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Book One

SnowFire
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Save Us Both, Or We Die

After rescuing
PorNart-1604 from certain death on the sacred climb, Emil’s
desperate escape from Maev
Astuté—the great castle of the High
One—goes better and worse than expected. Finding himself and
PorNart on an out-of-control balloon blasted by ferocious winds and
subzero cold, plunging deeper and deeper into rugged, unknown
lands, a battle for life and deliverance begins...

 


“YARRR. . .EEEOOOOW!” Emil
howled, hanging on for dear life as he flew out of
Maev Astuté into thin
air. Frigid, ice-edged wind kicked him in the face as he sailed
hundreds of feet above the jagged rocks below. His heart thumped so
hard he thought it would blast out of his chest. Then, without
warning—HUMMMPF-WHOOOMPF—an explosive blast of compressed gas
inflated the airship, and sent it rocketing upward. The powerful
shockwave of the balloon inflating nearly knocked the unconscious
PorNart loose from Emil’s grasp. He briefly let go of the steering
gear to pull his unconscious companion closer, relying on his
strong legs to keep them aboard. Whirling like a top in the
slashing wind, the balloon seemed to lurch in all directions at
once. Emil could see various controls and equipment, but in his
current situation, they were useless.

Tumbling in the
out-of-control airship, he pitched hard against the frame, a stab
of pain shooting across the back of his head. Twisting sideways, he
saw he had slammed into a lever: DEPLOY FOOT. Jagged gorges and
glaciers raced past below as the balloon plunged deeper and deeper
into the mountains. Fighting desperately to hang on and keep hold
of his friend, Emil had little time to ponder. The brutal labor and
bitter cold of the sacred climb, from which they had escaped, had
already taken its toll. His strength was ebbing away in the numbing
cold. While there was still time, he needed to act. “Oh, Ancient
Ones, help me,” Emil gasped, struggling to fight back the nausea
and cold that were on the verge of consuming his every
thought.

DEPLOY FOOT. Emil stared
at the label for only a moment before using his head to move the
lever. With a rattling jolt, a heavy canvas curtain shot up from
beneath the frame and locked in place, forming an enclosure.
Although open at the top, the enclosure surrounded the lower part
of the balloon’s passenger area like a capsule.

“YAR!” Emil yelled, “YAR!
YAR! YAR!” Working as a beast possessed with new hope, he quickly
lowered PorNart onto the violently pitching floor of the capsule.
Collapsing beside him, panting and gasping, the exhausted Wood Cow
for a long while simply rested. As he gradually recovered from his
initial panic and exertion, he had no idea how much time had
passed. Unsure how far the airship had traveled, he finally felt
able to rise up and look out of the capsule.

One glance at landscape
ahead of the balloon pushed a dire reality to the center of his
attention. The capsule had provided a life-saving respite, but Emil
realized it was now a liability. The amazing frame and machinery
attached under the balloon, while useful under normal conditions,
now posed a threat. The balloon was too heavy to rise over a
rapidly approaching mountain ridge. Unless it lost considerable
weight, the balloon would crash.

A crash would mean
certain, perhaps instant, death. The only hope was to keep the
spinning airship off the deadly peaks. His
mind racing, even as nausea made him gasp for breath, Emil realized
that survival required one desperate step.

“PorNart, my friend,” Emil
said, “I’m going to take a big chance and—I’ll either save us both,
or we both die.”

Emil reached upward and
grasped the anchor rope coiled and fastened overhead. Used only to
secure an inflated balloon to the ground, the rope currently had no
purpose. Uncoiling the rope, Emil wrapped it several times around
PorNart’s body and knotted it securely. Taking the remaining length
of rope, Emil looped it under his arms and knotted it in the same
fashion.

“Now for the tricky part,”
Emil thought grimly. One by one, Emil removed the safety-lock pins
from the latches connecting the balloon to the passenger enclosure
with all its equipment. Then, he released one latch after another.
SNAP! SNAP! SNAP! SNAP! The passenger capsule fell free from the
sturdy ropes securing it to the balloon. In a short time, only two
ropes remained. Swinging and bucking wildly, the heavy capsule tore
free from the last two latches without any help from Emil. SNAP!
SNAP!

With the weight of the
capsule gone, the balloon climbed rapidly. Charging upward, the
balloon flew towards the saw-toothed ridge ahead with two figures
dangling below by a single slender rope.


Prepare for Impact

 Snow swirled around
the balloon as it passed over the ridge with a few feet to spare.
Sailing clear of the ridge, the mini-blizzard ended, and a
breath-taking panorama spread out below.

The seemingly unending
wastes of snow and glaciers reached the summit of the ridge and
went no further. The mountains suddenly ended, dropping off sharply
as if a gigantic spade had simply turned the earth at a sharp
angle, leaving the rest of the earth behind. Running like an
immense rip in the earth, a snaggy line of dizzying clefts and
crags traced the mountains’ edge.

Emil scanned the landscape
below. Running off to the horizon, the
primeval rift was marked by steam issuing from vents. Gigantic hot
water lakes, geysers shooting plumes, and steaming waterfalls
spread out from the rugged edge of the fault. The constant battle
between high country snow and ice, meeting fiery heat rising from
deep underground, created perpetually flowing warm water streams.
Hundreds of steaming rivulets combined to feed immense wetlands.
Oceans of lush grass and reeds waved gently in the breeze. Here and
there, gentle hillocks, planted with crops, rose above the
wetlands. Steam clouds drifting across the land, shrouded the
ground in places.

“Warn
your mothers, down there,” Emil howled, “we’re comin’ down!” In his
earlier review of the balloon, Emil had noticed a rope labeled GAS
RELEASE. “Must be for landing the balloon,” Emil thought. “I’ll
just give it a little pull and see if I can bring us down real
gentle-like.” Reaching for the rope, Emil found it was just out of
reach. “Crut! Can’t reach it!” Emil panted. 

He gathered his resolve to
make one mighty effort. With his strength fading and PorNart
dangling below, he knew he’d likely get only one more chance.
Griding his teeth with exertion, he pulled with all his strength on
the rope from which he and PorNart dangled. Slowly, he pulled
closer to the release rope. With one last heroic pull, he grabbed
wildly at the release rope. Catching its end, he gave it a yank
before dropping back to dangle helplessly.

Emil’s determined effort
was rewarded beyond his plan. “YEEEEOOOOW! AWAAAHHH!” The entire
rip panel tore free, and gas blew out furiously. The balloon
plunged. Swinging crazily below the
plummeting balloon, there was nothing Emil could do to prepare for
impact.

FUMPT-SLOOMP-SWASHT! When
it came, the crash was completely unexpected. Landing amidst
the thick reed forest, the cushioned
impact was both relatively gentle and startling. Thin, resiliant
reeds towered eight to twelve feet above the surface of water. Emil
found himself sitting in warm water, floating on a bed of flattened
reeds. Flexible and light, grasslike reeds moved like waves around
the crashed balloon. For a moment, Emil simply sat dumfounded,
enjoying the pleasant warmth gradually driving the cold from his
body. “YAR! YAR! YAR!” he cried happily. “What a ride that was—and
what a landing!”

“Ohooo…wh…happen…?” Emil
whirled to his left and saw PorNart laid out on flattened reeds
just behind him. “Ohooo…” Although the groans of this friend
snapped Emil’s attention back to the realities of their situation,
he smiled. PorNart was conscious and making his first attempt to
speak.

Untieing the knotted rope,
Emil freed himself and PorNart. The movement parted the mat of
reeds, and Emil found himself standing in waist deep water.
Reaching PorNart, Emil lifted the battered Coyote to an upright
position, supporting him so that most of his body submerged in the
deliciously warm water.

The effect of the gentle
warmth was nearly immediate. Soon PorNart opened his eyes and gave
his friend a weak smile. “I think…I must be…dead,” he said, “I
was…killed several times…feels like.”

“Yar, old fellow,” Emil
chuckled, “you’ve been through a lot and, I ‘killed’ you a few
times myself—trying to save you.


 


Speed

Emil and PorNart lounged
in the warm water for some time, letting the warmth gradually drive
the cold from their bodies. The sun was dropping toward sunset when
Emil finally roused himself. Checking over PorNart again, Emil
found that, although his life was no longer in danger, he was still
very weak.

“We’ll stay here
overnight,” Emil said, “and let you rest a bit more before we try
to make our way out of this place. In the morning, we’ll make for
the hill I saw coming down—can’t see it now for the reeds, but we
landed close by it. Once we get to dry land, should be easier to
get going again.”

“Aye,” PorNart replied
with a soft chuckle. “Or, if we stay here, perhaps the mosquitoes
will carry us away.” With the day ending, the pesky insects were
out in force, buzzing and biting from every side.

“We’ll bundle up in the
balloon,” Emil said, beginning to work with the folds of the
collapsed balloon. “We’ve just got to get through the night. One
good night’s rest and I’ll be ready to help you through this mess
of reeds. We’ll get to solid ground and look for help.”

Working quickly, ignoring
the biting mosquitoes as much as possible, Emil first pulled the
collapsed balloon out flat. The sturdy balloon fabric, spread over
the reeds, made a relatively good sleeping surface. Not exactly
solid, but firm enough to wriggle across, Emil and PorNart were
soon stretched out upon it. So long as they did not stand or sit,
keeping their weight distributed evenly, the thick bent reeds
supported the makeshift platform enough to keep them above the
water.

“We’ll have to do without
food for now,” Emil said, his stomach rumbling, “but we’re not
short for water!”

After Emil had helped
PorNart ease into place and settled himself, he carefully pulled
the edge of the balloon over them both. The sturdy material
provided relief from the mosquitoes and the weary beasts
immediately fell asleep.

“ROAAARRRR!” Startled
awake by the bellowing roar, Emil shuddered on the edge of panic.
“ROAAARRRRR!” Vibrating through his body, the deep, powerful roar
hit Emil like a punch in the stomach.

“What is it?” PorNart
cried.

“Shush, you fool!” Emil
retorted in a harsh whisper. “I’m not sure what it is, but we sure
don’t want it finding us!”

“ROOAAARRRR!” Regaining
some control over his fear, Emil listened. The hideous roaring
seemed not to be as near as he first thought. Listening carefully,
he could tell that, whatever was making the sound was still a good
distance away. A much fainter splashing of water accompanied the
roaring, as if some great beast was coming through the reeds. The
fearsomely powerful roaring was so loud as to seem near at hand,
but the splashing was faint and clearly more distant.

“Quiet, now, friend,” Emil
whispered to PorNart. “I’m going to put you on my back. Are you
strong enough to keep hold around my neck? If you can hold on,
we’ll make a break for it before that thing gets here.”

“Aye,” PorNart replied,
“I’m feeling stronger—I can hold on.”

As Emil straightened up to
stand in the water, he sank nearly to his knees in mud, with water
reaching to his waist. It would not be easy to get away quickly or
quietly. Nevertheless, they had no choice but to try.

“Come on, friend,” Emil
signaled to the Coyote, allowing PorNart to climb on his back.
“Ready,” PorNart said, locking his arms around Emil’s neck, and
grasping the sides of Emil’s back with his knees. Despite the
additional weight, Emil found that he did not sink deeper into the
mud. It would take all of his strength to deal with the mud, reeds,
and water, but he could make progress slowly.

“ROAARRRRR!” The terrible
bellowing came again as a prod to action.

“Here we go,” Emil
breathed, parting the reeds and sloshing his first tentative steps.
The dark night, made even deeper by the tall reeds surrounding them
on every side, was relieved only by a half moon overhead. Trying
his best to guess the location of the nearby hill he had noticed as
the balloon came down, Emil slogged forward.

Grim determination
strained Emil’s face, as he struggled through the tangle of reeds
and sucking mud. Breathing hard, but trying to keep his ragged
breath as silent as possible, he pushed through the reeds. The
hideous bellowing continued behind him, but did not seem to gain on
them. As the minutes ticked by, with no sign of solid ground, Emil
wondered if they would be able to find their way out of the endless
reeds. At last, though, he caught sight of moonlight glinting off a
clear stretch of water. Pushing ahead, he broke into a narrow lane,
free of reeds, running off to the right.

“Yar!” Emil breathed
quietly. “A passage through the reeds ‘as been cleared by some
beast. Well, no time to worry about whether that beast is friend or
foe—that howling monster behind us gets first
attention.”

Splashing into open water,
Emil was able to pick up the pace. Despite this encouraging change
in fortunes, Emil wondered if they were perhaps walking into more
trouble. “Who could live in such a watery waste?” he thought. “Why
would they be here?” It was not hard to imagine unpleasant
possibilities. “Slavers. Bandits. Smugglers…” he thought. “Well,
now, friend,” he whispered to PorNart, “we’ll just slip a little
lower in the water—no need to call attention to ourselves. Now, not
a sound, just low and quiet as we can.”

To Emil’s surprise, the
narrow watery alley did not continue more than a hundred yards. At
that point, a small dock appeared ahead of them, clearly outlined
in the moonlight, with the hillside rising behind it. Holding his
rising excitement in check, Emil slowed his progress and ducked
back into the reeds. Not wanting to walk into a trap, he and
PorNart tried to avoid all motion and sound as Emil peered at the
area around the dock. No movement was apparent. Satisfied that the
dock was completely deserted, Emil eased back out into the open
water. Moving silently, still low in the water, the two desperate
beasts approached the dock.

Reaching the dock, Emil
and PorNart ignored the wooden ladder, instead choosing to slip
toward shore using the dock as cover. Reaching shore, they found a
wide and well-worn path through the dense reeds lining the
shoreline. Not wanting to leave soggy footprints on the path, they
went a bit further down the shore before scrambling up on the dry
land beyond. In dread of being detected, they scurried like land
crabs up the slope of the hill into the shelter of a grove of
trees. Collapsing, they exchanged happy grins and rested for some
moments, catching their breath.

Suddenly feeling uneasy,
Emil looked at PorNart. Something was not right—both of them sensed
it. “The roaring has stopped,” Emil whispered. PorNart nodded. Why
had the hideous roaring suddenly stopped, after going on without
interruption for so long?

The question did not long
await its answer. Having gained enough height on the hill to see
over the dense reeds, Emil and PorNart both could see a terrifying
sight approaching on the watery alley. A gigantic crocodile—perhaps
thirty feet long—was swimming toward the dock, pulling a long,
narrow boat behind! A lamp hanging at the prow of the boat cast a
light on a muscular young female Wolf standing in the boat, holding
a long pole. The Wolf wore short breeches, leather shirt, and a
cocked hat. A quiver of arrows and longbow hung across her
back.

“ROAARRRRRR!” The
crocodile let out a deafening bellow as it scuttled up on shore.
Emil was astounded at the speed with which the huge reptile moved
once on land—pulling the boat far up on the land as if it were a
toy. When the crocodile stopped, the Wolf jumped out of the boat
and patted him on the head, saying something too faint for Emil to
hear.

“By the Ancients!” Emil
breathed. “I’m glad we stayed ahead of that fellow—at least so
far.”

As the new arrivals came
up on dry land, an intense odor accompanied them. Without a doubt,
the horrendous smell came from the crocodile. Each time the massive
beast opened its jaws, a wave of disgusting smell rolled out. At
first, the odor nearly caused Emil and PorNart to gag. Struggling
to keep their stomachs under control, the unhappy beasts realized
that to throw up now would be, far more than unpleasant, dangerous.
And, as if to increase their misery, a cloud of mosquitoes swarmed
the poor beasts. Unable to slap at the biting insects, Emil and
PorNart buried as much of their faces as they could in the
sand.

After securing the boat on
the bank, the Wolf said something to the crocodile and slapped him
on the back in a playful way. Although Emil could not hear the
Wolf’s conversation, it was clear that she had no fear of the
monster. After shaking its head side to side, as if communicating
something to the Wolf, the giant reptile turned and slithered into
the water. Even as the monster disappeared into the darkness, the
Wolf turned and quickly walked off up the hillside, passing Emil
and PorNart’s hiding place. The hidden beasts continued to lie
pressed to the ground, unmoving and silent, for several minutes
after the Wolf passed by.

After about ten minutes,
as Emil judged it, there was no sign of the crocodile or the Wolf
returning. “Let’s move,” he whispered to PorNart. “We’d best be
goin’ before that big fellow comes back. I don’t want to find out
if he’d see us as friends, or a snack.”

Backing quietly out of the
grove of trees where they were hiding, Emil again bent low so that
PorNart could climb on his back. The Coyote was still weak from his
ordeal and could walk only with halting, unstable steps.

“Here ya go, old fellow,”
Emil said softly as PorNart put his arms around Emil’s neck. “We’ll
just follow where that Wolf went, real careful like, and see what’s
what. You’re goin’ to need some better care than I’ve been givin’
you. Don’t know if that Wolf beastie is a bad one or not, so we’ll
take it real easy like. But maybe she can lead us to somewhere we
can get help.”

Moving silently, Emil
chose each step carefully as he followed the Wolf. Struggling
through the darkness and the scrub brush that covered the lower
part of the hill, Emil found that he could not keep pace with the
Wolf. Staying on her track, however, turned out to be easier than
expected. A well-worn trail ran up the hill—one that the Wolf
clearly knew well enough to run in the dark. Although the Wolf soon
left Emil and PorNart far behind, there could be little doubt she
was ahead of them on the trail.

Struggling along through
the brush, bent nearly double with PorNart clinging to his back,
Emil looked like some fantastic hunchback creature. Somehow,
however, his spirits had not been higher during his recent ordeals
than they were now. “Regardless of the reptile company that Wolf
keeps,” he muttered to Por-Nart, “she doesn’t strike me as a bad
beast—no sly sneakin’, no harsh words to that Croc, no shifty
lookin’ this way and that…”

In less than twenty
minutes, they left the brush behind and broke out into open
farmland. The trail continued on, as well-worn as ever. Emil
realized that this meant it must be used heavily. Wherever the
trail was taking them, there were other beasts about.


Brothers Outside the
Law

 The smell of wood
smoke first caught Emil’s attention. Quickly following that
unmistakable odor was a glimmer of light some distance ahead.
Pressing on toward the light, Emil came upon a neat house, showing
its brown color in the light flooding through the windows. Nearly
staggering now with weariness and hoping against hope that the
house might mean help was near, Emil nevertheless maintained
caution. Crossing the open ground to the house as low as possible,
he pulled up just before the front porch. Voices from inside the
house filtered out through open windows.

“Speed and I found the
balloon,” one voice said, “but there was no one around it. Looks
like they set up a makeshift shelter, but then lit out—probably
when they heard us coming.”

“Well, of course, they lit
out!” another voice said with booming laugher. “With Speed
bellowing like a choir of hellions the way he does—why, I’d light
out myself!”

“But, what was I supposed
to do?” the first voice replied. “There was no way to get to where
the balloon went down without using Speed to plow through the
grass.”

“I know that,” the second
voice chuckled, “it’s just no surprise that they didn’t want to
meet their rescue party!”

“YAR!” Emil yelled,
breaking into a smile. Despite PorNart clinging to his back, Emil
clumped up the stairs and sprang across the porch with enough noisy
energy to wake the dead. He was about to bang on the door, when it
opened. There stood the young Wolf they had been following, along
with a much older male Wolf with long ashes-gray hair, broad
shoulders, and clear eyes circled by wizened rings. The rough, dark
clothes of the older Wolf were of the style of a sea-beast. Another
female Wolf, heavy-set, wearing a homespun dress and plaid apron,
came from another room to join the group as well.

“YAR! YAR! YAR!” Emil
cried joyfully, laying PorNart carefully on the floor. “We’re
saved!” It was the last thing Emil said, as the exhaustion and
terror took their toll, and he collapsed in a heap.

“Glory,” the older female
Wolf exclaimed, “do you see that? Why, it’s a Wood Cow—and carrying
some poor escaped beast, I’ll be sure!”

Surprisingly enough,
PorNart was in better shape than Emil at the moment, and was able
to answer the questions which flew from the three Wolves. Yes, he
and Emil had escaped—from the sacred climb in the Hedgelands. Yes,
they had fled the downed balloon when they heard the bellowing of
the monster crocodile. Yes, they would be very grateful for some
help.

“Now, we best hush up for
a while,” Mar-Marie, the older female Wolf, said at last. “These
poor, harassed beasts need food and comfort, rest, and relief.”
Giving the male Wolf a knowing look, she continued, “We’ve got to
get these friends below right away—the High One’s thugs may be
after them. We can trust them—no need to play our assumed
roles.”

“Aye, Mar,” the older Wolf
replied, “Angelana and I will move them into the safe
room.”

Suddenly alert, PorNart
eyed Mar-Marie. “Assumed roles?” he said, slightly
suspicious.

“When you live way out
here, helping beasts, like yourselves, escape the High One, you
can’t just hang out a sign saying what you’re doing. So Ord and I
normally let on that we’re simple farmers who’ve lived here for
more’n thirty years. Only those we absolutely trust know the
truth.”

PorNart let out a low
whistle and started to ask more questions.

“Not now, friend. We’ve
got to get you to safety.”

With that, Ord quickly
moved into action, as if emergencies such as this were a normal
part of life. He opened a tiny closet, which appeared to hold only
a few pairs of boots, brooms, and such small household goods.
Moving the items out of the way, he walked to the opposite side of
the room. As he stepped into the very corner of the room, a
floorboard creaked under his weight. To PorNart’s amazement, a few
seconds later the back wall of the closet slid aside and an opening
appeared! What had almost seemed too small for the few household
items inside it, now showed itself to be a mere passageway to a
larger space beyond.

Ord turned and gave
PorNart a kindly smile. “Can’t be too careful—don’t want it to be
easy to figure out the secret of that closet. Now, you just hold
any questions you have for now. We need to get you two to safety as
fast as we can.” Motioning to Angelana, he continued, “Let’s show
them the way.”

“O.K., friend,” Angelana
said, giving PorNart a kindly grin, “We’re going to take you and
the Wood Cow to a place where you can get some rest.” Gently
helping the Coyote up, Ord and Angelana squeezed through the narrow
closet, supporting him between them. Mar-Marie led the way into the
dark passageway with a lantern.

PorNart noticed a tiny
Rabbit hurrying down the stairs ahead of Mar-Marie. The Rabbit was
exceptionally tiny, even for Rabbits, who were generally short and
thin. PorNart’s guard immediately went up. Rabbits were a bad lot.
Their oversized jowls, thick necks, body tattoos, and bulging
muscles made them look creepy. And, as every wee beast knew, they
were a greedy, thieving clan. Something else about the Rabbit also
gave PorNart shivers—the beast had no arms! The Rabbit wore typical
clan attire: low-crowned cap with a long bill, tight-fitting pants
and shirt, and soft leather boots that were more like socks than
shoes. The shirt, however, had no armholes and simply hung from the
beast’s shoulders.

“That’s strange,” PorNart
thought, “such a tidy and well-arranged house, but Mar-Marie allows
such a vile creature in the door!” Rabbits were the worst thieves
and liars around, and usually filthy, to boot! Almost every Rabbit
he’d ever heard of was either in prison or ought to be. How many
times his mother had told him to stay clear of Rabbit
neighborhoods. The few times PorNart had encountered Rabbits in the
street, they smelled of filth and trouble. Yet, no one but PorNart
seemed to be bothered having such a creepy creature among them.
“Strange and curious—a curious household,” PorNart thought as they
moved forward.

As ill as he was, the
strange and wondrous events of the past few minutes made PorNart
come alive with curiosity. His eyes sparked with new energy as the
narrow passage became a winding stairway leading downward under the
house. It was not more than perhaps twenty steps that separated the
closet from a room below the house. Walls of neatly laid stones
enclosed a room containing several bunk beds. The sparsely finished
room was empty except for the beds, a few tables with chairs,
washing bowls, and water pitchers.

Ord and Angelana gently
lifted PorNart onto one of the lower bunks. PorNart sank into the
comfy bed with a long sigh of sheer relaxation. Unlike Emil,
however, who was still closer to sleep than wakefulness upstairs,
PorNart could not sleep. His mind was racing and, just as his hosts
had poured out questions, he, too, had much to wonder.

Within a few minutes, they
also brought Emil down the stairs and laid him carefully on a bed.
The exhausted Wood Cow was sleeping so deeply that, although he was
in good health, he seemed to be barely breathing.

“Rest, friend,” Ord said
to PorNart as he turned to leave. Angelana, however, pulled a chair
near to PorNart’s bed and sat down. “Angelana will be staying with
you for a while, until she’s sure you’re both sleeping soundly.
Later on, we’ll be back to check on you and bring your dinner. For
now, your job is to rest and—whatever you do—try not to make noise
that might be heard upstairs. You never know when we may have
visitors who would not be pleased with our little hideout down
here.”

Ord turned his head toward
the Rabbit who was standing quietly off to the side. “This is
S’Might,” he said. “Once I and Angelana go back upstairs, S’Might
will stay here with you. If you need anything, you just tell
S’Might. He will take good care of you.” Seeing PorNart’s surprised
look, he added, “He’s the most reliable friend I have, so don’t you
worry about him. And—” Ord continued with a grin, “S’Might came to
us as an outcast also, so you both arrived here as fugitives. Makes
the two of you brothers outside the law, eh?”

Although not entirely put
at ease by Ord’s explanations, PorNart decided to move on and asked
a different question: “Why don’t you want anyone to know we’re
here?”

“Well,” Ord replied with a
smile, “let’s see, as I just mentioned, you and your friend are
fugitives from the High One, unless I miss my guess. And, as I
recall, both being a fugitive, and harboring fugitives, puts the
High One in a very disagreeable mood…rather likes to hang beasts
like that, I seem to have heard.” The Wolf’s smile was broad and
friendly, but his eyes were deadly serious. “No, friend—no noise
from you two good beasts, please. I like the length of my neck just
as it is, and I don’t guess you want yours stretched on a rope
either.”

“No,” PorNart replied,
“we’re as quiet as quiet can be.”

Not daring to talk to
Angelana or S’Might after Ord departed, PorNart closed his eyes and
tried to sleep. It was hopeless, however. The recent dramatic
events raced through his mind. It seemed obvious that he and Emil
were now in some kind of carefully created hiding place, apparently
able to hold several beasts at a time. Why? Who were these beasts?
Question after question boomed through his brain. With seemingly
unending curiosity, PorNart did not notice when he finally slipped
into a deep sleep.

Many hours later, PorNart
stirred, but did not speak, when Angelana awakened him. Emil, on
the other hand, let out a startled cry as Ord prodded him awake.
Ord motioned for the surprised Wood Cow to remain silent. “There,
there, young fellow,” Ord whispered, “come on over to the table and
have a bite to eat. You’ve been sleeping so long, you must be
famished.”

“How long did I sleep?”
Emil asked.

“You and your friend have
been asleep for the better part of the past day,” Ord
replied.

“Oh,” Emil smiled, “that’s
why I feel so much better!”

“Yes,” Ord said, “you do
seem much better, but now you need to be quiet. No more talk for
now.”

Quietly, PorNart and Emil
moved to a table and sat down while Ord and Angelana unpacked a
veritable feast of cold foods. “Sorry friends,” Angelana explained
matter-of-factly in a low voice, “hot foods give off too much
aroma. No one needs to wonder about delicious smells coming up
through the floor!”

Even cold, the hearty food
was delicious. A salty stew of brown beans, tomatoes, bits of fish,
and hot peppers was just thick enough to be filling, yet thin
enough to be cool and refreshing. Crisply fried patties of brown
rice, spread with deliciously sweet fresh fruit jelly, balanced out
the salty spiciness of the stew. Bowls and spoons made of extremely
strong, leathery plant leaves allowed the famished visitors to eat
noiselessly.

As they ate, Angelana
quietly explained what would happen next. “We know you have many
questions,” she began. “But we cannot answer right now. We need to
keep you as safe as possible while you are here and move you on as
quickly as we can. It is just before dawn outside now. As soon as
you are finished eating, I will lead you on the next stage of your
journey out of here.”

“Where are we going?” Emil
asked in a low voice.

Angelana motioned for him
to be silent. “No questions, now,” she said firmly. “Later, you may
ask all you want. For now, you must trust us, since the fate of all
of us depends on our ability to get you out of the Everlost
safely.”

“Now, finish eating,” Ord
said kindly, giving PorNart and Emil a fond embrace as he left. “I
will leave you with Angelana—she’s in charge now. Follow her
instructions.”

“But won’t we see you
upstairs as we leave…” Emil began to ask. Seeing Ord’s exasperated
look, he immediately quieted.

“Yes—” Ord said, smiling
one final time, “—later. Questions later.”


Into the Grand Deep

PorNart and Emil quickly
finished the simple meal. Once the food was gone, Angelana rolled
the leaf utensils up into a single bundle so that she could carry
them easily. Motioning for her new friends to follow her, Angelana
walked toward the stairs leading up to the house. Instead of
walking up the stairs, however, the young Wolf stopped and turned
to S’Might. The Rabbit, who had been watching her, gathered himself
into a crouch. Leaping high in the air, he neatly performed a
complete flip. The leap was higher, in fact, than PorNart would
have believed possible, had he not seen it with his own eyes. The
leap was so high, and the flip so well-planned, that the Rabbit’s
toes lightly brushed the ceiling of the room. Moments later, a
portion of the side paneling on the stairway silently slid
open.

“Ingenious!” Emil could
not help exclaiming under his breath.

As S’Might landed, and
again crouched on his haunches to rest, Angelana smiled.
“Sometimes, the tiniest beast makes the biggest contribution,” she
said, looking fondly at the tiny creature. S’Might grinned at
PorNart with devilish delight.

“Well,” PorNart said
softly, “S’Might is a whole lot more than I reckoned when I first
saw him.”

“Yes, he is,” Angelana
replied, “and you rely on him now, more than you realize… Come on
now, we’ve got to move out.”

Picking up a small pack
resting just inside the opening under the stairs, Angelana opened a
small pocket on the side. She pulled out several small balls of a
dark, waxy substance and handed two to everyone in the
party.

“For the next two hours,”
she said, “we are going to travel through a vast cave—the Grand
Deep. It’s called that because it runs miles and miles deep
underground. The route through the cave is extremely dangerous, but
if you follow my instructions carefully, we will all get through it
just fine. I’ve never lost a beast or had anyone hurt, and I don’t
want you to be the first. Just do as I say and all will be well.
You will likely be terrified at times, but there is nothing to
fear.”

“I’ll be terrified, but
should not be afraid?” Emil asked quizzically.

“Yes,” Angelana said
softly. “You must trust me for now. I cannot answer questions right
now, but I will later. Just listen carefully to what I tell
you.”

PorNart and Emil exchanged
sober glances, both trying to imagine what would come
next.

“Those are balls of
gum-putty that I gave you,” Angelana continued. “Gum-putty is very
flexible and can be pushed easily into any shape. After I finish
with my instructions, I want you to shape a ball of putty to fit in
each of your ears. That will serve as earplugs for you. There is
going to be deafening noise as we go through the Grand Deep, and,
without earplugs, the sound will be overwhelming. There can be no
fooling around about this. I am deadly serious. Do you understand?”
The young Wolf looked grimly at Emil and PorNart to emphasize her
words.

“Yes,” Emil replied, “I
understand.” PorNart nodded in agreement.

“Good,” Angelana replied.
“In a few moments, we are going to step through this opening and
enter the Grand Deep. Keep your eyes fixed on the trail in front of
you. There are amazing things to see in the cave, but you must not
be distracted. At places, the ground looks perfectly solid but, if
you step on it, it will instantly collapse. You would likely land
in boiling water or mud and that would be a most unpleasant end to
your journey. Stay on the trail and you will be safe.”

Taking her own balls of
gum-putty, Angelana showed the others how to form them into
earplugs. “Once the earplugs are in, we will not be able to talk to
each other until we are out of the Grand Deep.” She smiled, then
continued, “And it will be so noisy that we wouldn’t be able to
hear each other anyway. Now, put in your earplugs and follow me.
S’Might will lead. I will bring up the rear. This is the last we
will say until I speak to you again. You will notice the
temperature rising as we walk and there will be steam and the smell
of sulfur. About ten minutes into our journey, even with your
earplugs, you will be aware of loud hissing and whistling from
steam vents and erupting mud geysers. Don’t worry. Keep your
courage. The route is safe. When S’Might or I signal to do
something, follow us exactly.” So saying, she turned and headed off
with Emil and PorNart following.

Picking up the small pack,
Angelana waited while the others placed their earplugs. Seeing that
everyone was ready, she nodded toward S’Might and the Rabbit
stepped forward into the opening under the stairs. Emil, PorNart,
and Angelana followed. When all were in the opening under the
stairs, Angelana flipped a hidden switch.

The panel silently closed,
leaving the friends in darkness. The darkness, however, was not
complete. The bundle of leaves Angelana was carrying had begun to
glow with a luminous, blue light. Emil and PorNart watched as the
light gradually grew stronger. Although dim, the luminescent leaves
provided enough light to illumine their surroundings.

Ahead of them, a passage
led downward at a slight angle. As the friends moved forward,
following the light held by Angelana, they found that the passage
soon opened into an empty space of considerable size. The light was
not bright enough to reveal the entirety of the space, but it was
apparent they had entered a cave. It looked as if the refuse of
some monstrous fiery forge had provided the material to build up
the cave. Ashes, clinkers, and cinders were piled everywhere. Yet
water seeping and flowing over the eons had also covered the
scorched and blasted rock with multicolored mineral
deposits.

“The house is built to
connect to a cave system,” Emil thought to himself in amazement.
“Someone has built a very peculiar house for some very peculiar
reason.”

From that point on, a
weird journey unfolded with each step, for there were new colors
and odors around every corner. Hot steam escaping from fissures and
cracks produced a wild mixture of sound—whistles, screaming,
roaring, hissing. Even with good boots on, Emil felt heat radiating
from the rocks underfoot as he walked.

At one point, a stream of
hot water ran swiftly over and among the rocks. Fortunately, the
friends did not have to cross that stream, but later did have to
skip and jump among pools of hot water boiling and steaming by the
dozens. Hissing jets of steam sometimes came out unexpectedly, as
if someone had thrown a switch to turn them on. S’Might knew the
locations of these jets, however, and directed PorNart and Emil
around the gaping, black openings that harbored these dangerous
jets.

Rounding a point of rock,
Emil noticed a curious glow lightening the gloom some distance
further down the trail. When the party drew nearer, Emil saw a
gigantic pool of mud boiling and bubbling like a monstrous pot.
Bubbles containing explosive vapors rose to the surface and burst
into a brief flash of flame. S’Might signaled for the group to
stop. As the group watched, the mud rose, filling the mud pot
basin. When filled completely, the center bubbled furiously, giving
off a dramatic show of exploding bubbles. Then, without warning, an
immense mass of super-heated mud, mixed with steam and exploding
bubbles, blew high in the air with a tremendous WHOOOSH. Even with
the earplugs, Emil could feel the sound vibration throughout his
body. The eruption lasted only a few seconds. When the mud pot had
again settled down, S’Might signaled for the party to move forward.
Although the mud pot had again receded, it continued to throw waves
of hot mud at the sides of the basin. The THUD-THUD-THUD of the
scalding mud hitting the rocky barrier holding it back brought a
sick queasiness to Emil’s stomach.

This portion of the trail,
now covered with steaming mud, was tricky. Everyone knew that one
slip would land a poor beast in the scalding, roiling mud just a
few feet away. When PorNart once took a minor misstep, he reached
out to catch hold of a projecting rocky outcrop to regain his
balance. “YEOW!” he hollered involuntarily, trying to stifle the
sound. The rock was too hot to handle and he let go of it as if it
was fire itself. The temperature in the cave was not blistering,
but at the limits of tolerable. Another small degree or two further
would be hazardous. All of the travelers constantly wiped sweat
from their eyes. All the while, beyond the small circle of what was
visible in the dim light, there was a veritable army of invisible
bubbling, hissing, and fizzing vents and cauldrons. It seemed as if
the very cave itself was throbbing and quivering.

For more than two hours,
S’Might conducted the group through the scorching heat, nauseous
fumes, and tortured rock smoothed by hideously colored minerals.
Although fairly spacious and easy to walk for the most part, at
times the path crossed suspension bridges freely swinging above
treacherous pits. Some bridges ran for long distances and Emil
marveled at the sturdy work the bridge-builders had done. A few
pits ran with rushing streams of hot water, and the party had to
cross with clouds of sulfurous steam billowing around
them.

Gradually, the floor of
the cave began to slope upwards. S’Might led the little party up
the slope for perhaps another two-hundred feet. He stopped beneath
a wide horizontal fissure in the cavern wall about ten feet above
his head. Clouds of steam poured out of the fissure.

Angelana reached into her
pack, pulling out a length of rope with a specially-tied noose at
one end. She draped the coil of rope around S’Might’s neck so that
it rested on his shoulders with the noose dangling just below his
chin. Crouching, the Rabbit launched another mighty leap. There was
no fancy flip this time, but S’Might landed easily on the edge of
the steam vent.

PorNart and Emil exchanged
looks of amazement. Chuckling merrily at his ability to astound the
two newcomers, S’Might happily took a bow. Everyone laughed
heartily.

Bending over, the Rabbit
caught the noose securely over a rocky outcrop. He let the rest of
the rope uncoil off the ledge and it unrolled down to where
Angelana stood.

Grabbing the rope, the
young Wolf readied herself to rappel up the cave wall. In a few
moments, Angelana climbed up on the ledge to where S’Might waited.
She dropped the rope back to those waiting below.

Emil indicated that
PorNart should go first. Grabbing the rope firmly, PorNart slowly
began to follow Angelana’s example. However, his strength was still
not completely restored from his recent ordeals. Puffing and
wheezing, he struggled to move inch by inch up the wall. Angelana,
seeing his difficulty, grabbed the rope and pulled. The boost from
the young Wolf helped PorNart make faster progress. Soon he was
also on the ledge. In a few more minutes, Emil joined the
group.

When all were on the
ledge, S’Might turned toward the steam vent and jumped straight
into it, dropping out of sight. Angelana signaled to PorNart and
Emil that they should wait a moment before jumping. After perhaps a
minute, she pointed to Emil, indicating he should jump. Grimly
eying his friends, he also jumped into the dark, billowing cloud of
steam.

Swoosh! Schloosh! Emil
landed in a thick, deep growth of soft moss and ferns. Light
filtered through the ferns, bathing the entire scene in soft light.
For the first time since entering the Grand Deep, Emil could see
his surroundings clearly. Above his head, Emil could see the dark
opening through which he had dropped. S’Might was standing nearby,
smiling, but motioning urgently for him to move out of the way.
Realizing that the next beast would be dropping any second, Emil
rolled out of the way. Swoosh! Schloosh! Just as Emil stood up next
to S’Might, PorNart landed in the moss and ferns. He, too, rolled
out of the way and, in another few moments, Angelana also dropped
into the greenry.

When all had landed
safely, Emil explored this new place with his eyes. They seemed now
to be in another cavern, but very different from the one they had
just left. It seemed more like an open pocket in the rock,
underneath a massive overhanging outcrop. About the size of a small
cottage, it was open to the outside at the far end. Instead of the
blasted rock and noxious stench of the Grand Deep, a luxurious
growth of fresh-smelling moss and ferns covered an entire side of
this new cavern. The luxuriant growth surrounded a small pool of
fresh, clear water. At the front of cavern, sunlight streamed in
through a tangle of massive tree roots that covered much of the
opening to the outside. At the back of the space, spring water
seeped through the rock and trickled down into the pool, causing
the thick growth. A tiny stream ran away from the pool, meandering
out of the cavern to the outside.

“Welcome to SnowFire—my
home,” Angelana said proudly, sweeping her arm around the area. The
cavern was inhabited! Arranged at one side, were a few homemade
chairs, a couple of tables, and a mattress over-stuffed with moss.
Clothes, books, and eating utensils were stored neatly on rock
ledges. Ingenious layers of small sticks, joined in crosshatch
style, formed the frame of most of the furniture. One particularly
unique table, however, caught Emil’s eye.

He walked over to the
table, his curiosity growing. In addition to its unique
construction, the table held numerous unusual objects. A large
specimen of fungus was laid out, the entirety of its surface
glistening with a purple resin. The skull of what Emil took to be a
very large Wolf, was also upon the table, along with numerous books
and a candle. Looking more closely, Emil could see that an
inscription ornamented the Wolf’s skull: “Act wisely, learn quickly, and think bravely, that others
may live.” As if this were not amazing
enough, now that he was standing beside the table, he could see
that it was cleverly made from—the shafts of arrows! This
astonishing array of items left Emil speechless. He stood mutely
wondering what it all meant.

“Take a good look,”
Angelana said, “and you will not be so surprised by what I am going
to tell you. Come over and rest up while I tell you about this
place.” Weary from their tense trek through the cave, all the
beasts, except Angelana, quickly collapsed into comfortable
chairs.

“I call my home SnowFire,”
Angelana began, “because it’s a place where snow and fire mix and
mingle. The cold water you see from the spring over there has
flowed down from the mountains that begin just outside this place.
When that cold water meets the super-heated rock that underlies
much of this area—like in the cave we just came through—you get a
lot of steam.” She paused and, with a faraway look in her eyes,
continued, “And, more than that, snow and fire meet in this place
in another sense, too.” The young Wolf was quiet for several
seconds, then said, “Here, the frozen, snow-cold hearts of slavers
meet the fiery heart of Angelana!”

“What do you mean?” Emil
asked.

“I mean that Angelana
helps beasts who have escaped from slavers. I lead them to
freedom.” She walked over to the table that had caught Emil’s
interest. “Do you see what this table is made from?” she
asked.

“It’s made from
arrows—bundles of arrows glued together to make lumber,” Emil
answered, with surprise.

“Very good,” the Wolf
replied. She moved her paw over the table’s legs, letting her nail
click-click-click as she pulled it methodically across each of the
rounded arrows. “Each of the arrows represents one of the first
slaves that my Grandmother Angelana took to freedom,” she continued
proudly. “Grandmother was the first of our clan to help slaves
escape. She is my namesake.”

The Wolf picked up the
skull from the table. Holding the skull gently, almost tenderly,
Angelana went on, “This is Grandmother’s skull…would you read the
inscription, please, Emil?”

“Act wisely, learn
quickly, and think bravely, that others may live.” Emil said, not
looking at the inscription. So powerfully had the statement
affected him when he first read it, that it now was seared into his
mind.

“Yes,” Angelana replied.
“Once she became Mar of SLOPS—I’ll explain that in a
moment—Grandmother Angelana said that everyone who worked with her
must live by those words.”

Angelana paused for a few
moments with her eyes closed, as if remembering those past days.
“When Grandmother Angelana died, she asked only that the work be
continued and her words remembered. And, as you see she left some
instructions about how we might not easily forget her
words.”

“Mar-Marie and Ord are in
this with you, aren’t they?” PorNart asked.

“Of course,” Angelana
chuckled, “how could it be any other way? My father is Angelana’s
son—and when Grandmother Angelana began to “run SLOPS” as we say,
he was right there with her.” Seeing the puzzled look in the eyes
of her friends, the young Wolf added, “SLOPS is our shorthand for
Slave-Losing Operations. That’s the system that gets escapees out
of the Granite Hulks slave-works at Tilk Duraow and sends them by
sea to the Sharkict lands, where they can make a new
start.”

“How do you do that?” Emil
questioned excitedly.

“We have Grandmother
Angelana to thank for that,” the young Wolf replied, placing the
skull carefully back in its place on the table. “When she brought
Father to the Everlost—that’s the name for the thick reed forests
and wetlands where your balloon landed—she came with a plan. She
was determined to work with all her might against the slaving
system that builds Maev
Astuté.”

Angelana paused and
pointed to the cavern opening. “Just beyond that opening is the
deepest canyon in the world—so far as anyone knows—the Lost Ways
Crack,” she said. “Grandmother Angelana was the first to run the
river at the bottom of it. When I take you out there, you’ll see
why other beasts never come through here. It’s lovely right outside
but, once you’re on the river, you go into the very guts of hell.
The earth is torn open and gigantic splinters of rock are
everywhere, jumbled in every possible direction. The river splits
into a thousand channels as it moves around the rocks and most of
them go nowhere. Some plunge into open lava flows, bursting into
ferocious, river-sized plumes of super-heated steam. Others run
into rocks piled like a sieve that smashes anything that approaches
to bits. Or, perhaps, you’re lucky and get washed into an
underground channel, with no way to get back out. That’s why this
place is called Lost Ways Crack—innumerable lost ways, with only
one way through. Following the route that Grandmother found, a
beast can go through the Lost Ways Crack and exit through a sea
cave at the edge of the ocean.”

“What?” Emil exclaimed, so
astonished he could barely breathe the word.

“Grandmother Angelana
learned that it’s possible to travel down from the Granite Hulks of
Tilk Duraow, emerge into the Everlost, travel through the Grand
Deep, then ride the river through the Lost Ways Crack out to sea.
The river comes out through a sea cave along a rocky coast littered
with shipwrecks. The land around there is so rugged and littered
with shipwrecks that locals call it “the Spook’nings.” After a
storm, sometimes lots of bones wash ashore—it’s a really creepy
place. No one goes there. Even if it weren’t creepy, the bare,
rocky shore has nothing on it of interest to most
beasts.”

“But it’s actually of
great interest, isn’t it?” Emil observed.

“Yes, indeed,” the young
Wolf smiled. “That’s where you will meet our Sharkict friends in
the darkest part of the night. They will take you aboard one of
their fishing boats and away to safety.”

“Take us away!” Emil
exploded. “I don’t want to be taken away! I want to return to my
family!”

“I’m sorry,” Angelana
replied, “but that isn’t possible.”

“What do you mean it isn’t
possible?” Emil said angrily.

“Once beasts know about
SLOPS,” Angelana said, “we can’t afford to have them return to
normal society. If one of those beasts makes even an innocent
mistake and reveals our operations, the High One will have armies
of Skull Buzzards and other such thugs down on our heads. That
would be the end of this route to freedom for hundreds of
beasts.”

“Now just hold it right
there,” Emil thundered. “Are you saying that you can’t trust a Wood
Cow? Why, there’s no more honest and trustworthy clan to be found!
If you think a Wood Cow can’t keep a secret—why, you’ve never known
a Wood Cow!”

Angelana was not
listening. She waited patiently while Emil finished his rant, but
her eyes clearly communicated that she was merely being polite.
Emil could see that his protest was having no affect, and he fell
into silence.

“Of course, I respect the
Wood Cows,” Angelana continued when Emil had finished. “Everyone
knows the Wood Cows are renowned for their trustworthiness. That’s
not the issue. The issue is that every beast makes mistakes in
their lives—things they never intend to do, but that just happen.
Such things have nothing to do with honesty and trustworthiness.
They just happen at times. It is the likelihood that some beast
will make a mistake that we cannot afford.”

“So what will happen to
us?” PorNart asked.

“In a few minutes, after
we’ve rested, “S’Might will lead you the rest of the way to the
sea-cave where you will meet your transport. A Sharkict fishing
boat stops every second Tuesday in the middle of the night. If we
are there, they take aboard what escaped beasts we have. If we are
not there, they know we have no one to load. It’s a very simple
system.”

“What if I want to stay
and work with you?” PorNart asked. “I have no reason to leave if
there is something I can do to help SLOPS.”

Angelana looked intently
at the Coyote. “Anyone caught working with SLOPS would be hanged.
But as an escapee, you would probably be fed to the dragons
instead. We have never lost anyone, but that is because we only
have a small handful of workers who know what we do and how we do
it. We don’t bring new beasts into the operation.”

“You did not answer my
question,” PorNart replied. “You said what happens if I’m caught
and why you have only a few workers, but that was not the question
I asked. Please answer my question.”

“What would you contribute
to SLOPS that we don’t already have?” Angelana asked. “SLOPS runs
fine with just the right number of beasts now—why would we increase
the danger to the entire operation by adding another beast? That’s
the answer to your question,” Angelana said firmly.

“What if I’m a blacksmith
by livelihood and could repair the balloon? What if I could not
only fix it but also make it fly better and carry more than it does
now? What if you could fly the escaped slaves out by air?” PorNart
replied. “You see, I can answer a question with a question
also.”

This was something
Angelana had not expected. Most escaped beasts—having been starved,
beaten, and worked within an inch of their lives at Tilk
Duraow—were grateful to complete their escape. The few who asked to
stay with Mar-Marie and Ord were easy to brush aside because they
brought nothing that would help SLOPS run better. But PorNart’s
question was something different. What if SLOPS had a balloon? What
if the round trip to meet the Sharkict fishing boat could be
completed in hours, not days? It was an interesting
idea.

“Yar!” Emil exclaimed.
“Yar! Yar! Yar! What if PorNart and I both work with SLOPS? PorNart
can do repairs and keep the balloon in good shape and I can learn
to pilot the balloon! I’m sure I can easily get the hang of it now
that I’ve lived through my first flight!”

“I thought you were eager
to get back to the Hedgelands?” S’Might chuckled.

“I didn’t say I was
staying here forever,” Emil responded. “I figure that if I learn to
pilot the balloon and teach Angelana, these fair-minded beasts
might let me get out of here!”

Angelana smiled and gave
Emil a slight nod. “First things first,” she said. “We’ll have to
go down the Lost Ways Crack to the point I would normally split off
to return to Mar-Marie and Ord’s. But this time, all of us will
return together. You can share your proposal with the SLOPS Mars.
That group will decide.”

“SLOPS Mars?” Emil
asked.

“SLOPS Marshals,” Angelana
replied. “That’s the three of us who actually conduct escapes and
who, together, run SLOPS—Mar-Marie, Mar-S’Might, and me,
Mar-Angelana.”

PorNart gave a long
whistle. “The three of you run this entire thing?”

“Yes. Mar-Marie mainly
sees to the front end of SLOPS—everything up to the point where
escapees enter the cave system. I mainly see to the back
end—through the caves to the Sharkict pickup. S’Might handles
special logistics and is the principal guide after you leave
SnowFire. Ord manages the property, cares for Speed, and generally
keeps an eye out for spies and troublemakers, but he’s not a Mar.
We all work together, but the Marshalls run SLOPS.”

“Before we leave,” Emil
said, “do you mind answering the rest of the questions you didn’t
want us to ask earlier?”

“Sure, any question is
fair game now,” Angelana grinned.

“Then, let’s start with
that monster crocodile,” Emil said. “Is that your special pet or
what?”

“Oh, you mean, Speed,” the
young Wolf responded. “When Ord was a sea captain, on one of his
voyages, he brought Speed back as a young hatchling. He gave him to
Grandmother Angelana and he’s been in the family every
since.”

“You just let him run
loose in the Everlost?” PorNart asked.

“Well, yes, we do let him
roam around,” Angelana replied, “but he doesn’t go far. He’s used
to us and stays close. Three strong slaps on the water with a board
and he comes right away.”

“Looks like you have him
pretty well trained,” PorNart observed.

“Well,” Angelana laughed,
“crocodiles aren’t all that intelligent, but Speed is a good
creature and knows enough to be a real help to us.”

“Like keeping unwanted
intruders out of the Everlost?” PorNart asked.

“Yes, that’s part of his
duties,” Angelana chuckled, “he watches for beasts travelling
through the Everlost. If any seem suspicious, he alerts Ord to have
a look. But he also pulls boatloads of escapees through the
Everlost to the dock you saw when you followed me.”

“O.K.,” Emil added, “I
begin to get the picture. But this no questions allowed and jumping
blindly into the blazing steam and dark is a bit creepy. You’ve got
the weirdest way of saving people that I ever saw.”

“Would you believe me if I
told you that, right now, we were sitting dead center within an
area crawling with slavers?”

“No.”

“Would you believe me if I
told you that we were going to rappel up the side of a cave, step
into a blazing hot steam vent, and jump into absolute
darkness?”

“No.”

“Would you believe me if I
told you that, when we jumped into the steam and dark you talk
about, we dropped directly through the biggest Wrackshee slaver
camp anywhere around?”

“No.”

“That’s why we don’t try
to explain what’s going on until we get this far. No one would
believe us anyway and it would upset some beasts so much that their
crying and wheezing would slow us down. You don’t realize how very
small the distance is between slavers and free beasts around
here.”

“What do you mean?” Emil
asked.

“The world is more than
you see,” Angelana replied. “Mostly we live only in the world we
can see. But, a lot of the action in the world is in places we
don’t see—or at least don’t look for.”

“I get that,” Emil
replied. “In making things from wood, I listen to the wood to find
what beauty lies within it. Most beasts, when they look at a piece
of wood or a tree, have no idea there’s anything more to it than
what they see.”

“Yes, that’s the idea,”
Angelana smiled. “But all of us get so used to the usual things we
see that we don’t see many things that are also all around
us.”

“Like Wrackshee slavers?”
PorNart asked.

“Well, yes…” Angelana
said, “…the main slaving route between Tilk Duraow and the slaving
ports runs right through the Grand Deep. There’s a hideous lot of
them in the Deep. It’s like an entire parallel world. Different
chambers of the cave lead to different worlds. Go my way; you get
to freedom. Go the slaver way; you end up at Tilk Duraow. When we
dropped through that steam vent, we literally dropped right through
a Wrackshee camp.”

“What!” Emil and PorNart
exclaimed, almost in one voice.

“The steam we dropped
through comes off of a huge steam jet that Wrackshees use to power
a lift. The lift carries slaves from an underground channel of the
Lost Ways Crack River up to the cave level where they can be
marched through the Grand Deep on the way to Tilk Duraow. The
Wrackshees have a large camp near the steam vent. When we jumped
into the steam and dark, we dropped down a shaft in the rock that
runs right through their camp. If it weren’t for the dense steam
and screaming sound of the vent, they would see us or hear us as we
fell through.”

Emil and PorNart stared at
Angelana in disbelief, saying nothing.

“As I said earlier,” the
young Wolf chuckled, “you wouldn’t believe me if I told
you.”

“How on earth did you
figure this all out?” Emil exclaimed. “The trail through the Grand
Deep…jumping through the steam vent…the Lost Ways Crack…running
fugitives through it all with SLOPS?”

“Well, for you to know all
that,” Angelana said, “it begins with Father. You probably could
tell that he was a sea captain when he was a young
beast.”

“Yes,” Emil replied, “I
noticed he still wears a sea captain’s coat.”

“Well, when Father first
went to sea,” Angelana continued, “it was during some of the
darkest days in the Norder Wolf Estates. You’ve heard of Klemés’
Mutiny?”

Emil and PorNart looked at
Angelana without responding. She could see in their blank faces
that they knew nothing of it.

“You never heard of
Klemés’ Mutiny?” Angelana asked with surprise.

“Not that I ever heard
of,” Emil replied slowly, as if he was unsure. “Things have always
been pretty quiet at O’Fallon’s Bluff, minding our own
business—but…” he paused again, not quite sure what to
say.

“Sounds to me like you
know more than you’re saying,” Angelana observed.

Emil gave her a puzzled
look. “I don’t know anything about any Mutiny, that’s for certain,”
he said. “But I’m puzzled…Klemés is a very unusual name. I have
heard of it only one time in my life—Klemés was my
great-grandfather’s name!”

“On my life, Emil! Your
great-grandfather must be Klemés ma di son Colé!” Angelana
exclaimed. “Has to be—as you say, there’s no other beast with a
name like Klemés.”

“My great-grandfather’s
name was Klemés,”
Emil said quietly. “He was lost at sea when I was a wee
beast.”

“Oh, no, he wasn’t,”
Angelana replied. “He was captured and the High One sent him up to
Tilk Duraow to break rock. So far as anyone knows, he’s still a
prisoner up there in the slave-works.”

“That can’t be true,” Emil
cried. “It’s absolutely impossible! Klemés went to sea, and the
family never saw him again. It was always assumed that
Dainty’s Shant went down
in a storm with all hands.”

“But it didn’t! I can
prove that—my father, Ord, was the captain of Dainty’s Shant in those days.
Klemés was the ship’s carpenter and an old
sea-beast by then. They hit it off—Klemés was like a father to
Ord.”

Emil was stunned. He
stared at Angelana, saying nothing.

“I see that my story now
has some personal interest for you,” the young Wolf smiled. “A
story is always better when it really draws you in.”

“I’m in,” Emil said
grimly. “I’m all the way in now. Keep going with your
story.”

For the first time,
Angelana dropped into a chair near the others. “Well, the best way
to make sure I don’t forget anything,” she said, “is to tell you
the story exactly as Grandmother Angelana told it to me. It all
began one night, about ten years ago, when my father did not come
home as expected…”


Book Two

Klemés’ Mutiny
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Day One

Ten years
before…

Angelana was worried. The
Norder Estates had always been a difficult place for her to live.
In fact, she liked hardly anything about living in the Norder
Estates. She hated the immense amount of poverty and starvation.
The rich farmlands of the Estates produced abundant crops—more than
enough to feed everyone. Yet, despite this abundance, many common
beasts lived in the extremes of want and hunger.

Yes, she had never liked
living in the Estates. In a way, that was what worried her. All of
the things that troubled her were now also putting her family in
terrible danger. Two weeks before, her husband, Davison, had been
arrested on the ridiculous charge of pilfering goods from ships at
the wharf! It was absurd! Every beast in Norder Bay knew Davison
was one of the few entirely honest merchants in the Estates.
Angelana had heard no word from him, or about him, since his
arrest. Despite repeatedly trying to get information about him, the
authorities claimed to know nothing.

Davison’s disappearance
put Angelana’s wider family on high alert. Her son, Ord, was in the
final days of preparing his ship, Dainty’s
Shant, for a long
voyage. He worried that his wife, Marie, and their daughter, young
Angelana, also might be in danger. The family decided that Marie
and young Angelana would go to Port Newolf to stay with Klemés’
wife, Kale’eg, until Ord returned from the voyage. Klemés did not
like the Norder Estates and preferred to have his home base
elsewhere. Although Marie intensely disliked the idea of leaving
Norder Bay out of fear, she also knew that her daughter would be a
tempting target of anyone trying to intimidate the
family.

Now, Angelana feared more
trouble had occurred. Ord, whom she had expected three hours
earlier, had not returned. Even if the delay had some reasonable
cause, his lateness was worrying. She feared the worst.

Such fear was well
grounded. In addition to Davison’s arrest, the previous week, Club
Wolves—the thug-like security force who kept the Estates in
order—had roughed Angelana, herself, up. It was a Thursday, and
like all Thursdays, she was hurrying home after visiting the
Pogwagger encampment. The poor, starving Pogwaggers needed help,
and most beasts in the Estates completely ignored them. Angelana
never ignored another beast in need. She went to their camp every
Thursday to help in any way she could: repairing wagons, cooking,
teaching young Pogwaggers to read, or whatever. She liked the
Pogwaggers and had wonderful friendships with many of them. Yet,
these very friendships put her under suspicion with the
authorities. She suspected that Davison’s arrest was a warning to
her. But she had not stopped visiting the Pogwaggers.

“Davison would not want me
to stop, no matter what,” she told Ord when he expressed concern
for her safety. “If they think they can stop me by taking my
husband—hoping that will shut down his shop and starve me out of
town, they’re crazy!” Davison’s arrest, however, was only one part
of the family’s recent conflict with the authorities.

As she was returning home
from her regular visit to the Pogwagger camp that Thursday,
Angelana observed a jeering crowd of toughs circling around a much
smaller, armless Rabbit. The Rabbit was clearly looking for a way
to escape. The insults grew louder, however, and the circle closed
in on the poor creature. No escape was possible.

“Hey, Post! Where’s your
arms? What’s the matter? No tongue, either?
HAAA-HAAA-HAAA!”

“Yeah, he looks like a
post! Straight and thin! Hey, Post! What happened to your arms?
Forgot them when you left the house? HAAA-HAAAAAA!”

“Come on! Let’s see if the
Post will fit inside the sewer drain pipe over by Sottehbys! I’ll
bet he’ll fit in there just like a finger in a ring!”

Although outnumbered and
obviously preferring to escape the confrontation, the Rabbit did
not appear to be frightened. “Don’t push me,” he said in a firm
voice of warning. “I’m telling you, I may be small, but if you push
me, I’ll take you on—and you’ll regret it.”

Seeing the threatening
circle closing in on the young Rabbit, Angelana thought such brave
talk was pure foolishness. Grabbing a broom leaning against a
storefront, she flew to his aid. Swinging the broom above the heads
of the young beasts attacking the Rabbit, Angelana roared, “That’s
my warning cut! You leave the Rabbit alone right now, or my next
cut will crack your skulls!” Slashing and swinging the broom,
Angelana was quite able to make her point. The circle of young
ruffians began to break up. It looked as if Angelana had won the
argument. She was just leaning on the broom to catch her breath and
find out more about the Rabbit when a Club Wolf patrol
arrived.

“What’s the point o’ all
that abuse you were dealing out?” the Club Wolf leader
demanded.

“No abuse from me!”
Angelana scowled. “Those ruffians were threatening to stuff this
poor young Rabbit in a sewer pipe. I was just stopping them from
bothering the little fellow.”

“And what law gives you
the right to abuse beasts who are better than you?” the Club Wolf
officer said angrily.

“Those little
trouble-makers are not better than me, and their manners are a long
sight worse! They were harassing this Rabbit and maybe going to
kill him.”

“Such things are no
concern of ours,” the Club Wolf retorted. “Rabbits are liars and
thieves. Such an ugly and helpless creature as this is no good to
the Norder Estates. He deserves whatever he gets.”

This was too much for
Angelana. Taking the broom, she knocked the Club Wolf in the head.
His helmet fell off, and the blow opened a long gash in his head.
The Club Wolf leader briefly stepped back, dazed. The rest of his
patrol, however, pounced on Angelana, hitting her in the head with
their fists and clubs. She slumped to the street,
unconscious.

When she came to her
senses again, the Club Wolves were gone and the Rabbit was kneeling
over her.

“Please, Mama! Please,
Mama! Don’t die!” the Rabbit was saying repeatedly. “Please, Mama!
Please, Mama! Don’t die!”

“I’m not about to die,”
Angelana smiled. Despite her sore body and swollen face, she felt
strangely happy. “I won’t die, if you’ll just stop calling me,
Mama! I’m not your Mama, young fellow.”

A sad look came over the
Rabbit’s face. “Won’t you be my Mama? Please? I’m an orphan…I
really need a Mama!”

Sitting up slowly,
Angelana said nothing more for several minutes. She and the Rabbit
were sitting entirely alone in the middle of a busy street. Crowds
of beasts, carts, and wagons flowed by as if they were their own
little island. Everything moved on without giving them a thought.
In fact, passing beasts gave them a wide berth, as if they might
have some terrible disease. Most beasts considered sitting with a
Rabbit the wrong thing to do. To top it off, this particular Rabbit
as an armless cripple. “Post” as they called him! It made her blood
boil! They didn’t even know the young Rabbit!

Giving the Rabbit a kind
look, Angelana got up and put her arm around him. “There you go,
little fellow. Come on home with me. If you don’t have a family,
you’ve got one now. Follow me. Let’s go home and see what you
need.”

“Thank you, Mama!” the
Rabbit said, leaning close to Angelana in an armless
hug.

“So,” Angelana asked,
“what’s your name?”

“I don’t know if I have a
real name, Mama, but someone called me, S’Might, once, and it
stuck,” the Rabbit replied.

“Why, S’Might?”

“I don’t know really. It
just kind of stuck.”

“Alright, then, S’Might,
that’s what it will be.”

Angelana took S’Might with
her back home. When they arrived at the house, a crowd of Wolves
was milling around in front of it.

“What can I do for you
kind beasts?” Angelana asked.

“Hand over that ugly
little thief, and we’ll leave you and your family alone,” a burly
Wolf snarled.

“He’s part of my family
now,” Angelana retorted fiercely, “and I’ll not be handing anyone
over to the likes of you!”

“You like the looks of
your head all swelled up and bloody, do you?” the Wolf asked
darkly. “Those Club Wolves didn’t make you pretty enough, is that
it? Why, we can fix that, can’t we? Har-Har-Har!”

“I like my looks just as
they are, thank you,” Angelana declared. “It’s rather the smell of
all you ignorant Stooge Pups that troubles me. I’ll thank you to
let me pass into my house so I can breathe cleaner air.”

“Who are you calling
Stooge Pups?” the Wolf demanded.

“I’d say that any beast
that can’t see the decency in another beast who’s done them no
harm, and let them be as they will, is simply a Stooge to ignorant
prejudice and about as smart as a Pup. Or, maybe, less smart than a
Pup. If the description fits, use it,” Angelana replied
angrily.

“No one insults me and
gets away with it,” the Wolf yelled, grasping for Angelana. He
never managed to touch her. S’Might, performing an amazing
full-circle of kicks, caught the entire front row of the mob in the
jaw with his flashing feet. Several Wolves crumpled to the ground.
The rest fell back out of range of S’Might’s flying
kicks.

Having cleared a pathway
to the house, S’Might motioned for Angelana to lead the way into
the house. Entering the house safely, Angelana closed the door and
bolted it securely. She gave S’Might an amused look. “So—not as
helpless as you appear, eh? I should have let you handle those Club
Wolves back there. I sure wished I could kick bullies and thugs
heads around backwards like that!”

S’Might grinned. “I don’t
start things with beasts. I only finish things if bullies won’t
leave me alone. When you jumped in, I was just about to let fly
with my feet. Sorry you had to take the lumps.”

“I’ll remember that next
time we’re in a jam,” Angelana replied. “You handle ‘things’ better
than I do.”

The angry crowd did not
disperse immediately, but kept swarming around the house. Despite
shouting insults and oaths, however, they did no violence against
the house. Most beasts in Norder Bay respected Davison as an honest
shopkeeper. Even more importantly, his and Angelana’s son, Ord, was
one of the most famous captains ever to sail the seas, making him a
Norder Bay favorite. Recently, rumors were about that Captain Ord
was going to attempt a voyage beyond the Farthest Reaches. The
Farthest Reaches—a ring of islands many weeks sailing away—were at
the very edge of the world, so far as any beast in the Estates
knew. No sea-beast had ever dreamed of sailing beyond. What benefit
could such a dangerous voyage possibly bring?

Yet, the same rumors said
that some of the most prominent Barons in the Norder Estates were
investing heavily in the voyage. Obviously, they thought to gain
some reward. But what? If the world did end beyond the Farthest
Reaches, the voyage was doomed. If it was not the edge of the
world, what then? It was the “what then,” that put beasts to
wondering. Although Angelana’s actions enraged passions, no one
dared to speak ill of Captain Ord or his family. With leading
citizens of the Norder Estates very interested in seeing Captain
Ord succeed in his mysterious voyage, no beast spoke a word against
him.

Although there was no
attack on the house that Thursday afternoon, in the days that
followed, everyone was talking about Angelana taking cause with
S’Might. By early in the following week, the swirling gossip was
becoming uglier and more widely heard. Angelana was becoming
worried. It was said that Angelana would be arrested and sent to
Tilk Duraow. The house would be burned, Davison’s shop confiscated,
and the family driven away. There were even rumors that, since
everyone knew that Rabbits were a clan of lying sneaks and thieves,
Captain Ord, himself, would be arrested on charges of harboring a
known criminal. Even though Angelana knew that the rumors were
mostly rubbish, it was the possibility that one might be true that
worried her.

Until now, she had thought
that she was the one in greatest danger. Beyond protecting S’Might
and taking him into her home, Angelana was also suspect in many
beasts’ eyes because of her visits to the Pogwagger camp. Since the
Pogwaggers had begun to arrive in the Norder Estates a few years
back, there had been nothing but trouble. Fleeing famine in their
home area, the Pogwaggers came to the Estates looking for work,
which they had no trouble finding. The Norder Wolves happily gave
Pogwaggers work to do. The problem was that many Norder Wolves also
considered it sport to cheat the Pogwaggers. Angelana hated the
injustice of it. As tensions between the Norder Wolves and
Pogwaggers grew, the threat of open conflict increased. Angelana
knew the mounting troubles likely put her in danger.

But now, with her son long
overdue, her worries had shifted to Ord. What could be delaying
him? Thankfully, just as her worries were becoming truly
frightening, Ord came through the door. Angelana threw her arms
around him. “Why were you so late?” she cried. “I’ve been worried
sick.”

“Ah, Mother,” Ord said
tiredly, “it is late, indeed, very late. It is probably too late to
do anything about it except what Klemés argues we should
do.”

“Too late to do anything
about what?” Angelana exclaimed.

“Slaving—Rummer Boars
coming into Norder Bay to pick up slaves.” Ord’s face looked more
tired and pained than Angelana had ever seen.

“Slaves! Rummer Boars!
Here?” Angelana could hardly believe her ears.

“Yes, without a doubt,”
Ord replied. “A troop of Skull Buzzards raided the Pogwagger camp
this afternoon. They took the entire camp prisoner—grownups and wee
beasts, too. As soon as my ship leaves the pier at the end of the
week, a Rummer Boar vessel will dock to take aboard the Pogwaggers.
They will be transported to Port Newolf and sold to Wrackshee
slavers.”

“I guess that’s one way to
stop talk of a rebellion in its tracks!” Angelana exploded. “Isn’t
there anything that can be done?”

“Very little, I’m afraid,”
Ord replied. “I just came from a meeting with the port authorities
and the investors sponsoring my upcoming voyage. All of them intend
to let the Pogwaggers be taken on board the Rummer Boar ship. In
fact, they seem almost gleeful about it.”

“You mentioned that it was
too late to do anything except what Klemés wants to do,” S’Might
said. “What does he suggest?”

“Set Dainty’s Shant ablaze and run her
into the Rummer Boar vessel anchored in the bay!” Ord said grimly.
“He wants us to sacrifice my ship to take out the Rummers’
ship.”

“Burn Dainty’s Shant!” Angelana exclaimed.
“What about your voyage beyond the Farthest Reaches? What about the
investors who own the ship and are backing the voyage?”

“Klemés argues we have no
choice if we are beasts of honor and decency,” Ord answered. “He
says that the powerful Barons who are backing this voyage could
stop our port from being opened to slaving if they wanted. Since
they have chosen to look the other way, Klemés feels they no longer
deserve our support. They have sacrificed freedom and decency in
the name of profit and we owe no loyalty to that.”

“But that wouldn’t stop
the slaving, would it?” Angelana asked.

“No, it probably wouldn’t
stop them. They’d clear away the wreckage and go on with their
plans to enslave the Pogwaggers.” Ord paused and was silent for a
moment. Then he continued, “Yet, I think Klemés is right. If I do
not try to do something to stop this madness, I am no better than
my investors who also choose to do nothing. I’m a decent beast, and
I must do what I can to disrupt this hideous plan.”

“What will you do?”
Angelana exclaimed, her pulse racing.

“Tonight, I’ve called a
meeting of the Dainty’s Shant
crew for 2nd Call. I’ll pay each of them the wages they would get for the
voyage from my own funds. It will take all the money we have saved,
but that will free the crew from further obligations to me and the
ship. To assure that they can’t be held responsible for what I
intend to do, I will not tell them my plan. No one will be able to
accuse them of crimes. After they leave the ship, Klemés and I will
soak it thoroughly with turpentine. Then we’ll put her under sail,
set her afire, and run her straight into the Rummer Boar
vessel.”

“Oh, Ord,” Angelana
exploded, “you’ll all be killed! If the fire doesn’t get you,
you’ll be hung as soon as they catch hold of you!”

Ord smiled, “That’s two
wrong guesses. The fire will not get us—we’ll be well away in the
ship’s longboat before we throw a flash gourd on the deck to set
fire to her. And secondly, no one is going to catch hold of us,
except you!”

“We’re leaving this town
fast, aren’t we?” Angelana replied.

“Yes, Mother, fast—very,
very fast,” Ord said. “You and S’Might will meet the rest of us at
the Spook’nings at sunrise. After we pick you up in the longboat,
we’ll row out to the shipping channel and flag down a passing
freighter. We can catch a ride with them to Port
Newolf.”

“The Spook’nings!”
Angelana said, surprised. “No one goes to the Spook’nings! Why,
I’ve never been there and don’t even really know where they
are!”

“That’s why it’s a great
place for you to meet us,” Ord explained. “No one goes there, so
it’s less risky as a meeting place. I’ve never been there either,
but I know of the place. It’s marked on our sea charts as a place
to avoid. Many ships have wrecked there—so the charts warn ships
away. I’m sending Bost to guide you and S’Might to the
Spook’nings.”

Angelana’s face lit up
with a smile. Bost was a round, broad-shouldered old Munk, and one
of Captain Ord’s most seasoned hands. At sea for more than fifty
years, after Klemés, Bost was Ord’s most trusted comrade. His
rugged Munk face mirrored his character: blasted by sun and
saltwater, a mass of wrinkles clustered around a jovial smile.
Knowing the Bost would guide them to the Spook’nings made Angelana
very happy.

“Bost is the only beast,
beyond me and Klemés, who knows anything about our plans at this
point. He’s in it with us—been together too long to break apart
now. He’ll lead you down the beach to the place where we’ll meet.
Be ready to leave a bit past midnight. Bost will come around and
knock at the rear door.”

“But, Ord, the entire plan
sounds foolhardy,” Angelana protested. “First of all, don’t you
think someone will notice that Dainty’s
Shant is leaving port in the middle of the
night, days before she is scheduled to depart? Secondly, don’t you
think the Rummer Boars will notice a flaming ship coming straight
at them and get out of the way? Thirdly—if the first two reasons
don’t make your plan sound foolhardy enough—don’t you think that,
even if you succeed in hitting the Rummer Boars’ vessel, every Club
Wolf, Skull Buzzard, and Battle Stallion in the Estates will be out
looking for you?”

“Ah, well,” Ord responded,
“that is one place where slaving and Rummer Boars are going to help
us.”

“Help us!” Angelana
exclaimed. “How can they possibly be a help to us?”

“Well, you are correct
that any of them—Skull Buzzards, Club Wolves, or Battle
Stallions—could get in our way. But, the Battle Stallion cruisers
are out to sea on patrol just now, so they won’t be a problem. The
Skull Buzzards are tied down guarding all those Pogwagger
prisoners. So, strike the Skull Buzzards out of your thoughts for
now, also. On the other hand, the Club Wolves are very much around,
all right, but with the Rummer Boars in town, their hands are full.
Although this is the first time Rummer Boars have docked in Norder
Bay, I’ve encountered them many times on my voyages. When a Rummer
Boar ship comes to port, the crew goes into town and spends all the
booty they have accumulated. They drink themselves silly and tear
the place up, fighting and carousing. It will take every available
Club Wolf in the Estates to keep the lid on while the Rummers are
going full throttle. Why, there will be a new fight or riot every
hour! Eventually, they will all sink into a drunken stupor and lay
in the gutters and streets until they sleep it off. But at
2nd Call, they will just
be hitting their stride. The Estates will never have seen anything
like it before—there will be so much noise and chaos in town, no
one will be paying attention to Dainty’s
Shant. And even when they notice the ships
are on fire, for a while it will only serve to increase the chaos
for awhile. Beasts will be running hither and yon, not knowing what
has happened exactly. By the time anyone begins to wonder about me
and Klemés, we’ll be long gone.”

“But surely the Rummers
will post a watch on their ship. What if the watch raises the
alarm, and they sail their ship out of your way?” S’Might pointed
out.

“I’ll wager that whatever
watch they post will, most likely, be drunk as well,” Ord replied.
“Every beast knows that there is really not much to worry about in
the Norder Bay harbor. And being left behind on the ship while your
mates go on shore and tear things up—why, it would just break a
poor Rummer-beast’s heart. I imagine that any watch-beast will not
wait very long to hit the ship’s grog cask on his own. I believe
their watch will be pretty useless to them on this particular
night.”

“Trusting a Rummer Boar
watch to be drunk while you run a fire-ship at him still seems like
stretching hope further than is wise,” Angelana
observed.

“I’m not putting all my
hopes on that kind of trust,” Ord replied. “Right now, as we’re
talking, Klemés is on Dainty’s
Shant, in the workshop, making some
modifications to an old ship’s anchor. He’s bending the steel to
make the anchor look more like a giant fishhook.”

“A fishhook?” S’Might
asked.

“We’re going to hook us a
Rummer Boar ship!” Ord said, grinning. “Klemés found a piece of
heavy steel pipe that will just fit our new fishhook.”

Angelana and S’Might gave
Ord blank stares. They had no idea what he was talking
about.

“You see,” he continued,
“Klemés got this piece of pipe and took it to the blacksmith. He
heated it up with his bellows and attached another piece of steel
to close one end. When it cools, we’ll empty powder from a couple
of flash gourds into the pipe. Klemés will wrap the long end of our
fishhook tightly with heavy rope, so that it fits in the pipe
securely. The closed end of the pipe will have a fuse running out
of a small hole from the powder. Klemés calculates it will take
about ten seconds for a lit fuse to ignite the powder. He thinks
that if we point the pipe at the Rummer Boar ship, the exploding
powder will propel the fishhook with enough power to break through
the Rummer ship’s hull. A rope attached to the fishhook will tie
the two ships together. They won’t be able to run away, even if
they try!”

“This is your idea, Ord?”
S’Might asked, very impressed.

“Klemés gets the credit,”
Ord chuckled. “He’s one crazy Wood Cow! Sail with him as long as I
have, and this sort of thing gets to be normal. Now, I need to get
back to Dainty’s Shant and complete our preparations. Don’t worry about us. Just be
at the Spook’nings by sunrise. Be sharp, we won’t have much
time.”


Day Two

Shortly before
1st Call, Captain Ord
was leaning on the gunwhale of Dainty’s
Shant. The scene along the wharf of Norder
Bay was something entirely different for the tiny Norder Estates
port town. Normally home to small fishing boats and a few trading
ships such as Ord commanded, the coming of a Rummer Boar slaver to
Norder Bay was new. The crew of a Rummer Boar slaver was nearly 300
sea-beasts, equal to nearly a forth of the entire population of
Norder Bay. For weeks, most of Norder Bay’s residents had been
eagerly anticipating the coming of the Rummers. Merchants and
tavern-keepers, used to slim profits from the small local
population, were giddy at the thought of hundreds of free-spending
Rummer Boars coming ashore. All the leading elements in the Norder
Estates were happy that, at last, some grander prospects for
expanding commerce were at hand. None of these leading lights
seemed to be much concerned that the commerce in question involved
selling fellow beasts on the market.

As Ord watched his crew
silently slipping aboard the ship in ones and twos, the outlines of
Norder Bay’s future were clear. The traditional musty smells of the
docks now mingled with the over-powering odor of fiery Poor Beast’s
Blight, the cheap but powerful Rummer beverage of choice. PB’s
Blight was reputed to “rob a beast of good sense in less than a
minute” and Norder Bay had supplied itself well on this night. In
preparation for the Rummer Boars coming to town, dozens of barrels
of Poor Beast’s Blight had been brought to Norder Bay. Scattered up
and down the streets, the barrels were now standing on end, tops
knocked off, so that Rummers could simply dip their tankards in and
toss their money to the cask minder. It was an efficient way to
handle the mobs of Rummers that far exceeded the capacity of the
taverns. There were also tables laden with Hot-Salt Lizard and
Butter-Roasted Shark, buns and sweet delicacies of every kind, and
fine glasses of Swilling Wine. After weeks at sea, and with pockets
filled with silver and gold from their slaving, the Rummers were
ready for a good bit of frenzied carousing.

Ord smiled. With the town
awash with Rummers drinking, cursing, and fighting, the evening’s
operation was going exactly according to plan. In almost every
street and alley, Club Wolves were struggling to keep the peace,
running from one disturbance to another. Rummers, delirious with
PB’s Blight, tumbled through the streets, brawling and slashing
wildly with knives and sabers. When Club Wolves tried to restrain
the turmoil, some wild-eyed Rummers challenged them to duels.
Howling with delight, Rummers, wearing the richest silks and
satins, tossed tankards of PB’s Blight on one another. Although it
disgusted Ord to watch the Rummers tearing up Norder Bay, the
disorder perfectly fit his plan. To make things even more to Ord’s
liking, the tavern-keepers and merchants refused to let the Club
Wolves shut down the party, even if they could have done so. In a
single night, more silver and gold was flowing into the coffers of
taverns and shops than anyone could ever remember. Despite the
general disorder and violence, business owners wanted the night’s
excitement to continue so long as the Rummers had money to
squander.

Earlier in the day, when
Ord had left Angelana and S’Might, he had returned to
Dainty’s Shant to
finalize the details of the coming operation with Klemés. After
confirming the plan, Klemés had left the ship to locate the crew
and call them to the meeting.

Klemés knew that the crew
would not be in the taverns or along the waterfront today. Many
of Dainty’s crew
were Sharkicts who deeply disliked—nay, hated—the Rummer Boars.
Rummer ships regularly sacked Sharkict villages and sold Sharkict
prisoners into slavery. Even if that were
sufficient, Captain Ord also had ordered his crew to say away from
the Rummers. Things would be tense and violent enough with the
Rummers around, without his crew getting into their own bloody
ruckus with them.

Klemés had guessed that
most of the crew would be together at Master Nic’s, an inn a ways out of
town on the main road to Port Newolf. Given that they could not mix
with the Rummers, the best place to be was at Master Nic’s. Although dilapidated
and dirty, the inn had the virtues of being removed from the
turmoil in town, and serving decent Bilge Cakes and
Puckie.

As he had expected, Klemés
found the crew overflowing the inn. Beyond filling the benches
ranged around the walls, Dainty’s
crew sat on chairs, boxes, and barrels scattered
throughout the long, narrow public room. In addition to dealing
cards and scoffing Cakes and Puckie, many sea-beasts crouched in a
circle in front of the huge fireplace, singing raucous songs.
Everywhere, Norder Nutter, the favored local ale, flowed
a-plenty.

Master Nic, the
proprietor, had greeted Klemés as he entered, coming over and
clapping him around the shoulders, holding him close, like a
brother. “Hollo, Moster Klemés! What brongs you to my humble
establoshment? O don’t get a noble-monded beast here
often!”

“Bringing word for the
crew from the Captain,” Klemés replied, walking over to where Go
Semple, the ship’s musician, was leading the singing and playing
the fishbuck—a small drum made from fishskin stretched over a
gourd. Looking out over the red noses and bloated cheeks of the
crew, Klemés called for quiet.

As the room fell silent,
Klemés said, “Now, good Sea-beasts, you know the Captain—always
wantin’ to make sure that his crew are happy beasts. He’s thinkin’
that with the Rummers running the town, he’d like to give his crew
some extra Good Cheer. So, the Captain is asking all of us to be on
board ship for a brief meeting with plenty of Good Cheer at
2nd Call tonight. He’s
askin’ us to come with our brains clear. So, please lay off the
Nutter in time for your wits to dry out. Oh, and one last thing, he
doesn’t have enough Good Cheer to share beyond the crew, so don’t
talk about the meeting and don’t draw attention to yourselves as
you board the ship.”

“By My Lost Brother’s
Ghost! Wha’s the secret? Is Cap’t goin’ rogue?” one sea-beast
exclaimed.

“With Rummers breathin’
threats ’n slaughter left ’n right, I’m thinkin’ the Capt’n wants
us to defend the ship!” another said.

“Aye, now ain’t that jus’
like ‘r good Capt’n? Good cheer at 2nd Call.! Why, the Capt’n would wonder himself at a
2nd Call’s meetin’—must
be very special good cheer, to not want to share it that
bad.”

And so it went for several
minutes, as one sea-beast after another expressed surprise at the
strange meeting request. Finally, after he judged the comments had
run their course, Klemés said, “Come, come, friendly sea-beasts!
Let’s see what Good Cheer the Captain brings—it will be grand, and
only a stupid barnacle-swallower would doubt that!” Turning back to
Master Nic, he called, “I call our host for one more round of
Nutter—and then, not a drop more! Captain needs your mind quick by
2nd Call.”

Seeing that Klemés sat
down by Go Simple and joined in the singing, Master Nic said to his
Assistant, “Watch and serve these good beasts for me—O’ve got to
order more provosoons. These hungry beasts have eaten through my
stocks far enough to leave me short for the coming days.” Then,
Master Nic slipped quietly away into the back office, shutting the
door carefully behind him.

Locking the door, Nic sat
down at his desk and, dipping pen in ink, began to write. For some
minutes, the silence was broken only the scratching of pen across
paper. When he had finished, it was the most curious list of
necessary provisions one could imagine. It ran thus:

 


Most Urgent

My Dear Colonel
Snart:

I write in great haste.
Something is up in the port tonight. Captain Ord has called his
crew to a secret 2nd Call meeting on
board ship. I don’t know the purpose, but my guess is smuggling.
Ord, of course, is respected and widely trusted. Yet, secret
meetings at 2nd Call are only held
by mutineers, rebels, or smugglers. Of those three, Ord would most
likely be the third. I know the Club Wolves are completely taken up
with handling the Rummers—but if you could call a couple of Battle
Stallion cruisers back from patrol, they could intercept Ord’s ship
before he can get away. There is little time to lose.

With sincere
fidelity,

Nic

 


Placing the note in an
envelope, he addressed it:

 


Provisions Order

c/o Scurrilious
Bummutter

Bummutter’s
Supply



Going back into the public
room, Nic handed the envelope to his assistant. “Here, see that
thos get’s directly into the hands of Sucrroloous. There are some
otems on the lost that only he woll know how to
provode.”

As Klemés sat happily
wailing away at lively sea-beast’s songs, little did he
suspect—indeed, little did most in Norder Bay suspect—that Master
Nic was a spy for the Monopole. The vigorous workings of the See To
It Committee—the Monopole’s network of spies—included several
trusted and unsuspected citizens. Master Nic’s “provisions order,”
once handed to Scurrilious Bummutter, the grocer, would quickly be
relayed to Colonel Snart, the Monopole.

To the good fortune of
Captain Ord’s plan, it is understandably hard for an assistant
always to give highest priority to a list of provisions. After all,
there was so much excitement, food, and drink along the waterfront
on this particular day! When an assistant has no idea of the actual
importance of a note he is carrying, why should he not stop by for
just a tasty bite and tiny sip? To the ill fortune of Master Nic’s
warning, the brief delay in the assistant’s arrival at Bammutter’s
Supply, allowed Scurrilious to step away to dinner. Having his
master’s instructions well in mind, Master Nic’s assistant waited
two hours for Scurrilious to return. Then he handed the envelope to
the grocer. During those two hours, the Monopole missed the
opportunity to send an urgent summons to the Battle Stallion
cruisers patrolling for smugglers down the coast.

It was in this
circumstance that, some hours later, just before
2nd Call, Ord left the
gunwhale on Dainty’s Shant
and went below to address his crew.


Day Three

Usually, Captain Ord held
meetings of Dainty’s crew on the open deck. To assure absolute secrecy, however,
Ord and Klemés agreed that this meeting would occur in the cargo
hold. The hold was still mostly empty, with cargo and provisions to
be loaded in the coming days. Meeting deep in the belly of the ship
minimized the chance that uninvited ears might overhear the
meeting.

Even in the best of
weather, the hold was stifling hot and reeked of foul odors. Now,
nearly two hundred sea-beasts crowded together, perspiring in
buckets, amongst musty rope, tar, and boards soaked with fish oil.
“This meeting will be short,” Ord began. “I called you together
tonight to say that the voyage is cancelled.”

“Cancelled!” yelled one
sea-beast. “Cancelled! What will I do to put silver in my
pocket?”

“Yea! Yea! How will we
survive?” others wailed.

Ord banged his paw down
hard on a barrel. “Quiet! Wait to hear the rest of what I have to
say!”

“Give the Captain his
words, friends,” Klemés yelled over the din, jumping up in a fury.
“You know that Captain Ord never did anything wrong against this
crew. He’s not about to start now. He’s never called you sluggards,
desperados, or lazy-botters, like some captains do. No, he’s always
been a good and just captain. Just give him his words, then see
what you think.”

The grumbling subsided and
Klemés sat down. Ord smiled at his crew and continued, “You all
know that a Rummer Boar ship is anchored in the harbor, waiting
for Dainty’s Shant to depart. Once we have left, the Rummer Boar ship will dock
and take on a cargo of Pogwagger prisoners—who will be taken to
Port Newolf and sold as slaves. Now, as evil as some things are in
the Norder Estates, there’s never been slaving here. There’s never
been a beast, as good as any of us, sold for silver in Norder Bay.
I’m not about to be part of letting it start now.”

So deep was the silence in
the hold now that the breath of individual beasts could be heard.
Captain Ord’s words had taken an entirely unexpected direction.
Every sea-beast watched Ord intently, wondering what was
coming.

“I am cancelling the
voyage. Those who have invested in this voyage have shown me that
they do not care that slaving is coming to Norder Bay. In fact,
some think opening this port to slaving is a good thing—that it
will bring sacks of gold. I cannot join in this corruption. I will
not sail for them. Nor will I allow the Rummer ship to dock. I may
not be able to stop slaving from coming to Norder Bay, but it will
not be because I did not try!”

This was serious business.
Every sea-beast knew that these were words of rebellion. Captain
Ord was talking about challenging the leading merchants and
authorities in the Norder Estates. This was talk that would get a
beast’s neck stretched in a hangman’s noose. Serious
business.

Ord moved his eyes across
the crew slowly. His look was grim, but entirely without fear. His
clear eyes sparkled with friendly affection for every beast in the
meeting.

He pointed to an iron box
sitting on a box near him. “That box contains the silver you are
due for this voyage,” he said. “Every piece of silver is in that
box—I have taken nothing for myself, and I will take nothing. I’m
cancelling a voyage that you depend upon, and I’m taking
responsibility for that. You will be paid now, rather than at the
end of the voyage. These are my own funds, so neither you, nor I,
owe anything to my investors regarding what I am doing. Please step
forward and Klemés will distribute equal shares to all of you. Once
you have your share, I advise you to leave the ship and head off in
your different directions. Things are going to get a little warm
down here in a little while, and you’d best be far away when that
happens.”

The crew sat in stunned
silence for a few moments, until one sea-beast asked, “What are you
going to do, Capt’n?”

“I’m not going to say
anything more,” Ord replied. “Don’t be concerned with what I do. I
want you to honestly be able to say you knew nothing. My advice to
you is to take your silver and get out of Norder Bay quickly. None
of you have any ties here, so there’s no reason to stay. It’s
likely that Club Wolves will be coming after anyone connected with
this ship—so my advice to you is to take your share and get
going.”

“But, Capt’n,” the
sea-beast said, “I asked you what you’re going to do, because I’m
not going to take the silver. As far as I’m concerned, taking the
money and skedaddling makes me just as much a blood-sucker as
anyone else. I won’t have blood-sucker money near me. I’ve been
sailing with you through danger enough for years, and I’m stickin’
with you in this. I want to know what we’re going to
do.”

“YARRRR! YES! ME, TOO!
COUNT ME IN! YARRRRRR!” The cheers and shouts came from every
sea-beast. Despite Ord’s pleading and warnings, none of the crew
were willing to take their share of silver and leave the ship. Ord
and Klemés exchanged glances, nodding slightly to one
another.

“All right,” Ord said,
“you are in it now—we are in this together.” He paused and looked
carefully from face to face. “Although I feel justified in what
we’re going to do because I see no other honorable choice, it is
also true that we are going rogue. For the first time in my life, I
am stepping beyond the law. Anyone who follows me will be doing the
same. If we are captured, the best we can hope for is a life
sentence breaking rock at Tilk Duraow.” He paused again, allowing
his words to sink in. “I give every beast in this room one last
chance to take their share and leave. Anyone who stays will be in
this to the end.”

No one moved. The crew
stayed put, looking expectantly at Captain Ord.

“Capt’n, none of us has a
home except on this ship,” a gruff Sharkict growled. “I think I
speak mostly for the crew—we’ve all been driven from our homes by
slaver attacks—our families slaughtered, our villages burned. It’s
like the hand of destiny has torn us from our moorings and set us
free to find out what we can be for this world. We’re all like a
mass of iron fragments that kind of cling to you and this ship
because Dainty’s the magnet that brought us together. Destiny set us free from
everything we had, and it’s only you and Dainty’s Shant that sustain us. We
can’t just leave—we were drawn to this ship. We are in this
because we are the ship. Tell us what we’re going to do!”

“YARRRRRR! YAARRRRR!
YARRRRR!”

“Very well,” Ord said,
“here’s the plan—which I’ve had to change in the last two minutes
because of all your cussed persistence.”

Over the next several
minutes, Ord and Klemés outlined the plan for the coming operation.
No longer would the main thrust of the action be to burn both
vessels in the harbor. With the entire crew of Dainty’s Shant now participating in
the operation, Ord made the decision to send the crew in boats to
the Rummer ship and board it. Since the Rummer ship would, at
worst, have a light watch and, quite likely, the watch might be
drunk, the ship could be taken over easily. Rather than leave the
wreckage of two burned ships in the harbor, they would sail both
away. As far as Ord knew, the Battle Stallion cruisers, which could
mount the only serious threat from sea, were far down the coast. It
was possible they could make a clean escape, having crippled the
slaver operations. They would pick up Angelana and S’Might from the
beach and set sail for the Sharkict islands.

When they had finished
outlining the operation, Captain Ord cast one long glance across
the assembled crew. “Now mates,” he said, “there’s no time to lose.
You know what we’re about. We’ll not be raising sail—can’t attract
attention. Release the moorings and let the tide float us away from
the dock. When we’re out in the harbor a bit, run out the
sweeps—row until we’re well out. Muffle the oarlocks. Quiet as she
goes. No light, except for lanterns, shielded from sight. When we
are well clear, if no alarm sounds on shore, Klemés will take some
of the crew and board the Rummer. By the power of the Ancients, may
we take her without a tussle. Now, here we go!”

All about
Dainty’s Shant, the crew
dispersed to their stations. The ship came to life. Mooring ropes
silently slipped loose. So stealthily was the anchor weighed, that
even those on board were barely aware it happened. Crew went
silently to positions at the sweep ports. Captain Ord took the
wheel. Klemés moved from station to station, providing direction as
needed, getting the operation underway. With the tide running
out, Dainty’s Shant silently drifted out into the harbor. Several tense minutes
passed. Every beast listened and watched for signs that anyone
ashore had noticed their activity. In the deeps of a moonless
night, however, with raucous chaos consuming all attention on
shore, there was no sign that anyone observerd Dainty’s departure.

As the ebb tide carried
his ship into the harbor, Ord continued watching the shore. When
the darkness around him felt thick enough to conceal new activity,
he gave the word to run out the sweeps. As the sweeps began to
bite, Dainty’s progress came under control, rather than a directionless
drift. Captain Ord steered the ship toward the outer reaches of the
bay where the Rummer vessel lay anchored.

“So far it goes well,” Ord
said to Klemés, who was now standing at his side.

“Yes,” Klemés agreed, “if
the Ancients hold with us a bit longer, we won’t need to decorate a
hanging noose tomorrow.”

When the faint outline of
the Rummer ship was visible in the darkness, Ord sent word for the
sweeps to hold the ship’s position. At Klemés’ call, five boats
were launched. Taking forty of the most tested sea-beasts with him,
he led the boarding party off into the darkness.

“Do ya reckon they’s don’t
stand watch tanight?” a sea-beast asked Klemés.

“Hush up, you bloody
fool!” Klemés whispered. “Not another word out of you, or you’ll
spoil the whole thing! They keep their watches sure enough, but
perhaps the party spirit has got to them tonight.”

Klemés watched the Rummer
ship closely as the boats drew near. No lookout paced the deck. No
apparent watch was set. Stilling the oars, the boarding boats moved
into position. Klemés’ boat moved in first, drifting to a point
directly below the stern. Once he secured his boat to the rudder
chains by a rope, the other boats followed. Open windows of a cabin
beckoned about twelve feet above. At Klemés’ signal, a sea-beast
hooked the window ledge with a boathook, quietly assuring that the
iron head caught securely.

“Now then, Mister Sweeze,”
Klemés said, pointing to the boathook, “you’re the quickest among
us—skitter up and peek in at the window. Quiet as ever you can—just
make sure no one’s stirring in there.”

Sweeze, as agile and quick
as can be, went up the slender shaft paw-over-paw. Taking a quick
look around the dark cabin, he saw no beasts moving about.
Motioning for the rest to follow, he slithered over the ledge into
the cabin.

“The Ancients favor the
brave,” Klemés said quietly as he took hold of the boathook.
Climbing quickly, he was nearing the cabin window, when hideous
screams rang out from the cabin! Pulling himself rapidly to the
window, Klemés found his shipmate battling a huge snake winding its
coils around his body. For a moment, Klemés was paralyzed by the
sight of the massive serpent. The skin of the snake was gradually
turning red as its coils tightened around Sweeze. “Red Glove!” he
gasped, his words barely audible. On his voyages across the world,
Klemés had heard of the notoriously deadly Red Glove, but never
seen one before. The snake’s normally dust-colored skin turned an
iridescent red when it went on the attack. As the coils tightened,
the color spread through the snake’s skin in shooting red flashes.
Terrifying to behold, Klemés had heard tales of people standing
transfixed at the sight rather than rushing to the aid of some poor
creature caught in the Glove’s coils. Even Klemés felt a nearly
overpowering urge to stand and stare at Sweeze being crushed. The
snake’s wicked means of keeping foes at bay was very effective. In
the end, a Red Glove attack was nearly always successful as the
snake’s coils fit around its victim like a glove.

“Hi-Tray, Klemés! Forward!
Move!” The shouts from his shipmates waiting below snapped Klemés
from his trance. Scrambling through the window, Klemés attacked the
massive reptile with the carpenter’s hatchet he carried at his
belt. As the blows began to fall on it, the massive reptile turned
its attention to Klemés. Although its coils continued to encircle
the unfortunate Sweeze, the snake’s searing red eyes turned
themselves on its attacker. Now that he was the target of the
snake’s hatred, Klemés held back on his blows. As the snake
prepared to strike, he knew he would have one chance to hit the
snake in its most vulnerable spot—the head. Fortunately, although
fearsome in their attacks, Red Gloves were not very agile. At
perhaps thirty feet long and a foot in diameter, they did not move
with great speed.

“Careful now,” Klemés told
himself. “Don’t panic. Strike only when the head is flying at you.”
Sweeze’s agonized pleas for help were gradually growing fainter as
he fought for breath against the tightening coils. As if by some
unseen force, Klemés took the risk to turn his attention from the
snake to look at Sweeze. Their eyes met. The horrific signs of hope
slipping away were starkly visible in Sweeze’s nearly lifeless
eyes.

“NO! BY THE ANCIENTS!”
Klemés roared! “YOU WILL NOT HAVE SWEEZE!” His eyes shot back to
the snake just as it struck. The gaping mouth of the monster,
needle sharp fangs intended for his neck, had reached within an
arm’s length when Klemés’ hatchet hit home. Slicing the brute’s
head cleanly between the eyes, the snake’s body dropped in a
clump.

Shaking from the battle,
Klemés watched as another member of the boarding party jumped over
the window ledge and immediately went to assist Sweeze. “Klemés!
Help me!” the sea-beast called. Once again pulling himself back
from the mesmerizing power of a Red Glove encounter, Klemés rushed
to help. With both sea-beasts working, they soon had loosened the
grip of the now lifeless snake. As the coils relaxed, the two
sea-beasts seized Sweeze by the shoulders and pulled him free from
the snake’s embrace.

Klemés expected that every
bone in their shipmate’s body might be broken. However, he was
relieved to discover that Sweeze did not appear to have suffered
lasting damage from his ordeal.

“Thanks—nearly had me as
lunch,” Sweeze gasped as he struggled to regain his
breath.

“Well, I guess we spoiled
his appetite,” Klemés replied, his face grim. Surveying the huge
snake, he realized they must abandon their boarding operation. The
Rummers had, indeed, left a watch on the ship.

By now, other comrades had
joined the group in the cabin. Klemés directed that boarding
process be stopped. “Back to the boats!” Klemés ordered. “We’re not
going to board this death trap. No telling how many of these
‘lookouts’ they have posted. No time to find out—back to the
original plan. You get out of here with Sweeze. Send all but one of
the boats back to Ord with news of what has happened. I will put a
torch to the ship and then come flying down that boathook. Be ready
to run those oars as fast as you can when I land back in the
boat.”

Carefully fixing a length
of rope around Sweeze, they lowered him to the boat below. When
that was accomplished, the remaining sea-beasts skittered down the
boathook.

Left to himself, Klemés
explored the cabin in greater detail. From its favored place in the
stern, large size, and furnishings, there could be little doubt it
was the captain’s cabin. One item of the furnishings caught his eye
immediately. Extending the entire length of one side of the cabin
stood a richly polished mahogany cabinet. A set of eight
exquisitely carved doors provided access. Klemés tried the handles
on several and found that them locked. “Such a beautiful locked
cabinet, in the captain’s cabin, can only be meant for one thing,”
he thought. Taking his hatchet, Klemés shattered the lock on one of
the doors. Pulling the splintered door open, his eyes lit up. “Ah!
Just as I suspected,” he muttered with a smile. Quickly breaking
the rest of the locks revealed the cabinet’s contents: perhaps two
hundred bottles of Rummer Rotgut and several casks of Rump Dump.
“By the Ancients!” Klemés exclaimed. “That is enough spirits to
light this ship up fast!”

Working feverishly, Klemés
moved down the cabinet, systematically smashing every bottle and
cask. In a few minutes, the cabin was awash with Rotgut and Dump
and the air hung heavy with the odor of spirits. “This will be the
biggest explosion Norder Bay has ever seen,” he chuckled. Tying a
rope to the cabinet, he let the rest of the rope soak up spirits
from the floor. Then, backing quickly to the window he let the
soaked rope uncoil behind him and fall into the boat below.
Slipping through the window, he scrambled down the
boathook.

Rejoining his shipmates in
the boat, he struck a match, setting the rope ablaze. “Hit the oars
hard,” Klemés said, “she’s gonna blow.”

The boat sprang away from
the Rummer vessel as flame raced up the rope toward the open
window. Klemés’ boat was only a few boat lengths away when the
flame reached the cabin awash in spirits. KAAA-WHOOOSH! The cabin
exploded. Fiery tounges shot out through the windows. The force of
the explosion pushed fire throughout the rear of the ship. In a few
minutes, the harbor was alight with the blazing Rummer
vessel.

Klemés and his comrades
rowed hard for Dainty’s
Shant, arriving just as Ord was directing preparations to raise sail. The
eerie, flickering light now illuminating the harbor provided a
haunting conclusion to the terror of the recent failed boarding
attempt. With the entire Rummer ship now afire, the sound of
crackling flames was loud in Klemés’ ears as he reported to Captain
Ord. “Sweeze nearly gave his all, Captain,” he said, “but the
Rummers won’t be sailing anywhere soon!”

“Yar!” Ord replied. “Now,
let’s get out of here fast.”

“Then what, Captain?”
Klemés asked, aware that their original plans were now
a-jumble.

“We’ll pick Angelana and
S’Might up on the beach, then set course for Port Newolf. We will
not be able to put in there, however…” He and Klemés exchanged a
long meaningful look. Both knew what their situation was. “We’ve
crossed over all the way now,” Ord continued. “No ports around here
will look on us as honest beasts anymore. We’ve crossed the powers
and tossed our lives with the outcasts—only place for
Dainty’s Shant now is
the Sharkict lands. You’ll put me ashore along the coast near Port
Newolf, then sail for the Sharkicts. I’ll slip into Port Newolf and
meet up with Marie and Angelana. Take my mother and S’Might with
you to the Sharkicts. When you get there, rest there and regroup.
I’ll come as soon as I can with my family. We’ll find
Dainty’s next means of
living from there.”

“Aye, Captain!” Klemés
replied. “For better or worse, we’re free—whatever we had before is
gone. Nothing is certain anymore. Every plan we made these last few
days has gone wrong. All we have is each other and
Dainty’s Shant to
sustain us.”

“And, by the Ancients,”
Ord replied, “and by the Ancients…”

“Ready for your orders,
Captain!” a sea-beast called.

“YAR!” Ord responded.
“AWAY!”

Sails took wind and, with
the aid of the running ebb tide, Dainty’s
Shant rapidly left Norder Bay and headed
down the coast. The explosion of the Rummer ship had dampened the
chaos in the town and sent Club Wolves and Rummer Boars hurrying to
the seafront. Dainty’s Shant
was already well out of the harbor before there
were curses uttered at the lack of sailing ships capable of giving
chase. With the Battle Stallion cruisers away, there could be no
immediate pursuit of Dainty’s
Shant.

An hour later,
Dainty’s Shant rounded
the rocky point beyond which stretched the Spook’nings. Gleaming
white sand stretched for miles—with hundreds of shipwrecks
littering the beach and surrounding rocks. Dawn’s light spread
across a colossal ship graveyard. At places, so many broken ships
were piled up—sometimes on top of one another—that the beach was
barely recognizable. Low tide revealed the danger that had taken so
many ships to their doom. The beach dropped off into a jumble of
jagged rocks running as far as the eye could see. Unpredictable
currents and vicious storms created a trap for unprepared ships.
Seasoned sea-beasts knew enough to stay far at sea when sailing
along the “coast of skeletons,” but there were plenty of fools and
unsuspecting newcomers to keep the Spook’nings supplied with
wrecks.

Spying Angelana, S’Might,
and Bost waiting on the beach, Ord maneuvered Dainty’s Shant into the calmest
possible waters offshore and dropped anchor. The rough surf made
for an arduous rowboat ride to the beach, but it was too dangerous
to sail closer to shore.

Ord quickly sent a pickup
boat to the beach. Morgan Shorts, a silent, angry-looking, young
sea-beast was at the oars. Rumored to have once fought off a
cutlass attack without weapons, his face and arms were
deeply-scarred. Because he never spoke unless it was required, no
one knew much about Morgan Shorts, but—just looking at him—none of
his shipmates questioned his courage.

Watching the boat heading
for shore, Ord’s thoughts were far from his duties as Captain. So
much had happened to his family in recent weeks. Everything had
turned on its head. From a secure, respected and prosperous life,
he was now an outcast—a rogue beyond the law.

Such distracted thoughts
ended however, when a shout rang out. “Sail! Sail on the horizon!”
Ord turned his eyes anxiously to the open sea and, to his dismay,
saw the sails of a large ship.

“My glass!” he called. A
sea-beast quickly brought his spyglass. Training it on the
approaching ship, it took only a few moments to identify the
intruder. “Battle Stallion cruiser!” Ord exclaimed. Instantly,
Klemés was at his side. Taking his own look at the approaching
ship, he confirmed Captain Ord’s identification. There was no doubt
that a much larger, heavily armed Battle Stallion cruiser was
heading their direction.

“Do you think they’ve seen
us?” Klemés asked.

“I guess they have, I
reckon,” Ord replied. “They’ve surely got lookout posted. The
cruiser is likely patrolling for smugglers, and we’re anchored
along a deserted coast. They’ll be interested in us.”

“Well, here they come,”
Klemés said, pointing. “They’re shifting course—sailing straight at
us!”

Ord experienced a
momentary sense of terror. Although it seemed unlikely that the
cruiser was specifically in pursuit of Dainty’s Shant, it would still be
trouble to deal with the Battle Stallions. “They’ll take no
excuses,” he said. “The Battle Stallions will be suspicious of any
explanation we offer for why we’re anchored on this lonely beach.
Why is Dainty’s Shant away from port with no documents showing a legal voyage? No
good way to answer that question.”

“Stations!” Ord yelled,
“Everyone to stations! We sail as soon as the beach party is
aboard!”

Klemés was not listening,
however. A commotion on the beach had caught his eye. Motioning to
Ord, both beasts observed what was happening on the
beach.

Angelana, S’Might, and
Bost had been alone on the beach. Now, however, there was another
beast as well. Putting the spyglass on the beach, Ord exclaimed,
“Really, it’s the most ridiculous looking Lynx in the world!”
Handing the glass to his shipmate, Klemés also looked. He had to
agree with Ord’s observation. The Lynx, his face nearly completely
hidden by a massive tangle of gray hair and beard, wore a brightly
colored print shirt and trousers. Baggy trousers were stuffed into
long boots and the shirt hung loosely over the pants. A brilliant
sky-blue cloth, wrapped around the creature’s head, was festooned
with a multitude of feathers and sea-shells. A traveler’s bag hung
from one shoulder.

“A most curious beast,”
Klemés observed. “What do you suppose he wants?”

“I don’t care what he
wants!” Ord growled. “We’ve got a Battle Stallion cruiser bearing
down on us. We’ve got to get out of here while we can.”

The rowboat had now
reached the beach and a vigorous conversation erupted among Bost,
Morgan Shorts, the Lynx, and Angelana. Although they could not hear
what was being said, it was apparent that a spirited argument was
in process.

“GOR AND MON! BY THE
ANCIENTS!” Ord exclaimed. “What are they doing? We’ve got no time
for this nonsense!” Glancing back toward the sea, his dismay grew
deeper. The cruiser, helped by favorable winds, had crowded on all
the sail it could carry. It was closing fast. “They’re piling it
on,” he said, taking a look through his glass, “they sure do want
to talk to us.” There was no doubt now that the cruiser had them as
its target. The group on the beach had to return very soon
if Dainty’s Shant had a hope of escape. Yet, even as Ord’s anxiety increased,
the consultation on the beach dragged on. What were they talking
about?

Klemés was even more
concerned than Ord. In his mind, the window for escape already had
closed. Even if their shore party returned to the ship immediately,
by the time Dainty’s Shant
got underway, the Battle Stallion cruiser would
be in good position to intercept their course at sea.

“Captain,” Klemés said, “I
think we need to prepare for action. There’s no escaping that
cruiser. They’ve got us right where they want us—trapped close to
shore. We must leave immediately! We can’t wait for the shore
party. We’ve already lost too much time. Unless we get going right
away, our only hope is to run wide open along the most dangerous
coast anywhere. Runnin’ full speed along this coast is for those
who want to die. We either take on the Battle Stallions, or they’ll
force us to break up on the rocks.”

“What about our beasts on
shore?” Ord replied. “We can’t just desert them.”

“No,” Klemés agreed,
“that’s why you’re going ashore now.”

“What?” Ord
exploded.

“We’ve been had,” Klemés
said urgently. “That cruiser is supposed to be on down the coast.
Someone called it back. It’s after us. We may have been betrayed.
There’s no escaping if we delay any longer. Stay here any longer
and we risk the entire crew. Either we engage the Battle Stallions
on our own terms, or they take us on theirs. We’re outnumbered.
That cruiser has more knives and swords aboard than the entire town
of Norder Bay.”

“YAR!” Ord growled, “I’m
the captain of this ship and I’ll not be taking orders from you!
I’m not going to abandon my command!”

“With all due respect,
Captain,” Klemés replied, “you and I have sailed together a long
time, and you know I’ve never opposed you.”

“No,” Ord said, “you’re
the best friend and mate I’ve ever had.”

“That’s why I know you
don’t want to be a total idiot,” Klemés smiled grimly. “Which is
exactly what you will be if you risk the entire crew or desert your
mother! You can’t have it both ways this time, Captain. The only
way to save the crew and not desert your mother is for you to go
shore—now, immediately.”

“So, if I leave, what will
you do?” Ord asked.

“We’ll sail
Dainty’s Shant straight
out to sea, setting a course directly at the cruiser. I want them
to believe we’re attacking them. As we close in, we’ll set fire to
some damp tar-soaked rope and sailcloth. That won’t flame enough to
endanger the ship, but it will smoke terrible. The Battle Stallions
will see us billowing smoke and think we’re sending a fireship to
ram them.” Klemés paused, looking thoughtful. “But, by the
Ancients, we won’t set them afire. I only want them to think we
will. I’m counting on them to turn and try to sail out of our way.
When they turn aside to avoid a collision, they’ll have to show us
their tail. When they do, I’ll aim my giant fishhook at their
rudder and blast it at them. I’m hoping to destroy their rudder
and, maybe, crack a hole in their hull below the
waterline.”

He stopped and winked at
Ord. “I don’t want to kill those beasts, but I don’t mind getting
them a little wet. I’ll give them as much trouble as I
can.”

“Sounds like out of the
frying pan, into the fire for you,” Ord responded.

“Don’t you worry about
me,” Klemés continued. “They’ll be busy with my ‘fireship’ and so
confused—I hope—that they won’t know what is happening for a while.
If my giant fishhook works, that will buy enough time for
Dainty’s Shant to get
away before anyone can pursue us. Maybe it will also help you get
away on shore.”

“Sound ‘All Beasts on
Deck,’” Ord said grimly. Klemés sounded the signal, and quickly the
crew assembled. Captain Ord briefed them on the new plan. There was
no protest from the crew at the idea of Ord leaving the ship. Every
sea-beast knew that the best possibility of escape lay with the
ship. It would be much easier to hunt down those on shore than
capture Dainty’s Shant if she could slip past the cruiser. Once on the open sea, it
would be hard to catch her. Of all the crew, Captain Ord and the
party on shore had the least chance to escape. They were being
sacrificed to save the crew. However backwards it might seem for
him to abandon the ship, the crew knew that Captain Ord was acting
as a true captain.

In short order, Ord went
over the side and began rowing, alone, toward shore. Aboard
Dainty’s Shant, rapid
preparations for the coming encounter with the cruiser were made.
Large coils of rope and sailcloth were smeared with tar and piled
in the Dainty’s bow. When the moment came, a smoky fire could be lit
easily.

“When Dainty’s underway,” Klemés said,
giving his final instructions, “I want every available beast below
deck, waiting at the sweep ports. Only those we need to manage the
sails will be on deck. If—I mean, when—we get past the cruiser,
we’re going to pile on sail and run the sweeps like mad beasts!
Even if we cripple the cruiser, I want to lose ourselves in as much
sea as we can, as fast as we can. Now, every beast to
stations!”

“Aye, Capt’n Klemés!” a
burly Sharkict called out.

“Dainty’s Shant has
only one captain at a time,” Klemés called back. “I’m the ship’s
carpenter, just standin’ in for Captain Ord while he’s otherwise
occupied. As it’s always been, this ship elects its captain—and
we’ll have an election just as soon as we’ve got a bit more time!”
For the sea-beasts assembled on deck, Ord and Klemés had always
been like brothers. Through thick and thin, hurricanes and scrapes
with pirates, they worked together as one to serve the ship. In
years past, the crew had tried to elect Klemés as second-in-command
on Dainty’s Shant, but he had always opposed such efforts. “You rattle-brains
drop that idea!” Klemés would protest. “You need a Captain’s Second
who can read—not an ignorant, unschooled Wood Cow like me! An
illiterate ship’s carpenter as Captain’s Second? Who ever heard of
such stuff!” Although every sea-beast knew that their ship’s
carpenter solved baffling problems, and often was the wisest among
them, Klemés never wavered in his opposition. Over many such
protests, the ship settled into a good-natured stalemate: if the
crew could not elect Klemés as Captain’s Second, they would elect
no one; and Captain Ord went to Klemés as his Second as needed. No
beast wondered who was in charge as Dainty’s Shant sailed to meet the
cruiser.

Whether still Captain or
not, Ord’s attention now focused on pulling for the beach. In an
odd way, although facing Dainty’s
Shant as he rowed, it was now as if he had
turned his back on the ship. He felt strangely drawn to find out
what was happening on the beach. The Lynx somehow had captured the
attention of everyone around him. Angelana was no fool. The crew
members sent to pick her up were seasoned sea-beasts. The animated
conversation that had held up his plans must be
important.

As Ord drew near the
beach, a world he had never imagined came into being around him.
Like every other beast he knew, Ord had never ventured close to the
Spook’nings before. Now, seeing the Spook’nings up close for the
first time, the reality he had known disappeared. The evidence of
fearful shipwrecks created an eerie atmosphere that was not
apparent from the deck of a ship. The bleaching hulls of destroyed
ships protruded from the sand like grasping skeleton fingers
wearing massive rusted bolts as rings. Here and there, the bones of
sea-beasts jutted out from piles of debris, seaweed, and shells
washed up on the sand. Recent wrecks, ragged sails still trailing
from shattered masts, lay turned on their sides. Masses of
barnacles so completely covered the keels of some that they lost
their original shape. Everywhere, great curtains of seaweed hung
from parts of the wreckage submerged when the tide was high. The
ghostly remains of broken voyages suggested that Ord truly had left
one world and entered another.

Upon seeing Ord’s
approach, Bost ran out into the surf to help him. Together, they
pulled Ord’s boat up on the beach. Sloshing through the surf, the
mast of an old wreck shot up out of the sand almost perpendicular.
The thought of an entire ship buried beneath him was unsettling.
How many remains of drowned sea-beasts were also beneath his feet?
How odd it suddenly felt to be walking across a sandy beach where
so much tragedy had occurred, with no one to mourn or notice. The
wrecks and bones simply kept piling up, year by year, with no one’s
care. Ord could not imagine a more forsaken, desolate
place.

Bost was not in the same
reflective mood. “What’s the trouble, Capt’n? I didn’t expect to
see Dainty’s sailing up here so pretty!” His loud, echoing voice snapped
Ord’s mind back to the situation at hand.

“Many things went
different than planned. Yes, Dainty’s out there, but she’s
sailing without us,” Ord replied with a dark look. “Seems like
there’s delay beyond what we’d hoped, and there’s a Battle Stallion
cruiser bearing down on us. Thank Klemés and the crew for keeping
the cruiser away from here, but it looks like we have our own
problems…”

Ord and Bost were barely
noticed when they walked up to join the group on the
beach.

“No! No, I tell you!” the
Lynx roared. “You will get that ship out of here!”

“No, my dear beast,”
Angelana replied firmly, “I can’t do that. Out of the question.
Can’t be done.”

“But you must!” the Lynx
yelled. “That blasted tub is the first ship to come this close to
shore—and now it stopped! You’ll destroy all my work!”

Rolling her eyes, Angelana
gave Ord a wry smile, “Well, dear beast, here’s the Captain of that
‘blasted tub’ out there—take it up with him.”

“What’s the worry, good
beast?” Ord asked.

“It’s a bit confused, you
see,” the Lynx began, “but the short of it is that your ship needs
to leave.”

“Easy enough to do,” Ord
said. “As you see, she’s raising anchor right now. She’ll be out to
sea in a few minutes.”

“Well, that’s a blessing,
and thank you,” the Lynx replied. “That ship anchored out there was
just about waving and shouting, ‘Look over here!’ Too many things
going on here for that.”

“What things?” Ord
asked.

“Arrh-um, lots of things,”
the Lynx said, “lizards and slaves, soak-potting…and
cries.”

“Cries? Lizards? Slaves?”
Ord responded, his mind reeling.

“Well, not really cries,”
the Lynx said, “more like howls—but, point is, it’s all stuff I
don’t want to hang out a signboard about.”

“Why not?” Ord asked
suspiciously, “seems like slaves and howls might be worth looking
into.”

“Good for you!” the Lynx
laughed. “You’re right sharp—understanding right away why I don’t
want to call attention. And, anyways, you’re in it now. You’ll be
looking into it pretty deep in a few minutes.”

“What do you mean?”
Angelana asked.

The Lynx pointed to
Dainty’s Shant heading
out to sea. “What I mean is—seems to me, there’s no turning back
for any of you, and no place forward to go except with me. I can
show you a way out of the mess you’ve got yourselves into.” The
Lynx paused to let his words sink in. “Oh, yes, I know you’re all
in a mess. No beast comes to the Spook’nings except for being in a
mess they can’t get out of. So, if I’m wrong, speak up quickly,
please. Otherwise, let’s get moving.”

The other beasts looked
toward Ord, watching how he would react. Ord took a few moments to
consider the situation. Every plan he had made was in shambles.
Where there was one Battle Cruiser, there would soon be others.
With the sea closed off, it would be weeks of walking—across
hostile lands—to reach Port Newolf. Could the Lynx help? Eyeing the
curious beast, he felt certain the Lynx was ancient. Out of the
tangled gray hair and beard peered two eyes that seemed nearly
translucent, so faded was their color. A wisdom of age seemed
apparent in them. Beyond that, Ord saw no evidence of evil in the
gentle, toothy half-grin that was the normal resting position of
the Lynx’s mouth. “All right, Lynx,” Ord said slowly, “we’ll go
with you a ways and see what you’ve got. I’d feel a darn sight
better, though, knowing what sort of a beast I’m going with. What’s
your name? Where’s home?”

“My friends call me Home,”
the Lynx responded. “You’re trusting me, so I count you as
friends—I’d be please if you call me Home. I’ve never had a place
to call home—nor have the beasts I associate with—so that’s why
they call me Home. I kind of take care of a whole lot of beasts.
I’m their home. Beyond that, way, way, back I was a Climbing Lynx
and roamed all over the Hedgelands—but that was a long time
ago.”

Looking out to sea, Home
paused for a moment, as if calculating something. Then he said,
“Right now, friends, I don’t need to know who you are. I’m trusting
you, like you’re trusting me. That’s the way I operate—I’ll pick up
the rest as we go along. Right now, we need to get those boats out
of sight—like I said, no one needs to think there’s a reason to
stop here.”

Talking quickly, Home gave
instructions. “Everyone follow me, except for you two,” pointing at
Bost and Morgan Shorts. “You two pull the boats over to that far
rock,” he said pointing. “You’ll find some large rocks there. We’ll
all pitch in and fill the boats with rocks until they sink under
the water. That will hide them and keep them handy for a while—in
case you good beasts decide you’d rather leave me and try your hand
rowing the ocean.”

A half-hour’s work
completed the job of sinking the boats. The last of the boats was
sinking below the surface when S’Might exclaimed, “Look! The ship
is on fire!” Turning their eyes seaward, they saw
Dainty’s Shant billowing
smoke. Clouds of dense, dark smoke obscured nearly the entire hull.
Ord smiled. Just as he had promised, Klemés had set a smoky fire
and set course directly at the Battle Stallion cruiser! Plowing
toward the much larger ship, Dainty’s
Shant seemed to be a smoking monster, tips
of the masts or prow poking out like fangs or talons.

“We’re not spectators
here,” Home said. “The tide will be coming back up soon and we’ve
got to get off the beach.”

“Come on,” Ord said,
turning aside from looking out to sea, “Klemés and the crew know
what they face and are taking it on—it’s time we do the same. Show
us the way, Home.”

Walking toward the
massive, rotting carcass of a ship, Home led the group around to
the back of the wooden hulk. At the rear, the skeleton lay crumpled
against the bottom of a cliff, partially buried in sand. Curtains
of seaweed hung limply from the decaying timbers, waiting for the
tide to bring life-giving water once more. Holding the shroud of
seaweed open, Home motioned for the group to step inside the broken
ship.

Ord was the last to enter,
indicating that Home should go before him. Casting one last glance
seaward, he noticed that the breeze had pushed the smoke to the
side enough to see Dainty’s Shant
one last time. Still bearing down on the
cruiser, Dainty’s Shant
was closing fast on its adversary. The cruiser,
for its part, was turning aside to get out of the way of
Dainty’s onslaught.
“Just as Klemés predicted!” Ord smiled.

KAAA-BOOOM! A column of
flame belched from the smoke-enshrouded ship and a projectile flew
toward the cruiser, striking it at the stern. A pillar of water
shot up and the Battle Stallion cruiser slightly
shuddered.

“YAR! YAR! YAR!” Ord
cried, seeing Dainty’s Shant
run out the sweeps to make her run for the open
sea. “Take care of her, Captain Klemés!” he added, then turned to
follow the others through the seaweed curtain.

Although nothing remained
of the wrecked ship except its skeleton, stepping through the
seaweed shroud brought a heavy odor of rotting wood, moldy rope,
and dead fish. Enormous chains and iron rings, rusted almost to
shapelessness, dangled from smashed timbers.

Home led the group through
a narrow space between two of the rocks upon which the ship rested.
The larger of the rocks completely shielded the smaller one from
sight, even to those standing inside the belly of the ship, making
the narrow space invisible to the casual observer. The opening was
just wide enough for the group to slip through one by one. Passing
through the opening, the group found itself facing what promised to
be a grueling climb up the cliff. Cut into the rock here and there,
crude toeholds provided some assistance for the climber. At other
places, rope and wood from wrecks were fashioned into
ladders.

“Not much to see here,”
Home chuckled, “which is a good thing, since we can’t stay. The
tide will fill this place up soon, and we’d best be well on our way
by then. So, Hitch! Hitch! Up the way, over here!” With a bit of
mumbling and muttering, Home swung his pack onto his shoulder and
motioned for the others to follow.

“Now you don’t lead
beasts—beasts who are friends, that is, such as yourselves—you
don’t lead them into danger without putting calm in them,” Home
said. “Just watch your step as we climb up this trail, and
everything will be just fine—but watch your step. The rock is worn
smooth and, when it’s wet, it’s slick as snot.”

Wheezing and puffing, the
group climbed for what seemed like hours. When they were about a
third of the way up the cliff, a violent squall suddenly came up,
pelting the climbers with rain. Then, as abruptly as it arrived,
the squall passed on. “That’s one of the reasons for all the wrecks
along this coast,” Ord observed, “terrible unpredictable
weather.”

At last, when the trail
leveled out and became more gradual, Home called a halt. “Only a
bit more,” he said. “But now, gently as she goes. Grab hold of the
beast in front of you. We’re done with the steepest part of the
climb, but we’ll soon be in the mist. It will be so thick we won’t
be able to see very well until we get past it. Just hold on and
keep moving. I’ll keep the pace slow so that you can find your
footing.”

The group moved cautiously
forward. The trail crossed the face of the cliffs and then curved
with the coast. The beach where they had started was long ago lost
to view. As they kept moving, the walls of the cliff began to echo
with a howling sound, like thousands of beasts all crying at once.
The tremendous wailing was unsettling, but Home showed no signs of
concern. A steadily increasing shower of mist filtered down from
further up the trail as they walked. As the mist became heavier, it
soon drenched their clothes. The air was so loaded with fine water
particles; it seemed scarcely possible to breathe. As Home had
predicted, the mist thickened until nothing was visible except the
beast directly beside oneself. Clutching the garment of the beast
in front of him, each beast kept going, wondering how long the
ordeal would last.

They groped through the
soaking wet, until stronger light began to filter through the mist.
They were approaching the end of the passage. When they did step
out of the passage into the daylight, it was a most astonishing
sight. The passageway led out onto a narrow ledge on the face of a
vertical precipice. Tremendous sheets of water poured down a few
feet in front of the ledge. They were standing behind not just one,
but several waterfalls! The showers of spray and mist from the
rushing torrents made it impossible to see much beyond the falling
water. The howling sound was so deafening that nothing could be
heard but the falls. Home motioned for the group to keep moving.
Walking gingerly, the group crossed the narrow, slippery ledge.
Then, following Home’s lead, they scrambled over a field of broken
rocks to reach higher ground above the falls. Upon reaching dry
ground, everyone collapsed for a breather.

Looking around herself,
Angelana gave a long whistle. Now that the chasm and waterfalls
were fully visible, it was something like she had never seen
before. Dozens of individual waterfalls shot out of cracks and
crevices in the precipice wall. Spurting out under great pressure,
the water created a chorus of howling and shrieking
sounds.

“Where does the water come
from?” she asked.

“Well, it all begins up in
that range of mountains way off at the horizon,” Home answered. “It
flows down through a river called the Lost Ways Crack. After we
rest, we’ll climb on up over that ridge ahead of us. Once we get up
there, you’ll see that there’s a huge lake just on the other side.
That’s where the water for the falls comes from. It’s kind of like
a bucket with holes in the bottom.”

The falls plummeted into
the chasm, dropping away into a gaping gash in the
earth.

“Where does it go, I
wonder?” Ord said.

“That’s the ocean at the
bottom of the gorge,” Home explained. There are many sea-caves
along this part of the coast,” he continued. “We came through a
smaller one. This is another one, where the river drops down and
exits to the sea.”

After a few minutes of
rest, Angelana stood up and gazed off at the distant mountains. “So
how do you fit into all of this?” she asked.

“I live on the far side of
the lake,” he replied.

“Well, if that’s where
we’re going,” Angelana said, “let’s get moving. I’d sure like to
put some more distance between us and anyone who might be following
us.”

“So you see, you don’t
want people finding this place either!” Home laughed. “That’s what
I was trying to tell you Bug-Brains! No one ever comes this way—so
don’t be getting them started now!”

“Come on,” Ord said, “we
get the point. Let’s move.”

“We’ll walk up over the
ridge,” Home said. “There’s a couple of boats there, and we’ll
paddle across the lake.”

It was a long slow climb
up to the top of the ridge. Along the way, biting flies tormented
them. That, in addition to wet clothing, made for a miserable slog.
Reaching the top of the ridge, with the lake laid out below them, a
fast-moving squall came across the sky, soaking them again. By the
time they arrived at the lake, blue sky and sunshine ruled the
sky.

Coming down the other side
of the ridge was much more fun than going up. Masses of wildflowers
covered the meadows, and the walking was easy. When they reached
the lake, the water was beautifully clear. “It’s warm!” Angelana
exclaimed, when she knelt down to touch the water.

“Yep,” Home replied, “but
not as warm as the far side of the lake. This is the cool side.
When we get over to my place, you can have a good soak in some
really hot water.”

“Why is the water hot?”
Ord asked.

“The Lost Ways Crack comes
down out of the mountains hotter than Ever Hot Pie,” Home said.
“That whole area over at the foot of the mountains has hot water
pools and geysers and springs. It all eventually flows into the
lake.”

“So, when we get to your
place, what then?” Angelana said. “We are so far away from the
plans we had just a few hours ago, that I’m feeling like I don’t
have a clue what’s going on!”

“Well…” Home began slowly.
“I’m wondering the same thing.”

“What do you mean?”
Angelana responded.

“Well—it’s like this—it’s
not just me over at my place. There’s—well, there’s—let’s just call
it a camp. A camp of about thirty beasts.”

“Thirty beasts!” Angelana
said. “Just camping there, out in the middle of
nowhere?”

“Yep, pretty much that’s
it,” Home said. “Like I told you before, I kind of take care of a
bunch of beasts.”

“What kind of beasts?” Ord
asked, with uncertainty in his voice.

“Oh, good beasts,” Home
replied, “really excellent beasts all around. They just ran into a
bit of a scrape with the High One’s thugs—you might say they were
slaves who set themselves free without asking
permission.”

“Escaped slaves!” Ord
said. “That’s why you like your privacy about this place, isn’t
it?”

“Well—that’s part of it,”
Home said. “The rest of it has to do with my lizard
trading.”

“Trading lizards? For
what?” Ord asked.

“Well—I guess it’s not
exactly trading,” Home replied. “You might say it’s more like
bribes.”

“Bribes?” Ord
replied.

“Well—these are really
special lizards,” Home continued. “You’ve never eaten anything in
your life like a slow-roasted Snick Lizard. I’m telling you—doesn’t
matter what else you eat with it—that Snick Lizard is the star of
the meal. Snicks only live around on the far side of the lake. And,
so far, I’m about the only beast that knows how to hunt
them—they’re fast and tricky to catch. Anyway, I catch them and
give them to certain distinguished sea-traders who can sell them
for tremendous amounts in fancy cities and the like.”

“You mean you sell them to
smugglers,” Ord said. “I’m guessing that’s the kind of
distinguished traders you’re dealing with.”

“Well—let’s not get into
insulting my distinguished friends,” Home replied, pretending to be
offended.

“It’s payment for my
distinguished friends taking some escaped slaves off my hands, you
see,” Home said.

“He pays smugglers to help
him get escaped slaves out of here!” Angelana chuckled. “How about
that, Ord?”

“Well, I can’t exactly ask
the Battle Stallions or such to help me out,” Home said with a
smile. “That would rather spoil the whole business, I
think.”

“So that’s what you were
doing on the beach when we met you?” Bost asked.

“Yes,” Home responded.
“One night per month, I meet a certain distinguished friend of mine
on the beach, always in the middle of the night. I give her some
fresh live Snicks. She takes a couple of my comrades who are ready
to leave my place.

Angelana’s eyes were
ablaze as she nearly shouted, “YAR! That’s brilliant! That’s the
answer! That’s why we’re coming to your camp. I don’t know about
the rest of my family and friends, but I’ll give the rest of my
life to working with you. It would make me so happy to break the
back of the High One’s slaving system.”

“Whoa, there, my good
beast,” Home replied. “I’m only getting a handful of freed slaves
out of here per month. That is not exactly breaking the back of the
system.”

“No, I understand,”
Angelana responded. “But, you give me a few years, and we’ll figure
out a way to take what you’ve already done and tear the guts out of
the slaving!”

The other beasts simply
looked at her, saying nothing. Had she lost her mind?

“Look, we’re smart
beasts,” she continued. “There’s more smart beasts over at Home’s
camp. We can do this. We can break the system.”


Angelana’s Victory

“So, that’s the way
Grandmother Angelana told the story to me,” Angelana concluded.
“There’s more to the story—exploring the Lost Ways Crack and
finding the best routes from Tilk Duraow to the sea, founding
SnowFire and making it her base, establishing SLOPS. Grandmother
Angelana and Home became allies, and SLOPS, as it now functions, is
their creation.” She paused, watching Emil and PorNart’s reaction
to the story she had just told.

Then she continued. “Like
I said, there’s a lot more, but you now know the basic story of how
SnowFire came to be.”

“Angelana…” Emil began,
“that was Great-Grandfather Klemés’ ship!”

“Yes, I suspected that.
When Ord was a common young sea-beast on his father’s ship, Klemés
was the carpenter. From then on, they were inseparable friends.
After Ord became captain of Dainty’s
Shant some years later, Klemés was, in
effect, Captain Ord’s closest advisor. Ord was a good and just
captain, and Klemés always remained one of the sea-beasts
best-loved by his fellows. For many years, they had a great life
together… Then came Klemés Mutiny.”

“Klemés Mutiny?” Emil
asked. “I’m proud they called it that! Klemés was brave and decent,
and deserves some credit.”

“Yes, he does,” Angelana
replied fiercely. “Sometimes goodness and decency requires us to
apply laws that don’t get enough attention! And that brings us all
here today.”

“When they discovered what
had happened, Club Wolves went to Angelana’s and burned her house
to the ground. Of course, she wasn’t there, and she never returned
to Norder Bay. They also burned Klemés house and pulled all his
friends in for questioning.”

“And went after the rest
of his family too,” Emil said.

“What makes you say that?”
Angelana asked.

“When I and my sister,
Helga, were young beasts, Skull Buzzards came to our house to
arrest our parents. They had done nothing wrong, so did not know
they were in trouble or why the Skull Buzzards had come. We heard
shouts from our neighbors warning us and barely escaped. Father and
I went one direction and Mother and Helga went another to try to
maximize the chance that some of us might get away. As it turned
out, Father and I escaped, but Helga and Mother didn’t. Helga
eventually got back home, but I never saw my mother again after
that. From what you say, I’m sure that visit from the Skull
Buzzards was connected with Klemés’ Mutiny.”

“You’re probably right,”
S’Might replied. “Anyone they could find who was related to Klemés
and Ord was arrested and sent to Tilk Duraow.”

“You said before the
Klemés was a prisoner at Tilk Duraow. But in the story you told, it
sounds like he escaped with Dainty’s
Shant and the crew?” Emil
asked.

“No one really knows what
happened to him,” Angelana replied. “Like I told you, the last Ord
and the others saw of him, it appeared that Klemés’ plan had worked
and Dainty’s Shant had slipped past the Battle Stallion cruiser. But no one
really knows what happened after that. Neither Klemés
nor Dainty’s
Shant were ever seen or heard from again.”
She paused and a tired look passed briefly across her face. “But,
I know Klemés is
at Tilk Duraow. I feel it in my bones. You run SLOPS for a long
time and you just get this sense of things about that place. I
don’t know what’s what about Klemés, but I do know what I feel. I
feel in my bones that, somehow, he was captured.” She looked at
Emil. “Look—they call it Klemés’ Mutiny, not Ord’s Mutiny. Why is
that? I think it’s because they caught him, and he took
responsibility. He probably gave them some story about leading a
mutiny against Captain Ord…”

“If you’re so sure where
he is, and you’re so good at SLOPS,” Emil asked grimly, “why don’t
you get him out?”

“There are so many slaves
at Tilk Duraow and elsewhere,” Angelana replied. “We get as many as
we can to freedom, but we don’t go after any particular one. It’s
more important to wreck the system and make it leak slaves all
over.”

“So, what you’re saying is
that my great-grandfather doesn’t count,” Emil remarked
darkly.

“No, he counts very much,”
the young Wolf replied. “He counts just as much as every other
beast we risk our lives to rescue. We’d rescue him if we could. But
slaves have to be moving for us to get at them. We can’t just go up
to Tilk Duraow and politely ask to be let inside. It’s a fortress
up there. The Granite Hulks are just what they sound like—not easy
to get into, or out of.”

“Well,” replied Emil
grimly. “If Klemés is in Tilk Duraow, we’re going to break the
system and get him out! I don’t do well with the either-or you gave
me.”

“You’re one after
Grandmother Angelana’s own heart, Emil.”

 



Book Three

Red Wind in the Canyon
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Helga Does It Again

The cedar oil lamps had
long since guttered out when Helga finally arose from where she had
been sitting for several hours. Her parents had long ago returned
to Elbin and Sareth’s house and turned in for the night. When the
homecoming celebration ended, something had pulled on Helga’s
heart, keeping her rooted in the place where she had spent the
evening telling of her adventures. Perhaps it was just the good
feeling of being back in the Rounds, at last able to introduce her
parents to old friends. Perhaps it was the almost dizzying sense of
release she felt now that her recent savage experiences were over.
Whatever the reason, Helga remained behind, sitting under the
magnificent night sky, a universe of stars seeming close enough to
touch. Most of the Roundie houses were now dark, their inhabitants
asleep.

Swish-luckt…swish-luckt…swish-luckt…the familiar sound instantly jarred Helga from her reverie.
Only one beast she knew wore chain mail boots.

“Bad Bone!” Helga
whispered. “Is that you?”

“Aye, Helga, it is as you
think,” her old friend laughed, stepping out of the shadows.
An exceptionally large and powerfully-built
Climbing Lynx, Bad Bone wore fingerless gloves and boots of finely
made chain mail. He had a reputation as the greatest climber in all
of the Hedgelands. Once a trusted servant of the High One, Bad
Bone’s friendship with the Wood Cows had led to a falling out with
the Hedgelands ruler.

“So sorry that I missed
the party. I’ve been travelling fast for the past three days to get
here, but fast across rugged mountains wasn’t fast
enough.”

“What are you doing here?”
Helga demanded. “I thought your old buddy the High One had Skull
Buzzards after your hide.”

“Ah, yes, very much my
pleasure to lose track of those unpleasant fellows!” Bad Bone
smiled. “I’ve joined the Borf and have a good home with them now.
That’s actually what brings me here to find you.”

“What do you mean?” Helga
asked.

“You know the Borf run
raids on the High One’s trallé caravans,” Bad Bone continued. “On a
recent raid, things went badly. The caravan had many more guards
than usual and the usual Borf attack plan did not work. The Borf
had to drop the attack and retreat. In the confusion, I got cut off
and almost captured. Looking frantically for a place to hide, I
slipped into one of the cargo wagons. Because guards ride on the
wagon front and back, I was stuck in there when the caravan started
moving again. I was a bit worried about my future when that
happened, but it turned out to be a very good thing.”

“A good thing?” Helga
said, surprised. “I would think you were lucky just to get out
alive!”

“Yes, that’s right,” Bad
Bone continued. “But listening to the guards talk, I learned
something that’ll interest you very much—I know where your brother
is.”

“What!” Helga said
excitedly. “You know where Emil is?”

“Yes,” Bad Bone replied,
“I heard the guards talking about how they’re having lots of
trouble up at Tilk Duraow. They keep losing more and more slaves.
Apparently, there is a very well organized operation that’s
draining the Tilk Duraow workforce.” He stopped and looked at Helga
for a long moment before continuing. “Here’s the part about Emil.
The situation has gotten so bad that the High One decided to send
some of his crack Sparrow Snoops to investigate. According to the
guards, they learned that the main route for escaping slaves was
down through the Grand Deep and Lost Ways Crack to the sea. The
Sparrow Snoops actually saw a Wood Cow in a boat with escaped
slaves running down the Lost Ways Crack. That just has to be Emil.
Who else could it be?”

Helga was stunned. Her
brother running escaped slaves to the sea? It was both fabulous and
terrifying to contemplate. “What else did you hear?” she
asked.

“The guards didn’t say
much more—probably because they don’t know much more,” Bad Bone
replied. “But, I did hear them say that the High One is planning to
send Skull Buzzards into the Grand Deep and Lost Ways Crack to
crush the anti-slaving operation.”

“Crush it!” Helga
exclaimed. “When? How? We’ve got to do something!”

“They didn’t say when or
how,” Bad Bone replied, “but you can bet it will be
soon.”

“We’ve got to warn Emil
and whoever he’s working with,” Helga declared.

“Yes, first thing in the
morning we’ll tell your parents what’s up and then start out,” Bad
Bone replied.

“We can’t do that, Bad
Bone,” Helga replied. “I know what they’ll say. They’ll be vexed
with me if I talk about going off with you to take on the High One
and his thugs. They’ll want me to stay here, while the grownups
talk about what should be done and how best to do it. By the time
they have a plan and get moving, it might be too late for Emil.”
Helga gave Bad Bone a determined look. He returned it.

“All right, then, it’s
settled,” Helga said, “I think you and I alone have a better chance
of slipping into the area where Emil is, than if a whole troop of
beasts went there. We’ve got to do it.”

“You say your parents
would be vexed if you asked them about this—just wait until they
find out you’re going to do it on your own!” Bad Bone
smiled.

“They may be vexed, but
they won’t be surprised,” Helga laughed. “I’ve done it before.” She
paused, looking thoughtful. “Last time I left like this, it was to
go off and try to help some sea-beasts in trouble. This time, I’m
not going to try and help anyone. This time, I’m in it for
myself—all the way. If Emil is in this up to his neck, as it seems
he is, then I’m in it up to my eyes!”

In the morning, Helga’s
parents, Breister and Helbara, found that Helga had departed in the
night.

 


I’m awfully sorry to leave
without saying Goodbye, but I’m determined that this is the best
way to do what needs to be done. All of the promptings in my spirit
leave me no time to dally and delay. I received information last
night about Emil, which cannot await action even an instant. I
cannot say more because the only hope for him is if as few as
possible get involved. This task may be a thousand times too big
for me to handle, but I can try. I know I can do this, and, by the
Ancients, I will try. With good fortune, I will be back with you
soon. Please stay at the Rounds until you hear from me—if possible,
I’ll bring Emil back with me.

 


Affectionately,

 


Helga

 


“What a daughter we have!”
Breister exclaimed.

“Yes, we’ve been blessed
by the Ancients with a beautiful test!” Helbara smiled.

“Well, she’s every bit
just like her mother,” Breister said, grinning at his wife. “Only
even more determined, if that’s possible.”

“I call determination a
virtue,” Helbara replied, “and happiness, too. Helga has plenty of
both and, as long as she has both in good supply, she can succeed
at anything she sets out to do.”

“Well, she certainly
doesn’t take rest seriously,” Breister said, “nor worry,
either.”


Home and Bad Bone

Bad Bone and Helga walked
for four days with little to eat and drink, and almost no sleep,
pushing themselves to the limit. Their only food was dried Ruckpack
Honey and Salamander Jerky, with whatever wild Raspberries they
found here and there. Allowing themselves only brief stops, they
walked all night, stopping just before dawn. Falling to the ground
in an open area, they would sleep until the rising sun fell on
their eyes with enough intensity to wake them. It was a sure way to
keep from sleeping too long. On the third day of their journey,
during such a sleep period, they awakened almost before they were
asleep.

“What was that?” Bad Bone
whispered, sitting up, instantly alert.

“Voices,” Helga replied,
“coming up the ravine over there.” A deep ravine cutting downward
just ahead of them was faintly visible in the pre-dawn
light.

Not knowing if friend or
foe might be coming, they quickly scrambled behind some rocks to
see what would happen. They waited some minutes, but no one came up
the ravine. The voices, however, got louder as time went on.
Whoever it was must be at the bottom of the ravine. Finally, they
decided to investigate.

“Sounds like a party,” Bad
Bone whispered as they descended the ravine. The sounds were more
happy than sinister. Even so, Bad Bone and Helga remained out of
sight as they crept closer for a look.

Drawing up just a few feet
from where the voices were, Helga parted some bushes and peered
through. Dressed in odd clothing—or, in some cases, only a little
clothing—about thirty beasts were sitting, or lounging, in a
steaming pool of water! Rocks and stones, placed for the comfort of
the bathers, served to mark the pool off from the rest of a large
lake that stretched across the landscape. Many of the bathers wore
shorts, others were dressed in handsome snug-fitting snakeskin
suits that covered their entire body, including their feet, all the
way up to the neck. Most also shaded their heads with handsome
broad-brimmed hats. Along the edge of the lake, there was a cluster
of sturdy-looking huts.

“Take a look at that,”
Helga chuckled. “It’s a hot spring, and those beasts sure are
enjoying it.”

“Maybe we should join
them,” Bad Bone suggested. “Looks inviting, and we might learn
something.”

“I’m in,” Helga replied,
stepping out from the bushes. Bad Bone followed, and soon they were
standing before the group of beasts lounging in the
water.

One face immediately
caught Bad Bone’s attention as they approached. An ancient Lynx,
his face nearly completely buried under a monstrous tangle of gray
hair and beard, stood out from the crowd. Seeing Bad Bone and Helga
coming toward him, the gnarled old Lynx rose from the water and
stepped forward.

“Hey, Mon!” he said,
coming forward and slapping them both on the back in welcome.
“Come, come, come right on in. Join us in our morning soak-potting!
It’s a right nice way to start any day.” Pointing to a nearby hut,
the Lynx continued, “In that hut you’ll find some hot-suits that
will probably fit you. The water is so hot, I always recommend a
hot-suit to get started.” He laughed at their hesitation. “Come,
come! The water is fine, and you’ll feel like a brand new beast
after a few minutes of soak-potting!”

Laughing and hollering,
the crowd of beasts in the pool hooted for Bad Bone and Helga to
hurry up. Heading off to the hut, they found suitable hot-suits and
returned to the lake. The warm water was amazing after four days of
hard marching.

“Now what brings you fine
young beasts all the way up here?” the Lynx asked. “Oh, sorry,
forgot to introduce myself. My friends call me Home—don’t recall if
I ever had another name or not—so just call me Home.”

After introducing
themselves, Bad Bone said, “We’re looking for a lost
friend.”

“A lost friend, you say,”
Home replied, “well, you’ve come to the right place—no other beasts
here than friends lost from somewhere.”

“Everyone here is lost?”
Helga asked. “Lost from where?”

“Now that depends on who’s
asking, and for what purpose,” Home replied, pulling a long,
double-edge knife from a concealed pocket in his trousers. Several
other beasts also pulled out concealed weapons. “Now, when I told
you my name was ‘Home’ I said that was what my friends call me. I
was assuming then, and I’m assuming now, that you’re friends. So,
don’t get all alarmed about these blades and stuff. You just can’t
be too careful these days, you know.”

Having made his point,
Home nodded to the other beasts to put away their weapons. He
smiled. “There now, you see that us lost beasts are a bit
particular about who takes an interest in where we’re lost from.
You’re fine looking beasts and don’t raise up my worry-blisters—so
I’ll tell you straight out. These here beasts are slaves escaped
from Tilk Duraow!”

“Escaped from the Granite
Hulks?” Bad Bone exclaimed. “I thought no one ever got out of Tilk
Duraow except by Death’s Door.”

“That’s mostly right,”
Home replied. “Most beasts sent to Tilk Duraow die there—either
falling, or crushed, or worked to death cutting rock on the Hulks.
But there is a way to escape, and I found it.”

“You found a way to escape
Tilk Duraow?” Helga cried. “That’s tremendous! How did you do
it?”

“When I was a young beast,
I was a Royal Climbing Lynx like you, I’ll wager,” Home said. “On
one of my missions for the High One, I was assigned to guide a
slave trader on a new route through the mountains. Borf raiders
where harassing the High One’s slaving routes constantly, and they
were trying to find a safer route. I never saw such a thing up
close before, and what I observed confused me tremendously. Slavers
ripped young beasts of every description from their homes and
families; sending them off to Tilk Duraow as rock-breakers. But
most of the beasts in the slaving party were pretty sad creatures
themselves—hardly a one wasn’t missing a paw, or a leg, or an eye.
Once they were “ruined for work” as the Hedgies called it, they
were left to fend for themselves. Slavers were happy to give them
work. Slaving captains cruised the streets looking for
outcasts.”

Bad Bone sat quietly while
Home talked. He seemed to be gazing off at the horizon, hardly
listening. “Have you ever heard of Stupid Frog Shallows?” he asked
suddenly.

The old Lynx stopped
talking and looked intently at Bad Bone. “Now that’s interesting,”
he said slowly, “that was going to be the next part of my story.
What makes you interested in Stupid Frog Shallows?”

“I’ve heard a few old
stories about the place,” Bad Bone replied. “Seems that a relative
of mine did some slave trading around there once.”

“Well, well—,” Home said
slowly. “So you’re giving me the compliment of claiming
kinship?”

“I’m saying that I had a
relative who maybe traded slaves once at Stupid Frog Shallows,” Bad
Bone replied.

“Quite likely, actually,
quite likely,” Home said. “As I was about to say before you laid
claim to my family, years ago I was a guide for some slave traders.
Although I never captured or held a slave myself, I did show them
which way to go to avoid their enemies. I did walk as a free beast
beside those who were in chains. I did know what was happening to
them. So, if you accuse me of trading slaves, I’m at a bit of a
disadvantage in denying it. Looks like you have got me on the
charge.”

“Looks or no looks,” Bad
Bone said, “I don’t hold your past against you. I’m pretty sure
you’re my great-grandfather—we’re family now. I’m more interested
in what you’re doing now. Finish telling your story.” Bad Bone
leaned back, listening silently, as Home picked up his story. There
was something about what he had just learned that he had not yet
fully digested, something that could bring him either to tears or
shouts of joy. He was neither saddened to know his
great-grandfather had been working with slave traders, nor happy to
have found a long-lost relative.

“Like I was saying,” Home
continued, “I got mighty confused. I began to see that maybe
loyalty to the High One was not my highest calling. So, I guided
the slave trading caravan straight into Borf territory. I was the
only one who knew the mountains, so no one realized I was leading
them into trouble. Sure enough, a Borf raiding party hit the
caravan one night like a whirlwind. In a few minutes, the traders
were tangled up in Borf nets and the slaves were gone. At the first
sign of the attack, I tried to slip away and escape. The slavers
caught me, however, and I was badly whipped. He pulled back the
neck of his shirt to reveal a portion of the scars he bore from the
lashing. The slavers no longer trusted me as a guide, but because
of my connections to the High One, they allowed me to do the
cooking. They planned to let the High One deal with me as he
thought fit when they returned.”

“How did you ever get
away?” Bad Bone asked.

“Well, like I said, I was
the cook. One day, I made some ‘special stew,’ with some crushed
Pahema leaves in it. Those leaves have a substance in them that
puts you to sleep. Within an hour of serving the stew, the entire
camp was sound asleep. I lit out and made a clean
escape.”

“What happened then?”
Helga said. “How did you learn about Tilk Duraow?”

“It wasn’t that I learned
about Tilk Duraow,” Home replied, “it learned about me. You see,
everyone expected me to head off to some distant land. No one
thought I would dare show my face around the High One’s business
again. Where the High One is concerened, pretty much anyone is
expendable. ‘Oh, that young Lynx is gone? Too bad, whose next?’—was
pretty much the attitude. So, there was no hunt for me, no wanted
posters, no looking out for me. In addition to that, I was a young
Climbing Lynx with no reputation. Especially way up in the remote
regions of the mountains, no one knew who I was—and no one cared,
either.”

Home paused for a moment
and rose to his feet. “It’s time to get out of the water,” he
announced. “We’ll be boiled like potatoes if we stay longer. Now,
we’ll go up in the grass and lie in the sun for a while. When we’re
dry, we eat.” Most of the beasts followed Home out on the grassy
bank and flopped down to relax and enjoy the warmth of the early
morning sun. A few wandered back to the huts to prepare
breakfast.

Home, Helga, and Bad Bone
sat in a small circle. When they were settled, Home began again.
“One day, I was having some Pike Bacon and Turtle EggOver at an inn
up in the mountains when I heard something that caught my fancy.
Tilk Duraow was looking for climbing beasts to map out new areas to
expand the rock quarry. I jumped at the chance and got hired. To
make a long story short, I learned every inch of Tilk Duraow—to
this day, I probably have the entire place memorized better than
any other beast.” Smiling, he chuckled, “As you can imagine, a
beast like me might have learned where slaves might be able to leak
out of that place. And, for some reason, slaves have been leaking
out of Tilk Duraow ever since!”

Bad Bone leaped to his
feet, grabbed Home and slapped him on the back several times.
“Grandfather Home! Grandfather Home! I’m so very happy to meet
you!” Bad Bone’s enthusiasm carried him wildly dancing around like
a beast gone mad.

The outburst surprised
Home, but he thanked Bad Bone for welcoming him warmly into the
family. “Yes, we’re in the same family,” he said, “and I’m glad to
be in it with you. But, even if that’s news to us, it’s not news to
the Ancients. When I was up climbing all over the Granite Hulks,
sometimes barely hanging on by a single claw, I thought about the
Ancients often. I knew that the only thing that kept me from
falling was that tiny spark inside that makes me see things for
what they really are. When you’re hanging by a claw, you’d better
be clear in your thinking and see the rocks as they really
are—otherwise, you’re a dead beast. Anyway, I came to think about
other things and see Tilk Duraow for what it really is.”

“And what is it really?”
Bad Bone asked.

“See all beasts as the
Ancients see them, and you will see Tilk Duraow for what it really
is,” Home replied.

“You mean that all
beasts—even slaves—think and dream. Is that what you mean?” Bad
Bone said.

“Yes,” Home replied.
“You’re here because you want to find a lost friend. All of the
other beasts here with me want exactly the same thing. Every slave
that comes down here from Tilk Duraow wants the same thing. Now,
you want to find your friend. That means you want the same as every
other beast here. So, how can we help?”

“We’re looking for a Wood
Cow named Emil,” Helga said. “We heard a rumor that he might be
helping slaves escape down the Lost Ways Crack.”

“Emil!” Home laughed.
“Why, sure I know Emil. He began running boats down the river to my
place a few weeks back. Every two weeks he brings a group down from
SnowFire. They rest up here for a few days and then I see them the
rest of the way to sea.”

“There’s trouble coming,
I’m afraid,” Bad Bone said. “We came here because the High One has
discovered the route of the escaping slaves. He’s sending Skull
Buzzards into the Grand Deep and the Lost Ways Crack to clean out
the anti-slaving operations.”

“We’re discovered? The
High One knows?” Home breathed.

“That’s what it appears,”
Helga replied. “We came as fast as we could to warn Emil—and his
friends.”

“Whatever the High One
wants of us,” Home said, “and whatever we mean to give him back,
depends on one thing—a good breakfast! Come, come! Let’s eat, and
then we can see what plotting and planning may be in
order.”

While they were talking,
tables were spread where the community gathered for its meals. A
good Turtle Roast was placed on each table, surrounded by
Honey-Peppered Catfish, Pickled Tortoise Legs, Berry-Chocked Ice
Cakes, Flame-Seared Honey Whisps, and several kinds of Morning
Tarts. Despite Helga and Bad Bone’s earlier sense of urgency, the
morning slipped away pleasantly enough, concluding with a bit of a
nap for the weary travelers.


Pogwagger’s Last Stand

Willmast’s Bow, the
season’s most prominent constellation, was bright in the night sky
when Helbara rose from a fitful night’s sleep. It was her character
to rise early in the pre-dawn hours each day, but on she had not
slept well the night of Helga and Bad Bone’s departure. Although
she had no idea about what her daughter had done the previous
evening, something about the feel of things kept her rest
unsettled. Rising in the pre-dawn darkness, she went into Sareth
and Elbin’s kitchen and brewed the day’s first kettle of Bison
coffee. When she reached for her mug to pour some coffee, she
noticed Helga’s farewell note rolled up and sticking from
it.

“If worries were years,”
she thought ruefully, “Helga would see that I lived a very long
life!” Although she was proud of her daughter’s fearlessness and
courage, and happy to know that there was some possible good news
of Emil, she was furious about being left behind.

“What am I, to have been
through so much danger and hardship with her, and now can’t go with
her?” When Breister awoke and came out to her some minutes later,
she confessed to a touch of anger at her daughter’s impulsive
charging off into the night. “Without so much as a, ‘Don’t wait
up!’ or “Oh, by the way, I’ll send word if I get killed!’” she
stormed.

“Don’t fear,” her husband
said, “there’s no harm in being a little slow to follow her.”
Breister chuckled at Helbara’s startled look. “Yes, I’m well aware
that you’re not mad at her for what she’s done—you’re mad because
she’s ahead of you! If you knew what Helga knows, you’d have blown
out of this place so fast folks would think the weather had
changed. Why, trees would be bending over and dust clouds flying,
you’d be moving so fast!”

Helbara burst out
laughing, knocking her husband on the head playfully. “So, Dr.
Silly, who’s so wise in knowing what ails me—what’s your
prescription?”

“Well, if my patient had a
lick of good sense,” Breister replied, “I’d say, ‘What are you
doing still standing around here complaining?’ But, since you
clearly would rather moan and complain about being left behind, I
guess the good Dr. Silly, as you call him, will have to order you
to get moving. Oh, one more thing, Dr. Silly’s remedy includes the
instruction that you be attended by a competent Physician at all
times—which, of course, is me.”

“By the Ancients!” Helbara
exclaimed. “I surely am sorry that I said anything—even
jokingly—about you being a Doctor! I’ll take your diagnosis and
treatment, but this is the end of your career as a medical beast!
Now, let’s discuss how we can best follow Helga’s track. But, we,
at least, will wait here long enough to say ‘Goodbye’ to Sareth and
Elbin.” For the next half-hour, Helbara and Breister rapidly made
plans as they sat on the porch watching the sun come up.

When Sareth and Elbin
joined them, Helbara showed them Helga’s note. “So, our dear
daughter wants us to be left out of her current plan,” she began.
“But, for Breister and I, that is asking too much. All of my
mother’s instincts tell me that there is much more to this than
finding her brother. She would not have left in such haste, without
a word to any of us, unless she feared that any delay might be
deadly. Helga fairly ran out of here last night. We will be slower,
but follow.”

“Now, here we go,”
Breister added. “We can’t lose another minute.”

So it went that the two
Wood Cows said ‘Goodbye’ to their dear friends and hosts. Sareth,
of course, would not hear of them leaving without proper
provisions. Filling their pockets with some of her best Freckled
Cheese, Bison Bread, Catfish Jerky, and Pretty Plum Fritters, they
left heavily laden.

The last sight of the moon
faded away before the strength of the rising sun as Breister and
Helbara left the Rounds. They hurried along through lanes, across
meadows, and down bare tracks, always heading toward the sea. In
the beginning, it was easy to discover and follow Helga’s tracks.
An overnight shower, leaving the ground soft, made it apparent
which footprints were fresh. “That will be Helga,” Helbara said,
“not wanting to be seen by beasts she knows, she’ll not take the
main roads.” Seeing a second set of tracks exactly following
Helga’s steps gave Breister comfort. “At least she hasn’t taken on
her task alone,” he added.

As they continued,
however, the tracks led them across a field of broken rocks, and
the trail became faint. Leaving the rocky shale behind and entering
the surrounding forest, they lost the trail completely. Yet broken
twigs and ruffled forest debris told of beasts passing before them.
If not a firm set of tracks to follow, it was still something to
provide direction. Perhaps Helga had gone this direction—or,
perhaps not. In any case, it was their only clue about which way to
proceed. Pushing onward, they walked through the forest, following
what they took to be signs of beasts passing before
them.

It was not long after that
when Breister and Helbara began to feel that they were not
alone.

“Who’s there?” Breister
called, seeing that Helbara was also looking about. It was not so
much a sound as a feeling that caused them to look up. “By the
Ancients!” Helbara breathed. A veritable army of fearsome beasts
surrounded them, about twenty feet above their heads! Startled, the
Wood Cows stepped closer together in a defensive posture.
Gradually, the sunlight playing through the trees showed them an
army, not of living beasts, but of fantastic creatures carved on
tree trunks far above their heads. Hideous lizards and frogs—some
with wings, some with multiple heads, others breathing fire or
eating stars—seemed to come alive as sunlight shimmered across
them.

“Amazing woodcarving,”
Breister said. “The beasts who did this have talents I would like
to learn.”

“And they’ve done it with
living trees,” Helbara observed. “The trees have accepted this
adornment or their natures would be distressed. This much carving
would kill a normal tree. That the trees live and thrive with this
amazing carving on them means that whoever has done it listens to
the wood in a very powerful way.”

“Even Wood Cows can’t do
this,” Breister agreed. “In our style, we use the wood in peace,
and ask for the wood’s understanding of our purpose, but the tree
still must die for us to do our work. These carvers have learned
something truly beautiful.”

The words had hardly
escaped his mouth when a rustling sound gave both Wood Cows a
start.

“What’s that! Who’s
there?” Breister cried, as the rustling turned into the determined
crunch-crunch-crunch of many footsteps.

“Bammit!” replied a
friendly voice. “Welcome to the Last Stand!” A group of about a
fifty Coyotes, Foxes, and Wolverines walked up. “My name is
TrimWagg,” said the Coyote who was first to reach Helga and
Breister. “We’re Pogwaggers, and you’re standing in a place we call
the Pogwagger’s Last Stand. You’re welcome to be here, and we’re
glad to meet you.” TrimWagg’s broad smile showed pearly white
teeth, and his wavy hair was cut crisp and even. His beard was cut
short on the chin like the other male Pogwaggers’, but luxurious
sideburns curled up past his ears. His clothes, although common in
function, were elegant in form: thistle-linen shirt, yellow-tanned
snake leather trousers, and solid tortoise-skin boots. He carried a
rolled sleeping mat and pack on his back. A round knit cap covered
the crown of his head and a long carving knife hung from his
belt.

“It’s not often we have
visitors,” he said, extending a paw to Breister, and another to
Helbara. “In fact, you’re the first to find our secret place. What
brings you here?”

“We’re seeking our
daughter, who we believe came this way,” Helbara
replied.

“The young Wood Cow
travelling with a Lynx?” TrimWagg asked.

“Yes, that’s probably
her,” Helbara said excitedly. “You have seen her?”

“No, we haven’t seen her,”
TrimWagg replied, “but we did receive word from some friends across
the ridge that they had such visitors. A great danger is making
itself in the mountains now, and our friend at the Great Hot Lake
sent warning to us. Your daughter and her friend are there. Just
when you arrived, we were about to leave for the Great Hot Lake. We
must go there to consult our friends and decide what to do about
the great danger. The Great Hot Lake is about two days walking from
here. You’re welcome to go with us.”

“What kind of great danger
are you talking about?” Breister asked.

“For many years,” TrimWagg
said, “the suffering has been increasing for all the beasts. Some
of that suffering has only affected one clan or another. For
example, we PogWaggers used to have a fruitful and happy life, but
now our whole way of life is gone—destroyed. Our clan is scattered
to the winds. Everyone scurries about trying to find a new life.
Most live scrap to mouth now. This forest is the last refuge of the
few of us that refuse to be driven from our homeland. We’ve taken
our home into this forest. We’re making our Last Stand here. The
carvings of the Power Lizards and Life Frogs protect us and remind
us of the true sources of our power and life. Other clans are
troubled by the slaving that now is spreading everywhere. No one is
safe. And now it is said that the High One has been deeply angered
by the increasing number of escaping slaves. He is preparing to
send his Skull Buzzards to stamp out those helping the slaves to
escape. All of these problems, together, are what I called the
great danger. No one clan can save itself alone. We can’t handle a
single threat, without meeting all the threats together. Even we,
here at our refuge in this remote forest, are not safe. There is no
longer any place to run or hide. It must be ‘One for All, and All
for One’ or it will be ‘Nothing for Anyone.’”

“It is the same story for
the Wood Cows,” Helbara declared. “We, too, have our troubles. Our
way of life also has been destroyed. The High One has exiled us
from our homes. We are outcasts. How curious that your story is so
much like our story.”

“Who said that our stories
were different?” TrimWagg replied. “Dividers divide the story.
PogWaggers can’t see anything as divided. Our story is your story.
The reason the trees accept our carving is that we feel we are
doing the carving on ourselves. When a PogWagger begins carving on
a piece of living wood, he feels intense pain, as if he were
carving his own flesh. Yet no wound is created. As he becomes more
skilled in carving, the feeling of pain diminishes, but the carving
design appears on his body.” TrimWagg lifted his shirt to show that
several of the designs from the trees showed on his body as if made
of light.

“That’s astonishing,”
Helbara gasped.

“There is nothing magic
about it,” TrimWagg responded. “It is simply the mutual recognition
that my blood flows in the trees, and their sap flows in me. That
is why our carvings do not kill the tree—and their carving on me
does not kill me. Surely the Wood Cows know that every creature has
the Great Light within them. What you see is my little light
showing in the carvings I create.”

Breister and Helbara were
silent, thoughtful. They had nothing to say.

After a few moments,
TrimWagg spoke. “Come with us to the Great Hot Lake. You will find
your daughter there. Perhaps you will join our efforts to ward off
the great danger.”

“Wood Cows are a peaceful
clan,” Breister replied. “We have never raised war against any
beast.”

“I did not invite you into
warfare,” TrimWagg said. “I invited you come with us to the Great
Hot Lake. You may, or may not, wish to join in our efforts to ward
off the great danger.” He paused, giving Breister a kindly look.
“PogWaggers do not believe in either War or Peace. Peace and War
are simply words and, like any word, can be made to mean many
things. Sometimes Peace means War. Sometimes War means Peace. If we
believe in such things as War and Peace, as most beasts think of
them, we will always be at War, even if there is no reason, or
always at Peace, even if there is none. Live beyond the words.
Think beyond the words. That is all I invite you to do.”

“What you say makes
sense,” Helbara said. “We will be grateful to go with you to the
Great Hot Lake. It seems we will find Helga there and, perhaps, we
will see into the depth of what you say.”

“Bammit!” TrimWagg
exclaimed joyfully. “You will not believe the Great Hot Lake! Our
journey will have a serious purpose, but it won’t hurt us to soak
in the lake a bit and eat some delicious food. Gather yourselves.
We were just preparing to set out when you arrived. I’m glad you
have decided to join us.”

“You made it a pretty easy
decision,” Helbara replied. “You know where our daughter
is.”

“As I said,” TrimWagg
said, “our stories are not divided into yours and ours.”


The Admiral’s Schooner

It was midafternoon when
Fishbum, the Ship’s Lookout, called out, “Sail Ho! On the weather
bow, Capt’n!”

Red Whale, who was
currently at the wheel of Daring Dream
II, put his glass to the sail. It was a
large schooner under full sail. Not wanting to draw any conclusions
without consulting his Co-Captain, Red Whale went below to find Bem
Madsoor, who was studying sea charts.

“Did you see a flag on
her?” Bem asked.

“That’s why I came to
discuss it with you,” Red Whale replied—she’s flying Lord
Farseeker’s colors!”

“Lord Farseeker’s colors!”
Bem Madsoor exclaimed. “How can that be? Would your good Lord have
sent out a second mission into the Voi-Nil?”

“That I highly doubt,” Red
Whale replied. “He would not risk another voyage into unknown seas
until either we returned, or he felt certain that we had been lost.
No, that sail cannot be another voyage of exploration sent by my
good Lord.”

“What then?” Bem Madsoor
mused. “Perhaps a trading ship that has lost its way?”

Bem Madsoor accompanied
Red Whale back to the main deck. Both examined the ship carefully
with the glass.

“Looks to be a trading
ship, alright,” Red Whale commented.

“Maybe someone was
inspired by your voyage into the Voi-Nil and decided to mount
another expedition,” Bem suggested.

“Maybe so,” Red Whale
replied. “There’s probably many a beast who sees gold and silver to
be found. Probably some beast trying to beat the crowd when the
Voi-Nil opens up.”

“What shall we do?” Bem
asked.

“I think we should hold
our course, which will take us close to the schooner,” Red Whale
said. “If they be friends, as I expect, they may hail us and we
can, perhaps, meet them.”

“And, if they be not
friends?” Bem replied. “What then?”

“Crinoo! We’ll show her
our heels and make all sail,” Red Whale responded. “That schooner’d
be no match for Daring Dream II
in the open sea. She may be bigger than us, but
she’s heavier and can’t run before the wind like we can. We’ll keep
our wits about us and make happy or run, depending on what they
do.”

For the next hour, the two
ships moved toward one another, neither altering course. As they
were closing to within two miles of one another, the strange
schooner ran up a pennant beneath Lord Farseeker’s
colors.

“An Admiral’s pennant!”
Red Whale exclaimed. “The schooner has an Admiral
aboard.”

“What can that mean?” Bem
wondered.

“Let’s steer within
hailing distance,” Red Whale replied. “We’ll ask them what they’re
about.”

The sun was still a couple
of hours above the horizon when Daring
Dream II hailed the schooner.

“Schooner, ahoy!” Bem
Madsoor called. “What schooner is that?”

“Quest & Luck,
of Lord Farseeker’s Realm, looking for Captain Red
Whale.”

“You’ve found him, then!”
Red Whale boomed out. “Shall we send a boat for you to
visit?”

“No, we’d like you to come
over and keep company with us,” was the reply.

Hearing this response, Bem
Madsoor turned to Red Whale. “Law of the sea says that the larger
ship has the say when it comes to invitations,” she observed. “And,
since we are Co-Captains, we would both be obliged to pay our
respects. But I don’t like the idea of meeting them myself until I
feel certain about their intentions.”

“Living on the outside of
the law will give you that feeling,” Red Whale replied with a
grin.

“And living within it like
a brainless idiot will make you a slave,” Bem retorted. “I place
the just beast somewhere in-between the two.”

“That’s fine,” Red Whale
said, “but the question is, what now?”

“We live within the law by
accepting their invitation, and live outside the law by letting me
be absent from the festivities,” Bem said. “Neither too much of
this, nor too much of that is the best policy.”

Agreeing to the plan, Red
Whale again hailed the schooner, “Send a boat over. I’ll be honored
to keep company with you.”

Meeting a ship from Lord
Farseeker’s realm was puzzling. Watching the Quest & Luck rolling on the
waves, Red Whale’s curiosity about the ship’s purpose in looking
for him filled his thoughts. Before Red Whale’s voyage into the
Voi-Nil, a bare handful of ships had ever ventured into these
unknown seas, and none so far as this. The Quest & Luck was on some very
special mission. But what? Yet despite his puzzlement, after weeks
of near constant crises and dangers, it was pleasant to think of
hearing news of Lord Farseeker. Despite his cautious curiosity at
the unexpected appearance of a ship from his homeport, Red Whale
could not help feeling happy.

The boat arrived, and Red
Whale clambered down into it.
The sea-beast in charge, offering a friendly
smile and proper salute, quickly turned the boat back towards
the Quest & Luck. Red Whale settled down for the trip to the schooner. “What
news?” he asked. “Your ship is a sight for a sea-beast weary for
home!”

“Sorry, sir, but I didn’t
bring along any news,” the sea-beast in charge of the boat
replied.

“Crinoo!” Red Whale
exclaimed. “What do you mean you didn’t bring news! Since when is
news from home treated like packet mail, when sea-beasts sit
eye-to-eye!”

“Sorry, sir, not meaning
any disrespect,” came the reply, “but Admiral Poo’Lard most
particularly asked that he be allowed to personally share the
joyous news from home with you.”

“Admiral Poo’Lard!” Red
Whale exclaimed. “The last time I heard of Poo’Lard, he was a
barnacle-counter in the back desks of the Seas Office!” The
sea-beast in charge simply continued to look toward the
Quest & Luck without
responding.

“Thickthud Poo’Lard? An
Admiral? Crinoo!” Not often at a loss for words, Red Whale sat in
stunned silence for the rest of the journey to the schooner. There
must be important news indeed from Lord Farseeker, to have sent
Poo’Lard—who Red Whale judged barely able to pilot a ship—into the
Voi-Nil.

Despite the choppiness of
the waves, as soon as the boat reached the schooner, Red Whale
quickly climbed the rope ladder to the deck. An honor guard, in
finest dress uniforms, greeted him as he stepped on the deck. The
ship’s band immediately began playing. Following the music, a
brawny Hound, of the hearty and robust type, wearing the insignia
of Commander, saluted Red Whale and welcomed him aboard.

“Commander Spinnit, at
your service, Captain,” the Hound said. “With pleasure, I welcome
you aboard the Quest &
Luck. Now, you must be anxious to consult
Admiral Poo’Lard. Follow me. I will show you to his cabin. Such a
magnificent dinner has been prepared in your honor. You and the
Admiral have much to discuss.”

Commander Spinnit’s
good-natured manner and the warm welcome he had received put Red
Whale in a jolly mood. Questions about the Quest & Luck’s mission, however,
lingered in the back of his mind. Not entirely at ease despite his
good spirits, as Red Whale followed Commander Spinnit, his
attention was on every detail of the ship. For a schooner, he
noticed that the ship seemed to be undermanned. Beyond the
welcoming group when he boarded, and a few sea-beasts tending to
the sails and steering, few other crew were apparent. Such a ship
would need far more crew than he saw.

His unease, however,
turned to high alert as they walked down the passageway to Admiral
Poo’Lard’s cabin. Passing the map room, Red Whale cast a glance
through the slightly open doorway. A sea-beast with flaming red
hair was looking at the maps, his back turned to the door. It was
T’Welf Cut, a well-known pirate! Although the light was dim below
decks, Red Whale knew there was no mistake about the pirate’s
identity. T’Welf Cut had a three-inch-wide scar running down his
head on the backside. His head was covered with luxuriantly curled
red hair, except where the scar tissue made it impossible for hair
to grow. There could be no other sea-beast with brilliantly red
curled hair, who also had a wide scar straight down the back of his
head. There was no doubt in Red Whale’s mind—there was a pirate
aboard.

As soon as they passed out
of earshot of the map room, Red Whale immediately spoke. “Commander
Spinnit, do you know who that sea-beast is in the map
room?”

“Ah, yes, Master Wiggins,”
Commander Spinnit replied, “quite an interesting character he is.
Many years back, pirates attacked his ship and left him for dead. I
rescued him and he’s been in my crew ever since. He’s the best
navigator a Commander could have.”

“With all respect to your
rank, Commander, I beg you to listen,” Red Whale rejoined. “By some
hoax or trick, you’ve been deceived! That sea-beast is none other
than T’Weft Cut, one of the most notorious pirates on the
seas!”

“If that be so,” Commander
Spinnit replied with a smile, “tell it to Admiral Poo’Lard, and if
my judgment is faulty, he will correct me. Now, here we are at the
Admiral’s cabin. Good day, Captain.”

Left alone, Captain Red
Whale knocked at the door. “Come in,” a growling voice
answered.

Entering the cabin, he
found Admiral Poo’Lard seated at the far end of a long table.
Despite the invitation to dine, no food was present. Admiral
Poo’Lard did not rise but merely pointed to the empty chair across
the table from him. “Sit down, Captain,” he said.

“Thank you, Admiral,” Red
Whale replied, “but I think I’ll stand, if you please. My legs are
a bit tight from sitting in the boat.”

The Admiral was a short,
stout Hare, with an abnormally protruding jaw. It was as if some
hideous disease had caused a large swelling or growth on the side
of his face. The Admiral, however, thrust two fingers into his
mouth and pulled out an immense wad of Sea-Bitters he had been
chewing. Tossing the gnawed purple wad into a cup sitting in front
of him, Admiral Poo’Lard repeated the instruction. “If you please,
Captain, I do require the courtesy. Please be seated.”

Pulling the chair well
back from the table so that he could have freedom of movement,
should he need to move quickly, Red Whale sat down. “I notice,
Admiral, that you have T’Welf Cut, a cold-blooded scalawag if ever
there was one, working in the map room. I’m surprised that an
Admiral would allow such crew to serve him.”

“Don’t be alarmed,
Captain,” the Admiral replied. “He’s no longer a pirate. I invited
you to visit me because I have joyous news from Lord Farseeker’s
realm. T’Welf Cut and myself are now in charge of all the good
Lord’s ships and expeditions. That is why we came to find you. It
would create some unpleasantness should you come back from your
explorations and not know how things had changed while you were
away.”

“What has changed?” Red
Whale demanded, jumping to his feet.

“Oh, only some little
modifications in policy and administration,” the Admiral replied.
“I imagine the main one that will most interest you is that Lord
Farseeker has taken a leave of absence due to his failing
health.”

“What! That can’t be
true!” Red Whale exploded. “The good Lord is healthier than either
you or I, I’ll wager.”

“Well, I guess I did
misspeak,” the Admiral said. “It’s more that he has taken a leave
of absence because his health would
fail if he did not leave the throne. You see,
some of us have long thought that the realm needed stronger
leadership…”

“STRONGER LEADERSHIP!” Red
Whale yelled. “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?”

“Calm yourself, Captain,
such outbursts are unbecoming an officer—even a former officer—in
King Myyst’s realm.” Admiral Poo’Lard opened a case and pulled out
a new wad of Sea-Bitters. Offering some to Red Whale, he continued.
“King Myyst had hoped that, perhaps, if I talked to you, you might
be persuaded to serve him. In that spirit, I offer you some of the
finest Sea-Bitters. Here—have a chew with me and let’s talk of what
Vice-Admiral Red Whale Gumberpott might achieve in service to King
Myyst.”

“KING MYYST!” Red Whale
howled. “THE MYYST I KNOW IS A GAMBLER AND KNOW-NOTHING! HE’S A
SCOUNDREL AND CHEAT! HE COULD NEVER RULE LORD FARSEEKER’S
REALM!”

“Now, Captain,” Admiral
Poo’Lard said evenly, placing a long curving cutlass on the table.
“I have asked you to speak in a tone worthy of an officer—even a
former officer, I repeat. King Myyst now rules what you call Lord
Farseeker’s realm. I advise you to speak respectfully of King
Myyst.”

“Crinoo!” Red Whale
replied, more calmly. “I, too, can repeat myself: The Myyst I know
is a gambler and know-nothing! He’s a scoundrel and cheat! He could
never rule Lord Farseeker’s realm!”

“Captain Gumberpott, you
are simply being delusional,” the Admiral said. “The order has
changed. So many of us did not like all the new notions that Lord
Farseeker had gotten in his head. He was becoming positively
dangerous to his own subjects. All this talk of new ideas, and new
thinking, and new worlds across the Voi-Nil. Well, it just couldn’t
be allowed to continue. The more beasts who got such ideas in their
heads, the more trouble it would be for those of us who have our
own ideas about exploration. It had to be stopped, while it could
still be stopped.”

“Crinoo!” Red Whale
replied. “Now I see how it is. Myyst and the brainless creeps he
has gathered around him, such as yourself and T’Welf Cut, have
clapped the good Lord into chains and taken over the realm. You
came looking for me in hopes that I would join you—well, you are
supremely wrong on that point. I would never join such a crowd of
greasy scum as yourselves.”

“You mistake our
intelligence, Captain,” Admiral Poo’Lard replied. “In coming to
find you, there was no thought that you would join us. We are smart
enough to know that, after the beast formerly known as Lord
Farseeker, you are one of the most respected public figures in the
realm. It would create considerable unpleasantness for you to
return to your homeport and, finding that things had changed, raise
a ruckus. No, it’s much better to come and find you and avoid
unpleasantness.”

“So, now what do you have
in mind?” Red Whale asked.

“I’m expecting that you
will surrender your ship to me,” Admiral Poo’Lard replied. “I will
place T’Welf Cut in command, replace any of your crew who might be
difficult with crew of my own choice, and we will all sail
cheerfully back to port.”

“And if I refuse?” Red
Whale said coldly.

“I don’t really care if
you refuse or not,” the Admiral said. “I have enough crew on board
to simply overwhelm any resistance and take your ship.”

“I thought something was
amiss when I saw so few sea-beasts on deck,” Red Whale observed.
“You didn’t want to show your hand.”

“Well, perhaps that was
part of my thinking,” the Admiral agreed. “However, I also thought
that you might think my crew did not look very welcoming, if they
were visible. I mean so many weapons and such unhappy faces. I
simply didn’t think it was a worthy welcome for such a fine sea
captain as yourself.”

“Do as you will with me,”
Red Whale said grimly. “I will never hand Daring Dream II over to
you.”

“As I said, we don’t
really need you to do that,” Admiral Poo’Lard said, rising from his
chair. “I think your crew may be willing to do that for us. If not,
then, as I said, we will board her. Now come with me. I want to
make an appeal to your crew.”

Motioning Red Whale toward
the door with his cutlass, Admiral Poo’Lard indicated that the
interview was over. Red Whale rose and opened the door. He was not
surprised to find that the passageway was now filled with some of
the roughest-looking sea-beasts he had ever seen. Many bore
horrible marks of battles past. All carried either wicked-looking
swords or short pikes with razor-sharp points.

“The very best of my crew
will escort us back on deck,” the Admiral explained. “I want to
assure your comfort and pleasant ease during your time with
me.”

Arriving back on the main
deck, Red Whale found that Quest &
Luck was now awash with sea-beasts and
busy with activity. Of particular interest was a long length of
rope, with a noose at the end, lying on the deck. The rest of the
rope ran high up to a pulley attached to the very top of a
mast.

“Now, Captain Gumberpott,”
the Admiral said, “I will be leaving you here with Commander
Spinnit, while I go to the rail and speak with your
ship.”

Taking Red Whale by the
arm, Commander Spinnit guided him over to where the noose lay
coiled on the deck. Seeing Red Whale’s uneasy gaze, Commander
Spinnit said, “No, you are not going to be hung by the neck. You
are too valuable to us alive. But the noose does have a
purpose.”

“Launch him,” the
Commander ordered.

Several burly sea-beasts
grabbed Red Whale and lifted him off the deck. Another sea-beast
slipped the noose around Red Whale’s feet and pulled it tight. In
another moment, Red Whale was dangling by his feet, swinging with
the waves, far above the ship.

“Daring Dream! Hail!” Admiral Poo’Lard called through his hailing-trumpet.
“There is joyous news that Lord Farseeker has retired from his rule
and placed his former realm under King Myyst. I have invited
Captain Gumberpott to join me in celebrating this change, but you
see that he has refused. Thus, you find your captain suspended in a
difficult situation. I am calling on you to surrender yourselves,
or I will make his situation even more difficult. If you fail to
surrender immediately, I will feed your captain to the sharks, and
my crew will take you by force. I have overwhelming numbers, as you
see.” Turning and extending his arm, he called his entire crew to
the rails. Masses of sea-beasts crowded jowl-to-jowl, holding their
weapons for Captain Red Whale’s crew to see.

Before Daring Dream II could reply, Red
Whale bellowed out, “FLASH GOURDS, MY CREW! FLASH GOURDS! SHOW THEM
WHAT NEW SURPRISES WE FOUND IN THE VOI-NIL!”

Red Whale’s outburst took
Admiral Poo’Lard by surprise. He looked quizzically up at Red
Whale.

“Something we learned
about on our voyage,” Red Whale yelled to him. “Something unknown
in the good Lord Farseeker’s realm. I think you’ll find it very
interesting.”

Admiral Poo’Lard, putting
his glass to his eye, observed Daring
Dream II come alive with activity. The
ship turned to sail directly toward the Quest & Luck. The deck swarmed
with sea-beasts bringing out musical instruments, including two
massive wooden drums. The drums were so large that they had steps
attached to the sides to enable drummers to play them. Three beasts
mounted each and began drumming! The throbbing, pounding drums were
joined by horns, trumpets, cymbals, and whistles. Other sea-beasts
banged pieces of brass pipe together and cracked whips against huge
gongs. Sea-beasts not playing instruments shrieked and
howled!

“What are those mad-beasts
up to?” Admiral Poo’Lard muttered to Commander Spinnit.

“Looks like they’re
attacking,” the Commander replied.

“They must be crazy!” the
Admiral exclaimed. “Why, we’re twice their size!”

“Maybe so,” Commander
Spinnit said grimly, “but our crew is spooked—what kind of
wild-beasts are they? Looks and sounds like they don’t care whether
they live or die!”

As Daring Dream II bore down on the
schooner, several sea-beasts moved to the gun-whales. Each one held
what appeared to be a round ball and lit torch in his paws. On a
signal, fire was touched to fuses on the balls and the sea-beasts
tossed them far out over the water toward the schooner. Trailing an
arc of smoke, the balls sailed through the air until, just before
hitting the sea, they exploded with a tremendous roar! KER-BOOM!
KER-BOOM! KER-BOOM! Huge plumes of water flew into the air. Water
from the explosions blasted across the schooner’s deck, soaking
every sea-beast, including the Admiral and Commander.

The crew of
Quest & Luck,
stunned by what they had seen, retreated from the ship’s railing in
confusion. Admiral Poo’Lard and Commander Spinnit stood
mute.

“Now, my gentlebeasts,
could you kindly let me down so that I can return to my ship before
my crew gets impatient? I fear that, if they get impatient, they
may want to land a few of those flash gourds on your
deck.”

“Lower him!” the Admiral
commanded.

When Red Whale was
standing again on the deck, the crew of Daring Dream II exploded in cheers.
“Shall I send a boat over for you, Captain?” Bem Madsoor
called.

“Never!” Admiral Poo’Lard
screamed into his hailing-trumpet. “I’ll never send Captain
Gumberpott back to you. If you want him, come and get him—but
first, you’ll have to catch us!” Lowering the hailing-trumpet, the
Admiral turned to Commander Spinnit. “Full sail, Commander. They
don’t know that Quest & Luck
is one of the fastest ships on the sea. Let them
eat our wake.”

Sails billowed.
Quest & Luck turned
away from Daring Dream II
and began running fast before the
wind.

“Clap him in irons,”
Admiral Poo’Lard snarled, when Red Whale was brought to him. “Let
him rot in the brig until we get back to port. King Myyst can
decide what to do with him.”


Loog

When Bem Madsoor saw that
things had gone wrong for Red Whale, she was not surprised. Her
years sailing with Rummer Boars had taught her to be suspicious of
every unknown ship on the seas, until it proved itself trustworthy.
Her reluctance to accompany Red Whale to the Quest & Luck sprang from that
sense of caution. Now that Red Whale was a prisoner, at
least Daring Dream still had a captain.

Bem smiled when Red Whale
yelled, calling for flash gourds. “Yes, Captain Gumberpott, that’s
exactly right—we’ll show them we’re not a plum for picking,” she
thought. “Katteo,” she said, turning to Katteo Jor’Dane, who was at
her side. “Ready six flash gourds for use when I give the
signal.”

“YAR!” Katteo
replied.

Bem turned the wheel,
steering Daring Dream II
toward the schooner. “There,” she thought,
“that’s close enough for our little surprise to throw a good bit of
water on their deck. That’ll give them something to think about
before attacking us.” Not realizing that the sea-beasts on the
schooner had never seen flash gourds before, Bem did not know how
right she was. When the flash gourds exploded, Bem was astonished
to see the schooner rapidly make an obvious retreat.

“Why, they’re turning
tail!” she exclaimed to Katteo. “They’re running away for all
they’re worth.”

“What will you do now?”
Katteo asked.

“We’ll give them a good
show of pursuing them,” Bem said. “They’ve got too much speed for
us, so we’ll never catch them. But I don’t want them to think we’re
just letting them go, either. I’d like them to wonder if we’re—back
there, following—even if we aren’t.” She paused, looking after the
fleeing schooner. “Because we will be after them, soon enough. We
were already bound for Lord Farseeker’s realm. Now we have even
more reason to go.” Turning to Katteo she continued, “Here, take
the wheel. Set a course straight after them, so long as a sail is
in sight. As soon as we lose sight of them, turn us back toward
Port Newolf.”

“Port Newolf?” Katteo
asked.

“Yes,” Bem answered, “we
won’t be docking there. I just want a course in that general
direction while I decide where to land. We’ll need more than
Daring Dream II to have
a chance of taking on this so-called King Myyst. We’ll need
additional ships—and we’ll need to surprise him. I want to get to
Lord Farseeker’s realm before the Quest
& Luck can get there. They’re faster
than us and have a head start. We’ll need a different route to have
hope of beating them back to port. So, first, I want to locate
BorMane. BorMane used to tell stories that make me think we can
sail the opposite direction from the one the Quest & Luck took and reach Lord
Farseeker’s realm. If that is correct, perhaps we could even get
there before they do. BorMane will be able to advise me about
that.” She smiled at Katteo. “Nothing would give me greater
pleasure than to show up on King Myyst’s doorstep with a fleet of
good ships before his own ship gets home. They may be faster, but
we can be craftier.”

“YAR!” Katteo grinned,
turning the wheel to swing the ship around.

On the fifth day after the
encounter with the Quest &
Luck, Bem Madsoor rose with the first
light of dawn. Leaving her cabin, she went to the deck and surveyed
her crew, most of whom were sleeping on the deck. Even Katteo, who
was known for hardly ever sleeping, was nodding at the wheel. As
light began to creep upward from the eastern horizon, Bem called
the crew awake. Today they would go ashore.

To the south of Port
Newolf, along the Drowns Bight, lay the small fishing village of
Hadst. It was here that Bem Madsoor had decided to land. Situated
along a sandy and heavily wooded coast, with few inhabitants, Hadst
attracted little attention from the outside world. This was exactly
what brought Bem to it. Although few honest sailing ships visited
Hadst, many vessels of ill-repute came. The secluded village, with
its snug, albeit small, harbor, offered a fine place for
freebooters, and such, to rest, refit, and plan new adventures.
During her service as Pilot on a Rummer Boar ship, Bem had often
visited Hadst. It was exactly the kind of place where she would be
able to find other ships willing to help her mount an expedition
against King Myyst. Anchoring there for a while would allow her to
raise a fleet.

“Hey-Ho! Katteo!” Bem
called. “Bring us in slow and steady. Drop anchor just beyond the
mouth of the river.”

A river tumbled down to
the sea just at the edge of Hadst, one of the few sources of fresh
water on the Drowns Bight. Bem had a mind both to resupply with the
river’s fresh, clean water, and to follow the river inland to
search for BorMane. She knew that BorMane had planned to go with
Christer, Toshty, and Annie to Toshty’s cabin, which, she believed,
was somewhere in the interior. The river offered a way to reach the
interior without having to make a very difficult journey through
the trackless wastes of the Drownlands. With luck, she could catch
up with BorMane much more quickly by following the
river.

Bem’s plan was to leave
Katteo in command and take on the search for BorMane herself.
Always the daring one, always the fearless one, Bem saw no danger
that made her afraid to take on the task alone. Time was of the
essence. Each day the Quest &
Luck sailed closer to its homeport. If Bem
hoped to reach Lord Farseeker’s realm before the schooner, there
was no time to waste.

As soon as
Daring Dream II anchored
in the harbor, boats swarmed around the ship. Rowboats, canoes,
flatboats, and kayaks, pushed against each other, trying to get
closest to the ship. Blustering and cursing at one another,
jockeying for the best places to sell their wares, some boat-beasts
even tried to climb aboard. Whatever one might want, could be
bought from the boats—everything from Bathing Bones to Frecked
& Salted Frog Legs to the finest Mashnor Silks. Most of the
items being sold were the work of honest labor, but Hadst also was
notorious for the contraband available there. Bem planned to visit
one of those merchants, who could supply some things she
needed.

Bem had known Loog for a
long time. When she was sailing with the Rummers, they often
stopped in Hadst, and she met Loog on one of her first visits. A
Banzit from the Banu Pale, Loog was one of the most important and
prosperous merchants in Hadst. However Loog did not join the
clamoring boat-vendors besieging ships in the harbor. He didn’t
have to stoop to such degrading huckstering. Banzits were renowned
as dealers in all types of the most hard-to-get items, and Lood was
a special Banzit among Banzits. Beasts from all over sought out
Loog because he dealt only in highly specialized wares—items that
were highly illegal or dangerous beyond belief. Having developed
thievery and forgery to a high art form, whatever it was, Loog
could get it for you.

Leaving Katteo in charge
of the ship, Bem hailed a water cabbie from among the boat-vendors
and caught a ride to Hadst. In the center of the village,
pleasantly set among flowering trees, was a coffeehouse. It was a
rowdy, boisterous place where locals, sea-beasts, and travelers
played dice and cards, traded stories, and in a few special rooms,
conducted business that was not public. It was in one of these
special rooms, far in the back of the coffeehouse, where Bem knew
she would find Loog.

The short, flat-faced Goat
had sly, intelligent eyes, and was dressed in his usual
tight-fitting green suit of the finest moleskin. Looking at him,
one would not suspect a dealer in black market goods. As he greeted
Bem, his smile was genuine. Bem had never known Loog to say a hard
thing to any beast, and everyone trusted his word. Loog might be a
flawless thief, master forger, and deal-maker supreme, but a more
genuinely well-liked beast would be hard to find.

“Hey-Mo there, Banzit!”
Bem called. “I’ll give you a promise for your best
work.”

“Netch!” Loog replied,
ejecting a gigantic wad of spit several feet before saying more. “A
promise may feed the likes o’you, mate, but not me.” The Goat took
a long swallow of scalding hot coffee as if it were cool fruit
juice. Grinning broadly, he continued. “But perhaps I misunderstand
you—I have never known Madsoor to be one for idle talk.”

“What if I promise you a
share in an adventure such as you’ve never dreamed?” Bem asked.
“What if you get me a Scrib—I mean a Scrib that will fool any Skull
Buzzard alive, and in return, I give you an entirely new life? I
get forged travel papers, and you get an adventure like you’ve
never seen. A made-up identity in return for a promise. Sounds like
we both get mere words, but you get the less risky part of the
deal.”

“What adventure? Netch!”
the Banzit said, sending another monster shot of saliva across the
floor. “I’ve got fears and dangers enough. Won’t get me minded in
your way with just more rot like that. ”

“Sailing where beasts say
sailing can’t be done, that’s what!” Ben said, pointing west.
“Sailing west, past where the sun drowns at night—and farther—until
we catch ourselves a scoundrel. There’s a buzzard-breath scag who’s
stole my Captain and stole other beast’s livin’ as well. I’ll be
sailing to places he’s never thought existed while he’s lookin’
over his shoulder for me. But I won’t be there. I’ll be in front of
him, waiting—waiting with a fleet of Banzits and Sharkicts and
whatnot freebooters. That’s what adventure, mate! And—if you’re
yearning for a bit of goods to make you whistle—there’ll be plenty.
Gold, jewels, silk, pearls, and all kinds of spices and foods with
odors and tastes like no beast, such as yourself, has dared to
dream.”

Bem paused, watching the
Banzit’s face for hint of what he was thinking. Glimpsing a flicker
of interest in his eyes, she pounced. “So, mate, I see that you’re
ready to get me the Scrib I need, but I forgot to mention that I’ll
need two good ships and crews as well.”

The Banzit’s startled look
told Bem she had won the deal. “No, no, mate—While I’m gone to find
my navigator, you round up another ship or two to join our little
adventure. So far as any Sea Captains are likely to wonder, you can
say that Captain Bem Madsoor has issued a promise—and that promise
is security enough for their time and trouble. Captain Madsoor
respects other captains and wishes them to continue as friends.
Therefore, she also invites them to help her with the difficulties
that may arise in dividing up the mountains of gold, pearls,
jewels, and other fine things this adventure will collect. Their
wise counsel in this partition will be urgently needed.”

The Banzit eyed Bem
silently, his mind working. “Now, mate,” Bem directed, “I’ll gather
my travelling pack and be back here in the morning to pick up my
Scrib. Then, I’ll head out to find my navigator and be back before
the new moon. When I return, I’ll take one night’s rest, then we
depart at dawn on the running tide. Tell the good sea captains you
round up that I look forward to their service.”

All the dumbfounded Banzit
managed was to mutter, “Anomaly—darn’dest Anomaly I ever
saw…”

“You said something,
mate?” Bem responded with a bemused look.

“Just sayin’ that this is
a bit of an Anomaly here, Madsoor,” Loog replied.

“Not thinking I might
forget my promise, I hope?” Bem Madsoor asked, her eyes
flashing.

“Netch!” the Banzit cried,
shooting a wad of spit. “It’s wonders and wonders that you get a
Scrib, and my efforts to arrange two additional ships and crews—all
for a single promise. That’s Anomaly for any Banzit.”

“But not for Captain
Madsoor,” Bem thought silently as she prepared to return to the
ship.

“Not so fast, Madsoor,”
Loog said. “Netch!” Loog coated a bug crawling across the tiles
with a shot of saliva. “I’ll need a bit of time to get what you
need—how about you give me an extra day and a slick of
silver?”

“A slick of silver!” Bem
exploded. “Why you low-down, slimy Sack of Spit!”

“Compliments will get you
everywhere,” Loog laughed. “But it won’t get you past the Skull
Buzzards. For that, you need an absolutely perfect Scrib. You’ll
also need an entire new set of clothes. No matter how good the
Scrib, if you walk around dressed like a sea-beast, you won’t fool
anyone. I need some time to get a proper set of clothes for you
that will match the description I put on the Scrib.”

Bem thought a moment
before agreeing to the deal. “It’s a fair bargain,” she said at
last. “But don’t get cocky and think I’ll do anything more than
we’ve already agreed.”

“No, no, Madsoor,” Loog
replied. “Netch!” A wad of spit splatterd just beside Bem’s boot.
“I could have put that on your boot, Madsoor. I don’t make
mistakes. I missed your boot because I like you. You respect me and
all will be well.”

As she turned to leave,
Bem replied, “You’re as honorable a gentlebeast as one can find in
Hadst—and doing business with you, means that I respect what you
do.”

Waking up the water
cabbie, who was napping while waiting for Bem’s return, she was
soon back aboard Daring Dream
II.


A Tosht Match to
Remember

Two days after her meeting
with Loog, long before dawn, Bem gathered a few essentials into a
red travelling bag and prepared to leave the ship. Stopping by the
galley, she picked up some travelling food: Dried Sticky Fish, Mole
Biscuit, and Sicker’s Gnaw.

Giving final instructions
to Katteo Jor’Dane, she said, “I trust you to make the best of our
time here.” Removing her snug cap with its long red plume, she
placed it on Katteo’s head. She also took off the
reddish bronze chain hanging around her neck,
with its unusual hooked chunk of blood-red glass, and gave it to
Katteo. 

“I leave these to your
care while I am away, as a sign to all that they are to trust in
your command,” she said. “Should anyone question you about what
we’re about, tell them that your Captain is deathly fevered at the
moment and not able to answer, but has every desire to reply to
their requests. She will do so as soon as the fever
passes.”

 

“You are in a fever,
aren’t you?” Katteo said, smiling at her Captain.

“Yes, it’s a deathly fever
I’ve got,” Bem replied. “A fever to see this thing
through.”

Completing her farewell,
Bem climbed down the ladder into the kayak she had hired for her
journey up the river. Settling in and stowing her pack, she saluted
the Daring Dream crew gathered at the rail. Casting off, she paddled to shore
to meet Loog. Finding him in his accustomed place, Bem soon
gathered the items Loog had promised.

Stepping into the service
room of the coffeehouse, Bem quickly exchanged her clothes for the
ones Loog had provided. When she came out, Loog smiled. He had
disguised Bem well. No one would now suspect that the young Wolf
was a sea-captain, or a sea-beast at all. She now wore a curious
cap—more like puffy bonnet, actually, made of rough linen, except
for a red lizard-skin band and trim. A blue snakeskin shirt hung
loosely over tight-weave, greased cotton trousers, tucked into
knee-high iron-bound boots. She held a fine long stave, nearly six
feet long. A worn knapsack with a filthy rolled blanket now hung
across her back. A couple of snake traps dangled on chains slung on
one shoulder.

“Well,” Loog observed, “I
don’t think any self-respectin’ Skull Buzzard is goin’ to be much
interested in a poor excuse for a snake trapper like
you.”

Bem smiled. “I don’t get
the entire effect since I can’t see myself, but I’ll take your word
for it. Nice work, Loog.”

“Don’t mention it,” the
Banzit replied, “you pay for what you get.” Turning his head to the
right, he let a wad of spit fly. “Which way you goin’?”

“Heading up the river—goes
where I’m heading, and faster than hacking my way through the
wilderness!” Bem laughed.

“Don’t know what you’ll
find up the river, do you?” Loog observed.

“What is that supposed to
mean?” Bem replied.

“I’m not meanin’ nothin’
so far as that goes,” Loog said. “Just pointin’ out a fact you
might find interestin’, that’s all.”

“I’ve been around Hadst a
long time and never heard anything bad about the river, Loog,” Bem
replied. “I’ve also been around you long enough to know you’re
always trying to work some game, so don’t—”

“Netch! Never ask, never
know,” Loog said, his mouth working to ready a wad of spit. “You
never asked any beast, now did you? So how do you expect to know
anything about the river?”

“I’ve got a good map,” Bem
said, “and I did ask around about the river. No one gave any
warnings.”

“I rest my case,” Loog
chuckled. “No one knows, ’cause you’ve been asking idle-brains who
don’t know twit about twat.”

“It doesn’t much matter,”
Bem said, “the river’s the only way to get inland as fast as I need
to go. This is one of those take-your-chances times—and I’m taking
my chances.”

“Have it your way,” Loog
replied, “just let me advise you not to be so all-fired cocky as to
ignore the obvious.”

“And what might that be?”
Bem snorted.

“Well,” Loog said,
knocking a fly out of the air with a wad of spit, “it’s obvious
that you’re goin’ to need a Frang Blade.” Reaching into his coat
pocket, Loog pulled out a round snakeskin handle about six inches
long. Holding the handle out for Bem to examine, just as she was
about to grasp it, Loog turned it slightly to the side, flicked a
switch, and—click, click, click, click, click—a thin, needle-sharp
blade shot out to a length of nearly two feet!

Shooting out faster than
the blink of an eye, Bem was stunned to see the deadly cone-shaped
blade sticking through her sleeve. “By the Ancients!” she breathed.
“An inch to the left and you’d have run me through!”

“It’s obvious you need a
Frang Blade, no?” Loog asked.

“Well, it’s difficult to
ignore it, that’s for certain,” Bem replied, pulling her sleeve
free from the blade.

“My point, you see,” Loog
said, smiling at his pun, “is that, where you are going, you can’t
be too careful. Having a Frang Blade in your pocket—well—let’s just
call it a bit like taking out an insurance policy.”

“And how much will this
insurance cost?” Bem asked, giving Loog a wry grin.

“As my concern is solely
for your well-being and safety,” Loog began, “and in spite of
having obtained this very rare item from a party of Frang traders
after no small bit of difficulties…”

“Get to it, Loog!” Bem
interrupted, frustrated.

“Calm yourself,” Loog
responded, slowly swilling spit around in his mouth. Letting fly a
huge glob, he continued, “In my line of work, difficulties are not
cheap—let’s call it one more slick of silver and you’ll be
off.”

“Another slick of silver!”
Bem exploded. “Not on my life!”

“Careful with your words,
my friend,” Loog laughed, “one should not use playful words about
the value of one’s life. Imagine yourself, trapped in close
quarters, unable to do more than reach your pocket, wondering how
you can save yourself from—from whatever it is that frightens you.
Fortunately, your fingers close around the Frang Blade in your
pocket. Your insurance policy! A flick of a finger and—worth a
slick of silver, no?”

“You’re a crafty, greedy
beast,” Bem complained.

“No, no, dear friend, I’m
just a simple merchant, peddling insurance—how much might a lonely
beast, trapped and desperate, wish for some insurance? That’s all
I’m asking you to pay.”

Bem thought for a moment,
then said, “All right, an extra slick of silver for the Frang
Blade. But if I find fabulous riches while I’m up the river, you
don’t get to so much as smell it when I return.”

Loog gazed silently at Bem
for a moment. His intense gaze caused Bem to gaze back at him, as
if in a duel. Minutes seemed to pass, although it was only a few
seconds before Loog spoke. “So you think there may be treasure up
the river, do you?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Bem
responded. “Remember? You told me I don’t know anything about
what’s up the river.”

“How do I know you don’t,
though?” Loog said. “Maybe you know more than you’re letting
on.”

“Could be,” Bem replied.
“I’m just saying that, if I give you another slick of silver,
you’ll get nothing more if I come back with something you want. If
I pay you now, that’s it.”

“And if you don’t give me
another slick of silver now?” Loog asked.

“That all depends,” Bem
said, holding out her paw. “Let’s shake on this: I come back with
riches, I’ll be as fair to you as a dear friend can be.”

“No more promise than
that?” Loog said.

“No more promise than
that,” Bem answered.

Saying nothing more, Loog
shook on the deal and handed Bem the Frang Blade.

Bem nodded and put her paw
over her chest as a sign of farewell.

As she turned to leave,
Loog said, “One more thing, Madsoor.” A massive glob of spit hit
the ground in front of Bem. “Netch! Just wishing you good luck,” he
said, smiling.

Leaving Loog to the other
customers gathering outside his door, Bem returned to her kayak.
Stowing her gear, she was soon paddling into the mouth of the
river. Within a few minutes, the lush green wilds closed off the
world behind from what lay ahead. The rising morning heat grew
heavy as the cool sea breezes faded away. Paddling with a steady,
swinging motion, Bem strained against the rushing current. Her
panting breath came in time with strokes of the paddle.

Keeping on throughout
several days, Bem saw few other beasts along the river. Each day,
the tangled forest passed by, without a hint of beasts at work or
habitations of any kind. The first night, Bem pulled ashore and
attempted to camp. But although the forest was silent and
motionless during the day, it was a different story after dark.
Night frogs croaked and bellowed in massive numbers, and thousands
of crawling insects appeared. Sleep was impossible. Her only rest
came as she dozed fitfully, hunched over in her kayak tied to a
rock in the river.

As the sun began to slip
downward in the late afternoon of the fifth day, drifting curls of
smoke became visible above the trees. Soon after, a village came
into view. There were a few boats and kayaks swinging on ropes at a
pier jutting out into the river, but no beasts were visible. Tying
her own kayak up, Bem climbed a ladder to the landing and stretched
her limbs.

A small village commons
surrounded the pier, with a lovely stone fountain flowing in the
center, shaded by a large cottonwood tree. Narrow streets radiated
out from the pier like spokes on a wheel. Neat wooden houses lined
the dirt streets. The village seemed deserted. Sounds of yelling
and cheering, however, suggested that a sizable crowd of beasts was
somewhere nearby.

Weary from her journey,
Bem refreshed herself before looking around further. She splashed
cool refreshing water from the fountain in her face and then
submerged her whole head. Vigorously shaking her head and sending
water flying everywhere, she felt like a new beast.

Now ready to explore, she
followed one of the empty streets, heading toward the loud crowd
noises she heard. Near the edge of the village, she found a playing
field. Gathered around it, a large crowd was screaming and
cheering. The playing field lay between two gently sloping hills.
Wooden bleachers, packed with spectators, rose up the
hills on both sides of the field.

On the field, beasts in
yellow or green sweaters, balancing atop giant lizard-skin balls of
matching colors, whirled the balls with their feet. The inflated
balls were hard enough to roll easily, but had plenty of bounce.
Swiftly shifting their feet to maintain balance and propel the
balls, the players raced this way and that, trying to push an even
larger striped ball before them. The game was strange enough for
Bem, but the playing field was even more unusual. Haphazardly
scattered across the field, were earthen mounds, pits filled with
water, and other obstacles. As Bem watched, she was amazed at how
skillfully the players used the obstacles to block other players or
to bounce over them to break free from pursuers.

Bem walked to the
bleachers on the left side of the field, where green pennants
fluttered and green clothing predominated. The bleachers seemed
full, so Bem pushed her way through the dense standing crowd to
find a place at the fence.

“What’s the game?” she
asked a female Cougar standing beside her.

“What’s the game?” the
Cougar repeated, as if she had not heard correctly. “What’s the
game, you say? Why, it’s only the most important Tosht game ever
played around here! Where ya been? Never heard of
Tosht?”

Realizing that it was time
to start playing her part, Bem said, “Sure, I heard of it, but
never watched the stuff. You spend your years in the wilds trappin’
snakes—you wouldn’t be seein’ much o’ games either. I been in the
wilds since I was a wee little beastie—never had time for
spectatin’ games. I hear there’s good trappin’ up river from here,
so just passin’ through. Some beasts got time for spectatin’, some
don’t. I been too busy makin’ my way.”

The Cougar chuckled and
turned to Bem with a smile. “You make me sound lazy, like I’m
wastin’ my time, but I’m pleased to meet you. I’m Annie, and, just
to set things straight, I don’t “spectate” all the time—just when
my husband’s playing.”

“Your lovey is out there?”
Bem asked with a bemused look.

“Yes,” Annie replied, “see
that Owl out there with the long shaggy feathers hanging out all
over the place? The one racing downfield pushing the striped ball
ahead of everyone else? GO TOSHTY! CROWD THAT BEAST COMIN’ AT YOU!
GO! GO!”

Bem watch the Owl in
amazement. A mass of wildly tangled feathers stuck out of his green
sweater, giving him a disheveled look. A baggy beret drooped down
on the left side of his head. Although it was a bit hard to tell
because of the distance, he looked to be wearing a large brass ring
through his lower beak.

Whistles blew, and action
stopped momentarily. A beast in a yellow sweater had fallen on one
of the obstacles and was being helped off the field. The lull in
the action brought Annie’s attention back to Bem. “So, never seen a
Tosht match before, eh?”

“No—heard of it, like I
said, but don’t know anything about it,” Bem replied. “What’s going
on out there.”

Annie pointed to one end
of the field, then the other. “See how each end of the field has
two sets of posts in the center of the field? Those are Scoring
Mugs. You notice that one set of posts has yellow pennants at the
top, while the second set has green pennants at the top. Look at
the opposite end of the field, and you’ll see that the pattern is
reversed, with the first set having green pennants and the second
set, yellow ones.”

“How does it work?” Bem
asked.

“Tosht is a game of skill
and speed,” Annie explained. “Players must move around by rolling
their balls only with their feet. If players fall off the ball,
they’re out of the match. So only the most skilled ball-rollers
last all the way through a match. Players are forbidden to touch
other players or their balls. Tosht is strictly no-contact. Make
contact with another player, and you’re out of the match. Players
can get in each other’s way, block other players, or try to force
them to make contact, but they must avoid being the first to make
contact.”

“So you move the striped
ball down to the Scoring Mugs without touching the other players,
is that the idea?” Bem observed.

“Yes, that’s the basic
idea,” Annie continued, “but there’s one more important thing to
know. Like I said, there are two Scoring Mugs at each end. A team
has to get the striped ball through the first Mug—thus scoring a
goal for the opposing team—before they can go on and get the ball
through the second Mug and score for their own team.”

“You score for the
opposing team?” Bem exclaimed. “That’s a crazy sport, if you ask
me!”

“It’s part of what makes
Tosht so interesting,” Annie replied. “It’s all about skill, speed,
and strategy. You see, scoring against yourself gives the other
team one point. But scoring for your own team results in three
points. The effect is to focus the most intense play between the
two Mugs. How a team handles play down there is one of the keys to
winning. Have too many players down there, and it’s too
crowded—players touch and get retired from the game. Most teams
that lose matches have so many players retired during the game that
they can no longer defend or score effectively. The whole strategy
of a match is more about how to retire players from the other team,
than it is about scoring Mugs. Get enough opposing players out of
the match, and scoring takes care of itself.”

“Interesting,” Bem
commented, “but I don’t quite understand why you have to score for
the other team in order to score for yourself.”

“Tosht has a code of
honor,” Annie replied. “You don’t kick another beast when he’s
down. A basic principle of Tosht is that you have to win by your
skills and strategy—so scoring for the other team is one way to
make even great teams work harder and play smarter. The way the
field is laid out does that, too.”

“What do you mean?” Bem
asked.

“Every Tosht field has the
same dimensions, the same placement of the Mugs, the same time
limit for matches, and the same type and number of obstacles,”
Annie explained. “But the home team chooses where to place the
obstacles—and the visiting team doesn’t know where they will be
until they arrive for the match.”

“The home team can change
the field around and not tell the other team?” Bem
exclaimed.

“Yes,” Annie said. “In
fact, that’s a normal part of Tosht strategy. You arrange the field
to benefit your team’s players and try to make it harder for the
other team.”

“Amazing!” Bem chuckled.
“I can see how one could get into a game like this.”

“I didn’t know much about
it either,” Annie replied, “until I met Toshty.”

“So Toshty is your lovey
out there, eh?” Bem observed.

“Yes, he’s called Toshty
because he’s one of the best players ever,” Annie said
proudly.

“He’s that good, eh?” Bem
said.

“It’s not unusual for
Toshty to be the only player left on the field at the end of
match,” Annie replied. “All the other players have fallen off or
touched another player. With only one player left on the field,
that player can score at will, so even if a team is behind in terms
of points, if a Clean Sweep occurs—that’s having just one player
left on the field—then that team wins automatically. Toshty has the
most Clean Sweeps of any player ever! Just watch him on the field,
and you’ll see he’s amazing.”

The Tosht match began
again and the conversation lapsed. Play was going fast and the
crowd screaming its lungs out, when a Coyote walked up behind Bem,
leaned in close, and said in a low voice, “Who ya tryin’ to fool
with that getup? It takes more than some silly clothes to fool old
BorMane.” Startled, Bem whirled around to find her old shipmate
standing behind her.

“BorMane, you old
weathered piece of sea-beast!” Bem whispered happily, trying to
keep her excitement in check.

The ancient Coyote,
half-hidden under a large, floppy hat—ringed all around with
strings of shark teeth and shells—grinned back at her. Wearing a
heavy blanket as a cloak, he carried his familiar well-used
harpoon, its wooden handle carved all over with curious names.
Brown and burly, hair wizened and weathered from salt air and sun,
the Coyote had obviously sailed on many a voyage.

“I’ve got my reasons for
this getup,” Bem chuckled. “So hush up, you old rigging-rat—it
won’t be good for either of us if your jabbering draws
attention.”

“You two know each other?”
Annie exclaimed with surprise.

“Oh, yes,” Bem replied.
“This old weather and I have taken some storms together. But how do
you know him?”

The roar of the crowd was
now deafening, so Annie simply yelled, “The match is almost
over—can’t tell you or hear now! Watch the match—we’ll talk
later—Toshty’s working himself toward a Clean Sweep!”

Sure enough, when Bem
turned her attention back to the game, there were few players left
on the field. Toshty seemed to be everywhere at once. Racing from
one side of the field to another, keeping the striped ball in play,
skillfully weaving among the obstacles and bouncing unexpectedly in
front of opposing players, forcing them to crash or touch—often
their own teammates. As the green bleachers erupted into delirious
cheers and the yellow bleachers grew silent, the number of players
on the field dwindled. Finally, it was a contest between Toshty and
two yellow players. Bouncing and feinting, Toshty carefully eyed
the yellow players, watching for a moment to make his
move.

The ground literally shook
with the noise and stomping from the bleachers. Toshty, his legs a
blur of motion, suddenly raced directly at one of the yellow
players. An instant before impact, he switched direction, missing
the yellow player by a whisker. It was enough, however, to send the
yellow player off balance, leaving him muttering on the ground. Now
the match came down to one-on-one. Moving furiously, Toshty got his
ball moving in a dizzyingly fast circle around the remaining yellow
player. It was as if a green phantom was stalking the yellow
player. Regardless of how the yellow player moved, Toshty was
there, circling. Finally, the yellow player broke through the
circle and dashed behind one of the water obstacles. For his part,
Toshty began circling again, adjusting his movement to bring the
yellow player back within his circle. As the seconds ticked by, it
became obvious that Toshty, circling methodically, now controlled
the momentum of the match. Taking a sudden, furious bounce, the
yellow player tried one last time to disrupt Toshty’s strategy.
But, Toshty, taking an even more powerful bounce against the slope
of an obstacle hill, went sailing high above the field. The crowd
gasped.

Free-falling back toward
the ground, Toshty dropped directly toward the yellow player. The
astonishing feat mesmerized the yellow player for an instant. With
a wildly yelling Owl about to clobber him, the yellow player dived
aside. Twisting to bounce on the now vacant yellow ball, Toshty
flew back up into the air and with a double-over-flip to adjust
direction, landed back on his own green ball. Bouncing again high
in the air, he maneuvered several more bounces on his own ball,
losing height each time, until he landed solidly and took his ball
under normal foot control.

The stands on both sides
of the field erupted in tumultuous cheers. Nothing like this had
ever been seen. It was enough to arouse every spark of superstition
that a simple beast might carry in his mind. Indeed, the sight of
what had just occurred left many a voice quavering.

“By earth and sky, I swear
I must have been dreaming!”

“It must be my fondness
for drink—it could not have been!”

“Somber days and frightful
nights are coming, I tell you—no beast can play Tosht like that and
not be the Winds of Doom itself comin’ for a visit.” But, mainly,
the crowd, especially those favoring the green team, were simply
pleased to have been present at what was, without a doubt, the most
memorable Tosht match ever.

“Well, I see now,” Bem
observed, “how it is that Tosht is such an interesting sport.
Amazing spectacle, I have to agree. How did your lovey learn to
play like that? He’s truly amazing—especially for an old
fellow.”

“Two things,” Annie
grinned. “First, he’s an artist. Every artist I ever knew was ‘a
bit off-the-beaten-track.’ Toshty just turned that extra something
toward Tosht. Second, without Shweng, his Otter friend and coach
back home, Toshty couldn’t play the way he does. You see, Shweng is
blind, and he and Toshty communicate really well. They practice
together, and because Shweng can’t see, Toshty plays with his eyes
closed. From Shweng, he’s learned to feel the game, rather than
just rely on seeing things. It’s made him unstoppable.”

“You said earlier that
this was an important Tosht match—what’s so important about it?”
Bem asked.

Annie smiled. “Toshty was
playing—that makes it important to me.”

Annie, BorMane, and Bem
met Toshty outside the green team’s dressing room. Annie had rented
lodging for herself, Toshty, and BorMane while they attended the
match, and the four friends walked back to the village. Arriving at
the lodging house, they ascended the stairs to their small set of
rooms. Annie put on water to boil and soon enough, the group was
enjoying Darkest Night Fudge and Runt-Rosted Coffee. Sharing
stories, Bem learned that Annie, Toshy, and BorMane were only in
town for the Tosht match and planned to return to Toshty’s home in
the morning. Talk eventually settled into a long and detailed
discussion of the Tosht match, with Toshty analyzing every facet of
the game. Bem and the others were enjoying the talk, but BorMane
was restless.

After a time, BorMane
scowled, “Now, how long are we going to waste our ears on this?
There’s foul weather about, I’ll be bound. Capt’n Madsoor didn’t
come up here to learn Tosht. Now, what in the bats o’hell are we
going to do?”

“All I really need is for
you to come back to Hadst with me,” Bem replied. “I need you as a
navigator.”

BorMane scowled again.
“Bah! Stuff and foolishness! That’s all it is!” He rose from the
table and paced the floor. “You have a Scrib and disguise you’ve
paid a slick of silver for and barely used. Listen close, you all!
Haven’t you noticed what’s been happening lately? Sparrows, that’s
what! Everywhere you turn, there’s a Sparrow—watching
you.”

“What are you talking
about?” Toshty asked.

“Ask around, like I was
doing at the match today. Beasts don’t notice it, but if you ask
them, they’ll tell you that there never used to be Sparrows around
here. They’re so small and discreet that you don’t notice ’em. They
just show up, and you get so used to them you don’t notice ’em.
Some even say they like the feeling that the Sparrows are always
there watching things. But you got to notice—they’re lousy
spies!”

“Spies!” Annie
gasped.

“That’s what I
said—spies!” BorMane repeated.

“But why?” Bem questioned.
“Who’s spying? Why?”

“I know a few ways to get
beasts to say the little bit they know,” BorMane replied. “I hear
that the High One’s getting tired of his slaving being poached. The
Sparrows are gathering information so that he can move against the
good beasts harassing the slavers.”

BorMane had caught his
friends’ attention, and the conversation took on a serious tone.
Now in whispered voices, the talk continued for another hour,
focused on the implications of BorMane’s news.

“I’ll go with you to
Hadst,” BorMane said at last, “but first you must make better use
of that Scrib and disguise than you have so far.”

“What do you want me to
do?” Bem asked.

“You’re going to try to
get inside the main Wrackshee camp in the Grand Deep,” BorMane
replied.

“Get inside a Wrackshee
camp!” Bem exclaimed. “What do you think I am, crazy?”

“Yes,” BorMane laughed, “I
think you’re just crazy enough to do it—which is why I’m asking
you. You’ve got guts, smarts, and a very precious Scrib that allows
you to travel freely in the Grand Deep.”

“But I came up here to get
you so we can rescue Red Whale and Lord Farseeker,” Bem
protested.

“And we will,” BorMane
said. “There’s an entrance to the Grand Deep just a few miles from
here. Once you’re inside, it shouldn’t take you more than a day to
see what you can see. Whatever you learn could save many, many
beasts and throw a stone in the High One’s plans. That’s worth the
loss of a day in your own plans, yes?”

“Then let it begin as soon
as it can!” Bem declared.

“That’s the Capt’n Madsoor
I know!” BorMane laughed. “I learned that there’s a party of Miner
Bears in town, getting ready to go down into the Grand Deep
tomorrow. I think they might welcome a snake trapper. It’s grim
work down there, and I think they’d jump at the chance for regular
fresh meat. That would give you a perfect alibi.”

“But I don’t actually know
a single thing about trapping snakes,” Bem observed.

“That’s why you’re only
staying down under a few hours, my friend,” BorMane grinned.
“You’ll be out of there before anyone expects you to trap
any.”

“All right, you old
weather!” Bem said. “But since I’m your Captain now, the Captain’s
got orders for you. I want you to head downriver to Hadst and work
with Loog, my agent, to make sure he’s setting up everything I
asked. I’ll brief you on my plans. It’s not that I don’t trust
Loog—it’s just that there’s too much at stake, and time’s too short
for there to be problems. I’ll give you a message for Katteo
Jor’Dane so she knows what I’ve asked you to do. She’s in charge of
the ship, so you’ll sign on there with her first thing.”

“Aye, Capt’n! Glad to be
aboard!” BorMane chuckled. “This retirement business doesn’t work
very well for me.”


The Shèttings

It was a clear, sunny
morning when Bem left the lodging house and turned down one of the
streets that led out of the village. She wandered along, looking in
shop windows, until she saw a group of Miner Bears packing supplies
and readying to depart.

Bem sauntered over to the
group and started to join in the packing without anyone taking
note. Most were absorbed in what they were doing, and the few who
were not working were in the café finishing breakfast. It was with
some surprise, then, when a sharp slap on the back caught her
unawares.

“Hey-Do! This is no place
for visitors!” a massive Miner Bear snarled at Bem, towering over
her.

“I don’t think I’m a
visitor,” Bem replied cooly. “I’m as hard a worker as the rest of
the scum-breaths around here! So, give me a civil, ‘Hello,’ if you
mean to say anything worth listening to.”

“I don’t recall as knowing
your name,” the Miner Bear persisted, stepping toward Bem
threateningly. As the huge beast advanced, Bem backed away. The
café wall behind her, and the sheer bulk of the Bear in front, made
escape impossible, even if Bem had wanted to. Instead, she fingered
the Frang Blade in her pocket. Grasping it firmly, she pulled it
out, pointed it toward the Bear, and released the switch.
Click-click-click-click. The blade shot out, the point making a
slight mark on the Bear’s coat.

The Miner Bear stopped.
“YA! The beastie gives a warning, does she?”

“Nay, mate,” Bem replied.
“That was no warning. I don’t fool around with warnings. Had I
extended my arm, that blade would have run you through. I just
wanted you to stop, so I ran it out just far enough to do that. I
don’t mean any harm.”

“So what do you mean,
beastie?” the Bear asked.

“I mean to be treated with
respect,” Bem said, gazing boldly at the Bear. “And I mean to sign
on as snake-trapper with your crew.”

“Snake-trapper, eh?” the
Bear replied. “I hate snake meat and so does the rest of my crew.
I’d rather eat my own fur than snake meat.” He pushed the Frang
Blade aside and extended a huge paw toward Bem. “You’ve got spirit,
and I see by your eyes that you’re dealing true with me. Won’t hurt
to have you around with that sword thing, whatever it is. I’ll take
you on as my assistant—can’t be too careful where we’re going. It’s
more likely I can trust you than my friends when we get down
under.”

“Why?” Bem
asked.

“You’ll see,” the Bear
said, “the Grand Deep works on you. You see things a beast
shouldn’t see and hear things a beast shouldn’t hear. It just works
on you—sends good beasts to the bad and sane beasts to madness.
Hard to count on much of anything down there.”

“So, you’d trust me, a
stranger?” Bem asked.

The Miner Bear nodded. “A
strange beastie, with a good heart, which is what I take you to be,
is better than a corrupt and jaded beast whose seen it all too
much, too often, and no longer cares about anything. Aye, I’d
rather have you.”

Bem could not believe her
good luck! Being on the inside of the Boss Miner’s team would be a
good place to see and hear things. And no snake-trapping
required!

“Got your Scrib on you?”
the Boss Miner Bear asked.

“Yes,” Bem replied. She
had hoped that the offer to serve as the Boss’s assistant meant
that she’d slipped by questions about her identity.

“Come on, then,” the Miner
Bear directed, “you and I got to go see the Skull
Buzzards.”

“Skull Buzzards? Here?”
Bem asked with surprise. “I’ve never heard of Skull Buzzards being
down below the Granite Hulks.”

“And in most times, they
aren’t,” the Boss replied. “But “most times” is gone, and there’s
Skull Buzzard patrols everywhere now. Why, I can’t even take on a
likely beastie such as yourself without them sniffin’ you over.
Let’s get it over with—oh, and, everyone just calls me
Boss.”

The news put a bit of a
damper on Bem’s good humor as she and Boss walked to the tavern
where the Skull Buzzards had set up their post.

Surprisingly, the tavern
had a sign saying, “Closed Until Futher Notice,” on the door when
they arrived. “Aye,” Boss snorted, “no likely beast is going to
come here while the Skull Buzzies are hanging out.” Motioning for
Bem to follow him, the Miner Bear entered the tavern. There, they
found some dozen Skull Buzzards assembled. Empty mugs and dirty
plates were scattered everywhere. Clearly, no one was attending to
the Buzzards but themselves. The air hung heavy with the
sickeningly sweet smell of the Mudge Wop that Skull Buzzards
favored for drink.

“That’s the fellow we
want, right there,” Boss said, indicating a Skull Buzzard seated at
a table, peering at a ledger. Never had Bem seen a creature more
ugly and repulsive. Extremely, grossly fat, and hunched at the
shoulders, the Buzzard had a face covered with grey warts. As they
approached, he turned his attention to them, closing the ledger.
His movements seemed more like a crawling insect than anything a
normal creature would do. Most disgusting of all, however, was the
large knot of dried snot that seemed to form a permanent blemish at
the very tip of the Skull Buzzard’s beak.

“What is it? Who do you
claim to be?” the Skull Buzzard demanded, an evil look in his
eye.

“Excuse me, sir,” Bem
said. “I don’t claim to be anyone. If you’re speaking to me, you’re
speaking to Bemrasoria Madsoor, of Nare
Lafargic, a place more noble, by far, than this.”

“I despise pedigrees and
noble-sounding names,” the Skull Buzzard replied. “One may sing a
false tune, regardless of where you come from. Show me your
Scrib.”

Handing the document to
the Skull Buzzard, Bem watched the repulsive creature carefully
study it. Curled tightly over the document, the official spent some
minutes pondering. At last, the Buzzard handed the Scrib back to
Bem.

“It has a good likeness of
you,” the Skull Buzzard snarled. “Now, get your stinking hide out
of here and leave me alone.”

“High Lord Snot-Knot!” Bem
fumed, when they were back in the street.

Boss laughed. “Why, you’ve
got more fire and go-at-em than the rest of my crew put together. I
already liked you, and now that you’ve passed the Skull Buzzard
sniff test, you’re on the crew.”

When Bem and Boss rejoined
the mining crew, the packing was complete. With a few final
adjustments, the group moved out, following a sharply
switch-backing trail up into the mountains. It was rough going.
Rugged mountains stretched away on all sides. A place almost savage
in its lonely solitude, Bem thought that it felt as empty and
silent as any of the vast oceans she had sailed. How great was her
surprise, therefore, when after barely two hours walking, Boss led
the group through a crevasse snaking up the side of a
cliff.

“Welcome to the Grungg
Pit,” Boss said. “This is our mining base. Here’s where we eat,
bunk, and store our supplies and tools. Long lines of canvas
awnings hung here and there to deflect the incessantly dripping
water away from supplies and beds.

“Throw your stuff on an
empty bunk. We’ll be heading into the down-under pretty quick,”
Boss said.

Dropping her pack, Bem
hurried after Boss, who was already giving his crew instructions.
“When I get back, we’ll start the new project. The Wrackshees are
hot to get it open for traffic. Once it’s cut through, it’ll save
them almost a full day when they’re moving slaves. I’ve got to head
up to the Wrackshee camp to get your pay and handle a few other
details. Bem will go with me. We’ll be back tomorrow. Get our
equipment ready. Slim is in charge.”

After a few more brief
words, Boss and Bem set out on a well-worn path going deeper into
the cave system.

Boss carried an oil
lantern and led the way. They walked through the cave for several
hours, stopping only briefly to rest. Bem noticed that, as they
moved deeper into the cave, the air gradually became warmer and
damper. A shrill screeching sound also became noticeable as they
continued along.

“We’re nearly there,” Boss
said. “When we arrive, you keep your trap shut. That old Skull
Buzzard back there was a kindly old gentlebeast compared to the
Wrackshees. One slip of a loose tongue, and you’ll lose it—and, if
you’re lucky, that’s all you lose.”

The loud screeching sound
soon merged with a general indescribable din. The darkness of the
cave steadily gave way to light and within five more minutes, Bem
and Boss entered a gigantic chamber holding what Bem guessed must
be hundreds of tents! The place had a horrendous stench that made
Bem’s stomach turn and her eyes water. Boss wiped his own eyes and
coughed. “Welcome to the Shèttings,” Boss said. “You never really
get used to the Wrackshee smell, but—come on, the sooner we get
started here, the sooner we can leave.”

“Why is
it called the Shèttings,” Bem asked. “Shètting means to enlarge a cave
chamber,” Boss explained. “The Shèttings is the biggest room ever
made that way. The Wrackshees had it made for their personal use.
This is their main operations camp for moving slaves by
land.”

Wrackshees were
everywhere—brutish Weasels, Hogs, Beavers, and Squirrels—probably a
couple of thousand, Bem thought. She was stunned to see such an
encampment so far underground. The horrid odor was matched by the
deadly-looking beasts that now surrounded them on all sides.
Complete strangers to bathing and sanitation, the Wrackshees camp
was filthy to the extreme. Immense heaps of garbage festered beside
every tent. Gnawed bones and decaying bits of half-eaten lizards
mingled with the leavings of other personal business. As beasts
walked about, these soggy slop piles became a horrid mud. There was
no furniture, not even tables or stools. Every beast slept, sat,
and ate in this oozing muck.

The heat, which had been
increasing steadily, was now awful. “It’s a hellish place!” Bem
said, raising her voice, trying to talk to Boss above the noise
that completely dominated the place. A nearly ear-splitting
hissing, rumbling, screeching reverberated around the cavern. Dense
clouds of steam rolled away from what seemed to be works of
machinery at the far end of the chamber. It was hard to tell what
the machinery was doing; it was too far away, the steam too dense,
and the lighting poor. A heavy odor of sulfur made the noxious
stench of the Shèttings even more sickening.

It seemed that every
Wrackshee eye followed them as they walked. Malignant grins,
showing yellow and black teeth, leered through shaggy beards caked
with dried blood. Some beasts had large patches on their bodies
where the hair was gone, replaced by masses of scar tissue. “Steam
accidents,” Boss muttered when he saw Bem staring. Some Wrackshees
snapped chains, whiplike, at them as they passed. One Squirrel,
holding a shattered bone in his paws to suck the marrow out,
snarled at them, “This might be a bone from a good beast such’in
yourself!”

“Don’t worry,” Boss said
cooly. “They won’t touch us. They know me, and as long as we head
straight to the Wrack Lord, they allow safe passage. Stray from the
path to the Wrack Lord, and they’ll be on us with
blades.”

Walking between long lines
of tents spreading out in every direction, Bem was puzzled. “Boss,”
she said, “why do they need tents? Why not just hang awnings like
at the Grungg Pit?”

“The Grungg has awnings
just to keep the water from dripping on us,” Boss said. “For a
Wrackshee, it’s an affront to honor to have another beast look on
what he’s got. Look inside a Wrackshee tent without being invited,
and you’re a dead beast.”

The Wrack Lord’s Tronet
had a bright lantern suspended above it from a high pole. The
lantern, glowing like a ghostly beacon through the smoke and steam,
made it easy to find the Wrack Lord amidst the sea of tents. The
Tronet, a wooden platform where the Wrack Lord conducted his
business, rose several feet above the muck. It was the only thing
in the Shèttings to escape the oozing mire. “It’s not because he’s
any cleaner than the rest,” Boss whispered. “He likes anyone
visiting him to have to look up at him and climb a bit to get to
him. Can’t be too trusting if you’re the Wrack Lord.”

The Wrack Lord was
standing on the Tronet, talking to a small circle of
Wrackshees. He was an albino Wolf with
clouded, pink eyes and a hard, chisled jaw. Small in stature, with
an abnormally flattened face and thick neck, his oversize moustache
gave his voice a rasping tone.

“Hold here until he
motions for us,” Boss said, stopping where a line of torches blazed
around the perimeter of the Tronet.

“What’s our business with
him?” Bem asked.

“The Miner Bears have a
contract with Milky Joe—that’s the Wrack Lord’s name. He’s got a
plan to clear out a new chamber to hold new steam lift machinery.
We’re here to go over the plans.”

“What do the Wrackshees
need with steam lifts?” Bem said.

“That’s what all the
racket and steam is all about over there,” Boss replied. Looking
toward the far end of the Shèttings, Boss pointed to where steam
poured off some kind of machinery works. “The Shèttings sits in a
place that’s kind of like a cork in a bottle,” he continued. “This
is the part of Grand Deep where cold water from the mountains runs
underground and meets super-heated rock. That makes explosive
steam. Wrackshees use that to power machinery that lifts their
slaves through the Grand Deep. Much more efficient than their
slaving used to be when they had to travel meandering through the
chambers of the cave system. But they’ve got bigger plans now, and
they want to build a new lift.”

“And Miner Bears did the
cutting and digging, eh?” Bem observed with a cold
smile.

“Don’t start in on me,”
Boss said. “Look—my Bears have got nothin’ else. Mining’s gone bad,
and this is the only work around. And that nice little town back
there would be dust without the silver my Bears have to spend.
So—don’t get smart with me about it.”

“About it? What do you
mean ‘it’? It’s slaving, Boss, that’s what ‘it’ is. Why not just
say it?”

“Don’t push it, Bem,” Boss
said. “I mean it. One word from me, and you stay here with the
Wrackshees—in very unpleasant circumstances.”

“No beast wants to stay
with the Wrackshees, if they can help it,” Bem said quietly.
“That’s my point. So I guess we can agree on that.” She lapsed into
silence, then said, “One more question, Boss—have you ever seen
slaves down here?”

“No,” Boss replied, “the
slaving pens are in the next chamber over, I think. That’s where
the new lift will be, but I don’t know much about it yet. That’s
why I’m here.”

The conversation on the
Tronet ended and the Wrack Lord called to Boss and Bem, motioning
them forward. His invitation to approach the Tronet, spoken in the
form of verse, seemed especially sinister to Bem.

 


They call me Milky
Joe,

Hear-me-oh; 

Looking down the Tronet 
At all the beasts around me, 
Slave away, my beasties, slave away! 

They’re all bound to
me! 
It's there I spy the next
ones 
A-looking fear’ed and
worried, 
Step on up, my friends, before
I

Grab you and slave you!

They’re all bound to
me! 


First I slaved my
mother, 
Hear-me-oh; 
Then I slaved my brother, 
Hear-me-oh; 
When I ask you your business
beast
Hear-me-oh; 
Don’t waste my
time, 
Or you’ll be bound to
me! 

 


When Boss and Bem climbed
up on the Tronet, Milky Joe nodded toward Bem and said, “Who’s
this? Let me see the Scrib.”

Bem handed over her Scrib.
Milky Joe examined it closely, looking back and forth between Bem
and the document. “A snake-trapper, eh?” he said at last. “Always
wondered about that—how do you trap snakes?”

“What kind of snake are
you asking about?” Bem replied, giving Milky Joe a bored
look.

“I’m the one asking the
questions,” Milky Joe snarled. “I asked you how you trap
snakes.”

“And I’m the one trying to
answer, Your Paleness,” Bem snarled back, causing Boss to cut her a
worried look. “Different snakes are different—don’t you see? So,
seeing’s how Your Paleness is impatient, I’ll tell you how to trap
a Yii Striker. They’re the most dangerous and difficult to trap, so
you’ll see all the best tricks I use.”

“I’ve never heard of a Yii
Striker,” the Wrack Lord said suspiciously.

“Just about every beast
that ever found one, died in the finding,” Bem replied. “So far as
I know, I’m the only beast alive that can claim to have
successfully trapped a Yii Striker—and, I’ve done it maybe a dozen
times.”

“A dozen times!” Milky Joe
said, his evil eyes shining with interest.

Bem could see his mind
calculating the worth of such a skill. “Being the only beast on the
planet that ever trapped a Yii Striker, you don’t think I’m only
going to do it once, do you?” she boasted. “Where’s the fun and
profit in that? When you’re on a roll, I say roll as far as you
can.”

Milky Joe studied the
brash Wolf cooly. “So, you still haven’t told me how you capture
Yii Strikers,” he said.

“You really want to know
the secret?” Bem asked, leaning forward and pushing her face close
to Milky Joe’s. Giving him an icy stare, she said, “You want to
know, you’ve got to shut up and let me talk. Rule One in trapping
Yii Strikers is, don’t ever waste time listening to beasts that
know nothing. If I listened to other snake-trappers, I’d be a dead
beast now. Because the normal rules for trapping snakes don’t work
with Yii Strikers. So, we’ve now stood here yapping for several
minutes, and if I was trapping Yii Strikers now, I’d be dead. So,
please, no more yapping from you, Your Paleness.” Boss had nearly
stopped breathing. No beast had ever insulted the Wrack Lord like
this before.

Milky Joe’s eyes narrowed
to a slit. He was trying to decide if he liked this brazen young
Wolf, or if he wanted to send a throwing lance through her. Her
tough and brazen manner intrigued him. She might be worth something
to him. For now, he decided to wait and see what the beast had to
say.

Seeing that she had won
the first round in this contest of wills, Bem leaned back, pulling
away from the face-to-face staring match. “To catch Yii Strikers,
you’ve got to sleep in the open in their territory. Lie very still
and let them slither up across your body. Don’t move, or you’ll
spook them—and that’s the end of you. They like the warmth of a
body and they especially like the warmest part of your body, the
head. Wait long enough, and be still enough, and they will coil up
right on your face and go to sleep. This is the most important
part. You’ve got to leave your mouth open wide and breath through
your mouth. The Yii Striker likes that warm, moist air. The ol’
snake will just curl up around your open mouth and let its head
hang down right into your mouth. You wait until you’re sure as sure
can be that the snake’s asleep, and then you slam your jaws shut on
the snake’s head. He can’t bite you. You just let him flail his
body around until he wears himself out, then you take a knife and
cut the body away from the head. Then, you can spit out the head.
And that’s how you capture a Yii Striker.”

The Wrack Lord’s eyes were
no longer slits. They were wide open. Boss’s jaw slackened and he
looked stunned. Bem shook her head at them, without showing the
slightest emotion.

“What’s the matter with
you dumb-wits?” she said at last. “Don’t you know anything about
how common beasts earn a living in this world?”

“I have no more
questions,” Milky Joe said at last. He said nothing more to Bem,
but it was clear she had passed his review. He turned to Boss. “All
right, let’s get on with business,” he said. “We’re putting in a
brand new lift system. I need your Miner Bears to enlarge rock
channel to the next level. We’re in a bit of a hurry, so I’m
willing to pay a little more for a rush job.”

“Why the hurry?” Boss
asked.

“I’m sure you noticed that
there’s a lot more beasts in the Shèttings than usual,” Milky Joe
replied.

“Yes,” Boss answered,
“looks like maybe two or three times the usual number of Wrackshees
are here.”

“That’s right,” the Wrack
Lord said. “The High One wants to clear out some troublesome
bandits and such that are poaching his slave caravans. As soon as
the new lift is finished, the Wrackshees will move out in
force.”

“Where will they go?” Bem
asked.

Milky Joe smiled. “So,
who’s asking the questions now?” he said. “Well, ask away,” he
continued. “I’ll have no answers for you to questions like
that.”

Boss clapped Bem on the
shoulder. “That’s right, friend. We’re here to see the job we have
to do—let’s get going on that.”

“Follow me,” Milky Joe
said, climbing off the Tronet and walking quickly toward the back
of the cave. Boss and Bem followed.

Clouds of smoke and steam
made it hard to see anything very clearly in the cavern. Much that
had been hidden came into sight, however, as they approached the
rear. Two ranks of Skull Buzzards guarded a rear exit from the
cave. Movement from the main cavern into the adjoining one was only
through a massive wooden drawdoor. Gigantic in proportions, the
drawdoor obviously was designed to allow easy movement of thousands
of beasts at a time. When open, the drawdoor was pulled by chains
up to the ceiling of the cavern, taking it completely out the way.
Despite machinery and pulleys to open the drawdoor, its immense
size required the strength of many Buzzards to open it. At the top
of a long flight of stairs, another troop of Skull Buzzards
operated the drawdoor, raising and lowering it as
commanded.

“They certainly don’t want
anyone going through that door without permission!” Bem thought.
“And we’re about to find out what’s so awful secret.”

Milky Joe waited for Boss
and Bem at the first rank of Skull Buzzards. “You two go first,” he
ordered. “That shows the guards that you are with me, and they’ll
let us pass.”

Walking through the ranks
of Skull Buzzards, they ascended the stone steps, passed the guards
at the drawdoor, and waited while the door opened. Then they
stepped through into a world as different from the one they had
left as if they were in a dream. Staring up out of a deep pit dug
in the floor of the cave, with an iron bar gate covering the top,
were crowds of gaunt, hungry faces; staring black circles of eyes;
masses of knotted and shaggy hair. All ages and all manner of
beasts—huddled shoulder to shoulder, back to back, packed like
grains of rock in a chunk of granite. Even the fearful Wrackshee
camp they had just left was more familiar than this hellish place.
The weeping and moaning, mingled with the screaming of steam vents
made Bem think that even she might be sucked into the deep, deep,
deep pit.

Milky Joe’s rasping voice
interrupted Bem’s horror. “Over here,” he called above the noise.
Bem turned away from the slave pit and saw the Wrack Lord talking
with three other beasts. Machinery was being constructed on one
side of the cavern, and they were discussing the
project.

Bem glanced at Boss and
was shocked to see tears running down the cheeks of the burly Miner
Bear. “So this is what it’s all about,” he said. “This is what my
work is all about.”

“Come on, Boss,” Bem said.
“You can’t do anything about it right now. Let’s listen to what
Milky Joe has to say—maybe we’ll learn something that can help
these poor beasts.”

“You’re right,” Boss
replied. “But I don’t know how I can work for the Wrack Lord after
seeing this.” Wiping his eyes, Boss sighed. “All right, let’s go
see what that Form of Moving Snot has to say.”

When they joined Milky
Joe, he introduced the other beasts. “This is Brude Blether,
Superior Rank Upon Rank of the Royal Engineers; Blind-Ear Nun’See,
his Chief of Build Operations; and Whip Runn’ee, Master of
Elevating Works.” Bem quickly looked the group over and decided
they were a distinctly unimpressive lot.

Brude Blether was a
somewhat pudgy, slightly balding female Digger Hog. Despite her
lowly origins, through using the approved conspiracies of the High
One’s realm, she had long ago left her humble beginnings behind.
The oversized cloth cap she wore, tilted a
little to one side, was all the rage among
the leading exclusives at Maev
Astuté. Luxurious ringlets, made of fake
fur, hung down at her temples. An elegant waistcoat, buttoned up
nearly to the throat, dark blue lizard-skin breeches, and shoes
with silver buckles did little, Bem thought, to offset the fact
that Brude was constantly picking her nose. “Fancy clothes or no,”
Bem said to herself, “you still look like an idiot when you’re
constantly eating nose boogers.” Nevertheless, Brude was the
Superior Rank Upon Rank of the Royal Engineers, and in charge of
the current project.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she was
saying, “this will be the Best-Top-Master-Prime lift you’re ever
seen. The Royal Engineers—Commissioned Most Specially by the High
One Himself—only do Best-Top-Master-Prime work. Each of our
projects has a unique Supremity of its own. In this case, this long
vertical shaft, that has so long been seen as nothing more than a
curiosity, will become the greatest, fastest lift ever seen.
Reports from the Sparrows I have sent to explore the shaft indicate
that it runs from the top levels of the Grand Deep all the way down
to the lowest. With some excavation by the Mining Bears, it will be
perfect for a high-speed lift. The obsolete lift your Wrackshees
are using now will look like a toy compared to the new lift with
its Supremity. The immense, but barely tapped, steam resources
provide plenty of power. But I’ll let Blind-Ear talk about
that.”

Hearing such pompous
blather amidst the wailing and weeping of the slaves was almost too
repulsive for Bem to take. She was about to walk off by herself and
let them jabber on without her, when she remembered why she was
there at all. Anything she could learn about the Wrackshee plans
might help save many beasts. Doing her best to pay attention, she
cut Boss a look of mixed impatience and anger. Their eyes met for
an instant, and Bem saw such sadness in Boss’s face that she could
scarcely bear to see it. A new-found respect for Boss found its way
into Bem’s mind.

“We are standing on top of
the greatest steam resource anywhere,” Blind-Ear began. In contrast
to Brude, the Chief of Build Operations, a kindly-looking Hound,
wore a simple blue cloth jacket with a pair of flaming-red trousers
that puffed out at the waist, then tapered down to tightly cover
the legs down to the ankles. His well-worn work boots, coated in
muck, indicated that he spent a lot of time with common working
beasts—although the cleanliness and good repair of his clothes said
he did little actual work. “The steam vent tapped to power the
current lift barely scratches the supply. I’ve been in nearly
constant meetings for the last two months getting updates on the
steam pressure. Every day I update Whip on the pressure readings,
and let me tell you, there’s nothing more encouraging than a good
pressure reading. Whip will tell you about the progress of the
project.”

Whip Runn’ee, a
sullen-looking Raccoon with eyes too close together, wore a
passably clean velveteen coat and breeches. A canvas apron, worn
hanging from the waist, had several large pockets busting with
journals, pencils, and notebooks. For the next two hours, Whip gave
the group a full briefing on the planned construction. The briefing
actually could have been completed in about thirty minutes, Bem
thought, since most of the time was taken up by Whip and Brude’s
incessant, pompous talk.

Installation of a large
iron plate on one wall was the only part of the construction that
had actually started. When that point was discussed, Boss asked a
question. “Why do you have all those big bolts set into that
water-soaked rock? Any miner will tell you that rock soaked through
like that is not stable enough for this kind of
drilling.”

“The Construction and
Installation Manual says that there must be two dozen bolts to
properly hold a Fludge Plate. That, sir, is a Fludge Plate. If you
care to count, there are exactly two dozen bolts. We follow the
Construction and Installation Manual in our work here,
sir.”

“But I can’t see why the
Fludge Plate could not be on the other side where there’s a much
more stable rock wall. Just seems sensible to me…”

“You, sir, need to study
the Construction and Installation Manual more thoroughly. The
Master of Elevating Works makes the decision about the placement of
the Fludge Plate. As the Construction and Installation Manual
directs, I have decided to install the Fludge Plate where it is,
with precisely two dozen bolts. If you had studied the Manual, you
would have no such silly questions.”

Boss lapsed into silence,
but his mind was working furiously. The rock wall where the Fludge
Plate was installed constantly weeped water. So much so, that a
trench had been dug to drain it away. With two dozen massive bolts
now set in the wall, each requiring a eight-inch round hole to be
drilled five feet deep into the rock, Boss felt certain the rock
wall could not hold. Long experience told him it was only a matter
of time before the wall gave way and flooded the
chamber.

Bem noticed that Boss
seemed to be deep in thought during the rest of the briefing. When
the briefing ended, Brude, Blind-Ear, and Whip left and Boss
continued talking with Milky Joe about the Miner Bear contract. Bem
was surprised that, during the meeting, Boss requested that they
stay overnight in the Wrackshee camp. He said that he needed more
time to investigate the mining conditions in the vertical shaft.
“If I come in with the right number of miners and the right
equipment, I think my miners can complete the job even faster than
you plan,” he said.

“How long do you need to
stay?” Milky Joe asked.

“I think one more day will
be enough to do what I need to do,” Boss replied. “My assistant and
I will need free access to the machinery and the vertical shaft.
I’d also request that you assign a couple of Skull Buzzards to work
with us. We’ll need some slaves to do some dirty work for us and
the Skull Buzzards will be necessary for that.”

“That’s a given,” Milky
Joe replied. “No one gets access to the machinery without a Skull
Buzzard escort.”

“We’d like to eat and rest
a bit, then get to work,” Boss said. “We’ll be ready in half an
hour.”

“Dine with me,” Milky Joe
said, smiling. “Your dedication to the project is notable, and if
you do complete the project early, I will make it worth your
while.”

A meal of lizard heads and
entrails, battered and fried, and boiled eel, chopped up with
parsley and spices, made Bem glad they were staying with the
Wrackshees only one more day. Only the crocks of scorched Slam
& Pugger made the meal worth eating in her estimation. That the
Wrack Lord got to eat the best cuts of lizard, especially the
entrails that he loved, and imported eel, did not impress her in
the least.


The Shèttings to
Smithereens

After eating, Milky Joe
escorted Boss and Bem to the drawdoor and assigned two Skull
Buzzards to accompany them into the slave-holding cavern. When the
drawdoor had closed behind them, Boss said, “Get me a couple of
scum-bags out of that pit—I want strong beasts that can work hard.”
It was only the look of pain that Bem had seen in Boss’s face
earlier that made her put up with his ugly language. Somehow, Boss
was working a plan of some sort. Bem was sure of that
now.

The two Skull Buzzards
walked up to the iron bar gate covering the slave-holding pit.
“Show us which ones you want,” one said.

Boss walked over to the
pit and pointed out two well-muscled beasts. “Those two fellows
right there,” he said, pointing.

One of the Skull Buzzards
knelt down at the gate and opened the lock. Just as he was about to
ask for help in pulling the gate open, Boss fell to the floor,
gasping and choking.

“It’s my heart,” he
wheezed, clutching at his chest. “My ticker’s gone bad!”

Immediately jumping to
Boss’s side, a Skull Buzzard was kneeling down to help, when Boss
let loose a powerful punch to the side of his head. Bem, knowing
that this was a moment of surprise not to be lost, launched a
flying kick straight at the neck of the other Skull Buzzard. That
was it. The struggle was over. Two Skull Buzzards lay unconscious
on the floor of the cavern.

Boss leaped to his feet
and hugged Bem fiercely. “I hope you’ll forgive me what I’ve done,”
he said.

“You’re talking to the
wrong beast if you’re confessing wrongs,” Bem said. “Nobody ever
made me your judge and keeper—I’ve got enough to worry about with
just my own mistakes. Let’s just get on with the future from
here.”

The slaves sensed that
something wonderful had happened. A low rumble began in the pit.
“We’re free! Huzza! We’re free!”

Boss rushed to the pit and
called out, “Quiet, good beasts! You’re not free yet. There’s two
thousand Wrackshees and several dozen Skull Buzzards just on the
other side of that door. It will take some work yet to get you out
of here. So, please hold down the noise. We’ll work as fast as we
can to get you out of there.” The joyful cries died down, but the
spirit of the desperate beasts in the pit was much improved. Hope,
when it comes along with action, does that for long-suffering
beasts.

Bem and Boss quickly
lashed ropes around the Skull Buzzards, assuring that they could
not move. Taking off one of the Buzzard’s boots, Boss took off his
socks and stuffed one in each of the Buzzard’s mouths.

“Now we’ve got to work
fast,” Boss said. “Milky Joe won’t leave us alone in here more than
overnight. And—we don’t know how long that wall will hold. When it
goes, this place will be flooded.

“What do you plan to do?”
Bem asked.

“Don’t have time for a lot
of explanation,” Boss replied, “but for starters, we’ve got to use
those piles of rope to set up an escape route for the slaves.” He
pointed to dozens of coils of new rope intended for the lift
construction. “I don’t know either what’s up or down in the
vertical shaft,” Boss said, “but I do know that if that wall gives
way, we don’t want to be on the down side when the flood comes. So
we go up. Do you know anything about using ropes in
climbing?”

Bem thought for a moment.
“Well, I’ve climbed rigging on a ship,” she said, “but this is a
different deal here. What if we ask the slaves?”

“Brilliant!” Boss smiled.
“Let’s get them out of the pit. They can stretch their legs, and we
can see what they know about climbing.”

Sliding open the gate, in
a few minutes, all the slaves were standing outside the pit. Among
the joyful beasts, one wiry-looking Lynx stepped forward. “I’m Jax,
a Climbing Lynx by training,” he said. “Struck a Skull Buzzard
officer and got myself sent to Tilk Duraow, which is how you find
me here.”

“Glad to meet you,” Boss
said. “We need a ropeway up inside the vertical shaft as fast as we
can get one.”

“I’ll need a hammer and
some of those spikes over there,” Jax said, indicating crates of
iron spikes for the construction.

“For now, you just need to
get us a ropeway up far enough so that if the wall blows, all these
good beasts won’t be drowned,” Boss said. “I don’t know how much
water will come when the wall collapses, but it will be a lot. The
down portion of the vertical shaft will act like a drain. I think
if we can get all these beasts up the shaft a ways, they’ll be
safe.”

Boss’s instructions to Jax
were puzzling, Bem thought. As certain as it might be that the wall
would eventually collapse, she guessed Milky Joe would be back
sooner than that. Why was Boss so worried about getting the freed
slaves up in the vertical shaft, but didn’t seem to worry about
being discovered by Milky Joe? Then it hit her. Boss must be
planning to somehow bring the wall down! Get the now free beasts up
in the shaft and break the wall open! “By the Ancient Ones,” Bem
breathed, “by the Ancients…”

Jax was soon making his
way up the vertical shaft, hammering spikes into crevices and
hanging ropes from them.

“Thanks to that screaming
steam vent,” Boss said, “the sound of all that hammering is well
concealed. I can’t even hear Jax working anymore.”

“Do you remember when you
asked if I forgive you, Boss?” Bem said.

Boss gave Bem a surprised
look. “Of course I do,” he replied. “My memory isn’t that
bad.”

“Well, just so you know,”
Bem continued, “I’ll keep your memory alive in the stories I tell
for the rest of my life. You’re doing a tremendously noble thing
here. I wish I could stay behind with you when you destroy the
wall…”

“You’ve got another
mission ahead of you,” Boss said. “These beasts need a leader, and
it won’t be me. They won’t be out of danger just by getting them up
above the flood that’s coming. They’ve got to find their way out of
the Grand Deep. You may not come back alive, so don’t go making
promises you may not be able to keep.”

Bem did not reply
immediately. She was thinking of the other mission that she was on
which, apparently, was now going very badly wrong. How would she
ever get back to Hadst? What would BorMane think when she did not
return as expected?

“Oh, I’ll keep my promise,
you old Mining Bear, don’t think I won’t,” Bem answered. “However
long I live, I’ll be telling stories about a brave old Mining Bear
who gave it all—and don’t you think for a minute that I won’t!”
Bem’s eyes began to tear up.

“Drumm n’ Pickin’s!” Boss
said, “What are you blubbering around about? Don’t think for a
minute I’m not getting out of this place, too!”

Brightening, Bem
exclaimed, “Do you mean you’re not going to bring the wall down and
drown yourself?”

Boss shook his head,
laughing, “Bem, I’m a Miner Bear! Miner Bears are trained to never,
ever, let themselves get trapped below ground! What do you think I
did, slept through that part of my training? Oh, no, I’m definitely
getting out of here. I do have a plan to speed up the collapse of
the wall. And my plan includes getting every one of us out of here
safely.”

“One question, Boss,” Bem
said, “how are you going to break the wall open?”

“It will take some work,”
Boss replied. “But that stupid codfish, Whip, did most of the work
for me. If you’ve been working underground as long as I have, you
get to know rock like it’s family. That wall’s got a few hours, or
maybe a day, to live. I’ll get a bunch of us banging on those bolts
with sledges and it’ll be gone. Soon as Jax has got the escape
route established, I’ll ask for volunteers to be in the last group
leaving the cave. We’ll beat on the wall to weaken it, but we’ll
stop just before it’s ready to break.”

“Then what?” Bem
asked.

“I don’t rightly know what
happens after that,” Boss responded. “When it bursts, maybe it will
be just a rush of water. Depending on how much water there is, it
may be more than can drain away down the shaft. If that happens,
the pressure will probably blow out the drawdoor. If that happens,
the Wrackshee camp will be flooded. And…if the water rises high
enough and reaches that super-heated steam vent, it could blow the
whole area to pieces.”

“To pieces?” Bem said.
“You mean destroy it?”

“I mean,” Boss said, “the
explosion might be powerful enough to blast that entire section of
the Grand Deep to smithereens.”

“What about your miners at
the Grungg Pit?” Bem said.

“That’s far enough away
that they may feel a tremor, but that’s all,” Boss replied. “Like I
said, there may be nothing by a flood. But if it blows, it’ll feel
like a tiny earthquake back at the Grungg Pit.”

“And when you don’t
return, they’ll send a search party and find the entire area
collapsed or flooded. They’ll think that’s the end of you,” Bem
observed.

“Yes,
but that’s why you’re the leader when we’re out of here. You’ve got
things to do and beasts to take care of. So do I. I’ve got the
Miner Bears and their families to think of. So, once we’re out of
here, we’ll have to go our separate ways. That’s the way this story
ends,” Boss said quietly. “I’m going to miss you, Bem,” he
added. 

“Me
too,” Bem replied. 

With little else to say at
the moment, Bem and Boss mingled with the freed beasts, explaining
that Jax was preparing an escape route. They did not speak about
the details of what would happen, focusing only on keeping the
beasts as calm, hopeful, and quiet as possible.

For the next five hours,
the group waited, working to keep up each other’s spirits, in the
face of almost painful anxiety.

Finally, Jax dropped out
from the vertical shaft, smiling broadly. “There’s a ledge up there
several hundred feet. It will be a great place to land. There’s
plenty of room for all these beasts and looks like there may be a
way out,” he reported.

“Great!” Boss exclaimed.
“Let’s get these beasts moving!”

“Bem and I go back up
first,” Jax directed. “When we’re up on the ledge, I’ll yank the
rope as a signal. That will tell you to attach some extra coils to
the climbing rope. We’ll pull up enough coils to let down more
climbing ropes. I think the shaft can handle three climbing ropes.
Once you send the rope coils up to us, you can start beasts
climbing the first rope. We’ll use the second rope as a another
climbing route. The third rope will be a lift for any beasts who
can’t climb. Luckily, these are heavy duty ropes meant for making
the lift, so we can run a lot of beasts up at a time. Just keep ’em
moving—about thirty feet apart, keep ’em moving. The rope can
handle that weight and won’t break. When the last beast is up,
we’ll pull the ropes up.”

After Jax explained the
climbing process to everyone, Boss asked for volunteers who would
work with him on weakening the wall. More than two dozen beasts
volunteered, but only a dozen were needed, so again volunteers were
requested, this time, to go ahead and climb up the
shaft.

Anxious hope kept Boss
going as the operation went on like clockwork for the next several
hours. Beast after beast climbed out of sight, with those too young
or weak lifted up the shaft on ropes. Hour by hour, the cavern
emptied. When everyone but Boss and the volunteers had begun the
journey up, Boss peered up the shaft until they were out of sight.
Then, taking a deep breath, he went to the construction area and
provided a sledgehammer to each of the volunteers. “Thirty more
minutes. Please Ancient Ones—thirty more minutes. I need thirty
minutes…”

Walking over to the Fludge
Plate, Boss carefully examined the wall behind it. With water
seeping so strongly around some of the bolts that the stone was
flaking away, it was obvious where to begin work. Hammering on the
bolts from every angle with unchained anger for everything the
Fludge Plate represented, water was soon spraying out from behind.
Minute by minute, the massive Plate looked more and more like a
beast trying to keep a thumb over the end of a gushing
hose.

WHAM! SLAM! KA-CHUNK!
Again and again, the beasts slammed the bolts, slashing and
battering them from every direction. With two dozen massive bolts
holding the Fludge Plate, other beasts might have wearied and
despaired. But the beasts stayed at their deadly work, furiously
swinging the 16-pound hammer; paws turning raw, hard-callused-skin
wearing away; hearts pounding, ready to burst.

As the minutes sped by,
the Fludge Plate itself began to shudder with each blow from the
sledges. The entire structure of rock behind it was giving way. “A
few more blows,” Boss panted, “then we stop and get out of here.”
Hardly aware of anything else but lifting their arms and swinging
the sledges, the beasts did not stop until Boss dropped his sledge
and said, “Stop! To the ropes—let’s get out of here.”

The night detail of Skull
Buzzards charged with operating the drawdoor between the Shèttings
and the slave-holding chamber had special trials in their duty.
Nothing ever happened during the night detail. Boredom reigned
supreme. Seldom were there calls to open the drawdoor during the
night and never had there been anything to guard against. With such
trials as this, and only card playing and dice games to while away
the hours, it was common for one or more to fall asleep at their
post. Although the Wrack Lord severely punished any guards caught
napping, with only guards awake during the night detail,
slumber-at-post was rarely charged. It was one of the few
weaknesses in the Wrack Lord’s order at the Shèttings.

Thus, some hours later,
when one of the Skull Buzzards on night detail awoke with a start,
it was not odd that he had been asleep at his post. What was
uncommon was that water, spraying on his face, wakened him.
Startled awake, the Buzzard rubbed his eyes and instantly realized
something was terribly wrong. The gigantic drawdoor, towering above
him and dwarfing everything around it, was pitching and trembling,
as if under tremendous pressure. The source of the pressure was
clear. Water was spraying around the edges of the drawdoor. Rousing
his slumbering comrades, the alarmed Buzzard ran pell-mell to wake
the Wrack Lord.

By the time he reached
Milky Joe’s tent behind the Tronet, the Buzzards back at the
drawdoor were screaming. “HELP! HELP! WE CAN’T HOLD IT BACK! HELP!”
The drawdoor was creaking and cracking, threatening to give way.
Throwing their full strength against the door, the Buzzards
valiantly struggled to make the door hold. They could not hold it
long without help, maybe not at all.

Coming awake to the
screaming before the wild-eyed Buzzard could reach him, the Wrack
Lord shouted, “BESHREW YOU! WHAT FOUL SCURVY IS THIS?” Milky Joe
never heard a response to his question. At that moment, there was a
horrendous CRACKER-BOOM-SPLOOSH. The drawdoor blew off the wall,
sending a flood of ice-cold water into the Shèttings. With the
immense drawdoor gone, water poured into the Wrackshee camp like a
tsunami.

The only notice that the
wider world had that anything had occurred was the ground
vibrating, as if from some tremendous explosion. The Miner Bears,
waiting back at the Grungg Pit felt it. Bem, Boss, Jax, and the
freed slaves 800 feet above the Shèttings felt it. The High One,
although he did not feel the ground shake, soon felt his kingdom
shaking to the very core—a basic pillar of his rule was
crumbling.


Bad News for
Fropperdaft

The duties of the High One
were sometimes almost more than he could bear. He hated, for
example, meetings of his Most Revered Council—the ‘Blowhard’s Club’
as he thought of it. What need did he, Fropperdaft—Peerless
Berzerker of the Crowning Glory; Grandee
of Maev Astuté;
High One of all Hedgelands, etc., etc.—have of that swaggering gaggle of advice-mongers? Dolts and
Loonyheads, every one. Sigh. It was a showpiece of tomfoolery, but
necessary to endure. How else would he give the illusion of caring
what other beasts thought? Even an absolute tyrant has good reasons
to put on a show.

As he prepared himself for
another meeting of his Most Revered Council, Fropperdaft reflected
that, in a way, it had been a stroke of genius when some long-ago
predecessor created the Council. It was a wonderful vehicle to suck
the wits from self-seeking beasts who, otherwise, might cause
trouble. Slap a high-and-mighty label, like ‘Most Revered,’ on most
beasts’ foreheads, with a good supply of silver to their pockets,
and seats at the most exalted table in the realm, and their wits
very quickly evaporated into illusions of grandure. “Yes,”
Fropperdaft reminded himself, “necessary evils are necessary, just
make sure that necessary does not overshadow the
essential.”

The essential for
Fropperdaft was time with his forge, books, and experiments. An
inventor, engineer, and forge-master without peer in the
Hedgelands, the High One simply couldn’t focus on his duties unless
he was hammering redhot iron and working the bellows at his
forge. The Throne Room of
Maev Astuté reflected
this quality of Fropperdaft. His one
essential was time with his forge, books, and experiments. An
inventor, engineer, and forge-master without peer in the
Hedgelands, the High One simply couldn’t focus on his duties unless
he was hammering redhot iron and working the bellows at his
forge.

The Royal Throne itself
was set off in a convenient corner, more of a nuisance than a
necessity, since Fropperdaft talked with most visitors while
working at his forge. An open fire blazed in the forge, ringed with
stone. Above it, a magnificently carved stone hood carried smoke up
a chimney. An oak barrel, filled with cold water, sat next to the
forge, and there were numerous differently sized anvils, hammers,
and other tools. Fropperdaft normally used a three-pound hammer
when he worked metal. Seeing him wield that hammer left no doubt
who was the strongest, most powerful beast in the room. The way he
worked with metal and wood made a statement.

He loved the screaming
whine of steel teeth cutting hard wood, and his planing knives were
sharper than a surgeon’s blade. Forcing a fierce saw upon
protesting wood, Fropperdaft craved the smell of wood toasting as
the hot blades ran through it. He sharpened all the blades
himself—both to make sure the blades were sharp, but also because
the sharpening stone threw off a blaze of the sparks he loved. For
it was sparks that gave the High One his greatest
comfort.

It was both soothing and
exciting to grip a spongy, white-hot mass of malleable iron, and
pound it into any shape he desired. Fropperdaft worked iron in the
good old style, without face-guards or leg-screens. Wearing very
little else than absolutely required for royal dignity, the feel of
sweat trickling down his neck as the iron wailed under his hammer
gave a rush of power like nothing else. The bellows wheel spinning,
sparks cascading, metal glowing and flashing where it was struck,
the heat would have felt painful to a normal beast. But as he
pounded—SLAM-SLAM-SLAM—the iron rolled and turned at his will,
giving way as Fropperdaft required. What better sport and
relaxation for a supreme tyrant than a thunderstorm of sparks; gold and silver rain, bursting into
dazzling clouds?

Often the High One worked
at his forge while he met with his Ministers and other visitors.
His face lathered with perspiration, red and violet blades of flame
framing his body, tortured iron screaming, would not any visitor be
impressed? Some who observed Fropperdaft as he worked at his forge
swore that the very sparks reflected his changing moods—larger or
smaller flaming shards, the sprays more intense and irregular, the
colors changing, as Fropperdaft willed it. Whether such rumors were
true did not matter since such an
environment provided the only setting in which Fropperdaft could
endure meetings of the Most Revered Council.

With the fire lighted, the
bellows blowing furiously, and showers of sparks cascading
everywhere, the tiresome speeches and reports could be borne, if
not pleasantly. To stand at his forge pounding white-hot metal,
with the Blowhard’s Club gathered around him, dodging sparks and
nearly hoarse trying to be heard, also gave the High One an
unequaled feeling of power. No one doubted who was in charge. When
speeches or reports became too annoying, the High One pounded and
worked the bellows so furiously that no matter how the idiots
blathered, he could not hear them. And everyone knew it.

Lately, the High One had
found the meetings of his Most Revered Council to be particularly
annoying. When things went badly, the fussing and strutting of the
Council Members were especially tiresome. That some things had not
gone well recently was obvious to any dunderhead. But the Most
Revered Council was not content until each Member had analyzed,
dissected, scrutinized, and, most importantly, calculated every
minute detail of the troubles or loss. Fropperdaft had another such
session to look forward to today. He planned to have a very hot
fire burning when the Blowhard’s Club convened and planned to send
immense showers of sparks flying.

What most annoyed the High
One was that the Most Revered Council spent hours discussing the
portions of problems that were least interesting to himself. The
Blowhard’s Club had been driving him nearly wild
recently.

“Oh me, oh my,” they
moaned, “more slaves have escaped,” or “another caravan has been
raided.” But, why did they care about this? Because it hurt their
pocketbooks! They lost money! “By my kidneys and glands!”
Fropperdaft fumed, “That’s the least important aspect of the
problem, and we do nothing but talk about it!”

For Fropperdaft, the prime
significance of the slaves was that they cut the stone for the
sacred climb. Anything having to do with enhancing the speed and
efficiency of the sacred climb—necessary to the building of
Maev Astuté—received his
full attention. But Members of the Blowhard’s Club losing some
money? He would be hammering away at some hot metal, sparks
flying.

The High One had a
suitably hot fire burning in the forge when the Council Members
arrived. Standing in his oil-soaked sharkskin apron, with one paw
holding a piece of white-hot iron in tongs, and working the bellows
with the other, he was clearly impatient. “There now! Let’s get
this going! Speak your piece and be about it!”

After the Council took
seats around the stone table positioned in front of the forge,
Frunge Sapperpate, the First Voice of the Council, opened the
meeting. “Your Most Peerless Berzerker and My Most Revered Council
Members, I rise to report that our months of careful investigation
and preparation are about to bear fruit. The Sparrow Scouts have
pinpointed the location of these cursed rebels harassing our
slaving operations. I know I speak for other Council Members when I
say that such attacks are bleeding our pocketbooks. Therefore, it
gives me immense pleasure to say that our Skull Buzzard brazzens
are now moving against these infernal rebels. They are moving in
two prongs: one into the Everlost, where the rebel headquarters are
located; the other down the Lost Ways Crack, where the anti-slaving
operations are most active. Within a very short time, the rebels
will be finished!”

“But if I might, my Most
Revered First Voice, I see troubles, piled on troubles, piled on
troubles. Will this operation end our troubles?” Preddywell
Lackwit, one of the longest-serving Members, always saw troubles
everywhere, with everything.

“Look at what has happened
since the Wood Cow attacked the High One, in this very chamber! Can
anyone deny that it’s been nothing but one thing after another
since then? My losses mount daily, as do others’. The explusion of
the Wood Cows was supposed to end these troubles, yet they have
gotten worse. Why the High One’s own brother lost a highly valuable
caravan…”

Already in a foul temper
when the meeting began, these comments made Fropperdaft’s blood
boil. Working the bellows with rage, he sent showers of sparks
spraying across the Council table. WHAM! HAMMER! CLANG!
KA-SCHLAMMM! His hammering rang as loudly as it ever had in the
Throne Room.

At that point, the door to
the Throne Room flew open. Scarcely waiting to be announced, a
Sparrow Scout, winded and exhausted, burst in. His face betrayed
that he was carrying bad news.

“Bad news! Bad news! Your
Most Eminent Swellhead!” the Sparrow cried. “The Wrackshee camp at
the Shèttings has been destroyed! A
massive explosion ripped that area of the Grand Deep to pieces, and
there’s nothing left but flooded rubble. All of the Wrackshees are
missing, and it appears there’s no possibility of
rescue.”

Silence, or the closest
thing possible to it, fell across the Throne Room. Even Fropperdaft
stopped blowing the bellows and hammering.

After a brief silence,
however, the bellows began blowing again. Over the pounding of his
hammer, the High One said, “I command that
a rescue party be mounted! The Wrack Lord has ever been a loyal
subject and partner. I will not believe he cannot be rescued
without trying.”

“Where will we find forces
for a rescue party, sire?” Preddywell Lackwit asked. “All of the
available Skull Buzzard brazzens are in the field on missions
against the rebels.”

“I want operations
curtailed at Tilk Duraow temporarily,” the High One replied. “That
will allow us to release some of the Skull Buzzards from duties
there to undertake the rescue attempt.” As he spoke, the bellows
blew like a gale. Fropperdaft was highly distressed to curtail
operations at Tilk Duraow, the source of stone for the sacred
climb. But honor required extreme efforts on behalf of his
well-loved friend, the Wrack Lord. The huge increase in slaving
that the Wrack Lord had achieved, in Fropperdaft’s mind, dwarfed
the accomplishements of all of his other subjects. Without that
achievement, the great increase in speed in building
Maev Astuté would not
have occurred. That was a worrying thought.


SLOPS in Danger

Word reached SnowFire that
Sparrow Snoops had discovered the SLOPS about the time that
Angelana and Emil had a group of escaped slaves ready for the run
to the sea. Emil, who by now had made two earlier trips down the
Lost Ways Crack, felt that he could make the run alone. They agreed
that Angelana would immediately return to Mar-Marie and Ord to warn
them of the danger. “Now, just because we allowed you and PorNart
to stay and work with us, and you’ve made a couple of runs down the
river, don’t get it in your head that you’re a SLOPS Marshall,” she
said with a grin. “But, on this trip, I want you to act every bit
like you are one!” Hugging each other fiercely, Angelana went on
her way, and Emil turned to lead his two boatloads of slaves down
the river.

Running boats down the
Lost Ways Crack was like diving down a hole. The steep drop in
elevation made the river run fast, wild, and untamed. The river
snaked through an astonishingly deep canyon. Breathtaking cliffs,
generally vertical, at times leaned out over the river. Savage,
impenetrable woods covered every scrap of land where a plant could
take root, even on the cliffs. Thickly overgrown with pine, spruce,
and birch, it was as if the large river itself was a bit player in
the landscape. Sculpted and scarped into a thousand fantastic
shapes, the roan cliffs looked either brooding or playful depending
on how the sun played with them, or didn’t.

For four days, Emil and
his party rode the river, stopping only to eat and sleep. Early in
the afternoon of the fourth day, they arrived at the tiny
settlement on the shores of the Great Hot Lake. As he paddled into
shore, Emil was surprised to see several multicolored tents set up
among the cabins and huts. Smoke from campfires drifted lazily
among the tents, and huge work-tortoises lay tethered in the open
area reserved for their feeding and rest.

Pulling into shore,
delicious smells wafted out to greet Emil and his beleaguered
travelers. The Great Hot Lake community was having dinner: Spiced
Manyplucks, Stoned Raisins, Slices of Honey Rock, and Pricked
Tangers, all absolutely drenched in Whisked Lemon. Platters of All
Howl’s Pie, Sudden Baked Salmon, Flailed and Flaked Hot Lake Pike,
and entire tables of Spittin’ Good Chowder, Haver’s Hasty Soup, and
Mo’n’Mo Vegetable Turnovers. It was all more than a famished beast
could stand.

Helga and Bad Bone had
taken on duties at the cookfires so that the cooks could be among
the first to eat. Because the cookfires were down near the lake,
Helga saw Emil’s boat long before most of the other beasts.
Whooping and hollering, she ran out into the lake until she could
no longer stand, then dove headfirst and swam out to meet her
brother. Pulling her aboard, the long-separated siblings talked and
laughed as the boats landed.

When Helga took him to
find their parents, Emil thought that his mother had never looked
more beautiful. Her astonishingly black eyes, blazing with flecks
of red, seemed to set her otherwise careworn face on fire. Renowned
for her pugnacious determination, Helbara’s gentle love for her
children also showed in her face. “My own, dearest Emil,” she
hollered happily, pulling him close. Breister and Helga joined in,
throwing their arms around the others in a giant family
hug.

“Yar!” Emil replied.
“Reunited at last!”

“Yes,” Helbara agreed,
“our family is all together again, but we didn’t expect to meet
here, under such conditions.”

“For sure,” Emil said,
casting his eyes across the mass of beasts in the encampment.
“Where did all these other beasts come from?”

“You’ve heard that the
High One is sending a horde of Wrackshees to stop the work against
his slaving operations?” Helga asked.

“Yes, they’ve heard the
news up at SnowFire,” Emil replied. “This is our last run down the
river until things settle down. Angelana has gone to warn the
others upstream.”

“Warning will not be
enough,” Helga said. “We’re completely outnumbered. Some of the
high country Rock Ravens have heard rumors that there will be
thousands of Wrackshees coming down the Lost Ways Crack. Several
brazzens of Skull Buzzards will come in a wave ahead of the
Wrackshees, and others will go by land across the Everlost. They
are likely planning to arrest Mar-Marie and Ord. We have to take
action ourselves. Now.”

“Thousands of Wrackshees
and brazzens of Skull Buzzards! What do we do against such numbers
as that?” Emil asked.

“A new friend, TrimWagg,
and his Pogwaggers have a plan to suggest,” Helga said. “TrimWagg
knows the Skull Buzzards well. They’ve been harassing the
Pogwaggers for years. For self-defense, TrimWagg has scouted the
Skull Buzzards closely. He’s going to present his plan right after
everyone eats. Come on, I’m hungry and you surely are, too. Let’s
get some chow. Then, we’ll hear what’s up.”

Had the sheer bulk of the
foods available been his only consideration, Emil would have
thought the feast was magnificent. “Well,” said Emil, chuckling,
“especially since my sister has been cooking, I’ll have to sample
everything!”

“You’d never say such a
thing back home,” Helga snorted.

Emil made no response. He
was busy loading his plate. Enjoying a hearty meal and good
laughter, time slipped rapidly away. Soon Home was circulating
through the encampment calling everyone together. Emil was
surprised to see him moving about in just a pair of shorts, with a
towel slung over his shoulder.

“Time to soak, good
beasts,” he said cheerily. “Meeting down in the lake—ten
minutes.”

“We’re going to meet in
the lake?” Emil asked. “In the lake?”

“Yes, that’s the way it’s
done here,” Helga laughed. “Soaking in the warm water is the way
you finish off every evening meal at Great Hot Lake. It’s a great
way to relax and enjoy the community. Sometimes we sing. Sometimes
someone gives a talk. Sometimes we tell stories. It’s great!
Tonight, TrimWagg is going to brief us on his plan to fight the
Skull Buzzards.” She smiled at her bewildered brother. “Come on,
Emil, we’ll find you a hot-suit.”

In a few minutes, the
Great Hot Lake community gathered, each beast slipping into a
favorite soaking position in the warm water. Helga and Emil settled
down together in one place where the water was hotter; Helbara and
Breister preferred a cooler place.

“Hear now, friends!” Home
called out, standing waist-deep in the lake and waving his arms
above his head for attention. “Listen up!” When the crowd had
quieted, he continued, “As we all know, our happy life here, and
our efforts to save other beasts from the High One’s clutches, are
in danger. We know that a Wrackshee horde is coming this way. But
before they come, several brazzens of Skull Buzzards will be the
first wave. Their plan seems to be to have the Skull Buzzards crush
any resistance, then the Wrackshees come through and take slaves at
will. Our good fortune is that our new friend, TrimWagg, knows a
lot about the Buzzards and has a plan to head them off. Sit back.
Listen. Let’s see what he’s got to say.”

“The first thing to know
about Skull Buzzards,” TrimWagg began, “and the key to my plan, is
that they are extremely proud beasts. Even if they are the worst,
most reprehensible, corrupt beasts alive, they believe they are
different from, and better than, any other beast. They may know
nothing else, but they are taught from the time they are wee beasts
this one thing—that they are superior to anyone else. Even though
they have no schools, no books, no learning in that way, they do
know who is top of the heap. Given that idea of themselves, they
are proud by policy, not just by training and habit. That means
that they will not admit that they are ignorant. Under no
circumstances will you ever see a Skull Buzzard saying, ‘I don’t
know.’ That would mean the end of their whole conception of
reality. Superior to all is what it means to be a Skull Buzzard. To
be a Skull Buzzard means to be superior to all. Period.”

TrimWagg stopped for a
moment, ducking his head under the warm water. Raising his head
again and shaking the water out of his face, he continued, “Being a
proud lot, Skull Buzzards will not go where they cannot feel
superior or force others to be their subjects. If they do not
already feel that they are in control, or cannot use force to get
control, they will stay away. There are plenty of places where they
already have power or can get it, without risking their precious
pride.”

Looking across the beasts
assembled around him, TrimWagg came to his point. “That’s where we
come in. We can create a situation where the Skull Buzzards will
feel completely unsure of what is going on. We can make them feel
that they are not in control and that they do not know how to get
in control. That will be too much for their sense of superiority to
take. They would rather withdraw than risk being humiliated or
shown to be inferior.”

Smiles and conversations
shimmered across the crowd. TrimWagg smiled also. “Yes, beasts,” he
said, “that’s the key. We can’t fight the Skull Buzzards with
forces we don’t have, but we can overpower them with strengths we
do have.” For the next hour, the community held council. Hearing
more about the details of TrimWagg’s plan, they made decisions
about how to handle the Buzzards. Everyone agreed that TrimWagg’s
plan had good promise. When talk turned to how to deal with the
Wrackshees that would follow the Skull Buzzards, little was said.
Everyone knew that, if they failed to turn the Skull Buzzards back,
the struggle would be lost, and there would be no need for a plan
to deal with the Wrackshees. They must defeat the Skull
Buzzards.

Another nagging question
kept rising, for which none of the beasts had an answer. “What
about the Skull Buzzards coming through the Everlost? What could be
done for Mar-Marie and Ord?”

As the sun began sinking
behind the mountains, Helga poked Emil in the ribs. “What’s that?”
she asked, pointing to a large dark object floating across the
horizon where the sun was dropping.

Peering at the object,
Emil broke into hysterical laughter. “It’s PorNart! PorNart is
coming in the balloon!” Emil howled. Dancing and swinging his arms,
Emil ran from beast to beast, pulling them around in raucous dance
steps, while he cried, “PorNart! PorNart is coming in the balloon!”
Emil’s joy set the community ablaze with cheers of
delight.

Sure enough, just as dusk
fell, PorNart landed the balloon, now repaired and improved, in a
field near the Great Hot Lake encampment.

“YAR! HALLOO!” Emil called
to his friend as the balloon bounced to a stop. “Just couldn’t
stand it without your ol’ friend carrying you around, eh? I knew
you’d miss me,” he grinned, as PorNart climbed out of the
balloon.

Emil and PorNart, being
the only beasts at Great Hot Lake who had ever seen a balloon, let
alone ridden in one, spent the rest of the evening explaining how
balloons worked. They also were required to provide a full account
of their earlier adventures in this particular balloon.

When the excitement had
died down, and the camp began slowly sinking into darkness and
slumber, one tent remained brightly lit. Home’s tent hosted a
continuing conversation about plans for the upcoming operation. The
plan was soon arranged.

“We will divide into two
groups,” Home said. “One group, led by Emil, who knows the route,
will head up the Lost Ways Crack to make things interesting for the
Buzzards coming down from that direction. The other group will be
led by Mar-Marie and Ord once everyone gets up in the Everlost, but
PorNart will be in charge of getting our beasts up there. It will
be fast, but will take several trips to transport everyone. Emil’s
group will include all the Pogwaggers and Wood Cows. PorNart’s
group will be everyone else, except me and Bad Bone. We will
maintain the base here at Great Hot Lake.”

“How much time do you
think we have?” Helga asked.

“Hard to say,” Home
replied, “the Rock Raven scouts reported that the Wrackshees seem
to be building some equipment to improve their slave transport
routes. They think that if they defeat us, they will have an entire
new avenue of slaving operations. Rumor is that they’re upgrading
for that. If all these rumors are true, the Wrackshees have every
reason to come at us, just as soon as the Skull Buzzards make it
safe for them. Our scouts think we may have four weeks or so before
the Skull Buzzards come at us. They want to send a crushing force
against us, and it will take a while to gather it and supply it as
they like. Skull Buzzards don’t move without a lot of gear and they
will need specially-built boats to get all their stuff down the
river. That gives us a slim window of time. We need several weeks
to prepare our surprise for them. Once all is ready, they will
strike—and fast. So, we don’t have time to waste.”

After a little more talk,
the council broke up, and beasts moved toward sleep. Helga,
however, was too excited to sleep. Wandering down toward the lake,
she found PorNart rubbing oil on the wooden frame of the
balloon.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t
it?” she said, watching PorNart carefully working the oil into the
wood.

“Yes,” PorNart replied.
“It is so magnificent. I never dreamed that I would ever be able to
fly such a thing. I want it to work as magnificently as it is
beautiful. It is so perfect when it flies.”

“Emil tells me you rebuilt
the balloon virtually from scratch. That it was nothing but
wreckage when you landed, and all the machinery to steer it had
been lost. He says you did all the work yourself. That’s
amazing!”

“Well, yes, that’s
correct,” the Coyote replied. “Even the balloon fabric was pretty
well torn up. But I’m a blacksmith by training and work well with
my hands. Once I knew what design I wanted, it was not hard to
remake the balloon.”

“I still think it’s
amazing,” Helga said. She fell into silence watching PorNart, who
was now adjusting the steering mechanism. She could see that he
closed his eyes as if listening, then moved a screw a tiny bit.
“You listen to the workings, don’t you?” she asked.

“Yes, that’s the only way
to get the adjustment perfect,” PorNart replied.

“I understand,” Helga
said. As she watched PorNart with the balloon, she had been
thinking how much he reminded her of her work with wood. He seemed
to know his work, and do it, from deep inside. He seemed to work as
if he understood each part of the balloon perfectly, as if it were
within him.

“When you’re done,
PorNart, I have something I want to show you,” Helga
said.

“What is it?” the Coyote
replied, with a surprised look. “I’m really finished here. Show me
what you’ve got.”

“Come on,” Helga said.
PorNart walked with her over to the cabin where she was staying.
“Wait here just a minute,” she said, going inside. In a few
moments, she returned with a long slender pole. Picking up a
lantern, Helga walked off toward the lake. “Let’s go over and sit
by the lake,” she said. “I’ll show you how to play.”

“Play what?” PorNart
asked.

“A flicker-pole,” Helga
replied. “Here, sit down and I’ll teach you.”

PorNart sat down on a log.
Helga remained standing and began moving the flicker-pole in easy,
looping motions. “We start very gently,” she said. “Learn to feel
the pole as if it is part of your body—as if it’s an extension of
yourself.”

“Yes,” PorNart replied,
“that is how I feel flying the balloon. When I steer it, it’s like
I am the balloon.”

“I know,” Helga said,
“that’s why I’m showing you this.”

Gradually, from the gentle
beginnings, Helga’s work with the pole became increasingly complex
and rapid. Her arms moved gracefully, undulating, whirling,
oscillating. The end of the pole becoming simply a blur of motion;
a smear of wood splashing here and there. A whisper-like song began
to sound. Softly singing the ancient prayer songs she knew by
heart, she rocked forward and back, working the staff with an
almost surreal power and intensity.

Then she stopped. Grinning
at PorNart, she said, “When you’re learning or practicing, you
can’t play more than about a minute at a time. The music that the
flicker-pole generates will attract every bird for miles around.
The Ancient Ones discovered that the flicker-pole tones touched on
some deep bird language. When the music sounds, a great conclave of
birds gathers around the pole. Coming in peace, but coming in vast
numbers, this amazing roosting of birds has been used by Wood Cows
since ancient times as a means of defense and help. Even the most
dangerous enemy does not want to be covered by hundreds and
thousands of birds, however peaceful they are!”

“Are you serious?” PorNart
asked with a bemused smile.

“Of course I’m serious,”
Helga responded. “I’m showing you this because it is very serious
business. I’ve used the flicker-pole to get me out of a number of
tight places.”

“Why are you showing it to
me?” PorNart wondered.

“Because I’m going to
teach you to play this thing and then lend it to you for a while,”
Helga said. “I want you to take it with you when you fly back to
the Everlost. There’s really no set plan on how to deal with the
Skull Buzzards up there. I think the flicker-pole might come in
handy for you.”

“You mean use it on the
Skull Buzzards?” PorNart smiled.

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Helga
replied. “There’s many ways to use the flicker-pole. If you really
know how to play it, you’ll have a sense when it can help you. I
just worry about you going up there to face brazzens of Skull
Buzzards with hardly a plan.”

Helga worked with PorNart
for another couple of hours. A brief period of teaching, then a
break, then a brief period of practice. PorNart was a fast learner,
and soon Helga was no longer teaching, but simply affirming his
rapidly increasing skill. When she felt that he had mastered the
flicker-pole enough to play it without assistance, she called it a
night. “Bedtime,” she said, “you head to the Everlost first thing
in the morning, and the rest of us move out soon after.”

PorNart carefully rested
the flicker-pole over his shoulder as they walked back to the
settlement. “Thank you, Helga, for teaching me about the
flicker-pole,” he said. “Whether I need it for help or not, it’s
beautiful to know how to play it.”

“Don’t get too philosophic
on me,” Helga laughed. “I’m only letting you borrow it because I
think it might save that hide of yours sometime. If you only wanted
to make music, I’d keep it myself.”


Shadow Furies

As dawn broke across the
Great Hot Lake, Helga was up early. Despite the short night’s
sleep, she was at the balloon before PorNart arrived, eager to help
him prepare the vessel. When he arrived, PorNart showed Helga how
to stoke the fire that filled the balloon with hot air.

“One of the things I
changed when I rebuilt the balloon,” PorNart explained, “is the way
it is inflated. The original system that the High One designed is
too complicated for the kind of flying I do now. Contained fire is
the way to go.”

Once the balloon was
inflated, they ran out a boarding ramp from the basket to make
loading easier. With little fanfare, the first group of beasts and
gear was loaded. Stoking the fire, PorNart yelled, “Loose the
mooring ropes!” Like a lovely moon rising in the sky, the balloon
rose swiftly. Helga watched PorNart peddling to steer the balloon.
Within a few minutes, it lifted over the nearest hills and was lost
to view.

“Wood Cows and
Pogwaggers!” Emil called, “We’re moving out in half an
hour.”

“Well, now it’s my turn,”
Helga thought as she gathered her things. She wondered if
TrimWagg’s plan would work. She was prepared to give her all and
knew that her mother, father, and brother were of the same mind.
Yet, the task seemed immense—far more than a few Wood Cows and a
small band of Pogwaggers could manage. “Carve 400 standing trees?
In four weeks?” Helga did wonder if they could succeed in such a
task. “If we had just a few more beasts to help us, maybe
then…”

“Maybe then, what?” said a
voice behind her. Whirling around, Helga let out a wild holler,
“CHRISTER! YOU LAZY BONES! DECIDED TO GET OUT OF BED AND HELP, DID
YOU?” About her own age, Christer was Helga’s friend. Back home,
they had become friends and often hung out together.

“Well, I’d have come to
the party earlier,” Christer replied, “but I wasn’t invited. In
fact, seems like no one was invited. You just lit out on your own
without telling anyone. So, don’t accuse me of being lazy! I
followed you, just as soon as I learned you were gone again.
Seriously, Helga, you really need to get over this disappearing
thing.”

“Sorry, Christer,” Helga
replied, “but sometimes things need to be done, and I’m afraid
telling people will only slow me down.”

“Whatever,” Christer said.
“Looks like we’re heading out. What’s up?”

“There’s a bad lot of
Skull Buzzards—several brazzens’ worth—coming at us to wipe out the
anti-slaving operations that run through here. We’re going to try
to head them off with a guard of Shadow Furies.”

“Shadow Furies?” Christer
asked.

“There’s a narrows up the
river from here a ways, where the forest comes all the way down to
the river. The trees and brush are so thick that sunlight never
reaches the river there. It’s always a place of gloomy half-light
and shadows. We’re going to carve hundreds of the trees along the
river with hideous faces and grotesque creatures. When the Skull
Buzzards arrive, they’ll have a welcome such as they’d never
expect! Our Shadow Furies will leer at them as far as they can
see.”

In a short time, the Wood
Cows and Pogwaggers loaded their small fleet and set off across the
Great Hot Lake. Paddling steadily, they reached the far side of the
lake and made a start up the Lost Ways Crack by late afternoon.
Time being of the essence, they continued their journey, proceeding
by torchlight, until the river became a tangle of rugged
rapids.

Emil called a halt. “We’ll
camp here for the night and portage around the rapids at daybreak,”
he directed.

They set up camp on a red
sandy beach, but they had hardly landed when a fierce wind kicked
up. Howling down the canyon with such force that they could not
build campfires or set up tents, the wind forced them to take
shelter behind boulders. Fine, red sand flew everywhere, stinging
unprotected eyes and scouring skin. Instead of the warm meal they
had imagined, the unhappy beasts dined on gritty, cold food, and
huddled together beneath blankets clutched tightly against the
clawing wind. No one slept. The following morning, the warmth of
the sun drove the wind in the opposite direction, and calm
returned. One by one, the band of miserable creatures dug out from
the crust of sand covering everything.

“There’s never been a wind
like that reported in the canyon,” TrimWagg observed.

“Not in the canyon,
perhaps, but ‘red wind in the canyon’ is a common saying,” Helga
replied. “I’ve heard it all my life. Haven’t you heard things like,
‘A red wind in the canyon on you, you wicked beast!’ and
such?”

“Yes,” TrimWagg said, “but
that’s just a saying. I meant that no one’s actually seen a red
wind in this canyon before, so far as I’ve heard.”

“Well, it may be just a
saying,” Helga said, “but it was no joke when I heard it growing
up. Ask my parents about it if you don’t believe me. When I was
coming up, we used to hear tales about where that saying comes
from. It goes back to the ancient times when beasts didn’t like the
building of Maev Astuté
and the sacred climb and all that, but couldn’t
speak openly about that. Every beast knew that ‘red wind in the
canyon’ meant a curse on the High One and his Maev Astuté building project. Legend
said that when the Overending came, it would come on a red wind in
the canyon.”

“The Overending?” TrimWagg
asked. “I’ve never heard of that. What is it?”

“Never heard of the
Overending!” Helga exclaimed. “For a beast that’s been deep in
trouble with the High One’s minions, I can’t believe you’ve never
heard of the Overending! Where have you been?”

“I just don’t know about
it, that’s all,” TrimWagg replied. “The Hedgelands is a big place
and lots of beasts never make it out of their local valley between
the mountains. I’ve been pretty busy just keeping the Pogwaggers
out of slavery in my own little corner of the world. So give my ear
some rest on this, please.”

“All right, sorry,” Helga
replied. “I just hope that someday a red wind on the canyon
actually will blow in the High One’s direction, that’s all. I want
him to know that, when wee beasts are hungry and in slavery, fear
and trembling are concealed in his wealth.”

TrimWagg smiled at his
Wood Cow friend. “I understand. We all hope for that.” He put his
arm around Helga’s shoulder. “We saw a red wind in the canyon with
our own eyes,” he said. “If that’s an omen, or not, I have no idea,
but we saw it with our own eyes. Now we’ve got work to
do.”

Moving among the beasts
cleaning sand from themselves and their packs, Emil said, “We’ll
take time enough to build fires and have a proper breakfast. We may
be exhausted, but we’ll not be starved for decent victuals as
well!”

With a bit of effort to
gather driftwood, campfires were soon burning and good cheer
returned. The lack of sleep was soon forgotten as piping hot
coffee, scrambled turtle eggs, and lizard bacon flew from the pots
and skillets.

“The next time we camp,”
Emil said, “will be at the Acute Angless. We begin our work just
below there. At the Acute Angless, the river turns sharply—nearly
back upon itself. That, plus the rapids, makes it one of the most
treacherous stretches of the river. It takes a brave and
experienced river-beast to take that bend in the river safely,
without crashing on the rocks or capsizing. Beasts who have never
run a river before will have their first taste of the fear that
keeps most beasts on land. Skull Buzzards aren’t river-beasts.
We’ll take advantage of that fact. Even if they make the turn
without disaster, the immense power of a river they cannot control
may unsettle them a bit. It is our task to completely unhinge them
in the next stretch of river.”

For most of the day, the
small fleet paddled up the river without incident. Now and then, it
took hard work to make headway against the current but for the most
part, things went along smoothly. When the paddling was easier,
there was plenty of joking and splashing of water on each other.
Around mid-afternoon, Emil signaled a halt. The canyon at this
point became almost a tunnel, with the dense trees and brush
hanging over the river, one side nearly touching the
other.

Pulling the boats ashore,
the group set up camp and, unlike the previous night, enjoyed a
warm dinner and sound sleep. In the morning, each boat was assigned
a section of the riverbank to work. Spreading out upstream from the
campsite, the Wood Cows and Pogwaggers fell to work with
determination. Almost without planning or design, a mysterious
transformation began along the riverbank. Where there had been
dimly-lit channels overhung with drooping branches, fiends of every
description emerged. Hideous creatures, wild beyond
description—breathing pitchforks; swooping on batlike wings;
snaping, fang-filled jaws; eyes gaping as if they might swallow a
beast. Day-by-day the project continued, as the grotesque menagerie
of creatures expanded along the river.

For the next two weeks,
Helga worked like she had never worked before. Her tools seemed to
move with a spirit of their own as she brought the most incredible,
impossible creatures to life. Carving and cutting, carefully
shaping the wood to bring out its natural curves and grain to
benefit the overall effect, her work was amazing in both style and
speed.

Christer, for his part,
found himself panting to keep up the pace set by his friend. “Good
Gor & Pot, Helga! You keep up this pace and you’ll die a young
beast!”

“At least I’ll have a
chance to die a free beast then,” Helga replied, not slowing her
work even a trifle. “If we don’t stop the Skull Buzzards, there
won’t be much use in having good health—we’ll be breaking rock at
Tilk Duraow. If that is my future, I dream of ending up there with
my body a broken wreck so that I’m useless to them!”

“You’re a stubborn beast,”
Christer chuckled, “whose good sense often gets left behind at
breakfast. But on the other hand, you never forget your courage—and
what most beasts call good sense is simply cowardice. Which is why
I like you.”

“Would you please stop
jawing and get moving?” Helga replied, stopping long enough to give
Christer a smile. Returning to his work, Christer’s pace quickened,
and for the rest of the day, he worked on Helga’s pace.

As work was ending for the
day, TrimWagg sought out Helga. “There’s news, and none too good,”
he told her. “Rock Raven scouts report that the Skull Buzzards will
start down the river ten days from now. We have at least another
two weeks of work to be ready for them.”

“If we have to complete
two week’s work in less time, we will do it,” Helga replied. “Every
beast here is better than most beasts anywhere else. If we can’t do
this, it can’t be done.” As TrimWagg turned to leave, Helga said,
“May I make a suggestion?”

“Yes, of course,” TrimWagg
replied.

“Christer and I have
pretty well finished our work on our section of river,” Helga said.
“Rather than join another of the groups on the bank, I want to
place some Shadow Furies in the river itself.”

“In the river!” TrimWagg
exclaimed.

“Yes, in the river,” Helga
said. “I can see Furies seeming to rise out of the rapids at the
Acute Angless. We’ll make them look like they’re coming right out
of the river directly at the Buzzards. Combine that with what we
have on the banks and it will blow their poor, stupid brains
apart.”

“Who do you want to help
you?” TrimWagg asked.

“Christer and I can do
it,” Helga responded. “We’ll do this carving on the rocks in the
river, so all we need is stone-working tools. I know you carry some
for emergencies.”

“Yes, I have a few chisels
and hammers,” TrimWagg said.

“That will be enough,”
Helga said. “I only have one Fury in mind for the river, but it
will be a doozy. I think it will be worth the effort and maybe of
more value than a few more Furies on the bank further down the
river.”

TrimWagg agreed to the
suggestion and, the following day, Helga and Christer began work on
a massive boulder in the middle of the river. The boulder’s
position, just at the bend in the river, meant that the Fury carved
on it would appear without warning. Over the next ten days, a
triple-bodied creature emerged from the rock: part lion, part
dragon, part snake; the terrifying beast rising up out of the water
and writhing in all directions. The mouth of the dragon appeared to
open out of the water with a line of stones sharpened into
fangs.

Christer and Helga smiled
at their handiwork. “The only way for them to pass down the river
is to feel that they are being swallowed by the dragon,” Helga
chuckled.

“Yes,” Christer agreed,
“and as they go, the lion’s claws will rake the sides of their
boat, and the snake will tower over them. If they are superstitious
at all, it will seem that the river is trying to devour
them.”

“I think we have done the
best we can,” Helga said with a sigh. “The others have done well,
also. Did you see that monstrous elephant with those gigantic worms
crawling out of its eyes? This whole place gives even me the
creeps!”

“I like that tree stump
made into a cauldron with the wyvern rising out of it in forks of
flame,” Christer said. “Let’s just hope that we crack the Skull
Buzzard’s confidence,” Christer said. “They have us outnumbered
twenty to one, at least.”

“Any beast that comes upon
this by surprise and is not at least a little unsettled by it, is
not a beast, but a demon,” Helga said grimly.

“And that may be our
problem,” Christer replied. “We may be facing demons.”

“There are no demons,”
Helga declared firmly, “only beasts that keep such company with
ill-willed bugs that they think only as bugs think. Whatever sounds
they make reminds me of the endless chatter of flies picking at
garbage. No, our work as free beasts is better than any power Skull
Buzzards can show us. Let them come. Let them see our work. Let
them see what free, thinking beasts can do!”


The Skull Buzzards’ Idle
Fancy

The Rock Raven reports
proved correct. Ten days after TrimWagg predicted their movement,
the Skull Buzzards moved out in force from their base at Tilk
Duraow. Three brazzens of Skull Buzzards began overland, marching
toward the Drownlands. Five brazzens, with all their field gear,
loaded onto a hundred large boats, specially built for the journey
down the Lost Ways Crack. Even with specially-constructed boats,
however, the sheer size of the flotilla meant that the boats were
bunched tightly together, with little room to maneuver.

The wild country beyond
the furthermost Skull Buzzard base, was completely ungoverned by
any of the High One’s minions. Rugged beyond compare, the land had
only small, scattered settlements. Maps showed this untamed country
as within the High One’s realm. However, in reality, this was the
arena where nearly everyone, in some way, doubted or resisted the
High One’s rule. In such an unfamiliar and hostile land, the Skull
Buzzards were forced to hire local Rif Cats to guide them down the
river. Ever ready to make use of unsuspecting strangers, the Rif
Cats, as was their way, easily bluffed and flattered their way into
the Skull Buzzards’ confidence.

Mose, the Rif Cat leader,
had never seen Skull Buzzards before in the flesh, but he knew more
about them than the Buzzards suspected. Rock Ravens, Rif Cats,
Fisher Goats, Weasel Slits, and other clans were common. They might
be scattered, poor, and largely illiterate, but they often met as
they travelled about. Little occurred that was not soon
communicated. Mose had recently encountered a Rock Raven scouting
party and learned that Skull Buzzards were in the backcountry.
“Well, well, interesting,” Mose thought, tucking away the
information for later use.

Things started to go ill
for the Skull Buzzard mission almost from the beginning. The first
difficulty, although the Skull Buzzards did not realize it at
first, was their untrustworthy guides. Rif Cats usually found it
easier to take the money they were paid, and abandon their clients
when it was convenient, than to worry too greatly whether they
guided them safely down the river. This is especially true when
even Rif Cats have their honor, and no self-respecting Rif Cat
would think of actually helping Skull Buzzards.

For the first three days
of their journeying on the river, the Skull Buzzard party made
little progress. With sheer audacity and deception, the Rif Cats
called to attention so many false dangers and possible threats that
the Skull Buzzards barely moved. “Do you see those rocks balanced
up there?” they would ask. “The wind is from the east this morning
and that’s the most likely time for them to fall. We should wait
until the wind shifts to the south, which is the safest.” For three
days, the Rif Cats fed such tripe to the Buzzards.

On the morning of the
fourth day, however, the crafty Rif Cats, seeing the rising
frustration of their clients, took to a different tactic. Knowing
enough about the river to lose the group completely, for the next
two days, the Rif Cats led the Skull Buzzards through the dizzying
array of channels the river offered. As the fifth day came to a
close, the grumbling of the Skull Buzzard officers made it clear
that the game was nearly up for the Rif Cats. Again, it was time
for Mose to shift his tactics.

As the sun began to set on
the fifth day, the Rif Cat leader directed the Skull Buzzard boats
down a channel of the river he had used many times before.
Indicating the place they would camp for the night, they pulled the
boats up on a wide, rocky bank. As the boats were unloaded, Mose
walked over to the Skull Buzzard officers who were together in a
group, grumbling, sending dark looks in his direction. A Rif Cat,
if he is nothing else, is twice as crafty as any Skull Buzzard,
even if he is powerless by comparison. Walking over to the group of
officers, Mose said, “Top of the evening to you, Good Officers!
This was a particularly hard day for you, I know, and, to make it
up to you, my Rif Cats are going to treat you to the luxury you
deserve.”

Being not entirely without
wits, the Skull Buzzard officers looked suspiciously at the Rif
Cat. “Luxury? Here? And you, a stinking Rif Cat—who can’t even find
his way down a river—are going to treat us? Har-Har-Har!” Turning
away from the Rif Cat, the Skull Buzzards returned to their
grumbling and complaining.

“Ah well,” the Rif Cat
said, walking away, loudly enough for the Buzzards to hear, “what
good is offering luxury to simple-minded Buzzards who know nothing
of the finer things in life.”

“Just a minute, there, Rif
Cat,” one of the Skull Buzzard officers commanded. “It appears you
have forgotten your manners. Each of the Skull Buzzards in our
brazzens is ‘Sire’ to you. That Skull Buzzards employ you, says
nothing about your worth, except that you amuse us. All beasts
exist, fundamentally, only for our amusement. When you cease to
amuse us, you will be gone. So, I warn you, your amusement for us
is fading. Although, of course, we have seen many grander things,
if you can provide luxury here, we will allow you to amuse us with
it.”

“Ah, Sire—no, I mean Lord
Sire, and Lordly Sires, all—in a few minutes you will be much more
than amused. You will be astounded! Astonished! Baffled that such
things could be done in such a place as this! To your everlasting
credit, only Skull Buzzards have sufficient experience of the world
and delicacy of taste, to truly appreciate luxury. So, prepare
yourselves to be bathed in luxury.” Seeing that he had overcome the
Skull Buzzards’ suspicions for the time being, the Rif Cat quickly
moved forward with his plan.

“As you see, Lordly Sires,
the river is steaming over there,” the Rif Cat said. “That little
inlet there is a perfect place for soaking away the tiredness of
this long day. I invite you to enjoy the warm water flowing over
your tired bodies, while my Rif Cats prepare entertainments beyond
compare for you.”

The Skull Buzzards needed
no more urging. It took only a few minutes for the entire group of
Buzzards to be lounging against the rocks in the water. Many had
their eyes closed, relaxing, as the warm water soothed their aching
muscles. The Rif Cats swung into action. With stealth and
swiftness, they lifted the brass paybox from its place in the
Commander’s tent and made off with it. Climbing quickly up a narrow
path they knew well, they soon were looking down on the Buzzards
from the heights of the canyon cliffs. As had happened so many
times before, the Rif Cats were far above, viewing the campsite far
below, when shouts and curses exploded below.

Mose smiled as he listened
to the uproar below. Pulling aside a flat stone, he opened a cache
containing dozens of glass bottles. Each bottle was filled with
either a red or blue liquid, and bottles were bound together in
bundles pairing one red with one blue. Rif Cats’ Rain, as the
bundles were known, produced tremendous, fiery explosions when the
bottles smashed and the red and blue liquids mixed. Alas,
untrustworthy guides are sometimes bandits by another name. The
band of Rif Cats had conducted many robberies exactly as was being
done now.

“Who wants to do the honor
this time?” the Rif Cat leader asked, laughing.

Three Rif Cats stepped
forward, their eyes gleaming. “Aye, the score’s a bit uneven up to
now,” one said. “We’ll drop a little flaming cheer to thank them
for these past days’ insults!” Each of the three Rif Cats carried
as many bundles as they could carry to the edge of the ledge.
Taking aim, they tossed the bottles down on the Skull Buzzard camp.
KA-BOOOM! SCHWOOSH-BLAM! One by one, explosions rocked the camp,
setting fire to most of the Skull Buzzard tents and blasting many
of the boats to splinters. Cursing and screaming, there was little
the Skull Buzzards could do. When a party of Buzzards began to give
pursuit up the narrow trail, a renewed shower of Rif Cats’ Rain
sent them scurrying in retreat.

“That’ll be enough,” Mose
said, pushing the flat stone back into place. “They’ve had all they
can stomach of us for now, and they’ve got orders down river to
fulfill. They’ll not be pursuing us.” Taking a heavy rock, he
smashed the brass paybox open and divided its silver and gold among
his comrades. “Now, it seems to me, that we should head for the
nearest spot of good cheer,” he said merrily. “We’ll let things
cool off a bit ’round here. Job well done, mates!” With
back-slapping good spirits, the Rif Cats followed the trail up the
cliff and disappeared. They would return some time later to make
the riverbank again into a suitable trap for unsuspecting
travelers.

Below, chaos reigned.
Naked Skull Buzzards, who, just moments below had been easily
lounging in the warm water, were now running frantically in all
directions, trying to save what could be saved of their belongings,
boats, and gear. When the fires were out and the damage assessed,
it was not a pretty picture. Virtually every tent destroyed or
damaged beyond use. Twenty-three of the one-hundred boats
destroyed. Most of the food burned or ruined. Many Buzzards injured
by flying glass, or blistered with burns from fighting the fires. A
disaster of such dire proportions now threatened their mission.
But, there could be no turning back. What explanation would satisfy
the High One? The only possibility of redeeming their honor, and
thereby avoiding the High One’s wrath, was to successfully see
through the mission they were assigned.

Hungry, angry, and pride
hurting, the Buzzards slept in the open on the hard rock of the
riverbank. Clouds of flies buzzing over what was now, not a
military campsite, but a refuse heap, made sleep difficult,
however. For Skull Buzzards, it was a miserable night,
indeed.

That the Skull Buzzards
were now nearly five full days behind schedule on their mission,
was a blessing for the work of the Wood Cows and Pogwaggers.
Hearing from the Rock Ravens that the Buzzards had been ambushed by
bandits put everyone at Acute Angless into high spirits. “With the
extra time, we’re as ready as we can be!” TrimWagg exulted,
congratulating his hard-working comrades. “We’ve put as many Shadow
Furies in place as is possible,” he chuckled. “Now let them come.
We’re ready for them.”

Upriver, the morning after
their debacle, the Skull Buzzards wasted no time in getting back
underway. With nearly a quarter of the boats destroyed, the
remaining boats had to be loaded heavily. Although they were now
carrying much less gear than before, it was no longer possible to
balance the boats properly by mixing baggage and troopers. With
Buzzards packed beak-to-beak in each boat, the boats now rode
dangerously low in the water.

Still uncertain exactly
which way to go to successfully get downriver, the Buzzards spent
several more frustrating hours finding the main river channel.
Finding it at last, they turned their still considerable fleet into
the rushing torrent of the Lost Ways Crack. Mile by mile, the
canyon deepened, as the river cut sharply downward. With every
increase in the canyon’s depth, the speed of the current also
increased, as did the frequency of rapids. Before the first day of
real progress down the river ended, three boats had struck rocks
and capsized.

As the Skull Buzzard fleet
made its way down river, Rock Raven scouts brought TrimWagg and
Emil almost hourly updates. With the time of the Skull Buzzards’
arrival at Acute Angles now well-known, almost to the exact moment,
the Wood Cows and Pogwaggers took up positions. Some occupied
observer posts on high bluffs, others crouched behind boulders
among the Shadow Furies themselves. Everyone watched and
waited.

As the Skull Buzzard
flotilla approached the waiting Wood Cows and Pogwaggers, their
Commander was weary and troubled. Nothing had gone well with the
entire mission. Sitting in the prow of the lead boat, he imagined
again and again what the High One would say to him if he failed.
Death would be preferable to life if the mission failed. Yet, for
the first time in his life, he had the feeling that failure was
stalking him. Following him, step-by-step. Waiting for the chance
to destroy him. The Commander fought these feelings with every
ounce of determination he could muster. Every beast bowed at the
feet of Skull Buzzards. They had knowledge and power that inferior
beasts did not have. No beast was, in any way, superior to a Skull
Buzzard. In that knowledge, held from the beginning of memory,
Skull Buzzards rested secure in their power. So, why was the
Commander not feeling secure at this moment? He wondered about
that. Had he asked his troops, he would have found that they, too,
wondered such things.

Approaching a bend in the
river, the Commander suddenly realized the turn was too sharp to
navigate with his boats bunched closely together. Too late, he
screamed for the boats to pull apart. Instead, the boats plunged
into the Acute Angel in a jumbled mass. Slamming into one another,
water spilled over the sides of the over loaded boats. When the
water splashed against the Commander’s feet in the bottom of his
boat, he first imagined it was a hand of failure pulling on his
ankle, dragging him downward. Yelling, he convulsively grabbed his
ankle, and laughed feverishly when he discovered it was only water.
That comfort was fleeting, however. On all sides, boats where
pitching upside down on rocks, smashed to smithereens. Buzzards
crushed beneath flipped boats or slammed agains rocks screamed in
agony. Few that fell in the river managed to find their way out
safely.

Then, suddenly, they were
plunged into sickening darkness. The sun disappeared and dim
shadows came to life. Hideous monsters gapped, snapped, and leered
at the Buzzards from the gloom. Wailing cries began, as if these
grotesque creatures were calling the Buzzards to die among them.
Moaning and screeching made the shadows encompassing the Commander
come alive in his imagination. A hundred times he was certain that
a monstrous figure was trying to seize him. Some of the screaming
was the real terror of his own troops being ground against the
rocks. Whatever the mission had been, it was over. Now, the only
thought in every Buzzard’s mind was escape. Yet, even escape seemed
out of the Buzzards’ control. The end came as no one could imagine.
The Skull Buzzard Commander, his boat sheered in half on the
razor-sharp teeth of the dragon Helga and Christer had carved,
clinging to the coils of a monstrous snake, sobbed for
help.

Watching from the heights
and from behind boulders, the joy among the Wood Cows and
Pogwaggers was subdued. Their plan had succeeded, far better than
expected. But the sense of victory was little stronger than pity at
the Buzzards’ plight. Perhaps half of the Skull Buzzards had been
seriously injured or drowned. Many of the boats had been capsized
or wrecked. Yet, despite their pitiable circumstances, their most
urgent desire remained to escape, to leave the hideous Furies
behind. Even Buzzards with broken bones splashed as best they could
through the shallows, pulling on rocks, pushing themselves against
anything available to move backward, away from the horror. The
Buzzards fled upstream helter-skelter, from whence they had so
recently come. Dragging their wounded and pushing them aboard the
remaining boats, the Buzzards poled their fleet against the
ferocious current.

The Wood Cows and
Pogwaggers observed the retreat for several hours. Only when the
struggling Skull Buzzards were at last out of sight did they relax
their alert.

“They’ve been completely
crushed. Isn’t it amazing how such a powerful military force comes
to be pitied in the end?” Christer observed, sitting with Helga on
the riverbank.

“Believe an idle tale—like
your own superiority over other beasts—and someday beasts will put
you to the proof,” Helga replied. “If the Overending ever comes, it
will be on the wings of such idle tales as that.”


The End of SnowFire

The defeat of the Skull
Buzzards at the Acute Angles did not set the Wood Cows and
Pogwaggers completely at ease. Everyone realized that the Buzzards
might regroup. The Wrackshee horde was also still a possible
threat. And, even if the Lost Ways Crack saw no more of the High
One’s minions, there was still real danger to Mar-Marie and Ord’s
operation in the Drownlands.

At a council of the Wood
Cows and Pogwaggers, Helga proposed a plan. “There’s nothing more
we can do here. We can rely on the Rock Ravens to keep us informed
about the Buzzard retreat and warn us if they regroup, which we
doubt they will do.” Helga began. “But we need to see the end of
things in this beginning we have made. We need to think about
Mar-Marie and Ord. We need to think about the Wrackshee horde
that’s still upriver somewhere. If we think this is over—that we’re
safe without finishing the job—that’s just an idle
fancy.”

“What are you proposing?”
Helbara asked.

“Emil knows the SLOPS
route. We’ll follow Angelana on the SLOPS return route back to
Mar-Marie and Ord’s. Along the way, we’ll see what we can learn.
When we get to Mar-Marie and Ord’s, we’ll send word back to the
Great Hot Lake with any news we’ve gathered. The rest of you head
back to Home’s place and if PorNart reports you’re needed, you can
send additional help to Mar-Marie and Ord.”

“That’s a sensible plan,”
Helbara said, feeling pride at her daughter’s courageous
proposal.

“Hear! Hear!” the council
agreed in unison. The plan now settled, in the morning the camp was
broken up, farewells said, and the different parties set
out.

Emil, Helga, and Christer
took the boat belonging to SLOPS and began poling themselves up
river. “Once we get to the return track, we’ll store the boat,”
Emil said. “The return track takes a secret route up the cliffside.
Since it’s used infrequently, there’s just a cable attached to a
steep path. You essentially pull yourself up by the
cable.”

As they moved upriver,
evidence of the Skull Buzzard retreat was everywhere: discarded
equipment and additional smashed boats. There was no sign of the
Buzzards themselves, however. They reached the return route late in
the evening and stored the boat in a hidden cave reserved for the
purpose. Emil had a good laugh allowing the others to search
fruitlessly for the climbing cable, before pointing out its
location. Cleverly concealed in a long snaking crevice, the
climbing cable did not take a direct route upward, but meandered
with the crevice. The result was that, as beasts climbed using the
cable, they had to reach into the crevice, past their elbows, to
grasp it.

“Amazing!” Christer
exclaimed. “No one would dream you could climb this
cliff!”

“Exactly,” Emil
grinned.

With dusk falling, they
pulled themselves up the cable. Emil was the last to go, using a
leafy brush to smooth away all evidence of their activity before he
ascended. When all had safely reached the clifftop, camp was
pitched. “No fire. No light,” Emil instructed. “Although we’re
shielded from sight, any light or glow will attract attention in
the darkness.”

Throughout the next day,
they proceeded along the top of the cliffs, following the river.
Once again, they camped as they had the previous evening. Just as
dawn was breaking on the following morning, they all awoke with a
start. The ground was rumbling and vibrating beneath them! Within
moments, the shaking stopped and the ground felt normal, as if
nothing had happened.

“What was that?” Christer
exclaimed, “an earthquake?”

“Maybe,” Emil replied,
“but it didn’t seem strong enough for a quake.”

“An underground explosion,
perhaps?” Helga said. “Is there mining around here that uses
explosives?”

“Not that I know of,” Emil
replied. “Could be, though.”

Thinking nothing more of
the strange occurrence, the party quickly ate their cold breakfast.
As they were beginning their journey once again, Emil cried out,
“Look at that!” Pointing down at the river, Emil called attention
to a rumbling flood surging down the river valley. A wild and
tangled mass of muddy water and debris flowed in a torrent,
covering everything above the normal water line. Swirling amidst
the debris was the remnants of the Skull Buzzard force, scattered
in the torrent, once again struggling to survive.

“By the Ancient Ones!”
Emil breathed. “How much more can they take?”

“They were already
defeated,” Helga observed. “Many of them may not make it out of the
river this time. Whoever is left will never return to their duty
posts. They would be hung either for incompetence or treason. The
High One would put up with neither. Whoever survives is now an
outlaw in the High One’s eyes. They will want to get as far away as
possible, as fast as they can.”

“But they will have to go
through the Great Hot Lake to get away,” Christer said.

“No,” Emil replied, “they
won’t do that. They would have to go back through the Acute Angles
and the Shadow Furies to get there. There’s no way they would go
back through there. They’ll be trapped in the upper river valley
for now.” He paused, images of his own encounter with the Skull
Buzzards on the sacred climb racing through his mind. “Pity them,
although they have never pitied others. The Rif Cats and Weasel
Slits will harass them to within an inch of their lives. If they
ever find their way out, they will come out broken and hollow-eyed,
running for their lives, the rest of their lives.”

“Or, perhaps, they will
change their lives completely,” Christer said quietly. “Even though
the Buzzard attack had to be resisted, it’s hard for me to think
they’re down there now, struggling to survive, with no hope. That’s
the worst of all.”

“If only the High One and
the Wrackshees and their buddies had such humane sentiments,” Helga
snorted.

They were all quiet for a
few minutes as they watched the rampaging river. “Emil,” she
continued, gazing down at the flooding river, “where did all this
water come from so suddenly? There’s not a cloud in the sky,
anywhere.”

“Puzzling, isn’t it?” Emil
replied. “Flash floods do happen on this river, but there would be
storm clouds somewhere, off in the distance, at least. Very
curious.”

“Maybe it’s related to the
ground tremors we felt,” Christer offered.

“You may have something
there,” Emil replied, his face turning pale. He began running along
the clifftop as fast as he could move. Helga and Christer hurried
after him, trying to keep up. For nearly an hour, Emil kept up the
blistering pace. Not speaking. Not explaining. Just running for all
he was worth. Helga and Christer stayed with him, but dared not
even gasp out questions.

Finally, Emil’s pace
slowed. He stopped and walked over to the edge of the cliff and
looked down. Helga and Christer joined him. Far below, an immense
gusher of water was shooting out of the side of the canyon. Tears
filled Emil’s eyes, and he buried his face in Helga’s shoulder.
“SnowFire—that’s SnowFire, Angelana’s home,” he sobbed. “It’s
gone…”


Mar-Marie’s Plan

When Angelana parted from
Emil to carry the warning to Mar-Marie and Ord, she did not take
the usual SLOPS return route. She realized that the coming trouble
with the Wrackshees and Skull Buzzards would make every aspect of
the SLOPS operation unsafe. She knew she would have to abandon
SnowFire, at least for the time being. Until the situation became
clear, all of the normal SLOPS bases and routes would be too
dangerous to use.

“I need to decommission
SnowFire for now,” she sighed. How she loved the place! But, SLOPS
was even more important. Everything about SLOPS, and anything
precious to herself, had to be removed. Returning to SnowFire, she
gathered all her records relating to SLOPS, and packed her own
keepsakes in her pack. As she picked up her grandmother’s skull to
pack it, she recalled the only other time when she had come through
SnowFire on a SLOPS return, rather than use the normal return
route. Remembering that journey, she held the precious remembrance
of her grandmother close as she recalled the moment, the very
minute—nay, the very instant—that Grandmother Angelana had
died.

 

~ ~ ~

 

Those were the days when
Grandmother Angelana was training her to be a SLOPS Mar, she
recalled. They were staying overnight at SnowFire, held up by
miserable weather on the river. Angelana was sleeping peacefully,
when her grandmother suddenly cried out, “NO! NOT HERE! NOT
NOW!”

Angelana leaped to her
grandmother’s side, finding her weak and gasping for breath. “It is
now,” she breathed, giving Angelana a peaceful smile. “The Ancient
Ones say it is now…they don’t take commands from me…” And then, she
was gone. Grandmother Angelana was dead. With two dozen freed
slaves waiting for the weather to clear so they get down the river,
Angelana had little time to grieve. But Grandmother Angelana’s most
sublime reward, came from the hands of the very escaped slaves she
had given her life to free.

Among the Gateless Wolves,
as was Grandmother Angelana and Ord’s persuasion, passing from life
was seen as passing into the light. In the way of the Gateless
Wolves, Grandmother Angelana had long made it known that, when she
passed, she would have nothing to do with darkness. “No burying. No
sticking me away anywhere that’s dark,” she declared, in her
characteristic good-natured ranting. “Lay me out in the sunshine
and let me be.”

The most remarkable
feature of the entire Lost Ways Crack was an amazing finger of rock
rising several hundred feet above the river. The river flowed
around it on all sides. Looking like a piece of the cliff that got
lost, or went off by itself, the tower had no connection to the
rest of the canyon. With the help of every beast in her party of
refugees, Grandmother Angelana was laid to rest on the very
pinnacle of the tower. But even though everyone knew Grandmother
Angelana’s thoughts about dying, none of them were prepared for the
written note she left with Ord. The note left instructions for some
particular steps she wanted taken with her remains. It was that
note that, some months later, sent Angelana on a very moving
personal pilgrimage to her grandmother’s resting place. When she
returned, she had Grandmother Angelana’s skull with her.

 

~ ~ ~

 

Gathering her pack,
Angelana left SnowFire once again, returning to the normal SLOPS
return route. Within two days, she was back with Mar-Marie and Ord,
and they immediately began discussing how to deal with the
approaching crisis. Little did Angelana realize that Snowfire would
soon be obliterated in the flooding waters created by the explosion
in the Shèttings.

As Mar-Marie, Ord,
Angelana, and S’Might discussed the anticipated onslaught of the
Skull Buzzard brazzens, their planning quickly focused on two
things: Speed and Dung-Swill. “The four of us are nothing against
brazzens of Buzzards,” Mar-Marie observed. “But, our greatest
strength is that the Skull Buzzards have never been seriously
challenged. No one even remembers when any beasts really tried to
take them on. Despite being cruel, they are actually just
over-blown bullies who won’t know what to do if they have a real
fight on their hands. Cruelty is the lazy way bullies show their
power. We’re not lazy and have real power. We have the power of
over-whelming surprise and knowing what we’re up against. The Skull
Buzzards are completely unaware of what they are up against. They
won’t know what to do with us.”

“First,” she smiled, “they
know nothing about Speed. He’s our secret weapon. Why, when we turn
him loose on the Buzzards, they’ll be lucky to get out with all
their legs, let alone their lives. Secondly, I’ve got this
concoction I call Dung-Swill that I mix up to keep the beetles and
other pests out of my rose garden. It makes the little critters so
disoriented that they walk around in circles and fall off the
plants. It’s so incredibly stinky that I only mix small batches,
but I think a super-batch is in order for these bigger pests that
are bothering us! We’ll mix up enough Dung-Swill to soak down the
lot of them—and, PorNart can deliver it from the
balloon!”

After everyone had agreed
to the plans, Angelana looked thoughtful for a time. Finally, she
said, “I think we’re overlooking a couple of other resources we
have.” Turning toward S’Might, she continued, “No one on earth can
use their feet like S’Might. When the beasts start arriving from
the Great Hot Lake, I think S’Might should teach them how to use
their feet like he does. They may not be as good as him, or as
agile, but if the Buzzards get through our defenses, we’ll fight
them in a way they’ll never expect.”

“That’s brilliant!” Ord
said with delight. “What’s the other thing you said we
forgot?”

“The Everlost,” Angelana
replied. “My guess is that, once we unleash Speed on them, the
brazzens will break apart and scatter. As you know, once you lose
your way in the Everlost, you’re in trouble. If we can get the
Buzzards scattered in that wilderness of grass, the mosquitos and
mud-rippers will chew them to pieces.”

“Not to mention Speed,”
Ord chuckled. “I expect he’d be willing to depart from his
fish-only diet if chomping on some Skull Buzzard legs helped the
cause!”

“Well, we’d best not laugh
too hard just yet,” Mar-Marie said quietly. “We’ve got work to
do.”

Setting up a huge pot over
an open fire outside, Mar-Marie began cooking a monstrous batch of
Dung-Swill. The ghastly-smelling stuff was a mixture of every
putrid substance available. Throwing all the rotten garbage, offal,
and malodorous substances at hand into the pot, she stirred as it
bubbled. Shortly, a reeking stench seized every nose in the area.
“My Gor and Pizzle!” Ord exclaimed, his eyes watering. “My head
feels like it’s about to explode! Is that stuff about
ready?”

“Ready?” Mar-Marie said
innocently. “No, it’s not ready and you know it’s not, you silly
beast. It won’t be ready until I let it sit in the sun for several
days, then it will be ready. Good Dung-Swill needs to fester and
putrify to reach full strength.”


General SlopChops
Departs

The High One was well
aware where the root of his troubles was. Although his forces must
stop the anti-slaving routes down the Lost Way River and crush the
troublesome beasts running them, the nerve center of those
operations lay elsewhere. Sparrow Snoops had provided pretty
conclusive intelligence that the center of the operations against
the slave routes was in the Everlost. Well-concealed in that vast
wilderness, a small number of outlaws and rebels planned the
operations against his slaving operations.

“A mere handful of
beasts!” the High One fumed. His troubles caused by such a puny
lot! It was infuriating. “Let them see what a few brazzens of Skull
Buzzards will do to their little foolishness,” he declared. “I want
those beasts arrested and breaking rock at Tilk Duraow.”

The Skull Buzzard brazzens
assigned to invade the Everlost had, perhaps, the most capable
Skull Buzzard commander of all. General SlopChops, although ‘old
school’ military, was never one to simply follow the path of past
success. He studied each campaign carefully, fitting strategy and
tactics to the circumstances. He immediately realized that the
Everlost would be a difficult place to operate. “You see,” he said,
instructing his junior officers, “it’s nothing but water and
impenetrable grass. If we get into that, we’ll be lost. We must
find an avenue of attack that keeps us out of the Everlost
itself.”

He looked over his
officers. “Do any of you see how that could be done?” His officers
studied the maps for some time, but none of them could see a way to
reach their target without going through the Everlost.

“Aviafias!” General
SlopChops said, grinning wickedly. “We’ll send in Aviafias to
attack first. They’ll swoop in, drop torches around the rebel base
and set the area on fire. We’ll smoke them out. If the fire doesn’t
get them, they’ll run straight into our clutches, trying to
escape.” Aviafias, the aerial Vulture troops of the High One, used
mostly to provide security around Maev
Astuté, were
seldom used in military operations. But, when they were, their
appearance in the skies inspired terror.

General SlopChops made
certain that the necessary preparations went forward rapidly. He
wanted the glory of capturing the home base of the so-called rebels
before other Skull Buzzard brazzens could gloat about crushing the
anti-slaving operations on the river. “No, no,” he said to himself,
“my brazzens will be first.”

Thus it was that, on the
last trip that PorNart made ferrying beasts from the Great Hot Lake
to assist in the defense of Mar-Marie and Ord, he encounted
Aviafias on the flight.

Approaching the
Drownlands, carrying ten other beasts with him in the balloon,
PorNart nearly screamed when we saw fire spreading around Mar-Marie
and Ord’s home. Straining to see what was happening, he saw
Vultures swinging low over the house and dropping flaming torches.
“One, two, three, four,” he counted aloud, making sure that he’d
accounted for all the Vultures. “We’re going down,” he shouted to
his passengers. “Not to worry, I’ll land us carefully, but, as soon
as hit the ground, I want you all to start fighting those
fires.”

“What about the Vultures?”
one of the passengers asked.

“They’re out of torches, I
can see that. They’ll head back to their base. I don’t think
they’ll bother our landing.”

Carefully reducing lift,
PorNart piloted the balloon to a safe landing near Mar-Marie and
Ord’s house. They and Angelana were already outside battling the
blazes that were threatening their home.

“What’s this all about, do
you think?” PorNart asked as he swatted flames next to
Ord.

“They’re softening us up
for the Skull Buzzard invasion,” Ord replied, his face
dark.

“You think they’ll be
back?” PorNart said.

“Yes, I imagine so,” Ord
replied. “Obviously, they’re hoping to burn us out. They want us to
give ourselves up or run into them trying to escape. If we stop
these fires, they’ll be back with more torches.”

“What can we do?” PorNart
continued.

“I don’t know,” Ord
replied. “We never expected this. If they keep up this kind of
attack, our only hope will be to escape through the Grand
Deep.”

“Which may be crawling
with Wrackshees,” PorNart observed.

“Yes, quite likely,” Ord
agreed.

“Now that they see you’re
being reinforced,” PorNart said, panting as he worked, “they’ll be
back soon. They’ll want to take us while our numbers are small.
They won’t allow us to keep reinforcing. My guess is that the
Aviafias will be back, in greater numbers, as soon as they can get
organized.”

“No, there’s no escaping
this,” Ord replied, his facial fur scorched by the flames. “There’s
too many of us to get out of here in the balloon, even if we wanted
to. No, we made a plan, which has gone a bit wrong, but it’s still
a good plan. And—the very success of their first attack may lead
them back into our way of thinking. I don’t think the Buzzards will
be able to resist coming after us.”

Thanks to the determined
effort of the newly arrived beasts from Great Hot Lake, the fires
were soon put out. Although grass and trees still smoldered here
and there, the danger to the house was past. While several beasts
mopped up the remaining hot spots, Mar-Marie and Ord consulted with
PorNart, Angelana, and S’Might.

“Let’s take a lesson from
what has just happened,” S’Might offered. “We have a balloon, but
there’s no longer time to use it to get reinforcements. So, we
launch our attack.”

“What kind of attack?”
Angelana asked.

“Dung-Swill,” S’Might
smiled. “I’ll fly above the Skull Buzzards and soak them down
good!”

“Can you get up high
enough to get out of range of their archers?” Mar-Marie
asked.

“Of course,” PorNart
laughed, “that’s the easy part. An arrow can’t fly very high going
straight up. I can easily get about the range of arrows—and
shooting arrows straight up is not what they teach archers
anyway!”

Working with a passion and
speed matched to the emergency, they quickly outfitted the balloon
with buckets, pots, and various other vessels, brimming with
Dung-Swill.

Despite offers to help him
on the raid, PorNart steadfastly refused to accept other
passengers. “I need all the Dung-Swill we can load,” he said,
“every spare inch and every pound of weight I want for the
Swill!”

“Can you handle the stench
without passing out?” Angelana asked, with true concern. “The
entire purpose of that horrid stuff is to incapacitate any beast
that gets doused with it!”

“Ah, my friend,” PorNart
said, his eyes twinkling, “that’s one bad thing from my escape from
the High One which has some good in it. My nose got so frostbit, I
no longer have a sense of smell!” Everyone had a good laugh, but
the mood soon turned serious again.

“I’ll come at them from
their rear,” PorNart said. “I’m hoping that, by attacking them from
the rear, I may be able to drive them into the
Everlost.”

Shaking hands all the way
around, PorNart climbed into the balloon basket. “Let ’em go,” he
called. Loosening the mooring ropes, the balloon shot into the sky.
Gauging wind and adjusting his peddling and rudder accordingly,
PorNart gained altitude and headed for the Skull Buzzard lines.
Massed along the fringe of the Everlost, the main Buzzard positions
were soon obvious.

“Easy now, steady as she
goes,” PorNart coached himself. “A little left rubber and a little
faster on the peddle. There we go.” Coming in over the rear of the
Skull Buzzard lines, he drew a massive crowd below. Most of the
Buzzards had never seen a balloon before, and those who had did not
know what to expect from it. They crowded in dense groups, pointing
and hollering.

“Perfect! Perfect!”
PorNart howled with glee. “Let’s see, we’ll start with that nice
bunch of Buzzards right…THERE!”

Pulling the rope to flip
the first group of containers, Dung-Swill rained down on the
Buzzards below. A loud chorus of gasping and choking immediately
arose. Laughing hysterically, PorNart pulled another rope, letting
fly another shower of the Swill. More coughing and choking. Again
he pulled a rope, sending another squall of Swill. In a few
minutes, he had doused nearly the entire Skull Buzzard force,
leaving them in torment and disarray.

“All right, now, just one
more pass and I’m out of Swill,” PorNart said with a chuckle,
coming in for one last pass over the Buzzard lines. By now, all
order and discipline was gone among the Buzzards below. Even the
officers were doubled over hacking and wheezing. Seeing the balloon
come in for another pass, a stampede began. Running, trampling over
each other, the Buzzards broke for the Everlost, trying to hide in
the towering grass and reeds. Even there, however, there was no
relief from the debilitating stench that made their heads seem to
explode and eyes bug out. Splashing and clawing through the dense
grass, the Buzzard force quickly became, not a disciplined army
making an orderly retreat, but a blindly escaping collection of
individuals.

In a normal retreat, the
goal is to escape danger, not plunge headlong into it. In this
case, however, PorNart’s strategy had worked exactly as planned,
with the maddened rush of the Buzzards scattering them amidst the
Everlost wilds.

Seeing that his work was
complete, PorNart waved a large green cloth he carried for the
purpose of signaling. Seeing the sign, Angelana, waiting with
Speed, patted the monstrous reptile on the head and said, “Go get
’em, Speed.”

“ROOAAARRRR!” Speed’s
bellowing would echo through the Drownlands for many
hours.

PorNart, feeling hugely
pleased with his efforts, turned the rudder to steer back to
Mar-Marie and Ord’s. He was just thinking about beginning his
descent when he saw a squadron of Aviafias bearing down on him.
Defenseless in the balloon, he decided the best course was to make
a run for it, hoping, at least, to draw them away from his
friends.

Tilting the rudder to
catch a favorable wind, PorNart threw fuel on the fire to take the
balloon higher. As he had hoped, the Aviafias came after him.
Rising higher and catching the wind, PorNart drew the Aviafias away
from Mar-Marie and Ord, but was unable to gain enough speed to
escape his pursuers. In short order, the Aviafias had him
surrounded and were motioning for him to take the balloon down. He
was just about to follow that intent, when his knee nicked against
the flicker-pole Helga had loaned him. Feeling the pole almost
calling to him, he picked it up and began playing the pole.
Ethereal, unearthly music resonated from the pole. The music seemed
so indescribably beautiful that he forgot about flying the balloon,
forgot about the Aviafias…

The music intensified and
over a period of minutes, the sky began to fill with birds of every
description. Large and small, old and young, the sky blacked with
such a massive flock of birds that the balloon disappeared from
sight. The Aviafias, unable to continue normal air operations
amidst the gargantuan flock, and affected themselves by the ancient
tones of the flicker-pole, gave up their pursuit of the balloon.
Allowing themselves to slip into the magical, amazing moment of
community with the rest of their feathered breatheren, the Aviafias
thought no more of PorNart that day.

General SlopChops read the
dispatches sent to him by his junior officers in the field with
mounting distress:

 


Drownlands Frontier,
2.49.160:9th 

Arrived & took
positions as planned. Good food, drink, music for troops—a little
advance celebration helps morale. Up to now, all intelligence
confirms tiny rebel force—if it can be called that. Will easily
crush them without wrinkling our uniforms.

Lt. Mollover

 


Drownlands Frontier,
2.49.161:21st 

Aviafia flight over rebel
compound successful in the main. Many fires started. Soon after,
rebel airship appeared, dropped putrid chemicals on all troops.
Troops so incapacitated that I was forced to pull most
back.

Lt. Mollover

 


Drownlands Frontier,
2.49.161:24th 

Sent few troops still able
to operate to scout enemy positions. They encountered monstrous
reptile, heavy casualities. Stragglers lost in swamp trying to get
back to our lines. They encountered rebel defenders led by armless
Rabbit. Kickboxing rebels bloodied our troops badly and our troops
fled in great confusion. Our total operation casualties were quite
severe: 425, incapacitating nausea, severe headaches, bulging eyes;
73, debilitating terror and shakes; 10, bitten-off arms, legs,
feet; 12, broken bones, concussions. 25 Aviafias charged with
dereliction of duty. I am of the opinion that the rebels have dealt
us a complete and utter defeat.

Lt. Mollover

 


General SlopChops turned
pale as he reviewed the utter destruction of the brazzens deployed
in the Everlost campaign, and the complete dereliction of duty by
the Aviafias. It was all too much for a Skull Buzzard General to
stand. Laying the report aside, General SlopChops put on civilian
clothing, slipped out of headquarters and within an hour, was bound
for Port Newolf, planning to book passage on a sea-going ship to
parts unknown.


On the Road to Tilk
Duraow

Helga, Emil, and Christer
stood mute on the cliff, gazing down at the water gushing out of
what had once been SnowFire. Emil, tears streaming down his cheeks,
said nothing for a long time. His sister and friend simply put
their arms around him and tried to offer comfort.

“It’s over,” Emil said at
last. “The SLOPS is done, finished. We may have beaten the Skull
Buzzards, but we’ll never run escaped slaves through here again. We
win, but we lose.”

“Isn’t there another route
that can be used?” Helga asked.

“It’s not just the route,”
Emil sighed. “We don’t know what happened. Apparently there was
some kind of massive explosion or quake that broke open an
underground river or something. How much of the cave system is
destroyed or flooded? Did it wipe out the passages from Mar-Marie
and Ord’s house? We don’t know any of that. Looks pretty bad to
me.”

“Well, bad is not bad, if
you know what I mean,” Helga declared.

“No, I have no idea what
you mean,” Emil snorted. “Bad is not bad? Come on.
Really?”

“Just because something
breaks doesn’t mean there’s no way for work to continue,” Helga
said. “If work stopped every time a tool broke, precious little
work would get done.”

“So, what do you suggest?”
Christer asked.

“We continue on the SLOPS
return route. When we get to Mar-Marie and Ord’s, we see what’s
what and make a plan with them.”

“Uh, that’s where we’re
already headed, Helga,” Christer said.

“Yes, and I mean we get
going, rather than stand here and waste time,” Helga said, ready to
explode.

Winning the argument,
Helga took the lead and they walked along silently for perhaps an
hour. Topping a steep rise, they were surprised to see a long line
of beasts coming toward them. Peering carefully at the approaching
group, Helga took off running to meet them, laughing and yelling.
“Bem! Bem Madsoor! You’re a sight for sore eyes!”

“Helga! Christer! What are
you doing here?” Bem asked, beaming.

“What are you doing here?
That’s the question!” Helga laughed. “You’re supposed to be sailing
across the sea now. What are you doing here?”

“That’s a long story,” Bem
replied. “As I suppose your tale is a long one as well. For now,
I’m just trying to help these beleaguered beasts to
safety.”

“Where did you find them?”
Helga asked.

“They’re from a huge
Wrackshee camp in the caves below,” Bem explained. “There’s too
much to tell right now, but there was a huge explosion—don’t know
exactly what damage was done, but probably destroyed the Wrackshee
camp and flooded all the caves down there. We just got out ahead of
it.”

“So that’s what happened,”
Helga said looking at Emil and Christer. “You say the Wrackshee
camp was destroyed?”

“Well, I don’t know, but
the entire area blew up and flooded. It would be a lucky beast to
have survived that.” Despite what sounded like good news to Helga,
Bem looked worried.

“The Wrackshees are out of
the picture,” Bem said, “but I’ve got nearly two hundred beasts
here who need food, water, and a safe way to get to freedom. I
don’t know anything about this area. How am I going to help
them?”

Helga looked at Emil, the
one who knew the area best. “That’s not going to be easy,” Emil
replied. “The route through the caves is gone. The river is going
to be impassable until the flooding stops—if it ever does. There’s
still brazzens of Skull Buzzards between us and Mar-Marie and
Ord’s. Those are the only three routes I know. We might have had a
chance slipping by the Skull Buzzard brazzens with just the three
of us, but not with more than two hundred.”

“So, you’re telling me
there’s no way out of here for these poor beasts?” Bem said. “I
didn’t bring them this far to let them die of hunger or be taken
captive again. That’s not the way I do business.”

“That’s not the way we do
business, either,” Helga declared. “Think Emil! Think! Isn’t there
some other way to get these beasts to safety?”

“Yes, there is,” Emil
replied, “but you’re not going to like it.”

“Try me,” Helga said,
smiling. “I like lots of things.”

“Then we follow the
slaving route,” Emil said. “The only other way out of here is to
follow the exact path that the slavers use. That route runs up to
the Granite Hulks at Tilk Duraow. With the Wrackshee camp
destroyed, they may have halted the slaving caravans for a time. If
the routes are unused, we might be able to slip through while
everyone is busy elsewhere.”

“But, then what?” Helga
asked.

“Home says that on the
backside of the Tilk Duraow fortress, there’s an area called the
Offaluvia. It’s essentially the place where they throw all their
garbage and send all the other nasty waste from the place. The
garbage dump is there. All the sewage flows out there. The smoke
from all the fires and machines blows out that way. Because it’s
such a nasty place, it’s a vast ‘No Beast’s Land’ that no one pays
any attention to. It’s a perfect place to hide. If we can just get
into the Offaluvia, we can melt away through it and they’ll never
catch us.”

“Which way do we go?”
Christer asked.

“I think we head up that
ridge line ahead,” Emil said, pointing.

Christer looked at Emil,
giving him an annoyed look. “You think? You think we should go that
way? That doesn’t exactly inspire confidence.”

“Look,” Emil said, “all I
know is what I’ve picked up listening to Home tell stories about
his time in Tilk Duraow. He gave good descriptions of the route and
a lot about the layout of the place, but I’ve never actually been
there, so cut me some slack. From what Home said, that ridge will
take us to the Bridge of No Return. That bridge is the only way to
get across the chasm surrounding Tilk Duraow. It’s called the
Bridge of No Return because beasts sent to Tilk Duraow generally
never leave the place. The trick for us is to get over the bridge
and keep going.” He gave his friends a serious look. “We cross the
bridge at night, no lights, not a sound. Bem—you speak to each of
the refugees—make it clear that there can be not a single
sound.”

Moving with stealth, the
long column wound its way along the ridge Emil had indicated. Upon
reaching the approach to the Bridge of No Return, Emil called a
halt. Leading the group into a brush-shrouded ravine under the
bridge approach, he said, “We’ll take cover here and wait until
night is far along.” As the group waited, hungry and cold, Emil
looked at Helga. “Do you think that Great-Grandfather Klemés is at
Tilk Duraow,” he asked.

“What makes you say that?”
Helga asked, surprised. “I thought he was lost at sea.”

“So did I,” Emil replied.
“Now I’m not so sure. Angelana seems certain that he’s in prison
there.”

“You mean that we’re
walking right past the place, and Great-Grandfather Klemés might be
breaking rock there? And we just waltz on by?” Helga
exclaimed.

“You make it sound like
we’re walking by a store without buying shoes,” Emil laughed. “Tilk
Duraow is the biggest, most secure prison the High One has. They
don’t call it the Bridge of No Return for nothing. Look, this is
not like buying a pair of shoes.” Seeing the wheels turning in this
sister’s brain, he added, “No, Helga! No! Don’t even think about
it! We’ve got to get these poor beasts to safety. Let’s not get
distracted.”

“So, Great-Grandfather
Klemés, who may have been breaking rock these last seven years, is
a distraction?” Helga asked.

“No, he’s not a
distraction,” Emil responded, “it’s just that it’s hard enough to
get these two hundred beasts to safety without trying to break into
the High One’s super-prison and spring a family member!”

“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of
going through all the trouble just for Great-Grandfather Klemés,”
Helga said seriously. “If I’m going in there, I’m going to bring
every beast out that I can.”

“Go in there!” Emil said,
trying to maintain his cool. “What are you thinking? Have you gone
nuts?”

“Look,” Helga replied,
“the Wrackshee camp was, at least, heavily damaged. You saw what
happened to the Skull Buzzards. We know other brazzens of Skull
Buzzards are on their way to the Everlost. You yourself told me all
that, which is why we’re even heading toward Tilk Duraow at all.
We’re here. It’s possible they’re a little understaffed right
now…”

“Understaffed!” Emil
howled. “Understaffed, she says!”

“Use whatever word you
want,” Helga replied. “Whatever you call it, they can’t be
everywhere at once. If I was sending eight or nine brazzens of
Skull Buzzards on a mission, I think I might pull them from a place
like Tilk Duraow. After all, who in their right mind would attack a
place like that?”

“Helga, you just made my
point for me,” Emil sighed.

“Great! Then we agree,”
Helga smiled. Then, she turned serious. “Look, Emil, I know what
you mean. I understand the danger. But, hear me out. I’m not
thinking about an all out attack on the fortress. I’m really not
that nuts. What I’m thinking about is a little exploration, that’s
all. We get these poor beasts safely across the bridge. Then, you
and Christer lead them through the Offaluvia to freedom. I’ll stay
behind a do a little exploring.”

“What kind of exploring?”
Emil asked.

“I’ll stay behind. Study
the lay of the land. Watch the routines and goings-on at the
fortress. Get a feel for the place.”

“Then what?” Emil said,
cracking a half-smile at his sister.

“Then, one nice quiet
evening, I’ll slip into Tilk Duraow. Once inside, I find Klemés and
get him and as many others as I can out the door.”

“All right, Helga,” Emil
responded, “I’ll agree to this insane plan on one condition. You
don’t do a thing until we are all safely in the Offaluvia. Then, if
you want to go back and do something incredibly brave and stupid,
I’ll admire you for the rest of my life as the greatest sister the
world has ever known!”

“I’ve got one thing to add
to this discussion,” Christer said. Emil and Helga had nearly
forgotten he was listening. “If you go, I go,” Christer said. “I
didn’t come all the way after you, walking two days without
sleeping, then go through all the rest of this adventure the last
few weeks, just to see you go nuts by yourself! If you’re going to
do this insane thing, I’m going with you.”

Helga smiled. “Don’t press
your luck, Christer,” she chuckled. “You’ve hung around with me
long enough to know that, if I do something, I won’t do it half
way. When I say I’m going to try to break some beasts out of Tilk
Duraow, you know I’m not kidding. I’d be glad to have you come
along, just know that we may not have enough luck to get us back
out.”

“This isn’t about luck,”
Christer replied with a serious look. “They don’t call it the
Bridge of No Return for nothing. I know that. This is about taking
an opportunity we have to help some beasts. We both know that luck
won’t be enough to get us in and out of that fortress.”

“All right, then,” Helga
said, “we have two crazies aboard.” Turning to Emil, she continued,
“While we’re waiting to move out, I want you to tell Christer and
me everything you heard from Home about Tilk Duraow. Layout.
Security. General operations. Everything you can
remember.”

“Can I listen in?” Bem
asked, joining the group. “I’ve talked with the other beasts about
our plan. They’re ready to go as soon as we give the signal.”
Embracing Helga, she said, “More than anything, I’d like to go with
you. If you succeed in breaking into Tilk Duraow, even if you fail
in your plan, it will send shockwaves through the High One’s realm.
No one has ever dared to mount such an attack. I’d love to be part
of it, but I’ve got two promises to keep: one to Boss to make sure
I get our new friends to freedom, and the other to BorMane who will
be waiting for me in Hadst. But, I really want to hear Emil’s
description of the place and add to your plans as I
can.”

Settling down in the
ravine, leaning against rocks and logs, Emil began describing what
he had heard from Home. “The Tilk Duraow fortress is set on a
pinnacle of rock, nearly encircled by an immense chasm. The Bridge
of No Return is the only way across the chasm and, thus, the only
way to reach Tilk Duraow from the north, east, and south. The
bottom of the chasm runs with scalding-hot water rising from deep
underground so there’s no way to get across the chasm except by the
bridge. On the west, a desolate, steep slope drops away from the
rear of the fortress. Although the slope is passable, it is
extremely treacherous and used as the fortress’s garbage dump and
sewer. Most beasts would not consider approaching the fortress from
the west. The walls of the fortress run in an irregular shape,
following the contour of the rock. Circular towers project from the
walls at regular intervals. Inside the fortress, two distinct areas
divide it by function. The level of the castle gained through the
main entrance houses all the primary operations and troops. A lower
level of the castle holds all the slave cells. The work of the
slaves is to cut rock from the walls of the chasm—known as the
Granite Hulks—and haul it into the fortress. Once the rough stone
is inside, slaves shape it into the proper size for stones to
build Maev Astuté.”

Emil paused, casting a
glance toward the crowd of escaped slaves.
“The work of slaves at Tilk Duraow is brutal and extremely
dangerous. That is what we are saving those beasts from.” He closed
his eyes for a moment, then continued. “The lower level of the
fortress opens out onto the chasm at several points to allow access
to the stone-cutting cliffs of the Granite Hulks. These openings
are only accessible from the inside of the fortress. On the main
level, the front half has the Skull Buzzards barracks, the kitchen,
and the command center. The back half has a range of low
utilitarian structures that process garbage and sewage, as well as
the dragon yards.”

“Dragon yards!” Helga
exclaimed. “There are dragons in the fortress?”

“Yes, that’s what Home
says,” Emil replied. “At Tilk Duraow, they break the monitors used
to run the dragon trains. They bring wild monitors to Tilk Duraow
where they train them to run in harness for the dragon trains.
Those are the main supply caravans between Tilk Duraow, Norder
Crossings, and Port Newolf.”

“Believe me, I know all
about that,” Helga said grimly. Then, she asked, “Tell me more
about the layout of the main level—how are the front half and the
back half, where the dragon yards are, connected?”

“So far as Home said,”
Emil continued, “the main level has a huge, open area in the center
where the troops drill and parade. The dragon yard is a heavily
fenced area directly adjacent to the parade ground. Watching the
Dragon Breakers work is one of the favored kinds of entertainment
among the troops, so when they’re off duty, they gather on the
parade-ground to watch.”

“That’d be something to
see, all right,” Bem said.

“It’s more than that,”
Emil replied. “Home says that the troops pay for a Dragon Breaker
to do fancy tricks while he’s riding the dragons: like keeping gold
coins between his feet and the saddle stirrups while the dragon is
trying to throw him off.”

“I’d sure like to know how
they get the coins in the stirrups,” Helga observed. “Having seen
how deadly ferocious trained dragons are up close, I can’t imagine
how you’d be able to ride a wild one.”

“According to Home,” Emil
said, “the only way you can capture a wild dragon is to get a
gag-chack over its head. If you can get a gag-chack in place,
pulling on it shuts off the dragon’s air. When he tires from lack
of wind, you quickly blindfold him with a steel blinder and allow
him to breathe again. A dragon won’t do
anything when it can’t see, so as long as the blinder is in place,
he allows himself to be saddled and mounted. A blind dragon’s no
use, however, so they have to be broken and trained without a
blindfold. When the rider is in the saddle, the blind is removed.
Then the fun begins! Depending on how experienced a particular
Dragon Breaker is, the troops bet money on whether he will survive
the ride, or how long he can stay in the saddle, or if the coins
stay in the stirrups.”

Helga had been hardly
listening to this talk. Her mind was busy elsewhere. “You said the
dragon yard is heavily fenced. Where are the gates?” Helga asked,
with a thoughtful gleam in her eye.

Emil thought for a moment,
then replied. “Home never really talked about that, but I think
there must be a gate somewhere along the parade-ground, because the
dragon trains load up in, and depart from, the parade ground.
There’s got to be some way to get the dragons from the dragon yard
to the parade-ground. Why do you ask?”

“Oh, nothing,” Helga
answered, “just curious, that’s all.”

As they continued talking,
fog began to drift in. Slowly the already darkening landscape
completely disappeared. “That’s a help,” Emil commented.

“Yes,” Helga agreed,
“let’s just hope it stays around a while. We’ll need all the help
we can get, moving all of us across the bridge.”

The sounds of heavy
movement across the bridge interrupted these brief rejoicings,
however. TRAMP! TRAMP! CLUMP-RUMBLE-KJUNK! Concealed well in the
ravine and with the heavy fog rolling in, the comrades were not
worried about immediate discovery. What they heard, however, made
their hearts rise. Amidst the rumbling of the troops tramping
across the bridge, Helga and the others picked out a few things
said by the passing troops.

“Blast the dolts that
command us!” the rasping voice of a Skull Buzzard said. “What do
they think we are, common laborers?”

“Ackkkk! Curse them!”
another voice agreed. “So what if the Wrackshee camp got damaged?
They run us out of our nice warm barracks, all in a rush, to head
off on some crazy rescue effort. I hear there’s nothing left to
rescue.”

“Nay, nothing left! That’s
the truth,” the first voice replied. “I hear that every last inch
of the place is buried under tons of rubble, and flooded, to boot!
It’s stupid for the dolts to send us over there. Why, who is going
to guard the fortress? They’d already called most of our brazzens
out on one mission or another. Who’s left after we
leave?”

“Ackkk!” the second Skull
Buzzard cursed. “They’ve shut down the stone-breaking work and
confined all the slaves to their cells—as if that’s the answer!
Leave a few squads to sling the mush to the slaves and post most of
the troops you have in the towers to make it appear
normal.”

“Ackkk! Bats in their
shorts! That’s what I say! Dolts in command—and that’s a fact.”
That was the last of the words that Helga and her comrades could
make out. Soon the troops had passed over the bridge and their
tramping died away.

“Sounds like they are,
indeed, ‘understaffed,’ as you suggested earlier,” Emil
said.

“Yes,” Helga replied. “But
we don’t know how many really are left and where they
are.”

“But, it makes your plan
look a little more promising than I originally thought,” Emil
said.

“We shall see,” Helga said
quietly, “we shall see.”

The conversation died down
and nothing more was said until Bem commented, “It’s been pitch
black and soundless for a long time, do you think it’s time we
began to move?” The rest of her comrades agreed that the time had
come. Going back to the group of fugitives, Bem gave final
instructions and encouragement. Then, with Emil and Helga in the
lead, the group moved out.

When they reached the head
of the bridge, seeing no apparent guards or traffic on the bridge,
Emil signaled for everyone to crouch and move forward. Creeping low
and moving fast, the entire company crossed the bridge in what
seemed to be the longest half-hour in Helga’s memory. Only once did
a loud fit of coughing bring the movement to a halt. Holding their
breath, they waited. In the lead, Emil was the first to realize
that the cough had come from a sentinel posted above them in one of
the wall towers of Tilk Duraow! They were at the end of the bridge
and at the very base of the fortress walls.

Motioning for the group to
move again, Emil led them along the base of the wall. In the
darkness and fog, he did not exactly know where he was leading
them. He did know that following the wall took them along the very
edge of the chasm. The ledge was narrow and rocky. There was no
room for error. A whispered instruction went beast-to-beast through
the line: “One paw or hoof on your neighbor’s shoulder, the other
on the wall—keep contact with both. Stay together. Move single
file.”

Inching along the base of
the fortress, the group stealthily made good progress. The ledge
between the wall and the edge of the chasm was barely wide enough
for the beasts to walk single-file. At times, the ledge nearly
disappeared. At other times, rocks seemed to block the way. Leading
the way forward, unable to see, relying almost solely on touch,
Emil’s heart beat frantically. The bravery of the fugitives behind
him gave him hope and courage. More than 200 beasts of all ages,
some sick and barely able to walk, had maintained nearly absolute
silence since leaving the ravine. How long could that continue? How
much farther did they need to go? After an especially treacherous
climb over a jumble of jagged rocks, the ledge suddenly widened.
When everyone was across the rocks and standing on the widened
ledge, Emil signaled a halt.

“What now?” Helga
whispered.

“Let everyone rest for few
minutes,” Emil said. “While we’ve got a bit of a breathing space,
let’s you and I explore a bit. It sure would be nice to know
something about where we are and what’s ahead.”

Leaving Bem and Christer
in charge for the time being, Emil and Helga felt their way
forward. Walking side-by-side, at arm’s length, they moved along
the wall. They had moved only a few yards when flickering lights
glowed through the fog ahead. Listening carefully and hearing no
sound that indicated beasts were moving about, they continued
forward. A few more steps revealed huge mounted torches,
illuminating a massive opening in the wall! The torchlight allowed
them to look around. “This must be one of the openings from the
slave level of the fortress,” Emil whispered. “We didn’t know it in
the dark, but the ledge slopes downward. We’re now at the lower
level of the fortress. This is one of the work gates to the Granite
Hulks.”

Surveying the area in the
flickering light, Emil and Helga saw stone-cutting equipment
scattered about: pickaxes, hammers, saws, chisels, scaffolding, and
other tools, ready for use. Huge piles of firewood were stacked
along one side.

“What’s with the firewood,
I wonder,” Helga said. “I don’t see a hearth.”

“Home said that the
granite is so hard that they build fires to soften it, so they can
cut it with saws. Can you imagine beasts swinging on ropes,
building fires under rock they are working on, then, sawing the hot
rock by hand? Home said that sometimes, the heated rock splits, and
huge pieces break away, knocking workers to the bottom of the
chasm. Nasty, brutish work.”

“That’s why we’re not
going to let the good beasts with us end up here,” Helga replied
with quiet fury.

Continuing their
investigation, they found that a massive iron-bar gate closed off
the open work area from the interior of the fortress. They could
see no sign of guards or other activity.

“Thanks to the High One
for his efforts to shut down the raids on his slaves,” Helga
chuckled. “It sure helps us that they’ve pulled most of the troops
from here and closed down operations for now. Since they won’t be
needing them for a while, I think I’ll borrow some rope and a few
handtools. I may need them later.” Quickly slinging a coil of rope
over her shoulder, she also picked up a hammer and chisel, slipping
them into her pack. They were just about to return to the rest of
the group when Emil said, “Helga, look—there’s keys hanging over on
that wall!”

Glancing in the direction
Emil pointed, Helga’s eyes widened. “Yar!” she whispered. A ring of
keys hung on the wall about twenty feet inside the iron-bar
gate.

“I wish we could get
them,” Emil breathed, “but they’re too far away. I can’t see
anything we could use to reach that far.”

“We don’t need to reach,”
Helga replied. “What about those two wee Sharkict Pups? They might
be small enough to slip between those bars.”

“Those little
trouble-makers? Are you serious?” Emil said, astonished. “Bem’s had
to work hard to keep them with the group. They’re always going off
some other direction. You’re going to send them inside Tilk
Duraow?”

“It will be all right, I
promise,” Helga replied.

Emil still looked dubious,
but changed the subject. “Once you get the keys, would you enter
the fortress here? We’re on the level where the slaves are
held.”

“No,” Helga replied. “It’s
too risky to go in here—better stay with the plan and enter from
the rear. Less likely we’ll run into guards that away. And,
besides, we need to get these desperate beasts we’ve already got to
safety. First, we get everyone to the Offaluvia and on their way,
then Christer and I will do our thing. At that point, those keys
may come in handy.”

“All right,” Emil said.
“I’ll go back and bring a wee beast to see if she can fit between
the bars.”

“Bring them both,” Helga
said. “They’re small enough to slip through the bars, but they’re
also too short to reach the keys. It will take both to do that. One
can help the other boost up to reach them.”

Emil slipped away in the
darkness and soon returned with the two tiny Skarkict Pups. Excited
to be the center of attention, and showing no fear whatsoever, the
young Hounds listened to Emil’s instructions with blazing eyes.
Then, silently slapping paws, and using some gut-sucking
contortions, they slipped between the bars. Once inside, they
quickly gathered the keys and were back through the gate in
minutes. Giving each of the young Hounds a paw-slap, Helga slipped
the keys in her pack.

Emil passed word that it
was time to move out. The Sharkict Pups grinned, and paw-slapping
each other again, fell into line directly behind Helga. Surprised
to find the wee Sharkicts now in line with her, Helga said, “All
right, little fellows, you can be at the front of the line, you’ve
earned it.” Emil, seeing the young Sharkicts at the front of the
line, smiled despite himself. Paw-slapping the young Hounds, he
said, “Good job, you little scamps.” Gathered again in their
single-file fashion, the long column began moving.

Leading the group along,
and not knowing how far yet they must go to find safety, Emil
naturally felt their progress was too slow. As the last hour of
darkness passed, however, the light of dawn told a different story.
Sun rise was on the other side of the fortress! They were now on
the western side! Another sign that their nerve-wracking hike
around the fortress had ended was also now apparent. A putrid odor
now permeated the air.

Filth and garbage of every
description was scattered and piled as far as the eye could see. A
closer look revealed that the filth and garbage actually moved and
flowed. A moving stream of muck rolled down from the fortress
above, carrying all before it. Heavy drifting smoke stung the
eyes.

“Welcome to the
Offaluvia,” Emil grimaced, wiping tears from his eyes. It was true.
There could be no doubt they had arrived. Clouds of garbage bounced
and fluttered from chutes. Sewage and smoke spewed from pipes and
chimneys. Looking over the vast field of garbage and muck, Emil
shook his head. “The only way I see through this mess is either to
wade up to our waists in slop, or to climb over piles of garbage.
It’s no wonder Home said this was a No Beast’s Land where no one
would follow us.”

“I want to give you one
additional option,” Helga said tersely. She had been carefully
surveying the backside of the fortress, and several things had
caught her attention. “So far as we know,” she continued, “no beast
in the fortress is aware we are anywhere nearby. We seem to have
eluded detection. What if you and Bem find the best possible hiding
place in the Offaluvia? Then, keep everyone hidden there while
Christer and I try to get inside the fortress. If, as I suspect,
the fortress has very few troops at present, and with the keys in
my pocket, we may be able to open all, or most, of the cells and
let the slaves go free. If I’m right, it’s just possible we might
have a revolt that could take over the fortress!”

“If things go badly for
us,” Christer added, “they’ll have no reason to suspect that you
are out here in the Offaluvia. So you can still get our friends
away to safety. If, on the other hand, it goes like Helga thinks it
could—then, maybe, you’ll be able to avoid wading through the muck
for miles and miles.”


Up The Trash Chute

Helga and Christer, giving
each other determined looks, moved forward as quickly as they could
toward Tilk Duraow. Zig-zagging up the steep slope, it was slow
going across the shifting piles of garbage and slippery muck. As
they neared the fortress, it became a matter of dodging falling
trash and plumes of sewage crashing and splattering around
them.

After an hour of climbing,
they dropped, exhausted, at the base of the fortress wall. Panting,
they gave each other a look of relief, and slumped against the wall
to rest. Finally, her breathing under control, Helga said, “That
was the easy part. Now the question: which unpleasant means of
entry to the fortress do we choose? Let’s see, there look to be
three trash and garbage chutes; four sewage pipes; and what must be
a dozen chimneys spewing smoke. Most of them look large enough for
you and me to get into with room to spare. Which is the best way
into the fortress?”

Christer chuckled, rolling
his eyes. “Well, the chimneys are out—go in there, we either
smother or die in the flames below. The sewage pipes are out—those
would just lead us into a maze of plumbing that probably would take
us nowhere useful. That leaves the garbage chutes—seems like those
might work. What do you think?”

“Yes, but, which chute do
we take?” Helga wondered.

“I’d think we’d want the
one with the lowest flow,” Christer replied. “Seems like that would
be the easiest to move in.”

“I’m not so sure,” Helga
said. “I’d feel better if I had more flow to conceal
us.”

“I see your point,”
Christer said, “but look at the amount of trash coming down that
thing! How do we climb against that kind of flow?”

“That’s where my
‘borrowings’ come in,” Helga replied. Uncoiling the rope from her
shoulder, she pulled the ‘borrowed’ hammer from her pack and bound
it securely to the end of the rope, leaving its long claws fully
exposed. “It’s not pretty,” she smiled, “but I think it will make a
pretty effective grappling iron.”

“A grappling iron!”
Christer exclaimed.

“Yes. We’ll get up as
close as we can to the lowest trash chute over there, and I’ll
throw the hook up the chute as many times as it takes for it to
catch on something. Then, we’ll pull ourselves up and, I hope,
inside.”

Taking the steadiest
footing she could on the steep, slippery rock, Helga held the
coiled rope lightly, and began swinging the improvised
grappling-iron. Sending the hook upward into the trash chute, a
moment later it dropped back at her feet. Again she swung the hook
and, again, it feel back to the ground. After more than a dozen
unsuccessful attempts, Helga said in frustration, “You were right,
Christer—there’s too much trash moving to let the hook catch. Let’s
try that other chute.”

Moving across to a
position underneath the other chute, Helga rolled her shoulder a
few times. “I sure hope it catches this time,” she chuckled, “or
else, I’ll have to give you the honor of tossing this
blessedly-heavy hammer!”

“Just say the word, and
I’m on it,” Christer replied.

“Oh, no,” Helga said, “I
owe this place some trouble and I want to be the one
inside.”

Closing her eyes, and
trying to visualize the grappling-iron as it was swinging over her
head, she imagined the path it would take up the chute. Letting the
hook fly, she kept her eyes closed, following the hook’s flight in
her mind. CLANK! The grappling-iron fastened on some part of the
chute far inside. Tugging the rope to test it, Helga gave Christer
a happy smile.

“That’s it!” she said.
“Feels solid. Here I go. You stay here until I tug on the rope.
You’ll know it’s me because I’ll pull the rope far up into the
chute, then drop it. If that does not happen, don’t trust any tugs
on the rope.”

Bowing her head to shield
her eyes from the trash flying past her, Helga quickly hauled
herself up the rope. She stopped where the hook had lodged, a
couple of feet below the top of the chute. Now she distinctly heard
voices. Straining to hear what was said, the light coming down the
chute from above suddenly darkened. Glancing up, she was startled
to see a surprised Wolf staring at her. About to dump another load
of trash down the chute, the Wolf froze in mid-action.

Sensing that the Wolf was
a slave worker, Helga took a chance. Shaking her head to warn the
beast to be silent, she motioned to proceed with dumping the
trash.

With a slight smile, the
Wolf dumped the trash down on Helga and turned away from the chute.
“All right, you lazy crumbs,” the Wolf called out, “break time—five
minutes, then back to work.” The din of work and the rumble of
trash containers stopped, as the workers left for a brief
break.

The Wolf, however, did not
leave the chute. As soon as her co-workers had left the area, she
peered down the chute at Helga and said, “Fast! You’ve got to get
out of there fast! Hurry!”

Helga pulled herself the
final distance to the top of the chute and fairly leaped out. The
Wolf, missing the ends of both ears, skin-and-bones thin, but with
sharp, darting eyes and a quick step, helped Helga land quietly on
the floor. Smiling at her, the Wolf gave rapid instructions. “No
time for talk. I take you as a friend. Climb in that trash cart
over there—Hurry! Then wait for me to help you further.” Climbing
into the trash cart, Helga settled down in the bottom, and the Wolf
quickly concealed her under a thick layer of trash.

The trash had hardly
settled around Helga when she heard the workers returning to their
posts. As work began again, she could hear the Wolf moving from
worker to worker, speaking to each one in a low voice. “Keep
working,” the Wolf instructed. “Don’t let on that anything is
happening. We have a beast in this room with us who, I believe, has
come to break us out of here. Keep working, just like always, but
listen carefully to what is being said.” Moving to a beast working
directly beside Helga’s hiding place, the Wolf directed, “Spottup,
take a post by the door and stand watch. Let us know immediately if
any guards show up.”

Then, moving the trash
away, the Wolf motioned for Helga to show herself. Sitting up in
the cart, Helga smiled at the trashroom workers. Following their
instructions, the workers silently kept to their tasks, although
Helga could see new light shining in their eyes.

“So, what’s up?” the Wolf
asked, “Tell us quickly what you’re about and how we can help. Stay
in the cart, so I can hide you again. There will be a guard making
rounds soon. We don’t have much time.”

Helga knew she would only
get one chance to make her case, and went big. “I’m here to break
you out of here. I’ve got a friend waiting below to come up. We
have the keys to this place and a plan to free every beast here. I
need your help.”

The beasts kept working,
but their attention was riveted on Helga’s words. “How can we
help?” the Wolf asked.

Helga was just about to
answer when Spottup motioned that a guard was coming. Helga quickly
ducked down in the trash cart and the the Wolf covered her over
again. Although she could not see what was happening, Helga had no
doubt a Skull Buzzard had entered the room. The guttural, mocking
tone of the Buzzard’s voice was characteristic.

“Seems to be sloppiness,
here, Muz G,” the Buzzard snarled. “What’s with all this trash
scattered round? Looks like you’d been dancin’ here rather than
workin’.”

“No dancing here,
Govern’r,” the Wolf replied. “Just pickin’ and tossin’, pickin’ and
tossin’ like always. We’ll keep it a little tidier, as it pleases
you, Govern’r.”

“Pleases me, it does,” the
Buzzard said, “but what doesn’t please me is that odd odor I smell.
What ’ya hiddin’ in here?” Helga could feel the Buzzard leaning on
the trash cart where she lay concealed. “There’s a smell in this
cart that ain’t just trash,” the Buzzard was saying, “smells to me
like something fresh and juicy, not just putrid, cold
trash.”

Helga could hear and feel
the Buzzard beginning to feel around in the trash above her,
searching. “Now, Govern’r,” the Wolf said sadly, “you’ve got me,
but what you’re smelling isn’t in that cart.”

The rustling in the trash
above Helga stopped, as the Buzzard straightened up to face the
Wolf. “Now, Muz G,” the Buzzard said, “I knew you wuz hidin’
somethin’. What is it? Give it to me quick and, depending on what
it is, I may forget you wuz hidin’ stuff.”

“Over here, Govern’r,” the
Wolf replied. “It’s a bit of lizard gristle and grease tossed out
from breakfast this morning. I knew you’d like it especially, so I
was savin’ it for you in particular. But, don’t you go telling the
other guards I’m hiding gristle, or I won’t have any for you next
time.”

“The Buzzard now walked
away from the cart where Helga hid and said loudly, “No hidin’
stuff here, you know—no hidin’ stuff, strictly against policy. So I
certainly won’t be seein’ that you wuz hidin’ stuff.”

Helga heard the Buzzard
crunching the gristle and sucking the grease, with the most
disgusting swooping and smacking. He ate his favorite morsels with
so much gobbling and licking she could almost hear the greasy mass
slide down the Buzzard’s throat.

Then, the Wolf said,
“Govern’r, you do us trash beasts proud! Why, no Buzzard in the
place gorges himself on such a pittance with such style and grace!
It’s a wonder to behold! It’s pure entertainment to watch. Would
you do us humble slaves one tiny favor, Govern’r?”

“Ah, it’s a style me Pap’t
taught me, ’ya see,” the Buzzard replied pompously. “Not easy to
learn to take gristle and grease with style. Never thought of it
bein’ entertainment, but pleased by that. So, what are ’ya
askin’?”

“If we were to gather a
plate full of gristle and grease,” the Wolf said, “would you come
on back here and eat it, just so we can watch? It might help us
poor, ignorant slaves get some pointers on style and
grace.”

“A whole platter of
gristle and grease?” the Buzzard cried. “Why, sure, I’d be
pleased.”

“Magnificent, Govern’r!”
the Wolf exclaimed. “Now, gathering an entire plate of gristle and
grease takes a bit of time. We’ve got a lot of breakfast trash to
go through to gather the juiciest and crunchiest bits for you.
Could you give us a bit more time before your next round, so we’ve
got a full platter for you?”

“Of course,” the Buzzard
replied. “I’ve got some blasted paperwork to do. But, I’ll be back
in an hour sharp ready to give you dingy beasts a lesson in style
and grace. It pleases me, it does.” With that, the Buzzard
left.

As soon as the door
closed, every beast in the place gulped air, as if they had not
taken a breath in several minutes. Helga immediately pushed the
trash aside and jumped out of the cart. “Well done—Muz G, is that
what he called you?”

The Wolf laughed darkly,
“before I was captured and ended up here, I used to be known as
Lady G, but that was long ago. The guards here find sport in making
fun of our names.”

“Well, then, Lady G,”
Helga said, “let’s get moving. First, let’s get Christer up
here—that’s my friend waiting down below.” Helga went to the trash
chute, reached down into it and tugged the rope. An answering tug
quickly came back and, within a few minutes, Christer emerged from
the trash chute.

With Christer in the room,
Helga said, “Now, Lady G, I have two questions. First, how many
Skull Buzzards are there in this place?”

“Right now, I’d say there
are probably about a hundred,” Lady G said. “The normal garrison
here is more like a thousand, but lots of the Buzzards are out on
mission now. In normal times, we work round-the-clock shifts, but
because they don’t have enough guards now, we only work a single
daytime shift. They lock all of us up for the night.”

“That’s helpful to know,”
Helga said. “Now my second question. Who is the most trustworthy
beast you know that is thoroughly knowledgeable about the layout of
the fortress. Someone who knows every room, every passageway, every
chute and pipe.”

“That would be Gogglet,”
Lady G replied. “He’s the FixMot Lead—does most of the maintenance.
Gogglet knows the place better than anyone.”

“And he’s entirely
trustworthy?” Helga asked. “We can’t risk any double-dealing on
this.”

“Gogglet is as good and
true as they come,” Lady G replied. “In fact, he’s been responsible
for every slave escape that’s ever happened here.”

“What? Slave escapes?”
Helga exclaimed.

“Yes, it’s his knowledge
of the place that enables slaves to escape from time to time,” Lady
G said proudly.

“How does he get away with
it?” Christer asked. “Don’t the Skull Buzzards suspect
him?”

“No,” Lady G laughed.
“They would never suspect Gogglet. When you meet him, you’ll
understand.”

“All right, then, how do
we find him?” Helga asked.

“You beasts stay here,
hidden in trash carts, until the work days ends,” Lady G replied.
“When work stops, we’ll leave you here alone. All of us slaves are
taken to our cells and locked up. Thirty minutes after work stops,
you’ll hear the Roast Mess bell. That calls all the Skull Buzzards
together for dinner. Every one of them will be in the mess hall,
gorging themselves. The Buzzards eat Fried Lizard for breakfast and
Roast Shark for dinner every day. They call breakfast, Fried Mess,
and dinner, Roast Mess. Anyway, when you hear the Roast Mess bell,
that’s your signal that it’s safe to leave this room. You’ll find
Gogglet in the maintenance cell. Because he’s a bit unusual, the
Buzzards keep him alone, in his own cell. To make it easy, they
just lock him up overnight in the maintenance room. You say you
have keys, so you’ll just let yourself into his cell.”

“Where is his cell?” Helga
asked.

“It’s easy to find,” Lady
G said, “follow the ‘Brock-a-Brock-a-Brock-a-Brell-oooo’ sound.
That will be Gogglet yodeling. You won’t have any trouble finding
him. Just turn left when you leave this room and follow the
sound.”

“Thank you, Lady G, and
all your friends,” Helga said. “We’ll have you all out of your
cells and free beasts by morning.”

“Do you really think you
can do this?” Lady G asked, looking seriously at Helga.

“Look,” Helga replied,
“Christer and I are here. I have the keys to this place. If this
Gogglet fellow knows as much as you say he does, we’ll have you
free by morning. I promise.”

When the hour had nearly
passed by, Helga and Christer each climbed into trash carts and
Lady G buried them thoroughly in trash. They remained safely in
hiding until the workday ended. Even when the Govern’r returned,
his visit passed without incident.

As the workday ended, Lady
G said, “Helga and Christer, if you can do this thing you’re
attempting, it’ll be a magnificent thing. I hope you’re not simply
young and brash like I was when I came here. I didn’t have a plan
beyond simple anger. I slapped a guard and got my ears timmed. I
hope you have a plan—for what you’re doing, your trim would be just
above the shoulders.”


The Destruction of Tilk
Duraow

Precisely thirty minutes
after Lady G and the others quit work, the Roast Mess bell sounded.
Helga immediately cracked the door open and peered into the
passageway. There was no sign of activity. Beckoning Christer to
follow, she stepped into the passage and moved left, as Lady G had
instructed.

“Brock-a-Brock-a-Brock-a-Brell-oooo.” The faint, but
unmistakable, sound came from somewhere down the passage. Except
for the weird yodeling in the distance, the rest of the fortress
seemed silent as death. Torches, the only source of light, at
intervals provided enough flickering light to see, but not enough
to feel at ease. Walking slowly, being careful to make no sound,
Helga and Christer proceeded down a number of passages, turning
right, then left, then left again, always turning in the direction
where the yodeling sound seemed loudest. After perhaps five minutes
of such meandering, they reached a flight of rough stone steps
leading downward. Helga descended the steps. Christer followed
close behind. At the bottom, a heavy timber door, with massive iron
hinges, handle, and lock, marked the end of their journey. In the
dim light of the passage, a clear, bright line of light showed the
edges of the door. Not only was someone yodeling inside, but there
was an intense light source within as well.

Helga fingered the ring of
keys in her pocket. Casting a look at Christer, she took a deep
breath and quietly lifted the keys from her pocket. Examining them,
she smiled. There could be no doubt which key fit the lock. The
style of lock exactly matched one of the keys. Slowly inserting the
key in the lock and turning it, the lock clicked. She pushed the
door inward. Stepping quickly into the room, she said, “Not a word,
Gogglet. We’ll explain—keep doing exactly what you’re
doing.”

Gogglet continued yodeling
and stirring a large pot that had a heavenly-smelling vapor rising
from it. An intense fire, giving off a brilliant light, burned
under the pot. Despite themselves, Helga and Christer were
startled. Lady G had implied that Gogglet might be a bit unusual,
but nothing prepared them for actually meeting him. His entire
effect was either mysteriously off-center or insanely merry.
Immensely shaggy white hair cascaded from the top of his head, down
across his face, and, joining with a similar beard, extended all
the way to his knees. Virtually nothing of his face was visible.
Yet, the shape of the head and face were unmistakable. The vigorous
way he stirred the pot; the massive shoulders; the tall, strong,
and erect stature. There could be no doubt—they were now in the
presence of an extremely ancient, but still forceful, Wood
Cow!

Gogglet said nothing, but
his eyes sparkled with a wild, unearthly excitement. Looking at
him, Helga could not decide if he were slightly mad or barely able
to contain some inner delight. Either seemed possible. Putting her
questions about Gogglet’s sanity aside for the moment, she said,
“Lady G sent us. We’re here to break the slaves out of here and
need your help. Lady G said you know the fortress top to
bottom.”

Still not stopping his
yodeling, Gogglet motioned for his visitors to take a seat at a
table at the side of the room. Without further explanation, Goggle
returned to his pot-stirring and continued yodeling for perhaps
another ten minutes. Then, he yelled, “CURST CRUST! DOOM MOOD! EVIL
LIVE! DREAD ADDER! TAKE THEE AWAY AND LET ME SLEEP!”

Helga and Christer,
uncertain about their new acquaintance’s mental stability, nearly
abandoned their visit. Who would trust such a creature with their
lives? How could they rely on advice and help from such a beast?
Exchanging looks that mingled worry and puzzlement, they took no
action for the moment, waiting to see what would happen
next.

After his outburst,
Gogglet reduced the fire to a gentle glow, put a tight lid on the
pot, and stopped yodeling. Turning toward Helga and Christer, he
bowed and joined them at the table.

“So sorry, dear friends,
if my way of things is unexpected,” he said with a merry chuckle.
“Don’t think bad of me. A bit of trickery comes in handy. All you
see keeps the Buzzards thinking I’m a bit daft. Makes them keep me
away by myself, which suits my purpose. The little ‘bedtime holler’
lets me stop the yodeling at the end of the day, and helps my
image. Nothing like being a bit daft, to have them leave you alone.
Now, with that out of the way, my Tilk Duraow stage-name—as I think
of it—is Gogglet, but, seeing as how you’re Wood Cows like me, it
would be a kindness if you’d call me by the name my parents gave
me: Klemés.”

“Klemés!” Helga exclaimed.
“My Great-Grandfather, Klemés ma di son Colé?”

“One and the same,” the
ancient Wood Cow declared, leaping from his chair and hugging Helga
close. The joyful reunion might well have consumed the entire
night, but Helga and Klemés both knew that an extremely serious
purpose had brought them together. After some promises to catch up
later, their conversation returned to the task at hand.

“I’m wondering what you
think about a plan I have in mind?” Helga asked. “I’ve heard that
there are dragon pens on the main level of the fortress. If that’s
true, I’m thinking there may be a way to release them to create a
diversion. Seems like dragons running wild might take a bit of time
and attention from the Buzzards. It might give us the time we need
to open the slave cells.”

Klemés grinned wickedly.
“What a howling good time that would be!” he said. “Certainly would
create a diversion. But what then? You’d have free slaves, dragons
loose, and Skull Buzzards running all over the place. How would you
get the slaves out of here?”

“That’s why we need you,”
Helga replied. “We need to know the best way to release the dragons
to keep the Skull Buzzards occupied. And, we also need to know what
escape route you’d recommend to get all those beasts out of here
safely.”

Klemés sat silently for
some time, thinking. After a few minutes, he stood up and walked
over to the pot he had been stirring. He took a bottle down from
the shelf above the hearth. Carrying the bottle back to the table,
he set it in front of Helga.

“That is Shark Squeeze,”
the old Wood Cow said. “That’s what I’m making in the pot I was
stirring. All the cartilage left from the Buzzards daily Roast Mess
comes to me. I chop it up with a grinder in my back room, and boil
it with some special herbs I grow. When it’s boiled down, what’s
left is the strongest glue you’ll ever find. I use it to repair the
stone walls of the fortress—once it sets up, it’s stronger than
stone itself. The stone will fall apart before that glue wears
out.”

“And what’s that got to do
with us?” Helga asked.

“When we let the dragons
loose, we can open doors so that they’ll naturally run down to the
Mess Hall. The smell of Roast Shark will make them fly right into
the Buzzard’s dinner! Once the dragons are on their way, we’ll glue
the doors shut and seal that entire wing of the fortress
off!”

Helga looked at Klemés
dumbfounded. “You mean seal the dragons and the Buzzards away
together? With no way out?”

“That would be exactly
what I mean,” the old Wood Cow laughed. “Seems to me, they deserve
each other’s company.”

“Are you sure it will
work?” Christer asked.

“Tilk Duraow was built as
a fortress,” Klemés explained. “There are only a few entrances and
all the doors leading to critical areas of the fortress are made of
stone; they’re immensely strong. Once they are closed, they’re
designed to be impenetrable. That’s great for defense, but it also
means the same doors make an escape-proof trap looked at from a
different perspective.”

Helga, Christer, and
Klemés exchanged glances. There was a moment of silence. Then, they
all slowly nodded.

“Once we have the dragons
and Buzzards contained in one wing of the fortress,” Klemés
continued, “we can open the cell block gates and let the slaves go
free. When that’s finished, we’ll begin moving the slaves out of
here. Although we could use the main entrance, I don’t recommend
it. Too risky.” Helga and Christer agreed.

“So, we’ll use the escape
routes I’ve discovered over the years,” Klemés said. “I’ve got four
ways to get slaves out of here. All of them involve squeezing
through some tight spots and a fair amount of danger. Not many
beasts can go through any of them at one time. Using all the
routes, it will take several days to get everyone out of here. No
one knows them except me, and no one will be able to find them
again, once I close them off, which I’ll do as I leave.”

“In the meantime, we’ll
work as fast as we can to get everyone out,” Christer
said.

“And I’ll glue every
entrance to the fortress shut,” Klemés said. “With no way in, or
out, it won’t matter who comes to visit while our escape is in
process.”

“You mean that we’re going
to lock ourselves in this place and, essentially, throw away the
key?” Christer said slowly.

“Yes,” Klemés said. “Once
I’m done with this place, it’ll be no better than a huge chunk of
hollow rock. Its days as a prison—or for any other purpose, other
than as a grave for its last brazzen of Buzzards—will be
over.”

With that somber image in
mind, the three Wood Cows sat quietly for a few minutes, staring
into the embers of the fire in the hearth.

“By the Ancient Ones,”
Helga said at last, “making justice is a nasty business. May this
be a step toward ending this tyranny forever.”

“It’s only a nasty
business when tyrants refuse to get off the backs of their brothers
and sisters,” Klemés replied. “I could have escaped this place long
ago,” he observed, “but I stayed because I saw beasts dying on the
Granite Hulks every day and knew their replacements were arriving
every day. If the High One leaves us only one way to end this
terror, that is his choice. Other choices are
available.”

“I have one more
question,” Helga said. “Is Davison here? Some of the family think
he is.”

“He was a prisoner here,
once,” Klemés said. “But he was one of the first I helped to
escape. No one has heard from him? It’s been five years or so since
I got him out of here!”

Helga stared at Klemés.
“Five years! There’s been no news of him anywhere—what could have
happened to him? He surely would have contacted
someone.”

Klemés sighed. “There’s a
lot of dangerous miles between here and home,” he said. “Anything
could have happened.”

Helga pushed back from the
table. “All right,” she declared, “enough talk and worry about
things we can’t fix. We’ve got to move.”

Opening the door to his
cell, Klemés slipped into the passageway with Helga and Christer
following. Leading the way, the ancient Wood Cow walked quickly,
but stealthily. The flickering torchlight in the passageway gave
the Wood Cow’s mass of white hair a burnished luster as it darted
ahead in the semi-darkness. Much more quickly than she’d expected,
Helga heard the ghastly, but all too familiar, sound of monitor
dragons hissing and snapping. Helga suddenly felt as if the breath
of the hideous reptiles was, even at that moment, hot on her back,
as it had been during her run with the dragon train. She shuddered.
How close she had come to being torn to pieces. “Yes,” she thought,
“there may be justice in turning Tilk Duraow into a locked
gateway-to-hell.”

“The feeding gate for the
dragon pens is over there,” Klemés said, indicating an area to the
right of where they were standing. “It’s just down that service
passageway from the main kitchen,” he continued. “After the Roast
Mess is over, they cart the guts and leftovers down the hall to
feed the dragons. The dragons haven’t yet been fed today. They will
be ravenously hungry. We’ll open the doors to the kitchen; then the
feeding gate to the dragon pens. The dragons will be out of there
in a flash, following the smell to the kitchen. There’s many more
dragons than there’s room in the kitchen, so they’ll storm on
through into the Mess Hall. It will be instant chaos.”

“With the plan in place,
each beast undertook a task. Klemés first glued doors closed to
guide the dragons surely to the kitchen. Helga, being the most
accomplished climber in the group, volunteered to walk atop the
dragon pens on the precariously narrow rim, going pen to pen,
loosening the latches to release the dragons. Christer took two
torches down from their wall-brackets and stood in the passageway,
ready to toss the torches down the passageway behind Klemés and
Helga as they ran past him, their tasks complete. The torches
burning in the hallway would deter any loose monitors from coming
after them as they made their retreat.

As Helga prepared to climb
to the top of the dragon pens, what had
earlier, through the immensely thick stone walls, sounded like a
kind of faint or distant metallic “whoof-wank” now was anything but
faint or distant. The wild dragons were slashing at their iron pens
with teeth and claws, throwing their weight against the fence,
trying to break free.

The iron pens rattled so
furiously that the stone floor vibrated as if a giant were shaking
it. The double whammy of the terrifying snarl-scream-bellow of the
dragons and the shaking of the pens had a stunning effect on
Helga’s normally clear mind. Climbing up the side of the iron pens,
she wasn’t so much scared, as her senses were knocked
silly.

With the dragons only
separated from her by two-inch thick iron bars, Helga’s stomach
churned. But as she reached the top, and began to walk along the
top of the pens, balancing on the narrow six-inch wide edge, her
mind cleared, and a strange calm settled over her. Later, she told
Christer that, “By the time I reached the top of the pens, I had
accepted the fact I would likely not live through the assignment.
Once I faced that possibility, my task became incredibly
clear.” Calmly balancing on the rattling
frame of the pen, Helga went pen to pen, throwing open the gates.
As each gate opened, the dragons stormed out, and stampeded for the
kitchen.

The operation went exactly
as planned. Once the dragons were free, complete pandemonimum and
chaos broke loose in the kitchen and Mess Hall. Hissing, shrieking,
screaming, shattering glass, the rumble of tables being overturned;
the success of the operation was palpable as the Wood Cows retraced
their steps. Klemés hung somewhat behind, gluing possible escape
route doors closed. By the time he was finished, so many heavy
stone doors had been closed and forever sealed, that no sounds of
the chaotic scene in the kitchen and Mess Hall any longer could be
heard.

When the three Wood Cows
gathered back in Klemés’ cell, each beast was trembling. No one was
smiling. The look on each face told that every beast acknowledged
that terror had ended centuries of terror for untold generations of
slaves. Each beast alone with his or her thoughts and questions, it
was some minutes before they were ready to proceed to the happier
task of opening the cellblock gates.


Colonel Snart’s Return

“By the Power of Sparks
and Iron, Maev Astuté will be finished!” Fropperdaft shouted above the clanging of
his hammer. “And by the Might of My Own Inventions, no beast will
stop me!” It was dark, except for the flaming light of the Throne
Room’s forge. For several hours, the High One had been alone,
working at the forge, turning out one piece of hammered iron after
another. His face was hard and cold, his brow dark and heavy.
Etched in his angry eyes, was a sharp cruelty formed by his almost
constant ill temper over a lifetime.

That he could hammer
white-hot iron with all his strength, yet with uncanny, amazingly
accurate precision, made the High One laugh gleefully. “Ha-Ha-Ha!
Fools! Dunderdolts! They imagine that they can stop me from
finishing Maev Astuté—but I am smarter than any of them. No matter what they do,
what troubles they cause me; piece by piece, I am inventing what is
necessary. Nothing will slow the building project, nothing! My
prototype balloon—my precious balloon—stolen! Did that slow the
work? NO! I learned from that and turned my attention to designing
a new lift for the Shèttings. More slaves make the work go faster. Now I am told
that the Shèttings has been destroyed, the Wrack Lord may be dead, and my
Skull Buzzard brazzens defeated. Will that slow the work? NO! I
have a new invention! I am never out of inventions. It will be
better than the lift! Each time they give me bad news, I prove them
wrong! They will never awe me, never humble me, never make me fear
them.”

He grasped the hammer with
both hands as he spoke and commenced banging on a large piece of
white-hot iron. There were towering, powerful schemes in his mind.
Nothing would stop Maev Astuté
from ascending into the heavens at
ever-increasing speed. Fropperdaft would be remembered throughout
time as the greatest builder of all the High Ones. For
centuries, Maev Astuté had crawled into the skies, one level at a time. Those days
were now past. Why should he, Fropperdaft, not finish
Maev Astuté!
He would be forever revered as a god!

This was his mood, when a
knock came at the Throne Room door. “Come in!” the High One
growled, continuing his work. The door opened and the First Voice
of the Most Revered Council entered.

“What is it?” Fropperdaft
asked, barely slowing the pace of his work.

“Bad news, Your
Greatness,” the First Voice said, with the slightest hint of a
tremble.

“Bad news?” Fropperdaft
laughed, darkly. “Don’t call it bad news. I’ve had enough of that
already. If you must speak, tell me that you’re bringing me a
problem I have to solve. That’s what all this so-called ‘bad news’
is, in any event! You, and the rest of my Ministers, are forever
twittering about bad news! But, what it really is, is you dimwits
giving me a new problem to solve. The most I can say for the
Council, is that you have consistenly given me interesting problems
to solve. Even those so-called rebels, thinking they have caused me
great trouble, don’t know that I can solve whatever problem they
give me. Let them see what I do now. Yes, they give me the most
interesting problems to solve—which is much better that the endless
blathering of my Ministers. So—tell me, what new problem did you
bring me!”

As the High One was
talking about new problems to solve, his mood changed. Laughing
almost hysterically, he nearly worked the bellows out of his
moorings, making flames roar in the forge. The white-hot iron he
held there grew so hot that it began to melt.

The First Voice, terrified
at how the High One might receive the message he carried, choked
out his message. “Tilk Duraow has been destroyed by the rebels and
all the slaves freed, Dear Lord Reckoner!”

“Taken?” Fropperdaft
replied, pausing in his hammering.

“Taken over, Your
Greatness, and all the slaves released,” the First Voice answered,
shaking violently.

Noticing that the First
Voice had dropped to the floor and was now crawling toward him,
forehead to the floor, Fropperdaft stopped his work and turned
toward him. “What do you yet have to say?” he demanded.

“They have rended the
entire fortress completely unuseable!” the First Voice cried. “It
is not longer possible to enter or leave the fortress. It is now as
good as a tomb.”

Sparks flew in such a
cloud that, for a moment, it was difficult for the First Voice to
see his sovereign. “Who is saying this?” the High One repeated, his
voice rising.

Still on his knees,
forehead to the floor, the First Voice begged, “Please, Your
Peerless Berzerker, with myself prostrated before you, I swear I
would not tell you these things except that it
threatens…”

“THREATENS?” Fropperdaft
shouted, flying into a rage. “TILK DURAOW IS USELESS! THE GRANITE
HULKS ARE SHUT DOWN! THE SUPPLY OF STONE FOR Maev Astuté CUT OFF! OF COURSE THAT
THREATENS THE BUILDING PROJECT!”

“Your Most Enormous
Muchness,” the First Voice quavered, flattening his entire body to
the floor, “I lower myself as low as I can, to show you I know my
station before you. Despite my lowliness before you, I must tell
you that more is threatened than the building project.”

“What more is threatened?”
Fropperdaft asked, gaining control of his rage. “What more could be
threatened?”

“There are whisperings
about the Overending, Your Mighty Immensity,” the First Voice
stammered.

Fropperdaft made no
response. He was silent for so long that the First Voice tilted his
head slightly to see if the High One was still in the room. The
Throne Room had never been so quiet when the High One was agitated.
That he was supremely agitated was obvious. He was staring into the
embers in the forge, his face so close to them that the First Voice
could smell Fropperdaft’s fur singeing.

When the First Voice was
nearly wild with anxiety about what he should do, the High One
spoke. “Who dares to speak of the Overending?” he asked in a calm
voice.

This was the terror-filled
moment the First Voice had been dreading. Everything said
previously was merely the preparation for this moment. “I heard of
it from a prisoner being interrogated,” the First Voice replied,
wishing he could melt away into the floor.

“What prisoner?”
Fropperdaft asked, knowing now that this was the message the First
Voice had truly come to convey.

His heart nearly bursting
with panic, the shuddering, quaking First Voice was reduced to a
pitiful madbeast blubbering at the feet of the High One. “The
prisoner is your own brother, Most Eminent Swellhead.”

“Colonel Snart?” the High
One cried, astounded.

“Yes, Your Exalted Height
of Power,” the First Voice sputtered. “He was one of the slaves
freed by the rebels at Tilk Duraow. In fact, he brought news of
Tilk Duraow’s loss to the first Skull Buzzard outpost he could
reach. That is now we learned of it.”

“We got no word of this
disaster from any other source?” Fropperdaft asked. “None of the
Buzzards up there escaped?”

“No, Sire, no one
escaped—or could have escaped,” the First Voice said. “The fortress
was completely sealed by the rebels. Only the slaves got out. As
soon as he was able, Colonel Snart arrived here, asking for an
audience with you. I was informed, and since you had condemned him
to the Granite Hulks, I had him clapped in irons until you decided
what to do with him.”

“And what does this have
to do with talk of the Overending?” Fropperdaft asked.

“When I ordered him taken
to the dungeon,” the First Voice replied, “he screamed and screamed
that he must see you. ‘They say the Overending has begun!
Fropperdaft must know! Tell him I acknowledge my errors and swear
my loyalty to him!’”

“So, Colonel Snart, who
could never do any wrong, now admits his errors,” Fropperdaft
mused. “There must be something very important in his mind, for him
to do that. He did not admit errors before—why now?”

“I think you should see
him immediately,” the First Voice ventured quietly, completely
exhausted from the burden of carrying the message.

“Get up off the floor, and
bring him to me then,” the High One declared. “I’m impatient to see
what this wretch of a brother could possibly have to say of
interest to me.”

“Yes, Your Most Magnifcent
Toploft, your wish will be instantly obeyed,” the First Voice
cried, backing quickly toward the door.

“When you bring him,” the
High One said, “I want a Captain of the Guard, sword drawn,
standing at his side. If I feel so much as a hint that he is using
me ill, or wasting my time, I will order him struck down on the
spot. Do you understand?”

“Perfectly, your Mighty
Pomp and Swagger,” the First Voice answered.

“In that case, you may
take off his chains,” Fropperdaft said. “I won’t have him think
that he frightens me. Let him stand before me as a common subject
of the High One and speak his piece. I will be working at my forge.
Let’s see if he can draw my attention away from my iron. I doubt
it.”

The First Voice hastily
found the Captain of the Guard and went with him to the dungeon.
Finding Colonel Snart, he ordered him unbound and brought before
the High One. When the prisoner heard these orders, a slight smile
crossed his face. The smile faded, however, when he heard the First
Voice say, “One false word from you, Colonel Snart, and the High
One’s order is to cut you down instantly.”

Saying nothing more, the
First Voice led the way up a long, winding stair out of the
dungeon. Crossing to another wing of Maev
Astuté, where the Throne Room was located,
and he traversed a magnificent corridor. Colonel Snart followed,
attended by the guard.

When the First Voice left
the Throne Room, Fropperdaft hurried into his library, a large room
just beyond the forge. Knowing precisely what he was looking for,
he moved a ladder to one of the floor-to-ceiling shelves and
climbed about halfway to the top. Carefully removing a dusty,
ancient tome, he quickly opened it on his study desk.

Referring to the index, he
turned the yellowed pages, stopping when his eyes fixed on the
section he was seeking. Reading quickly, he gained the information
he wanted. Leaving the volume on the table, he returned to the
Throne Room to await his visitor.

When the First Voice
announced that, “The prisoner is outside, awaiting your pleasure,
your Highest One,” Fropperdaft was hammering at the
forge.

“Let him come,” the High
One replied, continuing his work.

The door was thrown open
and Colonel Snart was brought in. Fropperdaft had intended to treat
the visit with his brother with disdain and show him no brotherly
concern. His incompetence in allowing one of the realm’s most
valuable caravans to blunder into destruction and, even worse,
having the Tilk Duraow runner at the head of the caravan escape,
was beyond forgiveness. Whatever family connection there once had
been, the High One had repudiated it, and was resolved to see his
brother punished like any other incompetent subject.

Fropperdaft, however, was
not prepared for the sight of his brother. The once robust and
lively Colonel Snart, was now a pale, emaciated shadow of his
former self. Limping and feeble, his back now seemed permanently
curved, his shoulders hunched. The hardened cruelty of the High
One, for once, was pierced. This audience with his own brother was
the first time he had actually seen a beast fresh from breaking
rock at the Granite Hulks. Had he not been hammering and working
the bellows, the gasp escaping from him would have been
audible.

“So this is what my bold
brother has become,” Fropperdaft said. “I see that your
incompetence has robbed you of your strength. I hope you have
gained in understanding.”

“Yes, Lord Reckoner,” the
prisoner replied, kneeling and bowing his head. “I have paid dearly
for my errors. But, I have learned that I was wrong, even when I
thought I was right. I repent of my previous understanding. I now
know that I will always be wrong, when you say that I am
wrong.”

“An increase in
understanding, well worth your loss in weight,” Fropperdaft said.
“Now, why did you come?”

“As you have heard,”
Colonel Snart replied, “Tilk Duraow has fallen and the slaves
released. As one of those slaves, I also went free. I stayed with
the group of escaping slaves only until I could slip away and come
here. What I heard from them was terribly upsetting. I had to come
here and tell you.”

Knowing well that was
coming, Fropperdaft worked the bellows and hammered iron. “The
Overending Bodement purports to be a prophecy of
Maev Astuté’s destruction. This is what you have come to tell me, I
believe,” he said.

“Yes, that is what I have
heard,” the prisoner replied. “The slaves were all hue and cry
about it. They say that a ferocious red wind blew through the
canyon—the first time that’s ever occurred. They claim that’s an
omen that your rule is going to fall and Maev Astuté be
destroyed.”

“And you believe this?”
Fropperdaft asked.

“In no way, Your Mightiest
Gasconade,” his brother replied, “I come in humble brokenness to
warn you that this rumor is spreading like the wind. I heard it
whispered all the way along as I came here. Even though it is not
real, if every beast says it and hears it, you may hear it yourself
soon, which I hope you can avoid. That is why I am here. I can tell
you who is spreading this story. I can name names. There are many
within your Council.”

“In my Council!”
Fropperdaft cried, looking at First Voice.

“In your Council,” Colonel
Snart repeated. “My sole comfort in being freed from my labors at
the Granite Hulks on behalf of the Maev
Astuté project is that I may help you in
this.”

“The authenticity of the
Overending Bodement rests on very dubious evidence,” the High One
said. “It was first mentioned some seven hundred years ago and
carried forward for most of the time since then under the name ‘A
Prescient Mule’s Testimony.’ According to legend, and I emphasize
the word legend, the only way the ‘Prescient Testimony’ ever became
known at all was that some unknown beast heard the Mule recount his
vision. He wrote it down, and, then promptly died. Only one written
account of the Mule’s vision was ever printed. The High One of
those times stopped publication when he learned it was being
printed. No one ever tried to print another copy. The only
surviving copy of the Mule’s Testimony is in my library. So,
whatever talking these beasts are doing, is pure talk and nothing
more. Am I to believe that my rule, and the future of
Maev Astuté, is
threatened by a prophecy that no beast can show to exist anywhere
except in the blathering of idiots?”

“As with most things,”
Colonel Snart replied, “our greatest mistakes begin in talk that
feeds on talk and grows on talk, in the absence of facts. I only
offer the suggestion that such talk is occurring and can still be
stopped.”

“Cover your eyes, you
beasts of the Overending,” Fropperdaft said, reciting the
Overending Bodement. “The red wind roars in the canyon and eats the
stone that chains you. Before that wind comes again,
Maev Astuté will fall.
It is done. It is finished. There is no undoing the Overending. Woe
to those who build Maev Astuté
and who rule from there. That place will be
utterly destroyed before the red wind in the canyon blows
again.”

Giving a mighty blast on
the bellows, sparks scattered from the forge. “Now, my dear,
Colonel Snart, what do we learn from this so-called prophecy?” Not
waiting for an answer, Fropperdaft continued, “What we learn is,
exactly, nothing. The most we learn is that if there is a red wind
in some canyon, somewhere, Maev
Astuté will fall sometime before some
other red wind blows in some canyon, somewhere. Now I ask you, what
kind of a prophecy is that, that I should worry myself?”

“It is not the prophecy,
true or false,” the prisoner replied. “It is the whispering and
gossiping and hoping, by some beasts, that it might be true. That
is your danger. In the countryside, one can easily hear that some
of your Ministers, seeing your many recent defeats and troubles
with rebels, are promoting the idea that the time of the Overending
has come.”

The High One pounded his
iron and blew sparks for some time, considering what his brother
had said. At last he stopped and turned to face Colonel Snart. “Get
up off your knees,” he said. “I will never forgive you your idiot
incompetence, but I believe you have paid for your errors, and I’m
encouraged by your ability to correct your understanding. I will
never acknowledge you as my brother, but I release you from your
bonds. You have made a worthy effort to correct your mind and to
offer me help.”

“Thank you, my Sovereign,”
Colonel Snart said. “I will do all I can to serve this greatest
project of all.”

“Yes,” Fropperdaft
replied, “the noblest building project must continue. It cannot be
slowed by untrustworthy Ministers and subjects. I do not believe
the Overending Bodement, but I do care about unworthy Ministers. I
thank you for the offer to name names. I will consider what to do
and call you back to me tomorrow.”

Motioning to the First
Voice, Fropperdaft contined, “Provide Colonel Snart with proper
lodging and see that he receives food from my kitchen. Give
directions that I am not to be interrupted.” With a slight nod to
his brother, Fropperdaft dismissed his visitors.

Leaving the Throne Room,
the First Voice said softly to Colonel Snart, “Very nice, Colonel,
very nice. We have him where we want him, now.”


Epilogue

“There is but little more
than can be told now,” Helga said tiredly, sitting around a large
table littered with the remains of a tremendous feast. Home and Bad
Bone, the only beasts remaining around the table who had not gone
on to bed, smiled at their Wood Cow friend.

Casting a glance across
what had been pots of Not-Forgotten Soup, platters of Turtle Belly
Cutlets, plates of Fried Rice Cakes, and bowls of Didn’t-Do Cream
Frost, Helga patted her stomach. “I really need to sleep off all
this food,” Helga laughed. “My heavens, Home, I don’t know how you
did it, putting on a feast for more than two-thousand beasts, but
it was memorable.”

“One thing you learn,
running an anti-slaving camp for so many years,” Home replied with
a grin, “is you’ve got to have a good supply chain.”

“It’s quite a story,” Bad
Bone remarked. “I can’t tell you how much I thought my eyes were
deceiving me when I first saw you, Christer, Klemés, and that long
troop of refugees from Tilk Duraow paddling in across the Great Hot
Lake. It was like a dream. I swear I thought I was seeing
things!”

“Aye,” Home added, “more
than two-thousand beasts coming ashore in my humble little camp was
far too much for my poor old brain to believe. Yet, when we hugged,
and when I saw the happy tears of all those poor, desperate beasts
you rescued, I knew it was real. It was magnificent.”

“I’m still waiting to hear
how you actually got the slaves out of the fortress and down to
here,” Bad Bone said, “but, I see you’re exhausted and there’s
plenty of time tomorrow.”

“Yes,” Home agreed, “and
the other beasts will want to hear more as well.”

“And the telling will take
all of us,” Helga smiled. “I didn’t see it all, and some of what I
did see, I don’t understand. And there’s things I want to know,
that I’ll never find out without listening to Bem—now there’s a
part of the story you’ll not want to miss!” She paused, a look of
tired worry passing across her face. “And, I fear it will also take
all of us to figure out what happened to TrimWagg and his
Pogwaggers. I heard they never returned from…”

“No one knows,” Bad Bone
replied quietly. “The last anyone knows, TrimWagg sent word to your
parents that he was going to Hadst for a meeting with some Miner
Bears. He hoped to return soon, but there was no further word from
him.”

“That’s the way it is with
stories,” Helga said. “The last word you get is the first word you
get of what’s to come.”

 


End of Volume
II

To Be
Continued.


 


From The Author

As an author, I’m drawn to
eccentric, unexpected characters: those who surprise because they
hear a distant galaxy, see a different music, create their own
fragrance rather than get hooked on a soundtrack; the child who has
her own ideas about how the emperor is dressed; the lunatics and
rebels who tell stories on the boundaries. I seek to write unusual
stories that take readers to worlds they never imagined—a whole new
ride. 

One of the attractions of writing
fantasy is that it forces us to experiment with “beyond the box”
thinking. Imagination is often the only
tool we have in breaking through the barriers or chains that limit
our possibilities. Running on imagination, our minds and hearts are
no longer bound by such “obvious” constraints as common sense, the
speed of light, or prejudices of mind.

A natural relative of fantasy is
the sense of humor, and need to play, that are part of human
nature. Like fantasy, humor is a matter of skewing how we look, and
re-look, at things we normally take for granted. In my writing, I
use fantasy and humorous absurdity to poke holes in the
expectations cultures create to keep things in their
place.

Fantasy, including the idea that
cows might think, talk, and are proper heroines—perhaps encourages
us to wonder about other creatures, people, and dimensions of
thought that “common sense” keeps us from hearing and seeing.
Possibly, we may even discover that there are cows within ourselves
waiting to speak and be heroic. Our capacity to hear things that
are, in our “common sense” world, unheard and unheard of, is one of
the degrees of freedom we can preserve for ourselves and offer to
others. And, for children—kids of all ages—these degrees of freedom
are precious and worth nurturing. That is why I write.
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