind bhe- IiInæb Banb bsC 
?e BsrkeI harI nsb bs gfe ibCY

RHgb gnveff he Baf chandind -sgr bhsgdhbf,Y !sr- faiI, R-sg csgvInæb 
leev hiy reaIind bheyC uhab he csgvI Is Bivv-“nivv-C uhsgdh adain, he 
relraineI lrsy Isind ib Bibh hif lrienIfC VneyiefOY !sr- fhrgddeIC RTs 
refbrainbCY

R1nI can he Is bhab nsBOY SeraNna afkeIC 
RTs,Y t re.vieIC R?e vsfb bhab .sBer avysfb bBs -earf adsCY
RTsB heæf Egfb a .sBerlgv yade,Y !sr- faiIC
uhere Baf a vsb ysre bs ib, ogb af ib Baf in bhe .afb, bhe- IiInæb neeI 

bs knsBC
?syoir fhsgbeI lrsy bhe sbher fiIe sl bhe NreC R1ha” t lsgnI ibCY
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!VTV KVmA16—E

uhe .srbv- yade caye arsgnI Bibh hif Nnder fbgck in bhe yiIIve sl 
hif bsyeC R…FrysnrgkC uhabæf Bhab bhab oeafb ifCY

…sngkg daf.eIC RHgb7bhabæf a y-bhCY
?syoir nsIIeIC RGrsy bhe Nrfb e.schCY
ugdd drsBveI, hif hanIf Bapind in IifyiffavC RGaovefC uhere oe bavv 

bavef sl oabbvef o- ye ancefbsrf, dvsril-ind bhe Ipaerdf lrsy Arav Har 
1ddenCY ?e fcsBveI, hif ogfh- orsBf lsryind a fsviI riIdeC Rtb oe faiI 
bhe- oe bhe reafsn bhere oe bhree kee.f anchsrind bhe MiI 8reki HerdfC 
Arav Gav tf bs bhe Befb anI Arav 1xxa !iI bs bhe eafbCY

?syoir Egy.eI inC RSa-f in bhif lsvkvsre bave bhab bhe …Frysnrgkf 
Bere Bi.eI sgbCY

R1-e, bhab avidnf Bibh sgr vedenIfCY ugdd fcrabcheI oeneabh hif oearIC 
Rqianb oabbvef anI yidhb- yadef, cenbgrief oelsre bhe Gsrdsbben Warf, 
an esn oelsre bhe qreab 8e.arbgreC Sbsrief bsvI bs oaoefCY

M- e-ef ovgrreIC Ruhe enI sl bhe Gsrdsbben Warf yarkeI bhe enI sl 
bhe Nrfb e.schC Weære in bhe lsgrbh sne nsBHbBs -earf in fince yadic 
haf rebgrneICY

RWhen IiI bhefe …Frysnrgkf csye oackOY SeraNna afkeIC
R1osgb a -ear“hic-ads Baf Bhen bhe Nrfb carapan“hic-waf abbackeI,R 

Mick faiIC
t fbssI, fBirvind bhe fnsBDake .enIanb Bibh a NnderC RHgb hsB IiI 

bhe- csye oackO Where hape bhe- oeen lsr bhe .afb bBs anI a havl 
bhsgfanI -earfOY

Ssyebhind niddveI ab bhe oack sl y- yinI, ogb t csgvInæb draf. ibC
!sr- f.ske Bibh a Bary refsnance, bhe .g. fvee.ind sn hif chefbC 

RGsvkfC Weæpe yaIe a vsb sl .rsdreffC We nsB knsB Bhab bhe eney- ifC 
SenI oirIf bs Arav Har 1dden anI bs u-rro-, anI an-Bhere evfe Bhere 
bhe- yidhb knsB fsyebhind aosgb hsB bs Ndhb bheyCY

Ruhe Badsnf oe here in a Ia- sr bBsCY ugdd bssk bs .acindC Rtl bhe 
ovafbeI fnsB hafnæb fbavveI bheyC 8are Be ds eafb bs 1xxa !iIOY
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8V1u?, jT tmV 6—6

!sr- faiI, Ruevv -sgr csrref.snIence .arbnerf bs fenI re.v- oirIf here 
anI bs Arav 1xxa !iIC Whs knsBf Bhere Beævv oeOY

t faiI, Rt bhink Be ds sn alber bhe Badsnf arripeC tn bhe inberiy, Be 
.re.are IelenfefCY

R!idhbCY !sr- chinneI ab yeC Rjne yade sn Igb- ab avv biyefC t Isnæb 
yean bs fcare -sg, ogb -sg canæb Ndhb ib in csnpenbisnav Ba-fC t bhink 
bheir csvI oeayf can reach g. bs eidhb- fbriIefC 1 crsffosB if dssI lsr 
lsrb-C 1nI ibæf vike fbickind a .in inbs a cgfhisnC uhe- Isnæb careC ’sgæI 
hape bs oe Bibhin ben fbriIef bs ysre bhan irribabe ibC uhe .ssr fidhb vinef 
bhe fbsry creabeI fapeI yeCY

!sr- csgvI epaIe sne Bibh hif f.eeIC Hgb crsffind .abhf Bibh a ra- sl 
csvI BsgvI gnIs hiy af 2gickv- af bhe refb sl gfC RMadic if sgr Ba- sgbCY

msgvI bBs yadef Ndhb sG bBs sl bhe oeafbfO Whab il bhere Bere ysreO
t heapeI a fidhC R1vridhb, lsvkfC qeb fsye refbC t neeI lsgr crsffosBf o- 

bhe capern enbranceC tævv bake bhe Nrfb yade BabchCY ugrnind bs !sr-, t 
faiI, RTs sne dsef sgb avsne eJce.b -sg, y- IearC 1nI ridhb nsB, t neeI 
-sg bs rgn sgb anI csvvecb avv bhsfe oeacsnf Be febC t Isnæb Banb bhefe 
…Frysnrgkf NnIind bheir Ba- hereCY

RHgb t Egfb dsb hereCY !sr- BinkeI ab yeC
t crsffeI y- aryf, nsb in bhe yssI lsr hif EskefC
!sr- Ii..eI hif chin af he fbssI anI fbrebcheIC RGsr -sg, y- vspe, tævv 

Is an-bhindCY
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SIGNS
RORY

F or three days we stayed busy gathering timber, making quick hunt-
ing forays—never to the east, always to the south by going up and 

over the ridge—and working out alternate battle plans. The latter was 
all guesswork, and if…when…it came time to engage the Jörmonruks, we 
would have to adapt fast.

Kral Azza Rid had been warned via bird. So far, none had returned 
to provide further information. We were relying on a tome Hombir 
said was over a thousand years old, and that was a book of tales to 
enthrall children, to make them mind and keep close while traveling in 
the wilderness.

The clouds had departed the day after my return to the cavern, leaving 
two and a half feet of the white stuB. jy the third day of waiting—the 
caravan delayed—the sun, while not warm, did the Iob of a hundred 
dvaergs trampling all over the Pce xlains. The pile lessened to a si’-inch 
deep patch of crunchy snow.

jy midday of the fourth day since our encounter with the Jörmon-
ruks, Tugg spotted the caravanOs advance troops. Arm waves and hand 
gestures ensured no trouble was afoot. Dur gear was packed, ready to 
keep going if the wagon train reported no big furry beasties. Pf they 
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reported otherwise, then trouble was both behind us and ahead of us, 
muddling our choice of direction.

Si’ wagons rolled behind a hundred AvarkLsir. As they made their 
way down the western ridge, another hundred soldiers traipsed behind. 
Forty more walked way out north, acting as scouts. ?ike a cloud rolling 
over the land, the “anking guard bent their arc and swooped their way 
in. We stood in the middle of the village, near what had once been the 
All-WatcherOs den. The ten-foot-tall stone totem now splayed out on the 
ground.

When the dvaergs neared, P spotted Sett in the lead. P glanced at Tugg. 
Was his Iaw clenched”

Sett led his group to us. He stopped and surveyed what comprised 
Cikkel jakken. YHel might be more pleasant than this place.V

P wanted to reprimand him for his insult, but he had the right of it. The 
Pce xlains in winter with a bunch of 4fteen-foot-tall beasties running 
amok did not make for an enIoyable setting.

We swapped stories. Dther than the snow, which had caused them to 
lose two days by their reckoning, theyOd had no trouble.

Tugg nodded. YThat cannot be said here. Ue already know about the 
dOoglemann massacre. Cow we know what did it.V He described the 
beasts.

Sett guBawed. YCow ye be telling childrenOs tales.V
P set my Iaw and eyed him. When he stopped laughing, P said, YCot a 

tale. UouOd do well to listen.V
SettOs brows narrowed. YAinOt going to listen to the likes of ye.V
TuggOs retort was sharp. YAt ease, Sett. Rory has seen more beasties 

than ye and yer kin have for generations. His word be good and ye best 
be respectable to him.V

Sett didnOt like that by the look on his face. He stared Tugg down, but 
the AvarkLsir leader was having none of it.
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Hombir broke the tension. YThereOs still fourteen missing dOogle-
menn. P donOt hold out hope that theyOre alive, but it would ease minds 
if we knew of their status.V

P shifted the conversation further. YAre you up to keep going” Dr do 
you wish to stay the night, to rest”V

Sett opened his mouth, but Tugg made the decision. YWe go. The 
longer we stay here, the better the chance of another storm to stall us.V 
He circled the group. YGnless there be obIections. P be open-minded.V

Sett looked down at his feet, then up at Tugg. YAye. We keep going.V
PngefLr nodded. YAye. The sooner we go, the sooner we reach Kral 

Azza Rid.V
We let the caravan group rest for an hour, feed their horses and the 

like. P directed our group to make 4nal preparations. Hombir agreed we 
could take as much 4rewood from the cavern as we could carry.

P looked north. So far, the clouds looked thin and white and held oB, 
leaving the sun to shine. When SettOs company was ready, P motioned to 
6ick and Sera4na. YWe have the horses. WeOre the advance scouts.V

6ick groaned.
With about 4ve hours of sunlight left, we struck out from Cikkel 

jakken. PngefLr, 6ick, Sera4na, and P rode ahead.
P said, YSera4na, weOre relying on you to spot the beasts before they see 

us.V
She nodded. Her silver-green Iaw was set 4rm, in recognition of the 

importance of her role.
That evening, P directed that no 4res be made. Pnstead, the mages used 

their heat spells to warm up a dozen tents. The rest tried to stay warm by 
huddling under their wulv cloaks.

The following morning, we set out. With nothing but sunshine and 
slushy snow, we continued eastward until we stopped for the midday 
meal.
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We were a dayOs hike from Cikkel jakken. P searched the area and 
then my memories. P had ridden this way two years ago. Cot that P 
remembered the ridges and trees and the shape of the land with any 
details. Pt was all a feeling. Somewhere around here, my friend Earan had 
been killed…because of my foolishness. Cay. 6y stubbornness.

P glanced north. The weather had shifted overnight, the wind gusting 
more often than not. Eark gray clouds portended copious amounts of 
snow. Whether a day or two, P couldnOt say. What P knew was that the 
clouds soaked up the moisture thrown oB by Ps Mann—a lake heated by 
underground lava beds. The darker the clouds, the more snow would 
fall.

YTwo days at most,V Tugg said, as if heOd read my mind.
jy that time, we would be some ten days out from Kral Azza Rid. 

Though the sun shone, the temperatures refused to rise, making what 
was left of the 4rst snowstorm into a crunchy pile of snow by night and 
a sodden mess of slush by day.

P ate a quick meal of dried goods and water, and fed soggy bits to the 
wLrg pup. Pt was coming up on a week since POd taken the whelp out 
of his cave. P estimated that heOd survived another 4ve days, possibly a 
week, on his own. Eogs got their baby teeth at three weeks. And because 
P didnOt have any milk, P needed to get him on a diet of meat within the 
ne’t week, or DOerlevendeh would tear everything he could to shreds.

Tucking the pup into my cloak, P gathered 6ick and Sera4na. Y?etOs 
hunt.V

6ick whined. YReally” The last time we almost got eaten.V
PngefLr overheard me. YPOm coming with you.V
YP welcome your help.V Finding Hombir, P informed him of our plans. 

YWeOre going over the ridge and then east. After an hour, weOll cut back 
over and should see you. 7ive us a half hour before heading out.V

YWeOll keep an eye out.V Hombir looked south, then east. YPOll send a 
red beacon spell high in the air if we donOt connect an hour before our 
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planned stop.V His dark eyes, set in a 4eld of gold, darkened. YPf P signal 
earlier and it sparkles yellow, come riding hard.V

Sera4na asked me, YUouOre not concerned about getting lost, or sepa-
rated”V

P sensed a teachable moment. YPf we cross back over the ridge before 
the wagons have gone past, what will we see”V

YCothing. 6elted snow,V the half-alvae replied.
P nodded. YWhich means weOll do what, 6ick”V
The lad tugged at his tawny hair and scrunched his brows. Then his 

face cleared up. YJust kidding. WeOll wait.V
YRight, and if we see their trail, weOll ride a little faster than a walk and 

catch up.V
YUou make it sound so simple,V Sera4na said.
YThatOs because it is.V PngefLr scanned the Pce xlains. YHeOs spent a fair 

bit of time in the woods.V
6ick cleared his throat. YAinOt no woods out here.V
Cot quite true. The woods were over the ridge. We could see timber 

going up the slope to the ever-rising Ereki 6ountains. jut out on the 
Pce xlains, the lad had it right.

6y wife winked at him. YUou know what P mean.V
P rode oB, with the others following. As we crossed the southern ridge, 

the wind at our backs, P loaded my crossbow and told the others to do 
the same.

Pn the narrow valley running east to west, we turned left and walked 
the horses as we spread out. Trees made an appearance, as did scrub 
bushes. The latter were devoid of foliage, and the branches were gnarly 
and twisted.

We rode for an hour9 the woods to our right thickened, which in-
creased our chances of coming up on game. P looked at the sky. YHold 
up.V We had drifted southward. Well, the valley had, and weOd followed.
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P worked in another teaching session. P pointed and moved my arm. 
YThe sun is reliable as it moves east to west. Df course, it drifts a little 
depending on the season.V Removing my glove, P wet my 4nger and told 
the others to do so. P asked, YWhich way is the wind blowing”V

6ick shivered. YP ainOt sticking my 4nger in my mouth.V
Sera4na said, Y1ause you know where itOs been.V
6ick stuck his tongue at her. YThat ainOt it.V Shamed into it, he pulled 

oB his glove, wet his 4nger and held it high in the air.
YWhich way is the wind blowing”V P asked again.
YWell, it blows from the north out here. Almost always.V Sera4na 

looked at me. Yjut if thatOs the case, then itOs a little behind me, more 
at my shoulder.V

Y1orrect.V PngefLr said. YWhich means”V 
YWeOve turned southward a little,V the once thief said.
P nodded. YN’cellent. ?etOs leave the woods and head back over the 

ridge. P suspect weOll have to ride a little longer to get back to the Pce 
xlains.V

Sera4na scowled. YThis place is godsO forsaken.V
P Ierked a thumb at her. YUou got point, green eyes.V
We followed her north, up the barren snow-covered slope.
As we reached the top of the ridge, she stopped, raising a 4st high in 

the air like P had taught her.
P eased my horse beside hers. YWhat do you see”V
She pointed slightly to our right, where a copse of 4r trees created a 

place to wait out a storm. YThere is something about the ground over 
there that doesnOt look right.V

P peered, squinting. After a hundred strides, all that white Iust co-
alesced into a shapeless horizon, which the trees did a decent Iob of 
breaking up. P shifted my focus to the base of the trees.

And P saw it. Well, P saw sticks Iutting out of the ground. White sticks. 
P growled low. YThatOs not natural.V
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Sera4na paled. YCo, itOs not.V
YWhat is it”V PngefLr asked.
P heaved a heavy sigh. YSomething dead. jut maybe not. Keep your 

crossbows handy. je prepared to use swords. And magic.V
P dismounted and gave 6ick my reins. YFollow me in.V
Dn the ground, P was faster than any horse, and if violence was needed, 

P planned to race in and administer death blows.
The snow sloshed and crunched under my feet. That, the horsesO 

clopping, and the whistling of the wind, were the sole sounds to be heard. 
P raced ahead.

As P neared the white sticks, P knew what P saw. HombirOs missing 
dOoglemenn. P waited for the others to catch up. When they arrived, they 
dismounted.

P said, YThe rest of HombirOs clan, P think.V
We searched through the mound of bones. P kicked a pile aside, brush-

ing crusty snow with my boot. The ground was stained red.
YGgh,V Sera4na said. YP didnOt need to see that.V
PngefLr counted skulls. YThereOs thirteen skulls here.V
6ick groaned. YAn unlucky number.V
PngefLr searched the area. YSo where is the last dOoglemann”V
P glanced at the sky. Three hours of sunlight. We hadnOt brought 

our camping gear, nor much food beyond a dayOs supply. We needed 
to reconnect with the wagons before it got dark. The whelp squirmed 
under my cloak. And DOerlevendeh needed to run a bit.

jefore the Winter Solstice, surviving one snowless night was doable. 
Afterward, not so much. Cot without a mage. P grinned at PngefLr, 
causing her to give me a puzzled look.

YA quick scout,V P said, regathering my composure. We were at the 
northwest point of the copse of trees. YSera4na, move around the 4r trees 
to the south. PngefLr, circle to the north. 6ick, stay here and watch our 
butts.V
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YWhich way are you going, 6aster jelkin”V
YStraight into the trees.V P made eye contact, received con4rmation, 

and nodded.
Stepping past the piles of bones, P hiked toward the trees. 6aybe two 

dozen in total. Pt was an odd grouping in an odder place. The forest 
proper was half an hour to the south, over a ridge. P glanced about for 
Roskva. Co sign of her.

Would there ever be a time when she failed to show up in time”
P shuddered. Pt was a bad time for dark thoughts. ?ike there ever was 

a good time.
Amongst the pines, in the snow, P found tracks. EOoglemann tracks. 

The snow had melted and refrozen since they were made. jut the im-
print of a dOoglemannOs taloned foot was unmistakable. That meant it 
was less than four days old. Three since the storm abated, and one for 
our travel time.

P followed a few steps and spotted the track of a beastOs taloned foot 
some four times as wide and long as my boot.

7reat. Just great.
P trailed the tracks out of the copse and found PngefLr and Sera4na. P 

pointed at the dOoglemann tracks, then at the giant beastOs footprint. YHe 
or she—well, they—went that way.V

Pnstead of turning to look in the direction P pointed, both PngefLr and 
Sera4na looked up at a tree behind me.

P turned around. YWhat the Hel is that”V
YSome sort of symbol,V my wife replied. Which didnOt tell me anything 

new.
Dn the tallest tree at the southeast end, about 4fteen feet up on the 

south side of the tree, the bark had been cut or ripped oB. Ntched into 
the meat of the wood was what looked like a double S. N’cept at the top 
right and bottom left, there were clear head shapes carved out, like the 
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design was meant to be snakes. P couldnOt tell where the tails ended as 
they looped about the heads.

P frowned. Snakes. Cot a typical critter to 4nd out here. YWhat do you 
think it means”V P asked.

YWhy are you asking me”V PngefLr replied. YP donOt know. POve never 
seen anything like it.V

Y6ickLV P hollered. Y1ome around to the front of the trees. jring my 
mare.V

We waited until the lad showed up. When he arrived, P pointed. Y1opy 
that in your wa’ tablet. xlease.V

6ickOs gaze followed my arm. YAghL Who would make something like 
that”V

YEuh,V Sera4na said. YThe Jörmonruk.V
PngefLr said, YPtOs something Hombir and Tugg need to see.V
P circled, looking oB into the distance. YP wonder if more of these signs 

are out there, and weOve missed them.V
YThere are no trees on the Pce xlains,V Sera4na said.
P nodded. This place was an aberration. Y6aybe there are signs in-

scribed in the dirt and rocks. jut now theyOre covered with snow”V
Yjut why make them”V 6ick asked as he worked his stylus.
P had but one answer. YTheyOre marking their territory.V
WLrgs did it. So did stygg skapps and humans. We all had our ways.
When 6ick was done scribbling, P mounted my mare. YCow we fol-

low the tracks of the dOoglemann.V And the Jörmonruk.
YEo we have time”V Sera4na asked.
Y6aybe an hour, if the tracks continue southeastward.V P dared 

to hope as we trotted. Co blood meant the dOoglemann was unin-
Iured—well, maybe he or she was, but the wound had been cauterized, 
or the blood had frozen over.

Y?ookLV Sera4na pointed to the northeast.
A red “are burst in the midday sun.
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YPtOs not yellow,V PngefLr said. YCo danger. TheyOre going to stop in 
an hour.V

Which was early. Why” P wanted more time to e’plore. P sighed. YKeep 
following the tracks. 1ome on.V

PngefLr said, YWe should ride northeast, not southeast.V
YTrust me,V P said. YWeOll make up the time.V
P turned my mare and trotted after the tracks. After a few minutes, the 

tracks turned east, which increased the time we could follow them. And 
after an hour of riding—PngefLr grumbling the entire time—the tracks 
kept going.

Why east” Pt made no sense. There were no dOoglemann enclaves with-
in a hundred leagues. Hel, not within two hundred. Hule de Jern was to 
the south, a three-week hard ride. Kobber Gnter Smuss was three weeks 
back west.

P waved an arm. YSince itOs east, Hombir and Tugg have stopped 
maybe a half hourOs ride north-northeast. At most. P say we keep going.V

PngefLr sighed hard, her breath misting in the air. YPtOs going to get 
dark soon. P say we Ioin up.V

DOerlevendeh squirmed inside my cloak. YThereOs no emergency,V P 
said, Iabbing him with a 4nger. YWe have almost two hours to spare. So 
we show up late for dinner. ?etOs ride.V

6y wife rolled her eyes at me. YWhy are you so adamant”V
YThatOs HombirOs kin weOre tracking.V P raised myself tall in the saddle. 

YPf he or she is alive, time is running out. PtOs going to be beyond freezing 
tonight. Pf the weather doesnOt get them, the Jörmonruk trailing will.V

6ick hiccupped.
Sera4na warned him oB. YCo screaming out here. UouOll attract the 

beast.V
The other reason P want to go was, if there was a lone beast ahead of 

us—as the tracks indicated—the four of us could take it. At least, PngefLr 
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could. P would be a distraction. The tricky part would be to keep Sera4na 
and 6ick safe. P raised my brows high and gave my wife my urgent eyes.

Another sigh. Y?etOs hurry, then,V she said.
We rode oB, interspersing a canter between trots. An hour later, P 

looked up at the setting sun.
YTime to meet up with the wagons”V 6ick asked.
YUeah.V P growled. Pt bothered me to leave the dOoglemann behind. jut 

P didnOt trust our luck at night. Without a sun, and without “ying snow, 
that round black eye might see better than both of Sera4naOs green ones.

PngefLr touched my arm. YAt least we have information for Hombir.V
P chewed on my tongue for a moment. YP know. jut P wanted more. P 

wanted to 4nd the dOoglemann alive.V P stared into her eyes. YPtOs good to 
have hope. Somewhere out there, a dOoglemannOs hope is waning.V

6ick opened his mouth.
P raised my 4nger. YEonOt say nothing.V
PngefLr turned her mount north-westward. Y?etOs ride.V She set oB at 

a canter.
P glanced over my shoulder and hoped the escaped dOoglemann was 

alive. jut if the trailing Jörmonruk hadnOt gotten him, or her, then the 
Pce xlains had, or soon would.

With a rage-4lled shout at the sky, P heeled my mare and raced after the 
group.
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INAPROPRIATE 
CHATTER
INGEFÆR

W e found the caravan just after nightfall. Thankfully, two hun-
dred forty Avarkæsir left a deep, wide trail.

As we approached, we were challenged by a foursome of dvaerg 
guards. In the night’s darkness, I couldn’t blame them. Still, it unnerved 
me to have crossbows leveled at us as we rode the horses in.

Once we were close enough to be recognized, the dvaergs lowered their 
weapons. We headed for a campsite, in the center of which Rames Rashed 
and lit the area.

“ory groused. ?I thought we agreed to not light a ”reFM
I put a hand to my throat, ready to tinker with my pearl-white 

snowRake, but the wulv cape covered it. I wondered if its stated purpose 
would work out here. ?Eind out why ”rst, before you get all riled up.M

“ory grunted.
We dismounted, and I led “ory, Nick, and Sera”na to the picket line 

someone had set up for the draft horses. There, we brushed, watered, 
and fed our mounts. ?The horses got sweaty, so ”nd a blanket and cover 
yours up.M

Einished, we made for the camp”re, which was dying.
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“ory chinned at Tugg. ?What’s with the ”reFM
Tugg wagged his head toward Sett. ?Le started it. The d’oglemenn 

scored an is-hjort. Eed half the troops with it. Sorry, none be left.M
Ny stomach lurched at the thought of missing the tasty game.
“ory pulled O’erlevendeh from inside his cloak. ?Yot any bones leftF 

Or the hideF Yristle and fat works, too.M
Sett turned his head to eyeball us, then jumped to his feet. ?What in 

the “ealm ye be doing with thatFM
?Dooking to feed it,M “ory said.
Sett stepped forward. Lis hands went to his hips. ?A daft move. xe 

should kill it.M
“ory grinned. ?Cot a chance. And if you hurt him, you’ll answer to 

me.M
Sett sco—ed. ?5aft.M Then, ?xe be risking the party with yer escapades. 

“unning here and there. We sent the Rare two hours ago.M
While the oversized dvaerg made my earlier points with my husband, I 

defended “ory. ?Wærgs serve a purpose in the animal cycle. And I won’t 
see a young pup die from starvation. It’s inhumane.M

Tugg said. ?5on’t go starting things, Sett. They got here ”ne and there 
be no emergency. Why don’t ye ”nd out why our friends be delayedFM

Sett continued on, refuting Tugg’s suggestion. ?They’re not me 
friends. They disappear for half a day. The d’oglemann mage wasted a 
spell, and if I hadn’t made a fuss, he’d have wasted more.M

“ory moved closer to Sett, e!ceeding the large dvaerg’s height by 
several inches. ?We were hunting game.M

Sett made a point of looking behind us. ?Cot much of a hunter, 
thenFM

I barreled between “ory and Sett. ?xou’re looking for a thrashing with 
that kind of talk.M

Tugg said, ?Aye. If you don’t ease up yer mouth, I’ll help them.M
“ory said, ?Why do youB?

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



5VATL, OC I1V 4Hq

I interrupted. ?We found signs of the fourteen missing d’oglemenn.M 
I cupped my mouth. ?LombirP We have news of your kin.M

Sett and “ory eyed one another. Uased on my e!perience, they were 
seeing who would Rinch ”rst. With “ory’s Juick feet, if he Rinched, he’d 
be burying the blade inside Sett’s beefy torso.

Tugg said, ?Stand down, Sett. Or I’ll report ye to öremier Nina, and 
yer dreams of being Avarkæsir leader will be dashed right here, right 
now.M

Sett’s mouth twisted up at an angle. ?Watch yerself, wanna-be woods-
man. The Ice ölains don’t tolerate errors.M

I jabbed “ory in the ribs before he could retort. ?Thanks for your 
concern,M I said, and shoved “ory to the side.

“ory got my hint and took to scrounging the area until he found the 
is-hjort hide. 6sing a dirk’s edge, he scraped sinew and fat into a small 
pile. The whelp dug in. 7ust a few of his pup’s teeth had come in, so it 
was mostly gum-smacking and his saliva that broke down the leftovers.

Lombir approached with 7onuku in tow.
Standing before a loose circle of listeners, I reported our ”ndings. 

?Two things. Eirst is, we found the bones of thirteen d’oglemenn. 7ust 
like you reported earlier. Lombir, I’m sorry, they were stripped of their 
Resh and scales in the same manner.M

7onuku’s taloned hand Rew to her mouth. ?That leaves one unac-
counted for.M

“ory nodded. ?We tracked the d’oglemannBand a 78rmonrukBeast, 
for nigh on two hours. We weren’t lost, but once we found the bones, 
we didn’t take time to hunt.M

I said, ?Other than tracks, we saw no sign of the survivor or the 
78rmonruk.M

?I think the tracks were at least three days old.M “ory scooped the pup 
up before it ate too much. ?Uut it could be four.M
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?We’ll ride south to search tomorrow.M I checked with Nick and 
Sera”na and received nods. ?The tracks parallel your route.M

Lombir asked, ?xou sure about the number of daysFM
“ory nodded, giving the whelp some water. ?Eour days ago is when 

the storm ended. There were signs of melting and refreezing. I don’t 
know how your clan mate stayed alive for so long. Cor do I know if he, 
or she, is still alive.M

7onuku whimpered.
Lombir said, ?Le or she may have switched to cold-blood mode to 

survive the frigid nights. Uut then switched to warm-blood mode in 
order to move with speed by day.M

I’d forgotten about that particular d’oglemann trait. It’s how they 
survived the winters on this side of the mountains.

Sett said, ?Uah. It be a waste of time. The d’oglemann be dead. xer 
supposed to be our advance patrol.M Le chinned at Sera”na. ?At least the 
half-alvae be not entirely useless.M

Tugg blindsided him with a haymaker.
Sett took the blow, staggered, but remained upright. Ulinking his eyes, 

he turned to Tugg. ?xe want to have a rowFM
?5on’t talk about Sera”na that way.M Tugg stepped chest to chest and 

looked up at the brute of a dvaerg. ?xe mind yer tongue, or I’ll do it for 
ye.M

Sett’s eyes Rashed to the half-alvae. Le snorted. ?Ah. xe be sweet on 
her.M Le turned away, laughing.

Tugg took a huge breath. ?Sorry about all that.M
I shook my head. ?Le’s such a boor. Low did he manage to rise in 

your ranksFM
Tugg growled. ?öolitics. Lis clan be growing in power. And, well, ye 

seen Sett. Le be a monster. Co other can ”ght him.M
Sera”na stood before Tugg and stroked his face with her slender ”n-

gers. ?Thank you.M
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Nick grinned. ?Weren’t you scared he would throw a punch of his 
ownFM

Tugg shrugged. ?ScaredF Co. Sett’s got a mouth on him. Uut he be 
pretty sharp up here.M Tugg tapped his head. ?If he wrangled with me, 
the othersBwell, e!cept for his direct clanmatesBwould be on me side. 
Also, I outrank him.M

Nick chuckled. ?Le’s like the turd in the washbasin.M
Co one else laughed.
?Sett makes camp unappealing with his sharp words,M I said. Then, 

weary of that subject, I shifted focus. ?The d’oglemann has survived for 
nigh on three weeks. Vver since the mauling of Cikkel Uakken. I say 
there’s hope.M

Nick said, ?I think at least one furry beast had the fourteen d’ogle-
menn tied up somehow. And it, or they, used them as a food source.M

I gave Nick an evil eye. ?Co need to be so grim.M
Sera”na added, ?And disgusting.M
“ory said, ?Sorry, Lombir.M
I said, ?We’ll head out tomorrow and follow the tracks. Uut there’s 

another issue that we ran across.M I motioned at Nick. ?Show them your 
drawing.M

Nick pulled the wa! tablet out of his jerkin and passed it around.
Tugg said, ?What we be looking atFM
Sera”na said, ?It’s a copy of an etching we found on the south side of 

a pine tree. Eifteen feet up.M
“ory said, ?Lad to be made by the beasts. Which means they’re 

smarter than a typical predator. I mean, we suspected it to be so, what 
with their silent communication. Uut this proves it.M

Lombir took the tablet and looked at it. ?That could be a ward.M Le 
glanced up at me. ?5id you cast ”nd magic at itFM

?Co,M I said. I hadn’t considered it. ?At the time, I didn’t think about 
it. xou think it’s magicalFM
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“ory frowned. ?I think it’s just a boundary marker.M
Lombir’s scaled head waggled. ?Night be. Night be something more. 

It’s worth checking out.M
“ory grumbled. ?That’s backtracking.M
I said, ?I’ll ride out that way by myself.M
?xou will not.M “ory’s hands moved to his hips. Le almost stepped on 

his whelp. ?We all go, or no one does.M
?Uut you need to search for the missing d’oglemann,M I said.
?I won’t have you go missing.M “ory’s eyes were hard. Lis normal 

warmth was gone. Le scooped the pup up and cuddled with it.
Tugg asked, ?Low much time be lost by backtrackingFM
“ory pursed his lips for a moment. ?Two hours one way, after an 

hour’s ride south.M
We turned to Lombir. I asked, ?5oes the missing d’oglemann take 

precedence over the sigilFM
Lombir’s jowls Juivered. Le shook his head. ?Co. That etching 

means something. Why else put it thereF Co other creature out here 
would see it, so it isn’t much of a boundary marker. We need to know 
if it’s magical.M Le tapped at Nick’s tablet. ?It looks like two snakes 
looping about each other.M

?xah, that’s right,M Nick said. ?With two heads, one above and one 
below. What do you think it meansFM

?Co idea. Uut to put it so high in a tree makes my scales itch.M
Nick chuckled. ?Aye. Ny skin crawled walking about the pile of your 

kin’s bones.M
7onuku burst into tears. Lombir hugged her and whispered to her.
I shook my head at Nick. Le and I would have words when we were 

alone.
The group broke up, and we made for our own tent, one Tugg and his 

crew had erected on our behalf. I sighed, shifting my gaze from “ory to 
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Nick and back. Ny arms crossed my chest. ?xou two need to ”nd some 
tact.M

?NeFM “ory asked.
?TackF Dike a sharp pinFM Nick asked.
?Co, she means like bridles, saddles, and such,M “ory said, winking.
I narrowed my eyes at him. ?That’s not funny. And you darn well 

know what I said. Tact. With a 2t’ at the end. Ue sensitive. xou talk about 
the dead like it’s nothing.M

Nick hung his head, but I spotted his eyes eyeing me.
“ory said, ?xou’re right. We got riled up with Sett’s talk. At least I 

did.M
Nick said, ?It’s not that I don’t care, it’s that there’s nothing to be 

done about it. They’re already dead.M
?There’re the feelings of the kin to consider,M I said.
?7onuku is struggling with this. That’s plain to see,M Sera”na said.
?7ust be more sensitive around her. öleaseFM I asked.
Nick nodded.
“ory showed o— a dimple. ?Uut not with Sett. Le’s earned my ire.M Le 

elbowed Nick. ?Why, if I had a book of grudges, he’d be in it.M

JJJ

In the morning, we ate breakfast. O’erlevendeh whined at not getting 
more is-hjort gristle. We saddled up and rode o— south. When we found 
our trail from the day before, we followed it back to the copse of trees.

?5o you think it’s magickedFM Nick asked.
I shrugged.
At the circular stand of trees, we looped around, making sure the area 

was safe. I stopped us at the southeastern end and reached into my mage 
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pouch, pulling out Ra! seed. Thrusting it into the air with my left arm, 
I made a circular, wiping motion with the other. ?Finne magicka.M

?Well, I’ll be,M Sera”na said.
Nick screeched, but kept the volume down. It reminded me of the 

sound I’d made when my da had pulled one of my baby teeth out.
The sigil glowed a subtle orange. Ny jaw dropped.
?Lombir was right to worry,M “ory said.
I pointed. ?5o the snakes look green to youFM
?xes. They weren’t green yesterday,M Sera”na said.
Nick let out a rooster crow.
?1ome on,M “ory said. ?Det’s get out of here.M
?Wait a moment.M I studied the carving. Lad the snakes’ heads shiftedF 

The one on the top right had either moved down and to the left, and the 
bottom one to the right and up.

Lokke’s spawn!
I pointed and told the others.
Nick pulled out his tablet and compared the two. ?Aye. The snake 

heads have moved.M
Sera”na asked, ?What does that meanFM
Co one had a clue. Somehow, the magic sigil was alive. Or certainly 

operative.
?1ome on.M I jumped into my saddle and heeled my horse. ?Det’s 

ride.M
We cantered to get some distance. Ny freJuent glances over my shoul-

der revealed nothing. Two hours later, we picked up the trail of the 
d’oglemann, now a day older.

We cast prudence aside and rode faster than yesterday, trying to catch 
up to the track makers. We ate the midday meal standing up. The horses 
drank melted snow out of a frying pan I’d heated with a warmth spell, 
and ate grain from my hand. O’erlevendeh was less happy with the cir-
cumstances. The hard pemmican was too much for his nascent teeth, 
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and we didn’t have time to soak it. Le ignored my o—er of an apple piece 
and got by with water.

“emounting, we took o— at a Juick trot. Some two hours later, we 
crossed a ridge, running back to the 5reki Nountains on our right. All 
this time, I couldn’t think why the d’oglemann kept going east.

Lad he or she gone south, they would have reached the mountains by 
now. And there were places to hide. If nothing else, the timber provided 
cover.

Then again, there were better odds of crossing paths with a wulv or a 
bear or some other beast. To the north lay nothing but misery, and, in all 
likelihood, more 78rmonruks. Why hadn’t the d’oglemann gone westF

As we stood at the top of the ridge looking east, past some craggy 
ground and onto a barren valley, “ory pointed at the ground. ?The 78r-
monruk stopped chasing after the d’oglemann. See its tracksF It turned 
north.M

Lad our caravan crossed paths with the beastF
?We need to return,M I said.
“ory said, ?Send up a Rare.M
?We didn’t talk about what that might mean.M I gnawed on a lip. ?I 

don’t want them to waste time and come this way. Sett will blow up.M
“ory’s mouth pinched, but his eyes twinkled. ?Send up the Rare. I 

want to see Sett agitated.M
Sera”na said, ?A Rare signal from us should stop the caravan. Uut I 

doubt they turn south. Naybe they’ll send a search party.M
She had a point. I worked with what I remembered and sent a beacon 

light Rying. I didn’t know how to make it sparkle the way Lombir did. 
After the blue light fell back to the earth, I said, ?I don’t know if it got 
high enough.M

“ory nudged my horse with his. ?We shouldn’t delay. If they saw 
it, someone will come. If not, well, we need to hurry either way. The 
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78rmonruk leaving the trail may mean the d’oglemann has found a place 
to hide.M

Nick gu—awed. ?Cow that’s wishful thinking.M
I scowled at the young man, and he shut up.
5own the ridge we went.
As we crossed a ravine, “ory gave a shout. ?Over therePM
I brought my steed to a halt and scanned. A d’oglemann lay in the 

gulley. It wore a white winter cloak and umber trousers. Uut little else.
“ory dismounted and ran to it.
I got o— my horse and made my way closer, waving at Nick and 

Sera”na to follow.
“ory removed the white hood. Le looked up at me. ?It’s 5artak.M
?Is heB?
“ory lifted the snout and let it drop. ?xes. We’re too late.M
5artak was, or had been, an elite guard from Asken de Yulles, the 

enclave where Kidarr had been born. What was he doing in Cikkel 
UakkenF

We rolled the d’oglemann over, and Sera”na searched for wounds. Le 
looked unharmed, but also scrawny and ragged.

?What killed himFM I asked.
Sera”na shrugged. ?I want to say the elements. Uut with the beasts 

casting ice rays, it could have been that.M
I shook my head. ?I don’t think the beast got him. If it had killed 

5artak, it would have eaten him. I think 5artak hid in the gulley, but 
was too weary to continue.M

Nick stomped about, his head jerking back and forth.
?3nock it o—.M I jerked at his arm. ?Yet a hold of yourself.M
“ory lifted 5artak up and over a shoulder. ?We take him to Lombir 

and 7onuku.M
I had “ory put him on the back of his horse. ?Yive the reins to Nick, 

so you’re free to run. If needed.M
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Nick’s nose twitched. ?6m. ThanksFM
Sera”na waved an arm. ?1ome on. Det’s join up with the others.M
As we rode, “ory asked, ?I don’t understand. Why was he going eastFM
I didn’t discern 5artak’s reasoning either.
Nick tugged at his tawny hair. ?Cow we’ll never know.M
We rode in silence. “ory fussed with the whelp, who seemed tired 

of hiding inside a cloak. If nothing else, the wærg kept my husband 
occupied. “ory may well have gone o— e!ploring otherwise.
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ENEMY SIGHTING
RORY

A fter we caught up with the caravan, we handed Dartak’s body to 
Hombir and Jonuku.

I said, “He was a ”ghter. He escape after weeks of captivity, and he 
hiked for four days with a beast behind him.ö

“I don’t think the Jlrmonruk got him. He probabxy died from e-poæ
sure and xack of food and water.ö IngefTr bowed her head. “He was xying 
face down in a ravine.ö

Jonuku covered her eyes as she sobbed.
Hombir’s xips turned down at the corners. “Whank you for ”nding 

him. Se’d hoped, but it wasn’t meant to be.ö
Lett came up. “Yet’s get a move on.ö
Lera”na turned on him. “Fou are such a mean brute.ö
Lett’s beady brown eyes narrowed. “Fe be hoxding up the caravan. 

Lnow be coming, and the beasties ye foxks think ye saw might come with 
it.ö

“?oxks need time to grieve.ö I sauntered over, hands at my sides. “And 
I know what I saw. Fou’re big and thick. Does the xatter feature e-tend 
to your skuxxCö

“Rarefux, human. Eixe me up and ye wixx ”nd out.ö
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“Hey.ö IngefTr tried to butt in between us, but I shifted using my 
speciax feet.

Whe doubxeæspeed motion caused Lett to bxink.
“Feah,ö I said. “Fou’d xast axx of ten seconds.ö
“NiGö Wugg ambxed over. “Shat be going onCö
“Lett’s being rude,ö I said. “And we were discussing our ne-t step.ö
Lett’s eyes shifted xeft, then right. “zo on then, grieve. Se roxx in ten 

minutes. Sith or without ye.ö
He turned and xeft.
Lera”na said, “I don’t xike him.ö
Se informed Wugg of ”nding Dartak’s body.
“Hoist him up into a wagon.ö Wugg’s gaVe Boated over to Lera”na. 

“Se’xx hoxd a proper buriax tonight.ö
Shen that was done, we moved east and stopped for the night. Se 

buixt a pyre downwind of our campsite and dedicated Dartak’s body. 
1ormaxxy, songs wouxd be sung in Uaranusian, but none of the d’ogxeæ
menn were up to the task. A pair of dvaergs with some musicax taxent 
sang a dirge for the dead in Dvaervish.

I said a few words about him. “Dartak was a rexiabxe friend. Wo me, 
my wife, and to Hombir and the cxan. ‘ut axso to Uidarr, whose visit to 
Asken de zuxxes couxd have ended diKerentxy if not for Dartak’s aid. He 
was a capabxe warrior and stout of heart. I miss him axready.ö

Hombir spoke as wexx. “He’d been exected AxxæSatcher this past winæ
ter. And he’d found a bride this spring. His second, as his ”rst, died in 
chixdbirth. I performed the ceremony. 6nder his xeadership, the mines 
opened, and the ”exds were sowed. Whey’d brought in their ”rst crop 
three moons ago.ö

He raised a hand. “Wo Dartak.ö
Whe d’ogxemenn around the pyre shouted, “Bra gortGö which transxatæ

ed to Pwexx done.’
Jonuku xit the pyre.
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Afterward, I fed the whexp pemmican soaked in water. His teeth were 
making a pronounced showing. In another day or two, I wouxd feed it to 
him dry. Shat he needed most was a fresh kixx.

In the morning, as we packed and readied oursexves for another day 
on the gods’ forsaken Ice 7xains, I scanned the horiVon to the north. Whe 
cxouds were a darker gray than the steex of my sword. And they were on 
the move. Whe high winds returned. Whe snow that hadn’t mexted and 
refroVen was xifted into the air, stinging my face. I was in no mood for 
another bxiVVard. ‘ut I had no choice but to endure.

Wo make things worse, N’erxevendeh tired of warming ne-t to my 
armpit. He scratched and writhed and either tore at my Besh or created a 
seam for the coxd air to seep through. I had enough of it. I swaddxed him 
in a bxanket and tucked him into a saddxebag. He wasn’t too happy with 
that, either. ‘ut I made sure he couxdn’t s8uirm free.

Whe snake sigix we had found caused my guts to twist. Leeing the 
snakes’ heads shifting ”xxed my bones with an eerie sensation. 1one of 
us had heard of something xike that happening before. Se’d seen pxenty 
of wards. ‘ut none of them had moved or changed. IngefTr had noticed 
that the gxyph had taken on a green sheen. An inkxing in the depths of 
my mind scratched at my memories. ‘ut I couxdn’t pxace it.

Se had soxved one mystery, but now had another. Shere the Jlrmonæ
ruks had come from remained unanswered. Shy they marauded was a 
mystery, too, though why wuxvs and svartkatts hunted and kixxed was no 
mysteryjthey were hungry. ‘ut these beasts were sentient, of that I was 
certain.

Nut of nowhere, a new species had erupted on the Ice 7xains. Sexx, not 
axtogether new. Nver two thousand years ago, they had once roamed the 
Ice 7xains.

What the Hel is going on?
‘irds had been sent to Wyrrby and qrax ‘ar Aggen with a hundred 

8uestions. Lo far, no repxy. What wasn’t unusuax. Where hadn’t been 
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enough time, and we were in between keeps, so a bird ”nding usjesæ
peciaxxy in a bxiVVardjwas improbabxe.

Wugg hoxxered at me, and I stopped my horse, waiting for him to catch 
up. “Whis ne-t ice bxast wixx be as bad as the ”rst, snowæwise. O-cept 
coxder.ö

“Se have two mages and four heaxers who can cast warmth spexxs,ö I 
said.

“Aye. ‘ut we don’t have Uidarr’s Eod of the Dreki.ö
“Ah. Sise counsex.ö Whe mages and heaxers wouxd e-haust themsexves 

trying to keep axx the tents warm enough. Wheir spexxs were good for an 
hour. Sith over a hundred tents, we wouxd wear them out.

Wugg said,  “Se be  axright  for  now.  ‘ut  if  we  be  out  here  in  a 
moonjwexx, freeVing to death wixx be on everyone’s mind.ö

“When xet’s not be out here in a moon.ö I winked at him.
“Shat I be saying be that once we reach AVVa Eid, Lett and the others 

might not want to go back out. 1ot unxess they have a good reason. 1ot 
untix the spring months.ö

Oh! Well, troll shit.
“Fou can’t order themCö I asked.
“1o. Whe caravan be keep business. And untix the Jlrmonruks attack 

a keep proper, going in search of them be a voxuntary campaign. What be 
how our system works.ö

I had counted on the dvaergs’ strength in aggregate. “‘ut we can ask 
for voxunteersCö

“Ni, aye. Axways. ‘ut coins or a spxit of the spoixs wixx be e-pected.ö 
Wugg moved oK to taxk to a soxdier.

Lo, when the truxy frigid weather hit, there’d be maybe two doVen of 
us. What xessened the burden of keeping everyone warm, what with two 
mages and two heaxers. ‘ut wouxd that be enough strength to ”ght the 
whiteæfurred, oneæeyed beastsC

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



EO1O UORqA459

I axready knew the answer to the 8uestion. 1udging my horse, I shifted 
toward IngefTr and rexayed Wugg’s nugget of information. “Fou up for 
riding out in the heart of winter without a company of dvaergsCö

Lhe frowned. “Se couxd cxaim the thousand sixver and report our 
”ndings to Uidarr. ‘ut it wouxd xeave a foux taste in my mouth to xeave a 
*ob un”nished.ö

I Bashed a smixe. “Se haven’t traded bxows in a proper fashion.ö
“Fou think we can take themCö
“Nne or two at a timeCö I roxxed my shouxders. “I think so. Wheir entire 

cxanC 1o. 1ot at once.ö
Her bright bxue eyes twinkxed. “Se need more information.ö
Whe sun went down that evening *ust as the cxouds arrived. Wugg’s 

crew passed out pitonsja nifty device for anchoring the tents in high 
winds. As we crawxed into our tents, it was snowing hard, andjno 
surprisejthe wind howxed, making it a bxiVVard.

Se snuggxed in our tents, wrapped in our cxoaks, even as we dug deep 
into our bedroxxs. N’erxevendeh decided he wanted to sxeep outside of 
mine, settxing himsexf on the tarp covering the ground.

0ick nodded his head a doVen times.
“Shat are you doingCö I asked.
“I’m agreeing with mysexf.ö
“AboutCö IngefTr asked.
“Fou’s axx are craVy. Fou’ve been out here before, so you know what it’s 

xike. Fet you dragged us out here.ö
“Fou came of your own free wixx.ö I shifted my cxoak to cover more of 

my xegs, which were buried in the sxeeping roxx.
“Ah, the xure of coin.ö Lera”na’s emeraxd eyes shone. “Has xed many 

to their deaths.ö
“1ow don’t start taxking xike that,ö IngefTr said. “1o one is dying. 

Se’re unravexing the mystery. Se know whojwexx, what it is.ö
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“‘ut not where they are.ö 0ick screeched with his mouth cxosed. 
“1or how to kixx them.ö

“A coupxe of ”rebaxxs wixx change their prowxing ways.ö IngefTr roxxed 
over. “1ow shut up and go to sxeep.ö

I wondered about that. I hoped she was right. ‘ut the beasts had 
surprised me a coupxe of times, and something pinched between my 
shouxder bxades, texxing me more surprises were in store. Whe duax shiftæ
ing snakes kept me from faxxing asxeep for far too xong.

:::

Se woke to haxf a foot of snow. As the white stuK continued to faxx, we 
dressed, ate, and packed. After storing our tent in a wagon, I *oined the 
others, who stood with the horses axready saddxed.

“‘uck up, husband of mine,ö IngefTr said as she s8ueeVed my hand. 
“Se’re going to need your uni8ue skixxs.ö

“ShatC Wo run awayCö I forced a xaugh.
“1o, to scout ahead.ö Lhe smixed at me. “Wugg asked.ö
What made sense. I was the best tracker. “I’m going to need Lera”na’s 

eyes.ö
Lera”na xicked her dark green xips. “As xong as I’m on horseback.ö
IngefTr said, “qeep your eyes on the horiVon. Don’t engage. Rome 

and warn us, mister fast feet.ö
“Fou and 0ick aren’t coming with usCö I asked.
“1o.ö Her brows wrinkxed, and she bit her xower xip. “Whe more 

bodies up front, the bigger the chance someone wixx get spotted. And 
it’s more bodies to fret about in retreat. Se use our strengths to our 
advantage. What means Wugg’s soxdiers, and Hombir’s and my magic.ö

“And the worst thing we can do is to xose a mage, cutting our power 
in haxf.ö I kissed my wife, savoring the sweet and saxt of her xips.
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Lera”na and I rode out ahead, cantering to start. After a doVen minæ
utes, I sxowed my horse to a waxk, and she foxxowed suit. Whe wind had 
xessened, so the sight xines weren’t horribxeӧmaybe two hundred strides 
from atop a knoxx.

Lera”na asked, “Shat do we do if I spot themC 1ot *ust one, but say 
a doVenCö

IngefTr had axready said what we shouxd do. ‘ut I understood her 
8uestion. I had a habit of improvising and reckxess sexfæendangerment.

“Se ride xike the wind,ö I said, meaning it. “1o heroics. 0ysexf inæ
cxuded.ö

After a haxf hour of waxking the horses, I surveyed the horiVon. It 
wasn’t snowing as thick as it had in the ”rst storm. ‘ut it wouxd soon 
enough. I asked, “Shat do you think of axx this snowCö

“I xike it. It mexts on the tongue and tastes xike the cxeanest water in 
the Eeaxm.ö Lhe swivexed her head to the right. “‘ut the coxd is another 
matter. ‘ack in Uanaby, it rarexy ever froVe, and then for but a day or 
two. I didn’t spend enough time in Lxangeh ‘uktah, but I suspect it’s 
the same.ö

I nodded. “Whe spine of the Dreki 0ountains forces more of the coxd 
to the human side, though the city sexdom freeVes. It snows north of the 
city two or three times a season. 0aybe a coupxe of inches. ‘ut with each 
day’s ride north, it seems to doubxe.ö

Whe vaxue of sexecting me for my tracking skixxs disappeared in a bxiVæ
Vard. Whe snow wasn’t too bad. ‘ut the wind had picked up again. I 
xooked at a sea of white. And when I shifted my gaVe to the north, I 
bxinked as Bakes struck me in the eyes and face.

Whe day ended with no sightings.
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:::

Nur routine ”rmed up. Lera”na and I rode point by day, xeading the 
caravan ever east. ‘y night, we huddxed in our tent with 0ick and 
IngefTr.

?or four days, we rode over unduxating ground covered in snow. I 
bexieved we were four or ”ve days out from qrax AVVa Eid. Whe second 
storm of the season had xasted three days. When it took an unusuax 
oneæday break and started up again in the morning.

Wugg agreed the pattern was oK. It either meant we’d see four days 
of the white stuK, or it wouxd axx cxear oK on the morrow. Nne thing 
remained consistent3 the wind never 8uit. Sexx, two things. Whe temæ
perature stayed bexow freeVing the entire time, day and night.

After xunch, I was on horseback with my pup growing irritated with 
me as we waited for the others to reconnect. It didn’t take xong to report 
nothing, and soon enough, we were back out front. Whe wind stayed a 
persistent howx. Whe snow increased. Uisibixity dropped to a crossbow 
shot.

I’d axways been of the opinion that when riding out in the wixd, a 
boring day was a good one. It increased the odds of staying axive. Se 
crested a ridge, and my gaVe swept the horiVon as that famixiar eerie 
tingxing ran up my spine.

A few seconds xater, Lera”na hissed xow. “LtopGö
Se were side by side, and I did as she said. I foxxowed her gaVe down 

the ridge we had *ust cximbed. 7utting a hand over my eyes to keep the 
Bying snow out of them, I said, “I see nothing.ö

“Lhadows moving. I’m sure of it.ö
Lhadows. 7xurax.
I peered into the snowy haVe. 1othing.
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0aybe a Bicker. Darker. Where.
“It’s coming this way.ö Lera”na’s voice notched higher.
I spun around. “Rome on.ö
“It’s big. Yike what we ran into the ”rst time.ö Lhe had yet to turn her 

mount around.
I reached down to grab the reins of her horse and puxxed her about. 

“Yet’s ride.ö
A mighty roar, as xoud as a perturbed dreki, e-pxoded to our rear. I 

heexed my steed and hexd on to her mount’s reins, puxxing it and Lera”na 
with me.

Se raced away from the sounds of erupting ground, and the air crackæ
xing as it froVe.

A JNrmonruk had spotted us.
Se gaxxoped the horses down the ridge and raced for the caravan. As 

we reached the shadows of the advance scouts, I shouted. “JlrmonruksGö
Wugg’s form emerged as the distance dwindxed. “0ore than oneCö
“6h, I’m not sure,ö I said. “Lera”na spotted one. And it saw us.ö
“It saw yeCö
I nodded. “?ired its ice bxast.ö
“How far behindCö Wugg asked.
I shrugged. “Whree minutes. Nr not at axx.ö
Wugg asked, “Se runC Nr ”ghtCö
I smixed. I knew what he wanted. 0e, too. ‘ut sometimes running was 

the best choice. I thought about it.
Whe dvaergs were hardy and couxd run far. ‘ut two hundred forty 

dvaergs and a haxf doVen wagons couxdn’t run fast. And if we ran, we’d 
be going the wrong way in a snowstorm. And if we ran, it wouxd axxow 
the beast to pick us oK one by one.

‘esides, we needed to test our mettxe, if my suspicions about their 
numbers were right. ‘est to xearn how to ”ght one or two at a time, rather 
than a coupxe of handfuxs axx at once.
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If there were good gods, I’d have prayed that there weren’t more than 
a coupxe of handfuxs.

I said, “Se ”ght. What’s my counsex.ö
Wugg caxxed for the crossbows and pointed, shouting more instrucæ

tions in Dvaervish. Dvaergs assembxed into three xines, seventy soxdiers 
in each. Lett came up and asked what the huxxabaxoo was axx about.

Whe caravan had stopped, and IngefTr and 0ick rode up to *oin the 
impromptu councix. Nnxy Hombir was missing.

I said, “At xeast one Jlrmonruk. It spotted us.ö
Lett scoKed. “Fe xet it see yeCö
I smixed at him. “I did. Nn purpose. Just so he couxd chase us here and 

you couxd see one with your own damned eyes.ö
Wugg growxed. “‘oth of ye. qnock it oK. Lett, go anchor the faræright 

Bank. Se use the snow and poor sight xines to our advantage. Wake two 
score, haxf with crossbows. If I give the signax, I want ye to Bank them.ö

Lett’s gaVe bore down at me, but I smixed back. He grunted and *ogged 
oK.

IngefTr said, “Fou shouxdn’t xet him rixe you.ö
I smixed at my wife. “Nh, he didn’t rixe me any. I was rixing him.ö
Wugg shook his head. “What’s the xast thing we need.ö
“zet Hombir up here.ö I motioned to IngefTr. “Fou two shouxd be 

spread apart behind the dvaerg xines. ‘ut not too far from the center traix 
that Lera”na and I xeft.ö

Lhe toxd 0ick to ”nd the mage, dismounted, and handed her reins to 
a dvaerg standing by Wugg.

“Shy aren’t you depxoying axx of your troopsCö I asked.
Wugg chewed on his xower xip. “Wo keep a reserve to either reinforce a 

Bank or to xead the assauxt. And to guard the wagons.ö
Wugg turned and motioned another dvaerg over. He spoke in Eeaxm’s 

Wongue, so I knew what was going on. “zet the wagons ready to roxx 
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west. Wen soxdiers to the north, south, and east of the caravan. Satch me 
signaxs.ö

“Lera”na,ö I said, “you have scout duties.ö
0ick came running, with Hombir and Jonuku hopping behind him. 

D’ogxemenn have surprising speed. Whey can *ump a doVen feet from a 
standing position.

I waved with a hand westward. “Se need to discuss our tactics. ?oxxow 
me.ö

Sith Wugg and everyone exse in tow, I xed us to the center of the xong 
dvaerg xine, but stayed a doVen paces behind the third rank. Whe front 
two rows were ”xxed with a-eæ and shiexdæwiexding AvarkTsir, and the rear 
Bank hexd the crossbowmen.

I said to the group, “Sith Lett anchoring the faræright Bank, we’xx use 
the center and xeft as our main engagement xine. Shixe crossbows are 
eKective to forty strides, my boxt made it mad.ö

Wugg grumbxed. “Fe be saying we xet the beasties get cxoser than forty 
pacesCö

“1o.ö I bxew a steaming gust of air out. “Whe probxem is, at si-ty paces, 
its ray bxast wixx make mincemeat of your troops.ö

“Shat do ye suggestCö Wugg asked. “Wo stand there and take the brunt 
of the spexxCö

I patted IngefTr on the shouxder, but spoke to Wugg. “Four troops are 
the bait. IngefTr and Hombir wixx be behind you, a bowshot apart. 0y 
wife stands in the middxe and Hombir takes the xeft side. 6pon a caxx of 
sighting the enemy, they’xx raise magic shiexd waxxs.ö

Whe sergeant anchoring the rear xine frowned. “What stops our boxts 
going the other way.ö

IngefTr’s brows pinched. “Fes. ‘ut I can shape my waxx of air and move 
it around, too. I’xx pxace it ”ve strides before the ”rst rank and wixx hoxxer 
when I’ve made it waist high. If the beast is within range, you shouxd 
have the angxe. As soon as it bxasts its icy ray, I’xx raise the waxx again.ö

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



DOAWH, N1 IRO 4!!

Wugg’s mouth puckered. “Eisky. Wiming be tricky. ‘ut I xike the idea 
of having sorcery on our side. Haven’t had a mage in battxe since Uidarr.ö

Whe wagons and thirty soxdiers became our rear guard, reinforceæ
ments, and counterattack axx in one. D’ogxemenn formed a personax 
guard around Hombir and Jonuku, who agreed with the battxe pxan and 
moved to the xeft Bank.

Se waited. I estimated our 8uick roundup of troops and discussion 
had taken ”ve minutes. Whough we had gaxxoped the horses, the beast or 
beasts shouxd have reached us by now.

Whe wind waixed, and the snow sxashed at us from the north.
After waiting ten minutes, and with no sign of the Jlrmonruks, I 

suggested we advance.
Wugg agreed. At his command, we trudged forward. I tapped 0ick on 

the shouxder. “Fou stay with my wife and Lera”na, you hearCö
Side eyes met mine. He nodded. “Lhe’s my best chance for surviving, 

isn’t sheCö
I nodded. “Four sxingshot and stones won’t be of much use. 1ot 

saying you shouxdn’t tryӧ.ö
“And where wixx you be, husband of mineCö IngefTr asked.
“Lcouting.ö I had to make sure we knew how many of them there were. 

0y gut toxd me there was more than one out there. I took severax steps 
to my xeft.

Lhe hoxxered at my back. “Don’t get into the xine of ”re.ö
Yeaving my horse with 0ick, I waved, acknowxedging I heard her. As 

I sped north, Banking the dvaergs’ xeft edge, I searched for my fyxg*T.
Eoskva hadn’t showed. Fet.
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TRIAL AND ERROR
INGEFÆR

W e marched east in a wide arc. The front line of dvaergs were 
elbow to elbow, with the shield of the warrior on the left cov-

ering the one on the right. Two steps behind was the second line, their 
shields above their heads and parallel to the ground, protecting from 
projectiles. The third line was kve strides bacA, the ævarAIsir holding 
their crossbows across their chests in both hands.

Sn the center of the entire formation, Tugg hiAed behind them, with 
yerakna beside him. ThirtH paces oJ to mH left, Mombir walAed with 
’onuAu. BicA and S were ten paces to TuggRs right, slightlH oJ center. 
zehind us rolled the wagons, with the rest of TuggRs companH spread 
out in a loose formation.

DorHRs prior escapades hung heavH on me. Mis tactic of spHing out the 
enemH was sound. zut S didnRt liAe it.

æfter kve minutes of hiAing through the bliEEard up a shallow slope, 
yerakna gave a shout, pointing left of center. Tugg gave a command, and 
the line stopped. Ovaergs hunAered behind their shields, the second ranA 
moving to the krst. yhields overlapped shields. The crossbowmen lined 
up behind them. zH the strained necAs and jerAH head motions, theH were 
peering into the wind-driven snow, trHing to spot a target.
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BH gaEe swung out, but S saw nothing. S Lashed mH eHes to mH left. 
Mombir was motioning with his arms.

zetter earlH than late, S raised a wall of air using goblin bone dust. St 
was wide but low, and S placed it about ten feet before the krst line of 
dvaergs in order to provide ma?imum depth of coverage. BH shield wall 
covered the width of some twentH dvaergs. There would be gaps, either 
height-wise or width-wise. zut the beasts would have to knd them, or 
get lucAH.

DorHRs suggestion of using a wall of air shield spell made the most 
sense. The hard wall of air was visible in direct lightVnot the overcast 
sAies we had. Sn these conditions, spotting the reLected twinAles of light 
along the wallRs edges would prove diKcult.

S could have countered DorHRs suggestion and used a kre shield wall. 
The problem was, the spell wasnRt solid. St burned hot, which should 
counter the raH beamVmaHbe obliterate it bH melting it. zut maHbe 
the blast of ice would punch through. 8iAewise, a crossbow bolt could 
LH through the kre shield, maHbe catching Lame as it went. The bolt 
wouldnRt burn up before it reached its ma?imum range.

We couldnRt Anow for sure which tactic was best. ænd S didnRt want 
to knd out. Nver.

yerakna pointed. S shifted mH wall to the left.
S peered into the blowing snow. æ smudge on the horiEon moved. 

What was thatF
æ shadow shifted. 5loser. S blinAed snow out of mH eHes.
æ silver-white shimmering beam strafed the ground and raced toward 

mH wall, throwing up dirt, rocA, and snow, leaving behind a foot-tall 
ridge of ice.

S braced for the hit.
The ice raH bashed into mH wall. S grunted as S pushed bacA.
The beam of silver-white climbed the wall and sAirted the top. Sce 

formed above and beHond the wall and dropped, crashing onto the 
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dvaerg formation. ”ortunatelH, the shards of ice werenRt huge, and theH 
bounced oJ the shields, the crHstals shattering in everH direction. 1ot 
unliAe a hailstorm, e?cept with pumpAin-siEed chunAs. Ovaergs cried 
out. æ öuicA scan showed me that none had fallen. Their shields, hel-
mets, and armor had diJused most, if not all, of the falling particles.

The ice raH stopped.
S resiEed the air shield to a mere two strides. U”ire high9;
Tugg Helled. U”ire at its head.;
5rossbows launched their arrows.
The ’ArmonruA strode forward, stepping into the bolts, waving its 

arm liAe S would at a host of pesAH Lies.
S saw the beast clearlH. ”ifteen feet tall and covered in white fur. Cne 

giant eHeball, almost a perfect circle, as blacA as night.
St raised a hand. S shifted the wall bacA to original height.
The ’ArmonruA kred at the ground, throwing rocA and soil against mH 

wall. The debris bounded oJ, but the pummeling jarred mH shoulders.
The ice blast stopped for a second. The beast restarted its magical 

raH straight at mH wall. Sce covered the front, sticAing to the air shield, 
blocAing visibilitH and adding weight.

BH wall grew heavH. US canRt hold it.;
U”ireball9; Mombir shouted.
S glanced over. zoth of his hands gHrated. Me must have dropped 

his wall of air. S could hold the wall of air up and cast a kreball at the 
same time. zut it would taAe longer. The eJort also drained more of mH 
stamina than normal.

S strained to Aeep the wall of air upright. UBgh. MurrH9;
Sf S dropped it, the front line would be dead. ænd a couple of seconds 

later, me, too.
MombirRs Laming pea sailed over the heads of the left LanA, right at 

our assailant.
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The ice raH must have stopped, as the weight ceased getting heavier. S 
could no longer see through mH wallD it was so clouded over from ice.

zut S held it, groaning as MombirRs kerH bead e?ploded. The Lash of 
kre radiated red and orange in the white denseness. The ’ArmonruARs fur 
Lamed, and it dropped from view. Meat Lashed and hit mH wall, melting 
some of the ice, but not all.

Then the bliEEard AicAed up and obscured mH sight lines.
Tugg motioned with an arm. U”orward.;
Ch boH. S tried to shove the wall of air forward, but it was all S could 

do to Aeep it upright. DisAing it, S dismissed the spell and followed the 
dvaergs.
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FIGHTING BLIND
RORY

I  had moved around the left kanT of gu’’si dvaer’ l,ne andy ui,n’ mc 
ma’,p feety Isd iwed ai fait ai I pould ,n the ino-y an’l,n’ north.eait.

-ard to the r,d’esi preitA Efter deipend,n’ the ihort r,d’ey I ilo-ed to 
a -alT and moved iouth.eait-ardA b,ther I -ould run ,nto a Seaity or I 
-ould p,rple around the one Ceraxna had iwottedA Et leaity that -ai mc 
wlanA

I ipanned ahead of mey Teew,n’ the preit of the imall h,ll to mc r,’htA 
Cno- itrupT me from Seh,ndA It -ai mc one advanta’ey Sei,dei mc fait 
feetA If the Seait looTed mc -acy ,t -ould have -,nd.dr,ven ino- to weer 
throu’hA jome to th,nT of ,ty I d,dnst rememSer iee,n’ the Seait Sl,nTA

E xreSall eJwloded oö to mc r,’hty zuit at the ran’e of mc v,i,onA ghe 
detonat,on ,llum,nated a WDrmonruT itand,n’ atow the r,d’eA It SlaHed 
,n redi and oran’ei ai ,t fell to the ’roundA

I wumwed mc xit ,n the a,rA They can be killed.
OhoowiA CwoTe too ioonA
ghe no.lon’er.-h,te and no.lon’er.furrc Seait pra-led on all fouri 

for a doHen wapei do-n the ilowe of the ihort h,lly then pl,mSed to ,ti 
feetA jharred all overy the Seait zo’’ed eaity waii,n’ mc woi,t,on at maJ 
proiiSo- ran’eA

Elr,’htA Et leait ,t pould Se harmedA
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Ei I poni,dered daih,n’ ,n and hapT,n’ at ,tiæTneeiRæioft thudi 
iounded to mc leftA Nroww,n’ to the ’roundy I wulled mc proiiSo- oö 
mc SapT and popTed ,tA

Come closer. Closer.
ghe iepond WDrmonruTy wr,it,ne -h,tey itowwed t-entc itr,dei Sefore 

mey looT,n’ to-ard -here the xreSall had pome fromA b,ther the ino- 
th,nned or the -,nd tooT a SreathA Uor all at onpey I pould iee the dvaer’i 
and 1omS,r and In’ef—r itand,n’ at the r,d’eA

ghec -ere looT,n’ the -ron’ -acA ghe Seait ra,ied ,ti maii,ve wa-y a 
talon eJtendedA

I xred mc proiiSo- at ,ti eJwoied i,deA
E iol,d thwackA
I d,dnst -a,tA I zumwed to mc feet and raped eait to ,ti rearA BoiTva 

zo,nedy ihaT,n’ her headA VneJwepted tapt,pi -on x’htiA gh,i unwred,pt.
ed maneuver wlaped me ,n h,’her dan’er than moit -ould poni,der ianeA

I  dre-  mc  i-ord  and  made  a  iharw  turny  a,m,n’  r,’ht  at  the 
-h,te.furred SeaitA It had ,’nored mc ’nat.l,Te arro- and had ,ti SapT 
to me ai ,t -alTed ,ti ,pe rac Seam to-ard the front l,ne of dvaer’iA

ghe l,ne of r,me and dred’ed.uw d,rt preited the r,d’ey itr,T,n’ the 
r,’ht i,de of the format,onA Ipe iwrouted uw a dvaer’si ih,eldy pl,mSed 
uw and overy and ilammed ,nto the dvaer’si fapeA gheny ,n a matter of an 
ece Sl,nTy ,pe Se’an to enpaie the dvaer’A

ghe WDrmonruT itrafed h,i froit -eawon lefty ihatter,n’ ih,eldi and 
poat,n’ three dvaer’i ,n pruitc ,peA

I il,ped -,th mc i-ordy a,m,n’ for the SapTi,de of the Seaitsi Tnee 
zo,ntK-h,ph -ai ai h,’h ai I pould ilaih -,th anc wo-erA

2lood iwurtedy and the WDrmonruT ho-led ai ,t praihed onto ,ti SapTA 
ghe rac peaiedA

I w,rouetted and ilaihed at the Seaitsi nepT ai ,t rolled onto ,ti TneeiA 
2lood ’uihedA
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En arm i-un’ and kun’ me ten feet i,de-aciA ghe ino- ioftened mc 
land,n’A Oho -ai I T,dd,n’R 1,tt,n’ the ’round tooT the a,r out of mc 
lun’iA

2c the t,me I ’ot to mc feety io had the WDrmonruTA It SledA E lotA If ,t 
d,dnst ’et healed ioony ,t -ould d,eA

It ra,ied a handy and I itewwed ploiery readc to dart Set-een ,ti le’iA 
2ut the hand Tewt ’o,n’ to ,ti ma-A It Su’ledA

Oai that a iound to attapTæor a pall for helwR
I d,dnst -a,t to xnd outA I raped ,ny ilaih,n’ at the ’ood TneeA gh,i t,me 

I h,t Soney and mc i-ord zarred looie from mc handA I daihed leftA
I turned aroundA ghe -h,te Seait ita’’ered ai ,t -orTed ,ti -ac eaitA
Yjome ony BoiTvaA Petsi xn,ih ,tAM
I iwr,nted to the wool of Slood and found mc i-ordA ghe WDrmonruT 

-ai ten itr,dei a-acA It d,dnst runy Sut eaph ’,ant itew povered three of 
m,neA Iti SapT -ai an ,nv,t,n’ tar’etA

BoiTva ihooT her head at meA
3eahA gemwt,n’ the fatei ,inst the imart moveA Coy I phan’ed mc m,ndA
I raped to-ard the dvaer’ l,ney -h,ph -ai oSipured Sc a freih ialvo of 

Slo-,n’ ino-A
Ohen I pould iee the dvaer’ format,ony I ilo-ed to a itow and -aved 

an arm for them to pomeA ghec -orTed the,r -ac do-n the ilowe and 
itowwed -here the ino- had meltedy reveal,n’ the hard.wapTed d,rt of 
the Ipe Gla,niA

I nodded at a dvaer’ -ho let me waii and met uw -,th gu’’A 4omenti 
latery 1omS,ry In’ef—ry WonuTuy 4,pTy and Ceraxna zo,ned uiA I told 
Ceraxna to Teew -atph on the eaitern hor,HonA

gu’’ aiTedy YEncth,n’ ,ntereit,n’ to rewortRM
I -,wed the Slood oö mc i-ord ui,n’ plumwi of ino-A Y3ou -ounded 

one -,th a xreSallA Itsi ai pr,iwc ai fr,ed wotatoeiy and ihamSled out of 
here on uniteadc feetA I put one wrettc ’oodA Itsi Sleed,n’ from the nepT 
and TneeiA Coy ,t moved ,n ilo- lowei ai -ellAM
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Cett iho-ed uwy out of SreathA
YOhat -ai that ioundRM In’ef—r aiTedA
YIt Su’ledy ui,n’ ,ti hand and mouthA I th,nT ,t -ai a retreat orderA 6r 

macSe zuit a pall to re’rouwAM
gu’’ puriedA YOe Se x’ht,n’ Sl,nd out hereA Isve loit i,J outitand,n’ 

iold,eriy and all -e d,d -,th our arro-i Se to loie a hundredAM
Cett ia,dy Y3e ihould have had me anphor the penterAM 1,i darT Sro-n 

ecei found m,neA Y3e iac ce -ounded oneRM
I noddedy -a,t,n’ for iometh,n’ tart to pome from h,i mouthA
YCood -orTyM he ia,dA
Ohat had phan’ed h,i m,ndR ghe unnatural no,ieR 6r loi,n’ T,nfolTR
1omS,r ia,dy Yghe -ac to x’ht theie ,i -,th ma’,py not i-ordi and 

aJeiAM
YCoy ce -ant to Se taT,n’ the front l,ney thenRM Cett aiTedA 2ut h,i tone 

had phan’edy and he had a ’r,n on h,i fapeA
Nso’lemenn are hard to readA 1umani Sluih and waley ai do dvaer’i 

and alvaeiA 2ut the ipaled oneis pomwleJ,oni almoit never ih,ftA …ot that 
Isd ieenA Cettsi pommenty ho-every iho-ed evercone thec waledA

1omS,r ihooT h,i headA
Oe d,ipuiied the alternat,veiA
4,pT iu’’eited return,n’ to Lral 2ar E’’enA I th,nT he zoTedA
YIt Se ten daci eaicy more l,Te t-o -eeTiy to reaph Lral 2ar E’’enyM 

Cett ia,dy ’lar,n’ at 4,pTA
gu’’ ihooT h,i headA Y…oA Oe panst turn SapTA …ot -hen -e Se io 

ploieAM
I pleared mc throatA YEHHa B,d ,i eait of uiA End io are the WDrmonruTiA 

1o- manc daci out are -eRM
gu’’ ipratphed under h,i SeardA YUour daci -,th the -a’oniAM
1omS,r looTed SapT the -ac -e had pomeA ghen eaitA YEceA Oe Teew 

’o,n’AM
I itood tallA Yghe WDrmonruTi are Set-een ui and our deit,nat,onAM
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In’ef—r ia,dy Yghec pan Se hurtA O,th team-orTAM
I noddedA YElr,’htA Petsi ’oAM
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MAKING PLANS
INGEFÆR

I  raised my hand to get everyone’s attention. “Not just yet. There’s 
something else to discuss.”

Through the kying ka,esf I Welt all eyes on me.
“be need to evaluate our Aattle tactics. pnd decide iW there should Ae 

any changes made.”
The grou; grumAledH some loo,ed at the ground. I chinned at -omR

Air. “qate our success as mages.”
-omAir sOuinted. “wn ?hat scaleZ”
“xero iW ?e’re all deadf” qory said. “pnd ten iW they’re all dead.”
Tugg saidf “I lost siU dvaergs. be didn’t ,ill any oW them.”
qory shrugged. “The t?o ?ounded I sa? may yet die. Bnless they have 

a healer. ‘urns are deadly. pn inWection may ta,e a ?ee, to ,ill itf Aut it 
may Ae Y?al,ing dead’ and not ,no? it. The one I cut u; Aled Wrom a 
nec, and leg ?ound. p lot. It’ll Aleed out unless Aandaged or healed.”

-omAir saidf “p three then.”
I nodded. “I ?as thin,ing t?o. be lost siUf and they mayAe didn’t lose 

any. Met ?e Aloodied them. Thatf I thin,f is a Erst Wor themf so an eUtra 
;oint Wor that.” I nodded at Tugg. “No oVense. ‘ut I thin, the various 
trade ?agons that have gone AeWore ?ere ta,en Ay sur;rise. CayAe an 
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aUe landed. There’s Aeen no sign oW marauding until the Ni,,el ‘a,,en 
disaster.”

öett saidf “There’s Aeen no survivors either.”
“The ;oint I’m trying to ma,e isf let’s not get overconEdent.” I 

searched their eyes. “pnd let’s evaluate our tactics. bhat ?or,edZ bhat 
didn’tZ bhat could Ae done AetterZ”

-omAir nodded. “The air shield ?all s;ell ?or,ed.”
I grimaced. “Meahf Aut not long enough. The Aeast attac,ing the center 

had almost Egured out that iW it layered my ?all ?ith more icef I couldn’t 
hold it u;. Mour EreAall ?as the distraction I needed.”

“The EreAall ?ounded onef” qory said.
öeraEnaf standing ahead oW the grou;f her head turned east?ard ?ith 

a hand over her eyesf s?e;t the horiDon. “KUce;t in a AliDDardf ?e can’t 
Ae certain ?e’ll al?ays see them Aeyond Worty strides.”

Cic, saidf “TRthey can’t sRsee us either.”
qory hugged öeraEna. “Mour eyes ?or,ed and hel;ed us get the dro; 

on them.”
“They Ae Aig.” Tugg grinnedf his Aeard liWting high. “be can s;ot 

them easily enough ?hen it Ae not sno?ing.”
“‘ut then it can outrange you ?ith its ?ea;onf” -omAir said. “‘ut 

not our EreAalls.”
öo Warf the 7!rmonru,s hadn’t sho?n an aAility to see through the 

sno? any Aetter than ?e could. pt least Ay day. bas that a Wunction oW 
the Aig round eyeZ 6ould it not see in the traditional senseZ Gid it sense 
in other ?aysZ

I saidf “be have Wour days oW travel ahead oW us. They ,no? ?e’re out 
here. They ,no? ?e can ;unch Aac,. Today ?e sa? t?o. -o? many ?ill 
?e see neUt timeZ”

Cic, cro?ed li,e a rooster. Then he ste;;ed leWt and right and cluc,ed 
li,e a chic,en.

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



GKpT-f wN I6K zJF

pWter a minutef qory saidf “That’s enough. The godsæ I don’t underR
stand ?hy you do that.”

“8ro? a ;airf” öett said.
Cic, sto;;ed sOua?,ingf Aut yan,ed at his hair.
“No need to Ae vulgarf” öeraEna saidf glancing over her shoulder.
öett s;at oV to one side.
Cic,’s shoulders arched u; and then do?n. “I don’t ,no? ?hy I do 

it either. It’s an over?helming sensation. IRI have to do it. It releases my 
Wears.”

öeraEna turned around ?ith a halW grin. “qeallyZ It unsettles me greatR
ly and lights a Ere under mine.”

“wh.” Cic, continued to yan, at his ta?ny strands. “öorry.”
The halWRalvae resumed her ?atch.
I touched the s;ot under my throatf ?here my sno?ka,e lay Aeneath 

my red ?oolen ca;ef and cleared my throat. “‘ac, to my original OuesR
tion. bhat ;arts oW the Aattle ;lan do ?e ,ee;f and ?hat do ?e changeZ”

“See; the EreAallsf” qory said. “Bse the ?all shieldf Aut shiWt to Ere. 
Pire melts ice.”

“IW they ?or, at itf their ice Alast might snuV out the Eref” -omAir 
said.

I agreed ?ith the ;ossiAility. “‘ut ?orth trying at least once.”
Tugg grunted. “-o? ?ide can ye ma,e the ?allZ”
“Cy ?all oW air covered t?enty oW your pvar,9sir in the Erst ran,.” I 

gritted my teeth. “It’s as ?ide as I can ma,e it and still have it EWteen Weet 
high.”

-omAir saidf “öame heref eUce;t I covered t?entyREve soldiers.”
Tugg saidf “Then instead oW going seventy ?arriors ?ide li,e last timef 

?e arrange the Wront line to no more than thirty soldiers. bith a second 
line oW shieldsf and a li,e numAer oW crossAo?s Aehind them.”

I Arushed sno? out oW my eyes. “-omAir sets u; the air shield and I 
go ahead oW him and test the Ere shield. IW mine ?or,sf then -omAir can 
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dro; his ?all and can Alast them ?ith EreAalls. IW it doesn’tf then I’ll dro; 
mine and Alast them ?ith my EreAall incantation.”

qory ;aced. “That’s a thin Wront.”
Cic, saidf “It stri,es me that the Aeasts don’t thin, laterally.” -e 

Eddled ?ith his ta?ny hair. “I meanf Caster ‘el,in’s kan,ing attac, 
?or,ed ?ell. wW coursef there has to Ae someone to engage themf to 
distract them Wrom the Wront.”

qory nodded. “I ,ne? you ?ere here Wor a ;ur;ose. Mou solved the 
marauders’ tre, across the Ice Llains and no? you s;otted a ;otential 
?ea,ness. Thoughf I’m uncertain your assessment is accurate in total. 
They may not thin, laterally. ‘ut don’t Worget they can communicate 
silently. Lerha;s that aAility has a rangef and it’s ?hy the second 7!rmonR
ru, Augled.”

I saidf “They have just one eye. CayAe they don’t see ?ell to the side. 
pnd no? that I thin, aAout itf their ice rays aren’t all that accurate. I 
meanf it straWed the groundf and the Aeast ran it Wor?ard to the shield 
?all s;ell. The second Alast ?as more accuratef though.”

qory ;ointed a Enger at me. “I ?as going to say the same thing.”
“I Ae not Wollo?ingf” Tugg said. “öo ?hat iW they cannot aim ?ellZ The 

ice ,ills.”
I halWRturnedf ;utting the ?ind at my Aac,. “It means the Aest thing 

to dof iW you’re not Aehind a ?all oW air or Eref is to run to their side or 
rear. pnd to attac, that ?ay as ?ell.”

“wiæ That Ae a Eeld commander’s dreamf to attac, Wrom the rear all the 
time.” Tugg shoo, his head. “Not realistic.”

“‘ut ?ith these monstersf I thin, it’s not as hard as ?e’ve Aecome 
accustomed to.” I sighed. “qory’s attac, ?or,ed Aecause oW his uniOue 
s;eed. The rest oW us might manage it iW ?e’re disguised.” I turned to 
Cic,. “Mou still have that invisiAility scrollZ”

Cic, ;atted his overcoat. “pye. ‘ut I’m not running in ?ith my dagR
ger.”
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“No. I ?as thin,ing ;itch and kaming arro?s.” I ?in,ed at him. “Mou 
soa, themf and Tugg’s cre? lights them on Ere.”

Cic,’s eyes lit u;. “pye. That I can do.”
öett as,edf “-o? ?ill me Wol, ,no? ?hen and ?here to shoot kaming 

arro?sZ”
Tugg ;ointed a meaty hand. “p good Ouestion. The Erst Ae oAvious0 

?herever ye see a Aeastie. ‘ut as War as Cic, Aeing invisiAlef I don’t ,no?.”
7onu,u saidf “I have some dye. be’ll get all the vials oW ;itch a green or 

Alue shade.”
I saidf “plright. qory and Cic, can Ae in charge oW distracting them. 

Tuggf you’re in charge oW ma,ing kaming arro?s. -omAir and I ?ill test 
our magic shield ?all comAinations.”

bas that enoughZ “I’m thin,ing ahead. Het’s say ?e discover the Ere 
shield ?or,s ?ell. bith t?o Ere shieldsf ?e can eU;and the Wront line into 
a sort oW halW Ao?l and shoot arro?s Wrom the sides. qemoves the need 
Wor Cic, and qory to run around.”

qory saidf “prro?s ?on’t Ae eVective at over t?enty ;aces.”
“They are iW all ?e ?ant is to light them on Ere.” -omAir said.
Cy husAand Wro?ned. “Not just one arro?. They used their hands to 

dekect the Aolts. Mou’ll need more than a handWul at a time.”
Tugg grunted. “Ceans ?e have to coordinate. qange oW Worty Ae shy 

oW their ice rayf so that ;roAlem remains. be should ;rove the value oW 
the Ere shield Erst.”

öett smiled. “I li,e the idea oW getting close. I ?onder ?hat a score oW 
us can do ?ith aUe ?or,. IW ?e Ae right at their Weetf cho;;ing a?ayf can 
they still do their s;ellZ”

-omAir saidf “I ?ouldn’t thin, so. IW the ice ray is cast magicf then any 
Alo? should disru;t their s;ell.”

I crin,led my nose. “I thin, it’s an innate aAility. Gon’t count on the 
disru;tion. ‘ut againf it might Ae ?orth tryingIiW you get the chance.”

öeraEna s;o,e over her shoulder. “be need a third mage.”
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“pyef” Tugg saidf “That ?ould Ae oW tremendous assistance.”
öett stared at the groundf the sno? covering ?hat had Aeen a Aarren 

Eeld oW grass. “I Ae ?rong.”
be ?aited Wor him to go on.
“I a;ologiDe Wor me earlier Aehavior. pnd me ?ords.” -e loo,ed u;f 

Ending the halWRalvae’s emerald eyes. “Mer eyes give us a chance.” -e 
;ointed at qory. “Mer courage and yer Weetf inWormation.” -e cho,ed on 
something as he eyed me. “Mer magicf and -omAir’s toof the strength to 
Aest these Aeasties.”

öeraEna Ao?ed her head an inch as her Wace dar,ened. öhe smiled. 
“Than, you.”

I saidf “pnd your troo;s ;rovide us the o;;ortunity to do all oW that.”
pWter a We? moments oW silencef I ;ointed at Cic,. “Mou’re in charge oW 

the vials oW ;itch. Ca,e at least a doDen. bor, ?ith 7onu,u to get them 
Wull oW dye.”

Tugg saidf “pye. be’ll ma,e some oW our o?n and give it to the solR
diers ?ithout crossAo?s. be’ll get some arro?s ?ra;;ed in kammaAle 
cloths.”

I smiled at the grou;. “That ?as an eUcellent discussion. No? ?e can 
?al, to Sral pDDa qid ?ith conEdence.”

Cic, ?hoo;edf his Est ;um;ing the air.
“6onEdencef” I said. “Not eUuAerance. pnd yesf there’s a diVerence.”
The grou; disAanded and made ;re;arations to head east. Tugg and 

öett elected to Aury their dead instead oW Auilding a ;yref citing the 
;roUimity oW the 7!rmonru,s. That ;roved an arduous tas, Wor the minR
ingRoriented dvaergs. ‘ut in their true neverROuit Washionf they got it 
done.
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AMBUSHED
RORY

A  day later, we crossed a narrow river that was half frozen over. 
While it slowed us down as we worked on getting the wagons 

across, it allowed us to refresh the horses and replenish our water sup-
plies.

Tugg said, “This here river Iows northwest and then turns to Vs Oann. 
Lne of three such rivers feeding the Vce make during the spring and 
su””er ”onths.K

A day after that, two days out fro” Rral Azza Sid, qerabna and V were 
riding point as a new snowstor” wailed around us. The wagons and 
dvaergs were a ’uarter of a ”ile Uehind us. The snowIakes were so fat 
and IuBy and the air so thick with the”, we could see ”ayUe a douUle 
crossUow shot.

qerabna said, “V canPt Uelieve itPs snowing again.K
“Fsually, therePs a three- or four-day Ureak Uetween Ulasts. Eut Uecause 

the brst one ’uit after two, and the second one had a half-day pause, 
Tugg is unsure how long this one will grip the plains. Nlan on four days. 
Cive if itPs Uad.K

qhe pointed at the ground. “WePre already riding in snow knee high to 
”e.K
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After the second stor”, the snow hadnPt ”elted. “Fntil well after 
spring, itPs going to pile higher. Eut donPt fret. WePre aUout to see the 
war” conbnes ofxK

“ThereGK qerabna pointed to the northeast.
Jy head snapped, following the direction of her bngertip.
A giant shadow ”oved.
“2o”e on. metPs warn the others.K V turned ”y ”are around.
“Lh, noGK qerabna cried out.
V glanced Uack. The healer had turned her horse around Uut hadnPt 

heeled the ”are into ”otion yet. Vnstead, she was still watching over her 
right shoulder.

Jy gaze followed hers. “Well, mokkePs spawn.K
V counted si; dark orUs shuDing toward us.
7ot waiting to see if there were ”ore, V de”anded, “SideGK
V let qerabna surge ahead of ”e as rays of ice roiled the earth Uehind 

us. The ri”e crackled and Ulew snow high into the air, leaving a ridge of 
ice aUove the ground. The Ulasts dwindled oB twenty strides Uehind ”e. 
They werenPt yet within range. qerabna had seen the” in ti”e.

V spurred ”y ”are into a gallop. Coot sto”ps thudded in rhyth” 
Uehind us.

Hreat. 3ust great.
V shouted at qerabnaPs Uackside. “TheyPre running after usGK
After several eye Ulinks of the horses galloping, V lost sight of the Ueasts. 

Lther than tracking our hoofprints, they were running Ulind in the 
snowstor”. Eased on ”y prior dashing aUout, V knew the horses could 
outpace the”. That was the good news.

The Uad news was, they were Uetween us and Rral Azza Sid. And as 
the thu”ping Uehind us continued, they appeared serious aUout trading 
Ulowsæ they had retriUution on their ”inds.

At a gallop, it took a couple of ”inutes to reach the dvaerg advance 
line. V waved ”y hands over ”y head. “Cor” upGK
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V searched for Vngefjr or …o”Uir. qpotting ”y wife, V yelled at her. 
“qhield wallGK

qhe ran over, her Uoots trudging on the already-tra”pled-down snow.
qerabna shifted south. “VPll get …o”Uir.K
After Tugg Urought the group to a halt, his dvaergs Uustled into 

position.
V gritted ”y teeth. We had talked aUout a narrow front Iank. Eut there 

were si; of the Ueasts. JayUe ”ore. V dis”ounted ne;t to Vngefjr and 
Jick, and waved Tugg over.

While he trudged through the snow, V secured LPerlevendeh in ”y 
saddleUag. …e snapped at ”e a couple of ti”es, not liking how tight V 
”ade his Ued.

When Tugg arrived, V said, “TherePs si; Ueasts co”ing. At least.K
“qi;YGK Jick shouted.
“mokkePs spawn.K Vngefjr raised a bnger, telling ”e to wait. qhe went 

through the gyrations, Ulowing into a cupped hand and sprinkling dust 
that V presu”ed to Ue ”ade fro” the Uones of goUlins. Words were 
uttered. Oaranusian. A language that Uefuddled ”e. Jight as well pull 
”y tongue out and cut it at the Uase.

“Ho on,K she said.
…o”Uir shuDed through the snow with 3onuku and qerabna in his 

wake. …e found a spot ten strides to our right, nodded at us, and faced 
east. We watched the dvaergs for” up. The wagons were rolled Uack-
wards. All the preparations for getting into our designated positions took 
too long.

qerabna shouted. “mookGK
V scanned the horizon. With a lessening of the wind, V counted eight 

heads, a hundred strides out. They spread out, for”ing an arc like the 
riser of a longUow, with the curve centered on us.

Say Uea”s erupted, strabng the ground as they ”eandered toward the 
dvaergs. qtill thirty strides oB, the Uea”s stoppedöfor the ”o”ent.

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



S171 O12RA—!5

“…urry, …o”Uir,K Tugg said. …e waved a hand at ”e. “V have to go.K 
Tugg raced oB to 6oin his troops.

V glanced at the line. qett had placed hi”self in the center of the brst 
rank. 7or”ally, the Uackside of dvaergs ”ade it hard to discern who was 
who. Eut not with qett. Though hunched, he still stood a head aUove 
everyone else.

Vngefjr raised her voice at the dPogle”ann ”age. “metPs do it Uackward 
to what we planned. VPve got the air shield wall already up.K

…o”Uir nodded, pulled sawdust out of a pouch, and waggled his 
hands.

A bre shield Uloo”ed into place, a wide rectangle glittering orange and 
red as Ia”es snapped and popped so”e bve strides Uefore VngefjrPs air 
wall. …o”UirPs bre shield wasnPt as wide, leaving a couple of paces on 
each side where the air shield wall spell twinkled at the edges.

The downside to a bre shield was that no one could see through it.
V co””anded four of …o”UirPs dPogle”enn. “‘ou two, go left. Reep 

your heads down. ‘ou two, go right. 2o”e Uack and tell us what you see. 
And spread out.K

They looked at …o”Uir, who had 3onuku Uy his side. The ”age nod-
ded and said so”ething in his native language. The fourso”e hopped 
oB.

We waited. The 38r”onruks were studying us, plodding closer, step 
Uy step. Nerhaps talking a”ongst the”selves via their ”inds. The ’uiet 
blled ”e with dark thoughts. V preferred hearing the eerie, tinny crinkling 
of their ice rays.

Hetting what V wished for, a ray Uea” struck the far-left of the wall of 
air. Vce accu”ulated. Vngefjr gru”Uled.

…o”Uir shifted his bre shield to the right.
The ice ray disappeared fro” view. A hissing sound erupted in the air. 

Vt was as if a thousand pots of water Uoiled at once. 1ven at ”y distance, 
copious a”ounts of stea” rose through the air.

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



?1AT…, L7 V21 —!:

“VtPs working,K Jick said.
qerabna dug into her Ureeches.
V eyed her. “What are you doingYK
“Hot ”y wand of su””oning.K qhe shrugged. “Jight co”e in 

handy.K
V nodded. Eut V was unsure. qhe had tried to use it once Uefore. After 

su””oning three raccoons, she hadnPt tried again. JayUe so”e s”all 
ani”al could work as a distractionY qo”ething a 38r”onruk would 
worry aUout stepping on.

V winked at her. “Vf you use it, try to su””on a porcupine.K
qhe grinned.
Jick slapped three vials into ”y hand. “The un”arked one is for 

healing. The two with red ;Ps on the” are blled with pitch and colored 
with Ulue dye.K

“V need a torch.K
“TuggPs folks can light the” on bre.K Eut he handed ”e two unlit 

ones. V tucked one into ”y Uelt, and he lit the second one with his tinder 
kit.

“Ee careful,K Vngefjr said, her 6aw ”uscles tight.
“Worry aUout holding the line.K V ”oved Uehind her and kissed the 

nape of her neck. “WePll Ue alright.K
We held our positions, neither side doing ”uch, other than the Ueasts 

taking turns to Ulast at the bre shield. V knew that Uecause of the stea” 
and noise. The high pitch of the ice Uea”s also ca”e in Uursts.

Vt had Ueen a dozen ”o”ents since …o”Uir had shifted his spell and, 
so far, nothing penetrated.

They were feeling their way through. V said, “VP” going out and 
around.K

VngefjrPs lips stretched thin. “Vs that such a good ideaY ‘ou could 
throw the pitch fro” Uehind TuggPs line.K

“qerabna, how ”any do you seeYK V asked.
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qhe frowned. “7ot sure. CourYK
V shook ”y head. Where were the other onesY “V need to disrupt 

whatever theyPre planning.K
Jy wife grunted.
V took that as approval, not that V needed it. Do I go left or right? V 

was thinking left, Uecause that was north. And that was the direction 
they should co”e fro”öUased on our prior encounters. …ad they given 
Ianking a thoughtY

“VP” going north.K V winked at her. “2anPt stand waiting around.K
V didnPt even get to take a step, as a 38r”onruk appeared on our left 

Iank at ”a; visiUility. Where the …el were the two dPogle”ennY
V cursed and glanced over ”y shoulder as shouts erupted Uehind ”e. 

Another Ueast showed up on our right Iank. This one was already in 
range of the dvaergs on that side.

They had outIanked our shield walls.
“CireGK Tugg yelled.
Jost of the dvaergs ai”ed left, while a s”attering ai”ed into or aUove 

the bre shield wall. mike pesky Iies Uuzzing around a horsePs hind end, 
the 38r”onruk swatted at the few that ca”e close. V didnPt see a single 
arrow score. The Ueast was out of their range.

Cro” the front, the four 38r”onruks had spread out. Vce rays sla””ed 
into the left side of VngefjrPs shield wall, while stea” hissed against 
…o”UirPs bre shield. The dPogle”ann ”age shifted his wall to protect 
the dvaergs.

The 38r”onruk to the south stepped closer and raised his hand. An 
ice ray strafed along the ground and into the far right Iank.

“Troll shit.K V turned to Jick. “‘ou still have that invisiUility potionYK
…e nodded.
The Ueast fro” the north approached as if on tender feet. Which gave 

us a few ”ore Ureaths. “Fse it. Take out the one on the left. V got right.K 
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V tapped Vngefjr on the shoulder. “Hive a shout Uefore you cast bre-
Ualls.K

qhe nodded, sweat for”ing on her Urow as she dealt with keeping her 
invocation up.

Tugg hollered. “Sight Iank. Sefor” the lineG Cire at willGK
V sped oB south at douUle hu”an speed, taking an angle on the Ueast.
Tugg yelled. “V need a shield wall hereGK
Where 0hereP was, V didnPt know.
VngefjrPs voice strained against the whistling of the wind. “‘ours, 

…o”UirGK
V lost sight of ”y wife and the others as V sprinted southwest, angling 

forty paces fro” the Ueast encasing TuggPs soldiers in a ”ound of ice.
The huge, white-furred Ueast shifted his ray Uea” to ”e, the ice ray 

furrowing ruts in the snow. Soskva appeared, and V Uurst forward. The 
UeastPs deadly ice Ulast trailed Uehind ”e.

V continued past the creature, thankful that the Ueast chose to turn 
away fro” the pile of frozen dvaergs. qlowing, V turned and faced the 
Ueast. V waggled the lit torch high in the air. “‘ah, yah. ‘ou canPt catch 
”e.K

V douUted he could understand ”y words, Uut ”ayUe he took the 
gesture as insulting.

Vt ”ust have. The Ueast strode after ”e.
Good.
V ran at a ’uarter of Soskva-i”Uued speed south-eastward, causing the 

Ueast to change its angle.
After two hundred strides of ”y slow slog through the snowxslow 

Uy co”parison to what V could do, Uut 6ust fast enough to keep the 
38r”onruk out of rangexVPd gone as far south as V wanted and turned 
east. The ice Uea” strafed the ground as the 38r”onruk ran after ”e.

Ti”e to lose the Ueast on ”y tail.

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



S171 O12RA—!L

Soskva kept ”e fro” getting e;hausted, as we sprinted ahead until we 
were lost in the snowstor”. To get close enough without getting struck 
asunder Uy an ice Uea”, V had to have the ele”ent of surprise. Which 
”eant V needed to sneak up on the”.

V hoped Jick was dealing with the Ueast attacking fro” the north.
…aving lost ”y pursuer, V sprinted northeast at half SoskvaPs speed 

until V thought V was in the ”ain 38r”onruk groupPs rearxthe four 
qerabna had seen. Ceet sto”ped oB to ”y left, Uut the sound receded as 
the Ueast went past, still heading southeast.

V peered into the Ulizzard, ”oving northeast, then northwest. When V 
had brst run southeast, ”y plan had Ueen to Ia”e the lone 38r”onruk. 
Eut as it was occupiedxsearching for ”e, V hopedx”y plan changed. 
7ow V wanted to take out the Ueasts assaulting the center. V had to 
trust that VngefjrPs shield wall held, and that …o”Uir would adapt to 
wherever the ne;t threat ca”e fro”.

A sense of urgency blled ”e. Cears of Jick handling a Ueast Uy hi”self, 
invisiUle or not, grew inside ”y gut. At half ”y nor”al speed and using 
the gusting northern wind as a guide, V 6ogged toward what V thought, 
and hoped, was west.

qoon enough, V spotted four shapes, their Uacks to ”e. qlowing to a 
walk, V crept up Uehind the”.

V arrived at the rear of the 38r”onruk lineæ three of Ueasts laced their 
cold rays into a bre shield, presu”aUly …o”UirPs. The fourth one added 
to an already hu”ongous wall of ice and frost. 1ach Ueast was aUout bve 
paces fro” the other.

Would the Ueasts tire of casting their spells Uefore …o”UirPs and Vn-
gefjrPs spells wanedY

?ouUtful. …o”Uir and Vngefjr had spell li”itationsM the spellsP size, 
duration, and sta”ina. These ice creatures see”ed to cast ice rays at will. 
And there were ”ore of the” than our two ”ages.
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7ow and again, V spotted arrows Iying through the bre shield. qo”e 
were on bre. All fell short.

V threw the brst vial of pitch to the center Uetween Ueasts two and 
three. Eefore it landed, V threw the second vial to the rightxVngefjrPs 
left IankxUetween Ueasts three and four. The snow turned Ulue around 
the UeastPs clawed feet.

The noise spooked the one on VngefjrPs end, and it ceased its Uea” 
and Uegan to turn around.

Eehind ”e, the heavy sto”ps of a 38r”onruk told ”e ”y rear was 
e;posed.

V raced as fast as ”y ”agic and Soskva would let ”e. Vn that Ulink of 
an eye, with ”e still ten steps away, the other three 38r”onruks turned 
oB their ”agic and turned.

V lit ”y second torch with the brst and threw it at the closest pool of 
pitch. 7ot waiting, V dashed right and tossed the second torch 6ust as 
a pair of Ueasts screa”ed out and a strea” of rays Ulasted the ground 
Uehind ”e.

“2o”e on, Soskva.K 7ot looking Uack, V sprinted northwest to get 
out of their range, drawing ”y sword as V went.

V soon lost the pounding of heavy feet to the windPs howling, though 
the screeching of Uurning Ueasts gave the whistling wind a haunting 
echo.

After half a ”inute, V stopped running to go over what V knew. Aye, 
there was at least one, ”ayUe two, chasing after ”e. Three were on bre. 
The one Ueast that had co”e up Uehind ”e could Ue the brst 38r”onruk 
fro” the south Iank attack. Lr it could Ue a seventh Ueast.

With Uoth spells still up, V felt Uetter that the line wasnPt aUout to Ue 
Ureached. Eut then V re”e”Uered the 38r”onruk on the north Iank, 
and the two ”issing dPogle”enn. And Jick.

“qhitGK V said to ”yself and turned west.
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A few seconds into ”y sprint, VngefjrPs voice pierced the air. “CireUall 
leftGK

Jirror i”agedöthat was ”y IankG And JickPs.
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DEATH, ON ICE
INGEFÆR

T he weight of the wall strained against my shoulders and my mental 
grip on my incantation. Shifting it was di,cultb and raising itb 

impossiFle. Ior some insane reasonb the Feasts continued to hurl their 
frost Flasts at our walls.

R chanced a glance to my far rightb where —ory had darted and dashedb 
toyingJR hopedJwith the ökrmonrux. There was a wall of ice a stride 
and a half high and siv strides wideb encasing Aæe Oæarx-sir. Bther dæaerg 
soldiers now hid Fehind the FeastWmade oFstacle.

’ut for nowb the south Canx was clear.
Hhere —ory had run oE tob R didnNt xnow. Vlosing my eyes for a 

momentb R heaæed hardb trying to evpel an enormous sigh out of my 
chest.

Suræeying the center Canxb TuggNs warriors loFFed arrow salæosb some 
tipped with rags soaxed in pitch. Hhether the Caming arrows did anyW
thing to the Feasts Fehind the wall of Areb R couldnNt tell. Ior all R xnewb 
the arrows fell short.

The last R countedb there were four Feasts on the other side of the 
center Canxb at least one of which attacxed my air wall. ’ut mayFe it was 
two. The rest Fattled against KomFirNs incantation.
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Lrunting at the physical weight of my inæocationb R glanced leftb where 
”icx hopped on a horse and rode wide of the ökrmonruxb Fearing down 
from the north.

The front four were xeeping us pinned downb while the other Feasts 
strucx at us from the sides.

The ökrmonrux ignored ”icx and instead Flasted our left Canxb strafW
ing ice across a halfWdoYen Oæarx-sirb starting at their xnees and worxing 
the Feam up.

R couldnNt moæe my shieldb it was froYen in place. So R let it go. The 
mass of ice remained standing.

Tugg yelled. !?eft Canx. Oim left. Iire at will.D
O salæo of Folts Cew in a looping arc. Ot their rangeb and Aring into 

the windb the crossFow Folts fell well short of the target. Rt was lixe the 
creature xnew the range of crossFows.

The dæaergs holding that side of the line were iced oæer. The ökrW
monrux tried to get at the nevt ranxb Fut its own ice wall Flocxed its 
incantation. That caused the Feast to shu3e forward.

R hollered at KomFirb who stood oE to my right. !RNm dropping my air 
wall. ‘ou taxe oæer.D

Os soon as KomFir widened his wall of Areb lowering the height from 
siv strides to Aæeb R released my spell. R dropped my arms and realiYed R 
couldnNt feel my shoulders.

SeraAna shouted. !?oox4 To the left. O second Feast.D
Onother ökrmonrux adæanced from due north. That couldnNt Fe the 

one that chased after —ory. Vould itq
R glanced right. O second Feast came into æiewb where —ory had raced 

through minutes ago. Br mayFe it was the Arst one that had chased after 
him.

Hhere the Kel was my husFandq
!Troll shit.D He were Feing surrounded. !Tugg. The right Canx4D
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Tugg got his troops moæing. 8othing to Fe done Fut to rush the Feast 
while Aring crossFows.

R focused on the two on the north end of our messedWup formation. 
”icx appeared through the gale and Curriesb galloping on his horse from 
the west. Ke threw a æial of pitch. Rt strucx the Feast on the shoulderb 
the fur turning Flue. O second laterb ”icx threw his torch. The Feast 
twitched an armb and the torch was Cung awayb neæer coming into conW
tact with the CammaFle stuE.

On evplosion to my rightb the center Canxb shifted my gaYe. Iire Camed 
Feyond the Are shieldb climFing a doYen feet higher than the top of 
KomFirNs wall. Then a second evplosion erupted.

O grim smile formed. There was my husFand.
Hith my husFand to the center leftb R shouted. !IireFall left4D
R screamed into the wind and had to hope ”icx heard me.
Tugg yelled. !Iire4D
’olts Cew at the Feast on our right Canx as Sett led the charge with 

a host of dæaergs with Fattle avesb while a doYen with crossFows shot 
looping arcs high in the airb using the wind to increase their distance.

Hith a host of warriors frosted oæer twenty strides in front of itb the 
ökrmonrux stopped its ice Feam and Cailed its gargantuan arms in front 
of its eyesb swatting Folts out of the air.

Aha! They haæe a weaxness. R changed my spell.
Rnstead of a AreFallb R lanced three Aery darts at the Feast targeting 

”icx and his horseb aiming high at its round orF.
The Feast wailed as its massiæe claws Cew to its eye. Hith a 7whoopNb 

the ökrmonrux fell Facxwards and Founced once. Then lay still.
The second Feast on our north Canx slid to a stop in the snow. Rt raised 

an arm and raced a frost Feam at the galloping ”icx. R Freathed a sigh of 
relief as the deadly ice ray fell short.

R had Fut a moment and used it to shout at the others. !Iire at the 
eyes.D
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KomFirNs arms were splayed wide as he held the wall. R couldnNt hear 
the sound of any ice raysb and was aFout to tell KomFir to cease his spell. 
’ut then R saw a shadow moæe on the other side.

O ray of ice strafed oæer the top of the shortened Are wall. The FeastNs 
Feam lanced the ground a couple of strides Fehind KomFir and öonuxu.

KomFir was Puicx to raise his Are wallb hiding the enemy anew.
Shifting my gaYe southb dæaergs chopped at the FeastNs legs. The ice 

ray laced the ground Fefore the ökrmonruxNs feetb freeYing the warriorNs 
heads in one swipe after another.

R could sail a Aery Fead at itb Fut then the other dæaergs would Fe xilled. 
Rnsteadb R strafed a set of Aery darts at the Feast a hundred strides awayb 
aiming at its eye.

The spell Cew trueb and with the whiteWfurred Feast preoccupiedb the 
Flacxb round orF was pierced thrice.

Onother Feast fell Facxwards.
On arm tugged at my sleeæe. SeraAnaNs æoice raspedb her eyes Fulging. 

!ökrmonrux coming fast.D
R spun around and inæoxed another set of Aery darts.
”icx dashed in on his horse from Fehind the Feast and threw a æial of 

pitchb followed Fy a torch.
The Feast Fellowedb its entire left side in Cames.
!’ehind you4D SeraAna yelled at ”icx.
R peered into the Flowing snow. O shadow shifted. Rt was too far for 

my spell.
”icxb howeæerb was in range of the FeastNs ice rayb which tore the 

ground as it raced for the young man.
”icx dismountedb swatted the mare on the assb and unrolled a piece 

of parchment.
Rn the Flinx of an eyeb ”icx winxed out of sight.
Smart. R hoped he was shrewd enough to run away from the Feast.
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The ökrmonrux Fugled a 7wheoob wheoobN and lumFered toward us at 
a run. Rt continued its ice Feam as it leaped and Founded through the 
snow. The earth tremFled.

Hith what appeared to Fe a practiced slideb the Feast sxidded to a stop 
Feside the Arst Caming ökrmonruxb lancing its Flast of ice toward the 
dæaergs who had reAlled the left Canx.

R was aFout to let my Aery dart spell go when the Feast turned sideways. 
Rt continued to Are its lethal frost incantationb Anding warriors to encase 
in its ice.

R canceled the Aery dartsb Fecause the FeastNs position shielded half of 
its eye and it used its other massiæe paw to peex throughb limiting what R 
could target.

!Let awayb ”icx4D
You’re in my range now!
R waited for a Freath. 5æaergs were dying Fefore me. R lined a Aery Fead 

at the ökrmonruxb setting the detonation Yone four strides Fehind the 
Feast.

The AreFall evplodedb Furning the FeastNs entire Facx side. Rts ray 
Feam falteredb and it fell to the ground. Ondb as lucx would haæe itb the 
smoldering Feast fell atop the Arst oneb getting a second dose of Are.

SeraAna asxedb !‘ou alrightb ”iss Rngef-rq ThatNs fourb Fy my count.D
R nodded. !Bne more. ’e ready.D
R hollered. !KomFir4 Iire darts to their eyes4D
KomFirNs snout dipped and the Are shield wall dissipatedb reæealW

ing two ökrmonruxs. Bne was charred on his right sideb and the other 
oneJstill white and CuEyJstood to the FeastNs left.

They were Afty paces away from TuggNs front lineJin range with their 
infernal weapon.

Tugg yelled. !Steady4 Oim for their eyes.D
R hurried to get my Aery dart spell actiæated Fefore the Feasts rumFled 

into my range. !R got the charred one.D
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The halfWFurned ökrmonrux raised an arm and Ared its Flast of ice. Rt 
fell short of the dæaerg lineb Fut it walxed the weapon in. The other Feast 
Founded twice and lifted an armb raæaging with its destructiæe Flast of 
ice.

Orrows Cew. ’eastsN arms Cailed.
KomFir got oE his salæo and toox the unharmed Feast down with 

three darts to the eye.
R Ared at the halfWFurned Frute. Three direct hits into its orF.
Rt died lixe the othersb with a wail as it fell Facxwards.
Some distance awayb a Fugling sound Alled the air. Three short Flasts. 

The pounding feet thrummed through the ground ahead of us to the 
left.

Tugg saidb !Hatch the Canxb lads4D
R cupped my hands around my mouth. !—ory4 5onNt Fe a hero4D
Hith the wind Flowing and the snow Cyingb we gathered ourselæes. 

R had SeraAna restore my staminab though R could haæe cast one more. 
KomFir had cast three as far as R xnew. Ke waæed oE öonuxuNs aid.

R searched for my husFand. ’ut there was no sign of him. Tugg got 
reports from his sergeants. He gathered together.

R asxed Tuggb !Kow FadqD
!’easties got in some good licxs.D Ke frowned. !Two score plus one. 

’e a grim day.D
KomFir saidb !RNm missing four from my group.D
SeraAna saidb !Hhat you need is longerWranged weapons.D
Tugg nodded. !Oye. ’ut we donNt haæe them.D Ke sighed. !Something 

with range canNt Fe carried on the Facx.D
R saidb !ThereNs at least Aæe dead ökrmonruxsb R thinx.D
SeraAna pointed. !Siv. ThereNs a mound oæer there that isnNt snow.D
R saidb !He canNt stay here. Sorryb Tugg. He need to gather ourselæes 

and xeep marching.D
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Tugg chinned at Sett. !Lather the dead in a pile. He set a pyre and 
march. Twenty minutes.D

KomFir Cipped his snout at a pair of dNoglemenn. !‘ou twob search for 
xin. Stay togetherb Fut far enough apart.D

Sett organiYed a group of warriors and Fegan chiseling away at ice 
statues. The pair of dNoglemenn ran oE to the south.

R scanned the area. !”icx4 Vome on Facx.D
!RNm right herebD he said from Fehind me.
R aFout Iumped out of my sxin. Turning with a growlb R saidb !That 

wasnNt nice.D
”icxb still inæisiFleb saidb !Sorry. R forgot you couldnNt see me.D
!Van you stop the spellqD SeraAna asxed.
!8ot that R xnow ofbD ”icx saidb the æoice emanating from empty air. 

8ow R xnew how —ory had felt when R was inæisiFle during our escapade 
in 2anaFy.

!Hellb stay out of the wayb then.D R rotated my shouldersb which ached. 
R pointed at ”icxNs horseb which had run oE to our west. !5onNt go after 
your mare Iust yet. HeNll do it together when we xnow itNs safe.D

SeraAna and Rb along with KomFir and öonuxub xept watch on the 
horiYon. Hhile R looxed for whiteWfurred Feastsb R xept an eye out for my 
husFand. 

Where are you?
Hhen the dead were assemFled in a pile atop some of our Arewoodb 

pitch was poured. He stood in a circle as Tuggb then KomFirb said a few 
words. Sett set the mound of dæaergs aCame.

SeraAna scowled. !ThatNs grisly.D
Tugg nodded. !Oye. ’ut it Feats leaæing them for scaæengersJor 

worseb the ökrmonruxs to strip them of their Cesh.D
Sett saidb !He could haæe Furied them. ’ut with the hard groundJwe 

Fe in a rocxy FasinJit would haæe taxen all day. Time Fe not a luvury 
we haæe at the moment.D
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The halfWalæae shudderedb whether from the implied threat or leaæing 
the dead to Furnb R didnNt xnow.

Tugg put an arm around her. !R donNt care for it noneb either.D
R got SeraAna and a stillWinæisiFle ”icx togetherb and we retrieæed three 

of our horsesb one of which was —oryNs. Hith KomFir and öonuxu 
watching our Canxb we spread out and searched to the west for ”icxNs 
mount.

He found her pawing at the snowb trying to get something worth 
eating.

”icx saidb !R got her.D
Hhen R saw the stirrups shift and the reins hanging aFoæe the horseNs 

headb R xnew where ”icx was. 
!8ow on to the hard tasx.D R gritted my teeth. Kad my husFand 

succumFedq O gut punch roiled my insides. Hith a Puiæering Iawb R saidb 
!Spread outb twenty paces on me. Geep an eye out for —ory.D

You better not have gotten yourself killed.
He moæed eastb and R got KomFirb öonuxub and the Aæe suræiæing 

dNoglemenn to form a picxet line. He hixed past the two smoldering 
Feastsb then shifted direction to the four dead ökrmonruxs in front of 
what had Feen our center Canx.

He stood thereb our gaYes trying to penetrate the Flowing snow. Tugg 
and what was left of his company trudged up to meet usb the wagons 
rolling Fehind him.

!—ory4D R scanned northb eastb then south. !—ory4D
Tugg peered northb a meaty hand oæer his Fushy Frows. !Vlouds still 

Fe as darx as iron. Onother day of windFlown snow for sure. ”ayFe 
two.D

R shiæered. !RWR canNt leaæe my husFand out here. Van we taxe an hourq 
Hith more folx searchingb we could coæer a lot of ground.D

TuggNs Feard scrunched. !There Fe a caraæan to deliæer.D
Sett saidb !RNll help. Jermission to asx for æolunteersqD
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!There4D SeraAna pointed northeast.
Irom out of the swirling white Caxesb —ory strolled into æiewb cleaning 

his sword with a rag. Ke lifted his Flade high in greeting.
R gnawed on my lipsb waiting for him to reach us. R was Foth ecstatic 

and angry.
Hhen he was near enoughb R spoxeb my words clipped. !RNm glad to 

see youNre alright.D Hhat R wanted was to strangle him for his running 
aroundb endangering himself. Then smother him with hugs and xisses.

!Ond you as well.D —oryNs gaYe toox us all in. !Kow many did you 
getqD

!ThereNs seæen dead in total Facx therebD SeraAna said.
Ke grinned. !R got me an eighth. Bne got away. KoFFled himb though. 

ThereNs a Flood trail running north.D Ke looxed at me. !R decided not to 
chase after it.D

R grunted. !Lood call.D ”ayFe my anger at his antics waned a little. 
”ayFe.

Bæerallb the Fattle had gone well. ?osing eæen one person meant it 
wasnNt a complete success. ’ut we had Fested the enemy. Lnless there 
were a hundred more of themb R felt conAdent we could taxe them.

Ofter —ory mounted his steedb we rode eastb the sun setting on the Rce 
Jlains. R gaYed into the darxening snowstorm. Rt worried me that one had 
gotten away. Kow would they adIust their tacticsq Hould we arriæe at the 
dæaerg xeep Fefore they found us againq

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



C T-F���	
��F�
����

KRAL AZZA RID
RORY

A s we made for Kral Azza Rid, Hombir and Tugg sent messenger 
birds to update Kral Bar Aggen and Tyrrby about the beasts and 

their—mostly—unsuccessful ambush. I tried to force a smile, but there 
were too many dead we’d left behind.

I glanced at my wife. She glowered back. It’s not that I did anything 
wrong, other than take too long to dispatch the ones I had chased. I 
would have told her about my dashing in and out, using the thick Murries 
to hide my approach and again to cover my escape. But that would earn 
me her ire. I didn’t have “reballs like she did. So, I took care of the 
problem in the most advantageous way I knew—with Roskva’s help.

”y entire encounter had taken nigh on half an hour. I was being 
careful, tracking and trailing behind, letting the beasts think I’d run oC 
before striking again.

æThe good news is,Y I said, looking at my wife in pro“le, æI don’t think 
there are any more of these things in our way. ?an’t guarantee it. But if 
there were more to the east, I think the two I chased—now one—would 
have gone that way.Y

IngefDr grunted.
Invisible ”ick said, æEou risked your life to learn thatOY
A twinge of a smile formed on my wife’s mouth.
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æ:ell, that was a secondary learning. Wo, I was testing their ability to 
see in the storm and to coordinate amongst themselves. They didn’t put 
up much of a defense to my marauding.Y I scrunched my shoulders. æI 
don’t think they’ve eVperienced something like me before.Y

æEes,Y IngefDr said. æI understand their confusion now.Y
At least a corner of her lip had turned up.
I turned to the -uiet Sera“na. æ:e have point. In case I’m wrong.Y
Another entity let me know they weren’t happyj 9’erlevendeh. The 

pup whined and yipped, still tied down inside a saddlebag. I spoke in 
soothing tones. æSoon, you’ll have a feast.Y Tonight, of water and bread. 
But two nights laterO ”y gut growled.

The snow came down thick and steady, Mying almost sideways in the 
wind’s gale. Between the moonless night and the copious snow, I could 
see, maybe, twenty strides ahead.

Sera“na shook her head. æShouldn’t we stopO I can’t see anything.Y
æTugg said to march another hour. That way, we’ll be certain to reach 

Kral Azza Rid by nightfall of the day after.Y
IngefDr added, æAnd we’ll be two hours east of the ambush point.Y
At the appointed time, we stopped and pitched tents. Sera“na, ”ick, 

2endeh, and I crawled in and wrapped ourselves in a blanket, and sat on 
another. IngefDr was busy casting warmth spells around the camp.

The lump of ”ick’s blankets revealed his lower half, with the rest of 
him remaining invisible. æThe invisibility scroll saved my backside.Y

Wot having seen ”ick in action, I asked, æ:hat do you meanOY
æI had it tucked in my belt, handyGlike.Y ”ick sniCed. æI rode the horse 

in from the side, got the vial of pitch to break, but the thing saw the torch 
and swatted it away.Y

æ”aybe you should have turned yourself invisible before you started 
throwing stuC,Y Sera“na said.

æI thought about that.Y ”ick scooted down under his blanket. æBut I 
worried that a lit torch would reveal me Uust the same. The way I did it, I 
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kept the torch on the opposite side of my body, so it couldn’t be keenly 
seen.Y He harrumphed. æNidn’t matter. A second one showed up behind 
me. I never read so fast in my life.Y

æSo, you can readOY I said, playing with my pup by letting it gnaw on 
my leatherGgloved “nger.

æCan and like are two diCerent -uestions.Y By the sound, he yawned. 
æ3ives me a headache.Y

Sera“na asked, æNo you think the beasts see well in the darkOY
I nodded. æThe blackness of their eye has to help them. But I also think 

their one eye gives them a disadvantage. They have to walk their lethal ice 
rays toward the target.Y

Sera“na rolled over under her blanket. æThat’s useful information. 
”iss IngefDr says their eye is also a weak spot. 9ne strike from a “ery 
dart and it kills them.Y

æI’m going to need a second crossbow.Y :ith my speed, I had a chance 
to dash in and “re before they saw me. But if there was more than one, 
they could also get lucky and freeze me to death.

IngefDr crawled into the tent. æI need a restoration spell, please.Y
æEou about doneOY I asked.
æEes. I’m ready for a good long nap.Y IngefDr plopped herself beside 

Sera“na. :hen the halfGalvae “nished the incantation, my wife laid her 
weary body down.

æJh, what about usOY ”ick’s bodiless voice asked.
æIn a minute.Y She stretched her shoulders.
After IngefDr cast a warmth spell, I tucked myself in. She rolled over 

onto an elbow. æEou did good out there, ”ick. If you hadn’t Mamed that 
beast, it would have broken our Manköand maybe Hombir or I wouldn’t 
be alive.Y

æThat would be a calamity,Y I said. æI’m of the opinion we’re going to 
need more mages.Y

”ick said, æAye. Two is not enough. A lot of dvaergs died.Y
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Sera“na grimaced. ”y wife grunted.
The lad hadn’t seen much death in his brief life. Wot till he Uoined 

up with us this past summer. I wasn’t counting killing normalGsized 
humanoids and already dead things.

Raising my chin at ”ick, I said, æI’m glad you’re with us. Eour waV 
tablet and your lateral thinking helped to turn the tide.Y

Sera“na nodded. æEou’re a good teammate, ”ick.Y
æAh, you guys are making me blush.Y
I couldn’t see if it was true.
æNon’t feel left out, Sera“na,Y I said. æEour healing and your eyes are 

obvious aids to the group. If not for you spotting the beasts earlier today, 
we’d have been ambushed for sure.Y

IngefDr sat up. æI almost forgot to tell you. They have a weakness.Y
I waited.
æTheir eyes.Y
”ick giggled.
Sera“na said, æI already told him.Y
”y wife eVplained. æ:hen Tugg’s folks launched their crossbow salvo 

at close range, the 4Frmonruks covered their eyes. I then “red a series 
of “ery darts at one, and it did the same thing, but it couldn’t stop the 
magic.Y

I cleared my throat. æI’m getting a second crossbow.Y
æNon’t get too cocky, Rory,Y IngefDr said. æBut I agree your speed 

gives you an edge.Y
æI said this earlier.Y ”ick went on. æ:e need a ballista. I’ve seen some 

drawings. They’re big. But you can make them portable. !ut them on 
a wagon. Against these brutes, each ballista would need to pivot fast, so 
the base needs to be a mount that can swivel.Y

I’d seen one atop Kral Bar Aggen’s outer wall. And dvaergs were 
geniuses with mechanical designs. æTugg’s folks should know how to 
build one.Y

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



R1W1 21?KAxq*

æI imagine the dvaergs at Kral Azza Rid should know too,Y IngefDr 
said. æ:e’ll discuss it once we reach the keep.Y

5inished playing, I fed 9’erlevendeh dried Uerky and let him drink 
water. 1ver since leaving Wikkel Bakken two weeks ago, the whelp had 
“lled out and grown to stand halfway up my calf. His baby teeth had 
come in, too. Had we been out here that longO

He no longer “t comfortably inside my tunic. Wor did he care to travel 
in such a manner—so I carried him in a saddlebag when I rode—not that 
he cared for that either. I would have to let him walk beside me soon. 
Before I went to sleep, I “ngerGfought with him, keeping my gloves on. 
:hich, more and more, didn’t stop those growing fangs from penetratG
ing.

æ9w6Y I waggled my bleeding “nger at him. æWot so hard, 2endeh.Y 
I tousled his fur and stuCed him under the top blanket of my bedroll. 
æ3et some rest, pup.Y

LLL

Two mornings later, the gray clouds headed south, and by noon, we rode 
our horses under the bright sun. The air didn’t warm up, though. In fact, 
it grew colder, aided by the blasted wind.

Sera“na and I rode northeast of the main column, trying to cover two 
Manks at once. 9’erlevendeh hopped through the snow for a while, but 
it was deeper than he was tall. Soon enough, he let me put him back into 
the saddlebag.

:ith the sun shining, the visibility was good. But as we neared Azza 
Rid, the land undulated, creating a series of rolling hills and correspondG
ing valleys, with ranges dropping to a -uarter of a league when in the 
vales.
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The Nreki ”ountains swung northeast. Then, as they bent back 
southwest, the sparkling white walls of Kral Azza Rid glistened in the 
late afternoon sun.

Tugg and his dvaergs took the lead and marched us toward the gates, 
meshed into the thirtyGfoot high walls. :atch towers shot up another 
dozen feet. A pair of dvaergs in each observed our progress.

:e were eVpected, but entry was delayed until approval was received. 
:ith the portcullis raised, and the creaking of the main door as it swung 
wide, permission to enter was announced. The second half of the door 
swung in, letting the wagons roll through.

Tugg cupped his hands. æ?ould use some arms to help carry the 
supplies in.Y

That got the keep active.
Tugg gripped hands with another dvaerg, introduced as Regg. The 

dvaerg was stouter in the chest and in the gut, but not as tall. His gray 
beard Mailed in the wind. Sett greeted the AvarkDsir leader of Kral Azza 
Rid.

æ9i6Y Regg said, looking up, grinning. æEe be a big one.Y He shifted his 
gaze to Tugg. æ:e be glad to see ye brother. !remier called for rationing 
two weeks ago.Y He patted his gut. æThough me Aimee had me cutting 
back already.Y

æEe get our birdsOY Tugg asked.
æAye. Both.Y Regg shrugged. æTall tales ye be telling.Y
Sett shook his head. æWot tales. The beasts be big.Y
As we moved through the outer keep, I scanned the area. The amount 

of space appeared half as big as in Kral Bar Aggen. It was a similar setup, 
though, with the crop “elds and animal pens taking up most of the space.

The “elds were covered in snow. But what struck me as odd was the 
lack of livestock. I saw no hogs, cows, or sheep. 4ust a dozen horses in 
two pens. !erhaps they were all in the barn. But if so, there couldn’t be 
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that many animals. Ten cowsO Twenty hogsO 5or a keep with a purported 
number of two thousand dvaergs, that wouldn’t feed them for long.

9utside the metal keep doors, we were introduced to the leadership 
group and led inside the mountain. Tugg’s dvaergs and the “ve remainG
ing d’oglemenn, not counting Hombir and 4onuku, set up camp inside 
the white walls.

Sera“na became the focus of the Kral Azza Rid dvaergs. Their stares 
were hard, their Uaws closed tight.

I broke the ice. æHow long has it been since you’ve had an alvae or 
halfGalvae beyond these doorsOY

Regg looked at me without a hint of a smile on his bearded face. 
æ;ongO Forever long enough for yeOY

”ick grinned. æ5irst time for everything.Y
Tugg said, æShe be under my personal protection.Y
Whoa! I knew they were making eyes at each other, but such a proclaG

mation spoke of something more. I hadn’t been paying attention.
Sera“na blushed, which meant her silverGgreen face became darker.
Sett said, æHer eyes saved us from being surprised on two occasions. 

Namn useful.Y
I smiled. :e had a convert on our hands. He’d been gruC and downG

right insolent when we’d “rst met. But after each 4Frmonruk encounter, 
he’d softened. :hich proved the old saying truej battles forge unusual 
bonds.

I pulled 9’erlevendeh out of my wulv overcoat. æI’d like to bring him 
inside. He needs some fresh meat.Y

Regg backed up a step, his eyes growing wide. æBe that aöOY
I nodded. æEep. The sole survivor of a 4Frmonruk attack. Those 

whiteGfurred beasts killed an entire pack.Y
æAs long as ye don’t let it run loose.Y Regg motioned at the door. æIf 

it bites someone, ye and it be spending yer time out of doors.Y

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



N1ATH, 9W I?1 xqZ

I kneeled beside the pup. æBehave.Y :hen I stood, I asked Regg, æIf 
you have a thin rope or a strap of leather, I’ll make sure he doesn’t go oC 
marauding.Y

Inside a s-uarish room with a bar on one end and an open kitchen on 
the other, the leadership group sat around two round tables. I got two 
straps and fashioned a collar and a lead. The whelp wasn’t keen on either, 
but I got 9’erlevendeh to heel. æSupper’s coming.Y

Tugg started his report, telling Regg and a few other Kral Azza Rid 
dvaergs about our travails crossing the Ice !lains. He enumerated the 
attacks on Wikkel Bakken, the pile of d’oglemann bones a couple of days’ 
hike east, and the pair of attacks as we hiked to Azza Rid, listing the 
names of the dead. He then described the 4Frmonruk.

Hombir said, æ:e’ll need to talk to your chief mage or the keeper of 
your legends.Y

æAye,Y Tugg said. æ:e found a strange symbol carved into a pine tree.Y 
He raised his arm high. æ5ifteen feet up.Y

Regg whispered to a compatriot and sent the dvaerg oC. æNescribe 
these beasties again.Y

:hich Tugg did.
Heads shook.
I asked, æHave you seen them beforeOY
æWever,Y Regg replied. æA fable that died out a long time ago. But we 

have a few hunters missingöfrom this past winter.Y
That tracked, and IngefDr said so, asking ”ick to show his waV tablet.
Regg’s Uaw dropped. æSeven attacksO Ee be sureOY
Heads bobbed in unison. I said, æWear as we can “gure, they began 

their plundering right after :inter Solstice.Y
5ood, water, and a dark ale were served. Tugg, Sett, and I enUoyed the 

ale. :hile it had a fruity Mavor, one I couldn’t place, it was malty and 
super smooth.
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I grunted. æHmm, tasty. I’ve not had this kind of brew before. :hat’s 
the fruitOY

æBlueberry,Y Regg replied. æAlso has a dash of nutmeg and chocolate 
to balance it out. Non’t drink too much.Y He touched his head. æKicks 
a bit. Wot kind in the morning.Y

The pup couldn’t stand it anymore, not with the aroma of cooked 
beef. He Uumped onto my lap and shoved his big head between my arms. 
æHey, careful. Eou almost spilled my ale.Y

I fed him small chunks of the meat. The pup was happy, chewing away. 
Nvaerg eyes watched me‘ Regg shook his head.

:e ate in relative silence. About the time I wiped the last of the gravy 
with a hard piece of bread and fed it to the whelp, a threesome of dvaergs 
arrived.

The biggest one around the gut took the lead, his dark brown eyes 
buried in a mound of bushy eyebrows. He stepped before Regg, his 
hands on his hips. A gray beard dangled past his belt buckle. æ:hat be 
this nonsense of fairy tales coming to lifeOY

Regg introduced us to Nakk. æHe be the chief miner, and our stoutest 
mage. He—aY

æI be the keeper of legends, too.Y Nakk frowned, his beard dipping.
:e described what we’d seen.
Hombir said, æ”y old tome says it’s a 4Frmonruk. They’re “fteen feet 

tall, covered in white fur, and have one gigantic round eye.Y
Nakk scoCed. æWo doubt ye all be suCering from an illusion.Y
I rose to my feet. æThis is ridiculous. :e know what we saw. I killed 

a couple.Y I waved an arm. æ”y compatriots killed more. Tugg has lost, 
what, two score of dvaergsOY

Tugg climbed to his feet. æIn the last attack. ”ore earlier. They didn’t 
die from an illusion. They were blasted by ice rays.Y

Nakk harrumphed.
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Hombir said, æThere’s more for your consideration.Y He motioned at 
”ick. æShow him your drawing.Y

”ick got his tablet out again. æThis is a rendition of the symbol we 
found carved into a pine tree.Y

Nakk stepped back, his eyes wide. æThe gods6 :hat blasphemy is thisO 
Ee dare hoist a symbol of the 5ather of ;ies at meOY

”ick lowered the tablet. æSGsorry.Y
”y wife said, æEou’re saying this snake symbol is a sigil of ;okkeOY
Nakk’s head darted left, then right. His gaze stopped on Regg. æThese 

outsiders be not very keen.Y Then his eyes shifted to Sera“na. æAnd they 
travel with the unclean ones.Y

Tugg stepped closer to Nakk. æ9i6 Non’t be insulting me friend. :e 
be alive because of her talents.Y

I moved beside Tugg. æ:e’re supposed to be working together.Y
IngefDr set her utensils down, one hand going to her waist. æ5ocus 

on the task at hand. Is the symbol ”ick showed you one belonging to 
;okkeOY

Nakk’s bushy white brows furrowed. æAye.Y
Regg asked, æHow far from here did you spot the sigilOY
I scratched at my beard. æTen days, I think.Y
æHalfway between here and Bar AggenOY Regg’s dark brows grew 

tight.
I waggled my head. æ?loser to their half. A day or two out of Wikkel 

Bakken.Y
æI’ll have to inform the premier.Y Regg looked up at Nakk. æAnything 

else ye can tell usO The beasts they describe—be they 4FrmonruksOY
Nakk shrugged, then nodded. æAye, if that be what they saw. But they 

be dead for thousands of years. ?an’t see why they showed up all of a 
sudden.Y
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æWigh on a year ago,Y I said, æis when they “rst showed up. The “rst 
missing—presumed destroyed—caravan occurred a moon shy of a year 
ago. Right after :inter Solstice.Y

Nakk said, æI’ll consult me records. Wone of this makes sense.Y
9ne of the dvaergs who had accompanied him in said, æHow much ale 

have ye consumedOY
æAye,Y said the second one. æThis sounds like a lark. 9ne not suitable 

for guests.Y
Sett rose and towered over everyone. æIt be no tale. Stop yer insults and 

engage yer brains. :e be dealing with evil. And all it has to do to win is 
to have us come to blows over words.Y

I couldn’t have said it better myself. I particularly liked the Pengage yer 
brains’ bit.

!erhaps I grinned too wide, for Nakk huCed, turned, and stomped out. 
His two companions followed in his wake.

Tugg and I sat back down. Tugg asked, æ:hat do ye think, ReggO :ill 
we get aid, or notOY

Regg scowled. æ:hat sort of helpOY
æ”ore warriors,Y Tugg said. æAnd we have an idea to build a portable 

ballista.Y
Regg sipped at his mug. æThe latter be doable. :e’ve plenty of timber 

and iron. The formeröI ken not. The premier likes our isolation.Y
I chinned at him. æBut we can ask for volunteers, rightOY
Regg grunted. æI suppose.Y
A foursome of dvaergs, dressed in blue linen shirts and brown pants 

with suspenders, sauntered in.
Regg said, æThe -uartet will sing for ye. It be custom to tip them when 

they be done.Y
I nodded. æWot my “rst keep. Thank you. Tell us a little about Kral 

Azza Rid.Y
Regg drained his mug. æ:ell, it be about two thousand years old.Y
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”ick said, æI thought you and your kin helped to -uash the “rst 
4Frmonruk invasionOY

æ:e did,Y Regg said. æThe war with the white beast be what caused us 
to spread out into three keeps. Azza Rid to the east and 5al Is to the west 
of Bar Aggen. :e be outposts to protect the Realm from invaders.Y He 
leaned close. æAnd not Uust the 4Frmonruks.Y

Sera“na frowned. æ:ho elseOY
I piped in. æHe means the 4otunn.Y
æAye.Y Regg’s beard dipped at the corners. æHad no trouble from 

them. Then again, we haven’t traded with them, either.Y
The dvaerg neVt to him chuckled. æThey ain’t got much besides snow 

and ice.Y
æIce grizzly pelts,Y IngefDr said.
Scowls crossed the Azza Rid dvaergs’ faces.
I said, æ:e’ve seen siV of the blueGskinned giants. 3ot attacked by 

them, as well as a trio of ice grizzlies.Y
Regg let out a guCaw. æEe be telling tales again.Y
Tugg shook his head. æWo. I be there.Y
An appraising eye swept over us. æEe get around.Y
It was my turn to laugh. æI try to mind my own business. ButöY
æ”isfortune befalls ”aster Belkin,Y ”ick said.
The -uartet “nished up a nice harmony of lilting notes. They started 

on a syncopated song with the baritone and tenor taking turns providing 
the melody. Wot understanding Nvaervish, the song meant nothing to 
me. But the singing was -uite good.

I got a hold of 9’erlevendeh and held him even with the table. æAny 
more meatO Noesn’t have to be cooked.Y

Regg sent a dvaerg oC. He then licked his lips. æ:hat be yer plansO No 
ye ride out tomorrow, or do ye stay till after 3ods’ Nay—which be less 
than two weeks out—or do ye wait until Spring 1-uinoVOY
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;ess than two weeks to 3ods’ NayO :e’d spent more time on the Ice 
!lains than I had ever wanted.

Hombir said, æ:e cannot wait. The 4Frmonruks know we know 
they’re out here. They also know that we have mages and can kill. 1very 
day we delay, they’ll harden their position—wherever it is—and make it 
all the harder to wipe them out.Y

”ick hiccupped.
Sera“na asked, æIs there no way to make peaceOY
Tugg shook his head. æIf the children’s fables be true, no. All overG

tures—the sending of emissaries—resulted in dead kinfolk.Y
Sett added, æAll the dvaergs of Bar Aggen worked together to eradicate 

the evil. Wothing has changed, as far as I can see.Y
”ick asked, æ:here did they come fromOY
Regg scratched at his beard. æThat be a Nakk -uestion. But if I rememG

ber the tales right, they be always here, north of the Nreki Bergs. It be our 
eVploring back then that led us to them.Y

The dvaerg returned with a plate of uncooked pork, sliced into strips. 
I thanked him and took to feeding the pup. His hunger remained unsaG
tiated.

IngefDr asked, æ:e agree about hunting the 4Frmonruks, rightOY
Her gaze swept the table.
Regg shrugged. æ;ike I said, ye’ll have to petition the premier. I suspect 

ye’ll have to ask for volunteers.Y
Tugg sighed. æThat be not the task I be given.Y He looked over at Sett. 

æ9ur task be to deliver the goods here. If we found out what be doing 
the pillaging, then that be a bonus.Y

Sett nodded. æAye. ;ike with Regg’s folk, we’ll ask for volunteers.Y His 
eyes narrowed, æEe know I be coming to avenge me brother.Y

Tugg raised a “nger. æAye, me as well. :e’ll have to ask the others. 
The best time to strike be now. They be in the area and we know their 
weaknesses.Y
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I said, æI’m for doing the hard Uob that’s ahead of us. If not us, then 
whoO If not now, then whenO After the beasts fortify their position is too 
late. :ho knows—right now they could have a hundred hungry mouths 
they’re raising for future mayhem.Y

”ick crowed like a rooster.
I let him “nish. æWo. It’s now or never.Y
Regg looked uncomfortable while the -uartet switched to a new song. 

This one was soft, the counter tenor taking the lead. To me, it sounded 
like a love song.

Tugg slapped the table. æ:e re-uest an audience with the premier.Y
I slapped ”ick on the back. æAnd your aid. This young man has helped 

us to unravel a puzzle. He now has a wonderful idea to help us defeat 
them. Tell them, ”ick.Y

”ick took a deep breath. æ:e need ballistae. Wot Uust one like refG
erenced earlier. 5our would be better.Y He described his ballista on a 
wagon, with the ability to elevate and swivel.

æThat be easy enough.Y Regg looked around. æ”ight take a couple of 
days to put together.Y

The dvaerg beside Regg waggled his head. æAye. 9ne. 5our will take a 
lot longer. Jnless the entire keep of carpenters and smithies be sortied.Y

Regg grunted. æAye. That won’t happen. And eVpect to pay premium 
pricing.Y

The dvaerg neVt to Regg said, æ”ounting them be not the problem. 
It be rolling the wagon through three feet of snow.Y

Sera“na said, æRight now it’s at two feet.Y
æ3ive it a couple of days.Y Regg’s beard dipped at the corners.
”ick added, æ:e need a thirtyGdegree arc, at a minimum.Y
That caused brows to furrow.
æHow big ye be talking aboutOY Regg asked.
æThe weapon has to have a range of at least a hundred strides,Y I said. 

æTheir ice ray blasts are good to siVty or seventy paces in bad weather. 

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



R1W1 21?KA…O*

”ight be eighty on a clear day. But I’m guessing. :e’ve been fortunate 
that both encounters were in blizzards.Y

IngefDr said, æIt needs to be big enough to take down a “veGstrideGtall 
hulk.Y

Tugg said, æThe farther it can shoot and the larger the proUectile, the 
bigger the ballistae has to be. The design must “t on a Matbed cart, where 
maybe two soldiers can cock it. :e need to keep it light to have any 
chance of rolling through three feet of snow.Y

IngefDr nodded. æAnd, as ”ick mentioned, we want four of them.Y
Regg’s lips twisted. æI don’t know what the craft builders will want, 

but it sounds to me like a couple hundred of silver per ballista.Y
Hombir said, æI will pay for the cost.Y
He hadn’t haggled‘ he needed Wikkel Bakken to be repopulated.
Tugg raised a hand. æKral Bar Aggen will split the cost with ye.Y He 

eyed Sera“na, his brown eyes going soft. æNon’t ye fret none. I’ll get ye 
enough volunteers.Y

Sera“na was going into harm’s way.
As we broke up, I stood and cornered Regg. æI could use a gallon of 

milk. Better if it was in, say, four small containersOY
9’erlevendeh had devoured the plate of pork, and now lay nestled in 

my arms. The whelp yawned.
Regg Uumped. æI cannot believe ye be caring for it.Y
I shrugged. æ?an’t see pups come to harm.Y I eyed my wife, who had 

stood with me. A serene look occupied her eyes. I didn’t believe them.
Regg eyed me. æEe be a touch daft, yahOY
IngefDr slapped my shoulder. æ9h, yeah.Y
I grinned.
The -uartet broke up. The dvaerg who had sung bass came by with a 

cap he held upside down. :e took turns tossing silvers into it. He nodded 
his thanks, and the foursome piled out of the dining hall.
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Regg said, æI’ll see ye get some milk. Non’t let the beastie run around. 
”e folks won’t agree with yer assessment. 9r with me letting ye have it 
in here.Y

:e moved to our rooms down the hall and deeper into the mountain. I 
think Sera“na was the happiest of us all, to have a roof over her head. She 
bubbled with eVcitement as we walked through our new surroundings.

5rom looking askance at the ceiling to “nding succor in it, she’d had 
-uite the turn.

I looked forward to several days of restöand not having to keep my 
eyes Mitting about. :e’d see plenty of conMict soon enough.

It was funny how we all agreed to go back out there with almost no 
debate. The symbol in the tree had us worried, and—based on Nakk’s 
revelation—it was a devotion to ;okke. I realized we hadn’t told the 
mage that the thing was magical.
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T he respite was nice. Kral Azza Rid was like the other dvaerg keeps, 
full of tunnels and Dlled with dvaergs. mvaergs loved to yine 

and preferred staWing indoors. TheW were coypetent at working with 
rocks, geystones, and yetals. bith a Dfth of their nuyæers dedicated 
Avark’sir, honor warriors, theW knew how to Dght, too.

These dvaergs werenMt as friendlW as the ones in Kral Fik Fithal, the 
one keep on the south side of the mreki Fountains. Bor that yatter, 
the dvaergs of Kral Iar Aggen were friendlier as well. P gathered the 
dixerence here caye froy their isolation. TheW were the farthest keep 
north and east of anW, so theW didnMt have yanW visitors. …erhaps it was 
their proViyitW to the alvaes, which controlled the lands south of the 
mreki Fountains:though the citW of ÆanaæW was three hundred leagues 
awaW.

Alvaes and mvaergs hadnMt gotten along ever since tiye æegan. Fost 
of it caye froy their dedication to the dixerent god factionsE the Hsiere 
and Æ’niere. The gods of Allefar, Tordenvaer, TWrrell, and Oirene of 
the Hsiere yatched up against Bur’War, Naeydol, Braedra, and Kvaesir. 
There was the Borgotten bar, too, the settleyent of which decreed alvaes 
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would never eVpand north of the mreki Fountains and the dvaergs 
wouldnMt go east of the southern spur.

Ch, there were eyissaries in one anotherMs hoye region, æut visitors 
were -uite rare. —eraDnaMs presence was the kakkerlak in the salad. P 
shuddered at the vision of the siV“legged, ælack“carapaced insect crawling 
in yW food.

Cur news of an awakened vile legend was a sore point. 2oæodW liked 
to hear æad news. And the preyier of Kral Azza Rid sounded like a cur“
yudgeon, and P had Wet to yeet hiy. …erhaps the half“alvaeMs presence 
within their precious keep added an axront to yisfortune.

be staWed in the outer sanctuy, where there were rooys for two dozen 
visitors if soye folks slept on the Zoor. At least we had access to a privW 
and a dining hall, which Regg kept staxed.

Cutside, in the chilled wind and persistent snow, the Kral Azza Rid 
dvaergs provided the tiyæer and worked under TuggMs supervision in 
constructing the younted æallistae. The sound of hayyers pounding 
and dvaerg chatter was a constant. As was the grousing of dvaerg crafts 
folk working out of doors. The soldiers and hunters were used to going 
out for ærief spellsJa couple of daWs at yost. A good æet the rest had 
never ventured æeWond the keepMs doorwaW.

muring a æreak for lunch on the second daW since our arrival, Noyæir, 
RorW, and P were outside, and we cornered Regg.

P asked, öPMy wondering when yaster ?akk will return with soye 
inforyation aæout the ”8ryonruksj9

Regg groused. öP know, P know. Ne proyised to tell We what he knows. 
Ne spent all of WesterdaW prattling incessantlW to the preyier aæout in“
creasing the keepMs defenses. —o perhaps heMll get to it todaW.9

öAn attack against Wour keep doesnMt concern Wouj9 RorW asked.
öCf course it does.9 Regg waved an ary. öThese here walls, while not 

as tall as Iar AggenMs, æe yagicallW iyæued against frost and ice. TheW 
cannot get in.9
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öThere is the portcullis and yassive wooden door,9 P said.
Regg shrugged. öIah. TheWMll have to æend over to coye in, one or two 

at a tiye. beMll ælast they.9
P wasnMt as conDdent as Regg sounded, æut P was happW to hear theW 

had eVtra protection against the æeasts.
Noyæir eyerged through the keepMs yetal doors. Iehind hiy caye 

a ruLed“looking ?akk. Ne wore a heavW wulv coat, and his head was 
wrapped in a graW wool scarf, covering all æut an inch of his eWes.

Noyæir said, ö?akk has soye inforyation, æut P convinced hiy to 
coye and tell everWone.9

?akk harruyphed. öFightW strange what æe happening around here.9
P waved —eraDna and Fick over, while RorW hailed Tugg.
bhen we were gathered in a loose circle, P said, öThank Wou for coy“

ing. bhat can Wou tell us aæout ”8ryonruksj9
öIah.9 ?akk waved a gloved hand. ö2ot yuch. Pf We read the childrenMs 

tales, then We know everWthing P do.9
Noyæir pressed hiy. öbhat aæout their yagic aæilitiesj —o far, theW 

1ust used their ice raWs.9
?akk nodded. öAWe. The æooks saW all ”8ryonruks have the aæilitW. Iut 

whether theW æe æorn with it or it coyes during puæertW, like our yages, 
P ken not.9

ömo theW know anW other tWpe of yagicj9 P asked.
?akk shrugged. öAWe. TheW have yages like we do. 0anMt tell We what 

planes theW harvest the æest. P would assuye air and water æased on the 
ice ælast incantation.9

RorW asked, öAnW weaknesses æesides their eWesj9
?akkMs head snapped toward yW husæand. öTheir eWes æe Zawedj9
—eraDna said, öCne shot with a DerW dart or an arrow and it kills they.9
?akk grunted. öNyph. That æe new inforyation. At least to ye. Are 

We surej9
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P nodded. öAæsolutelW. Iut the trick is to get close enough without 
getting struck with their spell.9

?akk said, öTheir eWes see well in the dark, so aiy for daWlight encoun“
ters.9

RorW said, öTheW see aæout as well as we do in a snowstory.9
ö—ure, sure.9 ?akk tugged at his æeard. öIut theW see æodW heat, 1ust 

not far, so the æooks saW. —o æe careful of that.9
Fick frowned. öP donMt know. bhen P turned yWself invisiæle, it was 

like theW couldnMt see ye.9
?akk peered through his wrap at the Woung lad. ö!e æe a yagej9
Fick shook his head. ö2o. P read a scroll.9
?akk stroked his æearded chin. öNyy. A siyple invisiæilitW incanta“

tion wouldnMt hide Wer æodW heat. P yean, unless the spell æe designed to 
do so. …erhaps it æe a function of the scrollMs incantationj9

Fick swallowed. ö!ouMre saWing:P got luckW.9
?akk shrugged and glanced toward the sun. öIlasted thing æe æright. 

AnW yore -uestionsj9
P asked, öbhat can Wou tell us aæout their livesj bhW do theW do what 

theW doj P yean, do theW have hoyes, do theW like to fary, craft things, 
that sort of thingj9

?akk scoxed. öThat æe daft. TheW like to pillage and plunder and eat 
anWthing that isnMt one of their own. The æooks PMve read donMt yention 
anW sort of trade or interest æeWond taking froy others, then stripping 
the Zesh ox their victiyMs æones.9

RorW asked, öAnd their ties to 3okkej9
?akkMs chest heaved. öAh. Therein lies the RealyMs veVations. The 

Bather of 3ies æe craftW, underhanded. P can see whW the æeasts would 
worship hiy. Iut other than the evil theW wroughtJsaye as hiyJP 
know of no connection.9

öIut where did theW coye froyj9 P asked. öPtMs æeen over two thou“
sand Wears since theWMve æeen seen.9
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?akk studied his feet. Then he looked up. öP ken not. That æe the 
yightW puzzling thing. …erhaps this Æidarr Allefar, as PMve heard hiy 
called, did soyething when he ærought the drekis and yagic æack.9

RorW stepped forward, æut P put a hand on his shoulder and said, ö3et 
ye.9 Turning to ?akk, P continued. öPMy not saWing thatMs not possiæle, 
æut P think the waW Wou frayed it is wrong. !ouMve all heard aæout what 
he did, æanishing the gods to Asagardj9

?akkMs eWes narrowed through the scarf as he eWed ye. öAWe. P heard. 
IlaspheyW. Cne of us æest a godj9 ?akk laughed. Then he said, öIut P 
appreciate the return of yagic. That æe helpful with yining, and with 
keeping the walls and ceilings where theW æelong.9 Ne waved an ary 
toward the keepMs yetal doors. öbe have four new yages. That will help 
with our exorts. The preyier has grand plans.9

ö—peaking of yages,9 P said, öAre there anW worth their weightj AnW 
who yight want to 1oin up with usj be could use a third yage.9

—eraDna said, öOven a fourth.9
?akk syiled, æut his eWes narrowed again. ö2o. 2o yages are avail“

aæle.9
Regg said, öNeMs æeen petitioning the preyier to prevent anW froy 

going. Oven volunteers.9
öbhWj9 RorW asked.
?akkMs 1aw tightened. öIecause the defense of the keep æe our priyarW 

responsiæilitW.9
öIalderdash,9 Tugg spouted. öAttacking æe the æest defense. biping 

these æeasts out æe our chief charge.9
Regg nodded. öAWe. be didnMt win the last war æW staWing in the keep. 

The legends state war parties went out.9
?akk syiled, his ærown eWes cold. ö;ood luck convincing the pre“

yier.9
P turned to Regg. ö0an we solicit warriors to volunteer for the cay“

paignj9
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Regg nodded. öAWe. ?akkMs counsel doesnMt prevent it.9
—o, we could have yore warriors, æut no yore yages. öbhat aæout 

healersj9
Regg said, ö!e can ask.9
?akk shook his head. öThe order æe coying down todaWE no healers 

yaW volunteer. be yaW need everW single one of they:here.9
P growled loud enough for the others to hear. ?akkMs words veVed ye.
Fick said, öPs there a prohiæition on Wour yages, even Wourself, froy 

teaching our yages new spellsj9
?akkMs eWes narrowed anew. ö2o.9
FickMs words sparked an idea, as P knew how the dvaergs liked to yine 

with yagic. öNoyæir and P would like to learn how to ælast through 
rock.9

Noyæir tapped Regg on the shoulder. ö0an Wou put the word out 
that weMd like to talk to theyj be will paW for anW lessons.9

?akk agreed. öPMll ask.9 Ne raised a hand chest high. öPf there æe an 
opportunitW to earn coins, P see no proæley. As long as theW staW æehind 
the walls.9

The dvaerg yage turned and left.
be circled around Regg.
RorW asked, ö0an we ask for volunteersj9
Regg sighed. öAWe. PMll put the word out. Iut donMt eVpect too yanW. 

The preyierMs declarations aæout yages and healers will s-uash enthu“
siasy.9

öAnd Wouj9 P asked, ö0an Wou coye with usj9
Regg shook his head. ö2o. P æe ordered to staW æehind.9
Ne hadnMt told us that æefore, and it irked ye. P was never a fan of 

politics, and we were thick in the yuck of it.
Fick said, öbell, at least theWMre helping with the æallistae.9
A crWJa sort of half cheerJsounded æehind us.
be turned to look.
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Fuggs, a doughW“looking dvaerg with an alyost fullW graW æeard, 
shouted froy a cart. öThe Drst one æe done59

P raised yW chin. öTiye to test Dre itj9
Fuggs raised a Dst high. öAWe. beMll set a target up outside the gates.9
A dvaerg ran ox to get soye horses. bhen the cart was hooked up, we 

trudged outside the keepMs walls.
A pair of dvaergs hiked out onto the snow“covered plateau and placed 

an eyptW æarrel fortW strides out.
RorW said, öbe need it to shoot farther.9
Fuggs nodded froy atop the cart. öAWe. be æe sighting it in.9
The dvaergs near the æarrel ran æack in, and another pair of dvaergs 

cranked the æallista rope against a coiled spring.
Fuggs loaded a siV“foot long wooden pole, aæout four inches thick, 

into the crook of the weapon. öAll clearj9
A couple of dvaergs to the side shouted, ö0lear59
Fuggs aiyed and Dred. The giant æolt sailed over the heads of the 

horsesJwho shied at the sudden noiseJwhistled through the air, and 
struck the ground several paces to the left and a half“dozen strides past 
the æarrel.

mixerent dvaergs younted the wagon and toWed with levers and 
ratchets.

Regg waved at us. ö0oye on in. This yaW take a while. At least we 
know it works.9

RorW grinned. öAWe. 2ow to æuild soye yore.9
That afternoon, work æegan on a second æallista.
Pn the evening, the leadership group returned to the dining hall and 

gathered at a round taæle. RorW and P sat together. Fick ate æetween 
RorW and —eraDna. Cn the other side of the half“alvae were Tugg, then 
Noyæir, and ”onuku.

P said, öP like the idea of having long“range weapons. bhat worries ye 
is the snow.9
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Fick nodded as he stuxed roast pork into his youth. öbill the æallis“
tae æe light enough for the horses to pull through two feet of snowJor 
threej9

ömonMt talk with Wour youth full,9 P said.
RorW pointed a fork at ye. öbhen we yade for Ps Æann two Wears ago, 

we left the wagons æehind. TheW were loaded down with supplies. These 
carts have æut one thing on they.9

öbhen was thatj9 Fick asked. öP yean within the yoonMs span.9
öRight aæout this tiye,9 P said. öbe eVperienced ;odsM maW a week 

after we left the wagons.9
RorW frowned. öbe have that to look forward to.9
öbhatMs wrong with ;odsM maWj9 —eraDna asked.
P said, ö2othing itself. Pn fact, when the fog rolls in out here, it warys 

everWthing up. Iut when we were here two Wears ago, is when Æidarr 
heard the gods talking.9

—eraDnaMs eWes darted around the group. ö!ou told us the gods have 
æeen æanished. !ou werenMt Dææingj9

Tugg shook his head. NoyæirMs gaze dropped to his plate, a heavW sigh 
ruyæling past his lips.

”onuku said, ö2o. PtMs true.9
RorW nodded. öPn —langeh Iuktah, where we were last Wear at this tiye, 

it felt like yist had rolled in froy the ocean. 2o one saw a god.9
—eraDna said, öP was a prisoner then. Another prisoner reported seeing 

Naeydol. Iut theW were -uestioned æW the guards, and their storW fell 
apart.9

Fick chuckled. öAWe. Fatt, a guW P used to run with, claiyed he saw 
one last Wear. Iut when he descriæed the god he saw, we all knew he was 
trWing to frW our eggs.9

P nodded. öThe gods are locked awaW now.9
Fick rolled his eWes. öP know WouMve æeen saWing that:and P æelieve 

Wou.9
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öIut:j9 RorW asked.
öNow can Wou lock awaW the godsj9
öÆidarr did it,9 P said. öbith the Æalknut and the Rod of the mreki 

coyæined.9
—eraDna stuck a fork into a cooked pear. ö?akk doesnMt æelieve it.9
P retold of our exorts to save the Realy froy Ragnar8k. P Dnished 

with, öTheW were readW to destroW the Realy in order to free theyselves.9
RorW added, öTheW donMt care one whit for Wou or ye.9
Tugg gruyæled. öAWe. 2ot a one.9
Noyæir swallowed. öPt was a perilous tiye.9
be ate in silence for a while.
A dvaerg yarched inM the look on his face would kill rats.
Tugg stood. öbhat do We wantj9
The dvaerg 1aææed a Dnger at —eraDna. ö—he should not æe here.9
RorW asked, öAnd who are Wouj9
The dvaergMs æeard ruLed. öP æe mikk.9
Tugg put his hands on his hips. öAnd where should she æej9
öBegone æe where she should æe.ö mikk raised a Dst. öAlvae æe vile. 

meceitful.9
Tugg slugged hiy. TheW sprawled to the ground, with Tugg on top.
Iending over mikk, Tugg growled, ömo not insult ye friends. —he æe 

the reason yore of yine æe not dead.9
Noyæir called out. ö—top5 The æoth of Wou. beMre on the saye side59
Tugg grunted and stood up. Ne helped mikk to his feet. öP æe sorrW for 

slugging We.9
mikkMs ærown eWes darted around the taæle. ö!eah. !e æe sorrW, alright. 

Alvae lover.9
Tugg raised a Dst.
mikk waved a hand. öIah. !e ainMt worth it.9
Ne stoyped ox.
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”onuku shook her snout. öP think heMs yore concerned with the yes“
sage we ærought than with the half“alvaeMs presence.9

öNe 1ust takes it out on her,9 P said.
—eraDna said, öThereMs alwaWs one dick in a crowd.9
Fick added, öTwo when mikkMs around.9
P thanked Tugg for standing up for —eraDna.
Ne waved a paw at ye. öIah. mikk æe a dunderhead. P know her 

worth.9
be Dnished eating and went to our rooys.
The following daW, we eyerged to a snowstory. mvaergs whistled as 

theW worked, happW the sun was a diy oæ1ect æehind the clouds.
P found Regg and told hiy aæout mikkMs æehavior.
Regg scowled. öP æe sorrW aæout that. Know that yost of us æe not like 

that.9
RorW cocked his head. öReallWj9
öbell, a half“alvae æe new for all of us.9 Regg syiled through his æeard. 

öIut folks donMt insult others. 2ot unless theW do soyething Drst to earn 
it.9

mespite his words, RorW and P watched —eraDnaMs æack. 2ot as yuch as 
Tugg did. The pair traveled around together, watching the construction 
of the æallista.

A couple of hours after the noon yeal, a dvaerg dressed in roæesJin“
stead of aryor or a work tunicJcaye out of the keep entrance and 
walked over to Regg. The dvaerg stood half a head shorter than Regg, 
and its shorter æeard started lower on the 1awline. The gap æetween the 
æeard and the ears indicated the dvaerg was feyale.

The two dvaergs spoke for a yoyent, then Regg pointed. öThis æe 
Fuan. —he æe a Zedgling yage. A Wear and a half of eVpertise:such as 
that goes.9

Fuan æowed.
P followed suit. öNoyæir, coye here.9
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bhen the dMogleyann yage arrived, Fuan introduced herself. öP æe 
told We want to learn soye yining yagicj9

P nodded.
Fuan syiled through her thin æeard. öA thousand silver.9
Noyæir and P raised our ærows alyost in unison.
Noyæir chuckled as he wagged his snout. öP donMt æelieve it. The Pce 

…lains æe threatened, and everWone wants to yake coin.9
Fuan darkened, her ærows pinching. ö!e want the help or notj9
P put a hand to yW chin and tried to look studious. öTell us aæout Wour 

areas of eVpertise.9
öP have access to the plane of air. P æe using ye spells to dig ever 

since the last —pring O-uinoV. bhites æe ye priyarW color. The other 
yages use earth. Cne of they, ”enn, draws on the eleyental plane of the 
Aether. 2eVt to ?akk, she æe the eldest. ”enn æe in charge of ye training, 
which æe diPcult with her relWing on earth and ye air.9

P nodded. öAir is good. Noyæir and P æoth channel the plane.9
NoyæirMs snout dipped. öNelpful. Iut æefore we agree to Wour fee, 

descriæe Wour yining spell. moes it eVplode rockj Cr æore a holej Now 
does it workj9

FuanMs short“æearded chin æoææed. öP guess P can tell We that. Iut the 
words, yotion, and yaterial will cost We.9

Noyæir and P nodded.
Fuan went on. öP use the air spell after ”enn has yoved rock. —he 

creates a Dssure, a kind of narrow slit, a half“foot deep. P force a raW of 
air inside, then pack in yore and yore air. The rock eVplodes froy the 
pressure.9 —he syiled. öTogether, we yine.9

Noyæir sighed. öP hope a letter of credit will suPce as paWyentj9
FuanMs youth puckered.
öP donMt have that yuch coin on ye,9 Noyæir said.
P called RorW over, and together we counted out DftW gold pieces.
FuanMs eWes went wide. ö2ot yuch gold around here.9
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öPtMs all we have.9 P syiled at her. ö—hould yake Wou popular.9
P turned to Noyæir. öOither Wou or Æidarr can reiyæurse us.9
2ow that sheMd æeen paid, Fuan put cupped hands to her lips. —he 

ælew harshlW. öPakke luften sammen.” 
P understood the words to yean, Qcoypress the air.M
—he ælew again and repeated the phrase. —he then Zailed her hands 

outward, yiyicking an eVplosion.
To yW right, a Zash crackled the air, ruLing yW hair.
ö!e want to æe looking at where We want the air to go. Also, the yore 

We repeat the spell, the æigger the eVplosion.9
Noyæir said, öThe yaterial Wou use is Wour own æreath. The words P 

understood, and the yotions appear siyple enough. Ps that all we need 
to knowj9

Fuan nodded.
öbhatMs the rangej9 P asked. ö!ou wouldnMt want to æe too close to the 

eVplosion.9
ö—iVtW paces æe recoyyended,9 Fuan replied. öTis the eVtent of ye 

range.9
Cx the top of yW head, P couldnMt think of a practical application of 

her incantation, outside of yining. öbhat else do Wou knowj9
Fuan said, öP can shoot a raW of air. Pt shoves the dirt awaW. Iut P 

havenMt gotten strong enough to yake yore than a scratch in the rock. P 
have yanaged to close a door with it.9

Noyæir raised a taloned hand. öbhen Wou shoot this raW of air, how 
far does it go with yeaningful forcej9

öFeaningfulj9
öNow far awaW are Wou froy the rock WouMre trWing to yake a hole inj9 

P asked.
öAh, thirtW paces.9 Fuan syiled. ö”enn æe at siVtW.9
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—iVtW pacesj That yight æe helpful. P huddled with Noyæir. öThat 
yight æe useful to scratch at their eWe. Fight even pierce the soft Zesh of 
the oræ.9

Ne grunted. öA DerW dart will do the saye and has a longer range.9
P turned æack to Fuan and said, ö—ince we paid a thousand, weMd like 

to have the spell coyponents, yaterial, and incantation se-uence for 
Wour air ælast.9

Fuan went through the yotions and uttered the Æaranusian. Cnce 
yore, she used her æreath.

Noyæir and P practiced our new spells. bhen we were sure we had it, 
we thanked Fuan, and she left. P heard her singing as she strolled awaW.

P syiled at Noyæir. ö—heMs 1ust using her æreath. P use goælin æone dust 
for yW air shield wall. bhat would happen with the incantations if we 
suæstituted the æone dust for airj9

Noyæir syiled. öAh. ThatMs good thinking. P feared weMd gotten 
roææed.9

P had other ideas, like adding sawdust to the incantation. Fight need 
a dixerent set of words and hand yotions, æut P envisioned a raW of Dre 
coying out of yW Dnger.

As Noyæir and P turned our attention to the construction of the 
second æallista, RorW called out. öTiye to eat. The light will æe gone in 
a yinute or two.9

The second æallista wasnMt -uite done. Iut it had the shape. At this 
rate, we would æe Dnished with our four æallistae in two yore daWs.
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SEEKING TO KILL
RORY

S ix days after arriving, we had four completed ballistae and nine 
volunteers anchored by Muggs. Most of the Kral Azza Rid warriors 

were grizzled and growing round about the waist. Their reason for com-
ing? There wasn’t much left to their lives, and an adventure seemed a One 
note to end on. “ne way or the other. 

N”o valor, no renown,H was Muggs’ stated reason for coming. De’d 
also said kiPP’s mouth had run liPe mead on Summer Solstice, and that 
was a chief reason we didn’t have more warriors.

Since arriving, we’d received no word from Tyrrby. Ierhaps the birds 
hadn’t survived the weather. Vt was also possible that Fidarr and the 
Boremost were somewhere else in the Realm.

A bird from Kral War Aggen had shown up yesterday. Iremier Mina 
authorized a well-armed scouting action. Tugg no longer needed to asP 
for volunteers.

æe had VngefJr and Dombir for mages, neither of which thought their 
new spells would amount to much. Muggs and the others brought the 
soldier count to a smidge over two hundred.

V feared we would need their entire strength. My gut told me that the 
number of öErmonruPs still out there would dwarf the amount we had 
Pilled.
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æe rode out in the middle of a snowstorm for a couple of reasons. 
Birst, V Ogured that in two days, the storm would blow over and we’d 
be close to where the last attacP had taPen place. Ierhaps we would Ond 
some clues. Ueah, V was being optimistic. The other reason was that Tugg 
recPoned the depth of the snow would get worse the longer we waited.

V was dismayed that the Kral Azza Rid premier had refused to augment 
our strength, and V said so as we stomped through the snow.

Tugg grunted. NV agree.H
De summoned a messenger bird, tucPed a note into a pouch designed 

for it, and tied it around the bird’s legs. As we watched the bird 1y o‘, he 
said, NV wrote a message for the premier last night. V told her the premier 
here has a hollow head. æe need strength in numbers. ”ot to sit behind 
the walls.H

MicP said, NTheir walls protect them against the beast’s ice rays.H
NWah.H Tugg swatted at the comment. Næhen trade routes stop, how 

will they fare way out here? “h, they grow some crops and have a bit of 
livestocP.H De found my face. NWut you didn’t see any in the other pen, 
did ye?H

MicP said, NAh. The öErmonruP can besiege and starve them out.H
NRight ye be, lad.H
Dombir and öonuPu marched amid Ove surviving soldiers from Kob-

ber jnter Smuss. The d’oglemenn had taPen a tremendous hit to their 
numbers, if V counted the enclave of ”iPPel WaPPen.

V rode behind a group of dvaergs, who were assigned the duty of 
stomping the snow 1at. They rotated every half hour. Wehind me were 
the rest of Tugg’s soldiers, and behind them were four carts, none of 
which had canopies. Vnstead, each one had a ballista mounted on their 
decP.

The arc cover of the weapon was but Ofteen degrees to one side, or 
thirty in total. æe had tried to go wider, but ran into stability problems 
with the interlocPing wooden rings, which made the things accurate. 

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



kCATD, “” V2C 00q

Metal would have fared better in terms of arc coverage and durability. 
Wut that would have taPen yet more time, and the smithies from Kral 
Azza Rid didn’t want to come outside.

Wehind the carts were six wagons, four of which were empty. The Ofth 
one carried our supplies and our tents. The last one was half full, loaded 
with timber and coal. At least Tugg and Muggs had —borrowed’ enough 
mounts for our needs.

TaPing the rear 1anP was a handful of Tugg’s AvarPJsir, plus Muggs 
and his nine. Muggs smiled a lot. De and his companions 3oPed half the 
time, then grumbled about the freaPish winds. They would be a 3oy to 
be around when the sun poPed through the clouds.

After stopping near noon, V rode at a trot to the front, letting “’er-
levendeh run along. Vt was too soon for him, given the depth of the snow. 
Wut he needed to grow up faster than normal, and this would build his 
muscles the best way V Pnew how.

V let him worP up an appetite, then gave him chunPs of uncooPed hog. 
The whelp had beneOted from the rest stop. De had access to milP and 
got plenty of table scraps to boot. Dis teeth had shot in, and now V wore 
gauntlets whenever V played with him. 

De’d doubled in size since V picPed him up in that cavern weePs ago. 
Woth in height and now weight. De was going to get grumpy with me 
once my rations ran out and he went bacP to dried pemmican.

V let VngefJr and SeraOna catch up. kismounting, V scooped up “’er-
levendeh and put him into my rucPsacP, letting his head sticP out so he 
could see. De growled at Orst, then whined. Wut V didn’t let him out.

My wife asPed. NAre we ready for this?H
NWallistae, Oreballs, crossbows, and my fast feet.H V inhaled the cold air. 

Næe better be.H
SeraOna said, Nkon’t forget MicP’s vials of oil.H
NDow many did he maPe?H
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My beautiful bride smiled. NThirty. De Pept six and handed out the 
rest to the dvaergs and d’oglemenn.H

V nodded. NDave you tried your new spells?H
She sighed. NV’ve been able to get a thirty-stride blast of air to poPe a 

hole in a pine log. Vt isn’t much. Dombir says with practice, V might dou-
ble my distance or bore twice as deep. V tried using the goblin bone dust, 
but so far, my gestures or my words aren’t Luite right. Wattle conditions 
are a terrible time to practice.H

NDow precise is the blast at that range?H
Der lips pressed together for a moment. NFery accurate at thirty. The 

logs V strafed showed a gouge, as wide as it was deep4about half an inch. 
After that, the precision wavers, with me missing by an inch or two for 
every stride beyond.H

NVf you hit me at thirty strides, it sounds painful.H V looPed into her 
blue eyes.

She nodded. NDuman sPin? Sure. Armor or the öErmonruP’s fury 
hides? V don’t Pnow. Their eyes? V’m betting it will hurt. Biery darts are 
more e‘ective because of their range.H

Næhat happens at forty strides?H
N”othing,H VngefJr replied. NVt’s liPe the blast evaporates. Dombir 

says the compressed air dissipates, and might feel liPe you were punched 
by a child.H

NAnd what of the mining spell?H V pressed.
She shooP her head. NV got it to worP. Vn soft soil,  V dug a hole 

Pnee-deep in less than a minute, using two spells. Wut V can’t see much 
use for it.H

æe rode on. V pulled my hood tight as the chilled wind blasted ice 
pellets. “’erlevendeh hunPered down.

At our next rest stop, V hiPed over to Tugg, with the rest of Vn3ustices 
Righted in tow. NThis storm started yesterday. Dow long will it last?H
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Tugg scratched under his beard. NBour days. Maybe Ove. Ue feel the 
bitterness?H

VngefJr grunted. NV do.H
NThe sting is something Oerce,H V said. NV can’t Peep my eyes open.H
Tugg grinned, touching his salt and pepper brows. NThat be what 

these be for.H
SeraOna smiled, her emerald eyes twinPling as she looPed at him. 

NMaPes you looP distinguished. V liPe that.H
MicP cleared his throat.
A ruddy-faced Tugg said, NThe more moisture, the longer the storm 

lasts.H
æe rode on for the rest of the day, heading due west. The following 

day, we turned north-westward based on my report of the escaped öEr-
monruP running north.

The direction was treacherous any time of year, but doubly so in a 
snowstorm. Any time sightlines to the krePi Mountains disappeared, 
the chance of dying on the Vce Ilains increased. Vn a blizzard, it increased 
tenfold.

The day after, SeraOna and V moved out front to scout ahead, the 
horses slogging through the piled-high snow. “’erlevendeh complained 
about being in the rucPsacP, but V couldn’t chance him being in the snow 
when an attacP came. To my mare’s distress, V set him atop the saddlebags 
behind me, and tied two pieces of rope to the collar V had fashioned in 
Kral Azza Rid.

NStay,H V said.
De 3umped a couple of times before he Ogured out he wasn’t going 

anywhere. Dis claws dug into the blanPet he sat on. æhen they grew 
longer, they would pierce through and into the horse’s hide.

V patted the top of the saddlebag straps. N;ie down.H Wut the pup 
remained upright, his head turning left and right. Maybe he was a natural 
born scout.
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At a rest breaP approaching dusP on the Ofth day since leaving Kral 
Azza Rid, we were all getting restless. æe should have run into the beasts 
by now.

V said, NThey must have come east Luite a way to get between us and 
Kral Azza Rid.H

That observation earned me nothing but silence.
Tugg looPed around. NToo open here. 5o looP for a suitable spot to 

hunPer down.H
V laughed. NVt all looPs the same to me.H
De grumbled. N5o checP one more ridge over and let me Pnow.H
That was the thing with the Vce Ilains. Vt was liPe it had been rolled 

out by a baPer with a divot in his rolling pin. Most of it was 1at, but 
every so often, there was a crest. V Pnew, based on looPing at maps years 
ago, that the whole thing sloped toward Vs Fann. ”orth of the Vce ;aPe, 
V suspected the ground rose. Wut V was guessing.

SeraOna and V rode west. Vt was as if we rode up a gentle slope, which 
itself was odd. A couple of minutes later, we reached a deOnitive crest6 
the slope was steep! six or seven strides high over ten times the distance.

V looPed at the half-alvae. Næe need to see what’s up there.H
æe climbed the ridge, reaching a 1at plateau. NThat doesn’t maPe any 

sense.H
SeraOna pointed. NVt’s nothing but snow as far as V can see.H
V pressed my horse forward.
æe reached the edge. The slope went down, at about the same angle 

as what we had climbed.
Brom our little perch, all V saw was 1at land before us. Cvery inch was 

covered in two-foot-plus deep snow.
SeraOna’s green lips pucPered. NThis terrain confuses me.H
V rode down the ridge with SeraOna following. æe walPed the horses 

for maybe forty paces when V stopped. Næhoa.H
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Wefore us was an iced-over body of water running from left to right. 
Reaching behind me, V patted “’erlevendeh’s head. NBresh water.H

SeraOna snorted. NDow thicP is the ice, or is it solid?H
N”o, not yet.H V pointed north. NBollow it long enough and you’ll Ond 

Vs Fann.H
A tingling sensation ran up my bacP.
SeraOna pointed. NShadow.H
The whelp growled.
NV’m an idiot,H V said. N“f course, the beasts would be near water.H
A frosty ray zapped the earth thirty paces to our right, on our side of 

the river. The monster appeared in the mass of white 1aPes 1ying about 
and stepped toward us, closing the distance.

NRide, SeraOna. æarn the others.H
Run or reconnaissance? Vf this was one roving sentry, V could dispatch 

him. V dismounted, pointed my mare bacP east, and slapped her on the 
ass.

“’erlevendeh yipped in distress.
Sorry, pup.
RosPva 1ashed into view and waved her frond arm over her head, bacP 

up the slope.
jsing my magicPed feet, V ran south along the frozen river, getting 

distance from the öErmonruP.
The beast shifted direction to chase me. 5ood. V slowed so V wouldn’t 

outrun it, then shifted direction again. V crossed the river by heading 
west, slipping and sliding on hard ice.

Ten strides behind me, the ray beam rippled the air and gouged the 
ground, ice forming on top of the already-frozen river as the ghastly 
weapon followed me in a looping arc.

“n the other side of the frozen riverbanP, RosPva sPidded to a stop 
before me and cowered. æhich meant that V should, too.
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Ilowing snow into the air with my feet, V slid and fell on my ass, 
softened by a mound of snow.

Bate smiles upon idiots at times. Today, V was exhibit number one. V 
climbed to my feet as a ray blast from a second creature created a blocP 
of ice in front of my feet. Dad V Pept going, V’d be a chunP of frozen 1esh.

“ne beast V could taPe. Two would be trouble. And with water nearby, 
frozen though it was, V had the sense V was close to their lair. æhich 
meant there were a lot more than two in the area.

Time to go.
jsing RosPva speed, V dashed south once more, away from the beast 

behind me, and widening the gap between myself and the second one.
V changed vectors, moving east, losing the öErmonruPs in the snow-

storm. V slid more than V ran across the frozen river. Vf not for the rivulets 
of blown snow, V would have fallen hard.

æhen V reached the ridge, V patted my bacP. My crossbow was tied to 
my mare.

Vdiot two times.
jp on the ridge, V slowed to a run as RosPva winPed out. jsing the 

wind as a guide, V angled northeast, searching for the tracPs of my mare 
and SeraOna’s horse. Running in this stu‘ without RosPva was going to 
tax my stamina.

A minute later, to my right, V heard a series of bright barPs. “’erleven-
deh. Though V couldn’t see the others, V said, NUou saved meJH

Wut what V could hear, maybe the öErmonruPs could too.
V changed direction and ran down the slope.
Reaching the bottom, V 3ogged for a second minute and found the 

dvaergs forming a thirty-stride-wide arc. The ballistae carts were behind 
them! two in the center and one on either side. The two on the ends 
pointed o‘ to the side to increase the overall coverage of the ballistae.

Reaching SeraOna, V gathered my mare’s reins, climbed aboard, and 
ruKed “’erlevendeh’s furry head. Then V hu‘ed air.
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VngefJr heeled her horse and trotted in my direction with Tugg, 
Dombir, and the others hiPing after.

She was shaPing her head when she reached me. NV thought we agreed 
no heroics?H

V smiled big into her scowl, trying to bluster through her anger. N”o. 
V don’t remember agreeing to that.H V made what V thought was a cogent 
plea. NCvery encounter dictates tactics despite the overall strategy.H ”ot 
that we had an overall strategy, but V didn’t say that. NV did what V had to 
do to help us win4to Peep you and the others safe.H

Der brows narrowed6 3aw muscles tightened. Der frosty glare said 
plenty. ”o point in adding to my woes by telling her about my close call.

NUeah, alright,H V said, still smiling. N”o more heroics. Wut don’t for-
get, my sPills are well-suited to harass their rear 1anPs.H

Tight-lipped, she nodded.
MicP weighed a vial in his hand. NDow many?H
NTwo, so far.H V glanced at my wife. NWut we’re close to their camp.H
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DEATH, ON ICE, 
REPRISE
INGEFÆR

I  chewed on my cheek; Rory’s escapades wore my patience out. How 
could he be so cavalier with his life? I wasn’t clueless. I knew we were 

all at risk of being killed. But I took calculated risks…to make the enemy 
overextend their capabilities, not to overextend ours.

Once more, Rory had rushed into battle alone. Like the Srst time, 
he sent TeraSna o- for her safety. “he man over”relied on his fast feet. 
But in a snowstorm like this, he could run up on one of those bug”eyed 
monsters, and that would be it.

Hombir broke the icy silence. N“hey coming this way?M
Rory shrugged. NI ran south, leaving them near the river. Dot sure 

they’re following me.M
“ugg asked, NHow far be the river?M
TeraSna replied, NDot far. “he ridge is maybe eighty paces wide. It’s 

on the other side, another Sfty strides beyond.M
Eick hiccupped. N“hey know”hic-we’re here. “hey know”hic-we’re 

hunting them.M
NBased on their actions, they think they’re the hunters,M Rory said.
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Dot a gram of self”awareness could be heard in my husband’s voice. I 
growled at him. N“hey’ll kill you if you insist on going it alone.M

NIt’s all about who sees who Srst,M Rory retorted. N2nd with Rosk”
va…M he patted his legs, N…and my feet, I’ll never be surprised.M

NJell, with you gallivanting about, our element of surprise is lost.M I 
was still vexed at his heroics. Aiverting my wrath, I turned to the group. 
NJhat’s our best alternative?M

“ugg said, NTtaying here at the bottom cedes the high ground to 
them.M

Euggs had come forward. N2nd the longer we wait, the bigger the 
chance they will take it.M

Je were encroaching on their territory. Dothing like Sghting one”eyed 
cornered rats the siGe of —otunn. I asked for details about what Rory had 
seen.

He repeated TeraSna’s description of the ridge. NIt’s not all that high. 
Teven strides on this side and eight on the other. Of course, the ground 
slopes toward the river.M

N2lright, we take the high ground here.M I nodded up the slope. NVet 
the troops, carts, and wagons rolling.M

“he western edge should have a grand view of the river valley. Jell, not 
in the snowstorm.

I grumbled under my breath as the next logical action was to do the 
opposite of what was safe…for my husband. N“ake TeraSna and scout 
ahead. Aon’t go down to the river.M

He mock”saluted me and wagged his head at the healer.
NAon’t leave him alone up there,M I said. N9onk him on the head if he 

tries to run o-.M
“hat earned me an eye roll from both of them. But while Rory 

might risk his life to satisfy some internal whim, he wouldn’t endanger 
hersKnot without cause.
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NDo horses,M Hombir said. N2nd crawl the last doGen strides so you 
don’t expose your heads.M

Ey husband and TeraSna stomped up the snow”covered ridge. O’er”
levendeh yipped and yanked at the leads Rory had set up. “hat was alto”
gether too much noise; no point in drawing the beasts to us. I marched 
over and untied the ropes, taking the pup into my arms.

He nipped me and öumped away, working hard to run after Rory in 
the deep snow.

Eick made a move to chase after it, but I called him back. NLet him 
go. He’s Rory’s pest, er, pet.M

2fter waiting a minute to give Rory and TeraSna a lead, “ugg’s dvaergs 
trudged up the hillside in a line forty dvaergs wide and three deep, with 
the 2varkqsir wielding crossbows in the front. 2nother two score of his 
soldiers urged the horses to pull the carts and then the wagons up the 
incline. “he balance of his troops took up 1anking positions to the north 
and south. Euggs and his nine operated two of the ballistae.

“he soldiers to the north and south acted as scouts. If the —!rmonruks 
attacked from the 1anks like last time, dvaergs would die before Hombir 
or I could set up a shield wall.

I looked at my booted feet. “he trampled snow came to my calves. 
Jhere it wasn’t stomped down, it crested above my knees. TFuinting 
into the gale of snow, I estimated the visibility at seventy strides. “hat 
was a neutral factor. If the wind slowed, it would be to our beneSt. If the 
1urries thickened, theirs.

2fter climbing the ridge, I tied my horse to the right of the two center 
ballistae carts, then climbed aboard. Euggs grinned at me from atop the 
left center cart. I don’t know what he was happy about.

Ttanding behind the bench seat, I peered westward as we rolled across 
the top of the 1at crest. I couldn’t see Rory and TeraSna in the 1ying 
snow. Viven the ridge’s width, I should be able to see him. Jhere the 
Hel was he?
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Tteadily, soldiers and carts advanced westward. Cvery head swiveled, 
searching.

—ust as the last canopied wagon carrying our supplies rolled to a stop 
behind me, a shout came from the rightKfrom the north.

2 pair of ice ray blasts ripped through the snow”covered ground, and 
seconds later the ice obliterated the wheel of the rightmost ballistae cart. 
“he second lethal beam struck higher at the weapon.

Avaergs öumped o- the cart. “he horses bucked and yanked at their 
leads. But with the amount of snow and a missing wheel, they weren’t 
going anywhere.

2s I pinched sawdust and made the motions to cast my spell, the 
—!rmonruks shifted their ice rays and strafed across the ground, striking 
several retreating dvaergs. Rime caught their legs, then their torsos, be”
fore encasing their heads.

I ripped o- a Sreball to the north, set to explode öust past the beasts. 
2fter the bead 1ew o-, I worried about Rory and TeraSna being behind 
them.

Eick turned his steed east and took o- back down the ridge. Jhat was 
he thinking?

Ey Sreball exploded, illuminating and incinerating the pair of —!r”
monruks. “hey dropped to the ground and rolled. “hat put the Sre out, 
but I saw their charred 1esh, front and back.

2s they wobbled to their feet, I ripped a second bead at them. “he 
snow obliterated the sight lines of the tiny Sery bead, but the second blast 
1ashed bright and dropped them for good, leaving a pile of smoldering 
1ames.

I scanned for Hombir.
He had moved to the front of the dvaerg host, standing in the middle 

of the ones wielding crossbows, perhaps two doGen strides west of me 
and ten more to my left. “he dvaerg host had stopped at the crest’s edge, 
overlooking the valley with the river I had yet to see.

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



RCDC 3C902WjW

“ugg hollered something in Avaervish at Tett, pointing at the ice”en”
cased ballista and dvaergs, and the panicked horses.

Jhere in Hel were Rory and TeraSna?
I shouted at Tett as he ran past my position. N“he ballista should be 

operable.M
He waved an axe at me and shouted orders as he moved to the froGen 

wagon. It wouldn’t move without repairs being made. I didn’t have time 
to feel bad for the dead.

Thifting my gaGe to the front lines, Hombir pointed northwest.
I searched in that direction.
Rory4
TeraSna hiked by his side and O’erlevendeh leaped in Rory’s footsteps 

to keep up.
2n explosion of  ice  struck the ballista  cart  to my far  left.  “wo 

white”furred brutes showed up on the ridge south of us and struck the 
exposed 2varkqsir 1ank.

“he dvaergs ratcheted the weapon as far left as it would go, while a pair 
of dvaergs cranked the cocking mechanism.

“oo slow4
Ice struck the horses, stopping their panic.
2s I was about to shout at them to get away, Hombir erected a wall 

of Sre Sfteen feet high, forming an arc on the left side that covered half 
of the ridge. “he screeching of ice rays against 1ame lasted for several 
long seconds, then stopped. 5rom my higher vantage point, I watched 
the heads of the two —!rmonruks back up and disappear into the storm.

I glanced back at the farthest cart to my left; the ballista hadn’t Sred. 
“hey couldn’t get enough of an angle and were busy repositioning the 
cart by lifting the rear by hand.

I öumped o- the center”right wagon and scrambled forward…öust in 
case the beasts showed up from Rory’s direction. Jith Hombir occu”
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pied, “ugg’s front 1ank was exposed. In a way, the troops there acted as 
bait.

Rory, TeraSna, and O’erlevendeh climbed the ridge and pushed 
through.

Jhen we met up, he shook his head at me. NJe’ve awakened the hive. 
TeraSna saw at least a doGen shadows.M

I nodded. N“wo pairs took turns attacking from the right and then the 
left.M Ey arms crossed my chest. NJhy were you out that far?M

NJe stopped at the edge to wait for you. But the pup either sees them 
or senses them. O’erlevendeh ran out there. He wouldn’t come when I 
called, so I had to chase after him.M

NHad to?M “he gods4 “hat pup was going to be the death of him some 
day.

I hope not today.
TeraSna nodded. NI went with him to make sure he returned.M
Rory’s head swung from left to right. NJhere’s Eick?M
I pointed east. NHe went down the backside of the ridge. Last I saw 

him, he was moving north.M
NLokke’s spawn4M Rory growled. He stepped past me. NI’m going to 

Snd him.M
I was about to chastise him again when he spun around. N6ou know 

what? “hey’ve become unpredictable. Je should too.M
N6our plan?M
N2t random intervals and in random directionsKbut not northeast, 

not where I’m about to goKshoot a Sreball. 2t max range.M
It sounded craGy. But…
Rory grabbed his crossbow in one hand, scooped up the whelp in the 

other, and raced for the backside of the ridge.
I nudged TeraSna. NVo tell Hombir what I’m doing. Tee if he can shift 

the wall of Sre back toward the center left.M Reshaping a wall that far 
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took concentration…and time. N“ell him he’s got the center; I’ll cover 
the 1anks.M

2s she ran o-, I considered how I would enact Rory’s suggestion.
Tending a bead beyond what I could see was not how I trained. I had 

to take into account that after some twenty stridesKfor I stood that far 
from the western edge of the ridgeKthe ground dropped.

I re”climbed the ballista cart, still farther behind the line, for the added 
height improved my angles. 2s I waved my right hand, I pinched sawdust 
and pointed my Snger, aiming slightly down and right”of”center, where 
Rory had come from.

“he Sery bead 1ew for a distance before I lost sight of it. 2t my max 
range, a hundred twenty strides o-, Sre 1ashed bright enough to be seen 
in the snowstorm. 2nd for a moment, in the reddish haGe that Sltered 
through the blowing snow, I saw a pair of —!rmonruks, their arms and 
legs 1ailing as they rolled in the snow.

NRory, you’re a genius.M I had two spells left before I got wooGy, and 
three before I swooned. To instead of engaging in more random attacks, 
I conserved my stamina until TeraSna returned. I searched the battleSeld 
as far as I could see.

Hombir re”formed his wall of Sre, covering the front 1ank. I screamed 
at Euggs, who was on my left. N“urn the wagon to face more south4M

I got the dvaergs driving the ballista cart I was on to angle northward, 
yet keeping the Seld of Sre to the front covered. “he gods4 Je were 
making it up as we went along.

“he dvaergs at the far”left cart had shifted it to face south by south”
west. “hey clambered aboard, and another pair cocked the ballista. 2 
second later, a duo of beasts lanced two dvaergs who were adöusting the 
weapon’s elevation.

“he ballista Sred, bucking the cart. “he six”foot”long shaft of pointed 
pine 1ew o-, missing a beast by the width of a human hand.

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



AC2“H, OD I9C Wj7

“he shooters scrambled, but the —!rmonruks each caught one in their 
deadly rime.

I shot a Sery bead at them. “he explosion took them. But after they 
dropped, they rolled south, out of sight.

NHope you don’t have healers.M Jas I evil to wish them pain and 
su-ering? Do. “hey killed indiscriminately. “here was but one way to 
deal with such creatures. Aeath to them all.

“he damned —!rmonruks were taking out our ballistae. “he wag”
on”mounted weapon on the far left was operable, but not maneuverable.

NEuggs, get some dvaergs to take over4M
Euggs’ beard dipped, and he shouted orders in his native tongue.
I shouted orders in mine. NVet the draft horses from the covered 

wagons4M
2rm gestures were followed by a pair of dvaergs running o- to do my 

bidding.
Ey head snapped to the north ballistae. Tett and six more dvaergs were 

engaged in grisly work. “hey chopped their dead froGen friends loose so 
they could get to the iced”over ballista.

“he cart pointed too far west to be of much use. It would have to be 
repositioned as well. “he ballistae plan sure had sounded good in theory.

TeraSna came back. N“ugg has lost troops. “he beasts have engaged up 
front and are straSng to the sides of the Sre shield wall.M

N“roll shit,M I exclaimed through gritted teeth. I’d been so busy with 
the 1anks, I hadn’t seen their attacks.

N“hey lost a healer.M TeraSna waved a hand. N—onuku has healed some 
of their wounded. I don’t understand their language, but the dvaerg 
chatter didn’t sound happy.M

0nowing what I knew about 2varkqsir, they weren’t talking about 
running. “hey were ready to charge. But was that wise?

I glanced westward. “ugg was in the middle of them, his arms gestur”
ing.
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NI need a stamina restore.M “aking a deep breath, I swallowed my fears. 
N2fter this Sreball.M I let one go. On a hunch, I sent it straight north, 
following the ridgeline öust past the smoldering hunks lying in the snow.

In the 1ash of red light, a pair of creeping —!rmonruks caught Sre. 
NVot ya.M Jith the wind blowing south, the smell of fresh burning fur 
blew at me. I found it…pleasant, even if my knees wobbled.

TeraSna healed me.
“o the northeast, on the backside of the ridge we were on, a beast 

erupted in 1ame. Eick must have used a vial of pitch. In the light of 
crackling 1ame, I spotted Rory. He Sred his crossbow öust as the blinding 
snow obliterated my sightline.

NEick, you’re a genius, too.M
TeraSna said, NI have a vial of healing if you should need it.M
I nodded. “hough if I cast enough Sreballs and she cast enough heal”

ing spells, she would be the one to need it Srst.
I let a ball of Sre go left of center, racing out past “ugg and his 

dvaergs, once more angling down. It 1ashed, illuminating nothing but 
the seared”away snow.

Hombir’s Sre shield went down; it had been up all of ten minutes. His 
spell hadn’t lasted as long as in the pastKthe act of moving the Sre wall 
such a long distance was the cause. His hands moved. 2nother one took 
its place. 

Jith —onuku behind him, he could hold the line for a couple of hours.
NAoes —onuku have a vial of healing?M I asked.
N2ye,M TeraSna said. N2ll the healers and Hombir, too.M
Jhat if the monsters waited us out? Jhat if we spent all our spells and 

our healing potions as they used their hit”and”run tactics?
Ao we retreat or stand our ground? Or do we go on the attack?
“he decision proved easy. 2t least to me. Je came here to make the Ice 

Ilains safe.
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I nudged TeraSna. N“ell the others we can’t wait here. Je have to 
attack.M

Besides, the 2varkqsir would prefer it.
TeraSna’s eyes bulged. NBut we don’t know where they are.M
Cxperience guided my next words. NTure we do. “he beasts are to the 

west. Jhether öust on the other side of the river, or half a league, I don’t 
know. But for you and Rory to spot so many, and for so many to be 
sniping at us, we have to be close to their camp.M

The nodded and ran to tell the others.
5eeling rascally, I sent a Sery bead due south. —ust as it exploded, a 

foursome of —!rmonruks charged from the north.
How had I not seen them? I hadn’t been looking. I needed more eyes.
Tett and a handful of dvaergs were busy hacking ice. “hey charged, 

axes held high.
“wo beasts stopped and strafed the advancing dvaergs. “hey never had 

a chance. Tett died holding an axe high over his head.
“he two other —!rmonruks lanced the wagon. “he weight of the ice 

caused the wagon beams to fail, and it crashed to the ground, though the 
ballista didn’t fall over because it was encased in a rigid block of ice.

I blinked myself free out of a few moments’ stare. 2nger at the deaths 
of so many shook me. I shot a Sery bead at the foursome. 2s the bead 
raced north, two beasts turned to the east. “he other two lumbered 
toward me.

“he bead exploded, catching the rear duo. “he icy rays from the front 
pair lanced the ground as icy death raced toward me.

“he dvaergs on the cart with me öumped to the ground. I backed up, 
waving my hands like a maniac. Jords gushed from my mouth.

But I wasn’t fast enough.
“heir frost beams found me.
I cowered, covering my face with my arms, interrupting my spell.
2nd lived.
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What?
“he ice rays crackled and shimmered in the dim light of the bliGGard. 

It was like the sun shining through a waterfall. How beautiful.
Instead of turning me into an icicle, their beams tickled. 9old air 

whipped through my clothes. I felt chilled and had goosebumps all over. 
Jell, except for one spot. Right underneath my throat. Right where the 
snow1ake with the Sery opal was attached to a choker chain.

I had forgotten I had protection from cold magic.
2ll around me, ice built up on the ballista and the cart’s right”side 

wheels. Ice formed a wall around me in a half circle, rising higher and 
higher.

5rom my right, Rory let loose a bolt, striking a beast in the eye. It fell 
like a rock thrown o- a cli-, sending a plume of snow high into the air.

Rory dropped his weapon in the snow and pulled a second crossbow 
o- his shoulder. “hat had to be Eick’s.

2 second beast died and hit the ground.
“he two beasts farther north rose to their feet, charred all over and 

smoldering. Rory scooped up something white and raced northeast.
“he pair gave chase.
One of them stopped to look to its right. 2s it raised a hand, a vial 

of pitch crashed into its upper torso, its fur stained blue, followed by a 
torch. Eick’s face re1ected Sre, and a grim satisfaction.

“he fourth monster turned. Eick ran south, but he was in range. 2nd 
if I could see him, the beast could too.

5rom behind the —!rmonruk, Rory stabbed it in the back of its knee. 
“he gods4 He was so fast.

“he beast careened backwards. Rory öumped out of the way and 
slashed at its head. O’erlevendeh pounced, sinking his baby teeth into 
the beast’s neck. I doubted they would penetrate the fur. But the killing 
instinct was there.

2 noise to my left caused me to turn. Avaergs were on the march.
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“he six dvaergs who had öumped now remounted the cart. “heir eyes 
were wide and their öaws hung low. I smiled and patted my necklace.

NBreak the ice o- the ballista.M It was covered in a solid wall of ice. I 
checked to see if the horses had been killed. “hey hadn’t. I got the driver’s 
attention. NVet this ballista to the western edge of the ridge.M

“he ballista wouldn’t be Sring for a while. It seemed the —!rmonruks 
recogniGed the danger of the weapon and focused on taking it out. Jas 
it sheer luck of their random raids, or did they have prior knowledge?

I untied my horse from the back of the cart and öumped o- öust as 
TeraSna returned, huLng. I motioned for her to öoin me. N9ome on.M

The looked pale, but climbed aboard her mare. NJhat do you have in 
mind?M

I didn’t know. N“o the other cart.M “he last one that was operable. “he 
one manned by Euggs.

“he ballista shifted forward, rolling to keep pace with Hombir, the 
2varkqsir to the front, and the mage’s Sre wall ahead of them.

TeraSna and I trotted after them. 9atching up, I tied o- my horse 
and helped TeraSna climb aboard. In front of us, Hombir reached the 
western ledge.

I urged the dvaergs driving. NVet right up to Hombir’s backside. “he 
d’oglemann mage.M

Euggs grinned as he aimed the weapon over the heads of the line 
before us. “he ballista was cocked and loaded.

Eick arrived, huLng for air,  and sFueeGing O’erlevendeh tight. 
NAon’t Sre northwest for a minute or so.M

Ey heart shivered. Rory was going out alone. 2gain.
N6ou take over messenger duties for TeraSna.M I swallowed anguish 

and fear. NHave your vials ready, and don’t let the pup loose.M
TeraSna said, N6ou stay on the south side of the cart, I’ll take the 

north.M Her plan was designed to minimiGe loss of life in the event of 
another surprise beast attack.
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Our cart stopped moving. Hombir stood at the edge of the ridge. 
Jhat was going on?

I shifted my gaGe and spotted “ugg’s 2varkqsir and Hombir’s Srewall 
in front of them, though it was held several feet o- the ground to protect 
the troops still on the slope.

Ieering westward, I discovered why the entire formation had stopped 
where it did. Tixty paces ahead of the Srewall, a foursome of —!rmonruks 
blasted their ice beams against the 1aming shield.

Avaergs looped crossbow bolts high into the air. But they fell short of 
the enemy.

Toldiers down the ridge on my left cried out. 5our more —!rmon”
ruksKtwo of them now black instead of whiteKstrafed their deadly ice 
into “ugg’s kin.

5rom atop the cart where I now stood, I Sred a bead west”southwest 
and down.

“he Sreball exploded, illuminating the area. But the blast fell shy of 
the four —!rmonruks. It was like they knew my range. Or perhaps, I was 
öust too far back and too far north from the dvaergs’ left front 1ank.

“he Sreball had lit enough to reveal yet four more —!rmonruks crawl”
ing toward “ugg’s troops along the sloped ridge.

I glanced at the ballista to the far left. “he dvaergs saw the beasts, but 
the slope of the ridge took away the angle they needed.

Cveryone had thought the ballistae were a grand idea. Je had gotten 
o- a single shot.

I sent a second salvo. “he area ignited in red 1ames, revealing the 
beasts’ backsides as they retreated. It had to be because I had spotted 
them.

I employed Rory’s suggestion of being unpredictable. It had been over 
a minute, so I let a Sery bead go northwest. Do beasts.

TeraSna asked, NHow many is that?M
N5our or Sve.M “he next one would wear me out.
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Eick sFuawked. N“his is terrible. Dext time, remind me to tell your 
friend 3idarr to keep his damn coins.M

It wasn’t about the money anymore. I think he knew thatKhe was 
venting his fears and frustrations.

I let a Sreball go straight west at maximum range, leaning against 
the ballista for support. Jhen the bead exploded, I caught a foursome 
blasting their death rays at the Sre shield, and two more who were racing 
forward.

“he gods4 How many of them were there?
“he buggers were smart. “hey poked and prodded at our 1anks with”

out a pattern.
Be unpredictable, Rory had said. He had it right.
2s the Srelight dimmed, I caught sight of more beasts pulling the 

fallen out of my range.
NHeal me. Hurry.M
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THE SIGN OF EVIL
RORY

A fter gashing the throat of the last Jörmonruk with my blade, I 
doubled back to Mnd .ickH panding him the “u“, I said, Yæou 

two hel“ Ingef”rH purryHW
Y?here will you beTW
Y’ell her not to Mre northwest for a cou“le of minutesH IRm going 

aroundHW pefting the young manRs crossbow, I said, YIRm going to hold 
on to thisHW

.ick scrambled u“ the ridge, taking a slanted a““roachH In mere 
moments, I lost him in the blowing snowH

I looked at voskSaH qhe stood there with her frond hands on her 
s-uarish hi“sH per blockhead reSealed no emotion, but the stance con—
Seyed irritationH .y tactics had forced her to aid meH AgainH

I cocked both crossbows, loaded them, and raced north “ast a “ile of 
smoldering beastsH ’he immediate area GickeredDa cree“y red cast oSer 
the snowH

After a cou“le of hundred strides, I turned west and traSersed the 
snow—coSered groundH I s“ed down the ridge and raced toward the riSerH

A Mreball illuminated the Gurry of Gakes well oE to my leftH ’here was 
a momentary Gash of silhouettesH A lot of themH

OreatH Just greatH
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A dSaergRs cry deMed the wail of the windH ?hat was ’ugg u“ toT
I ran west at a normal s“rint for another minute, then slowed further 

as I turned southH
voskSaRs creamy orange stick—like frame stayed with meH qhe caught 

my glance and shook her head at meH Inside my head, I heard her sighH
I lifted both crossbows u“ and stom“ed through the snowH qweat 

“oured down my backside, and my thighs screamedH vunning through 
snow, eSen with my fylgF”, showed me how out of sha“e I wasH

Images loomed to the southwestH
I kneeled, knowing that the beasts would haSe to look into the driSing 

sleetH ’hey ste““ed closer, their eyes on the ground at their feetH ’hey 
werenRt eV“ecting meH

I aimed high at an eye and MredH I dro““ed the crossbow and Mred the 
second bolt at the second beastRs eye a moment after the Mrst bolt hitH

A bugle sounded behind the two now—dead brutesH Kut unlike the 
sound I had heard a week ago, this one com“rised one long and two -uick 
notesH A long breath later, the bugling re“eatedH

A Mreball eru“ted a hundred strides ahead of me and half that distance 
to my left, lighting the sky for a momentH ’he Games reSealed more 
shadowsH

.y Faw dro““edH ’here had to be twenty of themH Cight stood in a 
row, Mring their cold beams as they retreatedH ’hat reSealed the outer 
edges of a Mre shieldH ’he dSaergs were attacking, using pombirRs incan—
tation to coSer their adSanceH

zour beasts “eeled oE and came at me, their arms raised in Mring 
“ositionsH ’he red light dimmed, and snow Mlled my SisionH Kut they 
could Mre blindH

Do the unexpectedH
I raced westH 3old rays crackled the air and furrowed the ground 

behind meH
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A minute later, I s“rinted southward againH voskSaRs s“arkling Mgure 
“aced meH It was like she ran ato“ the snowH Ingef”r often com“lained 
that she couldnRt see my fylgF”H ’hat was a good thing with these beastsH 
’hough I wondered if my s“arkling s“irit could be taken by an errant 
blowH

’he wind wailed its Siolent fury, slashing the wet Gakes sidewaysH 
zortunately, the storm smacked into the back of my wulS “elt cloak and 
hoodH I had gone north Mrst on “ur“oseH

As I trai“sed southward, the snow crunching beneath my feetH ’o 
my right was a strange—looking mound of snowH 2r more like a long, 
narrow hillock coSered in the white stuEH It seemed out of “lace, almost 
unnaturalH A hundred strides later, I made out an odd glowing orb at 
the southern endH Ketween eye blinks, sometimes it radiated green, other 
times a soft orange, and then a mesh of blues and yellowsH

I stutter—ste““ed my way closerH
Another Mreball Gamed the skies well oE to my leftH It caught me 

oE guard, and I couldnRt see if any beasts were caught in itH ’he light 
dimmed before I got to a count of twelSeH

At thirty “aces, I could see the glowing thing was not an orbH It was 
something that formed three circular sha“es, one laid outside of anotherH 
’he outer two rings, each about two feet wide, were woSen in a sort of 
symmetrical design, radiating in alternating yellow and blue huesH ’he 
third inner ring was a foot wide, but it was the most brightly litDit 
“ulsed orange, its glow coming from biZarre letters or symbols, seemingly 
sus“ended in midairH

?ere they sigilsT
Y?ell, troll shitHW ’hat was the most unnatural thing IRSe seen out on 

the Ice …lainsH CSerH
poweSer, what concerned me the most were the double S sha“ed 

snake heads, one high and to the right, and one low and to the leftH ’hey 
wereDno doubtDunconnected to any mechanism that would kee“ the 
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ward Goating thereH ’he heads were dark Fade, while the bodies shone 
as if made from luminescent emeraldsH ’he snakes were mirror images 
of the gly“h we found in that “ine tree groSeH Kut ten times bigger and 
brighterH

Great. Just greatH
I was tired of saying thatH
After ensuring voskSa was still at my side and that no Jörmonruk was 

coming at my rear or side Ganks, I cre“t closerH pow the pel was the 
contra“tion standing u“ on endDlike a dinner “latter on edgeT

?hat had Lakk said about the snake heads back at 5ral AZZa vidT A 
sign of evil. A glyph belonging to Lokke.

As I studied the circular sigil, yet another Mreball blast lit the skyH ’he 
ward blocked some of my Siew, but I was sure two Jörmonruk had caught 
MreH

A bugle soundedDthree shar“ beatsDout of sight in the snow, but 
close to the other side of the monstrous wardH

I cre“t to the end of the odd—“lace mount and saw that the giant sigil 
stood u“right because it was ensconced in icicles and frostDall along the 
bottom edge and u“ the curSed sidesH

Another bugleH ’he same three shar“ notesH
voskSa tugged at my sleeSeH
I ignored her and, while crouching, shifted forward to see betterH
’wo Jörmonruks “eered southeast, half their backs and half their left 

sides to meH
2ne of them bugled againH ’he same shrill three—beat blastH
’he one not bugling turned aroundH It bent its massiSe head and 

walked into the circular sigil and!disa““earedH
What the Hel?
I reloaded the crossbowsH And watchedH A Mreball went oE to the 

southwestH Oiant bodies caught on MreD“erha“s threeT ’hey dro““ed 
and rolledH ?ith the Games out, I lost sight of them in the snowH
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In twos and threes, the Jörmonruks came running, turned, and 
ste““ed one at a time into what had to be a “ortal, disa““earing with a 
Gash of orangeH

I slid half—way down the mound on the back side of the circular gly“hH 
8ying Gat on the moundRs slo“e with a raised head to see, I had to be 
almost inSisible to anyone lookingH

I counted heads, smiling wheneSer one was charred oSerH zourteen 
beasts had moSed into the “ortal before the Jörmonruk who had bugled 
followed them to!whereSerH ?here were the othersT Nead, “erha“sT

I stood and stretchedH ’aking my time, I moSed closer until I was 
within ten “aces of the monstrous sigilH

An inSisible force grabbed meH .y feet sto““ed moSingH I couldnRt 
raise my armsH

A Soice resonated inside my headH Who are you?
puhT
.y Sision clouded oSerH I lost sight for a moment as a “ressure right 

behind my eyes “o““ed my earsH I tried to yell, but whim“ered insteadH 
’he inSisible force held me u“right, otherwise I would haSe fallen to my 
hands and kneesH .y head hurt, my stomach raised the stakes, and bile 
rose u“ my throatH

Where’s my sword?
What sword? ’hat was an unconscious re“ly, one I hadnRt thought to 

sayH
’he “ower “ulled me closerH I dug my feet inH Kut my eEorts were 

clumsy, my feet not res“onding with any sense of urgencyH ’he snow 
didnRt hel“H

YvoskSaUW I shouted in my headH
I slid forward, a fresh “ain eru“ting behind my eyesH ’he “ressure 

“ushed at my eyeballs so hard, they wanted to “o“ out of my headH I 
s“ewed what was left of my breakfast oSer my cloakH

“I want my sword!”
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?hen s“arring with Pidar, he once mentioned that going lim“ when 
an o““onent had you, if done right, could force the gri“ loose as the 
sudden weight was borne by the assailantH

I didnRt so much as Ging myself to the ground as I raised my feet u“H 
?hich allowed me to fall on my assH In an eye blink, I rolled oSer onto 
my stomachH ’hough blinded by a searing agony, I used my hands and 
knees to scam“er away from the round obFect until the “ain behind my 
eyes subsided and my Sision returnedH

’he Soice in my head had been a manRsH Kut the image that Gashed in 
my head was that of a swordH .y memories followed u“H ’he sword was 
identical to the one I had once wornH ’he sword that had once controlled 
meH Laehvateinn.

8aehSateinn was 8okkeRs swordT
YqhitHW
I looked around meH voskSa had goneH ’he wind abru“tly slowed to 

what felt like a brisk ocean breeZeH zor the Mrst time in a day, snow fell 
straight down instead of sidewaysH

2E to the southeast, NSaerSish chanting Mlled the air, and the Mre 
shield radiated a dark redH

I clambered u“ and oSer the mound, kee“ing my distance from the 
gigantic sigilH

Y2Ser hereUW I shoutedH
polding a crossbow in each hand, I raced east and slid down the 

moundH 5ee“ing wide of the circular artifact, I moSed southwardH qeSer—
al breaths later, I held u“ my hands as dSaergs on the north Gank s“otted 
me and leSeled crossbows in my directionH

I shoutedH YAll clearH ’he Jörmonruks haSe left the MeldHW
A moment afterward, the Mre shield went down, and I looked at a 

horde of ASark”sir, anchored by ’uggH ’heir Faws were set and their 
beards were full of frost andDby the looks in their eyesDfuryH
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’he mass moSed toward me, the rear Ganks holding their aVes and 
shields highH ?hen the front line, wielding crossbows, reached me, ’ugg 
called a haltH I waded through the ranksH

’ugg raised his bearded chinH Y’hey be all deadTW
I shook my headH Y4oH ’hey ran oEH 0sed a magical deSiceHW I “ointedH 

YæouRll see it soon enoughHW
pe started u“ his troo“s, and we reached the s“ot with the round sigilH 

zrom the front, it was eighteen feet acrossH
.ouths hung aga“eH Ingef”r, pombir, qeraMna, and .ick, holding 

my “u“, Foined us on footH
I “ointed at the massiSe wardH Y’hey “ledge fealty to 8okkeH 4ot that 

itRs newsHW
I shook my head at the memory of being controlled by the artifactH 

pow was 8okke s“eakingT ’he Sile god was locked away in AsagardH 
?asnRt heT

Ingef”r came u“ to me and sla““ed me on the shoulderH pardH Y4ice 
to see you, husbandHW

I was in no mood for her -uestioning my tacticsH qo I grabbed her 
around the hi“s and “ulled her tight to meH I kissed herH It took her a 
moment before she kissed me backH

qomeone cleared a throatH
I let my wife goH Y?e haSe bigger “roblems than the JörmonrukHW
qilence greeted my wordsH
Y’he Jörmonruk, this sigil “ortal!artifact!thingyHW I struggled for 

wordsH Y?ell, I donRt know where it goes, but I can tell you that 8okke 
is behind itHW

’ugg pshaw’d meH
pombir said, YKut thatRs not “ossibleHW
Ingef”r “ut her hands on her hi“sH YCV“lain yourselfHW
’aking my “u“ into my hands, I took a dee“ breathH YI cannot get 

within ten “aces of itH 2therwise, some!force tries to take a hold of meH 
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4ot Fust my body, but my mindH ’hereRs a being behind the “ower, and 
it wants its sword backH It wants 8aehSateinnHW

Ingef”r gas“edH
’ugg shook his headH YIm“ossibleH ’he sword be stored in our SaultH 

…rotected by gly“hsHW
I Fabbed a gloSed MngerH YIRll bet theyRre not as “owerful as this one 

hereH Oo onH 8ookH Kut one at a timeH And maybe haSe a friend tie a ro“e 
around you, Kcause whateSer it is, it tried to suck me inHW

?hile many of the ASark”sir thought I was frying their eggs, ’ugg 
knew meH YNo as he says, ladsH Polunteers onlyH 2ne at a timeHW

2ne  by  one,  dSaergs  took  turnsDwith  a  ro“e  around  their 
chestsDmoSing closer to the circular sigilH ’hen they came back and 
shruggedH

After the third one, eSeryone was back in front of me, looking at me 
like I was a “urSeyor of mangled childrenRs fablesH

’ugg said, Y4o one re“orts any strange feelingsH 4o one be talked toHW
I locked eyes with Ingef”rH YI know what I felt and heardHW
qhe had a go in a““roaching the massiSe ward with a ro“e tied around 

her waistH I watched her get within a foot of itH
I frowned and scratched at my beardH Y?hat the pelTW
Ingef”r came back and searched my eyesH Y4ot concussedH Are you 

“ositiSeTW
I noddedH YI know the feeling of a foreign force in my headH It was a 

manRs SoiceH It asked for his swordH And an image of 8aehSateinn GashedH 
IRll go to my deathbed with my testimonyHW

qhe was trying to belieSe meH qhe got ’ugg to tie two ro“es around my 
chest, then told me, YOo slowHW

æeahH vight at the giant gly“hH
YAnd you accuse of me of being carelessHW I sighed and ste““ed closerH
At ten “aces, the tugging returnedH .y eyes itched, and the surround—

ings dimmed so much, I swore the snow turned grayH
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I was “ulledH 4o, yankedH It took the dSaergs holding the lines by 
sur“riseH

In the few seconds I was within range, my mind was raked oSer coalsH 
.y brain was on MreH .y Faw clenched so hard I couldnRt screamH Instead, 
my teeth achedH

YI want my sword.”
I ended u“ on my back, a doZen strides away from the “ortal gly“hH If 

not for the wulS cloak and my leather armor, IRd haSe serious ro“e burns 
on my chestH

Oroaning with a “ounding headache, I got to my feetH YqeeUW
’he two dSaergs holding the ro“e nodded in unisonH 2ne said, YAyeH 

qomething Ferked himHW
’he other said, YIt didnRt want to let goHW
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A SECOND CONCLAVE
RORY

T hirty paces south of the massive sigil, Ingefær, SeraMna, kicH, 
bomJir, donuHu, Tugg, kuggs, anw I circlew arounw in the gale 

sno.stormO I huggew ’Lerlevenweh for .armthO
—oHHeLs .orwsAif it .as himAechoew in my minwO ky relationship 

.ith —aehvateinn rushew JacH in full forceO She .as liHe s.eet aleO B 
couple of sips tastew goowO qut Uua“ four steins insiwe an hour, anw 
things .ent warHO Wpon .aHing, the Jowy hurt, anw the minw screamew 
in agony .ith no recollection of .hat haw transpirewO If only that .as 
the .orst of itO

Tugg asHew, ?”here wiw they goN…
?Yo iweaO… I haw kicH get some milH from my rucHsacHO ?They .alHew 

into thatRthingRanw wisappearewO…
Ingefær saiw, ?Yo one is going through that .arwO… ber eyes locHew 

onto mineO ?Eou, especiallyO…
I shuwwerew, spilling some milH as I helw a Jo.l for the .help to wrinHO 

?YoO ILm the last person to go near that contraptionO… I haw no wesire to 
speaH to —oHHe, nor to Je controllew Jy himO —aehvateinnLs Jehavior haw 
.arnew me o“ for lifeO She .as all aJout vengeance anw JloowO Bnw ILw 
spillew plenty trying to Uuench her thirstO
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kuggs gro.lewO ?The co.arwsO They run o“ after getting a Jit JloowG
iewO…

Tugg saiw, ?bo. many survivors ye gotN…
kuggs sco.lew, his Jearwew face all hair anw linesO ?Siz still stanwingO 

Three Je iciclesO EeN…
Tugg sighewO ?—ost another siztyGMve towayO ke seconwGinGcommanw 

incluwewO…
Zreat gows, that .as horriJleO It left Tugg .ith less than a hunwrew 

anw forty .arriorsO
bomJir saiw, ?ThereLs siz of us left, counting me anw my .ifeO…
beLw lost a .arrior as .ellO
Tugg pointew at kuggsO ?”e Je four or Mve ways from Bjja ViwO Senw 

four, either on foot or taHe a .agonO Veport our MnwingsO BsH for a 
company, Jut maHe sure a healer anw a mage come alongO…

kuggs pursew his lipsO ?I wonLt Hno.O ke premier Je pretty set in his 
thinHingO I wouJt DaHH agrees to comeO The other mages, .ell, they Je 
not .orth muchO… be scratchew at the JacH of his necHO ?qut ILll senw a 
group for yeO Yo harm in asHingO…

?”hy not a JirwN… kicH asHewO
?WnreliaJle in this .eather,… Tugg repliewO
”oulw a report of Mnwing the JeastLs lair 3ar the premier from his 

wefensive thinHingN ’r .oulw he thinH his .arriors haw Jeen enthrallewN
Bs if she reaw my minw, Ingefær saiw, ?”hatLs more important is to let 

the Vealm Hno. .hatLs going onO If nothing else, have them senw Jirws 
.hen the storm clearsO…

Something .e coulw woRif .e .ere still alive to wo soO
kuggs spat at the sno.Gcoverew grounwO ?ByeO ke .arriors have seen 

the Jeasts .ith their o.n eyesO TheyLll wo some convincing to at least get 
yer Jirws sentO…

?”hich leaves us .ithR.hat the bel are .e going to woN… I let the 
.help Mnish licHing the Jo.l, then haw kicH repacH itO
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SeraMna saiw, ?”e shoulw scout arounwO kayJe thereLs a clue out 
thereRsome.hereO…

ber suggestion ticHlew a memoryO ?’h4 qehinw the sigil is a long anw 
narro. mounwO It woesnLt appear to Je naturalO…

?”hat wo you thinH it isN… kicH asHew, then hiccuppewO
Scratching the .help unwer his chin, I saiw, ?It may Je a mounw of 

wirtO —iHe .hen you wig a founwation for a home, you scrape earth anw 
level it out, .hich gives you a nice Fat surface in one spot, Jut a pile of 
wirt in anotherO…

bomJir nowwewO ?ByeO ”eLve wug wens in our enclave anw tooH the 
eztra wirt to the farming MelwsO…

?Eou thinH theyLre unwergrounwN… Ingefær asHewO
?!onLt Hno.O… ’Lerlevenweh nippew meO ?’.O EouLll get few .hen .e 

have timeO…
kuggs saiw, ?If they Je unwergrounw, unwer the mounwR.hy not 

have a normal openingN —iHe a caveO…
SeraMna asHew, ?!onLt they neew air to JreatheN…
Bir holes anw Jolt woorsO I smilewO The recollection of the KalaLs tomJ 

Foatew JacH to meO
I nowwewO ?TheyLve got some Hinw of access to air, or they teleportew 

some.here else entirelyO öerhaps the mounw .as mawe for a wi“erent 
reasonO…

I tucHew the pup into my JacHpacH anw got Jitten for my e“ortsO ?”e 
.orH in teamsO I say .e start at the sigil enw anw .orH our .ay up the 
mounwO ”e looH for air passagesRor a Jolt holeO…

Ingefær nowwewO ?T.o teamsO ’ne on either siwe .ith a mage anw 
healerO…

Tugg asHew, ?bo. many .arriors you .antN…
ky .ife looHew at meO
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?I wonLt Hno.O Yo more than siz woing the looHing anw prowwingO 
’ther.ise, theyLll step all over themselvesO qut the rest neew to shawo. 
our movements, 3ust in caseO…

Ingefær saiw, ?bomJir .ill taHe the east, ILll taHe the .estO Vory anw 
kicH anw another siz .arriors .ill search the center of the mounw as .e 
.orH our .ay northO Tugg, if you agree, split your forces into t.o groups 
anw have them shawo. our movements from ten pacesO 6ire on sightO…

kuggs saiw, ?ke anw the rest of me folH .ill .orH .ith VoryO Zive me 
a moment .hile I senw o“ the group to Bjja ViwO…

?Split the vials of pitch anw the torches Jet.een the groups,… I saiwO 
?—etLs see .hat this mounw is hiwingO…

I wiwnLt Hno., Jut I haw a feelingO The mounw .as long, anw it startew 
anw stoppew for no apparent reason, ezcept for the circular monstrous 
.arw at one enwO

6olHs got moving, sorting themselves out into teamsO kuggs wiwnLt get 
any volunteers, so he enwew up orwering four of his .arriors to get goingO

Tugg got a wojen wvaergs to maHe camp, another wojen to .orH on the 
frojenGover Jallistae, anw a thirw to Juilw a pyre for the weawO The rest of 
his solwiers split up anw tooH up FanHing positionsO

kicH pointew at the sigilO ?”ho mawe itN…
Ingefær repliew, ?The d7rmonruHsO…
be shooH his heaw, his ta.ny hair Finging out of his hoowO ?YoO That 

canLt JeO They hurl ice rays .ith aJanwonO qut other than that, .hat else 
have they woneN bave they sho.n an a:nity for complez magicN…

They hawnLtO Bt least, not yetO The sensation of my Jo.els Fo.ing 
insiwe of me mawe a rather unpleasant noiseO I wiwnLt lose control, Jut it 
.as a close callO kicHLs oJservation impliew that .e hawnLt yet met the 
Jrains of their operationsR3ust their Jra.nO

6olHs looHew a.ay at my wistressO I .oulw have preferrew for kicH to 
cro. liHe a roosterO
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SeraMna saiw, ?”here wiw they come fromN These Jeasts .ere last 
seen in the Mrst epochO ”here have they JeenN ThereLs a score weawO Bll 
fullGgro.n awultsO I canLt Jelieve theyLve survivew out here for their entire 
lives anw never once has someone come into conFict .ith themO…

Tugg scratchew at his JearwO ?bmmO Ee Je saying ye wonLt thinH the 
Jeasties are unwer this mounwN…

She shooH her heawO ?Yo, thatLs not itO They might Je or might not JeO 
”here have these giant Jeasts Jeen all this timeN…

I pointew at the circular glyph constructO ?kayJe they teleportew 
hereO…

?6rom where, is .hat ILm asHing,… the halfGalvae retortewO
ölane travel .as limitew to a very select fe.RliHe KiwarrO Cven Ilmarien 

coulwnLt wo itO Kiwarr haw travelew to the Koiw anw the BetherO The gows 
Je wamnewO ”e neewew the bav‘ of the BetherO

Ingefær saiw, ?bomJir, get your tomesO qefore .e search, see if you 
can wecipher any of the orange letters or symJolsO…

”hile the wLoglemann mage ran o“ to get his rucHsacH, .e approachew 
the .arwO I stayew JacH a wojen pacesO Sno. .hippew at us, anw the .inw 
criew out in furyO qut .e .ere weterminew to maHe sense of the sigil anw 
mayJe the d7rmonruHsO

donuHu saiw, ?VememJerO TheyLre evilO Bnw kaster qelHin Jelieves 
—oHHe is involvewO The 6ather of —iesO… She shuwwerewO

Tugg gro.lewO ?The gows Je JanishewO…
kuggs retortewO ?’iO That Je JlasphemyO…
?bas your premier not tolw you .hat happenew almost t.o years 

agoN… I asHewO
kuggsL eyes narro.ewO ?YoO…
I turnew to TuggO
?qirws .ere sent out aJout eighteen moons agoO ke premier sent one 

to yersO ’f that I Je sureO I Je there, kuggsO I Je at the Jattle to save the 
VealmO Kiwarr Bllefar says so, anw I Jelieve himO…
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?”ho Je this Kiwarr .ith a gowLs nameN… kuggs hanws .ent to his 
.aist, his chin liftew highO

I sighewO ?Yo. is not the time for that weJateO bolw your Uuestions, 
anw if you .oulw, please taHe our counsel for the spirit of it, even if the 
wetails Jother youO…

kuggs starew at me, Jut nowwewO ?”e Je talHing aJout the 6ather of 
—iesO qe great if he Je JanishewO…

The gows haw Jeen Janishew to the plane of BsagarwO ’r it .as more 
accurate to say that the rainJo. Jriwges Jet.een the planes haw Jeen 
westroyew, preventing travel from Bsagarw to the Koiw, .hich actew as a 
huJ Jet.een the other planesO

”e haw KiwarrLs .orw for itO qut as .eLw almost wiew in the sHirmish, 
.e Jelievew himO Kiwarr haw .ielwew the Vow of the !reHi anw another 
artifact Hno.n as The KalHnutO

SeraMnaLs Uuestion remainewO ”here haw the d7rmonruHs come fromN
bomJir returnew anw Fippew pages in his JooHO
SeraMna saiw, ?ItLs pretty in its o.n .ayO The intricate .eave in the 

outer t.o circles has a pattern to itO I liHe the Jlue anw yello. huesO 
SoothingO…

kicH hiccuppewO ?Yot to meO…
Ingefær pointewO ?B fe. of those sigils seem familiarO…
?ByeO… bomJir approachew anw pointew at the MshGlooHing one to the 

upper leftO

Then at the arro. symJol to the lo.er leftO
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Then he 3aJJew a talon at the JacH.arw ö0 

?These three I Mnw in this tomeO They are ancient KaranusianO…
be looHew wo.n into his JooHO ?TheyLre together hereO The arro. 

is for honorO The Msh, for noJilityO Bnw the JacH.arw ö signiMes the 
opposite of 3oy, so terror, or perhaps wanger or weathO The contezt talHs 
aJout noJility reUuires honor in the face of wangerO qut thereLs a siweJar 
comment aJout the arro. one, stating it may mean .ar, .hich Mts .ith 
the LwangerL runeO So, .hat it means on this here large circle, .ith the 
three symJols separatew Jy Mve to seven other runes, I cannot sayO…

I cuppew my hanws as I spoHe into the .inwO ?Eou Hno. .hat .e 
havenLt woneN Eou havenLt wetectew for magicO I mean, I Hno. itLs magG
icalO I sa. it in actionO qut the reveal magic you sho.ew us earlier may 
proviwe a clueO…

bomJir grinnew, revealing a ro. of sharp teethO ?BhO qrilliantO…
Ingefær saiw, ?qut I .ill search for magic MrstO It reveals .arwsO…
kicH chucHlewO ?ItLs one gigantic .arwO…
I wiwnLt thinH he .as .rongO It haw to Je a portal anw sigil artifactO
ky .ife shushew him anw haw the others step JacH anw to the siweO
I encouragew herO ?Kiwarr wiwnLt release the !raugar until he triew to 

dispel a .arwO Eou shoulw Je Mne wetecting oneO…
She glancew JacH at me anw shooH her heaw as she sighewO She cast her 

Mnw magicO
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The gows4 The artifact glo.ew such a Jright orange, it hurt my eyesO
Bs it Jegan its slo. fawe, Ingefær inspectew every surface she coulw seeO 

She .ent Jehinw it anw peerew up anw wo.n, then overO Bfter several 
long minutes, the glo. wisappearewO

She came arounw to the frontO ?YothingO Yo .arwsO…
”hich seemew strangeO Then again, many of the runes .oulw Je 

glyphs, anw any attempt to .ipe one out .oulw Je met .ith mayhem, 
Joth Jeastly anw magicalO

bomJir steppew up anw cast his sho. magicO Insteaw of orange, there 
.ere hues of Jro.n anw JlacH, each lacew .ith loopew stranws of gray, or 
perhaps silverO

?I Hno. .hat JlacH means,… I saiwO ?The plane of belO…
kicH stompew left, then rightO bis heaw JoJJewO qut he wiwnLt cro.O 

Bnw I haw thought he .as getting JetterO
?The Jro.n is the plane of earthO… Ingefær fro.newO ?”hyN…
SeraMna pointewO ?The heaws movew4…
kicH cro.ew as he stompew his .ay over to meO qacH to the olw kicHO
The halfGalvae .as rightO The snaHe heaws haw reversew positionO ”hat 

wiw it meanN
Tugg asHew, ?I wonLt suppose anyone .ants to touch itN…
—ots of shaHing heawsO
kuggs saiw, ?qahO ILll wo itO Stanw JacHO…
ky .ife triew to talH him out of itO ?”e canLt help you if you wisappearO 

Eou may .inw up in a room full of the JeastsO…
kuggs pullew his wouJleGheawew aze o“ his shoulwerO ?BlrightO…
I saiw to his JacH, ?dust touch itO !onLt .alH through liHe the d7rmonG

ruH wiwO…
be nowwewO 6olHs clearew the areaO
kuggs approachew anw, .ith a meaty Mnger, touchew the outer circle, 

3ust aJove .here the ice .as caHew over itO
bis heaw snappew left, then rightO ?YothingO…
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be founw a spot to touch the seconw circleO Bfter .aiting a moment, 
his Mnger alightew on the honor symJolAthe arro.Aas it .as .ithin 
reachO

The inner circle, composew of runes anw letters, Jlurrew for a momentO 
Bt least to my eyesO

kuggs turnew arounwO ?It movesO The inner circle movesO !o I turn 
itN…

I shoutewO ?Yot yetO —et kicH maHe a notation of itO So .e can reorient 
it JacH to .here it .asO…

kicH looHew at me, licHing his lipsO ?Kolunteering meN…
I splayew my hanwsO ?Eou have the .az taJle anw stylusO… qefore he 

coulw come over to surrenwer them to me, I awwew, ?Bnw the artistic 
talentO…

B UuicH smile FicHerewO kicH nowwew anw tooH to wra.ingO ”hen he 
.as wone, he movew a.ayO

kuggs tooH a JreathO ?bere goes nothingO…
be spun the inner circle .ith care, letting the noJility symJol come 

into reachO !espite not Jeing attachew to anything visiJle, the snaHe 
heaws stayew anchorew in the miwwleO So far, the heaws hawnLt movew 
againO

kuggs playew .ith the .heel until it haw mawe a complete revolutionO 
?YothingO…

ky .ife saiw, ?”eLre no nearer to a solutionO öerhaps this is a .aste of 
our timeO Bnw I wonLt .ant to play .ith this constructO ”e neew KiwarrO…

I agreewO I got the sense .e .ere missing somethingO qut the feeling 
wiwnLt give me an iwea of .hat to woO qesiwes, I .as tirew of .atchG
ingRanw .aitingO I hatew .aitingO ?—etLs search for air holes or a Jolt 
woorO…

kuggs saiw, ?I can .alH throughO…
Ingefær saiw, ?YoO ThatLs follyO ”e go through .hen .e Hno. .hat it 

woes or .here it goes, not JeforeO Bnw .e go in forceO Yot aloneO…
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kuggs nowwewO ?ByeO That maHes senseO…
SeraMna saiw, ?That .as Jrave of you to o“erO…
kuggs nowwewO ?I see ye riwing out frontO That Je Jrave, tooO…
Tugg harrumphewO
I thinH he .as JlushingO qut I .as far enough a.ay, anw there .ere 

plenty of sno.FaHes Fitting aJout, so I coulwnLt Je sureO
kicH pointewO ?The inner circle isnLt Uuite rightO The funnyGlooHing 

shoulw Je on topO…
kuggs eyew the structure anw shiftew itO ?bappyN…
kicH shruggewO
”e organijew ourselves into three teamsO I .ent the long .ay arounw 

to meet kicH, kuggs, anw three more wvaergsO
?Spreaw outO… I tooH a lit torch from kicH anw passew it wo.nO
The siz of us stoow a couple of striwes apart, covering the notGUuiteGFat 

mounw that spannew ten pacesO ’“ to my left, to the .est, .as Ingefær, 
SeraMna, a wLoglemann, anw three more wvaergsO To my right, bomJir, 
donuHu, Tugg, anw three wvaergs scoutew the mounw from the siweO

I let my team tracH JacH to.arw the circular contraptionO They founw 
nothing, .hich .e haw ezpectewO I steppew north into the Jlijjarw, sno. 
pellets slashing at my faceO
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ESCAPE HATCH
RORY

T hrough the blowing snow, with a crossbow in hand and a whiny 
pup on my back, I searched the ground before me. “Stay in line. 

Those on the ends, keep pace with the group on your side. We stay 
together.”

Other than the howling of the wind and an occasional whimper from 
O’erlevendeh when he expressed his displeasure, the Ice Plains were 
spookily quiet.

We’d traversed perhaps half of the length of the odd-placed mound 
when Roskva popped up beside me. She pointed north.

“Jörmonruks!” I pointed left and right. “Tell the others.”
Two breaths later, two ice rays strafed the ground and serpentined 

their way toward us.
“Back!” I hollered as I dropped my torch.
With magicked feet, I raced northwest. My plan? Divert their atten-

tion.
The good news was I could see maybe eighty strides. The bad news 

was, the beast’s range doubled that of my crossbow. Well, tripled, if I 
wanted to take out an eye shooting into the wind.

But my speed…that was the battle changer.
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RENE VECKA262

At Roskva’s maximum speed, I sprinted until the sounds of freezing, 
crackling, and popping ceased. Double checking, I made sure I was out 
of sight. Shifting angles, I moved at Roskva’s half-speed—twice that of 
my maximum—into the wind for a couple of breaths, then jogged east 
at a normal human pace, my head swiveling about.

A white-furred beast stood atop the mound, leaning southeastward 
with its head, peering into the wind-driven snow. The fact that it was 
there meant it had past knowledge of my attack style. The ginormous 
head snapped toward me. An arm came up.

Engaging Roskva speed for two quick blinks, I slid to a stop a stride 
before it. As the ice beam shrieked its frigid blast above my head, I æred 
my crossbow at a steep angle, aiming at the eye.

I didn’t hear the squelch, but I had to scamper out of the path of 
the falling Jörmonruk. As the monster thudded, a plume of snow was 
thrown high into the air.

I dashed south, searching for beast number two.
I hoped IngefHr or Gombir didn’t cast a æreball. While I could outrun 

the bead, I had to see it coming before it exploded.
Yoing at full speed, for Roskva remained by my side, I raced back 

toward my group, using the long and narrow mound to guide me.
I need not have worried, for soon I saw the burning body of the second 

beast.
Mick spotted me and warned the others.
Seeing the others safe, Roskva winked out, and I took a deep breath. 

“Gow did you fare here?”
Tugg said, “Two casualties.”
Seraæna said, “Then Miss IngefHr got a wall of air up, and while the 

beast æred at it, Mick got some pitch on it.”
Gombir ænished up. “I hit it with a æery dart spell.”
Mick shrugged. “I was a distraction.”
IngefHr said, “3ou got pitch on it. It helped.”
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DEATG, ON ICE 26L

“Yood teamwork.” I pointed behind me. “There has to be a bolt hole. 
Uet’s go ænd it.” I scanned the group. “As I remember, the mound is two 
hundred strides long. We’ve searched half.”

With a fresh torch in hand, I followed the vanishing tracks of the 
Jörmonruk. They disappeared because of the blowing wind and snow, 
not anything magical.

A minute later, we passed by the beast I’d killed with an arrow. A 
minute after that, we reached the end of the mound. I scratched at my 
beard. “Those two came from somewhere.”

Seraæna said, “Perhaps they were late in returning and were making 
for the circular ward?”

“Maybe.” I scanned the area as I moved back to the mound. I studied 
the almost-blown-away tracks of the beast. “Move o4.” I waved at every-
one, circling the last traces of a print. “I need more light.”

My wife cleared her throat. “3ou want someone to come by you with 
a torch?”

“3eah. Gurry.” I waved a hand to my rear. “Come behind me.”
What was odd was the complete lack of tracks after this one. The two 

prints south of it were about as faint. There should be more prints to the 
north, but there weren’t.

I kneeled with the torch above my head.
Mick stood behind me, a second torch lighting the snow-covered 

ground.
The wind made a mash of things. I got my dirk out of my boot and 

used it and my arm to swat the snow away.
I swiped again.
“Aha!” I pointed at the ground. “There’s a seam here. Gelp me clear 

the area of snow. 5se the torch to melt it.”
We got more hands as the seam proved to be a massive circle, some two 

paces wide.
Mick asked, “What is it…I mean besides a bolt hole?”
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IngefHr had crept up to see. “It’s a formed chunk of ice.”
I spotted a small indentation dead in the center of the circular block 

of ice. Without waiting for IngefHr to cast one of her spells, I dug a ænger 
into it.

I punched at a hole in the snow as big as my thumb. “Now what do 
you suppose that’s for? It’s too small to be an airhole for such a large 
cavern.”

Mick said, “It’s the way to open the access hole. 3ou have an iron 
bar tied to a piece of rope. 3ou shove it through lengthwise. On the 
underside, it swings Dat to the ground.”

I looked up at him. “3ou’re a genius. Now go ænd something like that 
on the beast I killed.”

“Wait,” IngefHr said, “Gombir and I can destroy it with our mining 
spells.”

“I prefer Mick’s method.” I looked into her blue eyes. “Save your spells 
for the monsters.”

She kissed the top of my head, which was the hood to my wulv cloak. 
“Yo, Mick.”

“Ah, alright.” Mick sni4ed. “Can a couple of you come with me?”
Muggs chuckled. “No worries, lad. I got yer back.”
We waited for a couple of minutes.
When Mick and Muggs returned, they came empty-handed.
“We thought about going to the other one, but he’d burned up pretty 

good.” Ge shrugged. “I can go look if you still want.”
IngefHr blew into her hand. “No. Gombir and I got this.”
Gombir nodded. “It already has a hole. Just shove the air into it.”
At my wife’s nudging, we stepped back.
Tugg said, “Will it make a lot of noise?”
Gombir said, “A lot? No. But some.”
“That ruins the element of surprise,” Tugg said.
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DEATG, ON ICE 26E

I sighed. “I know. But time is a factor as well. Who knows what they’re 
doing? If they’re even below us.”

My wife packed the air, gesturing with her hands. She then made the 
explosion motion. Instead of any burst of noise, what I heard was more 
of a crackling and tinkling.

I edged my way over, torch held high. “3ou cracked it.”
Tugg kneeled beside it and swung an axe. The entire contraption 

plummeted.
Peering into the hole, I said, “Seven or eight strides down. There’re 

rungs cut into the dirt.”
Except they were over a stride long. Still. We had a way in.
Muggs asked, “Gow much noise did that make?”
“Enough for any sentries near the hole.” I called for Seraæna. “Tell me 

if you see anything.”
She peered into the depths and shrugged. “Nothing.”
With the three teams gathered around the hole, I asked, “What’s the 

plan for going in?”
Tugg got some rope from one of his soldiers. “5se the ladder, but with 

a rope around ye.”
“As wide as it is, we could do two at a time,” I said. “But once folks are 

down there, they’re going to need a wall of air, or ære.”
Tugg called out. “I need a volunteer to go ærst. Make sure it be safe for 

the mages.”
“No, I’ll  go down ærst.” I hated the idea of being more impor-

tant—more worthy of protection—than someone else. I understood it 
was because of my skills, but I still hated it.

My wife blew out air. “I’m not thrilled about any of us going into their 
lair.”

Mick said, “They may not be in there. The two that came at us may 
have been stragglers like Seraæna said, or scouts sent out hours or days 
ago.”
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RENE VECKA266

While the logic permitted it, I said no. “It’s too coincidental. And the 
tracks say they came from below.”

Muggs said, “The longer we delay, the odds increase that someone will 
come looking for the two we killed earlier.”

Tugg got a rope around Muggs. They put a rope around me. More 
ropes were put around my wife and Gombir.

Tugg said, “We do this quick. First pair goes down, the second pair be 
right behind them. Gealers, get ready, yer next.”

Gombir said to IngefHr, “Shape the wall of air as you go down. Then, 
once you’re at the bottom…well, you’ll have to angle it to get it past the 
others, and shape it to æll the shaft.”

I turned to Seraæna. “Can you tell if it opens into a room or a tunnel?”
Seraæna got on her knees and stuck her head into the hole. She got up. 

“Uooks to be a tunnel heading south.”
“No torches,” I said. “We need what is left of the element of surprise.”
IngefHr held out her hand. “Mick, give Rory your light.”
IngefHr pinched goblin bone dust. Gombir dug into a pouch and 

pulled out a splinter of wood.
“Ready?” Tugg asked.
No, but there were few options.
Muggs and I were lowered into a very dark and very deep hole.
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GOING DOWN
INGEFÆR

W hen I reached the bottom of the hole, the srit thgnp I notgced, 
beigdei the kgtch blacw, .ai the itenchM yu noie c’rled at the 

odor of oNal, ikogled meat, b’rned hagr, and iomethgnp elie I co’ldnTt 
klaceM Rot a ignple icent dgd I lgweM Jhe pood ne.i .ai, öoru and y’ppi 
itood before me .gth no zvrmonr’wi gn igphtM

I reig-ed the .all of agr to tawe ’k the caxerno’i darwneii anplgnp do.n 
and to the io’thM Wgth a fo’rB or sxeBdepree iloke, gt had to be igH itrgdei 
hgph and fo’r .gdeM “gp eno’ph for t.o zvrmonr’wi at a tgme, and fo’r 
of ’iM

y’ppi, öoru, ”ombgr and I icooted for.ard to the edpe of the landB
gnp, gnchei before the maiigxe ihaft .ent do.nM I .ai remgnded of o’r 
trew gnto the t’nneli beneath ”eHereg yanigonM Rot kleaiant memorgeiM

I .hgikered, DRo lo’d nogieiM?
öoru bro’pht hgi head to mgneM DJhe pood ne.i gi that baied on the 

lauo’t, the hatch coxer craihgnp do.n mau not haxe alerted anuoneM “’t 
the lacw of a ientru botheri meM So theu thgnw theuTre iafe do.n hereE?

I t’rned to y’ppi ai danplgnp feet hoxered aboxe and behgnd ’iM 
DWo’ldnTt uo’ iet a p’ard at the bolt holeE?

y’ppi nodded ai Verasna and zon’w’ reached the pro’ndM
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Jhere .ai ikace for t.o more, and .e .agted for J’pp and ygcwM 
J’pp ragied hgi xogce ai he ikowe to the ihado.i aboxeM D”old ’k, ladiM 
We be dgic’iignp thgnpi bu the loowi of gtM?

I ’kdated the pro’kM
J’pp keered gnto the darwneiiM D6ue, mgphtu itranpe, no one be here 

to itok ’iM?
y’ppi noddedM DJheu be oxerconsdentM?
öoru iagd, Dyaube theuTre not a.are of tracwgnp iwglli and felt iafe .gth 

the ro’nd blocw of gce coxergnp thegr bolt holeM?
DItTi too darw do.n here for me to iee,? I iagdM Döoru, lgpht the itgcw on 

mu commandM ”ombgr, readu a bolt of lgphtngnp, Y’it gn caieM 6nd haxe 
seru darti readuM I haxe to ihgft the .all of agr to cait mu gncantatgonM?

When he .ai readu, I told öoru to brgnp the mapgcal beacon to lgfeM 
Jhe ihaft ambled do.n.ard, b’t akkeared to lexel o’t ai a bend gn the 
ceglgnp ca’ied the lgpht to ihgne farther on the lo.er karti of the t’nnelM 
Vexeral .hooihei of agr slled the agrM Vome folwi t’pped at thegr cakeiM 
9theri pna.ed on lgkiM

DRo beaitiM? I it’dged the .alli and the pro’nd at mu feet and ’k the 
igdeiM

ygcw kogntedM DJhere co’ld be a igpgl p’ardgnp the kaiiapeM? ”gi snper 
anpled ’kM DAo’ld be ’k there, tooM?

I f’mbled .gth mu mape ko’ch to pet at the GaHieedM I cait a snd mapgc 
on a threeBitrgdeB.gde look, a cgrcle, that .ent from the pro’nd, ’k the 
igdei, and acroii the ceglgnpM D—o’Tre a peng’i, ygcwM?

”e ihr’ppedM “’t I ia. hgm darwen a ihadeM
6 footBthgcw lgne of oranpe plo.ed on the pro’nd, reachgnp from one 

.all to the otherM Wgthgn gt .ai a larpe .hgte ihakeM 

I pro.ledM 6 .ardM
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”ombgr iagd, DITll dgikel gtM —o’Txe ’ied iexeral ikelli ignce o’r pro’k 
meetgnpM?

Verasna iagd, DIt loowi to be a igmkle ihakeM?
ygcw iagd, DJhere .ai a igmglar r’ne on the gnner rgnp of the cgrc’lar 

conitr’ctM?
D7ood catchM? yu tho’phti ihgfted at the gdea of the eaie of dgikellgnp 

.ardi0or the akkarent eaieM Jhe t’nneli beneath ”eHereg yanigon had 
igmkleBloowgnp igpgli, tooM “’t I manpled cleargnp them iomeho.M Well, 
at leait one, kerhaki t.oM

Jhe plo. of oranpe and .hgte .ai fadgnp .hen ”ombgr moxed hgi 
handi, .gkgnp the agr gn the igpglTi ihakeM In the blgnw of an eue, the oranpe 
lgpht .gnwed o’tM

y’ppi iagd, DJhgi ihaft be .gde eno’ph for three, eaiuM I pot mgddleM?
D”ombgr and I .gll tawe the igdeiM? I ihgfted the .all of agr to coxer o’r 

adxanceM DöeaduE?
öoru ihoow hgi headM D6nd .hat am I i’kkoied to doE?
D“e katgent,? I iagdM D—o’Txe done klentu alreaduM?
”e pr’ntedM D“eit to do’ie the lgphtM?
”e dgd io, and .e ih’…ed do.n the ihaft for iexeral itrgdei gn 

nearBkgtch blacwM
J’pp hgiied ’k the bolt holeM DReed 6xarwPigr .gth croiibo.i do.n 

hereM?
ygcw iagd, DSoeinTt ieem m’ch kognt gn brgnpgnp ’i all do.nM We 

canTt do anuthgnp b’t itand gn a lgneM?
DöoruTi r’bbgnp oN on uo’,? I iagdM D”ealeri behgnd the mapeiM J’pp, 

öoru, ygcw, uo’ can spht for the neHt koigtgoni amonpit uo’rielxeiM?
D”a, ha,? ygcw iagdM DITll be gn the thgrd ro.M?
9ther dxaerpi ambled do.n, each beargnp a croiibo.M Jhree bu three, 

.e ambled do.n the ihaft ’ntgl the iloke lexeled o’tM
J’pp commented on gtM DJhe entrance t’nnel be a .ee bgt iteek bu 

o’r itandardi, b’t nothgnp ’nto.ard for footgnpM?
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I iagd, DWeTll ico’t o’t the t’nnel ’ntgl .e meet .gth reigitanceM Jhe 
imell telli me iomeone hai lgxed do.n here for a .hgleM Whether theuTre 
itgll here, I donTt wno.M?

ygcw iagd, DWeTre comgnp thro’ph thegr bacw doorM What gf theu leaxe 
thro’ph the front doorE —o’ wno., the bgp cgrc’lar icaruBloowgnp thgnpE?

I itokked the kroceiigonM DWell, crakM?
Verasna iagd, DSonTt breaw ’k the teamM?
öoru katted her on the iho’lderM D6h, the tragngnp gi kaugnp oNM Jhat 

gi the correct srit reikonieM “’t gn thgi caie, I thgnw ygcw hai the rgpht of 
gtM?

J’pp iagd, DI pot thgiM ITll tawe a icore of .arrgori b’iu .gth other taiwiM 
WeTll create a lgne from the bolt hole to the ikarwlgnp contraktgonM If .e 
iee a beait, .eTll iho’t ’k the lgneM?

DWagt,? öoru iagdM D“’t .hatTi pognp to itok them from r’nngnp for 
gt, or .orie, wgllgnp uo’r meiienperiFand uo’E?

I t’rned to öoruM D7o .gth hgmM Jhat .au, .gth uo’r ikeedu feet, 
comm’ngcatgon .o’ld be certagnM?

”e fro.nedM DI donTt lgwe leaxgnp uo’ gn harmTi .auM?
I paxe hgm a loow .gtho’t rollgnp mu eueiM D—o’ donTtE What .ai all 

that pallgxantgnp abo’tE?
Verasna ih’ihed ’iM DRot io lo’dM qleaieM?
I to’ched mu ino.Gawe kendantM DITm krotectedM?
”e pr’ntedM
I iagd, DJawe ygcw .gth uo’M? I held mu hand o’tM DJhe lgpht itgcw, 

kleaieM?
ygcw iagd, D—o’Ti mawgnp gt ’k ai uo’Tre pognp alonpM?
I Gaihed a imgleM DRexer faced oN apagnit theie beaiti beforeM U6l.aui 

be learngnp,T mu da ’ied to iauM?
öoru iagd, D—o’ donTt thgnw thereTre anu contrgxed trakiE ygcw gi pood 

.gth thoieM?
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I ihoow mu headM DRoM Jhe beaitiT pgant cla.i co’ldnTt haxe made 
anuthgnp gntrgcate or imallM If thereTi a padpet or inare, gt .gll be bgp 
eno’ph for ’i to ieeM?

I hoked there .erenTt anuM 9r gf there .ere, I hoked .e .o’ld ikot gt 
gn tgmeM

4acgnp ygcw, I iagd, D—o’r mgnd hai bloiiomed, of all klacei, on the 
Ice qlagniM ITm not i’re .hat .eTll snd, b’t uo’r i’ppeitgoni haxe agded 
exeruoneM ITm ;’gte plad uo’Tll be .gth mu h’ibandM 2eek hgm iafeM?

öoru .gnwed at meM DITll .atch hgi bacwM? ”e leaned gn cloieM D“e 
caref’lM?

I .gnwed bacwM DJhatTi mu mgddle nameM?
”e leaned gn and .e wgiiedM Whgle ihort, gt .ai deek and f’ll of deigre 

and lonpgnpM ”gi teeth k’lled mu lgki ai .e kartedM
”e and ygcw follo.ed J’pp bacw to the ladder made of gceM Sxaerpi 

.gth croiibo.i slled the pakiM
Vtgll .hgikergnp, I iagd, Dy’ppi, pet the 6xarwPigr to load thegr croiiB

bo.iM?
I faced the pro’k behgnd me, weekgnp the .all of agr aloft, krotectgnp 

mu rearM D6lrgphtM 4or the dToplemenn of Rgwwel “awwen and 2obber 
Lnter Vm’iiM 4or the dxaerpi of 2ral “ar 6ppen and 2ral 6--a ögd, and 
for the gnhabgtanti of the öealmM We ico’t thegr t’nnel or t’nneliM We 
wgll anu itgll here and breathgnpM ITm pognp to week the .all of agr do.n 
to a hegpht of t.elxe feetM Vo, gf uo’ iee one and haxe an anple, ihoot srit, 
aiw ;’eitgoni laterM ”oller gf uo’Tre ’ignp kgtch and torcheiM?

Jhe hegpht of t.elxe feet .ai iho’lder hgph on the zvrmonr’wM I 
hoked the arro.i toow thegr euei before theu sp’red o’t theu co’ld ragie 
a beaitlu arm and lance ’i .gth thegr lethal gceM

yu euei adY’ited to the darwneiiM I co’ldnTt mawe o’t detagli, b’t I 
co’ld iee o’tlgnei of keokleM Where thgnpi t’rned coal blacw, there .ere 
.alli, ceglgnp, and GoorM
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Vtek bu itek, .gth y’ppi to mu left and ”ombgr on the other igde, 
.e hgwed do.n the ’nlgt ihaftM Jen itrgdei gn, I itokkedM I chgnned at 
Verasna and, .gth a ioft xogce, iagd, D7et uo’r .and of i’mmongnp o’tM 
I haxe an gdeaM?

Verasna pot the i’mmongnp rod o’t of her breecheiM DWhat do uo’ 
.ant me to do .gth thgiE?

D—o’ i’mmoned raccooni earlgerM JheuTre preat at ieegnp gn the darwM 
Vee gf uo’ can pet a kagr to iho. ’kM Vend them ahead to be o’r eueiM?

Verasna ico.ledM D“’tFtheuTll be wglledM?
I noddedM 7ood oddiM DVorruM Jhe zvrmonr’w eue akkeari .ell deB

igpned for ieegnp gn the darwM I donTt iee another .au for ’i to iee farther 
than theu canM?

Vhe  toow  a  deek  breath  and  noddedM  Verasna  ’ied  the  .and 
and0.gtho’t the need of matergal or motgon, Y’it .ordi0ihe pot three 
raccooni to .gnw gn at her feetM

Vhe kognted do.n the t’nnelM I ihgfted the .all to let them icoot 
’nderM 4or a fe. itrgdei, thegr f’rru reari and tagli kroxgded an o’tlgne 
gn the darwneiiM Jhen theu dgiakkeared gnto the gnwu blacwM

I itood there, mu euei trugnp to kenetrate the t’nnel agr, mu eari 
itragngnp for anu io’ndM

Verasna wekt ’i ’kdatedM DJhgrtu itrgdei aheadM I thgnwM RothgnpM?
D2eek them pognp,? y’ppi iagdM D“eit gdea ITxe ieen uetM?
zon’w’ aiwed, D”o. gi gt uo’ can comm’ngcate .gth themE?
Verasna icratched at her hagrM DJhe i’mmongnp ikell createi a lgnw, 

iort of lgwe a befrgend gncantatgonM yu .gll becomei thegriM Jhe srit trgcw 
gi thgnwgnp lgwe them, io theu ’nderitandM Jhen I haxe to decgkher the 
gmapei theu iend bacwM “’t I feel thegr .anti and feari, io that helkiM?

We ih’…ed for.ard .gth a bgt more consdence, wno.gnp .eTd pet a 
.arngnpM

Verasna .hgikeredM DWagtM Jhe t’nnel iklgtiM 6nd thereTi iome iort of, 
’m, den, gn bet.eenM?
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We itokkedM
DSenE? I aiwedM
Verasna iagd, DRo, thatTi not rgphtM 6 room for itorapeM I thgnwM 

JheuTre thgnwgnp theu iho’ld po gnxeitgpateM ygpht be iomethgnp taitu 
gn thereM?

DRot uet,? I iagdM D4oc’i on ikottgnp moniteriM?
”ombgr iagd, DJ.o t’nneliM 7ognp eait and .eitE?
Verasna iagd, D“aied on the gmapei, noM Jheu anple oNM Vo’th.eit and 

io’theaitM? Jhen, DWagtM?
We heard the ihrgll of an gce rauM
Jhe halfBalxae .hgmkeredM DJheuTre deadM?
y’ppi iagd, Döaccooni be not a kart of thgi landicakeM Jheu haxe to 

wno. .e be comgnpM?
D”o. far aheadE? zon’w’ aiwedM
D4ortu, sftu kaceiM? VerasnaTi ileexeBcoxered arm moxed acroii her 

faceM
DSo .e iend a sreballE? I aiwedM
”ombgr ihr’ppedM Dygpht be too lateM 6nd .ho wno.i ho. far the 

beait .ai .hen gt wglled the cooniE?
D6lrgpht thenM? I loowed at ”ombgrM DIf nothgnp comei thgi .au gn the 

neHt mgn’te, .e po for.ardM If the raccooni made gt that far, .e wno. 
thereTre no trakiM?

”e nodded, hgi hand pognp to hgi .agit, .here he wekt hgi mape 
matergaliM

Whgle .e .agted, I n’dped VerasnaM DWe need more euei, VerasnaM 
Vomethgnp imaller, leii notgceableM?

Vhe .orwed the .and and ient igH rati, each abo’t a foot lonp, do.n 
the t’nnelM I chowed bacw a i;’eal, for I hated ratiM

I keered do.n the ihaft ai far ai I co’ld iee, half hakku .hen the 
rodentiT ihado.i dgiakkeared gnto the m’cwM
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When the mgn’te .ai ’k, itgll no zvrmonr’wi had gnxeitgpatedM Were 
theu l’rgnp ’i gnE

We ih’…ed for.ardM DJru to iee .hat wglled the cooni,? I iagdM
öoru pot thoie heebgeBYeebge feelgnpi .hen thgnpi tracwed hgmM Ro. 

mu igHth ienie .ent oNM I dgdnTt .ant to po fartherM
I t’rned to y’ppiM D”o. lonp to mawe a t’nnel thgi ig-eE?
DWgtho’t mapgcE 6 cre. of ten .o’ld need ueari to dgp a t’nnel thgi 

.gde and thgi lonpM? y’ppi icratched ’nder hgi beardM D“’t .gth mapgc, 
maube a moon or t.oM?

D6 moonE? Jhat dgdnTt io’nd too lonpM
DSekendi on the rocwM? ”e icratched at the .all, then lgcwed gtM 

DAomkreiied iedgment! hgph lgmeitone mgHt’reM It be iagd that lonp apo, 
thgi klace ’ied to be ’nder .aterM? ”e ihr’ppedM DI donTt wno., laii, 
maube a h’ndred itrgdei gn a moonM?

I planced aro’nd meM In mu mgnd, I conigdered the koiigbglgtu of i’fB
focatgnp them or b’rugnp them io deek, theu dged of h’nper and thgritM 
It .ai the srit tgme gn mu lgfe I felt io m’ch hatred for a ikecgeiM I dgdnTt 
lgwe the emotgonM 6t allM “’t .gth all the dead dToplemenn and dxaerpi, 
and the Lowwe igpgli, I wne. theu .ere exglM We had to do exeruthgnp gn 
o’r ko.er to .gke them oN the face of the öealmM

DSoei anuone .ant to collakie thgi t’nnelE? I heaxed a heaxu breathM 
D—o’ wno., i’Nocate themE Vtarxe themE?

y’ppi iagd, DRoM I thgnw theu .gll dgp thegr .au o’t before theu itarxeM 
Well before theu dge from a lacw of agrM Jheu d’p theie .gth mapgc, theuTll 
do gt apagnM?

”ombgr iagd, DWe haxe them hemmed gnM We sngih gtM?
DCxen gf the lot of ’i dgeiE? I aiwedM
”ombgrTi Ya. clenchedM ”gi icaleBcoxered ino’t bobbedM
I iagd, Döoru co’nted sfteen headi pognp thro’ph the artgfactM Rone 

of ’i wno. ho. manu .ere gnigde beforehandM?
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Jo’chgnp mu throat, I felt the mapgcal ino.Gawe .gth gti seru okal at 
the centerM DI haxe to po gnM 6loneM?

DJhe ”el, uo’ iau,? y’ppi iagdM
DSonTt be daft, ygii InpefPr,? Verasna iagd, her hand prabbgnp a hold 

of mu cloaw and not lettgnp poM Dygiter “elwgn .onTt let me lgxe gf uo’ po 
gn bu uo’rielf and iomethgnp bad hakkeniM?

DI haxe krotectgon,? I iagdM
Dyaube from thegr ikelli,? ”ombgr iagdM D“’t not gf theu r’ih uo’M?
DI am, or ’ied to be, an Nre WarrgorM?
DJheu be sxe itrgdei tallM? y’ppi ch’cwledM DI tho’pht I be the foolgih 

oneM?
DSonTt mocw me,? I iagd, plargnp at hgmM
y’ppi ihr’ppedM DSonTt iau foolgih thgnpiM?
öoru .o’ld haxe iagd iomethgnp igmglarM
“efore I co’ld retort, a dxaerp from behgnd ’i ragied hgi xogceM D9gO —e 

cannot po do.n aloneM 6ue, ue mgpht haxe a mapgcal trgnwetM “’t ue .ell 
wen that mapgc be not the onlu .au to tawe a lgfeM?

Verasna pot cloie, almoit noie to noieM Dqerhaki theu haxe a croiibo. 
or t.oM JheuTxe ieen o’riM Jhe lait t.o enco’nteri, theu ’ied o’r battle 
tactgciM?

I dgdnTt thgnw theuTd b’glt a croiibo.M ”o. .o’ld thegr taloned cla.i 
kermgt gtE yaube not arro.i, b’t ikeariM I nodded to muielfM Jhat .o’ld 
be a kroblem gn the handi of a near pgantM 4or meM

zon’w’ iagd, DWe cannot iet ’k camk and .agt them o’tM We .o’ld 
need to itau o’t here for a .eew gf not an entgre moon,? I iagdM

Jhe mentgon of mooni and monthi bro’pht another tho’pht to mu 
mgndM D7odiT Sau gi tomorro.M?

DJhe rati,? Verasna iagd, D6re at the t’nnel iklgtM?
Vhe ihrgewedM DJheuTre comgnpO?
Jhe co’nterattacw bepanM
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CORNERED ANIMALS
INGEFÆR

T he shrill of at least two ice rays echoed ou the tn..el wallsS

“eraA.a clawed at her eyesS !’h” Theyjre all deadS,
!Theyjre Mnst ratsg, Dnbbs saidS
!-o.jt ve crnelg, the halfIalHae saidS
!“hnshg, m saidS !FoNvirS kirevallS ThirtyIAHe stridesS powS,
mt was a calcnlated risE that the shaft we were i. wonld bovvle nB the 

HolnNe of Are FoNvirjs i.Hocatio. createdS
!xHeryo.e dow.g low to the bron.dS, m lowered the wall of air to fonr 

feet a.d let the djobleNa.. Nabe E.owS
’s soo. as his Aery vead left his A.berg m raised the wallS
’.d Mnst i. tiNeg tooS
Oy the diN illnNi.atio. of the Citti.b Aery CaNeg ice rays creBt dow. 

the hallway toward nsg raisi.b icicles a.d se.di.b nB BlnNes of dirt a.d 
rocES

The icy rays fon.d Ny wall Mnst as the Arevall e2BlodedS ’ vlast of air 
shoHed at Ny Nabical shieldg a.d m brn.ted with the euort to stay nBribhtS 
The. the heat a.d red CaNes Cashed at nsS
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m. the afterNathg hnsEs of two falle. G‘rNo.rnEsg their vodies vnr.I
i.bg lit the far e.d of the tn..elS Re were avont thirty Baces froN the 
sBlit of the tn..el a.d a. oBe.i.b i.to a rooN fnll of vnr.i.b cratesS

Dnbbs saidg !?reat callS JoNe o.S,
m Bnshed the wall ahead of ns a.d we hiEed dow. the shaft toward 

the vnr.i.b vodiesg whichg tobether with the vnr.i.b cratesg Bnt ou a 
browi.b BlnNe of sNoEeS The tn..el ahead of ns Alled with itS m lowered 
Ny wall of air to let it streaN avoHe onr head a.d nB the shaft toward the 
volt holeS

Te. strides laterg n.avle to see vecanse of the sNoEeg m stoBBed onr 
adHa.ce a.d tnr.ed to “eraA.aS !Re .eed a.other adHa.ce scontS “oNeI
thi.b that ca. show yon the Bositio. of the G‘rNo.rnEsS “e.d theN i.to 
the two oushootsS,

m was avont to sayg Va.d the storabe shaftgj vnt E.ew that .othi.b liHi.b 
wonld wa.t to bo where there was a AreS

Fer liBs treNvledg vnt she .oddedS “he nsed the wa.d of snNNo.i.bS 
The air shiNNered a.d a score of EaEEerlaEs BoBBed i.to e2iste.ce at her 
feetS

“eraA.a Boi.ted dow. the hallg the. nsed her ha.ds to forN a sBlitS 
!Kaise the wall a vitS m told theN to i.HestibateS,

Re waited for the si2Ilebbed i.sects with vlacE caraBaces to scraNvle 
forwardS

That baHe the Are a.d sNoEe tiNe to dwi.dle soNeS -esBite the BlnNe 
shooti.b avoHe a.d Bast nsg e.onbh of the sNoEe swirled veyo.d Ny air 
wall to tnr. .oses at the ste.ch a.d fonl onr vreathi.bS

The halfIalHae briNaced i. the dyi.b AreIred blow of the deadS !m ca.jt 
n.dersta.d what they seeS Rith o.e Bair of eyesg the iNabes NaEe se.seS 
Rith three8 m conld NaEe se.se of it if all of theN looEed i. the saNe 
directio.S, “he shooE her headS !Ont with all the EaEEerlaEs8 mt biHes Ne 
a headacheS,

!The. what bood does it do8, Go.nEn asEedS
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!Rellg, “eraA.a s.iuedS !mjll E.ow if soNethi.b Eills theNS,
Dnbbs called dow. the li.eS !’iN hibhg lads a.d lassiesS Their eyevalls 

ve fonrtee. feet ou the bron.dS Oe ready to Are o. Ne coNNa.dS,
There was .o .eed to stay 9niet a.yNoreS The Arevall had a..on.ced 

onr Brese.ceS
Thirty Baces ahead of nsg the dead vodies NoHedg drabbed ou to the 

ribhtward tn..elS The thi..i.b trail of sNoEe co.ti.ned to Cow avoHe 
a.d Bast Ny wallS

!m .eed to E.ow what the EaEEerlaEs seeg, m saidS The i.sect Nade Ne 
wa.t to HoNitS PiEe the tiNe whe. m fon.d theN o. foodS Ont we .eeded 
theN .owS

“eraA.a scowledS !ki.eS, “he closed her eyesg the. oBe.ed theNS
!Rhat did yon do8, FoNvir asEedS
!Lilled all vnt twoS, “he s.iued abai.S !7.e i. each shaftS There are.jt 

a.y veasts i. the left tn..elS Therejre fonr nBribht veasts o. the ribhtS 
Theyjre NoHi.b ouS mjll haHe the EaEEerlaE followS Rhat do yon wa.t Ne 
to do with the o.e o. the left8,

m saidg !FaHe it bo dow. the left tn..el n.til it coNes to a.y sort of 
doorway or sBlitS The. EeeB it thereS mtjs boi.b to bnard onr rear Ca.ES,

The closer we bot to the sNolderi.b cratesg the Nore the drebs of the 
sNoEe auected nsS 7nr Hiew of the tn..els was vlocEed at the sBlitS m 
hacEed i.to the crooE of Ny elvowS The fnNes roiled oHer the toB of Ny 
air wallg a.d vacEAlledS m. NoNe.tsg we were all conbhi.b a.d rnvvi.b 
at onr eyesS

Dy Hoice caNe ont liEe a wheel bri.di.b o. a rocEy roadS !“eraA.ag 
what are the veasts doi.b8,

“eraA.a saidg !They drabbed the two dead i.to a side oBe.i.bS Fold 
o.S mjN se.di.b the EaEEerlaE thereS,

’t the storerooNg the co.te.ts of a doYe. crates li.i.b voth sides 
sNolderedS Re shifted oHer to the wester. shaft to bet ont of the sNoEeS 
m wiBed at the edbes of Ny eyesS The others vli.Eed ofte. a.d hacEedS
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!PooE ont”, “eraA.a shontedS
m dncEed o. i.sti.ctg vnt EeBt the air wall shield nBribhtS
’ NoNe.t laterg three rancons thn.Esg i. 9nicE snccessio.g strncE 

Ny shieldS Oy the reN.a.ts of the Arelibhtg two iro. vars cla.Eed to 
the bron.dg the .oise echoi.b ou the tn..el wallsS The third iro. var 
9niHered as it strncE the NabicEed wall a.d stncE thereS m wonld haHe 
thonbht it iNBossivleS

!Rhat the Fel8, m saidS
Dnbbsj Hoice was fnll of aBBroHalS !That ve hnrled with a Nibhty 

arNS,
7r NabicS
The rod hn.b thereS -esBite vei.b twelHe feet lo.b a.d a conBle of 

i.ches wideg the weibht was toleravleS
!Theyjre sNartg, m saidS !TheyjHe deHeloBed Nissile weaBo.sS 7r BerI

haBs they had the E.owledbeg vnt are nsi.b it for the Arst tiNeS,
!’yeg, Dnbbs brn.tedS !mro. varsS Dnst ve froN the Bln.derS ;art of 

a wabo.S,
!m.coNi.b”, “eraA.a shontedS !Three sets of feet”,
’t least they did.jt see the EaEEerlaEg so we had war.i.bS
1et abai.g two vars cla.Eed to the bron.dg vnt this tiNeg the tiBs were 

o. AreS The thirdg vnr.i.b at the sharBe.ed tiBg stncE i. the wall ribht 
i. fro.t of NeS The CaNe we.t ont as the iro. co.ti.ned to 9niHerS

FoNvir saidg !pow theyjre nsi.b AreS,
!They ca. see nsg vnt we ca.jt see theNS, m asEedg !Fow far ont is yonr 

EaEEerlaE8,
!m do.jt E.owg vnt m ca. se.d it deeBerS,
m .odded at the halfIalHaeS !-o itS -escrive a.y oushootsg if yon ca.S 

’.d stoB it if they see feetS,
“he shooE her headS !The last they ca. doS The Arst is diæcnltS They 

see Notio. a.d m se.se thatS To theNg all walls looE aliEeS Rhether a foot 
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tall or a hn.dredS “o farg .either o.e has se.sed a.ythi.b worth eati.bS 
Thatjs what they EeeB telli.b NeS m haHe to tell theN to focnsS,

xHerythi.b always has a liNitatio.S
!FoNvirg Arevall at si2ty BacesS Pet Ne E.ow whe. yonjre readyS,
Fis ha.d Notio.s clned Ne i.4 seHeral lo.b seco.ds laterg he .oddedS
m lowered Ny shield to waist hibh i. fro.t of hiNS !?oS, 7.e of the 

9niHeri.b iro. vars fell to the bron.dS
FoNvirjs Aery vead Cew dow. the tn..elS

 m raised the air wall to fnll heibhtS !xHeryo.eg dow.S,
!keet”, “eraA.a yelledS
Three Nore iro. vars crashed i.to Ny wallS Two von.ced oug vnt the 

third Bn.ched thronbhS
mt riBBed vetwee. Dnbbs a.d FoNvirg Bast Go.nEn a.d a dHaerbg a.d 

strncE a dHaerb vehi.d theNg sEeweri.b hiN a.d a.other warrior at his 
rearS

Dnbbs cnrsedS !pasty vrntesS That o.e ve stro.bS,
m saidg !m thi.E itjs eNvellishi.b the throw with NabicS,
“hifti.b Ny baYe dow. the tn..el where three dead G‘rNo.rnEs lay 

o. the bron.dg their white fnr tnr.i.b vlacE as the CaNes ate at theNS 
’fter the roar of the e2Blosio.g m .eHer heard a son.d coNi.b froN the 
veasts or a.ywhere elseS

Rith the area lit ahead of nsg m sBotted a series of oBe.i.bs to the ribhtS 
!m thi.E those are rooNsS,

“eraA.a saidg !’t least te. veasts leftg if Dister OelEi. has his con.t 
ribhtS,

!Re NoHe forward a.d stoB vefore the Arst oBe.i.bg Mnst vefore the 
vodiesS, m led the way with the wall of air vefore Neg tryi.b to see i.to 
a.d Bast the sNolderi.b sNoEeS

Two steBs i.to onr aBBroachg the sBell witheredS !pot .ow” RaitS, m 
hnrried to i.HoEe a fresh wall of air i.ca.tatio.S
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Thatjs whe. m heard what son.d liEe a cryS ’ hibhIBitched sovS !Rhat 
is that8,

Go.nEn saidg !“on.ds liEe a. i.fa.tS,
FoNvir saidg !Rait o. the wall shieldS,
m looEed at hiN a.d saw that his arNs were byrati.bS
Dy ha.ds treNvledS m tooE a vreath to steady NyselfS !’fter thisg 

“eraA.ag m .eed yonr aidS,
FoNvir riBBed ou a Aery veadS Re conld see it as it Bassed thronbh 

the sNoEe coNi.b ou the three dead G‘rNo.rnEsS mt sailed o. toward 
soNethi.b bree. that shiNNered at the far e.d of the shaftS

The Are vall e2Blodedg libhti.b eHerythi.b i. a vnrst of red a.d ora.beg 
a.d vli.di.b Ne for a NoNe.tS

kroN the side oBe.i.b at the far e.d caNe a vnbli.bS !RhooIhahg 
whooIhahS, mt reBeated seHeral tiNes vefore the son.d dwi.dled i. HolI
nNeg the. ceasedS

Rhat did it Nea.8
Dy wall of air caNe i.to vei.bg a.d with hasteg m reshaBed it to taEe nB 

the e.tire shaftS
“eraA.a restored Ny staNi.aS
m co.sidered libhti.b DicEjs artifactg vnt FoNvirjs Arevall had canbht 

soNethi.b o. Are i. the last oBe.i.b o. the ribhtg a.d it illnNi.ated the 
tn..el veyo.d the vodies vnr.i.b i. itS

!korwardS, m.to the sNoEeS xibht steBs laterS !“toBS,
!“eraA.ag bet yonr EaEEerlaE to scont the oBe.i.bS,
!7hg ohS, “eraA.a Boi.ted vehi.d nsS !There are three Cashes of white 

coNi.b vehi.d nsS,
FoNvir saidg !mjll Bnt nB a Are shieldS Dnbbsg bet yonr shields nB a.d 

crossvows readyS kire at willS,
FoNvir tnr.ed aron.d a.d i.HoEed his wall of AreS Fe the. wovvledS 

Go.nEn healed hiN as m stndied the area vefore NeS The sNell of the three 
dead vodies o. Are ahead of Ne wafted Bast the edbes of Ny air shieldS 
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Ont the sNoEe collected thereg vlocEi.b Ny sibhtS The wall of air did.jt 
All the irrebnlar tn..el coNBletelyg a.d the sNoEe Bnshed thronbhS m. 
Nere seco.dsg sNoEe cnrled aron.d nsg NaEi.b the shaft n.liHavleS

The n.NistaEavle son.d of a. ice ray echoed ou the walls vehi.d NeS
!kire”, Dnbbs yelledS
’rrows Cew desBite the lacE of tarbetS
’. iro. sBear Bn.ched thronbh the wall of Are a.d tooE two dHaerbs 

thronbh the throatS
!kire”, Dnbbs holleredS !’iN hibh”,
LeeBi.b a focns o. Nai.tai.i.b Ny shield sBellg m Bi.ched sawdnst a.d 

Nade Ny Notio.sg hnrli.b Aery darts at twe.tyg thirtyg a.d forty BacesS 
m e.Hisio.ed all Ny shots to striEe thirtee. feet avoHe the bron.dg leftg 
ce.terg a.d ribhtS m was bnessi.bS

The shrieEi.b son.d of the ice ray abai.st the Are wall ceasedS Ont 
a seco.d iro. var sailed thronbh a.d fon.d its NarE i. yet a.other 
’HarE5sirS

!Rejre shooti.b vli.dS, m holleredg !Dnbbs” ?et yonr teaN ready to 
AreS FoNvirS 7. threeg droB yonr Are shieldS,

m was NaEi.b it nB as m we.tg all the while bla.ci.b dow. the hallwayg 
checEi.b for the whiteIfnrred No.stersS

Go.nEn con.ted ouS
The Are shield we.t dow.S Jrossvow volts CewS ’s did a. iro. MaHeli.S
The var fon.d Go.nEng Bierci.b her chestS “he Eeeled oHerg her eyes 

already deadS
’rrows Cewg a.d seHeral fon.d the eye of the third G‘rNo.rnE to onr 

rearS mt teetered a.d crashed to the bron.dS
-ead veasts to the fro.t of ns a.d .ow dead o.es to onr rearS Rorst 

of allg dead soldiers a.d a dead Go.nEnS
FoNvirjs Mowls 9niHered as he cronched vy his wifeS Fis watery eyes 

searched “eraA.aS !Ja. yon saHe her8,
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“eraA.a cronched a.d Bnt her ear to Go.nEnjs NonthS kroN e2BeriI
e.ceg m E.ew she also looEed for a rise a.d fall to the chestS

The healer shooE her headS !mjN sorryS “hejs bo.eS,
FoNvir let ont a wail of torNe.t that se.t a shiHer nB Ny sBi.eS Fe 

Bnlled ont the iro. var vy Bnlli.b it thronbhS Te. of the twelHe feet had 
traHeled thronbh her scaled torsoS ’.other two a.d “eraA.a wonld haHe 
vee. hnrtS Dayve EilledS

Dotio. to the fro.t canbht Ny eyeS ?ray sNoEe swirled aron.d white 
sBlotches a.d disaBBearedS

Rhich way did they bo8
!LeeB co.tact with the EaEEerlaES They Nay ve boi.b aron.dS,
These veasts fonbht liEe cor.ered a.iNalsS
FoNvir cliNved to his feetS !mjll Eill theN allS, Fe BocEeted a Hial that 

had to haHe vee. o. his wifejs vodyS
!1eahg, m saidS !mjN with yonS,
TaEi.b Koryjs earlier adHiceg m vecaNe n.BredictavleS m shifted the 

wall of air to the ribht a.d se.t a Arevall halfway dow. the reNai.i.b 
shaftjs le.bthg sBlitti.b the dista.ce vetwee. FoNvirjs vlast a.d the 
three sNolderi.b G‘rNo.rnEsS

mt e2BlodedS Dnch of the CaNe we.t sidewaysg i.to a. oBe.i.bS “on.d 
eNa.ated thronbh the hallwayS

mt was a shrieEg siNilar i. to.e to FoNvirjs at seei.b his dead wifeS The 
snrron.di.b rocE a.d liNesto.e 9naEedS The. the son.d ceasedg a.d 
the rocEs 9nietedS

!Rhat was that8, m asEedS
FoNvir saidg !?oS mjll watch onr rearS,
!“eraA.ag m .eed a reBort o. whatjs i. this .e2t rooN8, m Bi.ched fresh 

sawdnstS
“he closed her eyes a.d stiCed a conbhS !po sib. of NoHeNe.tS Gnst 

rocE a.d woodS,
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Re creBt forwardg with Ne cnrHi.b the wall of air to taEe o. the e2tra 
area coHeri.b the oBe.i.bS

The rocE a.d wood the EaEEerlaE had see. aBBeared as a coæ.Jfonr 
Cat sidesS m sEnlEed while EeeBi.b the air shield Alli.b the tn..elS

The i.terior of the recta.bnlar shaBe was sn.E dow.S m.side each o.eg 
fnrry arNs a.d lebs sBrawled a.d waHedS Their brayish liBs wibbled a.d 
their Nonths BncEeredS Ont they did.jt NaEe a son.dS ’t leastg .ot o.e 
m conld hearS

!Rhyg those are crivsg, m saidS !These are vavy G‘rNo.rnEsS,
FoNvir showed nB at Ny elvowS !“i2 of theNS, Fe wiBed at his s.ontS 

!xHeryo.e ontS,
!Rhojs coHeri.b the rear8, m asEedS
!1onS, FoNvir Bnlled a vlade froN his hiBS
m conld.jt coHer two Ca.Es vy NyselfS !xHeryo.eg i. hereS,
Re left Go.nEn a.d the dead dHaerbs ont i. the hallS The rest of ns 

claNvered i.side a.d m Bnt the wall of air nB to coHer the e.tra.ceS Re 
were traBBed i.sideg the saNe as their ousBri.bS

“eraA.a whisBered i.to Ny earS !1onjre boi.b to let hiN Eill the vaI
vies8,

m chewed o. Ny lower liBS !FoNvirg is what yonjre avont to do .ecI
essary8,

“eraA.a asEedg !7r is it He.bea.ce for yonr wife8,
FoNvir chncEledS !OothS Re ca.jt let theN brow nBS,
!Re haHe.jt tried to NaEe BeaceS, “eraA.ajs liBs treNvledS !mtjs NnrI

derS,
!The vavies8, FoNvir .oddedS !Re do.jt E.ow how to sBeaE to 

theNS pot the vaviesg or the brow.nBsS They haHe.jt tried to snrre.derg 
or to BarlayS mjN .ot willi.b to risE a.y Nore liHesS,

m searched “eraA.ajs eNerald eyesS !1on8,
The halfIalHae s.arledS !poS mtjs still wro.bg thonbhS,
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m .oddedg E.owi.b m was.jt ready for the bniltg thonbh m E.ew it wonld 
coNe soo. e.onbhS !FoNvirjs ribhtS They Eilled a. e.tire HillabeS 1on 
saw the sibil of PoEEeS,

“eraA.a .oddedg her sBi.e straibhte.i.bS !’yeS m didS,
FoNvir wiBed his vloodied E.ife a.d Bnt it vacE i.to its sheathS !mtjs 

do.eS,
That was 9nicES ’.d .eHer a whiNBer or a whi.eS
!Fow oldg yon thi.E8, m asEedS
FoNvirjs veady vlacE eyes fon.d Ni.eS !-o.jt E.owS -o.jt careS,
m looEed at the vodiesS Pess tha. fonr feet lo.bS m did Nath i. Ny headS 

mf a woNa. had a vavy a foot a.d a half i. le.bth a.d the vavy brew to 
si2 feetg the. a .ewvor. G‘rNo.rnEJall else e9nalJwonld ve less tha. 
fonr feet at virthg assnNi.b Aftee. feet reBrese.ted a fnllIbrow. veastS

1eahS These were .ewvor.sS Pess tha. a Noo. was Ny bnessS
7.ce Noreg there was a hibhIBitched waili.bg a.d the rocEs treNvledS 

kroN avoHeg a few sNall rocEs fell o. nsS
m tooE a hnbe vreathS !The .e2t oBe.i.bS There are soNe still aliHeS,
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DEATH’S KNELL
INGEFÆR

I  wiped the sweat om yb r.owW ’end reef dowf he.e lo. a gof— whige 
fow afd Ind reef hogdif— a wagg ol ai.ca sevofd wagg ol ai.ceMe. 

sifve desveftW uost voyrats a.e a vo,pge ol speggsz yabre as y,vh as a 
doTefz r,t agg withif a vo,pge ol yif,tesW khis ofe d.a——ed of reva,se 
the efeyb was he.e afd Nfew we we.e as weggW

Soddif— at “e.axfaz I saidz ”“efd the NaNNe.gaN dowf to the feAt 
opefif—W Il itns giNe this ofez itns a .ooy as weggW?

Hlte. a gof— yif,tez she saidz ”khe.ens yoMeyeft if the feAt .ooyW 
khatns agg I NfowW khe NaNNe.gaN svaype.ed to a vo.fe.W?

u,——s asNedz ”Hfd the NaNNe.gaN to o,. .ea.!?
”So si—f ol yoyeftW? “e.axfa .,rred he. teypgesW ”Iny —ettif— a 

headavhe l.oy haMif— to thifN giNe the ifsevtW?
”khifN!? u,——sn r,shb r.ows v.eated a deep l,..owW
”’eggz itns sefdif— af iya—ez afd whef it spots yoMeyeftz a p,gse ol 

lea.W? “he jashed a syige whige tappif— he. headW ”’ith two ol theyz itns 
a yi—htb yessW?

”D,hE? u,——s pivNed at a toothW ”’ho wo,gd haMe tho,—ht the 
ifsevts had leegif—s!?

H waigz giNe that ol a yothe. whose rarb had diedz Oa..ed yb spifeW
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’e ayrged o,t ol ofe .ooyz t,.fed dowf the shaltcxgged with the 
.eyfafts ol syoNecafd v.ept lo.wa.d ,ftig I spotted the r.eaN if the 
waggW

u,——s poiftedW ”khe.e re a —ap to ye geltW -iMe paves aheadW?
Doyri. saidz ”Ingg voMe. bo,W?
I didfnt asN howz r,t I t.,sted hiyW
I sf,vN a peeN ifto the feAt .ooyW It was da.Nz eAvept lo. the jivNe.s ol 

jaye voyif— l.oy the dead qY.yof.,Ns tef st.ides ahead ol ,sW I —,ess 
Ind —ottef ,sed to the stifNz lo. it fo gof—e. rothe.ed yeW

’hat vo,gd rothe. ye alte. gettif— raries re sNewe.ed! khe.e was fo 
tiye lo. it fowz r,t I Nfew Ind re rawgif— gate.W

If the yiddge ol the .ooy stood lo,. reastsz eavh a.yed with i.of 
ra.sW H xlth gab of the —.o,fdz hagl vha..edW It gooNed ri— if the reggbW 
khe p.ofe ofens a.y poiftedW

I.of OaMegifs jewW kwo st,vN ifto yb ai. shiegd afd two ro,fved omW 
-oggowed rb ive .abs thatz if the rgifN ol af ebez vaNed ofto yb waggW

I —.,fted with the emo.t ol hogdif— it ,pW ”khe .ooyns tweftb rb 
tweftbz afd ei—ht paves hi—hW ’igg a x.eragg re too y,vh!?

Doyri. —ga.ed at yeW ”SoW khe wagg ol ai. wigg hogd it ravNW?
uabreW khe.e we.e seays agof— the ed—esW
khe —odsE khe wei—ht was revoyif— v,yre.soyeW ”khatz ,—hz .eR

V,i.es too y,vh tiyif—W UghW khe ive rgasts a.e voyif— steadbW?
”8pef a seay of the .i—ht sideW? Doyri. —.arred u,——s rb af a.yW 

”Ko, afd a l.iefd gilt ye ,pW?
”If a yif,tez Iny —oif— to get it agg —oW? “weat po,.ed ifto yb ebesW I 

waited tigg Doyri. was gilted om the —.o,fdz stafdif— of u,——sn afd 
afothe. sogdie.ns sho,gde.sW

khe ive was r,igdif— ,pz head hi—h afd dowfW khe reasts aiyed at o,. 
headsW Sow I ,fde.stood whb Doyri. wafted egeMatiofW

”D,..bE?
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Doyri.ns a.ys yoMedW I eased ,p of the waggns .i—ht sidez p,ggif— it 
ravN a hagl loot l.oy his waist afd ,pW khe vofveft.atiof taAed ye to 
the ed—es ol vofsvio,sfessW khe spegg was desi—fed lo. —.oss yoMeyeftsz 
fot yifisv,ge ofesW

”H—hE Iny aro,t speftW?
q,st as Doyri. fea.ed voypgetiofz the p.ofe reast waMed roth vgawed 

hafdsz afd a waMe ol di.t was d,— o,t ol the —.o,fd afd h,.ged a—aifst 
yb shiegd waggW

Doyri.ns xe.b read sgayyed ifto di.t afd d.opped at o,. leetW khe 
dno—geyaff ya—e stoyped it o,t as he sfa.ged at the efeyb ya—eW ”Ko, 
—i—aftiv pige ol t.ogg shitE?

I shoMed ,s ravN whige geaMif— yb wagg ,p a—aifst the pigedRhi—h di.tW 
If yoyeftsz the efti.e doo.gess doo.wab was voMe.ed if ive afd di.tW

”khatns the ya—e of the joo.W “hens p.e—faftW? I get yb wagg ol ai. —oW
“e.axfa —aspedW ”kheb eftoyred theysegMesW?

 ub sho,gde.s afd a.ys sv.eayed as I st.etvhed theyW ”khe wab the 
reast yoMed the ea.thz theb vaf —et o,t afb tiye theb waftW?

u,——s foddedW ”HbeW khat ofez afd pe.haps othe.s giNe itz d,— this 
t,ffeg sbstey o,t if dabsz fot weeNsW?

I t,.fed to Doyri.W ”’e gea.fed yifif— speggsW?
De givNed his gipsW ”’hatns the pgaf!?
”I ,se the spegg lo. di——if—z afd v.eate a hoge ri— efo,—h lo. ofe ol 

bo,. xe.b reads to jb th.o,—hW?
”Ko, thifN that wigg wo.N!? “e.axfa asNedW
”’ofnt Nfow ,ftig we t.bW? I poifted ,p afd dowf the shaltW ”“e.axR

faz Neep af ebe o,tW?
“he l.owfedW ”8fe NaNNe.gaN is if the .ea.wa.d t,ffegW khe othe. is 

ifside the .ooyW?
”8h!? I syigedW ”’hat a.e the reasts doif—!?
khe heage. sh.,——edW ”khe.ens soye yoMeyeftz r,t what thebn.e doR

if— is ,fvgea.W?
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I p,t yb ea. to the wagg ol iveRvoMe.ed ea.thW -eet sh,0edz o. a rodb 
was reif— yoMedW

I —.owgedW ”u,——sz bo, —ot seft.b d,tbW Uet ,s Nfow il afbthif— voyes 
at ,s l.oy the so,thW ’atvh the side t,ffeg afd whateMe. is dowf rb the 
—.eefish —gowW?

’ith the syoNe dissipatif—z the la. efd ol the t,ffeg shofe if a 
giyeR—.eef h,eW khe si—htgifes we.efnt vgea.z so I wasfnt s,.e whe.e the 
gi—ht vaye l.oyW

u,——s foddedW ”HbeW PeftsW ko the l.oftW Ke lo,.z voMe. the .ea.W? De 
—gafved at “e.axfaW ”Uet ,s Nfow il afbthif— re voyif—W?

uoMif— to the la. gelt side ol the opefif—z I ifMoNed the spegg I had 
gea.fed dabs a—oz aiyif— lo. a spot Nfee hi—hW Doyri. gab dowf of the 
—.o,fd rehifd yez ebeif— yb p.o—.essW

’hivh was sgowW I ,sed the stofe di— spegg to taNe vh,fNs ol di.t o,tW 
1,t yb vh,fNs we.e feMe. deepW Hlte. lo,. s,vh speggsz I V,amed a Miag 
ol heagif—W

Hlte. afothe. lo,. ifvaftatiofsz I had a siARifvh deep hogeW I si—hedz 
”Iny eAha,stedW?

Doyri. tooN yb pgave afd d,— soye di.tz —ettif— deepe. thaf I didW 
De gooNed ,p at yeW ”kiye lo. the ai. eApafsiof Ma.iaftW Ko, vast the 
x.eraggW?

-.oy yb Nfeesz I vhevNed with “e.axfaW ”Hgg vgea.!?
”Le.b V,ietW?
u,——s saidz ”HbeW Sothif— re yoMif—W?
-.oy the fo.th efd vaye the so,fd ol a .ovN sNiddif— agof— the 

—.o,fdW
2Me.bofe yoMed to lave the l.esh th.eatW
”’hat was that!? I asNedW
khe heage. shooN he. headW ”Cidfnt voye l.oy the east shaltW?
”8iE? vaye k,——ns MoiveW ”Hfbofe he.e!?
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u,——s hogge.edz ”Ke sva.ed the t.ogg shit o,t ol ,sW ’e re ag.i—htW Pot 
soye reasties t.apped dowf he.eW?

k,—— sa,fte.ed ifto MiewW ”HbeW khat re —.afdW ’e re wofde.if— what 
re taNif— be so gof—W 1e voyif— to r.a— aro,t Niggif— lo,. ol theyz r,t 
I see benMe —ot be. sha.eW?

u,——s —.iffedW ”HbeW Co,rge be lo. the yoyeftW? De poifted towa.d 
the ea.thRvoMe.ed eft.bwabW ”Poif— to t.ipge be soof efo,—hW?

I asNedz ”’he.e did the reasts voye l.oy!?
”Ingg tegg be aro,t it gate.W 9o.b wafts ye ravN V,ivNRgiNe to .epo.tW Hfb 

.easof to Neep af ebe of the a.tilavt!?
Doyri. sh.,——edW ”uabreW 1,t I do,rt itW?
I saidz ”HbeW q,st if vaseW ’e haMefnt eApgo.ed eMe.bthif— betW -o,fd ,s 

a qY.yof.,N who Nfows ya—ivW I sho,gdfnt re s,.p.isedz r,t I ayW kegg 
9o.b I goMe hiyW?

”1ahz? k,—— waMed a hafd at yez thef wifNedW ”kegg hiy be.seglW?
’hivh was his wab ol sabif—z be carefulW De t,.fed of a heeg afd geltW
I r.eathed a si—h ol .egielW Ht geast 9o.b was ag.i—htW I fodded at 

Doyri.W ”Hi. eApafsiof tiyeW Iny .eadbW?
khe dMae.—s .easseyrged theysegMes to eithe. side ol the eft.afveW
”“e.axfaz? I asNedW ”Hfb yoMeyeft!?
“he vgosed he. ebesz —.iyavif—W ”3yz I thifN the.ens a reast pavif— if 

the.eW?
’hivh .eMeaged fothif— rad o. —oodW
Doyri. ifMoNed the ai. eApafsiof speggW 1b his yaffe.isysz I Nfew he 

shoMed ai. ifto the hoge wend yadeW De —.,fted with the emo.t ol pavNif— 
the ai.W

Doyri. foddedW ”9eadb!?
I gab p.ofe of the —.o,fd a st.ide rehifd hiyW 4ifvhif— sawd,stz I 

weft th.o,—h the yotiofs whige rorrif— yb vhif at Doyri.W
I dofnt Nfow how y,vh ai. weft ifto the di.t waggz r,t the eApgosiof 

seft pgeftb ol it at the roth ol ,sW Hfd whige Doyri.ns spegg didfnt p,fvh 
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a hoge to shoot a read th.o,—hz the spegg .orred the wagg st.,vt,.e ol 
s,ppo.tW It agg vasvaded dowf if waMesz voMe.if— Doyri.ns sho,gde.s afd 
headW

I shoMed ybsegl ravNwa.d afd O,yped hi—h if the ai.z gettif— the xe.b 
read jb th.o,—h the opefif—W ”C,vNE?

I voMe.ed yb headz so I didfnt see what happefedW 1,t I legt afd hea.d 
the eApgosiofz yb ea.s .if—if—W Deat jashed at yb ravNW khe ravN ol yb 
vgoaN va,—ht x.eW

I jopped ofto the —.o,fd afd .ogged a.o,fdW “e.axfa th.ew he. vgoaN 
oMe. yb headW

’hef I was ve.taif I wasfnt of x.ez I vgiyred to yb leet afd gost 
yb o,te. —a.yeftW kh.ee dMae.—s we.e svo.vhed l.oy the fevN ,pz thei. 
rea.ds haglRsif—ed awabz thei. r.ows —ofeW Il fot lo. thei. hegyetsz thebnd 
re ragdW Hs it wasz theb totte.ed of thei. leetW

u,——s shilted ravN l.oy the fo.th t,ffegW ”kheb feed heagif—W?
I gooNed past the yo,fd ol di.tW 1odies if the .ooy syogde.ed afd 

r,.fedW khe.e was soye woodef l,.fit,.e ifsidez afd it v.avNged with 
jayeW -.esh syoNe po,.ed o,t th.o,—h the hagl opefif—W

”Deag theyz? I saidW
“e.axfa s,yyofed what I Nfew to re ai.z wate.z afd ea.th to vgeafse 

afd heag the r,.fed a.ea ol the vgosest dMae.— to he.W “he stopped afd 
d,— o,t a Miag ol heagif—z V,amed itz afd heaged the othe. twoW

’hige she did thatz I p,gged Doyri. o,t rb his leetW De sp,tte.ed as 
he vgiyred to his Nfees afd spat di.t o,t ol his yo,thW 9isif— to his leetz 
he wiped his egof—ated sfo,tW

’hige the rodies v.avNged afd the syoNe .ose hi—h afd o,t towa.d the 
rogt hogez u,——s afd afothe. dMae.— rashed th.o,—h what was gelt ol 
the ive afd ea.th haglRwaggW

’e stepped th.o,—h di.tz thef the ash ol r.oNef pots afd vgothesW 
Hpp.oavhif— the vgosest reastz I ,sed the tip ol yb swo.d afd r.,shed 
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awab st.ips ol vha..ed l,. afd sNifW Il it was stigg agiMez it sho,gd haMe 
egivited a .espofseW

’e yoMed th.o,—h the othe. th.ee seft.iesz lo. it appea.ed the dead 
reasts had stood if a gifeW

“e.axfa poifted at the ga.—est reast gbif— of its ravNW ”khatns a leyageW 
“hens p.e—faftW?

khe p.ofe qY.yof.,N Ind seef haglRvha..ed relo.e was fothif— r,t 
v.avNed rgavN sNifW ’hat l,. .eyaifed of he. rodb was as da.N as voag 
afd as sho.t afd spa.se as the st,rrge of a h,yaf yage —oif— of siAteefW 
1,t the r,gro,s reggb .ose l.oy regow he. .o,fdz jattefed r.eastsW

De. ge—s we.e spgabed wide afd rgavNefedz v.,sted rgood had ofve 
pooged the.eW “hend reef if vhigdri.thW khe eV,iMageft ol lo. the reastsW 
khei. ya—e had reef ifdisposed at the wo.st ol tiyesælo. theyW I wofR
de.ed how the rattge wo,gd haMe —ofe il she hadfnt reef ifvapavitated 
soW

khe reggb j,tte.edW
”“hitz? u,——s saidW ”khe.e re a rarb ifsideW?
I gooNed at Doyri.W
De syigedz showif— his poiftb teethW ”Ko,. t,.fW?
ub stoyavh .oigedz afd I th.ew ,pW ’ipif— rige l.oy yb gipsz I saidz 

”I vafnt do itW?
Doyri. sh.,——edW ”Itngg die a sgowe.z gof—e. deathW “,movate if af 

ho,.!?
khe —odsE H sevofd .o,fd ol fa,sea tooN yeW
u,——s .ipped the swo.d l.oy yb weaN —.ipW ”Ingg do itW?
1elo.e I vo,gd orOevtz he .af yb swo.d th.o,—h the reastns —,tz starR

rif— fot ofvez fot twivez r,t th.ee tiyesW
”I dofnt leeg so —oodW? I .ogged to the sidez awab l.oy yb Moyitz yb 

ravNside swooshif— ,p di.t afd ashW “ta.s xgged yb ebesW
“e.axfans eye.agd ebes hoMe.ed aroMe yeW ”Ko, feed ye to heag bo,!?
I shooN yb headW ”’ate.W?
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’hef she r.o,—ht the sNifz I had he. afd Doyri. hegp ye sit ,pW I 
tooN a gof— d.a,—htW Hlte. yaNif— s,.e yb yo,th was vgeafz I t,.fed to 
u,——sW ”khat was ,ffevessa.bW?

De wiped yb swo.d a—aifst the reastns ge—z thef he ,sed a vgoth to 
pogish the rgadeW ”’eggz I dofnt giNe to see s,me.if—W Hfd as Doyri. he.e 
saidz the rarb wo,gd die if af ho,.W?

Dad we e.adivated af efti.e spevies! khe wate. Ind d.afN t.ied to voye 
ravN ,pW 1,t I hegd it dowf afd —ot to yb leetW 9etaNif— yb swo.dz I 
saidz ”khafNs lo. doif— the di.tb wo.NW?

u,——s —.iffedz his .a——edz beggowRstaifed teeth Misirge th.o,—h his 
r,shb r.owf rea.dW ”InMe seef a got ol death if ye dabsW Giggif— re fot 
pgeas,.argez r,t it re a fevessitbW?

I worrged lo.wa.dW ”Uetns sea.vh this .ooy afd —et —oif—W?
’e lo,fd a pai. ol —ogd rafds of the leyagens w.istsW khebnd .esisted 

the x.eW
I saidz ”Ingg ret thebn.e ya—ivNedW?
u,——sn ebes shofeW ”Ind giNe to vgaiy ofe ol those as ye pg,fde.W?
Doyri. saidz ”khe.e wigg re tiye lo. that gate.W ’e haMe yo.e t,ffegs 

afd .ooys to sea.vhW?
“e.axfa heaMed a heaMb r.eathW ”I thifN this is the gotW Itns reef V,iet 

sifve we attavNed this .ooyW So ofe egse has voyeW ’hige bo, we.e 
p,Nif—z I seft the NaNNe.gaN dowf the easte.f t,ffegW So si—f ol afbofe 
yoMif— aro,tW?

I foddedW ”Hg.i—htW ’e efs,.e the pgave is vgea.z thef we gooN at that 
—.eef —gowif— thif— I spotted at the efd ol the t,ffegW?

Doyri. e.evted af ai. shiegd waggz afd we ifMesti—ated the side opefif— 
to o,. geltW It voffevted with the veft.ag opefif—z whivh had voftaifed 
the v.ates at the fo.th t,ffeg spgitW khe a.ea was da.N as fi—ht of a vgo,db 
dab ifside a vaMe.fW I vo,gdfnt see afbthif—W 1,t I syegged afd tasted 
syoNeW

I git uivNns gi—ht stivNW
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7.atesW Uots ol theyW Pgafvif— fo.thz ,p the veft.ag eAt.aRwide t,fR
fegz o. sto.a—e a.eaz the x.e hadfnt —ofe past the x.st xlteef st.idesW 
UooNif— .i—htz afothe. lo.tb st.ides ol v.ates gifed roth sidesW

”Hgg the pg,fde. oMe. the past bea.z? I saidW ”’engg vhevN it gate.W?
’e yoMed th.o,—h the shalt v,t afd ifto the easte.f t,ffegW It was 

a yi..o. iya—ez with th.ee —.afd .ooys devNed o,t with stofe redsz 
rgovNRshaped targes afd vhai.sz woodef shegMif—z afd piges ol vgothes as 
di.tb afd .atted as bea.Rogd wash vgothsW

’he.e the west side had the rarb .ooyz the east side voftaifed o.—aR
fiTed piges ol gootW

”’eggz gooN at thatz? u,——s saidz his ri— —.if .et,.fif—W
khe.e we.e th.ee heaps ol sigMe.z eavh aro,t two leet hi—h afd lo,. 

leet a.o,fd at the raseW kwo syagge. yo,fds voftaifed —ogd afd Oeweg.bz 
.espevtiMegbW

khe .ooy agso had a l,.faveW Uo—s afd pgafNscyost giNegb l.oy the 
wa—ofscwe.e gifed ,p a—aifst a wagg fea. itW Hfd th.ee h,—e piges ol 
voag l.ofted the lo.—eW

“e.axfa p,t he. hafd vgose to the yassiMe l,.favez whivh was lo,. leet 
of a sidez efvased if ifvhRthivN yetagW ”7ogdW?

u,——s .,rred his xf—e.tips av.oss the yetag pgatesW ”DyyW Sot steegW 
“oyethif— to,—he.W?

De hit it with the hafdge ol his do,rgeRheaded aAeW khe .ooy .af— o,t 
if a hoggow tofeW ub ea.s avhedW

”4.ettb fotesW? u,——s —ot r,sb ifspevtif— how the l,.fave was asR
seyrgedW ”I dofnt see afb Ooifts o. rogtsW Dow did theb p,t it to—ethe.!?

Doyri. saidz ”’ith ya—ivW?
u,——s l.owfedW ”’eggz spitW Ind giNe to taNe soye ol that hoye with 

yeW “how it a.o,fd the NeepW?
De —ot dowf gow afd p.ied the head ol his aAe refeath a vo.fe.W De 

—.,fted as he heaMedæafd heaMedæafd rgew o,t a —,t l,gg ol ai.W ”’ofnt 
r,d—eW koo heaMbW?
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”7oye ofz? I saidz ”I waft to see what yaNes that —.eef —gowW 1,t x.stz 
we feed to yaNe s,.e this pgave is eyptbW?

It was yb 8.de. ol PiA,s t.aifif—z efs,.if— the pgave was as sev,.e as 
it gooNedW

’e vi.vged ravN to the rogt hogeW khe.ez we spgit ,pW Doyri. afd I 
tooN the o,te. shalts with a lo,.soye ol dMae.— sogdie.sz whige u,——sz 
“e.axfaz afd the .est ol the .eyaifif— HMa.NKsi. weft ravN dowf the 
yiddgeW

”Co,rge vhevN that eavh .ooy is eyptb ol reastsW? I poifted dowf the 
weste.f haggwabW ”Uetns —oW?

ub teay xfished x.stz a..iMif— at the so,.ve ol the —.eefish —gowW ’end 
had the sho.test distafve afd the geast ayo,ft ol thif—s to gooN atW

u,——sn teay vaye if gastW ”7o,gdfnt hegp itW I opefed a lew ol they 
v.atesW 8fe had sigMe. loA pegtsW Le.b Mag,argeW?

“e.axfa saidz ”khe.e we.e spoiged appges if afothe.W?
I Oarred a th,yr oMe. yb sho,gde.W ”’hat does that gooN giNe to bo,!?
I t,.fed a.o,fdz afd to—ethe. we eAayifed the d,pgivate ol the vi.R

v,ga. si—igW khe rg,e afd beggow two o,te. vi.vges —gowed O,st efo,—h to 
vast a —.eef tiftW khe iffe. vi.vgez shifif— o.af—e if the iyyediate a.eaz 
was dwa.led rb the r.i—ht —.eef —gow ol the twif sfaNesW

“e.axfa poiftedW ”“aye .,fesW Ht geast the l,ffb Z is of topW?
I vhevNed lo. the forigitbz hofo.z afd daf—e. sbyrogsz poiftif— they 

o,t to Doyri.W
khe dno—geyaff ya—e foddedW ”HbeW Co we vhevN lo. wa.ds afd the 

tbpe ol ya—iv!?
I shooN yb headW ”SoW Uetns .evoffevt with the othe.s afd disv,ss o,. 

feAt stepsW Iny eAha,stedW?
u,——s foddedW ”H—.eedW k,—— yeftiofed they Niggif— a lew reastiesW 

Uetns voypa.e sto.iesW?
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THE PRICE OF VICTORY
RORY

A fter Tugg returned and reported all was well, we got busy and 
made preparations to leave. The wagons remaining, along with 

the two ballistae carts still operable, were pointed east. Tents were built 
near the frozen river, several hundred strides away from the sigil mon-
strosity. Finally, the dead were prepared for a pyre.

And still the others hadn’t shown up.
I grumbled to Mick. “What’s taking them so long?”
The lad shrugged. “You can always go check.”
I looked at him. “You trying to get me in trouble?”
Mick chuckled. “Maybe. I know Miss Ingefær doesn’t like it when you 

look over her shoulder.”
“Sometimes, Mick. Sometimes.”
There were moments when she liked me to take the lead and put forth 

eBort in protecting her. jut we’d split up, and Tugg had said the area was 
clear. So why was it taking so long?

The snow had lightened in intensity, even if the wind continued its 
shrilling. I …ogged north, along the western side of the moundD…ust to 
look around.
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EHATO, NC I2H 97P

Reering into the thinning snow, I didn’t see any movement. —unning 
back, I spotted Ingefær’s red hairGshe no longer wore her red wulv 
cloakGand raced oB to the west using my magicked feet.

I did a half loop and then strolled back into the main group from the 
south. “Nh, hi. !lad to see you’re all safe.”

Muggs said, “Cot all of us.” Oe pointed with a gloved hand. “jrought 
back the dead.”

Tugg motioned with his head. “The pyre is over there. We’ll have a 
ceremony after the dinner meal.”

I looked at the sky. The sun, cloud covered though it was, was brightest 
on the western horizon. WowJ We’d been at this for an entire day. My 
stomach grumbled.

From out of my pack, N’erlevendeh growled. I laughed. “I fed you 
already. You had some very tough öVrmonruk thigh.”

Oe’d chewed and swallowed like it was his last meal. Fur and all. I 
hoped it wouldn’t constipate him.

I stepped over to my wife, and we hugged, then kissed. “I worried 
about you.”

Ingefær looked at me with those ice-blue eyes. “I worried about me 
too. It was grisly down there.” She surveyed the area. “Oow many did we 
lose up here?”

Tugg chewed on his beard around his mouth. “Cigh on a hundred 
souls be lost today, counting the ones ye brought out.”

“What happened down there?” I asked.
She told their tale. The air wall, the iron …avelins, Kreballs, baby öVr-

monruks, and a beast who knew magic. She Knished up. “There’s a copy 
of the circular sigil inside.”

I said, “We killed four. They came out one at a time, but all of them 
within a minute.”

Mick said, “I stood on the mound and threw vials of pitch as they came 
out.”
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Tugg said, “The thingy glows bright a moment before a beast pops 
out.”

“Yeah.” I smiled, knowing that we’d survived. The price of victory had 
been great, though. “Tugg and another warrior threw torches, and the 
rest of the soldiers formed two half rings and shot bolts at their eyes. Nne 
beast got by the Krst line and Kred his ice ray. That’s what killed four 
more.” I scratched at my beard, now Kve weeks old. “Lsing my speed, I 
hamstrung the beast, then someone shot it in the eye.”

Ingefær said, “I saw a streak of white running out of the room farthest 
to the south. We were busy, so I couldn’t go check. Omm. They must 
have got cold feet and tried to run oB.”

I bent low neqt to her ear. “2ould you have used me down there?”
My wife looked at me, and she frowned. Oer words were soft, so only 

I could hear. “Co. Cot to battle. jut to hold me when the babies had to 
be killed. Nne beast was still pregnant.”

She shuddered into my arms, and I hugged her tight as she let her tears 
go.

While we both fought for …ustice, she preferred not to kill. While 
IGwell, sometimes I en…oyed it. That had something to do with 3ae-
hvateinn and her need for vengeance.

When she had settled, I pulled back to bring in everyone and raised my 
voice. “Tonight we eat, then there’s a ceremony for the dead. Tomorrow, 
!ods’ Eay, we will destroy the sigils. We cannot leave until their magic is 
eqpunged.”

There was a nodding of heads, but also grumbling. Another day spent 
on the Ice Rlains. Though in reality, !ods’ Eay out here would be rather 
pleasant.

Ingefær announced, “After that, there are the spoils to sort out. We’ll 
need at least two good wagons.”
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She grabbed me by the arm and pulled me to Oombir, who had taken 
a seat on the ground. Oe was rocking, holding another d’oglemann in his 
lap. It was at that moment I realizedGthe body was that of his wife.

“Nh, Oombir, I’m so sorry.”
“My condolences,” my wife said.
Oombir sighed, and his voice trembled. “Thank you. The task is done. 

The cost was high for too many.”
Einner was a somber aBair. War eqcitement waned, and the horriKc 

cost in lives came to the forefront. My wife ate little. 8endeh made up 
for it.

After the meal, Tugg got everyone gathered around a massive pile 
of timber, all laden with bodies. Oe’d used the broken-down carts to 
build the base. The dead dvaergs lay there with their weapons across their 
chests. The d’oglemenn, along with öonuku, were stacked in the middle.

“What a horrid sight,” Ingefær said. “I never want to come back to the 
Ice Rlains.”

“Me neither.” I cleared my throat. “You know, there’s the one pine tree 
southwest of here with those snake etchings.” I stayed 0uiet for a while. 
“They moved. The snakes. Someone has to deal with that.”

“Cot us,” my wife said.
I nodded. “I have this feeling there’s more than one pine tree sigil out 

there.”
“8idarr’s problem,” Ingefær said, her arms folding across her chest.
Tugg shushed us. “NiJ Me lads and lassies. We be gathered here to hon-

or the dead. They sacriKced so that we may live. Oave no doubts about 
that. It could have been ye in that Krst cart to be destroyed. Nr maybe 
ye.” Tugg didn’t point, which I thought was smart. “The dead had the 
unlucky position of manning the left 1ank, or the outer perimeter, or 
the rear guard. Such is the way of the gods. They call us though we be 
not ready. —emember that they died for ye. Eon’t waste yer life. 3ive it 
to the fullest. Make it mean something. Aye?”
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Tugg nodded at Muggs, who lit the pyre. The two of them watched 
the wood catch, and the 1ames spread higher and higher. When it was 
going full bore, the entire area was lit in red hues.

“Cow, if ye want, we’ll say personal goodbyes. Find an empty spot and 
speak to yer kin.” Tugg took a knee close to the ring of 1ames.

It had to be hot, for I was double the strides behind him and my face 
felt 1ush. Though it snowed and the wind howled, sweat trickled down 
my hairline.

Nne by one, then two by two, dvaergs circled the pyre. They spoke 
to the dead for moments to minutes, then got up and returned to their 
place. Ingefær and I moved forward until I couldn’t bear it anymore.

Taking a knee, I spoke of the dvaergs I knew. Most of all, I spoke 
of öonuku. “You areGwereGa no-nonsense healer. You always kept 
Oombir pointed straight. jecause of you, he focused on his clan and on 
the mission. I know he will miss you. As will I. !o to 8alhalla in peace if 
that is your path.”

I got up and moved back. Though the sentiment was 0uite common 
for the Krst three eons, at least as history noted it, 8idarr had said the way 
to Asagard was permanently blocked. 8idarr believed it to be so because 
when he’d closed the wayGby destroying the nine rainbow bridges to 
itGhe’d lost contact with one of his three fylg…æ. I don’t remember her 
name, but 8idarr said she could see his fate, his future, and she’d always 
arrived in time.

In a way, like my —oskva.
We gathered up with Mick and SeraKna. I said, “!et a good night’s 

sleep. Tomorrow could be long. And dangerous.”
Mick hiccupped. “jut the beastsGthey’re all dead.”
“Yes. jut we tackle the circular sigil in the morning,” Ingefær said. She 

stretched. “I need a back rub.”
“I’ll do your bidding,” I said.
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My wife chinned at Mick. “Why don’t you and SeraKna Knd your own 
tents? There are, alas, plenty of eqtras.”

Mick eyed us. “You two speaking in code?”
SeraKna chuckled. “Euh. 2ome on.”
Morning came, and with it the heavy fog of !ods’ Eay. Thick split 

pea soup was how my da used to describe it. Along with the meshing of 
two planesGwell, that overstated itGcold areas warmed and warm areas 
cooled. The big thing about !ods’ Eay two years ago and before that 
was that folks would venture out of their doors to see if they could spot 
a dreki god.

jack then, the gods showed up as massive drekisI giant scaled beasts 
that breathed Kre. jut ten times the size of the drekis that had returned 
almost two years ago. There were variations, like the color of their scales 
on their bodies and wings. Allefar, the Father of All, had one purple 
eye with the other one missingGfortunately, I didn’t know that from 
personal eqperience.

The reality of it, and Tugg knew it, was that the gods were frauds. 
They were bigger than the öotunn by a head, light blue skin where it 
showed, and incredibly powerful. It was the Krst —agnarVk that had 
banished them to their plane, and they couldn’t cross. jut they had 
ways of communication, using vassals, who communicated to those who 
could venture to the Aether.

They had wanted 8idarr to stop the second —agnarVkGwhich we 
could all appreciateGbut not to save the —ealm. They wanted to use the 
power of the con1agration to free themselves from their prison.

jut 8idarr had sniBed out their deception. Oe had used the 8alknut 
and the —od of the Ereki to close oB the plane of Asagard, so the gods 
couldn’t even show themselves through the mist to others. Their vassals 
no longer could penetrate the Aether.
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Which is why I was dumbstruck at hearing a voice in my head when I 
got close to the öVrmonruk’s ward. jased on the voice, a man’s voice, and 
his desire to reac0uaint himself with 3aehvateinn, it had to be 3okke.

jut it made no sense.
So it was with trepidation that I scampered to within Kfteen strides of 

the sigil to watch Oombir and my wife deal with it. The glyph that may 
have been put there by the Father of 3ies.

We could have left the task to 8idarr. jut as we were here, and it was 
!ods’ Eay, there didn’t seem to be a better opportunity.

Why was !ods’ Eay a good time?
My inkling, and one Ingefær and I discussed at length last night, was 

that since the attacks from the öVrmonruks had begun after the previous 
!ods’ Eay, the sigil had been placed here eqactly one year ago. If we 
didn’t deal with it today, something evil may yet come out.

I called to Mick. “Make sure it’s still set on the odd-looking Z rune.”
Mick consulted his waq tablet. “All good, Master jelkin.”
“The gods, Mick. 2all me —ory. Hveryone else does.”
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A LAST HURRAH
INGEFÆR

P eering through the mist and haze, I studied the huge artifact. Hom-
bir was beside me, and Mick, Rory—with O’erlevendeh—and Ser-

aTna were oW to one side. phe half-alvae would do double duty in 
restoring our stamina. je each had a vial of healing in our Lockets, Dust 
in case something bad haLLened. qike “raugars aLLearing because we 
fumbled in removing a glyLh.

Several s?uads of crossbowmen encircled us and the circular contraL-
tion with qokke’s sigil in the center. pugg and Muggs had gone down 
the bolt hole with twenty warriors to sort through the Llunder. phe rest 
of the grouL was sLread out to the east, fronting the camL and the river 
beyond.

I eyed Hombir. ”je checked for a ward yesterday. “o we try to Treball 
it… Or hurl lightning bolts…Y

Hombir’s mouth twitched. ”I want to, butKY
Beah. ”Something so intricate and beautiful has to have some sort of 

Lrotection.Y I turned to Mick. ”jhat do you think…Y
Mick studied it, his hand to his chin. ”Bou know, there’s a Lart of it we 

don’t see. phe base and sides are covered in ice.Y
It was, for the Trst time since leaving Aral Ear Nggen, not freezing. I 

removed my wulv cloak. ”phat’s an interesting observation.Y
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I called for a Lair of torches. jhen they were brought forth, Hombir 
and I each took one. I went to the west side of the structure, and he the 
east. je held the torches to the base.

Nfter a score of minutes, my back ached. ”phis is going to take too 
long. More timber5Y

je built two seLarate Tres near the front of the structure. Mick Loint-
ed out that the back was encased as well.

I rolled my eyes, but not at him. ”Right you are.Y
N second set of Tres was built to the rear.
je waited. OW to my right, Rory Laced, O’erlevendeh trailing in his 

tracks. Nfter a while, the icicles showed signs of melting.
N dvaerg watching from the backside of the contraLtion said, ”Be 

know, we could break it oW with a couLle of swings.Y
I nodded, scratching at my hidden necklace. ”Nye. Eut might it release 

a sigil…Y
He shrugged.
Nfter a half hour of the Tres burning, much of the ice around the base, 

front and back, had melted clear.
Hombir, Mick, and I circled the artifact.
Mick scowled.
”jhat…Y
”How’s it staying uLright…Y He Lointed. ”je’ve removed the suLLort. 

How is the enormous circle still standing…Y
I sighed. ”I’m eFtremely glad we brought you along. Bou don’t think 

the inch-wide metal it’s made of would stay uL by itself…Y
He shook his head. ”It’s eighteen feet tall, and Dust as wide. It would 

need a foot, if not two feet of width, to even have a chance of staying 
vertical in these winds.Y

phe two outer rings were wide enough to catch air. ”Nye.Y I sniWed at 
the mist, not ?uite cold, billowing about. phen it came to me. ”je dig.Y

Hombir asked, ”jhy…Y
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”Mick’s right. Something is suLLorting this. Nnd it’s hidden beneath 
the contraLtion.Y

”phe dig sLell…Y Hombir asked.
I shook my head. ”Co. qet’s try shovels.Y
“vaergs were called from camL, and soon they had sLades scooLing 

dirt. :resh mounds sLrouted around the structure.
I said, ”pry not to contact the circular shaLe. je’ve touched it before 

and nothing haLLened. EutKY
Several Lairs of brown eyes glared at me. Eut after some sighs, they 

went back to it.
N dvaerg named 6egg, standing two feet inside a hole, taLLed the 

shovel against a side. phe sLade Lealed. ”Nye. It be suLLorted by buried 
metal.Y

”How deeL…Y Hombir asked.
”“eeLer than the hole I be in,Y 6egg reLlied.
”AeeL at it.Y I swallowed my fears. ”6et Last the last of the metal.Y
Rory shouted at us. ”phis is going on too long.Y
”6o Llay with your LuL,Y I yelled back.
Nn hour later, we had the deLth of the suLLorting metal Llate. It 

sLanned nine feet and went down for Tve.
N rather harsh gale blew through the area. phe circular structure 

didn’t sway or waver.
I turned to Hombir. ”phere has to be magic holding it uLright.Y
”:ind magic time,Y Hombir said.
I did my thing. phe circular artifact glowed brilliantly in orange.
Nnd there, three feet into the hole, was a white sigil7 

Mick shouted from behind the construct. ”Bou have a ward back 
here.Y
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I moved around the circular construct. ”Huh. I’ve not seen something 
like that before.Y

Hombir Loked his head around. ”It’s an awkward H.”

Hombir got his rucksack and conferred with his tome.
Ns he searched, I asked Mick and SeraTna, who had Doined us at the 

backside of the construct. ”Nny ideas…Y
Mick’s liLs curled like he’d eaten a lemon. ”“on’t know much about 

runes.Y
SeraTna shook her head. ”It’s not Nlvaesh or Realm’s pongue.Y
je had a dvaerg come and look. He shook his head. ”Cever seen 

anything like it.Y
Hombir stabbed a taloned Tnger at a Lage in his tome. ”phe arrow-

head Lointing west on the front side means Lain, or death.Y
Mick s?uawked.
SeraTna cuWed him. ”Settle down.Y
He hiccuLLed instead.
Hombir darted a glance at Mick, then to me. ”phe H with the slanted 

cross brace means either destruction or chaos.Y
”Cot m-hic-much of a dif-hic-diWerence, is there…” Mick said.
”“o you disLel them one at a time, or both together…Y SeraTna asked.
”Hmm.Y Hombir rubbed his snout. ”Cever tried both at the same 

time. I think that makes sense.Y
I Luzzled over it for a moment. ”Co. je do the slanted H Trst.Y
”jhy…Y Mick asked.
”“estruction and chaos comes before Lain and death.Y I shrugged. ”Nt 

least in my mind.Y
SeraTna cocked her hooded head at me. ”Bou’re Dust guessing.Y
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”N little,Y I admitted. ”6oing with logic. Ereaking bones and de-
stroying buildings leads to Lain, both Lhysical and emotional. jars are 
chaotic and lead to the death of soldiers.Y

I didn’t mention when, once, chaos followed death. jhen Aing 
Maerek had been killed, what followed was the 6reat “eLarture. phe 
disaLLearance of the drakes and drekis had led to a decline in magic and 
much confusion and disruLtion for the neFt thousand years.

”Eut Trst,Y I said, chinning at Hombir, ”do your show magic.Y
Ey this time, the two sigils had faded. :rom the backside of the con-

traLtion, Hombir cast his incantation. Elacks and browns showed uL.
Mick’s hiccuL stoLLed. ”phe black hues swirl about the orange circle 

of runes and the two snakes. phe brown tints eddy about the two outer 
rings and the base.Y

”phat makes sense,Y SeraTna said. ”phe 8Urmonruk mage controlled 
the Llane of earth.Y

I nodded. ”PerhaLs she set this thing uL.Y phen I scowled. ”Eut then, 
where did she come from…Y

”“oes it matter…Y Mick asked. ”Remove the wards and I’ll be haLLy 
to take a hammer to it myself.Y

”Eold of you,Y I said, winking at him.
I sLun in a circle. ”Nlright. je’re going to remove a ward. Ee ready for 

anything.Y
Mick got a fresh torch and a vial of Litch. Hombir took the front of 

the structure while I moved to the back. SeraTna stood at the east end.
Rory creLt closer from the west, the whelL in his arms. jell, he creLt 

as close as he dared. ”pired of waiting,Y he said.
”6et your feet and blade ready,Y I said.
phe dvaergs who had helLed dig cocked their crossbows, forming two 

loose half-circles behind me. phey leveled their weaLons at the ground.
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I cast a Tnd magic so we could see the sigils one more time. In betwiFt 
the orange glow, I memorized the simLle ward, an H with a slanted cross 
brace.

I whooshed air. ”Here goes.Y
1ttering the disLel magic incantation, I wiLed the air with lemon Leels 

soaked in vinegar for material. pwo deft strokes uL and down, and then 
angling the third stroke from left to right.

phe circular artifact rattled in the wind, metal creaking.
”It’s going to fall over,Y Mick said.
Eut it didn’t. It leaned a bit, and the sides and toL wobbled as the air 

gusts billowed Last and through it.
phe good news, in my mind, was that nothing untoward haLLened. 

Co beasts materialized, no noFious vaLors Tlled the surrounding air.
”6o, Hombir,Y I said as I backed oW to one side, getting an angle to 

cover the rear and the front, as I grabbed a tuft of woolen carLet with the 
Tngers of my left hand. N lightning bolt was deadlier than Tery darts and 
would do less harm to friends than a Treball.

”jait5Y SeraTna shouted. ”phe snake heads moved.Y
I steLLed back and Leered at the green snakes. phey had moved. Eoth 

heads were in the middle. jhich made for an odd-looking snake. phen 
the black eyes blinked.

N sensation of weight surrounded my head, as if a 8Urmonruk grasLed 
my skull between its massive claws. Pressure. 1gh. My hands Hew to my 
head. ”Nrgh5Y

Rory shouted from behind me. ”Hurry the Hel uL, Hombir. Some-
thing’s got my wife.Y

My eyes clouded over, and a buzzing Tlled my ears. N gruW voice 
screamed inside my head, reverberating around like my head was in a 
cave. ”6et me my sword5Y

I wanted to say no, but the thought wouldn’t come. My Daw clenched 
hard, rattling my teeth.
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”Bou will get me qaehvateinn or you will die.Y
More Lressure. N sharL Lain stabbed my skull Dust above my right ear. 

It was too much to bear, and IK.
jhen I woke, there were a half-dozen eyes Leering over me. Vach Lair 

was held uL by blurred Tgures. I blinked. phe green Lair belonged to 
SeraTna. phough nestled under furrowed brows, the dark brown Lair 
was full of warmth.

”Shh,Y Rory said. ”Bou’re alright now.Y
I worked my Daw to release the Lressure inside my head. My vision 

cleared further. ”1hm. phat wasKLainful.Y My hands went to my head. 
”I have a headache.Y

SeraTna said, ”I can heal you, if you wish.Y
”Nre you sure you’re alright…Y Rory cuLLed my face in his hands, his 

eyes searching mine. ”jhat haLLened…Y
”8ust felt like my head was in a vise.Y I reached uL to touch the sLot 

above my ear. ”Someone or something tried to crack my head oLen right 
about here.Y

SeraTna nodded and healed me. phe headache cleared uL ?uick. phe 
sLot above my ear itched for all of a moment. ”phank you.Y

Rory helLed me to my feet. O’erlevendeh DumLed at my ankles.
”He wants you to Lick him uL,Y Rory said.
I frowned at the LuLLy. jhat haLLened to him wasn’t his fault. I 

s?uatted and he DumLed into my arms.
phat’s when I noticed the construct had fallen over. I found Hombir. 

”Bou got the sigil…Y
His snout bobbed. ”Nye. phe wind did the rest.Y
”It’s how we got whatever was controlling you to stoL.Y Rory diLLed 

his chin and kissed me on my forehead.
Mick had found a hammer while I’d beenKindisLosedKand he and 

several dvaergs whacked at the metal construct. phe clanging brought 
the headache back.
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I said to Rory, ”It was qokke. Nnd he wanted qaehvateinn.Y
I Londered the why. jhy would a god need a sword… Something to 

mull over when we talked with 3idarr. Nnd he was going to get talked 
to.

”He didn’t enter your head, did he…Y Rory asked, fresh crinkles form-
ing around his eyes.

I shook my head and regretted it. ”Co. 8ust his voice.Y
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PLUNDER AND SPOILS
INGEFÆR

H eaving a heavy sigh, I said, “Now we go to the circular sigil inside 
their burrow.”

Rory scowled. “You should wait and rest.”
“No.” I stood straighter. “I’ve been healed. Hombir, SeraMna, kicp, 

and anyone else who wants to go inside, come on.”
I gave the fuf to Rory, and we hiped to the bolt hole in the dense 

Tog. Whe cool moisture Telt good on my spin, reTreshing me. De climbed 
down the rungs made oT ice. Rory Tollowed.

“Aon’t go near it,” I said.
He grunted, stroping his fet’s ears.
De went down the west tunnel, byfassing the burned dead. — smell 

oT decay Mlled my nostrils, but I peft my breapTast down.
“Whe stench is thicp,” kicp said. “Smells lipeO”
I cut him oJ. “Nobody wants to hear that.”
E’erlevendeh sniJed the air and growled.
“See,” kicp said, “he agrees with me.”
De arrived at the inner sigil. —nd Tound it Tallen over.
“Dell,” SeraMna said, “What’s nice to see.”
Wo be saTe, I cast a Mnd magic, Tollowed by a show magic. “Vust the 

tiniest bit oT Taded orange.”
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Rory affroached. “Aouble checping. IT I act weird, well, fush me 
away.”

He didn’t.
kicp Trowned. “I didn’t bring my hammer.”
Wugg said, “Ye pnow, it be a fretty fiece oT artworp. Dell, not the 

snapes. jut the rest oT it.”
“You can’t drag it out oT here,” I said. “Whe bolt hole is too small.”
Wugg nodded. “Yer right. zet’s chof it to fieces. jut careTully. Whe 

metal be made oT something I’ve not seen beTore.”
jy the time Wugg and kuggs got everything worth salvaging out oT 

the tunnel systemOscrafs oT blue and yellow ornamented metal, and 
orange runes includedOand the wagons loaded, it was nearing darp. De 
agreed to camf here one more night.

Wugg said, “Womorrow, winter begins in earnest. It shouldn’t snow, 
but the cold will be all the Mercer with no cloud cover.”

In the morning, under a bright but cold sun, we worped to collafse 
our tents and facp uf the last oT our gear. De had xust enough hay Tor 
the horses Tor the return trif to 1ral —--a Rid. I sfotted Rory with 
E’erlevendeh on the bacp oT his mare, an e?tra leather fad Tor the whelf 
to grif onto. Whe fuf had doubled in si-e since Rory had fulled him out 
oT the cave. jehind the fuf was a whiteFTurred leg.

“Dhat are you doing with that…” I asped aTter riding over.
“Good Tor the fuf.” Rory smiled at me. “He’s got his teeth in. —nd as 

cold as it is, the meat will peef.”
“What’s yucpy,” I said.
“Hmm. —greed.” Rory toop my hand. “jut it’s what he eats. IT you 

tape a turn Teeding him, cut the Tur oJ Mrst. Er else, you pnow!”
I shoop my head.
“It will show uf in his foof.” He chucpled. “I thought it might cleave 

to his innards, but no, it xust mapes Tor a gnarly file oT scat.”
“You can be disgusting sometimes.”
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He shrugged. “What’s nature Tor you.”
Rory, SeraMna, kicp, and I rode foint. 4ods’ Aay had melted some oT 

the accumulation and now the snow was right at two Teet high. Still, the 
horses worped hard. De alternated with a score oT dvaergs who tramfed 
down the snow Tor us and Tor the carts and wagons behind.

What evening, I broached a subxect I pnew to be dangerous. “So, 
anyone see a god yesterday…”

SeraMna’s golden brows narrowed. “No. jut I’m so old that iT I haven’t 
seen one now, I never will.”

“Ye be not that old…” Wugg showed oJ his dimfles.
Whe halTFalvae healer blushed. “Dell, no. jut, I mean, it’s tyfical Tor 

alvaes to see a god beTore their thirtieth birthday. —nd Tor humans, I’m 
told, it’s by their eighteenth.”

kicp sighed. “—ye. What’s true. —nd here I am, eighteen and nothing.”
Rory stroped his fuf. “You might have seen one two years ago. jut 

aTter that, Kidarr shut oJ the flane to —sagard.”
kicp guJawed. “He leTt a gafing hole then.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Something’s not right. jut my foint is, the gods aren’t 

good. Whey’re not worthy oT your frayers, fleas, and sacriMces.”
Avaergs around the camfMre grumbled. Someone raised their voice. 

“jlasfhemerU”
Wugg stood. “She sfeaps true.” He raised a meaty arm and swung it 

about the camf. “—nyone see a god yesterday…”
Where was more grumbling, Tollowed by shapes oT heads.
kuggs chucpled. “kost oT us be too old to see one now, so the Tact no 

one has seen one be not frooT fositive oT yer claim.”
I stood. “—greed. De’re not looping Tor immediate converts. —ll I’m 

asping is that you peef an ofen mind. 4ive it a coufle oT years, and, when 
you’re in your peefs, asp the young ones.”
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Gour days later, we wope to a howling bli--ard. Whe snow had made a 
vengeTul return. Wemferatures were bitter. Hombir, SeraMna, and I, and 
one surviving dvaerg healer, peft the tents warm that evening.

En the MTth day since leaving, we arrived at the outer peef oT 1ral —--a 
Rid fast the noon meal. qfon seeing us, the dvaergs on the ramfarts 
cheered our return.

Dhen we rolled into the comfound and dvaergs began unloading 
crates, there was a noticeable ufticp in the Trolicping. kuggs went 
around describing our e?floits. I pnew that by his hand gestures and 
the wideFeyed loops oT his listeners. Avaervish was another language I 
wanted to learn.

Regg, the peef’s —varpPsir leader, made the rounds. Dith me, Rory, 
kicp, SeraMna, and Wugg huddled around three crates oT silver and a 
smaller one oT gold and xewels, Regg said, “4ood to have ye bacp. Ye had 
5uite the success, I see.”

kuggs affeared. “De need to discuss the sharing oT the flunder.”
“6iracy Recovery zaw afflies,” Rory said. “De have it on the authorF

ity oT Wyrrby.”
I smiled. “De’re going to divvy uf the coins and xewelry on a fer 

ferson basis oT all those who came with us. Cven the dead. Wheir share 
will be given to their resfective leaders to hand over to their immediate 
pin.”

Wugg frovided estimates oT the recovered coins and xewelry. “Where 
be a little over a hundred thirtyFMve thousand silver, and shy oT seven 
thousand gold. Whe xewelry will need to be affraised. Aon’t Tret, kuggs, 
ye’ll get yer share.”

I shiTted the conversation. “—ny birds Trom Wyrrby…”
Regg nodded. “—ye, arrived yesterday. —n Ilmarien and a Kidarr —lleTar 

will arrive in a weep or so. kessage asped that ye wait here.”
Wugg asped, “—nd Trom me peef…”
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“Eh, aye.” Regg cleared his throat. “Yer fremier asped that we let ye 
and yer pin stay as long as ye want, and we’re to grant ye access to the 
inner sanctum. ke fremier agreed.”

Regg scowled and chinned at SeraMna. “—las, the halTFalvae must stay 
in the visitors’ area.”

Wugg shoop his head. “What be daTt. De would be all dead iT not Tor 
her.”

Regg sighed. “I counseled against, but be overridden. Sorry.”
Wugg turned to the halTFalvae. “In that case, we won’t stay long. —nd 

all me warriors will mape do with the outer peef.”
Regg’s darp olive spin darpened under his beard. “I be sorry ye Teel that 

way.”
Wugg eyed him. “I pnow ye tried yer best. jut it be not good enough.” 

He sniJed. “I won’t mape an issue oT it with yer fremier, but I’ll rememF
ber his slight.”

Regg grumbled. “Dell, no need Tor that.” He turned to SeraMna. “I 
be sorry. jut it be out oT me hands. Aon’t ye worry none, Aipp be not 
fermitted beyond the inner sanctum doors.”

SeraMna studied him. “—ye. Vust some harsh words. I’m no worse Tor 
the toil.”

Wugg nodded at Regg. “zet’s go eat and drinp some ale.”
“—nd tell some tales,” kuggs said. He fointed a Mnger at me. “Whis 

one here be worth watching. Nerves oT steel.”
Dith the beasts… Yes. Dith pilling unborn babies… Whe thought 

brought bile to my mouth. Dhat had we done… I suffose it was necF
essary, but I didn’t lipe it. ky stomach heaved at the memory.

Rory held uf E’erlevendeh. “Some milp and raw meat, flease.”
De peft to the outer visitors’ area Tor Tour days. Auring that time, we 

told our story many times as we listened to a variety oT musicians each 
night. Whe Tood was good, the warmth oT the Mre better. Whe whelf peft 
close to Rory.
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Wugg and SeraMna huddled near the Mreflace more oTten than not. 
—t times, she would giggle and he would chucple, but much oT their 
conversation was 5uiet.

kicp enxoyed talping to various dvaergs about their craTt oT mechanF
ics, trading his stories oT deTusing trafs.

Rory and I got some 5uiet time alone, and that helfed to soothe my 
sfirits. I now wore the moniper oT baby piller. ky hand hadn’t done 
the deed, but I hadn’t stoffed the others. Dhy some sentient beings 
couldn’t mape feace was beyond me. —nd the pnowledge oT what we’d 
done would haunt me Tor the rest oT my liTe.

De peft Hombir comfany. zosing Vonupu had hit him hard, and he 
was morose Tor a while. —ll we could do was be with him.

6ast dinner on the Tourth day, he said, “I need to be busy. Rory, you 
had asped to have your sword magicped, and I agreed to do it iT we 
succeeded. I will TulMll my fromise to you. Dhat is it you would lipe me 
to do…”

Rory grinned. “Whanp you, Hombir. I want to imbue the sword with 
a sharfness that never Tades, and Tor the blade to Fame on command.”

What endeavor toop the MTth dayOand re5uired SeraMna to heal 
Rory’s hand.
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GOODBYES
RORY

O ver breakfast of the sixth day since returning to Kral Azza Rid, 
I put my arms around our two charges—I couldn’t say younger 

charges because Seraæna was as old as me and Ingef.r combined“ YMou 
two have brought renown to the team“ -ick, with your smarts and 
out;of;the;iron;box way of thinkingB and Seraæna, your healing and sight 
are irreplaceable“ ”oth of you contributed to saving lives“D

Y?oes that mean I get a raiseqD -ick asked“
Ingef.r said, YMou’re already getting eHual shares of the spoils“D
Je winked“ YI know“ Tust having a bit of fun“D
Wugg came into the dining hall, wearing his wulv cloak“ Yje be packed 

up and ready to go“ It be two weeks or more to reach Kral ”ar Aggen“ 
Whe storm will end tomorrow, and that gives us the best chance to make 
for home“D

Je held out a hand and asked Seraæna to step toward him“ Wugg 
dipped his head to hers“ YMer eyes be like emeralds, yer skin like silver“ Mer 
hair be gold“ Me be beautiful“ I have enEoyed sharing me time with ye“D

Seraæna blushed“ YWhank you“ Mou are kind and honorable“ And 
handsome to boot“D
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She swallowed with di9culty as Wugg gripped both her hands“ Y…ass, 
I wish to court ye proper“ ”ut I have duties back home“ -ayhap I can 
call upon ye, this summerqD

She smiled“ YWhat would be lovely“ I look forward to it“D
-ick cupped his hands“ YKiss her, already“D
Wugg waved a meaty hand at the lad, but took -ick up on his sugges;

tion“
Wugg let go of Seraæna and turned to us“ Yje’ll stop by that nasty pine 

tree ye found“ Me be sure it be not wardedqD
-y wife nodded“ YCery sure“ And as it is a living tree, there shouldn’t 

be any buried sigils“D
YAye“ je’ll chop it down“ Whe word has gone out to search for more 

of them“ je’ll keep Wyrrby informed“D
je took our turns hugging Wugg“ Seraæna smooched him for a long 

moment, and Wugg left“ Whe whelp barked, then whined as the dvaerg 
leader shuFed out of the dining hall entryway“ I scooped him up and 
rubbed his ears“ As it was swirling ice pellets outside, we didn’t go out to 
wave Wugg oG“

Ingef.r faced the half;alvae“ YI believe you’re still blushing“D
Seraæna’s green eyes sparkled“ YIt’s a warm, fuzzy feeling“D
Yjhatq Wugg’s beardqD -ick asked“
She slapped his shoulder“ YVo, silly“D She patted her chest“
Whe next day, Cidarr and Ilmarien arrived“ je gave them our report“ 

Vearing the end, Ilmarien chinned at O’erlevendeh“ YMou going to keep 
himqD

Vodding, I said, YMes“ Je’s Huite smart“D
Ilmarien’s brown eyes drifted to my wife, his brows arching“
She shrugged“ YJe’s a puppy“ ”ut he’s getting himself under control“D
I shifted the conversation back to our report“ Yjhat concerns me is the 

ward on the pine tree and the possibility that there are more of them“D
-ick pulled at his tawny hair“ Y3an you ænd them allqD
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Cidarr held up the Rod of the ?reki, a two;foot;long silver rod with a 
golden orb at the end“ Whe handle was slightly curved and made of iron 
imbued with specks of blue and red“

Yjith this, I haveZhmmZinPuence over the Realm“D Cidarr licked 
his lips“ YI can do a lot, but not everything“ 2or example, I cannot stop 
it snowing for more than a day, and where I’ve blocked the snow in one 
place, it sprouts in another“ jith it, now that I have your description of 
the glyph in the tree, I should be able to isolate their locationsZif there 
is more than one“D

Je shrugged“ YIf there are more, felling them may involve my friend 
here,D he nodded at Ilmarien, Yor perhaps it would be best for the dvaergs 
and d’oglemenn take them down“ I’ll let you know if we need your aid“D

Seraæna shook her head“ YI don’t want to come back to this place“D
Ingef.r chewed on her lower lip“ Y0et their help ærst“ ”ut the tree sigil 

doesn’t bother me as much as the pair of gigantic circular ones“ Whey 
were a portal of some kind“D

Y-ick, show him your drawing,D I said“
Cidarr studied it“ Y-ay I take this back to Wyrrby with meq Where are 

some books I need to consult“D
YIsn’t that where we’re goingqD I asked, looking at Ilmarien“
Whe dark;haired man nodded“
Ingef.r said, YWhe crux of the problem, as I see it, is how did the 

circular contraption get builtq ”ecause I’m of the opinion that the T!r;
monruks arrived afterward“D

YRight,D I said“ Yíakk, a mage here, tells us the beast hasn’t existed for 
over two thousand years“D

Cidarr nodded“ YWwo thousand æve hundred eleven 0ods’ ?ays, to 
be exact“ I received your bird and have studied up on the white;furred 
beast“ I didn’t get your bird about …okke’s snake glyph“ Uerhaps that bird 
perished in the storm“ ”ut the T!rmonruks were aligned with the 2ather 
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of …ies“ Whe dvaerg war against them cost more than a thousand lives and 
a half dozen mages who knew their craft“D

Je fussed with a bowl of water, swirling a taloned ænger in it“ YJow 
it was built, I can only speculate“D

RePecting on -ick’s earlier observation, I asked, YMou closed oG 
Asagard, rightqD 

YMes“ Of that I’m sure“D Cidarr’s golden slits studied me, then the 
others“ Y”ut there was a war raging then“ And now that I think about it, 
I didn’t—well, couldn’t—determine where each of the gods were when 
I severed the bridges connecting the plane to Asagard“D

-y mouth dropped“ YMou’re saying—Y
-y wife Eumped in“ YMou’re saying that maybe …okke and some other 

gods are not in AsagardqD
YWhen where are theyqD Seraæna asked“
-ick hiccupped“
YI’m only guessing“D Cidarr licked his lips anew“ YWhe Coid is where I 

saw …okke last, along with a few others“D
YWhe;hic-the others beingqD
YJelene had attacked me,D Cidarr said“ YSo had Wordenvaer and Alle;

far“ Where may be others, but they were elsewhere, guarding the rainbow 
bridges to our plane“D

I stood“ YJow many gods are out thereqD
Cidarr motioned for me to sit“ Y?on’t yell“ I don’t know“ One seems 

likely, now“D
YWhat would be …okke,D Ingef.r said“
YAnd he’s in the CoidqD Seraæna asked“
Cidarr shrugged“ YSeems so“D
Y”ut;but,D -ick stuttered“
YSo, on 0ods’ ?ay,D Cidarr continued, Ywhen our plane sort of touch;

es the edges of Asagard, the Coid and the Aether do funny things too“ I 
don’t know how to describe it“ I’ve been to both planes on 0ods’ ?ay 
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and it doesn’t feel any diGerent“ ”ut, I’m hypothesizing here, perhaps 
…okke, who is a crafty mage, could command enough sorcerous power 
to construct the rune gateway“ And he somehow transported the beasts 
from the plane of Jel“ Or maybe Jelene helped“D

YWhe godsJD I half;shouted“ YJelene is out there, tooqD
Another shrug“ Y?on’t know“D
YJow come …okke didn’t come through the portalqD I asked“
Cidarr sighed“ Y3an’t be certain, but I think the gods have to cross via a 

rainbow bridge“ Or perhaps the Realm, along with the Rod of the ?reki, 
have a su9cient shield to stop him, but not the beasts“D

Ingef.r asked, Yjhere’s the CalknutqD
Cidarr’s eyes glossed over as he expelled a vast sigh“ Y?isappeared, 

along with the trunk it was stored in, last Summer Solstice“ -y tomes say 
it travels the planes every ninety;nine years“ 3ould be in Asagard now, or 
perhaps the Coid or Jel“D

-ick sHuawked, but Seraæna was Huick to smack him, and he Huieted 
down“

Y…okke doesn’t have the Calknut, does heqD I asked“
YIf he did, we’d have bigger problems“D Cidarr forced a smile“ YSo, I 

don’t think so“D
Ingef.r shook her head“ YAll this time, I thought we were safe from 

them“D
Cidarr’s snout dipped“ YWo a degree, we are“ Whe Calknut’s true powers 

only come into play when the forces of Ragnar!k are raised“ And that 
won’t happen for another eon“ Sure, it has plenty of its own powers“ 
jhich I think would aGect our plane, our Realm, but only on 0ods’ 
?ay“D

-ick got a hold of his hiccups“ YI would have preferred that you fry 
my eggs“ ”ut you’re seriousqD

Cidarr nodded“
I turned to Ilmarien“ YMou’re awfully Huiet“D
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Je drank some of his water“ YCidarr knows a lot more than I do“ 
Jis supposition comes from a discussion with all the JavKs and the 
2oremost“ I was there and am still struggling with the possibilities“D

Ilmarien put a hand on Cidarr’s“ Yjhen do you want to leaveqD
YWomorrow“D Whe d’oglemann JavK looked at me, then the others“ 

Y?on’t eat or drink tonight“ je leave at ærst light“D Jis golden slits 
studied the whelp“ YWhink he can travel via teleportationqD

YLhZwell, I guess we’ll ænd out“D I stroked the pup“ YVothing to eat 
for you tonight“D

Y0reat“ Tust great,D Ingef.r said“ YJe’ll chew on the blankets“D
As we packed our gear that evening, I rePected“
It had been a tough assignment“ …ess mystery and more pure violence“ 

Met we had survived, and our reputation increased, as well as our purse“ 
”ut the price we had paid had been steep“ Vot with our blood, but with 
the blood of our friends“

Ingef.r hadn’t Huite come to grips with the baby killing“ I wondered 
if she ever would“

And there was more work to do in our future“ I was sure of that“ …okke 
was on the loose“

Javing heard the deep gravelly voice asking for …aehvateinn told me 
we weren’t done dancing“

WJN NV?
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AFTERWORD
Hey, thanks for reading Death, On Ice. I hope you had a thrill reading 

it, cause I had a blast writing it. Would you be so kind as to leave an honest 
review on https://www.amazon.com/or https://www.goodreads.com? 
Reviews are the lifeblood of an author. It also lets other readers know 
if the novel is a good (t for them. Thank you.

I want to o)er you a deleted chapter ’bonus reallyx from Death, On 
Ice. The chapter, The Making of a Sword, got shrunk to a paragraph or 
two in the (nal version. ItYs a window into my magic system and thereYs 
some humor at RoryYs eKpense.

The bonus chapter is available on my website ’Treats tabx. LouYll need 
a password to get in. HereYs your clue: The name of the dvaerg leader 
from Sral Azza Rid, who goes on the (nal eKpedition with Rory and the 
others. Website: https://renevecka.wordpress.com/

ABVO JL Rene 2ecka
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