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1. Misery Hates Company



 “Enough! Go away!” 
 Those words echoed from the dim underground smithy into the dark stone passage outside. Beyond the open doorway to this seldom-visited place stood Karras, who humans of the nearby Numan nations might call “Carrow.” And that shout, like a thunderclap through the mountain’s bowels, seemed to vibrate through the stone beneath his broad, booted feet. 
 Karras shuddered in the lowest level of Dhredze Seatt’s eastern settlement. 
 The stronghold seatt—a “fortified place”—within the great peninsula peak was the realm of his people, the Rughìr or Rughìr’thai’âch, the “Earth-Born,” or as humans called them, the dwarves. In his view, these depths of the seatt’s “underside” were no place for one of his honored family and clan. His father and mother were part of their clan council and spoke freely for their clan among the five tribes. 
 Just the same, that shout silenced him. 
 Slightly more than a yard and a half tall, Karras was a touch short for his people though suitably broad, nearly one and a half times human width at the shoulders. His dark brown hair was trimmed, oiled, and groomed into a sleek tail that hung barely below his collar. It was tied back with a delicately braided leather thong, bartered that very day at the market cavern. His faintly granite-like complexion common to all rughìr was a little less noticeable, for he was slightly tanned as well. A bit thin-lipped, with maybe a little protrusion of his brows, he considered himself plain but not unattractive, physically speaking. 
 He had dressed in a white linen shirt beneath a vestment of fine but simple russet felt. Both were bound with a thick leather belt and a brass octagon buckle displaying the vubrí or emblem of his family name, Iamílchlagh or “Tumble-Stone.” And finally, he wore light toned pants to match. 
 Karras had done all that he could to be presentable without appearing high or superior. Now all he did was stare blankly through the open door, watching her work so late at her family’s glowing forge. 
 Over the last winter, Skirra had spurned him twice. In two-plus years, she had done so more often than that. 
 She pulled an iron bar with her tongs, its end red-hot from the glowing coals, and hammered on it. Each clank scattered sparks across her charred leather apron, one careening off her glistening, soot-smeared cheek. She did not even flinch. 
 Unlike their people, her black-irised eyes were a bit large. All of her wavy and dark scarlet hair was tied back to expose her broad face. In place of Karras’s new hair thong, hers was simple, old, and darkened by years of sweat and smoke. Her nose was smallish, dainty for a rughìr, and her jaw curved smoothly, though it was properly prominent. Her brows, not as bushy as a male’s, appeared to sweep up a tad when one looked closely. 
 She might be a bit taller than him, and a little older as well, but the latter mattered not, as their people could sometimes live as long as two hundred years. Handsome, and some might say beautiful, as he would, she was earnest if cruel, dedicated if obstinate, and strong like the bones of the earth. 
 And she wanted nothing to do with him. 
 Who else would seek alliance by marriage with her dwindling, fallen family? No one that Karras knew remembered why the Yêarclág—the “Iron-Braid” family—had generations ago come to such a sorry state. 
 So why was he not good enough for her? 
 Skirra, a name that Numans or humans of nearby nations would change to “Sliver,” actually meant “shard,” as in a sharp piece of forged metal. She was that hard and wounding, though not chill. She smoldered within, and even her black rughìr eyes appeared to glow by the forge’s light like the iron she pulled from the coals once more. 
 The click and wheeze of chain and weight driven bellows smothered the next clang of her hammer. Smoke and sparks sucked up a wide tin flue over the stone forge. Without looking up, she snarled at him. 
 “Are you still here?” 
 Karras once more turned away to trudged the dark and deep tunnels beneath Chemarré—“Seaside”—one of the four major settlements of Dhredze Seatt. 
 His family lived high above on the seaward mountainside. The frontage of their manor, cut into the native stone, looked out upon a sun-sparkled ocean strait and across to the distant Isle of Wrêdelîd. He wished to show Skirra such bright days, yet she would rather stay here in the deepest depths where dwelt those with little means and even less standing. It was beyond his comprehension compared to what he offered her and her frail mother. 
 So why did he pursue her all the more? 
 Here and now, Karras could not think clearly of such things. There had been—were—reasons that had led him to her the first time, the second, and so on. At first, it had not been for love, but she had become his obsession, something important in life that he could not have. There were all the wrong and right reasons to want her, to marry her, but as yet he did not understand how and why he needed her. 
 He stepped from the side passage into Âyillichreg Bâyir—“Limestone Mainway”—and plodded the great tunnel with its central stone columns as big as trees in what humans called “elven” lands. For this poorest of levels, only every other column held a steaming crystal mounted on high to offer a little yellow-orange light. In the darkness above and between every other column, there was no comfort to be found. Eventually, he reached the mainway’s end and stopped well short of the broad archway ahead. 
 That mouth opened upon a gradually spiraling tunnel leading upward through the seven underlevels of Chemarré. Suddenly, two strokes of a great bell echoed distantly out of that huge stone archway. This marked the end of Night’s Summer, the second fourth of night. Late as it was, the long climb to the mountain’s exterior seemed too much to bear. And in the empty mainway, the muted din of many voices pulled his attention. 
 Karras peered left as perhaps one voice rose over the cheers and shouts of others, though any words were not clear to hear. A dingy banner above a doorless archway of framestones bore a faded vubrí or emblem. 
 KÌNNÉBUÂY—“The People’s House.” 
 Karras sagged. He so disliked any cheag’anâkst or “greeting house,” though it would not be the first time he had taken refuge in this one. He preferred a quiet, private réhanâkst or “common house” as humans mistakenly called them. Those were limited to a specific family or clan and their selected guests. 
 Looking about, he saw nowhere else open this late to lick his wounds like an abused dog. Thought of his people's great and treasured hounds made him sulk all the more. They were treated better than Skirra had ever treated him. 
 Karras slunk into the archway but hesitated at the noise, pipe smoke, and cloying smell. Thick rughìr bodies crowded in at many long tables in the huge inner chamber. At its center was a cheag’anâkst’s typical stone platform, over seven strides in diameter and as tall as his boots. Almost resigned to enter, he stalled again with a groan at the worst sight in that place. 
 Fiáh’our—“Hammer-Stag”—had returned once more to the seatt. The thänæ or “honored one” was in full bluster as he strutted the platform in shouting out another “telling” of his so-called great exploits. 
 Karras nearly backed out upon spotting his distant clan-kin, but where else could he go except on the long walk home? If—when—he arose bleary-eyed before dawn, his father and mother would wonder where he had been. There would be questions and angry berating over whatever left him slow in his duty to the family’s trading and shipping business. Still he hesitated in the archway. 
 He had met Fiáh’our several times in accompanying Father and Mother to clan gatherings of their leaders and honored ones. That bulky, grisly blusterer looked much the same though grungier now. Could he not at least bathe before appearing in public? 
 Tall for his people, Fiáh’our’s long and ruddy ore-colored locks were shot with glaring streaks of gray. His bushy eyebrows almost hinted at the antlers of his namesake, and his eyes always seemed too boisterous, regardless of being underlined with faint wrinkles. He had to be beyond a hundred years and maybe a half century more. His full beard and thick moustache matched his hair, though they were darker—and needed grooming. 
 Karras preferred to be cleanly shaven; a practice that drew odd stares from his kind and outright scowls from his father and mother. 
 The thänæ, dressed in a scarred chain vest over a quilted leather hauberk, gestured wildly in the air with his big hands. Steel pauldrons and couters on his shoulders and elbows were stained with what Karras preferred to think was dried muck and mud. A silvery thôrhk, the open-ended hoop marking all thänæ, hung around Fiáh’our’s bullish neck. Its braided metal was thicker than a thumb with ends like small butt-spikes on the haft of a war axe. Those ends marked him as being so rewarded by a temple to one of the three warriors among the Bäynæ, the Eternals, the ancestral spirits of their people. 
 Karras did not like tellings, especially in a common place like this, and more so from that braggart. A few times in passing, he had glimpsed Fiáh’our here and then quickly slipped away. At least now the bellower did not draw either war dagger at his belt, poking it about for emphasis. And the heavy double-bladed axe remained sheathed upside down on his back. Swinging that over the crowd’s heads would have been—had been—even more appalling. 
 At Fiáh’our’s next pause, the crowd’s din grew with shouts and banging of tankards. Striding the platform’s edge, he rounded farther and farther and… 
 Karras ducked before the thänæ’s gaze turned his way. A passing server with a loaded tray elbowed him. In reflex, he stepped aside into the cheag’anâkst. For that mistake, he quickly ducked even lower behind the nearest onlookers. 
 There was no chance to get back to the entrance without being spotted. All he could do was creep along the inner sidewall to an empty table in the near back corner. There he slouched alone on a bench, for all who had come to hear another telling had packed in as close as they could to the platform. 
 Karras hunkered, desperately hoping to pass unnoticed by a loudmouthed clan-kin. Otherwise, it would be a more miserable end to a final miserable night in having sought out Skirra. 



2. The Hidden Debt




 Fiáh’our finished his telling to thunderous shouts for more and the hammering of tankards, some not quite empty and sloshing the tabletops. Even a wet enthusiasm was heartening and humbling, but the glory was not what mattered. For as said in one of the temples… 
Chuoynaksâg Viônag Skíal;

Skíalag Viônag Chuoynaks.

 or, in the words of those scribblers, the human “sages”… 
Remember What is Worthy of the Telling;

Tell What is Worthy of the Remembering.

 It was not the words but what lay behind and within them that needed remembering. Worthiness was tested in that alone. A good “telling” reminded all, including the teller, of what was virtuous. Only in this could Fiáh’our inspire them to live truly as those of “stone and earth” upon which rose up all good things of the world. 
 And if, after the end of his days, he might be remembered—if he might be re-told and one far day gain a place among the Bäynæ… 
 Well, it was not so much to hope for. 
 In re-telling over generations, his people—not the Bäynæ themselves—would judge him worthy or not to stand among those Eternal Ones. That would not happen if he did not tell the people something, and often, and told it well. 
 But as Fiáh’our stepped from the platform, graciously declining demands for more, one thing—one sneaky little thing—stuck in his awareness. Amid grins, hearty laughs, and effort at humility, he peered over heads or between wide bodies crowding in. 
 And there he was. 
 In the hall’s dim back corner, a hunched figure likewise peered through the shifting crowd. Not toward Fiáh’our but toward the archway out, as if to spot a break by which to reach it. 
 Ignoring a clan-kin would be most impolite, so Fiáh’our pushed through with many thanks and claps upon a back, either given or received. The nearer he came to that far table, the more the lone figure slouched. He was almost at the table’s front when the young one finally glanced up sidelong at him. 
 “Karras, is it not?” Fiáh’our said loudly. “I thought I spotted a clan-kin slip in late upon my telling.” 
 Still, the young one said nothing. 
 Fiáh’our waited patiently, not taking a seat. That would be presumptuous—very ill mannered—without an invitation. 
 Karras finally gestured to the bench across from himself. 
 “A’ye!’ Fiáh’our breathed out. He clunked down so heavily that the thick bench creaked, and then he chuckled. “Such a long telling—what an effort! Yet they always want more.” 
 Karras winced and nodded once with a quick half-smile that vanished. With a slow sigh, he finally swung his outer leg back over his bench, turning to face his guest. 
 “What keeps you out into Night’s Autumn?” Fiáh’our asked, for in sitting so far back in the hall, it could not have been for the telling. 
 Karras was reticent at first. “A matter…” he grumbled and then mumbled, “personal… I failed to… something… I could not settle.” 
 “Must be troubling to keep you out so late,” Fiáh’our returned. “A warrior must be well rested by dawn to face another battle… or a barter?” 
 Karras scowled openly, his eyes narrowing. Not that he looked any less sour on other occasions, but Fiáh’our had only meant it as a friendly jibe. 
 He often reminded others that a little laugh at one’s self was a good thing, especially for a heavy heart. He had laughed many times at his own foolishness and even some failures, but in being away from his people so much, he sometimes forgot how sensitive the young could be. He had to remind himself of this. 
 “Would this matter, barter or not, be with someone particular?” he prodded, as if he did not know or could not guess. “Personal, you said… perhaps with a woman?” 
 Karras’s scowl flattened as his eyes widened a little. 
 Fiáh’our exerted great effort not to smile and remained outwardly serious in his interest. 
 Warriors learned quickly to read one another, even at a battle they did not fight themselves. If not, then they did not live long enough to become warriors, let alone victorious. Fiáh’our read this young one clearly. 
 Karras had given up, surrendering the field without even knowing so. More wars were lost this way than by those who misunderstood the cost of victory in fighting another battle. The trouble was, that telling this to the young after too many defeats without learning on their own, rarely led to anything useful. Yes, one had to be a bit more subtle and cunning. 
 To be a warrior meant to suffer, to serve, and to sacrifice. Karras was no warrior, so his defeat was of another kind. Yes, this too was obvious to Fiáh’our, but for some, the necessities of love were the same as those of battle. 
 “Tell me of this ‘matter,’ as you call it,” he encouraged. 
 It took more prodding than that to get to the heart of the matter. Amid Karras’s reluctant ramblings, Fiáh’our kept to himself what he knew or had already guessed. 
 Who would not have noticed even infrequent appearances by one such as Karras in the depths of Chemarré’s underside? On Fiáh’our’s occasional returns, he too had heard of the young one passing by, though he did not hold with gossip. At least this time, Karras was not so dressed up as to cause such notice, though he still looked preened like a cat that had spent all day licking itself. 
 And why in earth and stone did he shave his face? Did his beard not grow properly? Too many young males took up such human habits, may the Bäynæ be forgiving! But as Karras haltingly grumbled on, what slipped out regarding his visits to Chemarré’s underside held something new for Fiáh’our. 
 “What I offered was more than a fair,” Karras half-whispered. “There is much that I could give her… if she would only see…” 
 It took effort for Fiáh’our not to be openly appalled. 
 Skirra of the family Yêarclág—Iron-Braid—was a hard one with whom to barter. Likely more so for marriage, and yet more because Karras did not see that it was a barter, at least not the kind that it truly was. Worse, the young one had ignorantly tried to put Skirra and her ailing mother in debt. 
 Oh, yes he had, though he did not see it. 
 “It makes no sense,” Karras said with an exhausted sigh. “Why does she not see how much better off she would be?” 
 Fiáh’our smacked his lips and then quickly stopped tapping his thick fingers irritably on the tabletop. 
 Skirra was the last of her generation among the Yêarclág, with a father passed over long ago, two elder brothers gone to who knew where, and an ailing mother too frail to help out in family smithy. Few knew why the Yêarclág had come to such a low place, some generations ago. And pity the dolt who asked that of Skirra, if she knew the whole truth herself. 
 Even Fiáh’our knew next to nothing of this, though he had heard it concerned an atrocity committed by some forgotten ancestor. Among the handful he encountered who might know more, only two seemed to know who that ancestor might have been. Neither would speak this name, both warned him never to ask again, and they were none too polite about it, even with him. 
 All of this unknown, unspoken dishonor held Skirra and what remained of her family in a fallen state. Among those who might dismiss vague rumors or ignorant speculations, many still would not risk a connection to such a family. And most especially those highest among the twenty-seven clans and five tribes with the most honor to lose, should any truth be uncovered. 
 Cowards, all of them, with less honor than they boasted! 
 Typically, marriages between family lines remained within the same clan. If not, it rarely occurred outside of the same tribe. Karras shared neither clan nor tribe with Skirra, yet in spite of the whispered onus upon the Yêarclág, he had sought her for marriage. 
 It was most strange and even a little suspicious. 
 Karras’s family was well known and honored in its way, though why any rughìr made a living as traders with a ship of their own was baffling. Very few of their people, let alone whole families, made a life out of bobbing about on an overgrown boat. Rughìr belonged upon earth and stone, if for no other reason than they could neither swim nor float; they simply sank. 
 “It is not as if she would lose anything in marrying me,” Karras added. 
 And by now, Fiáh’our had to do little prodding at all. 
 So, what was Karras’s ultimate failure? For some reason he looked upon Skirra as desirable, and she was so by Fiáh’our’s reckoning. But perhaps Karras had too long dealt with humans, forgetting too much of his people’s ways. He had offered Skirra marriage and for her to take his family name. In some such arrangements it was the male who took the female’s family name, depending on which line had the greatest honor, but more to the point… 
 The unspoken part was that she could escape the onus put upon her and hers, and supposedly let her dark family name vanish forever. But Karras had not stated what he wanted in return. The marrying part was not the barter; that simply sealed this special agreement in a heartfelt way. And the dolt did not see his mistake! 
 Debt was a vice to all rughìr, which stained debtor and indebted alike. Barter, the trade of goods, services, and worth in the moment was their way, rather than coin or token spent like a human. In barter, something of true value was exchanged, one for the other. 
 So what had Karras asked from Skirra in the barter? Nothing. 
 What was Skirra to do, for such a lifelong debt? Spend the rest of her days being grateful? 
 Karras had shown no awareness of Skirra’s value in who she was, not to mention overestimating himself. But by his own account, he had pursued her for years, though in the moment he could not, or would not, clearly say why. 
 “And nothing… nothing I say… matters to her,” Karras muttered. 
 It was obvious to Fiáh’our that the young one was in love, as well as being a lead-skulled, muck-brained, backside of a donkey! Karras was lucky that Skirra had not taken a forge hammer to his forehead for such an insult. And a repeated insult, at that! 
 That was odd as well, and it gave Fiáh’our pause. 
 He scratched his thick moustache in hiding a cunning half-smile, though he frowned with a sigh as Karras kept on. It was like listening to a puppy—no, a kitten—feebly growl and hiss because it did not get what that it wanted and just because it wanted. 
 On the other side, if Fiáh’our had heard rightly, Skirra herself had offered up nothing in the barter. Certainly she knew it was a barter. Instead, she had simply driven Karras off, time and again. Nothing puzzling about that, except she had taken no steps to be rid of him, once and for all. 
 Now that was telling, and Fiáh’our smiled again in secret. 
 Skirra could have gone before Karras’—and Fiáh’our’s—clan council to formally declare no interest in him. Karras would not have dared pursue her further, and that would have been that. 
 Fiáh’our had heard of no such declaration at his clan’s gatherings, so was it possible that Skirra actually favored Karras? 
 Blessed Bäynæ, why?! 
 Perhaps she saw something in the young one that as yet Fiáh’our did not. Unlikely, but, as the Karras was still going on… and on… 
 “I knew your paternal great-grandfather a little,” Fiáh’our declared. 
 Karras blinked at the interruption. “What?” 
 “He had his way in the name I bear.” 
 Flustered and confused, Karras shook his head slightly. “One’s parents or family name their children, not some other.” 
 “Ah, but what if they asked the guidance of an honored clan-kin?” 
 Karras stared in a long silence. “I have never heard of this.” 
 Fiáh’our silently begged the Bäynæ for patience. Indeed what he suggested was rare, but the young one had again missed another point. An honored one, a thänæ unknown to Karras, had been part of his family line. As to why he did not know, that was an unknown telling. That he missed the hint gave Fiáh’our greater frustration. 

Oh, bothersome Bäynæ, he thought. You have tossed a mewling half-wit into my path… and it is not a fair prank!

 Fiáh’our rose from the bench and commanded, “Come with me.” As his deep voice reverberated off the high stone walls, Karras looked about. Fiáh’our did not need to do so. 
 Amid the young one’s tiresome growling and hissing, the cheag’anâkst had emptied. All tables had long been cleared and not a single server was still about. In the quiet of that late night, no one had dared disturb a thänæ and his one companion. 
 “To where?” Karras asked suspiciously. 
 “To pay an old debt!” Fiáh’our barked, and Karras flinched back wide-eyed. “You will help me in this… and by that barter, I will help you.” 
 “Help me with…? Wait… I did not offer you a bar—” 
 “Get up!” 



3. Invoke with Care



 Karras carefully watched Fiáh’our out of the corner of his eye, having to look up to do so as they trudged the spiraling tunnel up through Chemarré’s underlevels. Along the way, their pounding boots gave a beat to the thänæ’s rumbling hum of some old song. Karras flinched again and again at the echoing thrum and pound in his ears. 
 Back in the cheag’anâkst, at the blusterer’s final shout, he had nearly fallen off his bench in a panicked scramble for the archway. He had rushed out into the empty mainway as the thänæ stalked out on his heels. And when Fiáh’our jabbed a stubby finger toward the mainway’s end and the way up, Karras had been too flustered to think of more than hurrying on. They passed four great archways into other levels before he dared speak again. 
 “Where are we going?” 
 Much to his relief, the big thänæ’s wordless song broke. 
 “Home,” Fiáh’our answered. “To yours, that is. I would speak with your father or mother.” 
 Relief vanished, and another five echoing footfalls passed before Karras choked out another question. 
 “In the middle of the night?” 
 “After so long, what is to be done is best done now.” 
 “What is there to do? What does this have to do with… a debt?” 
 “Not your concern,” Fiáh’our answered, but instead of returning to his hum, he grew quiet and then let out a moaning sigh. “A’ye! To speak my shame aloud… that would make it all the more.” 
 “More what?” Karras dared. 
 “Enough!” Fiáh’our whispered sharply, lifting his chin high and averting his face. “It is too much to bear.” 
 Karras rolled his eyes and then flinched in worry that Fiáh’our might have noticed. At least, if the grizzled old boar was the one to wake the household, his parents’ ire might be diverted from him. But as they reached the top level and exited into Chamid Bâyir—“Oblique Mainway”—Karras’s mouth went dry. 
 Mother and Father would not be the only ones roused. 
 Likely his younger brother and sister would be present, along with their conniving spouses. Tomorrow, the family ship headed off around the peninsula with a full cargo for Calm Seatt, the capital of the neighboring kingdom of Malourné. All of the immediate family would be in house, rising before first light and preparing the ship to depart at dawn. 
 Karras shriveled inside as he strode the immense tunnel leading out through Chemarré’s first interior level. Every column here, greater than those below, had the largest steaming crystals mounted high above. There were no shadows in which to hide. And once they reached the mountain’s sheer slope, they would climb the steep switchback streets to where Fiáh’our would bellow out in the main hall of Karras’s home. 
 His breath quickened. If only he had simply snuck home on his own, perhaps the family would have been too busy to turn much attention his way. The pressure for him to marry, as the eldest of his siblings, might have been held off yet again. 
 Holding his parents at bay had become harder over the passing seasons and years. Dismissing their proposals of whom to marry was becoming evermore difficult. If he told them that he had already selected a mate, they would not understand let alone approve his choice. He could not give them a chance to argue until too late. 
 If only Skirra had agreed to marry him, no one could have breached such an agreement without an avalanche of dishonor before the clan. That was how it had to be, if he was to escape becoming like his brother and sister in their twisted marriages. But after mounting years of failure, he had now told a loudmouthed clan-kin too much. 
 His secret, his plan, even in failure, might be revealed this night, and that bellowing bulk was humming again! 
 Karras peered down every side tunnel they passed, even the one to the immense market cavern he had visited that day. Could he simply run and leave the old thänæ with no guide? No, too many up here knew his family. By dawn, someone would tell Fiáh’our where to go. 
 Karras had to somehow turn the thänæ aside, but nothing cunning enough came to mind. And now the exit to the mountainside was no more than two stones’ throws ahead. 
 He did not particularly believe in the Bäynæ as anything more than fanciful legend. The names of those long dead somebodies might not even be their real ones, if they had ever lived as who they were claimed to be. He did not believe they had anything to do with the fate of the people, let alone him, and yet… 
 “Oh please,” he whispered, “do something… anything.” 
 “Hmm? What was that?” 
 Karras swallowed hard at Fiáh’our’s query. “Nothing, only… nothing,” he quickly mumbled. 
 The tall thänæ scowled down at him, cocking a bushy eyebrow, and his big mouth opened amid his beard. 
 Just short of the mainway’s end, someone shot out of the side archway from the tram station, and the thänæ’s attention shifted. 
 The stocky figure of a male rughìr charged for the exit to the mountainside as the rumble of a tram started up somewhere out of sight. Likely it turned along the stone ruts that would guide it on the long journey back to some other settlement. 
 Fiáh’our surged ahead, calling out, “Gän’gehtin!” 
 Without thinking, Karras hurried after. The newcomer stopped short, and a final tromp of boots echoed in the vacant mainway. As he turned, Karras saw him more clearly. 
 This rughìr was simply attired in a collared white vestment of thick quilted felt. Suitable for padding under other armor, it looked fashioned more like daily attire. He was young looking, though not as young as Karras, with auburn hair cut austerely short above somewhat splayed ears. A narrow, crisp line of bristling beard ran along his jawline and chin but not his upper lip. 
 Karras noted the white vestment most of all. 
 This was a shirvêsh, what humans haphazardly called a priest or a monk, from one of the temples. His vestment marked him in service to one of the three warriors among the Bäynæ: Mukvadân the Warrior, Skâpagi the Guardian, or Stálghlên the Champion. Such a sudden and timely diversion was a bit too close for comfort to Karras’s desperately whispered plea. 
 “What is the hurry?” Fiáh’our called. 
 The shirvêsh did not answer, and a dark panic clouded his blockish features. An arm’s length, iron-shod cudgel was slipped into his broad belt. That likely marked him in service to Skâpagi—“Shielder”—the Guardian among the Bäynæ. 
 The shirvêsh barely glanced at the thänæ before turning his eyes on Karras. In place of panic, wariness rose in his broad face. 
 At Fiáh’our’s approach, the one called Gän’gehtin grabbed the thänæ by the arm and hurried out the tunnel’s end. On the expansive landing outside, an erratic wind ripped at the shirvêsh’s vestment and the thänæ’s grayed hair. The former leaned close to the latter to speak in hushed tones. 
 Curiosity dragged Karras forward. When the shirvêsh turned eyes on him, Fiáh’our quickly looked back and thrust out a palm. 
 “Wait there!” 
 Karras froze inside the archway and then noticed how light it was outside. There was a full moon this night, and with it, one of the highest tides of the year. 
 The shirvêsh uttered another few phrases. Just before he finished, he gestured toward the landing’s far edge or perhaps to the lift down the mountainside. 
 “Who?” Fiáh’our barked. 
 Gän’gehtin’s eyes widened, and he grated through clenched teeth, “Keep quiet!” 
 The thänæ raised his hands apologetically as the shirvêsh went on, though not for long. 
 Fiáh’our suddenly straightened. 
 With the thänæ’s back turned, Karras could not see the old man’s face, but the blusterer pushed past the shirvêsh towards the broad landing’s edge or the lift. He stopped short in only three steps, lingering long before glancing back. 
 Fiáh’our’s eyes were opened in astonishment, and then his brow wrinkled in disturbed fury. 
 “What idiot told them who they had?” he growled. 
 “That does not matter,” Gän’gehtin countered. “They have been down there half the night in waiting. I came with word that the… his family is out looking for him, but there is no safe way to warn them. This has to end, so are you helping or not?” 
 “Of course!” Fiáh’our declared. “If only because you do not know what you are dealing with.” 
 The thänæ slowly turned his eyes on Karras. For an instant, it was as if some malicious humor raised a brief smile under his grisly beard. 
 Karras shrank away, looking about in hope that Fiáh’our had fixed on someone else. There was only him and, before he could think of some excuse, the thänæ charged back past the shirvêsh. 
 “What are you doing?” Gän’gehtin challenged. “Fiáh’our… Fiáh’our, no!” 
 Karras backpedalled in rambling, “There is no way… I cannot… I have much to… and it appears you—” 
 Fiáh’our snatched Karras by the arm and jerked. Only a rughìr could have budged another this way, and the thänæ was bigger at that. Karras stumbled forward and almost lost his footing as the shore wind up the mountain hit him in the face. 
 “It is not my business,” he pleaded. “Whatever it is!” 
 The shirvêsh stepped into the thänæ’s way. “He is correct. Too many already know.” 
 “Then one more matters not,” Fiáh’our argued, shouldering past to drag and shove Karras out ahead. “Rouse the lift master and stop wasting the night. Come dawn, the situation could worsen.” 
 The shirvêsh ran off grumbling under his breath, but Karras no chance to turn about. In one heavy stride, Fiáh’our’s palm slammed into his back, driving him toward the landing’s far edge and the docked lift. 
 Karras barely got out, “But I do not want—” 
 “You are coming along, kitten,” Fiáh’our growled. 
 At that last word, Karras faltered, and the thänæ's palm slammed his back again. 
 Somewhere nearby, the shirvêsh shouted to wake the corpulent lift master. In another five shoves, Karras stumbled onto the bottom of the stone loading ramp and quickly turned before he was shoved again. 
 “I do not want to come along!” he shouted. 
 The thänæ fixed him with a glare, reached up and back, and gripped the upright haft of his great axe. 
 Karras’s eyes and mouth opened wide in dumbstruck fear. 
 Fiáh’our pulled that huge weapon over his head, and its upper haft smacked down in his other hand. 
 “Get on the lift,” he warned in a growl, “or I’ll hang you over the front like a pelt for the long ride down!” 
 Karras fled up the loading ramp. Fumbling the lock-pin for the railing gate, he did not even shut the gate as he rushed over the cargo lift’s planks to the rear rail. Neither did he peer down over the precipice, and he quickly turned about as the thänæ tromped onto the lift. 
 Fiáh’our halted inside the open gate, inverted his axe, and its head clunked down. The tips of both great blades bit into the lift’s planks, and he rested his large hands around the axe’s butt spike. His eyes never blinked as he watched only Karras. 
 Fortunately, it was not long before Gän’gehtin returned. Locking the gate, the shirvêsh stepped around the thänæ to the left side rail and leaned there below one of the two great gears of the axle upon which the platform would rotate to remain level for the descent. He eyed the thänæ with displeasure and a shallow shake of his head. 
 “I had forgotten what trouble you are,” the shirvêsh said. 
 Slowly, a rumbling laugh rose out of Fiáh’our. “Then you sit too much in temple. Your memory has dulled… along with your wits.” 
 Gän’gehtin huffed, but even at the thänæ’s taunt, he turned his eyes on Karras. And Karras grew ever more panicked. 
 The lift’s great gears began to turn, and its steel-shod wheels rolled forward over the landing’s edge into the near vertical stone ruts of the downward track. The cargo platform rocked to stay level as the undercarriage tilted sharply down the sheer mountainside. 
 Karras looked upward just before Chemarré vanished from sight. 
 It was the least developed of all four settlements of Dhredze Seatt, though large enough. A narrow main street, marked by tall granite pylons with huge glowing crystals, snaked sharply up the peak’s side. Steep, switchback turns cut between varied buildings built in fitted blocks or carved from the mountain’s own stone. 
 Somewhere up there in the dark was his home. More than once this night he had sought to avoid that place for differing reasons. He had even mistakenly invoked the aid of the Bäynæ. As the shoreward wind up the mountainside grew worse under the lift’s growing speed, that home was the only place he wanted to be. 
 Instead, Karras found himself trapped in a rapid descent toward who knew what with a madman. 



4. A Fall Cometh Before Pride



 Fiáh’our remained before the railing’s gate, even when Karras finally turned away to face into the wind. Gän’gehtin glowered as he also watched the young one. Not in disapproval of Karras himself but rather the young one’s forced intrusion into what would come. 
 The young shirvêsh turned that glower upon Fiáh’our, but he ignored his youthful comrade. In truth, he had his own doubts about dragging the young one along, but the Bäynæ had shoved the kitten into his path. Any event that came so quickly after that must have a purpose to suit it. It was not until the lift fell past three smaller stops, which were barely more than pause points along the way versus full settlements, that Fiáh’our stepped to the lift’s rear rail. 
 Karras shifted warily away toward the rail’s right corner. 
 Fiáh’our ignored this and peered over the edge. They were still too far up to see much of the little port below, other than pinpoints of lantern light one would expect at this time of night. 
 “How many?” he asked as Gän’gehtin drew near. 
 “More than a dozen, at least, were reported.” 
 Surprised by this, Fiáh’our looked to his friend. “That must be one big longboat.” 
 “Two sails instead of the typical one,” Gän’gehtin added. “Maybe twelve or more oars. I have… will have never seen one that size among the Maksœín.” 
 Fiáh’our had but only grunted in reply. 
 “Maksœ’ín Veallaksê?” Karras whispered. “They do not come here… not often.” 
 Gän’gehtin eyed the unwilling companion, as did Fiáh’our. Karras fell silent under their scrutiny, though he returned a frightened scowl. There were some things the young one should not know until necessary. 
 The Maksœ’ín Veallaksê—“People of the Bear”—or what other humans called Northlanders were one of the oldest known human cultures of the region. They were honorable by their ways, and that counted for something, but the vessel’s description bothered Fiáh’our. 
 Many of the Maksœín clans had diverged from their coastal ways. They cut out a life in the harsh inland wilds north of Dhredze Seatt’s peninsula and the Numan nations, the other humans of the region. Fiáh’our had done much good service among the inland Maksœín villages, but there were those clans who still clung to the old ways of the longboat, the hunt and other exploits, including raiding. 
 The vessel Gän’gehtin had described was either for long raiding or war, and Fiáh’our would not know which until he saw it firsthand. But by the shirvêsh’s earlier whispers, how had this band gotten its hands on a… 
 No, that did not matter. That they now knew whom they had, and those searching for him could not be told, was more important. Gän’gehtin had learned too little by signals tapped out on forged iron pipes running through the mountain between settlements. Why the drums up at Seattâsh—“Old Seatt”—atop the peak had not sounded a general alarm was obvious. 
 Any warning would be heard on all sides of the mountain and across the waters, not only by the searchers but also by those below in the longboat. The captive’s family could not be notified that he had been found without complicating the situation. 
 It was a mess and would take something sly or bold or both to put it right. 
 “Do you remember that morning we went fishing with old Tratna?” Fiáh’our asked. 
 Gän’gehtin was silent for a moment. “I may have only been an acolyte then, but I would… not… forget…” 
 Even in the dark, Fiáh’our’s friend appeared to pale. 
 “It is not a rowboat down there,” Gän’gehtin warned, “and that was not an amusing prank!” 
 “I laughed,” Fiáh’our muttered with a smile. “And you escaped unscathed.” 
 “The elder shirvêsh did not!” Gän’gehtin returned. “Put that notion out of your head, you clown!” 
 While it was true that Tratna, or “Mallet” as humans called him, had screamed for his life, the old high shirvêsh of another temple had been no true danger. Fiáh’our had not wanted to go out in the little boat in the first place. Unable to find a polite way to decline, and in being pushed and pressed, he had done so. 
 Old Tratna had prattled out tales all morning long, scaring off all the fish. 
 But as to Fiáh’our’s prank, he kept that in the back of his thoughts, despite Gän’gehtin’s warning. The situation below would have to be studied first to see if such a simple trick might be useful. Then he caught Karras watching him in confused concern. 
 In passing through fear, perhaps the young one might take the first step to deserving Skirra. Should she ever agree to marry him, it was to his honor and not the other way around. 
 If only Karras were half of what the local Numans thought his name sounded most like: a Carrow or “wily” one, sometimes an errant gamester or gambler. Not a flattering mis-mistranslation for a rughìr name, but it would have been something to build upon. 
 As to his name’s true meaning from karrä, a bream or ocean sunfish, that was a stupid name for a rughìr. What had his parents been thinking? 
 Fiáh’our did not see a true coward in Karras. If so, he would not have bothered with such a whiny complication. The young one was simply a self-serving, conniving dolt, though it seemed the blessed Bäynæ hoped otherwise. Unlike his Numan miss-name, Karras would never do anything with the outcome at risk unless forced upon him. And so it would be. 
 “Suffering enough?” Fiáh’our goaded. “Well, there’s a lesson in that, if you can learn it… to serve something besides yourself. As to true sacrifice, I see that is beyond you.” 
 Karras eyed him, likely suspicious of an insult, but that was something to Fiáh’our. Wounded pride could make people change, willing or not. 
 Before the young one mustered a retort, the lift lurched, and Fiáh’our grabbed the railing. After a long ride down, they all came to a slow stop at the stone loading ramp behind the little port. 



5. It is Always Worse than You Think



 Karras fumed as he stepped off the lift and down the ramp behind the thänæ. He blinked and squinted, for the wind had lessened only slightly now that they had ceased careening down the mountainside. Fed up with being treated like an ignorant half-wit, he still kept quiet as Gän’gehtin followed behind him. With Fiáh’our in the lead, they were halfway down the path between the little warehouses and the littler shoreline buildings before the thänæ glanced over his shoulder. 
 “Keep quiet unless I say otherwise,” the old boar rumbled. “And do as you are told. Lives depend upon it now.” 
 Karras clenched his jaw, but at the shirvêsh’s sharp sigh from behind him, he kept his tongue and nodded once to the thänæ. There was still one slim chance along the way to get out of all this, whatever it was. That notion slipped from his thoughts as they reached the dock’s head. 
 There stood three elderly ones, from left to right, scrawny, bulky, and saggy in their old age with clothes to match their looks. Likely the port watch, as the one in the middle held a tin lantern. Around them milled a mix of onlookers, some human, Numan and Suman and otherwise, and likely travelers from the local inn roused by the commotion. All present whispered among themselves as they peered and pointed. 
 Beyond them, Karras spotted at least a dozen others standing still and silent along the dock. Even by extra lanterns set at some of their feet, he could not be sure who they were or from what clan they came. However, there was no doubting that half or more were clan warriors by their arms and armor. Farther off, he barely made out the longboat tied off sideways at the dock’s end. 
 It was bigger than he had imagined, possibly two-thirds the length of his family’s ship, which was moored halfway down to the dock’s left side. And there was his last chance to escape. 
 A broad-hulled ocean bark of two tall masts, there had to have someone aboard on watch at all times. If he dashed up its ramp, that someone could help pull up the ramp before the thänæ followed him. But this notion vanished. 
 There was no ramp was set down to the dock from his family's ship. 
 Perhaps all those on guard along the way had ordered it pulled in. Karras stared toward the dock’s far end as he followed Fiáh’our, and they closed on the trio of the watch. With all that he saw, for a moment he was distracted in worried wondering. Who was on that huge longboat that drew all of this concern? 
 “Which one of you mud-brains told them who they had?” Fiáh’our demanded in a low voice. 
 All three of the watch, dressed in worn clothing and long woolly cloaks swaying in the wind, stared up at the thänæ. Even if they did not know him, lantern light exposed the thôrhk around his neck. All three swallowed hard, almost in unison, and the middle bulky one quickly pointed at the left scrawny one. 
 That one sucked a breath at the betrayal only a blink before Fiáh’our leaned in on him. 
 “Sorry, thänæ, I…” the left one stuttered out. “When they came… and said… I did not… but I recognized—” 
 “Enough!” Fiáh’our snapped. “You come with me.” 
 The left watchman’s jaw dropped, and the other two exchanged relieved, sly smiles. 
 “You two, as well,” Fiáh’our added. 
 That banished the other pair’s humor and both mumbled, “Yes, thänæ.” 
 Fiáh’our waved them in behind as he stepped onward. 
 Karras followed at the thänæ’s right side, though he eyed the family ship with the hope that he might yet get aboard. As they neared the first two warriors along the way, both holding stout iron staves and likely part of some clan constabulary, Fiáh’our slowed. 
 “Get the gawkers off the waterfront,” he commanded in a low voice. “We need no more eyes on all of this.” 
 With only a nod from one, the pair stalked back toward the shore. Fiáh’our headed onward again, leading Karras and the others between the silent, hard-eyed rughìr warriors along the way. 
 “Why bring the watch?” Gän’gehtin asked at the thänæ’s other side. 
 “Safer than warriors,” Fiáh’our whispered. “These kinds of Maksœín would not flinch from a fight, so best not stir them up for one. But we may need more hands.” 
 “Well enough,” Gän’gehtin replied, “but let me take the lead with the longboaters. Better as well if they recognize a shirvêsh, especially from my temple.” 
 “What does that have to do with this?” Karras asked. 
 Again, all he got was a double-glare from the pair. 
 “What did I tell you?” Fiáh’our warned. 
 Karras frowned and fell silent, and already they had passed his family’s ship. Though its ramp was up, he spotted one of the family’s retainers, Ionlak, at the near rail and looking toward the dock’s end. By the way the ship and nearby skiffs rode upon the lapping water, the tide had peaked. It was indeed a high one, for the edge of the nearest skiff was almost level with the dock. 
 “At least I see no rams lashed to the bow,” Fiáh’our added, peering ahead. “So they are not out warring or pirating. Though what a longboat of that size is doing this far south… hmm.” 
 “It came with the other ships,” someone squeaked behind them. 
 Fiáh’our halted and turned, forcing Karras to do likewise. All three of the watch stood blinking nervously under their scrutiny. 
 “What ships?” Gän’gehtin demanded. 
 Again, the bulky and saggy ones pointed at the scrawniest on the left, and that one shrank upon himself as he answered. 
 “About dusk, I… I saw them coming up the coast in the distance. Three big ones, huge, maybe smaller ones around them… maybe like that longboat.” 
 “Out of the bay… from Malourné?” Gän’gehtin asked. 
 “No, farther south. It was too dark when they neared, but by the color of their mast flags, I would guess out of Witeny.” 
 “We think they are still anchored in the strait,” added the bulky one with the lantern, and the saggy one nodded. “There were lights out there, earlier, but they did not move on.” 
 Fiáh’our glanced up the dock. “Witenon cargo ships with Maksœín escorts? What is happening out here?” 
 “How did you know who they had?” Gän’gehtin asked the three. 
 Karras sighed as again with the pointing and again the left one answered. 
 “When they came in, they said they had pulled a drowning man from the water. They were… were anxious to be rid of him, at first… fearing he had some sickness.” 
 “And?” 
 “I did not want that sickness among our people, so I asked to see. One of them went to the bow and held a lantern over a man and pulled him up to sitting. The man… he was pale… or maybe just half-drowned. But at his face, his hair… eyes… I knew he was—” 
 “Enough!” Gän’gehtin cut in. 
 Fiáh’our grunted, still staring up the dock. “Afraid of plague, and yet when they learned who he was—” 
 “Ransom,” Gän’gehtin hissed, “as I said.” 
 Fiáh’our scoffed. “No, that is not their way. They trade favors, deeds done, like we barter goods and services. They never ask for specific rewards… only that those served show equitable respect in what is gifted in return. But they did not know at first how big a favor they had done.” 
 “And how did you know… him?” Gän’gehtin demanded of the left watchman. 
 “I used to work at the bay-side port. Once, I was there when a ship came in from Calm Seatt. It brought some of the family for—” 
 Gän’gehtin flashed a hand, silencing the scrawny watchman again. 
 All of this made Karras more nervous. Being trapped by the blusterer was bad enough, but plague… 
 “There is no doubt,” Gän’gehtin said, turning to Fiáh’our. “Shirvêsh of my temple often tend to such visits. We have to offer something to get him off that vessel. And he is not stricken with some plague.” 
 Fiáh’our eyed his companion. “How would you know that?” 
 Karras wanted to know as well, but Gän’gehtin did not answer at first. 
 “Trust me,” he said, as if it were beyond question. “That is all, other than we must give these brigands whatever they want.” 
 The thänæ rumbled in a slow exhale, apparently accepting the shirvêsh’s claim. 
 Karras was not so certain. 
 “There is another way,” Fiáh’our whispered. 
 Karras watch suspicion flood the shirvêsh’s features. 
 “We have always stood by Malourné and its people, and they with us,” Gän’gehtin said. “Do not fiddle about with this! Malourné in turn is allied to Witeny.” 
 Fiáh’our spat on the dock, and Karras wrinkled his nose in disgust. 
 “Those two nations are not as friendly as you think,” the thänæ countered. “That will not improve if some favor debt is paid, especially to Maksœín mercenaries serving Witenon merchants. These longboaters have other customs where deeds of favor are concerned….” 
 Karras waited anxiously, but the old thänæ was silent for too long. 
 “What are you up to?” Gän’gehtin asked quietly. 
 Fiáh’our chuckled. “Even a bit of cattle thievery, amid favor barter, is not unknown among their land-bound clans.” 
 Gän’gehtin shook his head with an exhausted sigh. 
 Karras did not understand any of this, but as he peered down the long dock, he wondered about this human pulled from the ocean who was the focus of so much trouble. He had stepped—no, been bullied—from failure with Skirra into the grip of a madman. Now it appeared he would be dragged into a political disaster of the bulky braggart’s making. And he peeked over the dock’s edge at the dark water between two tied-off skiffs. 
 Would it be any worse to step off and sink? He could clamber along the bottom and reach the shore well before he drowned. But he did not do so, and not because he feared he would not make it. 
 Suddenly, Karras did not care for the shame of it, when he came out of that water. He was sick of the thänæ’s insults, and besides, whatever happened here would all be on Fiáh’our’s head. 



6. Prank in the Making



 Fiáh’our stalked the dock’s planks with his makeshift squad in tow, knowing that only Gän’gehtin would be worth a wit if it came to a fight. Yes, there were clan warriors at hand, but should battle break out, the dock’s end would allow few if any to close in. He could not let that happen, not for the most part. 
 He might have to politely thump a Maksœ’ín or two, but that was just the way among warriors. Bumps and bruises were the same as a good shouting match in a telling duel or the “bear” peoples’ wager of boasts over too much ale. 
 Then there was Karras. 
 If the young one thought Fiáh’our had not noticed that long glance off the dock’s side… well, it appeared the kitten found getting wet less appealing than what waited ahead. They had rescuing to do, and though Karras was no warrior, he would do for what Fiáh’our had in mind. 
 Maybe the young one would even get a thump or two. That might stiffen his spine, not that Fiáh’our would let any real harm come of it. Then he spotted one familiar acquaintance ahead. 
 Ruddy-faced Lêt’vöulsat stood near the aft end of a fat bellied, two-masted ship docked along the way. His auburn beard was properly full, though it puffed up around his face like wooly moss, and he had a nose reminiscent of a shovel’s backside. Fully girded in a scaled mail shirt and iron-banded helmet, he had his oak spear in hand. 
 Lêt’vöulsat could knock a tankard out of a grip at fifty paces. Better than that, he was clan-kin and had trekked with Fiáh’our more than once. All it took was an exchange of nods, including one from Gän’gehtin, and Lêt’vöulsat fell in behind the watch. At this, the young one glanced back. 
 Before Karras opened his mouth, Fiáh’our silenced him with a warning glare, and then he began searching along the dock. When his gaze caught on what he needed, he swung out his arm to hold the young one and the others in place. 
 On a crate between two watchful clan warriors was a good coil of rope. It was thick and strong, with a three-pronged iron grappling hook, the kind used to pull in drifting skiffs or help dock a smaller vessel. 
 Fiáh’our grabbed up the rope and hook before resuming down the dock. 
 “What is that for?” Gän’gehtin asked. 
 “Peace of mind,” he answered. “Or to haul me out, should I end up going for a cold bath.” 
 The shirvêsh took a deep breath, holding it with pursed lips, and Fiáh’our grinned. He would not share everything, for that was no way to play a prank. It would take something sudden and shocking but simple to get the prisoner out of this. Especially without a favor debt or payment in exchange. 
 Fiáh’our glanced down at his other side to find Karras peering warily ahead, his features taut as he eyed the longboat. At least he was not looking for another way to flee, and Fiáh’our looked ahead as well. 
 Indeed, the longboat was huge, likely six or more strides across the midpoint. The useful part, for what he had in mind, was that it was too big to be hewn from one tree and had been framed and planked like a ship. Eight steel embossed oaken shields were mounted on the near side, so indeed sixteen oars for the vessel. That the shields were still mounted to defend rowers, or anyone in waiting on board, was both bad and good. It meant those aboard were wary but had not pulled the shields to ready for a fight. 
 Both narrow masts were bare, with their large square sails rolled up to the crossbeams. The near end of the closest beam hung out over the dock’s end, way up high. And those aboard the longboat watched the approach with several oil lanterns hung or set about the vessel. 
 One massive man stood with a much shorter companion at the longboat’s midpoint. He was two yards high, maybe more, or perhaps the short one made it appear so. His sandy colored beard and long hair of multiple braids looked dull even under the whale’s oil lamp hung on the nearest mast. Watchful but relaxed and poised, even a child could have guessed him the leader. 
 Maksœ’ín valued might as well as courage, but it was worse than that. Their kind clothed themselves and kin in skins and hides from their hunts. Under the lantern’s yellowish glow, the leader’s cloak was a huge pelt of nearly white fur. It was made from the hide of a massive ice bear. 
 Fiáh’our would not have willingly chosen to face such a beast. 
 He studied the rest of the crew and noticed something odder still: there were only thirteen. At least eighteen would have been best: sixteen to row, one steersman, and then the leader. Either they were shorthanded or some were in hiding, though he could not see how. Not even a makeshift tent was rigged on the longboat. 
 Most of the Maksœ’ín were in the vessel’s rear half. Only two stood the other way a little beyond the leader and his short companion. One of those stared off into the dark toward the bow, where there was no lantern at all, while the other fidgeted too much behind the first. Neither looked Fiáh’our’s way as he closed on the dock’s end, but he confirmed one thing and learned another. 
 The prisoner was still low in the bow below the tall curling sprit. And the crew was afraid to get near him again, so likely he was alone. 
 Much as Gän’gehtin claimed no catching illness was involved, coastal Maksœ’ín did not scare this easily. Fiáh’our could only hope that his friend was right as he stopped a few paces short of the dock’s end. 
 Karras took an extra step and quickly shuffled back into place, bumping into one of the watch following too close behind. 
 Fiáh’our glanced back at the left watchman and whispered, “What language did they use with you?” 
 “Their own and a bit of ours,” the watchman answered. “It took some fuss to understand them, but how they knew… the name I let slip…” And he shrugged. 
 Fiáh’our turned back to find the Maksœ’ín leader watching only him. 
 “Start in Numanese,” he whispered to Gän’gehtin. “I want to test something. Do not let them know we understand their tongue.” 
 “They already spoke with the watch,” Gän’gehtin countered. 
 “Even so, they do not know what languages you and I understand. We will throw them off a bit.” 
 Gän’gehtin nodded and took a step forward before calling out, “Alívednez béat-stap’n ant hwerfan?” 
 “You understand that?” Fiáh’our whispered to Karras. 
 “Of course,” the young one grumbled. “My family has done business with Numan cultures for three generations.” 
 That accounted for much of Karras’s problem with Skirra—too much dealing in Numan or general human ways and not enough of his own people’s. At Gän’gehtin’s request to approach and barter, Fiáh’our quickly scanned all aboard the longboat. 
 The leader frowned deeply, cocked his head a bit, and looked to his smaller companion. That scrawny one, dressed in motley pelts, shook his head in confusion, and another nearer the stern called out. The leader turned, and at their exchange, it was clear that even that other one did not fully understand what had been asked. 
 Fiáh’our had what he needed. 
 It all explained why these Maksœ’ín had not learned the prisoner’s identity before coming here. They did not know enough of the right language to speak with him. These longboaters had to be from far up north, something Fiáh’our already suspected by the leader’s cloak. This deepened the mystery of why they were this far south, and even farther, in tow with Witenon cargo hulks. 
 It also meant Fiáh’our had a way to communicate with Gän’gehtin. When the moment came, their adversaries would not understand quickly enough. 
 As the leader barked a command, the scrawny one called out, “I no Numan word’es. You speak you word’es. Come.” 
 Gän’gehtin stepped onward to the dock’s end. Fiáh’our followed a little behind, holding the young one back. The Maksœ’ín leader’s gaze shifted to the rope and grappling hook in his hand. 
 “We need to see your prisoner,” Gän’gehtin demanded. “If he is ill, he must have attention while we barter.” 
 The scrawny one hesitated, perhaps not catching every word. Before he turned to the leader, Fiáh’our gestured to his own eyes, then to Gän’gehtin, and finally toward the longboat’s bow. 
 At the little one’s prattle, the leader looked from Fiáh’our to the shirvêsh and then toward the pair to his left nearer the bow. The steadier of that pair whispered something, and the fidgeting one shook his head. 
 Fiáh’our understood their language well enough, though he had not caught what was said. All that mattered was if the leader would cow his underlings into getting near a “plague” victim again. And the big Maksœín whispered a few words to the little one. 
 “You come… no weapon’es,” the scrawny one called out to the shirvêsh. 
 A pair of Maksœín from the stern hurried in to remove two shields and make an entrance. Gän’gehtin took the lantern from the trio of the watch and then pulled his iron-shod cudgel to crouch and lay it on the dock’s end. 
 “Go with him and do as he says,” Fiáh’our whispered to Karras. 
 “What?” 
 “Shut your maw and move!” 
 He grabbed the shoulder of Karras’s vestment, jerked the young one forward, and shoved him out as the shirvêsh rose. The leader swatted aside his bearskin cloak and reached for a heavy sword on his hip. Gän’gehtin turned his back on the longboat and frowned at the sight of a panicked Karras. 
 “Take the healer with you,” Fiáh’our commanded the shirvêsh, and then he eyed the leader. “Care first, barter later!” 
 The tall Maksœ’ín still gripped his sword as the scrawny one translated. Gän’gehtin reluctantly faced the longboat. 
 “Healer… curer… medicine,” he rambled, pointing from Karras to the longboat’s bow. 
 At that, Karras’s mouth gaped. 
 Perhaps his plain panic helped, for the leader grunted with a sneer, jutting his chin toward the bow as he waved his men off. Gän’gehtin did not look back, and as Fiáh’our watched, his friend stepped up heavily upon the longboat’s tall edge. 
 The vessel rocked under a rughìr’s sudden great weight. 
 Fiáh’our’s snorted in satisfaction, but as Gän’gehtin stepped down into the longboat and called out bitterly “come with me… healer,” Fiáh’our knew he had not heard the last of this from his friend. That would wait and, as Karras still stalled… 
 Fiáh’our reached out and shoved the young one after the shirvêsh. 



7. Doubts about a Doubt



 Karras stumbled forward as Gän’gehtin’s first step came off the longboat’s edge. Big as the longboat was, it rocked visibly, and the littlest barbarian shouted at the shirvêsh. 
 “Not hard walk, big rock!” 
 Both that one and the leader quickly widened their stances to keep their balance. Guttural curses carried among the others toward the stern as the shirvêsh stood waiting. 
 Karras bit his tongue and stepped more carefully on the longboat’s thick edge. It rocked less this time. Being on water was something he knew well. It was a little surprising that the shirvêsh had been so careless. 
 When he stepped in before Gän’gehtin, he did not look back at Fiáh’our. He was too busy eyeing all of these filthy barbarians eyeing him, especially the one in the dingy, white fur cloak. 
 Scars ran up and down the big human’s tanned forearm, right above that hairy hand gripping the sword’s hilt. By the sheath’s width, the blade within it was broad and heavy enough for a clan warrior, though perhaps a bit long. 
 Karras jumped slightly when Gän’gehtin backhanded him across the shoulder to get his attention. The shirvêsh frowned, eyes intense, as he pointed sharply towards the bow. Karras did not budge. He would not be the first to approach a plague victim, no matter what ruse into which he had been shoved. 
 Gän’gehtin shook his head in disgust and headed off toward the bow. 
 Karras began to dislike the thänæ’s self-righteous companion almost as much as the old boar, but he followed three steps behind. The two barbarians toward the bow shifted away to let the shirvêsh pass. Karras kept his eyes on the back of Gän’gehtin’s white vestment so as not to look at either of those big humans. Nonetheless, the hairs on the back of his necked prickled when that last pair was behind him and beyond sight. 
 Gän’gehtin raised the lantern high, lighting the way, and Karras spotted someone ahead in the bow curled up beneath a large black-furred hide. At least these barbarians had covered the man up, whoever he was, after pulling him out of the ocean. But Karras slowed even more, hanging back, for the closer they got to that huddled form, he saw… 
 The man’s eyes were open. 
 Even in the shirvêsh’s quiet approach, those eyes did not turn. With the man’s head lying sideways against a stuffed canvas sack, he merely stared at the hull’s sidewall. Nor did he blink as the shirvêsh stopped above him; he only choked, as if breathing was difficult. A slightly hooked but long narrow nose centered his equally long features framed by hair that was still half-wet. But Karras stared mostly at the man’s strange eyes. 
 Their color was almost too bright for lantern’s light and like nothing he had ever seen in human irises. For an instant he could not even find a way to describe them. Perhaps they were most like a phosphorescent glow from a jellyfish deep beneath storm-churned seawater. And the man was so pale, his narrow face still covered with drops of the ocean, including one clinging just above his… 
 Karras saw three dark thin lines running across the side of the man’s throat, right below the man’s sharp jawline. Were those bruises? He could think of nothing that might cause such perfectly thin and parallel marks. 
 “What is wrong with him?” he asked. 
 Gän’gehtin crouched, setting the lantern aside. With one hand, he ever so gently turned the man’s face toward himself. Only then did the prisoner appear to see him. 
 The man’s thin and pale lips parted no more than for a tongue-tip, but all that came out was a gagging sound. The shirvêsh leaned in, carefully wiping droplets from the man’s face with his other hand, and he whispered too softly. 
 Karras grew horrified at the strange sickness that he saw, but he inched closer, trying to hear what the shirvêsh said. 
 “…and soon. Do you understand me… Highness?” 
 At those words in Numanese, Karras turned stiff and cold. Pieces of what he had heard this night came together as he stared at those strangely colored irises. 
 A man had been found adrift in the ocean beyond the great bay to the main port of Malourné. His family was searching for him, which meant by ship, perhaps more than one. It was all wrapped up in alliances and their potential through a misspoken name that drove these barbarians to greed after rescuing or capturing him. 
 And Karras remembered hearing of such eyes. 
 “Âreskynna?” he whispered. 
 Gän’gehtin’s head whipped around as he hissed in Numanese, “Silence! They will hear you.” 
 Karras’s mouth snapped closed. 
 There were few who had not heard at least once of the royals of Malourné and their strange eyes. Amid fright and dealing with the thänæ, he had not thought of this. What those eyes meant, no one knew, and this man was far too young to be King Leofwin. He must be one of the two princes among the three heirs, either… what were their names? 
 What was a prince of Malourné doing out alone at sea, if he had been alone? 
 “Do not say anymore,” Gän’gehtin whispered, again in Numanese. “For what Fiáh’our may have in mind, we need the Maksœ’ín to doubt this man’s identity.” 
 Karras was all the more confused, though he carefully answered in the same tongue. 
 “But the watch told them—” 
 “All the worse,” Gän’gehtin warned, “so do not confirm it!” 
 Karras hesitantly peered over his shoulder. Back near the longboat’s midpoint, the nearest two barbarians were still watching. Beyond them, so was the big one in the white fur cloak. 
 “Well, is he alive or not?” 
 Karras spun fully around at Fiáh’our’s bellow in their own tongue. The old thänæ had his fists on his hips where he stood on the dock’s end before the cowering trio of the watch and the one other warrior. 
 “Yes, barely,” Gän’gehtin called back. “But I do not think he is who they say he is.” 
 “What?” the thänæ snapped in irritation. “How could you not…” 
 Fiáh’our turned an angry glare on the biggest barbarian. 
 “What are you trying here?” he shouted in rage. “You think I am some dotty old fool?” 
 And his tirade went on and on, and the big barbarian began shouting back. Through all of this, the smaller man tried desperately to translate curses, accusations, and outrage both ways. 
 “Get down here,” Gän’gehtin whispered. 
 Karras turned and then hesitated. 
 “He is not sick,” Gän’gehtin repeated, “at least not with anything catching.” 
 That a mere shirvêsh knew this was doubtful, but Karras crept in to crouch on the prince’s other side. 
 “Fiáh’our will somehow get us to the midpoint,” Gän’gehtin went on. “There will come a moment when I will say ‘time’ in Numanese. You will help me get the prince off this boat and onto the dock.” 
 Karras blinked, stiffening upright. “How? They will not let us—” 
 “We will throw him.” 
 “What? And what about us? You are as mad as that old—” 
 Gän’gehtin snatched the split of Karras’s vestment and hissed in a low voice. 
 “Either help or jump overboard and sink!” he warned. “The latter at least adds credence to the prince being no more than a plague victim. Nothing matters here except keeping his identity in doubt long enough to get him to safety.” 
 Karras wobbled as the Gän’gehtin released him. He was no coward, but thinking of that plea he had whispered upon first sighting the shirvêsh… 
 That was the first and last time he ever begged help from the Bäynæ! 
 “I want to see him with my own eyes, or no barter,” Fiáh’our shouted. “I do not trade for biscuits in a bag, you over-grown bear-baiter!” 
 Karras groaned at more of the old blusterer’s… bluster. 
 “Prepare,” Gän’gehtin whispered. 
 The shirvêsh reached out and pulled away the bearskin covering the man to take hold of him. Gän’gehtinstalled and sucked a breath, and Karras was startled, as well. 
 The prince was tied up with leather lashings from shoulders to feet. His arms had been fully crossed so that, in being bound to his waist, he could not use his hands to free himself. And he was dress in nothing but a plain linen shirt that clung to his slight form and canvas pants not suitable to nobility. He also had no shoes or boots, though perhaps he had kicked them off to swim. 
 Almost as disturbing as the bonds, the man did not shiver. That was worrisome, for perhaps he had chilled so deeply that he had lost too much inner heat in being adrift in the cold sea. 
 Gän’gehtin’s head twisted as he glared back along the vessel toward the barbarians. 
 Karras thought he heard the shirvêsh’s breath quicken in fury as it rushed through clenched teeth. But all he thought of was why someone had bound a sick man. He reached out tentatively, trying to see any knot in the leather that he could undo. 
 The prince’s eyes opened fully and aware, fixing on him. 
 Karras’s hand froze a finger’s breadth from the lashings. 
 The prince’s mouth gaped as he squirmed weakly. Amid the gurgle and choke that escaped from his throat, Karras caught only a few clear words in Numanese. 
 “…my water…ocean…my people…” 
 Karras flinched when Gän’gehtin’s hand closed suddenly on his wrist. 
 “We must leave him bound or rouse suspicion,” the shirvêsh said, and, when he looked down upon the prince, he quickly dropped his gaze. “Forgive me, Highness.” 
 Then Gän’gehtin took hold of the prince’s upper right arm and looked to Karras. 
 “We get him up now. Fiáh’our is waiting.” 
 Karras, his gaze still locked on the prince’s face, had lost track of whatever the old thänæ had arranged. The words he had heard the prince utter were still stuck in his head. They made no sense, so he must have heard wrongly. He took hold of the prince’s other arm and helped to hoist and hold the slender man upright. Inching along, he and the shirvêsh half-carried, half-dragged the man down the longboat. 
 The prince was a head taller than either of them, but with his feet still bound, it took time to approach the midsection. The closest pair of barbarians quickly shifted out of the way, the second one pressing all the way against the vessel’s bayside. 
 That one’s face flooded with panic as he eyed the sickly captive. Karras’s skin crawled in gripping the prince’s elbow and lower back, and he looked up. 
 The tall man had twisted his head aside, looking out to the vast ocean. Those strange eyes were locked open, glassy and vacant, as if he saw something out in the dark that Karras did not. 
 “Closer!” Fiáh’our shouted. “I want to see his face.” 
 As they reached the midship, the little translator ducked behind the big one in the white fur. The leader inched back as well and almost stepped on his smaller companion. 
 “What have you done?” Fiáh’our demanded, his outraged voice growing louder. “You tie up a sick man, like some pig hauled off for a feast?” 
 The scrawny one was too busy staring at the prince, and the leader elbowed him sharply. 
 “He sick here,” and the little man slapped his chest. “Sick more here,” he added, touching his head. “He try go…” 
 The translator sighed amid a frantic pant, clearly at a loss for the next word. Instead, he motioned with his hand over the longboat’s far side. 
 Karras frowned, looking to Gän’gehtin, but the shirvêsh shook his head in confusion. He then glanced upward again, and even in facing the dock’s end, the prince still twisted his neck trying to peer beyond the longboat and out to sea. 
 “You think I believe he tried to jump overboard, after you pulled him out?” Fiáh’our barked at the big leader. “Well, maybe he had a reason… maybe you gave him one!” 
 A flurry of bellowing began again, but as Karras irritably eyed the thänæ, he noticed too many little oddities. 
 All three of the watch were crowded close behind Fiáh’our. In place of the one clan warrior who had followed them, another stood behind the watch. The warrior that had joined them up the dock now stood a step to the right, just behind Fiáh’our. Karras grew even more anxious, though it was not the oddest detail of all. That one clan warrior still held his spear, but its head now rested on the dock instead of being upright. 
 “Psst!” 
 Karras found Gän’gehtin eyeing him. 
 The shirvêsh purposefully looked down and tucked his hand in below the prince’s bound arms. He gripped the prince’s belt and nodded sternly. Karras groaned and did likewise. 
 Whatever was to happen was coming fast, and Fiáh’our made a squinting fuss in peering at the prince. 
 “A’ye’ous! My old eyes,” the thänæ grumbled. 
 Rubbing them, he half turned to hand off the coiled rope to the watch. The left one swallowed audibly, and Fiáh’our snagged the grappling hook in his broad belt before turning back. 
 Karras heard the barbarians shifting. The big one reached for his sword again, and the little one pointed at the thänæ. 
 “What?” that one demanded. 
 Fiáh’our leaned back slightly, blinking in bafflement. 
 “This?” he said, twisting in a glance at the grappling hook before he shrugged. “I… do not care for a dunking… if I am to get a closer clear look at this man.” 
 At the translation, the big leader sneered and pointed at Fiáh’our’s belt. The thänæ rolled his eyes, took out both war daggers with blades like elongated triangles, and handed those off to the watch. When he pulled the great axe over his head, he laid it beside Gän’gehtin’s cudgel on the dock, handle outward. 
 Karras tensed even before the squeak of leather as Gän’gehtin tightened his grip on the prince’s belt. Karras did likewise, though that did not make him ready for whatever nonsense would come next. 



8. Fishing for a Kitten



 Before Fiáh’our's first step, he locked eyes with Gän’gehtin. 
 Freeing the prince was not all there was to this. They still had to get him away for here and back to those searching for him. And that meant this longboat could not leave the port to follow. Everything depended on successfully replaying an old prank. 
 As Fiáh’our started to step, Gän’gehtin barked, “Sál!” 
 The shirvêsh and the young one took a fast step and heaved the prince into the air. 
 Fiáh’our slammed his boot down on the longboat’s edge with all of his weight. 
 The vessel rocked sharply. 
 He ducked low, pressing down as the prince went sailing overhead. He did not look up or back, as he had already instructed those behind him to catch the prince at all costs. No, he looked down with a smile to the longboat’s edge under his boot. 
 On that long past morning, out fishing with Tratna and a much younger “acolyte” Gän’gehtin, he had been in aweful mood when they returned to the little dock on one highland lake. He half-pushed the younger shirvêsh ahead of himself off the broad, flat-bottomed rowboat, and then, as he had made to step up on the dock’s end himself… 
 Fiáh’our had stomped on the rowboat’s edge. 
 Its side sank under the water as he joined a flabbergasted Gän’gehtin on the dock. 
 Old Tratna screamed like a seagull with its foot caught in a dock’s hole. He kept screaming as the rowboat swamped. It took half a dozen more shrieks before the elder shirvêsh realized the boat had bottomed out in the lake’s shallows. Tratna sat there white-faced in chest-deep water, but at least he was silent after a long fishless morning! 
 Fiáh’our’s smile turned to a grin over that fond memory, but when he looked down, he stopped ginning at all. 
 “Ah, bloody guts!” 
 The longboat’s rim stopped well above the water. And big as it was, it snapped back up, rocking the other way. 
 Fiáh’our wobbled in shock, one foot on the longboat’s rising rim and the other on the dock’s end. He flailed his arms, trying to keep his balance. 
 The lead Maksœín reached for his sword, but the vessel’s sudden rock the other way toppled him against the far rail, where he teetered on its edge. Gän’gehtin was already in mid-leap, but as Karras tried to follow, the little translator grabbed the back of young one’s vestment. The shirvêsh landed on the dock’s end, and Karras backhanded the littlest Maksœín amid a desperate rush for the longboat’s near side. 
 Fiáh’our heard the mooring line snap. 
 Someone had cut it as planned. His legs spread even more over the widening gap between the boat and the dock. He flailed even more, trying to keep from falling, and before he could shout out a change of plan... 
 Lêt’vöulsat brought down the high butt of his thick spear. 
 It cracked the head of a Maksœín rushing in to cut off Karras. The young one had to duck aside again as that big human fell across his path. Lêt’vöulsat rocked the spear back, taking hold with both hands. 
 “No, no, not yet!” Fiáh’our finally got out, but it was too late. 
 Lêt’vöulsat slammed the butt of his spear against the longboat’s side. At his grunting shove, Fiáh’our’s legs began spreading like a pulled chicken’s wishbone after a feast. 
 Truly, he had not wanted a cold salty bath this night. 
 “Pull, you old grunts!” he shouted. 
 Only one of the watch still held the rope for grappling hook on his belt. The other two had been busy with one warrior in catching the prince. Two more warriors tried and failed to get around that cluster to help. And the one watchman’s boots slid across the planks toward the dock’s end under the pull of the old thänæ’s teetering bulk. 
 Fiáh’our’s outer boot slipped off the longboat’s edge. 
 It was a pitiful respite that Tratna was not here to see the Bäynæ take revenge for him. Then a hand latched on Fiáh’our’s forearm. He quickly gripped likewise as his boot grazed the water, and Gän’gehtin shouted at him. 
 “Finish this!” 
 Fiáh’our bent his dockside leg and snatched the haft of his axe. He had one chance to fix this mess before the rocking longboat drifted beyond reach. 
 Straightening, he swung the axe high with one hand, but he did not arc it fully over his head. He would have to swing back down and low to strike the longboat’s planks at the waterline. 
 And there was a wide-eyed Karras, clinging to the wobbling longboat’s edge. Two more Maksœín struggled to stumble toward him. 
 “Jump, you halfwit!” Fiáh’our shouted. 
 He let the axe’s huge head swing back and down before his spread legs. And it cracked against the longboat’s side, biting deep… and it stuck. 
 Fiáh’our could not pull it back. Under the impact, the longboat drifted a little farther, pulling his outer foot with it, but he refused to release his precious axe. 
 A shriek of shock rose from the one of the watch as the rope slipped. Fiáh’our began to drop, and his overlapped grip with Gän’gehtin broke. 
 The only good thing was that his weight pulled the axe out of the longboat’s side. He heard two splashes as he made a third one himself. 
 One had to have been Gän’gehtin, even for the unshirvêsh-like curses that were heard. The other was hopefully Karras. And Fiáh’our lost sight of everyone. 
 Beneath the dark cold water, he wrapped his free hand around the rope and quickly thrust his axe down, out, and deep in hope. The weapon’s haft suddenly lurched in his grip under a great weight. In turn, he heaved on the rope until his head broke the surface. 
 “Get me out!” 
 By the Bäynæ’s mischief, Old Tratna got his revenge and would likely hear of it soon enough. And there was Gän’gehtin, shivering with a glower and shoulder-deep in the water where he clung to a pier post. Before Fiáh’our could heave up his beloved axe, and what he had caught with it, someone clawed up it and his arm to break the surface. 
 Karras sputtered where he hung on Fiáh’our’s arm, gasping through chattering teeth, “Y-you… y-you…” 
 “Ah, you needed the bath,” Lêt’vöulsat said wryly from above. 
 Fiáh’our’s old comrade extended the butt of the spear, but Fiáh’our cocked his head toward the young one. At the shift of Lêt’vöulsat’s spear, Karras grabbed it, and Fiáh’our glanced out toward longboat. 
 The vessel was drifting and foundering too fast to be beached. He sighed with relief, for Maksœín were already jumping over the longboat’s side. By the time Fiáh’our was up and dripping on the dock, most of the Maksœín were swimming for the dock’s end. And there was the sickly prince, still trussed up in the care of two warriors and the watch. 
 Not the kind of night Fiáh’our had envisioned, and though it all had come out in the end, it was not over yet. 
 “Fish out the Maksœín and disarm them,” he told Lêt’vöulsat. “But wait until dawn before you favor them with a lift back to their Witenon friends.” 
 Lêt’vöulsat grinned and waved forward two more warriors toward the dock’s end. As a dripping Gän’gehtin approached the prince, Fiáh’our sloshed in following, eager to empty his swamped boots as he eyed the slender human. 
 While in Calm Seatt now and then, he had twice glimpsed Prince Freädherich from afar during public appearances by the Âreskynna. The youngest of the three heirs had hung back behind the family, reluctant even when his wife, a duchess of neighboring Faunier, took his hand to pull him into events. Being much closer now, what Fiáh’our saw disturbed him enough to forget his scheme concerning Karras. 
 Prince Freädherich indeed looked sickly, but that could be from having drifted in the ocean until found. Fiáh’our was a little chilled himself from only a quick dip. Aside from bondage, the prince did not appear ill-treated, but… 
 The prince titled his head, not looking at anyone but only down the dock. Fiáh’our glanced over his shoulder to see Lêt’vöulsat with two others waiting for the Maksœín to come in. He turned back as Gän’gehtin reached for the prince’s arm lashings. 
 “Highness, forgive us,” the shirvêsh said. “We will free you at—” 
 Fiáh’our swiped Gän’gehtin’s hand away. “Pardon, Highness, but best we get you out of reach, first.” 
 When he looked for Karras, the young one stood nearby, incensed, shivering, and panting. 
 “Is that your family ship?” Fiáh’our asked. 
 Karras blinked, seawater dripping down his face as his gaze drifted to the fat-bellied, two-masted vessel. 
 “What of it?” he snapped. 
 “That is as good as a yes,” Fiáh’our replied. “And I have need of it.” 
 “It will do,” Gän’gehtin agreed, though he looked in a foul mood at being foully drenched as he ushered off the warriors who bore the prince. 
 “What?” Karras shouted. “You cannot take my family’s ship.” 
 Fiáh’our ignored him and turned to the three of the watch, retrieving his daggers from them. 
 “Get a message up to Seattâsh to rouse the drums,” he instructed. “Signal the searchers that we have found the one they seek and are on our way. And get someone to wake the household of the Iamílchlagh. Tell sire Uinseil that we need a crew and quick.” 
 The watch had barely hurried off when the young one started spitting and hissing again. 
 “You… you bulk!” Karras hollered. “You drag me into the middle of this mess, and now you think you can take my family’s resources at a whim?” 
 Fiáh’our rolled his eyes with a rumbling sigh. 
 “You keep off that ship,” Karras ranted on, “you walking disaster, you… you bellowing—” 
 Fiáh’our snatched the young one’s face and shoved. 
 As he headed off toward where Gän’gehtin called out for the ship’s ramp to be lowered, he heard Karras’s shocked squeak as the young one toppled off the dock. Of course, Fiáh’our had noticed the skiff tied there. 
 At the sudden thump and clatter, and the slosh of water against the skiff’s rocking hull, Fiáh’our lifted up his great axe and eyed it with sudden remorse. 
 “Oh, my good Burskâp” he said to it. “Forgive me, old friend, for what you suffer this night in service. We shall get you dry and soon.” 
 Fiáh’our kissed the blade with great affection, ignoring the fussy thrashing and shouting behind him. Nor did he wait for any hurried, pounding footfalls. The kitten would follow quickly enough. 



9. Fate and Other Mistakes



 Karras, still soaked and shivering, ran up the ramp to his family’s ship. He was too angry to even notice his chill. 
 The thänæ and shirvêsh crouched beside the prince at the deck’s midpoint. Fiáh’our dismissed the two warriors who had helped carry the man. As that pair turned away, Karras grab Ionlak, the ship’s watchman, by his shirt. 
 “Why did you lower the ramp for him?” he demanded, pointing at the thänæ. “You take orders from only my father or mother… or one of the family!” 
 Ionlak’s weathered face went slack as he looked at Fiáh’our and back to Karras. 
 “But… but…” he sputtered, “with everything happening… and all I saw and… he is thänæ… with a shirvêsh!” 
 Karras released Ionlak and threw up his hands. “He is a menace is what he is! Now get into the port and wait for my father. Warn him before he comes aboard.” 
 Ionlak nodded and quickly scurried down the ramp. 
 Karras was about charge the thänæ when a pounding noise rumbled in the night. The sound of Seattâsh’s great drums rolled down the mountainside, calling out as Fiáh’our had demanded. Everything and everyone bent to the old blusterer’s will, and Karras tromped across the deck. 
 “You” he shouted at Fiáh’our. “Get off this ship!” 
 The shirvêsh rose as the thänæ looked over his shoulder with no emotion on his face. Gän’gehtin had a knife in hand, likely prepared to cut the prince free, and he took a deep breath. 
 “We mean no disrespect to you or your family,” Gän’gehtin said with effort, “but this vessel is the only one available. It is the surest way to return the prince safely. The royal family is out looking for him, even as—” 
 “Then let them come for him,” Karras cut in. “He is safe here until they do… and I want him gone.” And he turned his ire on Fiáh’our. 
 “I think not,” the thänæ said, looking away and down at the prince. 
 Karras could not see the prince with Fiáh’our’s bulk in the way, and he took a step. 
 “Do not,” Gän’gehtin warned. 
 “And what will you do,” Fiáh’our added, still facing away, “if more Maksœín come looking for their too-long away comrades?” 
 Karras halted. 
 “Whether or not the Witenons know what is happening,” Fiáh’our went on, “or even if they disapprove, the prince is still in danger. He would make a fine bit of favor barter, if stolen back. I will see him to his family.” 
 “No… you will give the prince to me.” 
 Karras jumped slightly and turned at that deep gravelly voice. A dark form stood toward the ship’s bow before the squat half-high forecastle. Even Fiáh’our rose as Gän’gehtin spun toward that voice. 
 “Only I can assure his safety, his well-being,” the newcomer said. “I have the full faith of his family… not you, thänæ.” 
 Karras tensed, as he looked upon a black-clad rughìr male. 
 The stranger could have passed unnoticed at night if not for lantern light sparking on the steel tips of his armor’s black leather scales. Two war daggers tucked into his belt, much like Fiáh’our’s, had black sheathes with engraved fixtures to match the armor. His wild hair was black as well, though shot with gray like the thänæ’s. 
 “Who are you?” Karras demanded. “And what are you doing on my—” 
 “Hassäg’kreig,” Gän’gehtin whispered. 
 That one word took the breath out of Karras. He back-stepped once before stopping himself. 
 The black-clad one fixed emotionless, cold eyes on Gän’gehtin, and the shirvêsh quickly bowed his head, dropping the knife to clatter upon the deck. For an instant, Karras actually feared for the shirvêsh, though he was more afraid for himself. 
 The Hassäg’kreigi—“Stonewalkers”—came only in the wake of death, or so it was said. 
 He had never before seen one. No one had that he knew, except his mother’s father. That had been years before his own birth and a scant tale too tall to be believed, but his people often lived well passed a century and a half. 
 Hassäg’kreigi only came for departed thänæ, and only a few of them at that. Those most honored among the “honored ones” were taken “into stone”… into the underworld of the Hassäg’kreigi to rest forever among the greatest of the Rughìr. It was whispered that even Death bowed to the Hassäg’kreigi, as had the shirvêsh. 
 How had this one gotten aboard the ship, completely unnoticed? 
 “Give the prince to me, thänæ,” the dark-clad one said. “You have done all possible for him. No one could ask more than that, and the rest is my service.” 
 All the while, Fiáh’our had remained silent and unmoving. He still stood above the prince, and Karras could see neither the old man’s face nor the human’s. This whole night kept growing in madness. 
 Barbarians far from their home shores had captured a prince of Malourné and sought to ransom him, by whatever custom. A Witenon convoy rested off shore in the dark waiting for what on its way to where? No one knew how a prince had ended up in the open ocean well beyond Malourné’s immense bay. The shirvêsh claimed the young man was not ill, and yet what Karras had seen said otherwise. Unlike the thänæ’s insane ways, there was something worse in the prince’s eyes. And now… 
 Karras stared at a hassäg’kreig, who should have been barely more than the tall tales of the Bäynæ. In that silence, he kept trying to think of something to do or to say. 
 “No,” Fiáh’our barked at the dark one. 
 “Fiáh’our!” Gän’gehtin whispered in warning. “Do not interfere with a guardian of our honored dead.” 
 “I see nothing here for them,” the thänæ rumbled. “The prince is neither rughìr nor thänæ, though neither is his honor in question.” 
 Karras stiffened, wondering at this, and inched a little closer to peer around Fiáh’our. 
 Prince Freädherich lay upon the deck, though he looked at no one as he breathed with too much effort. Craning his neck, he rolled his head and stared blankly toward the ship’s far rail wall. That contorted movement exposed those too-perfect triplets of lines along both sides of his upper throat. With his arms already unbound, though not his knees or ankles, the prince curled into a ball and plucked weakly at his remaining leather lashings. 
 “There are things you do not know, and I cannot tell,” the hassäg’kreig answered in a voice like crushed gravel. 
 “Then they do not matter to me,” the thänæ shot back. 
 “It is what his family would want.” 
 “Fiáh’our, listen to him,” the shirvêsh admonished, barely raising his eyes. “We do not know what this is about.” 
 “Then the family can deal with you,” Fiáh’our told the dark one, ignoring everyone else. “If the prince so wishes.” 
 Karras eyed the prince again, and as he looked upon that ill or addle-minded human, he could not help but think… 
 He had spent the last few years trying to avoid what his parents, family, and clan expected of him. He had seen marriages arranged for his siblings, and what they endured for the sake of maintained honor in such alliances. That would not happen to him, and perhaps it was this that drove him to a sudden strange compassion. 
 It should not happen to anyone. 
 There was one person here who should decide his own fate, if he could, though no one had asked him. 
 Karras rushed in, snatched up the knife, and instantly hooked the blade’s tip under the lashings around the prince’s knees. At the snap of the leather… 
 “Stop, now!” 
 Karras flinched at the dark-clad one’s command, but the prince struggled up on his haunches. In the nearest lantern’s light, his eyes glowed aquamarine, and without taking those eyes off Karras, the prince groped at the bindings on his ankles. 
 “Wait…” Gän’gehtin whispered. “Perhaps we should—” 
 Karras hooked the knife’s tip into the prince’s last bonds and severed them. 
 “Get a hold of him!” shouted the hassäg’kreig. 
 At that one’s sudden charge, the thänæ stepped out to block the way. 
 “Keep your place!” Fiáh’our warned. 
 Even then, Karras stared in shock. There was so much sudden relief in the prince's glittering storm-sea eyes. A shallow sigh slipped from the man, like that of someone who had finally been freed from the agony of a deep wound. Even with all that was happening, Karras felt a weight had suddenly lifted as he saw the prince soft smile of relief. 
 Prince Freädherich rolled to his feet and bolted for the ship’s far rail. Before Karras could even rise, the man threw himself over the side. 
 Everyone on deck stood dumbfounded, until they heard the splash. 



10. Fishing with a Kitten



 “Blessed Bäynæ, what is this madness?” 
 Fiáh’our could not believe his old eyes as he looked to where the prince had leaped from the ship. Gän’gehtin rushed the rail, leaning over and sidling left and right as he looked over the edge. Karras got there just before Fiáh’our, and in the darkness it was hard to make out any lingering ripple rings upon the water. 
 “What have we done?” Gän’gehtin whispered in shock. 
 Fiáh’our had no answer and twisted about to look along the deck. The hassäg’kreig was nowhere to be seen, gone as silently as he had appeared. Fiáh’our began to panic as well. 
 They had stolen back a prince of Malourné from a bunch of Maksœ’ín only to lose him again through the young man’s hidden madness. Signals had been sent to the royal family searching for him, and any ship that bore them might already be headed this way. 
 “What was… I… he… I did not…,” Karras began babbling. 
 “Why did you not listen?” Gän’gehtin snarled. 
 Karras stiffened. “How could I know—” 
 “You bull-headed fool!” Gän’gehtin cut in, jabbing a finger at Fiáh’our. “I told you we did not understand all that—” 
 “Enough bawling and wailing,” Fiáh’our shouted back. “That will not make the prince pop up like a bit of cork.” 
 Looking down upon the water, he saw no sign of the prince resurfacing. Was the young man trying to drown himself or just swimming away beneath the surface? Either way, every passing moment slimmed the chance of his recovery. 
 “We have to get him back,” Fiáh’our said. 
 “And how?” Gän’gehtin demanded. “We cannot swim.” 
 All Karras did was grip the rail and stare over the side. 
 Fiáh’our cast about, looking for anything that presented an option. His gaze fell upon the iron grappling hook and rope left lying beside the prince’s severed bonds. In a couple of strides, he snatched up the three-pronged hook. 
 “Oh, yes,” Gän’gehtin grumbled in fright. “Let us wound the prince, as well, in blindly trying to haul him in.” 
 “Better that than drowned,” Fiáh’our argued. 
 “Get some sail cloth or something to blunt that hook!” 
 And at that, another notion came to Fiáh’our. 
 Indeed, in fishing for a prince, the hook would have little chance in a blind cast. Even if snagged, such a madman might simply pull the hook off. There was a better way to be sure the prince would not be harmed and did not escape. 
 Fiáh’our eyed Gän’gehtin. 
 “What now?” the shirvêsh asked warily. 
 Gän’gehtin was too big for what Fiáh’our had in mind, so he turned his eyes on Karras’s exposed back. Stepping in, he grabbed the back of the young one’s thick belt. 
 “What are you doing?” Karras demanded, squirming to turn about. 
 “Be still!” Fiáh’our ordered, and shoved the young one back against the rail. He snagged two prongs of the hook on the back of Karras’s belt. 
 “You must be joking,” Gän’gehtin moaned. 
 “If you have a better idea,” Fiáh’our returned, “then out with it or get ready.” 
 Karras looked over his shoulder in fright, and then at Gän’gehtin. Before he could shove off the rail or fight back, Fiáh’our twisted and swung the young one around across the deck. 
 “Wait!” Karras shouted. 
 “No time,” Fiáh’our said. “You are the smallest and easiest for this.” 
 He spun another turn, building momentum and swinging Karras like a sack of stones. 
 “If you hit something,” he shouted, “grab it and hold on, no matter what, until we pull you in.” 
 “No… no, no, no!” 
 With a final grunt, Fiáh’our heaved the young over the rail, doing his best to aim for a point beyond the fading ripples. At a sudden scream over in the dark over the waters in the dark, Fiáh’our wrinkled his nose with a grumble. 
 “A’ye, he even wails like a kitten.” 
 And the young one’s scream cut off with a loud smack. 
 Fiáh’our and Gän’gehtin shielded their faces as the immense splash spattered droplets of seawater up over the deck. The rope continued feeding out over the rail, and Fiáh’our rushed to the near mast to snatch a lantern off its hook. He hurried back to hold the light over the ship’s side for a better look. 
 “Well, at least he sinks like a true rughìr,” Fiáh’our muttered, and at Gän’gehtin’s dumbfounded expression, he added, “Grab the rope but let it slide. If it suddenly goes slack or jerks sharply, pull fast and hard!” 
 The shirvêsh quickly stepped to the rope, but before Fiáh’our could do likewise… 
 “What is happening here?” 
 Fiáh’our blinked twice and quickly glanced back. 
 Across the deck, before a handful of rughìr at the head of the ship’s ramp, stood a tall dwarf with a full beard in a finely oiled canvas jerkin suited to foul sea weather. His dark hair, likely brown, was pulled slickly back, perhaps in a tail. The brass octagon buckle on his belt was the most telling detail of all. 
 Uinseil, sire of the family Iamílchlagh, eyed the interlopers on his ship. Karras’s father had arrived far too soon for the long ride down the mountain. 
 “Fiáh’our… what are you doing?” Uinseil demanded. 
 With a glance at Gän’gehtin, Fiáh’our merely uttered, “Oops.” 
 The young shirvêsh scrunched his eyes with a groan. 



11. Death Comes with a Grasp not a Gasp



 Amid a horrified scream, Karras saw the water’s surface at the last instant. He never got out a single obscenity at the old braggart, though not for the lack of such coming to mind. His scream cut off as he hit flat, face first, with arms and legs spread. 
 For an instant, everything went white before his eyes. 
 Breath rushed out and cold seawater rushed in before he could shut his gaping mouth. Coughing and gagging, he gained one last gulp of air before he sank like an “Earth-Born” boulder. In the dark and cold below the surface, he struggled to get his feet aimed downward. 
 Eventually, he would hit the bottom, and that thought replaced much of his shock with fury. It would be a fair walk to the shore, followed by a much quicker one up the dock. He would get that mad thänæ off his family’s ship and out of his life, once and for all. 
 A dim light grew all around Karras. 
 It appeared to come from somewhere above the water. It was not much to see by but enough to spot a pair of kicking feet just below and ahead of him. There was only one other person who could be down here. 
 Karras reached out as he sank; he snatched a narrow ankle before it was too far out of reach. Jerking upon that leg, he tried to claw his way toward the prince’s waist. Before he did so, he got the other foot in his face. 
 The blow did not even turn his head but angered him all the more. He latched onto the prince’s belt and, if he had to, he would clout the silly, sickly man to get him under control. 
 The prince’s buoyancy did little to slow Karras’s descent, and he started to panic again. Not for himself but for a human might not survive the walk to the shore. Unless someone pulled in both of them and quickly, it would not matter that he had landed close enough to catch the man. 
 Karras thought to tug on the trailing rope, but the prince struggled too much—much too much for a human who should be running out of breath. He wrapped his arms around to still the man’s flailing and looked down, trying to see if the port’s bottom was in sight. 
 Boulders took shape in the dark below, soon becoming part of a rocky sea floor. He faltered as he looked out, trying to spot where the floor met the shore. It was too far to see for what little light pierced the depths. Wondering if he should simply release the prince before the man drowned, he looked down again to see… 
 The whites around black rughìr irises peered up from the depths. 
 Glimmers rose in the dark as weak light touched steel tips on black-scaled armor. The pale face of a dark-haired rughìr took shape around those staring eyes and eagerly watched him sink closer. 
 Karras looked upon the black-clad hassäg’kreig standing upon the ocean floor. Panic turned to terror. The old one’s bristling hair swayed like dead sea grass in the shifting waters. And that hard gaze of his turned to the struggling prince. 
 The black armored rughìr reached up with one hand. 
 What Karras did was born of fear-fed instinct that he would never explain later. He twisted, wrenching the prince upward out of reach, which only made his own legs drop lower. 
 Fury rose upon the grisly face below him. 
 The hassäg’kreig latched onto Karras’s ankle instead. That grip closed tight like a band of iron. 
 Karras shouted in fear, but all that came out was what little air he had left. Amid bubbles exploding over his face and obscuring his sight, he released one hand from the prince’s waist and gripped the rope. With a sharp jerk on that, he kicked down with his other foot toward his own ankle. 
 The kick jarred against an arm, but the grip on his ankle did not release. 
 The rope suddenly pulled taut. 
 All Karras could do was hang onto the prince’s belt and the rope as he lurched upward. Below him, that frightful form followed, still clinging to his leg. No matter how he thrashed and kicked, he could not break the deathly grip. Light grew stronger from above, but when Karras looked down again, something stranger still met his gaze. 
 The dark rughìr still glared up at him, though that one’s expression slowly flattened to a disturbing calm, all but those hard eyes. The guardian of the honored dead let go. 
 Karras stared blankly down. 
 The old one’s gaze never left him, as the horrid visage of the hassäg’kreig sank from sight, and then… 
 Karras broke the surface and gasped for air. His back hit the side of the ship while he still clung to the struggling prince. 



12. Catch of the Night



 “Faster!” Fiáh’our commanded. 
 Gän’gehtin heaved on the rope with Fiáh’our right behind and two others behind him. The whole effort was worsened by the increasing wind that whipped his grayed locks across his face. At a sudden thump against the ship’s hull, everyone halted in their efforts. 
 Fiáh’our pushed around Gän’gehtin to the rail, as did Uinseil, Karras’s father. With the lantern slung over the edge, they spotted Karras. 
 The young one floundered and coughed and gasped as he clung to the belt of the thrashing prince. In all honesty, Fiáh’our was a bit astounded that tossing the kitten into the brine had actually worked. 
 “Get another line!” Uinseil called out. 
 Quick enough, one deckhand rushed in with a rope ladder instead. Once it was lowered, Karras took hold, got one boot on the lowest rung, and they hauled him up with the prince finally gone limp in the young one’s grip. In the end, they awkwardly pulled both over the edge to flop on the deck with a wet smack like a couple of big fish. 
 “Blankets, tarps, anything dry—now,” Uinseil ordered, and one deckhand rushed off toward forecastle. 
 Gän’gehtin immediately descended upon Prince Freädherich. 
 Indeed, Fiáh’our was concerned as well, but since the shirvêsh tended the prince, he crouched over Karras, who was still wheezing. Before he could heave the young one up to a sitting position, Uinseil did so. 
 “Son, are you all right?” the father asked. 
 Karras’s eyes were blank as he looked about. When his gaze turned toward the near rail, he flinched away from it. 
 “Dark… down there…” Karras sputtered. “That one… he was… was waiting… trying to take us… take me!” 
 Fiáh’our scowled in puzzlement at more of the young one’s babbling. 
 “Bäynæ’s mercy!” 
 At Gän’gehtin’s sharp whisper, Fiáh’our who flinched and looked. The shirvêsh was on his knees beside the prince, who was now curled beneath a wool blanket that had been brought. Fiáh’our could not see the prince’s face, but he saw Gän’gehtin’s clearly enough. 
 The shirvêsh’s mouth gaped like his eyes in a face filled with shock as he stared down upon the man. Stranger still, his hands were up against his chest, as if he had snatched them back. Fiáh’our started to rise. 
 “You!” 
 He turned back to find the young one glaring at him amid shivers. 
 “You… you…,” Karras stuttered in a hiss where he leaned against his crouched father. “You… you used me like… like fish bait!” 
 He lunged, grabbing for the closest grip, which was Fiáh’our’s beard. 
 Fiáh’our quickly leaned away, wobbling in his crouch as Uinseil restrained his son, but Karras was far from done. Fiáh’our frowned wryly, raising both bushy eyebrows as Karras tore into him with a long string of curses. 
 That the young one could do so meant he was fine, and in being so close to shore, he had never been in any real danger. That he ranted on in Numanese instead of his own tongue, well, that was another sign of how much he had drifted from his people’s proper ways. 
 “Fiáh’our, you have more explaining to do,” Uinseil warned, as he tried to wrap an offered blanket around his son without letting the young one break free. 
 “Later,” Fiáh’our returned. “We need to get under way by what I have already told you.” 
 Uinseil glanced toward the prince and added, “Not much later, mind you.” 
 Fiáh’our rose and headed off to crouch at Gän’gehtin’s side. The shirvêsh now held Prince Freädherich’s head in his hands, gently turning it as he tilted his own. He peered at the prince’s face in frightful astonishment. In worry, Fiáh’our looked upon prince as well. 
 He saw only what he had earlier, when they had first come aboard. Prince Freädherich’s features were slack, and those strangely colored eyes were blank and listless, barely open, as if the young man saw nothing before him. 
 “What is it?” Fiáh’our whispered. 
 Gän’gehtin did not answer. Instead, he peered about at all of the others on the deck. When his attention returned to the prince, he shook his head sharply, just once. 
 Fiáh’our looked about as well. Perhaps there were too many eyes watching and ears listening for his young friend to speak. He rose as Uinseil began shouting orders to his sparse crew to prepare the vessel, and a father ushered off his still fuming son. 
 As Karras passed, he cast a vicious glare Fiáh’our’s way. 
 Much as Fiáh’our had intended a far less eventful first night in pushing the young one onto a proper path, it could not be helped now. He assisted Gän’gehtin in settling the prince in an outward cabin below the aftcastle with direct access to the deck. They lashed the door handle from the outside at the shirvêsh’s insistence. While the crew and Uinseil were busy, and Karras had not yet returned, Fiáh’our pulled Gän’gehtin to the rail under the growing wind. 
 “All right, out with it,” he whispered. 
 Gän’gehtin looked away over the ship’s side in griping the rail tightly with both hands. 
 “It was only an instant,” he said. “And it is so dark… perhaps I was mistaken.” 
 Fiáh’our huffed a sigh. “You said those of your temple served Malourné royals on their visits to our seatt. Was it something you have seen in the prince before?” 
 “No,” Gän’gehtin answered with a slow shake of his head. “He was always reluctant to leave whatever vessel brought them… always quiet… withdrawn. If not for his wife, I wondered if he would have come at all with the king or queen, but…” 
 Gän’gehtin fell silent, and Fiáh’our waited. As a shirvêsh, his friend might have led a reclusive life at the temple but was not given to easy nonsense. 
 “What did you see when you went to the prince,” Fiáh’our insisted. “Tell me. I will believe you, as always.” 
 Gän’gehtin stared out over the water, doubt plain on his face as faltered out, “Prince Freädherich’s eyes, for an instant, looked… too dark… blackly glassy like… like those of a fish.” 



13. It was a Dark and Stormy Night



 As Karras stood upon the aftcastle, gripping its forward rail in front of the pilot’s wheel, the wind had whipped up to nearly a squall. The ship rolled in its course toward the point below his people’s mountain and the way into the great bay. He had had few words with his father before they left port, for there had not been time for much. 
 Whatever the old blusterer had told Father, while Karras had been sinking in the port, it had been enough to make his father put aside all else. Likely, the cargo could still be delivered on time. After that, Karras knew he would be “dealt with” most certainly by his parents. 
 All he learned was that Mother had been up late, once it was discovered that he was still out. Father, of course, was roused as well by her pacing. When Karras did not return, Mother had stayed behind, waiting for the rest of the family to rise. Father, unable to sleep, had decided to go down early to the ship. He had heard the drums before arriving in port, though he had not known all that those signals had meant. Not until he found Fiáh’our on his ship. 
 Karras did not dare look back and face his father’s ire. Instead, he peered down across the deck. 
 Gän’gehtin was nowhere to be seen, perhaps gone off to once more check on the prince. Fiáh’our was alone amid the scrambling, scant crew. The ship rolled again, and the deck slanted sharply. The old boar teetered, white-faced as he gripped the right side rail. 
 All Karras did was merely shift weight in a steady stance. 
 “You are in my world now, you braggart,” he whispered. “Let us see how you like that… and maybe a good sinking of your own, as well.” 
 “Give extra way at the point,” his father shouted over the wind. “But be mindful as we veer out of the charted lane.” 
 “Yes, sire,” answered the pilot. 
 Karras looked up into the rigging. Three of the crew, far fewer than was best, still worked at shortening some sails. The wind was driving the ship toward the peninsula on the bay’s northward point. They dared not veer too far into the lane for outbound vessels, even at night when few would set sail. 
 “I will go up as well,” he called out. 
 Though his father never replied, Karras shifted along the aftcastle’s forward rail toward the steep ladder steps to the deck. All they need do was make it around the point, and they did not have far to go. 
 Once into the bay’s mouth, the mountain of his people would cut the shoreward wind by half. They could return to full sail for the approach to Calm Seatt. But as he reached the deck, the ship rolled again, and even he had to grab the ladder rungs to keep from slipping. 
 He did not exactly see what had happened, but he spotted the old thänæ in the last of it. 
 Fiáh’our went tumbling and sliding down the deck’s slant. In a clatter of armor that rose over the wind’s howl, the old man slammed up against the ship’s other rail wall. The force drove him halfway to his feet where he teetered against the edge. 
 For that one instant, spite gave way to concern. 
 Karras lunged out to grab the rail wall, hurrying toward the blustering bane of his life. The ship’s roll ended, and as it began to rock sharply the other way, Fiáh’our snatched the railing. Karras pulled himself along, and the fright in the old braggart’s eyes was too much not to rouse some glee. 
 “Get to the other side and out of the way,” he shouted into the thänæ’s face. “And tie yourself off… with your hair, if you have to!” 
 They had to avoid running aground in the dark, and the last thing anyone needed was this old fool getting in the way, especially if someone had to watch the shoreward side. 
 Fiáh’our’s paled feature’s twisted in a snarl. Whatever foul growl might have come out was lost as the deck leveled and the old thänæ grew pale. His eyes nearly popped out of his wrinkled face as he slapped a hand over his mouth. 
 Karras lurched away. He was not about to get spewed with ale from the night’s telling, but it never came to that. 
 Before the vessel swayed again, Fiáh’our stumbled off toward the ship’s other side 
 With a grumbling sigh, Karras made for the nearest anchored line to the rigging and barely grabbed hold when his father called out. 
 “More light! Open the bow lamps!” 
 Karras turned quickly in looking to the aftcastle. His father had fully opened the largest of lanterns hung above the aft. When he glanced toward the bow, one of the crew had done the same there. Lanterns did little to help anyone see ahead along a course at night. No, they were used to be seen. Before he could make for the bow, the ship teetered again, and he grabbed a rigging anchor pin. 
 “Straight on! It is coming!” 
 At that shout from the forecastle, Karras tried to lunge, but boots slid on the deck’s slant. He held on until the ship leveled again and then dashed for the far rail, peering ahead around the ship’s side. 
 “What is happening?” Fiáh’our demanded. 
 Karras ignored him, for what he saw out in the dark made him freeze in uncertainty. 
 Two lights out there were too bright and close for those of Calm Seatt’s distant port. A bell clanged frantically out in the dark. Almost immediately, Karras’s ears rang with the answering bell on his family’s ship. He shouted out in the same instant as his father. 
 “Ship dead on! Hard shoreward!” 
 There was another vessel out there closing too fast. 



14. Flight of the Duchess



 Fiáh’our clung to the rail, clenching his teeth against the swell of oak ale in his belly at the ship’s sudden swerve. Well, mostly the swerve, since that made his guts roll even worse amid the ship’s sways. And when Karras had shouted, his stomach felt like it had filled with stones. 
 “What is happening?” he shouted, and only then did the young one look back from up the rail. 
 “To the mast, you old fool,” Karras shouted, pulling himself along the rail. “Get off this side!” 
 Fiáh’our would do no such thing. He was in no state to go sliding across the deck again. 
 “Another ship is out there,” Karras shouted as he closed and tried to wrench Fiáh’our’s grip from the rail. “We’re too far out, and it is coming in too close toward the point!” 
 Then came Uinseil’s cry: “Brace! All hands brace for impact!” 
 Fiáh’our stared at the sight of an approaching lantern’s light. It appeared to float high over the water, rushing toward him at an angle off the bow. 
 The prow of a taller vessel loomed out of the dark right below that light. 
 “Oh, mothers of the Bäynæ,” he moaned. 
 “Let go!” Karras shouted. 
 And he did a bit too late. 
 Fiáh’our barely glimpsed a crest painted on the other vessel’s prow and then it hit. The ship lurched under his feet, the deck began to tilt, and the impact’s force nearly threw him back into the rail. For an instant, he saw the other taller vessel grind along the ship’s side. 
 The splinting and shattering of the rail appeared to race toward him. And then he was jerked back from the rail by his left arm. 
 Fiáh’our toppled heavily on his back, only spotting the young one clinging to his forearm as he slid yet again. They both slid amid pieces of railing tumbling around them. His right shoulder’s pauldron suddenly struck something hard and unmoving. 
 The armor took most of the force but he cursed from the pain as his heavy body twisted in a half spin across the dampened deck boards. His long hair suddenly snagged on the base of the ship’s biggest mast, and he threw one arm around it. 
 The hold on his other arm broke. 
 Fiáh’our blindly grasped outward, trying to grab Karras. The young one snatched his right boot to keep from tumbling down to the ship’s other side. Fiáh’our looked up along the deck’s incline, fearing the ship might crack in half. The shriek of a woman’s voice pulled his gaze even higher. 
 “Reine, no!” 
 He saw no one at the other vessel’s higher rail and then someone vaulted up at a run. 
 One small booted foot stepped once upon the railing’s top in a leap. 
 Fiáh’our sucked a breath that stuck in his chest, as that lone, small figure arched through the dark. He glimpsed three others rushing far high rail of that other vessel. One appeared to be a tall woman with long hair swirling in the wind like her greenish-blue cloak. Then his gaze was only for that one above him in the night. 
 Fiáh’our barely made out dark hair around that one’s roundish face: a human woman smaller than usual. In pants and high boots, her cloak whipped frantically as a sheathed blade twisted and turned at her hip. Then she was falling toward the slanted deck, and he quickly looked down over his chest. 
 Karras still clung to his boot, but the young one stared up at the flying woman in blank shock. 
 “Grab her,” Fiáh’our shouted, “when she lands… before she slams against the far side!” 
 He heard the little human hit the deck before he could look. 
 Karras tucked under one knee to half-rise as Fiáh’our tightened his hold on the mast. Then he spotted the woman tumbling, not sliding. Karras reached out to snatch her by her tiny left wrist. She jerked to a stop with a yelp that rose over the sound of grinding ships’ hulls. And there she dangled along the deck's in the young one’s grip. 
 All Fiáh’our could do was hold onto the mast until the grinding of ship hulls abated. The deck shuddered beneath him as it rocked level, though Karras let go of his boot. Fiáh’our struggled to sit up, finding the young one and the little woman already on their feet. 
 “Where is he?” she shouted, holding one arm against her chest. 
 Her plain-featured face was filled with a manic fear beneath a wind-tangled mess of chestnut hair. She looked familiar, though there and then, Fiáh’our was uncertain why. 
 Her dark wool pullover ended across her slightly broad hips, and she might have been barely taller than Karras. A short but front-split skirt hung down around her pants, which were tucked into polished riding boots that rose up her narrow calves. 
 Karras stared at her in shock and confusion. For an instant, Fiáh’our thought she might draw the saber on her hip. Instead, she grabbed the young one by his canvas pullover and shouted into his face. 
 “Where is my husband?” 
 Fiáh’our pulled himself up the mast. About to intervene, someone else called out. 
 “Here,” Gän’gehtin answered, clinging to the frame of the cabin’s opened door. “He is in here, Highness.” 
 Only then did Fiáh’our recognize the woman, though she was already off in a stumbling run across the deck. 
 Duchess Reine Faunier-Âreskynna vanished into the cabin under the stunned stare of Karras. It took the young one another three breaths and blinks before he rushed off toward where the ships had collided. 
 Out beyond the ship’s rear, Fiáh’our spotted the likely royal vessel of the Âreskynna drifting off into the dark amid many shouts and calls carrying over the water. But as neither ship appeared to be sinking, he groaned with a sickened stomach. 
 “Oh, bothersome Bäynæ, you are too hard on old Fiáh’our. Why try to drop a little human woman on his head… even a royal one, at that?” 



15. Site of Sorrow



 Karras reached the side a few steps before his father, though his head was still filled with events from moments before. Half the upper rail wall was gone with only shattered shards left behind. Pieces of it were scattered across the deck, and more floated away as the ship drifted on beyond the point and into the great bay. At least the collision had not pulled down any sails or rigging. 
 “Heg, Kuch’dif… get a line over the side,” his father commanded. “Anôffäk, drop down and see if we are breached.” 
 Karras tried to focus on what was necessary and looked about for Ionlak. The family’s longstanding retainer was up on the aftcastle with Olinfath, the pilot. 
 “Anyone lost?” he called out. 
 Ionlak stepped to the aftcastle’s forward rail, shaking his head. “No, all counted.” 
 That was something, for any of their own who fell off a ship this far from shore would be lost without hope of rescue. It was too deep out here and too far a walk to shore for them to survive. If they had had a full crew, the odds might have been different in losing someone, though they also might have gotten the sails under control more quickly. 
 “A couple of bad gashes,” Anôffäk called from down the ship’s side. “Nothing close enough to the waterline, if we go slow at half sail.” 
 Now that they had rounded the point, the gale began lessening, and Karras looked to his father. Uinseil hung his head with a breathy sigh. 
 Damage to the hull was not the only damage done. Yes, they could deliver the cargo aboard, but repairs would delay further trade. It was not only the family that mattered but also those they employed who would suffer the loss. By their people's traditions, payment was made in shares in the trade rather than wages. 
 Uinseil turned from the shattered rail wall, his features hardened in anger. He barely glanced at his son, Karras. All of that restrained fury focused instead on the old thänæ leaning wearily against the main mast. 
 Karras eyed Fiáh’our as well. 
 His father seemed about to shout something at the blusterer, though all he did was pant deeply in ire. No, they could not blame the insane thänæ for this mishap, but it was only one such in a long night. And everything had churned up around Fiáh’our like a growing maelstrom. 
 Uinseil looked up and about, as if inspecting the rigging. In the dark, that was not possible, so only one other reason occured to Karras. 
 “What daft churvâdìné throws herself between colliding ships?” Uinseil half-shouted. 
 Karras cringed at that old word his father uttered. Many of his kind no longer even knew it, versus dené for humans, Numan or otherwise. “The mixed-up, confused ones” was a polite translation, but the old thänæ obviously knew that ugly word. 
 Fiáh’our straightened with a glower, his nose twitching as if he sniffed something foul. 
 “She is the… the man’s wife, you barnacle!” he shouted at Uinseil. 
 Karras’s father neither liked nor disliked humans. It had been a slip of the tongue in ire, though perhaps a telling one. Maybe it was misdirected irritation for a son who too often seemed to prefer human ways. 
 Uinseil fell silent, looked away from the old blusterer, and Karras turned his gaze toward the aftcastle. There stood Gän’gehtin before the open cabin door and staring into that place beyond sight. The shirvêsh’s broad face appeared awash with concern. 
 There was much to do in order to bring the ship safely to port, and soon enough the royal vessel would follow. But Karras could not help himself and strode across the deck, pausing only to peer from the open door to the shirvêsh. 
 Gän’gehtin place a finger over his lips for silence, and Karras peeked around the doorframe. 
 By the light of a lantern placed just inside on the floor, he took in the small passenger birth with its two sets of stacked bunks made from stout oak. In the bottom one, at the cabin’s far corner, lay the prince beneath a clean and dry wool blanket. And the woman who had flown or rather fallen through the dark sat collapsed upon the floor, half-leaning against the bunk’s edge. 
 She was a strange sight unto herself, so much shorter than the prince. Unlike him, her hair was dark and hung wind-tangled down to her small shoulders and over her aquamarine cloak. The tip of a slightly curved sword sheath peeked out from beneath her splayed cloak, its end embellished with some silvery metal, though Karras could make out its engravings. What fixed him most of all were one small sight and a sound. 
 Her head was turned toward her husband but hung forward, hiding her face from sight, but one of her hands was on the prince’s wrist. It was slightly darker than his, as if she had lived a life under a bright sun while he had not. Though his eyes were closed and did not open, she gripped his wrist so tightly that his wet sleeve crinkled in under her fingers. 
 And that one disturbing in that room, heard barely above the wind, was the labored and quick panting that made her shake. 
 At a light touch upon Karras’s shoulder, he looked away as Gän’gehtin reached in to quietly pull the door closed. 
 “We leave them for now,” the shirvêsh whispered. “The prince seems… better… and she needs time to relinquish fear for him.” 
 Karras nodded and, as Gän’gehtin settled there to stand vigil, he turned away to help attend to his family’s ship. In that time, he too often glanced toward the cabin door. 
 Once, as the sky began to lighten and the port was near enough to see the docks, Karras spotted the other vessel a ways off behind his family's ship. It was making for port as well, and he turned with the intention of perhaps informing Gän’gehtin to tell their passengers. But the shirvêsh was no longer at the cabin door. 
 A short ways off at the rail that was still whole, Fiáh’our stood speaking quietly with Gän’gehtin. Karras slipped away from his duties to approach, but before he reached them, the cabin door cracked open. 
 The woman, the one they called “princess” or “duchess,” slipped out and quietly closed the door. She did not head off toward anyone. Instead, she side-stepped along the aftcastle’s wall, one hand always upon it. The way she looked about—narrow-eyed, fearful, suspicious—fixed Karras’s attention. 
 The little duchess reached the wall’s midpoint, flattened her back against it, and slid down to settle on the deck. When she stared toward the breached rail, a hard wince made her eyes shut tight as she cradled one arm against her chest. 
 Karras winced as well. Under the aftercastle lanterns above her, for he saw the darkening bruise that had spread to her wrist just beyond her pullover’s cuff. 
 “Do not stare. It is rude.” 
 Karras jumped slightly in turning and found Fiáh’our beside him. 
 “She will heal soon enough,” Gän’gehtin added. “The injury is not severe, and you did right in catching her before she hit the far rail.” 
 Karras frowned and could not help glancing at the woman once more. She was still eyeing the breached rail with a mix of fear and perhaps wariness. 
 “Someone should assure her that we are whole and the ship is in no danger,” Karras muttered, but before he took a step, Gän’gehtin restrained him with a light touch on the shoulder. 
 “She is not looking at the breach but the water,” said the shirvêsh. 
 At Karras’s puzzled glance, Fiáh’our added, “She is Faunier, of the horse people. They live upon—” 
 “The inland wooded plains and steppes,” Karras finished. “I know who they are, but… what does that have to do with anything?” 
 “Among the Numan peoples, they dislike the open waters,” Gän’gehtin answered. 
 And Fiáh’our grumbled, “Almost as much as sensible rughìr.” 
 Gän’gehtin frowned, though he did not argue. “Perhaps her fear is greater than even her kind. When the royal family visits the seatt, her relief at leaving the ship is only matched by her husband’s reluctance to do so.” 
 With that, the shirvêsh went to drop on one knee beside the princess, obviously arguing until she let him inspect her injured arm. Fortunately for Karras, Fiáh’our sternly watched them and not him in the silence. 
 So many frightening, startling, and preposterous things had happened this night, all far more weighty than this moment. But to Karras, that a Faunier duchess of the horse people had married a royal of the Âreskynna, the supposed “kin of the ocean waves,” was too strange all by itself. And in remembering the cabin’s interior in the past night, that place where sorrow and fear amid relief had surrounded a rescued prince, one other moment hung most of all in his thoughts. 
 A small horsewoman had flown through the dark over gale-whipped waters, an insane leap over her worst terror to reach the one whom she loved. 
 Karras did not envy the princess a marriage to a madman, but he did envy a mad prince such devotion. The thought of Skirra came as well and left him all the more forlorn. 



16. Hopefully Hopeless



 After a long morning at the royal castle in Calm Seatt, Fiáh’our strolled slowly up the dock toward that cursed, broken ship. He wished there was some other quick way home, but at least there would be good news for Uinseil concerning repairs. 
 Gän’gehtin yawned audibly beside him, and somewhere behind them followed the young one. But Fiáh’our grinned slyly as his temple-bound friend rubbed his tired eyes. 
 “Oh, wipe your face, for modesty’s sake,” Fiáh’our grumbled too dramatically. “You look like a fool struck down by a maiden’s favor.” 
 For an instant, the shirvêsh just stared at him. 
 Gän’gehtin flushed red in an instant, especially notable on a rughir’s granite complexion. He frantically rubbed and wiped at his right cheek. 
 Fiáh’our snorted and tried to stifle a laugh, for when Gän’gehtin looked at his hand, there was nothing on it. The shirvêsh’s glared though he was nonetheless reddened. 
 “You… you clown! There is nothing there,” Gän’gehtin whispered as if afraid someone else might overhear him. And he smacked the thänæ across the back of the head. 
 “Ow!” Fiáh’our feigned, though he was too busy laughing. As to what that jest was about… 
 When Karras’s family ship had moored in the early dawn, the Weardas—“Sentinels”—for the Âreskynna had already cleared and secured the dock. More than a handful had taken stations along that way, all wary and alert in their long crimson tabards over sparkling chain vestments. And each of their helms glistened in the rising sun. 
 It was not long before the royal vessel arrived. There had been much shock among Uinseil’s crew when Captain Tristan of the Weardas and two of his men ushered aboard Princess Âthelthryth. 
 The first heir to the throne of Malourné was as startlingly tall as her sister-in-law, the duchess, was short. One of pale wheat colored hair and the other of dark chestnut, they instantly rushed upon each other. The latter hurriedly dragged the other off, who had to duck to get through the door into the cabin that held that man they sought. 
 As to where the other brother and elder prince was, Fiáh’our did not ask. Even at the ardent, sharp questions of Captain Tristan, the man’s tuft of beard quivering on his block jaw, Fiáh’our kept mostly silent. 
 There were secrets here that he did not understand and would not hint at by mistake in ignorance. Prince Freädherich was most certainly not a common Numan, and perhaps not a normal human at that. There was no telling how much the royal guard knew, and Fiáh’our would not unwittingly add to this. 
 The captain finally relented and went off at Uinseil, who knew even less. Numans, if not all humans, had a very old saying that curiosity could take the last life of a cat. And Fiáh’our eyed Karras. 
 The young one busily kept the crew at their work rather than gawking at royalty amid the spectacle. But occasionally he stopped to glance at the closed cabin door. Some of his sour sullenness had returned, but the longer he stared, the more it faded. 
 One could only guess what the young one contemplated from the past night, as he appeared to turn almost melancholy. 
 Even Fiáh’our was a bit astounded at the events that had turned his way, likely by a nudge of the Bäynæ’s wisdom. Perhaps it would not take as much as he had first thought to turn Karras to a better way with Skirra. The suffering, the services, and the sacrifices of others surely had not passed unnoticed by the young one. 
 Karras, himself, had not done too badly, though he had had to be pushed to it. 
 It was not long before Princess Âthelthryth reappeared at the cabin door to call for Captain Tristan. Much as her appearance hinted at a fragile, beautiful and narrow, quartz crystal, Fiáh’our read in her the hint of an inner iron. All was handled quickly in getting the younger prince off the ship, but in the last of it, the tall heir to throne hesitated at the ramp’s top and looked to Fiáh’our. 
 “Please, thänæ, would you come and bring your two companions?” 
 It was a polite and formal request, though her disturbingly austere expression was marked with fading panic amid exhaustion. Gän’gehtin was already close behind her, waiting expectantly. 
 Fiáh’our returned a sharp bow of his head and called out, “Karras!” 
 The young one started, hesitated, and looked to his father. Uinseil frowned in studying Fiáh’our for an instant and then nodded. Karras approached cautiously as Fiáh’our made to follow the pair of princesses off the ship. 
 Passage to the castle was a rush aboard waiting wagons with the Weardas all around them. Once inside the grounds, a stretcher came with running attendants to bear the younger prince, and everyone was hustled inside. All along the way, Karras remained silent, lost in peering about at all the commotion. Questions were asked of all three of them, and though Gän’gehtin answered what he could, most often it was the even but firm commands of Princess Âthelthryth that kept all to a minimum. 
 And the other princess, the “duchess,” never relinquished her grip upon her husband’s arm, even as he was born away through the corridors of the third and most grand castle of the line of the Âreskynna. 
 Fiáh’our, along with Karras and Gän’gehtin, was ushered into a lavish sitting room. The door was left ajar amid the chaos of people hurrying up and down the corridor outside, though two Weardas took up silent vigil at each side of the doorway. 
 The room was far too squishy and plush for Fiáh’our’s taste. The young one as well looked completely lost, perhaps afraid to even sit upon a velvet divan in his seafarer’s clothes. And Gän’gehtin paced idly, a worried frown on his face. It was not long before they were interrupted. 
 An elderly man entered, but what caught Fiáh’our’s eyes first was the attendant that followed. 
 Obviously a Lhoin’na, this one looked as elderly as the other, meaning he was even older as what humans called an “elf.” But that one wore the robe of a sage that was white, and Fiáh’our knew of no order among human “scribblers,” let alone elven ones, for that color. 
 “I know of you,” the elderly man said, “though we have never met.” 
 Fiáh’our turned his attention to this Numan dressed in a long robe of aquamarine that made his like-colored irises appear brighter. His lightly lined face was covered in exhaustion, likely in the wake of fading worry amid a sleepless night. 
 “Give me your hand, thänæ,” the man said in a breathy voice. 
 Fiáh’our held out one hand, but the man clasped his wrist instead. So he did likewise for the greeting of allies. 
 “Thank you, Hammer-Stag, for my son’s life,” the man whispered, and then, in looking to the others present, “My thanks to all of you.” 
 Fiáh’our briefly bowed his head, Gän’gehtin did so with a soft smile, and a bewildered Karras quickly copied them. The elderly man turned away, hurrying out, though the tall old Lhoin’na in white lingered long enough for a brief smile and nod of his own. 
 “Was… was that…” Karras stuttered in a whisper. 
 “Yes,” Gän’gehtin confirmed. “King Leofwin Âreskynna of Malourné.” 
 Karras swallowed audibly, and Fiáh’our could not help but chuckle. There they lingered longer, until the next visitor entered. 
 Princess Âthelthryth glided in, now fully composed. At a guess, she was nearly as tall as her father, the king, or perhaps just as tall. Slender as she was, even in motion, she reminded Fiáh’our of any of the brightly lit and looming stone pylons of his people’s mountain settlements: tall and unbreakable. She had the wheat-gold hair of her bloodline, aside from their strange ocean eyes and narrow features. Something about her filled the room with an air of settled but all-encompassing watchfulness. 
 “I wanted to assure you,” she began, even and firm, “that any loss to you and yours will be rectified with all haste.” 
 Fiáh’our cocked his head toward Karras, and with brief puzzlement, the princess turned. 
 “The ship we hit is yours?” she asked. 
 “My… my father’s, High… Highness,” Karras awkwardly corrected. 
 The princess nodded with a soft smile. “Then tell him that even now arrangements are being made for its immediate repair. We apologize for any delays this will cause, and, if…” 
 Before she could finished, someone else entered. 
 Duchess—Princess—Reine Faunier-Âreskynna rushed straight at Fiáh’our as her sister-in-law turned. She had not changed clothes since leaving the ship, though now her left arm was in a sling and bound to a slat of wood with wraps of cotton cloth. She lingered in staring at him, as if not knowing what to say. 
 “Do not worry so,” Fiáh’our assured, laughing and trying to make light of all. “The prince was only a bit doused and chilled. He’s stout enough if he can be this much trouble. And he is back where he belongs, with you.” 
 Princess Reine glowered at him with a heavy exhale for such a tiny woman, but she put a small hand on his thick arm. Her gripped closed tightly, as if she needed that hold to remain on her feet. Her sister-in-law drifted over, and she looked up once before turning her attention to the others in the room. 
 Fiáh’our glanced aside in time to see Karras cringe and lower his eyes. Before the young one could utter another faltering word, the smaller princess closed on him. 
 “I am sorry… Highness,” he whispered, his gaze fixing once on her bandaged arm before he looked at the floor. 
 “Never think of it again,” she told him. “It will heal rightly… and I would be grateful for any wound in what you did for me and my husband. The pain is nothing for that.” 
 “And please tell your father,” the much taller princess added, “that if there are other losses because of his ship’s delay, we will assist with everything.” 
 Karras tried to answer but could not and only bowed his head a little more. 
 “And you,” Reine added, looking to Gän’gehtin. “I would imagine you brought these two to my husband’s aid.” 
 “Not precisely, Highness,” the shirvêsh answered. 
 “Just the same,” she said, stepping closer, “I will know you and yours are there for us, as always, on our next visit to your people. And I would be grateful for a much closer look inside your temple.” 
 Fiáh’our cocked an eyebrow as Duchess—Princess—Reine leaned in and kissed Gän’gehtin’s cheek. 
 The shirvêsh paled for an instant. This time it was not the young one who swallowed hard, looked away, and could not find his voice. 
 With that, the grace of two human nations, by two ladies of one royal house, departed. Not long after, so did all three in that one sitting room. And on the docks of Calm Seatt’s great port, Fiáh’our could not stop snickering at an incensed Gän’gehtin. 
 “Do not start with me again, old man,” the shirvêsh warned, though he rubbed his cheek one more time. 
 Putting aside any more teasing, Fiáh’our became suspiciously aware that he had not heard a word behind him. He glanced back to find the young one had stopped farther down the dock. 
 Karras stood staring back and up at the third castle rising beyond the city’s structures. 
 “A’ye, quit dawdling,” Fiáh’our called. 
 And still the young one lingered in staring the other way. “What was wrong with him?” 
 Fiáh’our frowned at Karras’s too soft question. “Wrong with who?” he asked in suspicion, though he already knew the answer. 
 Karras whirled about and snapped, “The prince, who else?” 
 “And how would I know that?” 
 The young one closed on him. “How could you not, since you already seemed to know so much?” 
 At Fiáh’our’s silence, Karras turned on Gän’gehtin, but the shirvêsh shook his head. 
 “I know very little more than Fiáh’our,” Gän’gehtin added. “And even that I would not tell anyone.” 
 “What?” Karras shouted. “Why?” 
 “Because it is no affair of yours,” Fiáh’our answered, “or mine… or anyone’s.” 
 He stormed off toward the ship, his sudden foul mood growing as Gän’gehtin followed. And he began to have doubts about this night’s influence upon the kitten. He had hoped—still hoped—for more, and at the sound of hurried steps behind him… 
 “After everything,” Karras began, “all that I… we went through, and we walk away without knowing all that it meant?” 
 Fiáh’our heard Gän’gehtin sigh and refrained from doing so himself. In truth, of course he was curious, but that meant nothing for a true warrior’s way. To act upon it lacked honor. 
 “Why did you not even ask?” Karras demanded. “Certainly there is no harm in that. A few answers are not much to ask, after what it cost.” 
 Fiáh’our came to a dead stop halfway up the ship’s ramp. As he started to turn, Gän’gehtin grabbed his forearm. He took a slow breath before he found his voice. 
 “And why do you not grow up a little more?” 
 Gän’gehtin’s grip crushed tight on Fiáh’our’s arm. He took yet another slow breath before turning on the young one. 
 “What we endured in service is not a debt to be paid,” he began, clinging to patience. “The secrets, the private matters… the burdens of others are not payment owed because you wish it so!” 
 The young one’s face twisted up in ire. About to say something, he only closed his mouth tightly. 
 “But if you so wish,” Fiáh’our added, “go back and ask for yourself, though you seemed to have had the good manners not to do so—until now. I will wait to fish you out once again, after another cold salty bath. Perhaps a third dunking will wash that impudence out of your dense head!” 



17. To Have and Have Not



 Karras shuddered in anger. It had been a fair enough question that he had asked and not worth more of the braggart’s berating. 
 “Or is that what you did with Skirra?” the thänæ said lowly. 
 Karras’s breath quickened at that name. 
 He tried to peer beyond the thänæ and the shirvêsh blocking the way. There was no sign of his father anywhere nearby, though that meant little, since he could not see the deck from halfway down the ramp. If his father had heard that name of some unknown woman and later asked… 
 “Been trying to dig into her burdens as well… for your own gains?” Fiáh’our rumbled. 
 “No!” Karras hissed back. 
 “Good,” the thänæ returned, “then maybe you will become worthy of her… beyond what you expect in marrying her.” 
 Karras grew frantic and quickly peered again up the ramp before lunging in. 
 “Shut your mouth, old man!” he whispered. 
 Fiáh’our eyed him coldly, and a malicious grin spread his beard as he leaned down. 
 “Make me.” 
 Karras froze. That he stood his ground was not purely out of bravery. Had the old boar figured out why he had sought out Skirra in looking for a way out of what had happened to his siblings? It was not that way anymore—or not just that. She meant other things to him now, as well. 
 Gän’gehtin jerked back on Fiáh’our, clearly confused about what had been said, but the old thänæ barely budged. 
 “What others keep to themselves,” the shirvêsh put in, though obviously still puzzled, “is not ours for the want of it. There are many things we never know or come to understand—most things for a short life in a large world, no matter how many years we are granted. The answers mean nothing for good service… which is an answer unto itself.” 
 As Gän’gehtin tugged again on Fiáh’our, and both headed up to the deck, it took effort for Karras not to roll his eyes at such circling nonsense. 
 He followed, trying to dismiss the old boar’s implied threats. So long as his plans concerning Skirra remained secret, and he could finally be rid of the mad thänæ, he would put up with anything for a little while longer. Over the past night, he had endured far worse than the preaching of a shirvêsh. 
 As Kararas stepped up on deck, Fiáh’our was pacing about in visible ire as Gän’gehtin looked on with a troubled frown. Both glanced his way, one in ire and the other in confused concern. He ignored them, but before heading off to tell his father of royal aid in ship repairs, his gaze caught yet again on that cabin door. 
 Among all other mysteries of the past night, one lingered: that of a woman who would risk anything to be at the side of the one she loved. He stood there, wondering, what it might have taken for Skirra to… 
 “Astounding, was it not?” 
 Karras scowled, barely glancing at the old blusterer before continuing to peer at the cabin door in thinking…. 
 “About the duchess and her prince?” Fiáh’our added. 
 Karras did not turn this time in whispering almost to himself, “If I could have had even a bit of what she gave him… if I could have had just that much from…” 
 He dare not speak Skirra’s name aloud with all those nearby, especially his father. 
 “Have?” Fiáh’our roared like a bear. “Have, have, have!” 
 Karras spun to see the thänæ charging him with a dangerous glower, and many around the deck turned as well. Gän’gehtin quickly stepped in the way, holding the old man back. Karras retreated another a step under Fiáh’our’s roar. 
 “You mewling, selfish… pissy little… selfish… thick-headed, selfish runt of a…” 
 Gän’gehtin grappled with the old boar as he glanced dumbstruck over his shoulder. But Karras did not say a word, even to shut the old man up, for his father was looking on. 
 Fiáh’our whipped up his arms, casting off the Gän’gehtin’s hold and sending the shirvêsh stumbling back. 
 “Then that is the way it must be,” Fiah’our shouted. “Just as I read at first sight of you!” 
 Karras flinched and back-stepped, but the old bellower spun away. 
 “Uinseil!” Fiáh’our barked, as he pounded across the deck. “A word, by the barter… now!” 
 A chill rushed through Karras. He started after the thänæ, but Gän’gehtin step in his way this time. 
 “Do not,” the shirvêsh warned, “not when he is like this.” 
 All Karras could do was helplessly look on as the braggart closed on his father. 
 Uinseil’s face flooded with confusion as well as annoyance. He cocked his head with a befuddled expression at whatever the thänæ first said… too low for Karras to hear. 
 “What is this about?” Gän’gehtin asked. 
 Karras did not answer. He watched his father peer narrow-eyed at the old boar, and then blink rapidly, as if what he heard was too stunning to comprehend. Karras grew sick with fear in not being able to hear what was said. 
 It seemed that being spurned a final time by Skirra would not be the end of all this. 
 Misery would come upon misery, once Fiáh’our revealed all that Karras had tried to do for years in secret. On top of his failure with Skirra, he would no longer escape his parents’ pressure for an honorably arranged marriage. And then his father suddenly straightened. 
 Uinseil’s face twisted up, as if he had heard something unbelievable, shocking… disgraceful. 
 Karras sagged, no longer pressing against Gän’gehtin’s restraint. The shirvêsh, still utterly at a loss, hesitantly followed Karras’s forlorn gaze. 
 Father shook his head as if trying to clear it after a heavy blow. 
 “Oh, Fiáh’our, no more,” Uinseil groaned aloud, closing his eyes so tiredly. “There is no such debt to pay… there never was a—” 
 He was cut off as the old boar raised a hand for silence, lifted his chin, and averted his face. 
 “Enough,” Fiáh’our moaned dramatically. “I can bear it no longer! I will see it paid in good service to your ancestor… through your son.” 
 Karras went numb, this time as confused as Gän’gehtin. After more muttering from the thänæ and a final exasperated sigh from his father… 
 “Very well,” Uinseil groaned, sagging where he stood. 
 “The barter is struck!” Fiáh’our announced loudly. “I will let you instruct him. But be mindful of this as our barter, and not his.” 
 Karras was still at a loss as the thänæ turned away and tromped off toward the ship’s ramp. But the old boar paused once before descending and glowered at Karras. 
 “And enough bobbing about, as well!” he grumbled. 
 With that, Fiáh’our disappeared down the ramp. 
 And still, Karras stood there. Was it too much to hope that he was finally free of that mad man? 
 Gän’gehtin rushed across the deck, peering over the side through the remains of the rail. 
 “Where is he going?” Karras called. 
 The shirvêsh shook his head. “I think… I believe… he is going to walk back to the seatt.” 
 “And you will go with him.” 
 Karras turned sharply at his father’s voice, and so did the shirvêsh. 
 Uinseil took a long, deep breath and exhaled audibly. He looked utterly worn, and again, Karras was uncertain of what his father had said. 
 “You are now apprenticed to the thänæ,” Uinseil declared. 
 For an instant, Karras did not react. 
 “Go with him, learn from him,” his father said, “until the thänæ is satisfied with your ability in what he teaches you.” 
 Gän’gehtin’s eyebrows rose higher than anyone watching would have thought possible. Even all of the crew stood looking among themselves in surprise. 
 Karras’s stomach knotted up. His vision swam, and he felt as if he might faint right there. Whatever “debt” the old boar had demanded must be paid, it could not possibly cost this? 
 “Father?” he whispered. “Why?” 
 Uinseil shook his head. “That is not for you. Go.” 
 Gän’gehtin grunted as he stepped to the ramp’s head. “Another prank, perhaps, as usual, so are you coming?” 
 Karras still stared at his father. 
 “Whatever this is,” Uinseil added. “I assume you did something to catch Fiáh’our’s interest. Now that you have it, at least make good use of this opportunity and the honor of it.” 
 Karras almost shout out “no,” but what might happen from that? He stood dumbfound for far too long. 
 “Go, son, now,” his father said. 
 How could Karras ever explain how all of this had started, enough and less than was needed to escape it without revealing what he had to keep hidden? 
 Everything about the past night ran through his numbed mind, all the way back to that moment in a dark passage when he had been spurned by Skirra again. And then to being trapped in a lowly cheag’anâkst and set upon by that loathsome braggart of a clan-kin. All that had come down on his head after that, through Fiáh’our’s bungling, had started with one slip… or so it seemed. 
 “It is a long walk,” Gän’gehtin said quietly. “We should start.” 
 Karras numbly shuffled forward. At sight of the shirvêsh, he suddenly needed someone even more troublesome than the blusterer to blame for the past night’s misfortunes. 
 That was the last night Karras ever mistakenly asked help from the blasted Bäynæ. 
 But no, it would not be the last time. 
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1. Hopelessness Springs Eternal



 Karras’ ears rang as Fiáh’our’s wooden sparring axe rebounded off his helmet—again. The world flashed white before his eyes, and he began to topple—again. He barely heard the old blusterer’s rebuke. 
 “A’ye’ous! How many times before you spot that hooking counterstrike coming?” 
 Karras’ back hit the thick-timbered floor. His heavy impact sent a boom echoing off the training hall’s stone walls. That almost drowned out the chitter of his padded armor’s hardwood scales, but not his own sparring axe clattering out of his grip. 
 He just lay there in an exhausted daze, having been tricked into apprenticeship to the so-called great warrior Fiáh’our—“Hammer-Stag.” This had something to do with an unknown debt the old blusterer believed he owed to one of Karras’ ancestors. Though it had appeared that Karras’ father, Uinseil, did not believe the thänæ, an “honored one,” owed any such debt, Uinseil had wearily agreed to Karras’ apprenticeship to the old boar. 
 To Karras, it was more like indentured servitude. 
 He had not dared argue at that time, for he had—still—feared revealing a secret of his own to his father and mother; a secret he had foolishly shared with the blustering thänæ. 
 Skirra, of the fallen family of Yêarclág, had again spurned Karras’ offer of marriage, perhaps for the last time. 
 As a rughìr, one of the Rughìr’thai’âch, the “Earth-Born,” or what humans called “dwarves,” he needed a marriage of his own making to escape an arranged one, like those of his miserable brother and sister. He would not be used for the sake of family and clan alliances or maintained honor; tradition “be damned,” as some humans said. 
 Worse still, he dared not break apprenticeship and disgrace his family let alone his clan—the latter of which he shared with Fiáh’our. If he did, shame might make his parents force him into a hasty marriage, and one more undesirable in urgency. 
 Karras released a moaning sigh. Sweat ran into his eyes from under his iron-banded helmet and pooled at his back inside his training armor. Still he lay there staring up at the training hall’s high domed ceiling of stone with its thick support arches. 
 Even worse, the place of his tutelage was within the temple of Skâpagi—“Shielder” the Guardian—one of three warriors among the Bäynæ. Not that he believed those “Eternal Ones,” spiritual ancestors of his people as a whole, were even real. And even if, what had they ever done for him instead of to him? 
 Nothing but leave him to the torments of the old braggart. 
 A broad, grizzly-bearded face suddenly blocked Karras’ view, and he peered up into Fiáh’our’s glaring black rughìr irises. The thänæ scrutinized him with an irritable frown framed by steel-streaked ruddy hair. Easily five feet tall, taller than any rughìr that Karras had ever met, the old man was broad at the shoulders—and belly—and looked even taller from Karras’ prone state. 
 That was just more annoying. 
 Fiáh’our no longer wore his chain vestment over quilted padding, reinforced by steel pauldrons and couters. He was attired like Karras in padded leather covered in overlapping hardwood scales. Though more easily damaged than steel, the scales were easier to repair and replace. 
 Unlike Karras, the thänæ never wore a helmet. At first, he had been mildly concerned and hesitant in sparring, but at mention of the thänæ donning a helmet, Fiáh’our had laughed at him, almost unable to stop. 
 Karras had failed to score even one hit on the old man since training began. 
 Fiáh’our rested his wooden sparring axe on one shoulder, its two blades likewise edged with leather over padding. Not that this helped much for being bashed with it over and over. 
 “Are you getting up… or not?” the thänæ asked flatly. 
 Karras exhaled sharply. Here he was, enslaved to a bumbling prankster of a clan-kin, who had some notion to make him worthy of the one woman he did want in marriage. It was so twisted that he would have laughed at anyone else in his place. 
 The woman he wanted did not want him, and yet now he could not escape Fiáh’our. 
 “Not,” Karras mumbled, shutting his eyes, and he heard the old bluster suck a breath through clenched teeth. 
 “Get up!” Fiáh’our shouted. 
 Someone else let out a heavy sigh. “Enough… please! This is obviously not working.” 
 “How else will he learn from his mistakes, if ever?” the thänæ countered. “He will not get a second, third… or hundredth chance in battle.” 
 Karras’ eyes popped wide, and he struggled to sit up. 
 “Battle?” he whispered in panic and then louder, “What battle?” 
 No one answered him, and Fiáh’our faced the only other person in the training hall. 
 “He is not learning anything by being flattened over and over,” Gän’gehtin argued. 
 The young rughìr “shirvêsh,” or what humans mistakenly called a priest or monk, stood with arms folded as he leaned against one of four high archways around the training hall. He was much younger than the thänæ, though not nearly as young as Karras. How, let alone why, he was a comrade to the likes of Fiáh’our was beyond guessing. 
 “It worked well enough for others,” Fiáh’our replied, “including you.” 
 “I learned in spite of it,” Gän’gehtin grumbled. 
 In place of a traditional white quilted vestment for a shirvêsh to Skâpagi, Gän’gehtin wore training armor like the old man. It was not fair that the two had traded off during sparring, and Karras had no one to stand in for himself. 
 “At least here he faces only this,” and Fiáh’our hefted his sparring axe. “And he gets a soft wood floor for his backside, like you did. Mere bruises and bumps are good lessons before he faces true steel.” 
 Karras frowned and rubbed the small of his back. Oak beams did not feel soft after one fell on them day after day. 
 “He is unsuited to a skìanìvlod,” Gän’gehtin replied, rubbing a narrow line of bristling whiskers along his jaw below his bare upper lip. 
 Since being trapped here, Karras had learned a few traditional terms among rughìr warriors. “Skìanìvlod” meant “wing-bladed” or “wing blades” or some such, meaning two opposing blades. It was used for any weapon of like make, such as a two-sided pick for battle… or just an axe. 
 Those old words were just more of Fiáh’our’s obsession with tradition! 
 “He is too small… too inexperienced for a top-heavy, bilateral weapon,” the shirvêsh continued. “It requires strength combined with balance to turn and direct, and then recover quickly from a strike.” 
 For an instant, Karras forgot the frightening notion of battle. He was not that small. A yard and a half was big enough, barely short for his people, and two-thirds of a yard at the shoulders was suitably stout in proportion. 
 He wiped sweat off his face with the back of his hand and felt the prickle of stumble on his cheeks. Much as he preferred being clean-shaven, no matter that it drew scoffs and puzzlement from his own kind, he had been too ragged and tired of late to tend to it. 
 “Then what would you suggest?” Fiáh’our challenged. “We have put half the standard weapon types in his hand… from skanslíay to ourdkreig, studìhallû to tranahallû… and he weaved about worse with each one!” 
 Karras wrinkled his nose with a mean little pout and glanced about the walls lined with padded sparring weapons made of hardwoods. He knew some of those old rughìr terms for what humans might call a spear with extra side blades, a pick-like hammer used in fighting, and a head-high, iron-staff or iron-ribbed cudgel. Those were a few weapons grouped under the terms he actually remembered. 
 Once he had grumbled about just calling an axe an axe, instead of some word no one sensible used anymore. Fiáh’our had nearly bitten him in half. 
 “Because we learn weapons by the way they are made, what they have in common… not by what each one is called,” the old man had growled. “Then you can pick similar ones and use them, just the same. Mastering a specific weapon comes after that… if you are still alive!” 
 Karras huffed—as if he cared either way! 
 He did not know the Numan—local human—words for those weapons, as a warrior’s ways and tools had never interested him. But he doubted they were so obsessed with such traditional nonsense. Still, he could not remember which weapon on the wall fit a tranahallû. Perhaps it was that stupid, big ball of wood on the end of a stick that had thrown him off balance more than the axe. 
 “What about a sword, one suitable to our kind?” Gän’gehtin suggested. 
 Fiáh’our scoffed. “The last thing he needs is more human nonsense!” 
 Gän’gehtin wrinkled his high brow, visibly at a loss. “What does that mean?” 
 Karras turned a malicious and fearful glare on Fiáh’our. 
 There was nothing wrong with human ways, especially those of the nearby Numan nations. They did not wallow in old traditions for every little thing, like some of his people—like the old man. 
 If Karras had been born a Numan—or any kind of human—and Skirra as well, there would have been less about tradition to foul up his life. She might have accepted him in marriage, at that. Even so, his family had its honor, and more than most, so why was he not good enough for her? 
 Gän’gehtin’s puzzlement over human “nonsense” was not puzzling to Karras. The shirvêsh knew nothing about Karras being spurned by Skirra, about his scheme concerning her to avoid an arranged marriage, or the old blusterer’s ridiculous—and futile—notion of what Karras needed to win Skirra over. 
 As if that would ever happen now. 
 Fiáh’our glowered at his young friend. “Next you will suggest putting one of your sticks in his hand.” 
 Karras swallowed hard and cringed, as Gän’gehtin stiffened upright with a clenched jaw. 
 The shirvêsh snatched an iron-ribbed cudgel—studìhallû—leaning at hand against the wall. Not the arm’s length kind all shirvêsh of Skâpagi carried, but a big one, as tall as the shirvêsh or maybe a bit more. He gripped around its four riveted iron ridges, raised it, and slammed its bottom end against the floor. 
 A slightly less loud boom echoed through the training hall as Gän’gehtin shouted back at Fiáh’our. 
 “The studìhallû is not a stick, you clown! I will prove it on your hide—again—if you wish.” 
 Karras let out an exhausted groan. Clearly he was not the only one here losing patience over the last moon’s misery. 
 “No need for a fit,” Fiáh’our sniped. “But how is that any less challenging than the axe?” 
 Gän’gehtin grumbled under his breath and studied the weapon he held. When his eyes narrowed, Fiáh’our’s expression turned suspicious, even through his thick beard. 
 “What now?” the blusterer asked. 
 Gän’gehtin peered about the hall. When the shirvêsh’s roaming gaze stalled for an instant, Karras tried to follow it too late, and then Gän’gehtin uttered one strange word. 
 “Bunsa’hoyksí!” 
 Karras cocked his head in bafflement, but he looked back in time to see Fiáh’our’s eyes pop. 
 The best Karras could make of that old word was “eight” something… or something “eight.” He quickly took in all the practice weapons, but not one hinted at that name by their look. He did not like it compared to skìanìvlod for “two” bladed weapons. 
 Fiáh’our appeared to have lost his voice, and then… 
 “Are you full of nonsense today?” the thänæ half-whispered. His voice then rose to another shout. “How is the old ‘eight-ways’ going to be easier for him than two?” 
 “The blades are smaller, narrower… and you know this!” Gän’gehtin shot back. “They are distributed for balance by the traditional eight directions of the world.” Fiáh’our scoffed but the shirvêsh rushed on. “The blades can remain dull, thick for impact instead of chopping, as he could not make them cut deeply enough at first.” 
 “It is still top-heavy, as you would say.” 
 Gän’gehtin leaned out the long iron-ribbed cudgel. “Then make it hand-and-a-half by the length and counter-balanced with a cuffed butt-spike.” 
 Karras was utterly lost—and worried—for Fiáh’our fell silent, apparently caught in deep thought. 
 “Hmm, perhaps a traditional weapon might also serve another purpose,” the old man muttered. “Still, too much weight in the head.” 
 “Then modified… six blades instead,” Gän’gehtin suggested. 
 Fiáh’our slowly shook his head. “No… five.” 
 Gän’gehtin scrunched one eyebrow more than the other. 
 “He will habitually lead with one blade, like all novices,” Fiáh’our explained. “With five blades, that puts two at the trailing side. Better for when—if—he learns to hook and deflect on recovery. And it will be that much less top-heavy.” 
 With all of Karras’ aches and pains, he was growing tired of people talking like he was not right here. 
 “What is a bun… bunsah… an ‘eight-ways?’” he demanded. 
 “Never mind!” the thänæ snapped, and he remained fixed on the shirvêsh. “Until it is ready, the closest thing here is a tranahallû. Start him on that again.” 
 “About our changes,” Gän’gehtin added, “it will take time for temple weaponers to—” 
 “I have something else in mind,” Fiáh’our cut in—and a mischievous, dark grin spread his beard. 
 Karras clenched all over. Things always ended badly for him when some sly notion pleased the old boar. 
 “And I have one more little variation,” Fiáh’our continued, “but that I keep to myself. I will meet you here the day after tomorrow to begin re-training him in earnest… in hope.” 
 “As you wish, for now,” Gän’gehtin said tiredly. 
 “What?” Karras shouted, struggling to his feet. “Start over… again?” 
 Fiáh’our tromped off, his heavy boots raising low thunder from the floor beams. By the time Karras remembered that his first question had never been answered, the thänæ was out the southern archway and halfway down a narrow tunnel through the temple. 
 “What battle?” Karras shouted. “I am not going into any battle, you madman! That was not part of the barter with my father. You never said anything about—” 
 “Meow, meow, meow,” echoed Fiáh’our’s bellow up the dim passage. “Oh, blessed Bäynæ, how the kitten does yowl.” 
 “Stop calling me that, you… you…” 
 “He is too far off to hear your insults,” Gän’gehtin interrupted. “So let us turn to something productive.” 
 Karras was still fuming when he turned back. 
 The shirvêsh had leaned the oversized cudgel against the wall. Among all the practice weapons, he took hold of that awful thing with the huge wooden ball. 
 Karras finally remembered which weapon fit the term tranahallû, and he buried his face in his hands. 
 It was the very one that had repeatedly toppled him. If whatever old forgotten weapon the shirvêsh and thänæ had in mind was anything like that, the last moon would not be the worst of his suffering. 
 “Oh, please… not that one,” he moaned, dropping his hands. 
 Gän’gehtin’s brows rose over a blank stare. 
 With cropped hair mussed from sparring, and sticking out around his wide ears, the shirvêsh looked like a flat-faced opossum caught in a lantern’s light after dark. It made him appear witless, which he was not. Gän’gehtin let the head of the tranahallû clunk on the floor and rested his hands on its haft’s upright end. 
 “Very well. How long since you have been home to your family?” 
 Hesitant, Karras barely shook his head. “I do not… perhaps… maybe half a moon.” 
 Gän’gehtin smiled softly, exhaling through his broad flat nose. 
 “When the will is wearier than the flesh,” he said, “the flesh is all the more unwilling to learn. Go—see your family, as Fiáh’our will not return for at least a day, and I will say nothing of this. But steel yourself to return to training the following dawn.” 
 Karras did not know how “flesh” could learn anything, but his wits were still fuzzy with the ringing in his head. He would take any excuse to escape even one day of the latter. 
 “Thank you,” he whispered. “Thank you so much. I will not be late.” And he turned away, heading for the same passage that Fiáh’our had taken. 
 “Karras?” 
 He stopped instantly and glanced back. 
 Gän’gehtin still stood with his hands cupped over the haft’s end of that awful practice weapon. His gaze slowly dropped and then rose, as if looking Karras over from head to toe and back. An almost sad or perplexed disappointment passed through the shirvêsh’s broad features. 
 Karras did not like that, for none of this was his choice. “Yes?” he answered sharply. 
 “I was only wondering,” Gän’gehtin began, “as it has been many years since Fiáh’our took anyone for training, but… why now and why you? And what does all of this have to do with a barter?” 
 A knot cinched tight in Karras’ belly. 
 He neither liked nor disliked the shirvêsh but did not wish to give offense to anyone who showed him a little pity, even in ignorance. How could he possibly answer without answering? 
 “Not one arrangement… or barter,” he started. “Several, more likely. Of those I know, there are… well, private matters… confidences…” 
 Gän’gehtin settled sternly. “I have heard as much from Fiáh’our. Very well, I would not push either of you to dishonor yourselves or your word to others.” And he added a sharp nod. 
 Karras was uncertain if that was all, but as the shirvêsh remained silent, he finally nodded back and turned to leave. He was still quivering as he shuffled tiredly out of the temple’s training hall. 
 That exchange had come too close to the secret—to the failure—that he kept to himself, of which the old blusterer knew too much. The problem was, that in his failure with Skirra and as the eldest of his siblings, it would be even harder to evade pressure from his parents to find a suitable mate. And Skirra—or “Sliver” as humans might say—of a family living in the lowest underground level of one of Dhredze Seatt’s four mountain settlements, would not be suitable to them. 
 No one he knew could clearly say why Skirra’s family, the Yêarclág or “Iron-Braids”, had generations ago come to such a lowly state. At least she was hardworking, devoted to her family’s craft as a smith, intelligent and proud unto herself… and beautiful to him. But what did any of that matter? 
 She would not have him. So the only benefit in suffering Fiáh’our’s tutelage was holding off any arrangements by his parents. 
 Karras grew wearier under hopelessness as he shuffled along the way out to the mountainside. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Fiáh’our fumed in his rushed tromp. He was in it up to his eyeballs like never before. It had been long years—decades—since he had taken on any students, and Karras was the most inept little bumbler he had ever had to teach. 
 There were some things that could not or should not be taught. One simply came by them naturally as a sensible rughìr. The kitten was not that either. 
 Gän’gehtin had been one of Fiáh’our’s students, way back when. With such a good result from a very trying training, Fiáh’our had decided that enough was enough and gone back into the world for more good service. And now, some thirty years later… 
 Why, by all the ancestors, had the blessed Bäynæ tossed a mewling little kitten into his path? It was worse than he had first thought, though he still believed it had purpose. Why else would he have accidentally stumbled upon this young one too steeped in human ways? And it had happened in Kìnnébuây, “The People’s House,” his very favorite cheag’anâkst—greeting house—in the lowest level of Chemarré, “Seaside” settlement of Dhredze Seatt, his people’s mountain domain. 
 Kìnnébuây was the last place Fiáh’our had ever expected to meet such a wayward, pretentious little clan-kin. What Karras lacked in respect and understanding for tradition was immense and contrary to his half-hearted assumption that honor was linked to family and clan. The kitten had no en’nag, or ken’nin as Numans of old said—no true knowing, that innate awareness or knowledge that came from within. And indeed, Fiáh’our had a different view of tradition… and honor. 
 Could the latter truly be based in blood and heritage? Perhaps. 
 True honor gave rise to tradition, and when tradition pulled honor down for a failing, there was only one way to raise it once more: through heart and spirit, not blood and heritage. 
 If only Karras were a bit more eager for that. 
 Perhaps there was one other person who might unknowingly help lead a conniving little kitten back to his people’s ways. What a twisted jest by the Bäynæ that this person was the one that Karras loved… supposedly. 
 Fiáh’our had seen few who had fallen as far as the family of Yêarclág, though fewer still knew why and none of them would say. Skirra Yêarclág refused to yield to that fall—or deny it. When honor failed in heritage, that bloodline’s honor was only renewed through determination. She had more of that than any one handful of others Fiáh’our had met, though she was obstinate and outright nasty at times. 
 She had chewed up and spit out Karras more than once by the kitten’s own whining. But Fiáh’our clung to hope for Karras’ salvation, if Skirra favored him even a little. 
 It was going to be a long journey for the kitten to understand the warrior’s way and the lessons of suffering, service, and sacrifice. Of course, then he would need the wits to apply such lessons to the matter of love and marriage. Even that was not enough. 
 Next to any hopes, that last bit made hopelessness rise again. As Fiáh’our neared the temple proper, amid the great chambers and tunnels of the temple of Skâpagi, his foul mood was almost festering. 
 “A’ye!” he grumbled, “a little mercy, oh bothersome Bäynæ… and maybe a little help!” 
 “Get your feet well planted, my little ones!” someone shouted. 
 Fiáh’our paused at laughter echoing from the temple proper. Much like a child’s giggle, it boomed as loud as the huge signal drums atop the mountain. Then came a chorus of little grunts and yelps from young voices followed by the sounds of tumbling bodies. 
 Fiáh’our stepped back to peek through the archway but never got a chance. Someone much smaller than him rolled to a stop at his feet. He looked down into the roundish stunned face of a young rughìr girl. 
 She wore a plain and white felt vestment without quilting or padding, marking her as mere acolyte of the temple. Flat on her back, she blinked rapidly in a daze, not noticing him at first. 
 It was certainly a welcome distraction after a long worthless day. 
 “Need a little help?” he asked. 
 Her dazed eyes cleared. Looking up into his face from upside down, her gaze then fixed on the thôrhk around his neck. She went white, utterly mortified. 
 “Oh… oh, thänæ, I am… excuse me… I did not see—” 
 “Fiáh’our!” shouted that deep humor-laden voice. “Pardon the disturbance, as I did not notice you lurking. Done with the day’s training for your new apprentice?” 
 Fiáh’our grumbled as the girl scrambled up, awkwardly dusting off the seat of her pants as she bowed to him. 
 “Yes… if one could call it training,” he answered. 
 But he lost more of his foul mood at the girl’s embarrassed fidgeting under his gaze. He suppressed a smile about that while looking to the only one left standing in the temple proper before an immense statue of Skâpagi—“Shielder” the Guardian… the Bäynæ of this temple. 
 And that one he saw was a bit huge as well for a rughìr. 
 Though not tall, calling Háttê’mádzh a walking boulder was not far from the truth, and well aside from his wide, bald head. His fully quilted vestment could offer enough cloth for all three other young acolytes now picking themselves up around the wide chamber. The head shirvêsh had tossed them all about without even taking one step. 
 “Are we now training in the temple proper?” Fiáh’our jibed. 
 “Bah! What is a little play, even in temple?” Háttê’mádzh returned. “In a serious calling, one should laugh whenever, wherever. Our great Skâpagi had a worthy wit and needed it!” 
 Háttê’mádzh was always full of warmth and laughter, which was only part of why his acolytes and the other shirvêsh here loved him. Humans might have called him “Tickler,” though his name meant, “prod of good-humor.” What the rotund head shirvêsh had just claimed of the Bäynæ that he served was also why Fiáh’our favored this temple most of all. 
 He liked it even more than that of Stálghlên, “True-Steel” the Champion, where he had received his thôrhk and become a thänæ more than fifty years ago. Also here was where Fiáh’our had first met an even younger Gän’gehtin, full of fury and bitterness back then, and poisoned with hatred. 
 “Not fair!” someone cried. 
 Fiáh’our glanced sidelong across the chamber. Beyond the huge stone platform bearing the even huger statue, one young male acolyte regained his feet and now glowered in a pout. 
 “It is not fair, master,” that one whined. “You are too… too big for us to topple.” 
 The other two young males, equally pouty, nodded in furious agreement. One even kicked the stone floor in frustration. 
 Fiáh’our was trying to ignore the fourth, the girl, still sheepishly peeking up at him. He could not help but chuckle this time. 
 “What is all this complaining?” Háttê’mádzh chided the young ones, his sternness obviously faked. “Maybe next time a little brains to supplement a lack of brawn? Now, off with you all to studies. I want to hear you recite the ‘Last Lament of Skâpagi’—from memory—by supper.” 
 All four little acolytes were struck mute. 
 “But… but Master…” stuttered the girl, “that one is… so… so…” 
 “Off with you all,” Háttê’mádzh said, truly stern this time. “And do not dawdle about it.” As the four scurried out the far archway, the head shirvêsh nodded to Fiáh’our. “Walk with me, old friend, while I see they get where they are going.” 
 Much as Fiáh’our had a first task to complete concerning an old weapon, he followed along, for this place of good humor offered him at least another moment’s solace. But as the two old friends walked the passages behind the quartet of acolytes, who all whispered to each other amid rearward glances, the head shirvêsh became too somber. 
 The sudden change worried Fiáh’our quite a bit. 
 “Will you be heading out again any time soon?” Háttê’mádzh asked. 
 Fiáh’our grumbled incoherently and then, “Not likely… with the present task at hand.” 
 “That bad is he, this new apprentice?” 
 “I might regret any words I said aloud.” 
 “Some might ask why you bother, but…” and Háttê’mádzh shrugged with a sudden smile as he looked at his little acolytes. 
 Indeed, a head shirvêsh for any temple understood that not all who came to be acolytes would remain to become shirvêsh. Of the four young ones scampering ahead, perhaps one would continue on the path of Skâpagi to become a “guardian.” Maybe not even that. 
 It was not a life suited to everyone, but all—well, almost all—were warmly welcomed to come, to try, to learn, and to benefit for whatever life they eventually chose. This was not the situation with Karras or what was truly on the mind of the head shirvêsh. 
 “It is the season, you know,” Háttê’mádzh said, no longer smiling. “Well after they rise from partial hibernation.” 
 Fiáh’our remained silent, waiting for what they both knew. 
 “The sluggïn’ân grow bolder—or perhaps more desperate—every year. More packs are ranging far from the Broken Lands into the west and staying longer. We, along with the other two warrior temples, always spare what shirvêsh we can to patrol against them, but…” 
 The rest need not be said. 

Fiáh’our had ranged the northern wilds in defending villages and settlements, including those farther north among the more inland Maksœ’ín Veallaksê, the “People of the Bear”—or what other humans called Northlanders. He should have been out there by now, or rather sooner than now, if not for the kitten.

 Sluggïn’ân—or gôb’elazkin, “the little gobblers” or goblins to nearby Numans—were a plague that he had watched grow over a lifetime. They were both less and more than what most thought of them. He groaned at this reminder of his failed duty; it certainly was not any help from the Bäynæ. 

“I am sorry,” Háttê’mádzh said quietly. “I did not mean to further burden you.”


“Hopefully I will find a way to again take up that burden properly… and soon.”


“Then let us say no more about—”


“No!” Fiáh’our cut in. “Please… keep me informed of all you hear, whether I can do anything about it or not… for now.”

 They fell to idle talk, reminiscing about the memorable past, and even to how much Gän’gehtin had changed over the years. Háttê’mádzh quipped that the young shirvêsh might make a “decent” head shirvêsh in maybe fifty or so years. That was a short but suitable time for a rughìr to mature in wisdom, but once again, Fiáh’our felt the pressure of time. 
 He had far less than fifty years to make something out of Karras, so he said his farewell. Háttê’mádzh clapped him once on the back before quickly heading off after his acolytes. 
 The situation was worse with Karras, who had no knowledge within him for what was necessary. Everyone who sought the way of the warrior had to have a hidden inkling or talent, some aptitude to build upon. Some might learn combat by rote, but they would never go far, and even in that, Karras had failed… 
 Which meant that Fiáh’our had failed as well. 
 Watching his friend and the acolytes vanish off to their studies, Fiáh’our worried about the kitten surviving a first battle; that was the first test of a warrior’s path. There was another trick to play in that concerning an old weapon, but only if Karras found some personal bit of en’nag within himself. Until Fiáh’our saw that with his own eyes, he was at a loss in all of his efforts here. 
 But if it could happen just once, perhaps a weapon out of old tradition might bring Karras a little wisdom where his want of Skirra was concerned. And a first lesson in true honor as well—her kind of honor. 



2. Homeless Away From Home



 Karras barely noticed his surroundings as he shuffled out through the temple. This time, he did not pause to peer into the temple proper at the immense stone statue of Skâpagi rising some ten or more yards into that round chamber’s heights. 
 The effigy of that supposed great Bäynæ, the Guardian, stood with a heavy and long head-high iron-shod cudgel in one hand, much like the one that Gän’gehtin had brandished in the training hall. On Skâpagi’s other wrist was a very small shield, or so Karras would call it. He could not imagine what that was worth compared to the greater shield strapped upon the Bäynæ’s back. 
 Karras did not need that sight again to remind him of all the nonsense this place had put upon him. When he reached the front entrance, he nodded politely to the attending shirvêsh but pushed out through the large double doors before they were opened for him. Karras then stalled halfway down the outer steps, knowing he should go home for a visit. 
 Brief messages he had sent over the last half moon, to let his parent’s know that he was well, would not be enough for them. While he was obligated in apprenticeship, they might not raise the subject of an arranged marriage again. But amid failure with Skirra, he could not bear it if they did so. Even out on the open mountainside, under a late summer’s dusk and looking down upon sun-sparked waves far below, Karras felt trapped. 
 It was as if he clung to a rock spire in a stormy sea with no shoreline in sight. That the spire was Fiáh’our made it all the worse. 
 Karras dropped in heavy steps to the switchback street snaking up and down through Chekiuní, the “Point-Side” settlement of Dhredze Seatt. With few others about in the early evening, he freely followed the broad stone road down toward the next tight turn and the way to his clan’s réhanâkst. 
 Most of the twenty-seven clans maintained or shared one such “commonhouse” in each settlement. Humans used this term for any community structure, but a réhanâkst was for the exclusive use of a clan, its families, and occasionally their guests. Perhaps he could wait until morning to decide about the long tram ride through the mountain to face his family. But he barely made the first switchback turn when he paused with the réhanâkst in sight, halfway down the street’s next leg. 
 Karras neared the squat retaining wall on the street’s outer side and again looked down along the peninsula’s steep point. Below to the left was the vast Beranklifer Bay, which in Numanese meant “Bear’s Claw” Bay; it had the shape of such a huge paw when seen from high above. Even from a distance, it was easy to make out Calm “Seatt,” the great port and king’s city of the nation of Malourné. It was so named by the Numans, the humans of the region, out of respect for rughìr allies who had long ago helped build its many greater constructions. That included all three castles erected over four centuries for the royal family of the Âreskynna. 
 It was not that long ago since Karras had walked into the last and greatest of those castles with Fiáh’our and Gän’gehtin, after they had rescued a prince of Malourné. How could he have known then that such a service would land him in servitude to the old man? 
 To the vista’s right and west lay the open ocean, and further around the point was Karras’ home settlement of Chemarré, “Sea-Side.” Between east and west, the peninsula’s primary ridge dove into the glittering waters and marked the division between bay and ocean. But there were other ridges down there where the mountain’s roots—its feet and toes—sank deep beneath the water. 
 Karras knew so, for he had seen them with his own eyes, and that memory carried him back to a day some twenty years ago. On a special voyage to become a true sea-trader upon the family’s hulking ship, a two-masted bark, he had been frightened. 
 He stood at the vessel’s side with a thick rope tied about his waist. 
 “You can do this,” his father said, smiling warmly with pride for a child come of age. “We have all done so, back beyond my grandfather and grandmother, first of our blood to set foot on their own ship.” 
 Young Karras, just seventeen years old, avoided rolling his eyes, though his father’s certainty quelled some of his fear. 
 Far too many times he had heard family “tellings,” the tales, of paternal great-grandfather, Uinfeald. Much as he did not care for tellings, he at least preferred hearing about his paternal great-grandmother, Donshê. She had been the shrewd one at trading, and more likely the one to barter the family into their first vessel. Donshê—not Uinfeald—was the ancestor Karras thought he was most like. As to the most ludicrous telling about his paternal great-grandfather… 
 One dark night under a new moon, a pack of brigands aboard a smaller vessel harried Uinfeald’s two-masted bark up the southern coast. He made a run past the mouth of Beranklifer Bay for the small port below Chemarré, but the brigands somehow cut in front of him. Uinfeald had to turn his ship at full sail back around the point for the bay. 
 That other vessel was faster than great-grandfather’s cargo-laden one, and he realized that he would never reach any port before his ship was boarded. He would be caught in the dark, amid the bay at best, and far out of sight of any friendly Malourné patrol ships that might come to his aid. So Uinfeald resorted to a daring or foolhardy maneuver… if any of this was at all true. 
 First, he lowered a skiff over the side with three or four of his crew—the number varied from one telling to the next. As the skiff fell behind and rowed off into the dark, Uinfeald cut his ship’s sail lines. With sails flapping loosely in the night wind, the bark began to slow, but he did not wait for it to halt. He immediately ordered the crew to drop the bow anchor. Likely there was some pause of shock before they did so. And when the anchor sank deep enough, and bit into the mountain’s toes beneath the water… 
 The bark lurched violently as the crew clung to anything they could. 
 Everyone feared the deck or even the hull would be ripped to pieces by the force, and all aboard would sink to their deaths. But the anchor’s chain neither broke nor tore the hull as Uinfeald’s vessel came around broadside. He ordered the rear anchor dropped as well, and his two-masted bark stood its ground—water—in the path of the brigands. 
 Now the story varied in the next part. 
 Whether it was a bump or a hull-shuddering bash, when the brigands saw what their quarry had done, they turned their smaller vessel too late. They collided side to side with Uinfeald’s bark, and a so-called mighty battle ensued below their people’s mountain. It all ended when that skiff with three—or four—crew rowed quietly in on the other vessel’s exposed side. 
 Uinfeald’s skulking crew came at the brigands from behind. That other ship was taken as well. Limping into port as the next dawn broke, Uinfeald turned over his captives to the port authority at Calm Seatt, more than two hundred years ago… 
 Or so the story went. 
 But twenty years ago, as that younger Karras had stood beside his father at the rail of the family ship, he looked to the bow turnstile. 
 The anchor had been lowered to keep the ship in place, but much of its stout chain was still visible. It was as thick as his father’s arms, though it was not made of steel or iron, like those of human ships, or likely even Uinfeald’s first vessel. No, it was forged of something stronger and rarer. 

Meá—the Ore. 
 It was not truly an ore but an unknown metal of some kind, perhaps even an alloy. No one that Karras had even met knew what it truly was or how it was worked. Grayish in color but duller than steel, it was reserved for the chains of the mountain lifts and other community fixtures subject to immense duress. How those chains had been acquired for the family’s private vessel was something even Karras’ father said he did not know. Karras’ maternal grandfather, Hurôl, had somehow arranged that shortly after Uinseil had taken over as captain of the bark. 
 The cost must have been immense, but that day on the ship, Karras had no more time to ponder this. 
 “Take slow deep breathes and remain calm,” Uinseil had admonished him. “When you are prepared, one last deep breath before you go. I will wait for the line to go slack, count to twenty, and bring you back.” 
 Even under his father’s steady and calm gaze, young Karras grew nervous once more. The family life of a sea-trader, though scoffed at by others of his kind, was all he wanted and where he had grown up from his earliest memories. To visit other people, other lands, even just those nearby, was better than being trapped in the backward ways of rughìr traditions. With one last deep breath, he turned to the rail, and the steep shore of the mountain’s point filled his view. 
 Young Karras vaulted over the ship’s side. 
 He hit the water and sank like a stone, as did any rughìr unfortunate enough to fall overboard at sea. Amid the splash, that latter thought overrode trust in his father as he fell farther and farther into the depths. He kept his mouth tightly shut, as well as his eyes, and held his breath. 
 The lungs of a rughìr could hold air much longer than a human’s, or so his father had said. To test that this way for the first time was horrifying, and every instant that passed seemed too long. But it took less time than in his frightened imaginings. 
 Karras opened his eyes only when his boots settled suddenly. Two small silt clouds rose around his feet as he heard the water-amplified sound of barnacles cracking under his weight. And then he raised his eyes. 
 He stood on the gradual eastern slope of the mountain’s main point ridge. Covered in boulders, small crags, and growths of kelp, everything was awash in rippling bands of light from the high sun above the water’s choppy surface. Fear faded in wonder as he peered about, and then he even began looking for any mark of an old anchor that had bitten in deep somewhere here. 
 It was a silly notion. Any such mark made by the anchors of Uinfeald’s vessel would have long ago worn away or been obscured with sea life, crust, and grit. And the ridge he stood upon was not the only one. 
 Other smaller ones spread out to all sides for as far as he could see, which was not as far as he could have upon the ship. Some might even be treacherous when approaching too close to shore, should a vessel’s pilot not know these waters well. Perhaps that was also why every generation of his family took this dive—fall—on their first day as a true sea-trader. 
 Few others would ever come to know these waters in this way and live to benefit from such a sight. But as Karras looked about, he had far less time than he hoped. 
 The thick rope pulled taut about his waist. 
 His feet rose from the ocean floor, and in what seemed less time than the descent, he surfaced, heaved a breath, and grabbed the rope as his father and several of the crew hauled him up to the deck. Standing there dripping and a bit chilled, he looked to the mountain and traced the primary ridge down to the water and what was now hidden from his eyes. 
 “Were you afraid down there?” Uinseil asked. 
 Karras turned to his father, who watched him with narrowed eyes and a slighter smile. 
 “Yes… but only at first,” he answered. 
 “Good! That is as it should be, for there are two lessons in this.” 
 Again, Karras was careful not to roll his eyes at another lecture. 
 “Though we, the Iamílchlagh, choose a life our people find mad, there is good reason for them to think so. At sea, we die more quickly than any race upon the waves. There will be no rescue should you fall overboard, no chance to reach you before you sink to your death. And that death will be certain, for even this close to our people’s mountain, there is little chance any of us could make the walk to shore. But through fear there is also a certainty you felt down there beneath your feet… 
 “Earth and stone are everywhere, even though we cannot always see them in this way of life we have chosen. They remain our origin, no matter that their judgment is harsher upon us while on the open ocean, where we supposedly do not belong. This is what Uinfeald understood and remembered… and so should you. Only by earth and stone did he stand fast in a moment of need.” 
 Even then, when a younger Karras had become a sea-trader under his proud father’s lecture, he had been rather doubtful that great-grandfather had made the best choice. It might have been better to let the brigands take the ship. So close to Calm Seatt, they would have stolen what they could carry—very little at that—and fled rather than linger until a patrol ship appeared. 
 And now… years later, as Karras stood wistfully looking down upon the ocean below Chemarré, he knew that life was lost to him. Tentatively safe from a traditionally arranged marriage in being apprenticed to Fiáh’our, lost as well was any hope of Skirra ever accepting him. He had lost everything he wanted. 
 Karras turned and looked upslope for that hateful temple in which he had been trapped day after day. Instead he spotted Fiáh’our. 
 The old warrior trod the next length of the street’s slant above, disappearing and reappearing between high protrusions atop buildings cut from the mountain’s stone or built up in perfectly chiseled and fitted blocks. As Fiáh’our neared the sharp turn that would bring him along the next length of the slanted street… 
 Karras panicked. The last thing he needed was to deal with the old man any more this day, but the clan réhanâkst was too far off. 
 He dashed to the street’s inner side and up some steep stairs between the buildings to a first landing. There he flattened against the wall near a heavy oak door with an overhead banner proclaiming it as an herbalist’s shop. 
 At least the place appeared closed for the day, with its one window shuttered and not a sound coming from inside. All he need do was wait for the braggart to pass and then make for the réhanâkst and a little food and rest… and privacy. 
 Soon enough, the old warrior tromped by, and Karras descended oh so quietly to peek around the stairwell’s bottom. Fiáh’our continued down the slanted street, only slowing to return a curt nod or gruff greeting when hailed by a passerby. 
 Karras turned his eyes on the clan réhanâkst. Short as its frontage was, and looking small from the outside, its inside cut deep into the mountain. Beyond the front room, far quieter than some noisy cheag’anâkst, “greeting house,” there were plenty of private little chambers, all cozy and quiet. He had had the same one to himself for the last moon. 
 In the evenings, gatherings in the front room were quiet, friendly, and filled for the most part with more respectable clan members. Even now, two chimneys atop the stone slab roof leaked trails of sleepy smoke quickly carried off by the breeze. 
 Karras waited anxiously as he watched Fiáh’our’s back. 
 “Hurry up, you old boar,” he whispered, and then, “go on, now, and… wait… no… no!” 
 Fiáh’our slowed, turned, headed up the two deep steps to the réhanâkst’s broad door… and went inside. 
 For an instant, Karras just stared. 
 He shared the same clan with that blusterer, but not once in the last moon had he seen Fiáh’our come to the réhanâkst, let alone have to listen to more overblown tellings of great exploits. Wherever Fiáh’our had been staying… well, who cared? 
 Karras let out an anguished moan—and it turned into the foulest string of Numanese cursing his frustrations could come up with. He kicked the stairwell wall three times, spun and slapped the building’s corner repeatedly, and kicked it as well. Maybe he did it all again in furious flailing before he pulled his hands hard down his face. 
 Someone nearby sharply cleared a throat. “Ahem.” 
 Karras peered with one eye through his spreading fingers. 
 Two stout rughìr in ringed leather armor stood out in the middle of the street, each bearing a thick iron staff more than head-high. The nearer one glared at him in clear disapproval, like any local clan constabulary would for a public fit. The other tilted her head, looking around the first at the corner of the stairwell. 
 Karras took a quick glance. Fortunately he had not chipped any public stonework in his tantrum. 
 “Sorry,” he grumbled. 
 Both constables went their way after a stern frown from the second. 
 Karras glared spitefully toward the réhanâkst and took off down the street. 
 He had already lost everything else that mattered, so he was not going to be made homeless away from home by the likes of Fiáh’our. But when he neared the building’s corner, he stalled. 
 There was one thing worse than losing his last refuge: being trapped in the common room if that old blusterer had yet to take a room. 
 Karras crept in beside the steps to the nearest high front window and, clinging to the sill, he arched up on his boot toes, trying to peek inside. 



3. For Want of a Cask



 Fiáh’our half-heartedly nodded or curtly waved to any who knew him in the réhanâkst. He passed between all those chatting and lounging on ornately engraved oak or stone stools near the hearths at the common room’s two ends. When he finally leaned on the long, tall counter at the right side of the room’s rear, he ignored the casks of fine wood ale lining the back wall all the way to the curtained archway at the far end. He was waiting for someone particular. 
 Finally, an elderly male rughìr with char-gray hair and a face as craggy as a weathered bluff came around the counter’s end with an empty tray. 
 This was not the one Fiáh’our had expected; it was, well, the other one. The old, craggy tender clapped the tray on the countertop, yanked his furred sheepskin vest straight, and leaned across at Fiáh’our. 
 “All right, what is it this time?” 
 Fiáh’our straightened. “Wohlahk, what kind of greeting is that for a clan-kin?” 
 “Oh, spare me, you troublemaker. You are not here for a room or even a drink, at a guess. Or was it too much carousing in the underside and they threw you out of even that low place?” 
 Fiáh’our took a deep breath; the pomposity of some, even among his own clan, was astounding. Honor and good manners were worthy at any depth in the seatt, though at times one or the other was missing, all the more, the higher that one climbed. 
 “I am looking for something,” he said with strained patience, “but I am at a loss for where or how to find it.” 
 “Do I look like a walking marketplace?” 
 Fiáh’our tapped his thick fingers on the countertop. “Would you please let Jhoa’nen know I am here?” 
 Wohlahk leaned in like an old hawk eyeing some weasel attempting to climb up its roost. 
 “You listen up!” he warned. “You are not getting my wife involved in another of your little schemes. The last time cost too much, and we are still getting the eye for it. Do something like that again, and I will see you dangle from a street pylon by that thôrhk around your neck!” 
 Much as Fiáh’our’s ire rose, he was not blameless for Wohlahk’s accusation. “Information is all I need,” he assured. “Now, could you get Jhoa’nen… please?” 
 With a hiss through gritted teeth, Wohlahk turned away toward the curtained arch behind the counter, but not without a glare at Fiáh’our that could have curdled goat’s milk. Once he disappeared, it was not long before an equally gray and weathered female rughìr stepped out in a matching sheep’s fur vest, though hers was longer with the pockets set low. 
 At the sight of Fiáh’our, Jhoa’nen’s mouth opened a little below widened eyes. She leaned back and peeked around the curtain’s edge, likely to see if her husband lingered in the kitchen beyond. 
 Jhoa’nen hurried over and whispered, “What are you doing here?” 
 Fiáh’our eyed the archway curtain. He hooked a finger at her and tilted his head toward the common room’s far corner. With a worried frown, Jhoa’nen rounded the counter and followed him over near the front window, as far from that curtained archway as they could get. 
 “Do not tell me you have another barter of a lifetime,” she whispered. “I am still living down the last one.” 
 “Oh shush!” Fiáh’our chided. “Tell me that was not the finest cask of ebony liquor you ever had?” 
 “You had the most it,” she muttered. “But yes, it was… until you passed out and toppled like an oak. I could not drag your bulk or the cask out of sight before my husband caught us both beyond pickled. Of course, that part you do not remember!” 
 “Um, no,” Fiáh’our replied with a sheepish shrug. “Only waking up in the street under the glare of a couple of clan constables.” 
 “Then you had the better morning-after as well,” Jhoa’nen added. 
 Chatter around the common room had quieted a bit, though most in their clan had already heard something of this event. 
 “Oh, calm yourself,” Fiáh’our added. “I am only here because I need… something else… for someone else. You may be the only one that I know who can send me to someone who can get it.” 
 Jhoa’nen eyed him. “So… you wish to barter with me?” 
 Fiáh’our took a slow breath. This would likely get ugly, especially if she understood what he asked for. Her understanding was part of what he needed to know. Hopefully she did or he might be out of luck. And there was nowhere more private in which to have this out. 
 “I need… just a bit… well, Wohlahk’s favorite uncle knows it as…” and he faltered. 
 With so many ears in this room, he had to carefully choose a term for what he sought that few would know… and hope that Jhoa’nen, with her special family ties, would know it without explanation. 
 “I need a bit of… stone-marrow,” he whispered. 
 If a craggy, gray granite old face could pale any further, Jhoa’nen’s did. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 As Karras had peered inside the réhanâkst, he panicked at the sight of Fiáh’our and the old woman crossing toward the window. He quickly dropped off his boot toes and spun about in a hunch, flattening against the building’s frontage below the sill. His breaths came too rapidly. 
 Had Fiáh’our seen him peeking in? 
 Soon enough, he heard the two chatting away, though it was hard to catch everything in their whispering. There was something about a cask of something and Fiáh’our waking up somewhere. Karras summoned up a little more nerve and sidled sideways before he rose, listening at the sill’s end. 
 “I need a bit of… klau’kin rä’ûri,” Fiáh’our whispered. 
 There was an instant of silence, other than the mute drone of chatter in the front room… followed by a thump and the chitter of hardwood scales on practice armor. 
 “Ouf!” Fiáh’our grunted. “There is no need to be punching me in the gut!” 
 “You ungrateful, grizzled, tiresome…” the old woman hissed. “Do you even know what could happen if I did this for you? Am I not in enough trouble with our clan, let alone my husband, because of you?” 
 Her tirade went on and on over the top of Fiáh’our’s ping. It might have been satisfying to hear the old boar taken apart if Karras had not been wondering… 
 What was… whatever that word had been? He was uncertain if he could pronounce it or even if it was rughìr in origin. The old woman surely knew and had not liked it. 
 Karras was so tired of Fiáh’our and his old warrior’s words, if this new term was yet another of those. He was shaken out of pondering as the old woman snapped at the blusterer. 
 “All right then! You want to barter your way through me to Wohlahk’s uncle… then find me a… a ‘zebra’ pelt for my bed.” 
 “A what pelt?” 
 “You figure it out.” 
 Karras perked up. 
 He knew that Numan term for a horse-like beast spoken of by traders from the desert lands of the Suman Empire to the far south. Obviously, Fiáh’our did not know it. Those traders also ran the coasts of the savannahs and jungles even farther toward the world’s bottom end. He had never seen such a beast, or its pelt, but had heard that it had black and white stripes all over its short-haired hide. 
 Karras smiled in gleeful spite. 
 Fiáh’our would never find such a thing in any of the settlement markets. Perhaps the old woman demanded something so odd and impossible just to get rid of him. That was certainly something Karras wished he could do. 
 “Very well,” Fiáh’our grumbled. “A barter it is.” 
 Karras straightened in listening. Another long silence passed as if the old woman could not reply. 
 “Well, it will be an early start for me in the morning,” the old boar added. “So I will take a room for the night.” 
 Karras stiffened until his back muscles spasmed. 
 “You? Stay here?” the old woman said a bit too loudly. 
 “I have no time to head back to where I usually stay.” 
 With a grumble from the old woman, Karras heard her and Fiáh’our walk off. At a loss, he slid down the wall to his haunches. The braggart had invaded his only refuge after all. But then, what stuck most in his thoughts… 
 Fiáh’our had agreed to barter with something he did not know—and Karras did—for something that Karras did not know—but Fiáh’our did. And so did the old woman who had not liked that mention. This nagged at Karras more and more, until it overrode even guilt at not having been home in too long. 
 What was the old man up to this time? 
 Karras tiredly rose to his boot toes and peeked in the window. Once Fiáh’our disappeared into the depths of the réhanâkst, Karras slipped inside to catch the old woman. She greeted him with a nod and a smile on her wrinkled face, but before he headed off to his usual room… 
 “I need to be up before dawn,” he said. “Could you be sure to wake me well before anyone else?” 



4. By the Skin and His Teeth



 The next morning, Fiáh’our headed off for Chekiuní’s market cavern near the settlement’s station, where trams ran through the mountain to the other two settlements, aside from Seattâsh, “Old Seatt,” atop the peak. Simply getting from one to the next could take up to a quarter day or night. It would turn out to be a long day, indeed, followed by a long night on a tram back to Chekiuní. 
 Simply learning what a “zebra” was took half the morning. After that, bartering his way into finding—let alone acquiring—a hide had taken more barters than he could have imagined. Unsuccessfully, in part. 
 Fiáh’our traded a few iron rôtin or “rotated castings”—what humans called “slugs” or dwarven coins, though they were not such. For these he gained a bushel of potatoes to in turn trade for an old rocking chair. And that he carried about, upside down on his head, to the next barter he had already started in seeking out the potatoes in the first place. The rocking chair went for a new winter goatskin coat, which had been sought by another for a cart’s worth of coal. That coal was directed for delivery in another barter for an engraved and embellished Suman oil lamp… and so on. But this was the honorable way of commerce. 
 Barter meant both sides gained something of meaningful value by their individual judgment, needs, and wants. While it might require extra trades to gain what one was after from its ultimate owner, it was better than the human way of coin. It had stood the test of time among rughìr and was not a tradition to be scoffed at. 
 Too often—well, all of the time—human coin changed value in a year or a season, when what was “bought” had a price in worthless gold and silver, or copper at best, too easily influenced by nonsensical things. Certainly his people had their rôtin for expedience, but those disks with a center hole to string them on a lanyard were made from worthy and useful metals, such as iron, copper, and sometimes brass or steel. Any smith could cast them from scrap metal and have them stamped with a clan seal to certify their value in weight. Rôtin could then be traded or even melted down again to make useful things. 
 But very late that day, when Fiáh’our reached the market cavern all the way over in Chemarré, the “Sea-side” settlement, his back-side had been itching more and more. It was the kind of itch one could not scratch, though as he worked his way through the crowded market cavern towards the rear right side, he clawed roughly at his buttocks just the same. 
 One did not become a warrior, let alone remain so, without gaining an instinct for survival. Here, in the settlement of Karras’ home, and where Fiáh’our had met the kitten on that fateful night a moon ago, he knew someone was following him. 
 The overcrowded market caverns of three settlements, and the busy mercantile sectors and bustling ways beneath the mountain’s peak, had not shaken Fiáh’our’s certainty of this throughout the day. So when he arrived to make his final trade, he had a little something extra in mind. It had to do with tradition, of course, and that was the best of a small prank to be played. 
 “Vanjion! Here it is!” he declared at one stall, as he gently set a crystal vial upon its makeshift barrel and plank counter. 
 Behind that counter, a suitably tall but rather scrawny looking rughìr male, with a shaved chin-point of beard, leaned down and peered at the vial’s pale yellow contents. He thoughtfully plucked his thick lower lip and, in a scrunch of eyes, his long and upswept eyebrows wiggled. Most notable was the garish, multi-colored cloth all wrapped up atop his head like some Suman turban. 
 To Fiáh’our, the quizzical little merchant looked utterly ridiculous, but Vanjion specialized in rare items bartered from afar, which few others would bother with. Piles of unimaginable carpets, fabrics, carved objects made of tusks, horns, and strange woods were stuff everywhere in the merchant’s tiny canvas stall. 
 Still stooped over, Vanjion cocked his head and looked up suspiciously at Fiáh’our. He then plucked the vial’s stopper, sharply sniffed its contents, and grunted with satisfaction. When he turned to go digging through his stall, Fiáh’our glanced sidelong about the crowd. 
 He counted three clan constables with their long iron staves standing near enough in watching over the order of the place. He did not spot the lurker that had likely shadowed him all day and into this earlier evening. But that one was here, somewhere. 
 Vanjion turned about, a folded animal hide in his hands. It was not as Fiáh’our would have wanted, not a so-called “zebra” hide, but it did have some black and white stripes on the leg parts of an otherwise creamy brown pelt. But as the merchant held out the hide, Fiáh’our shook his head and would not take it. 
 To even touch it as yet meant the deal was done. 
 “I think you owe me a bit more in trade,” he said, “for that kind of vial with that kind of perfume.” 
 Vanjion rolled in his thick lips with a grating sigh. He balanced the hide in one hand and reached for the lanyard on his belt, heavily laden with rôtin of all metals. The merchant barely put the lanyard’s knot between his teeth to undo it when Fiáh’our held up a hand. 
 “I am willing to take the difference in a favor instead,” he said with a smile. 
 Vanjion swept-up eyebrows scrunched together in suspicious double puzzlement. 
 “If you would perhaps… accidentally… spill a few rôtin into the crowd?” Fiáh’our asked. 
 Vanjion looked about the market and back at Fiáh’our, but even in bafflement he merely shrugged and continued loosening the lanyard’s knot with his teeth. 
 Fiáh’our’s smile widened to a grin. 
 A human would have balked at spilling gold and silver among a crowd for fear of even one coin being snatched up as it rolled out of sight. Not so for a rughìr. At the knock-knock of rôtin striking the counter plank and rolling off across the market floor, he snatched the pelt from Vanjion’s other hand. 
 “Barter concluded!” Fiáh’our barked as he took off sideways through the crowd. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Karras desperately tried to get close enough to hear Fiáh’our and the oddly skinny merchant in the garish head wrap. He could not gain clear line of sight without being seen or hear much over the crowd’s buzz, so he ducked around the last row of stalls and crept along the market cavern’s back wall. 
 If he could get behind that one stall, he might hear if not see whatever the old blusterer was up to this time. He did so… just as he barely heard a clink-clink of metal striking stone. 
 And the old man shouted, “Barter concluded!” 
 Karras straightened upright—he had missed everything. 
 In panic, he rushed back the other way, rounded through a space between the stalls, and nearly slammed into the backs of people huddled behind a clan constable. When he rudely pushed through, the constable had leveled his iron staff, side to side, to hold back the crowd. Not that anyone was pressing forward. 
 They all hung back a little, except for Karras, who tried to see what had happened. 
 Other constables had done the same as the first, walling off a wide space in front of that one stall. The only person therein was the skinny merchant trying to catch a couple of rolling rôtin. No one tried to get near to help and, worse, there was no sign of Fiáh’our. 
 Karras tried to push around the quiet gawkers and immovable constables, but he could not reach a clear path back through the market. He was penned in, waiting, and wanted to shout at someone to just help pick up those rôtin so the constables would open the way. 
 Of course no one would unless asked to do so by the merchant. 
 It all made Karras want to tear his hair out over more tradition! 
 He did not remember all of where this one came from. It had to do with a folktale about a wanderer—now a Bäynæ—who tricked an old miser over many days and nights into paying his last gold for every tale, song, or poem the wanderer knew. As if anyone would do something so idiotic! And when the last gold nugget, gem, or coin lay upon the floor of the public gathering place, there was too much for the wanderer to carry off. So he left it all there and declared that no one could touch a bit of it unless he asked for help with the burden. And not even the miser could then dare touch one coin of his lost wealth under the eyes of that small forgotten seatt. 
 It was ludicrous that such a farcical story was why no one would offer to help some clumsy merchant, unless asked by him, in fear of appearing greedy for a reward… or being instantly seen as a potential thief. 
 Karras fidgeted in a fury until the merchant pinched his last rôtin off the floor, returned to his stall, and the constables raised their staves to let the people move on. Then he dodged and weaved through the crowd toward the main exit and raced into the mainway tunnel to look both ways. 
 Fiáh’our was nowhere in sight. 
 Karras ran up the mainway around the central columns with their great steaming orange crystals high above lighting his way. When he neared the end and the way out to the mountainside—where his own home was higher up—he spotted no one out in the dark of Fiáh’our’s size on the broad and wide landing. And the lift at the landing’s far edge was still in place and empty. 
 Karras likewise peeked into the tram station on the mainway’s left side but still did not spot Fiáh’our. He spun about, staring back down the mainway. 
 There were so many side tunnels and passages, even as passersby thinned and everyone headed off for the night. But the way Fiáh’our had shouted made Karras wonder if the old man had finally finished whatever he was doing… in such a very long day. 
 If the old man was not leaving Chemarré, then where had he gone? 
 It was futile to think he might find Fiáh’our again, but he could not help himself. He had to know what all of this had to do with… 
 Karras cursed under his breath, for he could not remember that one strange word Fiáh’our had uttered in the clan réhanâkst. But there was one place here the old sometime-drunkard loved to go and bellow out his tellings late into the night. 
 Karras took off running down the mainway, all the way to its back end and the broad spiraling tunnel down through the settlement’s seven levels. At the bottom, he ran out into the most poorly lit and dingy mainway of the settlement’s “underside.” 
 Here dwelt the poorest and most fallen with little means by which to elevate themselves. To the right and a short trot down the way was Kìnnébuây, the cheag’anâkst where Fiáh’our had first caught him. 
 Karras crept to the archway of “The People’s House” and carefully peeked around the framestones. 
 Inside, the huge hall was already two-thirds full at a guess, and the noise of it all assaulted his ears. No one was strutting the central stone platform amid some telling, so he looked about the crowded tables. He had to inch all the way to the arch’s inner edge to see everywhere. 
 He recognized no one by name, for this was not a place he frequented let alone liked. Only a few times over the last handful of years had he come here as the closest place to hide and lick his wounds after seeking out Skirra… up to the last time when Fiáh’our had cornered him. Then Karras spotted someone he did know by name. 
 In a flinch, and about to duck outside, he found it was too late. 
 Red-faced, with a puffy auburn beard and a mushed-in nose, Lêt’vöulsat halted chatting with comrades when he spotted Karras. His eyes widened with a grin. The elder warrior was still in his scaled mail shirt, but neither his thick oaken spear nor iron-banded helmet were in sight. Without that helmet, his bald-pate glistened in the hazy air. 
 Lêt’vöulsat quickly waved once with an upward gesture to Karras from halfway across the crowded room. 
 Karras went sick inside. Then that rough and stout clan warrior raised a wooden tankard high in invitation. Karras quickly nodded in acknowledge and tried hard to smile as he shook his head. Rude as it was to another clan-kin, he ducked out into the mainway and slumped against the wall. 
 This was awful. He had been spotted by a close comrade of Fiáh’our in the very place the old bellower loved most of all… and too close to the one place he should not be; Fiáh’our had forbidden him to go anywhere near Skirra. 
 Thoughts of her goaded him in the worst possible way. 
 Karras peered down the mainway under the too dim and too small glowing crystals of the underside’s columns. Fearful that he might still run into Fiáh’our down here, he hurried watchfully down the broad, dusty tunnel to the fifth side passage on the right. 
 He peeked around the corner, though it was almost too dark to be certain of what he saw. It appeared empty all the way to the far light where the passage emptied into another deeper way. He crept along the passage’s wall, following the echo of clanks and a bellows’ wheeze, until he stood just short of a doorway leading into a small smithy that few would even know of this deep beneath the settlement. 
 Karras listened for a moment. 
 All he heard was the clank of one hammer upon something laid atop an anvil. Likely another horseshoe, or maybe some other useful thing, perhaps even tongs or pokers for some other well-to-do smith with no time for such menial tasks. 
 There was no hint that either of Skirra’s two helpers were present. That was usual whenever she worked into the nights. Likely she had nothing to barter for their extra time. She had always been working long and late and alone whenever Karras had come after nightfall, and he dared to peek around the doorjamb with one eye. 
 It was so dim in that smoke-laced stone chamber. Aside from the forge’s dull orange glow, she kept only one candle lantern lit when working alone. Candles, let alone clarified oil, were too costly for her to waste. 
 Skirra halted hammering on another link in a length of iron chain. 
 With the back of her hand, she wiped sweat off her glistening broad face, except for a drop that fell from her rounded chin, so much more smoothly curved than other rughìr women. She set down her hammer, reached back with both hands, and retied the sweat-stained leather thong that always held back her dark fiery hair. And her eyes, a bit larger than normal with their black rughìr irises, fixed on nothing for a moment. 
 In a sudden start, Skirra took up the iron thongs nearby, reached them into the forge, and pinched out another glowing open link of iron. She deftly hooked it into the last one and began hammering it closed to lengthen her chain. 
 Karras watched around the doorframe’s edge, out in the dark passage, remembering every single time he had seen her… even to the first day in that very market cavern into which he had shadowed Fiáh’our. 
 He had desperately needed to get away from his family that day. In a lull of duties to their trade and ship, his mother again started badgering him about finding a proper mate—like his younger sister and brother. He claimed he would need a better set of clothes for that, and nothing he had was suitable. Before his mother could argue, Karras made a hasty departure, slipping away to the most crowded place to get lost and hide: the market, of course. 
 Wandering there was an easy way to pass time in waiting for the ship to be ready for another run along the southern coast. And only those at the stalls he passed, eager for another customer, even looked at him. He had almost started to fret that he had been gone too long for the excuse of shopping when he heard something odd. 
 “Rôtin… only rôtin, please, nothing else.” 
 In a human market, such a comment would not have caught his attention. Here among his people at barter, the notion of demanding only the rughìr equivalent of coin did so. 
 Two women, one young and one stooped by age and frailty, stood with their backs turned to him at a market stall offering lanterns, clarified oil, candles and other like items. Karras was caught instantly by the younger one’s hair. 
 Dark as it was, it was redder than iron ore in rock too long exposed to weather, though richer colored than even that. The mass of thick waves was tied back with an age darkened leather thong, and her canvas shirt was filthy, sooty, and stained by a band of sweat down the back beneath the straps of what had to be a leather apron. Her head turned from the merchant holding six thick candles, and as she looked down at her elderly companion, Karras stared without blinking. 
 Numans had a word for women who were appealing in more than obvious beauty—fâgre or “fair.” She was that by his people’s standards, even for the char smears on her cheeks and chin, but there was a hint of something else. 
 Beneath tired worry was the ghost of a scowl, though it vanished as she looked at the old one, possibly her mother. The elderly woman dressed in a shawl and long robe of threadbare fabric peered wearily about the market. 
 Karras now watched that one. Every time someone passed too close, the old woman’s gaze twitched downward, as if to avoid meeting anyone’s eyes. She weakly touched the young woman’s arm. 
 The fire-haired daughter, possibly apprentice to a smith or other metalworker, turned to the merchant and pulled the lanyard tucked into her belt. As she undid the lanyard’s knot, Karras counted only five of the smallest sized iron rôtin strung on it. She laid one upon the counter plank. 
 “Just two,” she said sharply, and the merchant shrugged, putting aside four of the six large candles that he held. 
 Karras almost stepped in. 
 He had more than enough rôtin, in steel, brass, and even copper as well as iron. He also carried a pouch of silver coins from the nearby Numan nations of Malourné and Witeny, as needed for some trades and outright purchases. But he stalled in three steps. 
 If he offered help in the middle of a barter, it might be seen as implied debt rather than charity for the one he tried to help. By the look of her, the young woman did not look like she would take kindly to it either way. And more than this… 
 Nearly all of the merchant’s lanterns and lamps were of good metals, from iron to tin and a few of copper. Even a simple apprentice could offer services or goods of better value than rôtin… and for more than two candles. So why did the merchant not barter for better instead of insisting upon clan-authorized rôtin from this woman? 
 Karras did not care much whether he bartered or bought, and the latter was better as far as he was concerned. Human coin was efficient without the complication of being certain that one had what another wanted in trade. 
 The young woman straightened, shoulders back and head high, as she walked away with only two candles and the old woman hanging on to her arm for support. 
 Karras glared spitefully at that skinny-for-a-rughìr merchant stringing one small iron rôtin on his already heavily laden lanyard. His people’s backward ways began to disgust him even more. It might have been this, or the woman’s hair and eyes, or just a lack of anywhere else to go, that made him follow her. And he did so at a distance, all the way to lowest underground level… the “underside” of his own settlement. 
 He watched as the pair slipped down a dark passage beyond the mainway and into an open door where orange-red light barely escaped. He heard the clank and screech of metal and the wheeze of a bellows. It was puzzling that the woman took her elderly companion with her as she returned to work, and more so that any smithy—by the bellows’ sound—would be situated this deep and in the underside. 
 When he crept closer, it was even more puzzling than that. 
 Inside the dim establishment, two males in scarred leather aprons worked at side benches on various iron objects. In the far back through another door, he spotted the old woman in a rear room with a simple old table, three stools, and one chair. She set to lighting a fire in a soot-stained small hearth. 
 This was more than just a smithy tucked away in a deep forgotten place; it was a paltry home as well. The red-haired woman set the candles aside on a rear bench near a very small stack of iron ingots, and then she heaved on chains to set the counterweights to keeping the bellows sucking up smoke from the forge. But when Karras expected to see perhaps a father at the forge, there was no one there. 
 The woman of red-hair picked up the hammer upon the anvil and set to work. 
 Karras stared from halfway around the door’s frame. She was too young but obviously the master smith of this place. 
 Careful not to be noticed, he tried to fathom what she—or this establishment—was doing in the underside. It made no sense for a smithy to be situated down here, and from the look of everything, it had been this way for a long time. When he slipped away, it all nagged at him more and more in the days and nights that followed. 
 Karras visited the underside a few more times without going back to that smithy. It was not a part of the settlement he liked to visit, and he did not like being seen in a cheag’anâkst, let alone one down there. But there he went in the evenings, before the day was completely over, in order to ask around about a small smithy and a fire-haired woman. What he did not learn fixated him as much as what he did learn. 
 Her family had resided here for as long as any under-dweller remembered, and many of them had been down here for generations. But no one he met knew precisely why the Yêarclág family of the Jayne, the smallest clan in the Dunwalah tribe, had been here longer than the oldest could recall. More than a handful mentioned an “ancient” dark dishonor that kept the family in a fallen state. One or two mentioned something about a “traitor” of bygone days, and when questioned they did not know much more. All that was said was some ancient ancestor had done something horrid, or so they guessed. That even this had happened meant that his or her kin had not stopped it, so likely they had been in on it as well. 
 Even those who did not mention this shied away when Karras asked them about it. His disgust with these people grew. 
 Honor had its dark side… when people clung to a blind judgment, not even remembering the reason for it, and all for the sake of tradition! It seemed he had only one place left to learn the truth. 
 Karras finally returned to that dim, dingy smithy, but he had hesitated again near the open doorway. 
 This woman did not even know him, so who was he to go prying into her heritage? He still wanted to know more, for he had already begun to think of her in other ways. She worked hard and had to be well-skilled to make even a paltry living under her hidden burden of heritage. Yet she had a rightful pride for that, though she did not push it on others from what he had learned. She kept to herself even more than he did. 
 No, she would not be suitable to his parents as a chosen mate, but she was suitable to him for what he needed, more so than he had actually thought anyone would be. With all that she was, she would not make him miserable like his brother and sister with their arranged mates. And he would help her, all that he could, in exchange. 
 “What do you want?” 
 Karras started to awareness with a back step as he looked right into the eyes of Skirra Yêarclág, now standing in the doorway. How long had he just stood there dawdling, lost in thought? 
 “Umm… I…,” was all he got out. 
 Skirra Yêarclág cocked her head with narrowed suspicious eyes and looked him up and down. 
 Karras became more than aware that his attire made him an odd sight in these depths. Certainly no one down here would be just wandering about in a freshly pressed linen shirt and split vestment, let alone brandishing a polished—if a bit worn—brass belt buckle with the vubrí emblem of his family. 
 He tried to fumble out something. “I was… was just—” 
 “Are you all right?” she asked with a frown, though it sounded like an accusation. 
 Karras thought fast for any excuse. “I was… wondering about this place. I never knew there were smiths down—” 
 “Very few,” she cut in. “So what do you need?” 
 That ended any notion of questioning her, and yet he needed some reason not to leave as yet. 
 “I thought I… I might barter for services… maybe?” 
 That was so pathetic! Karras shriveled with a string of self-abusive curses runnig through his head. He had traded and bartered skillfully, with or without his father or mother present, in at least three other cultures in five nations. What was wrong with him? 
 He could not get anything better to come out as he looked into the face that had riveted him in the marketplace. He just stood there like a half-wit. 
 With her head still cocked, Skirra Yêarclág blinked slowly twice. Perhaps with a quick flit of her eyes, she looked him over once more. Certainly there were other smiths in the upper, more respectable levels. The master engraver who had made the buckle he wore, and did so for all of his family, had a shop out on the mountainside itself. 
 “All right” she finally answered, as she turned away. “Come inside.” 
 Karras followed her in, and even the two workers within the dingy smithy paused at the sight of him. 
 “So what is it you need?” Skirra asked, standing with arms folded and her back to the forge. 
 He had to follow through on his paltry excuse, and so, “I was hoping… perhaps… could you duplicate my buckle? I would like one that did not need so much cleaning up.” 
 Skirra Yêarclág’s eyes narrowed again as she looked down at the buckle on his belt, and Karras bit his tongue. 
 How much more pathetic could he get? There was nothing wrong with the buckle that a bit of polishing could not fix. He probably looked even more pompous in wanting to replace it. 
 “I do not work in brass,” she finally replied. “I cannot afford the raw material or equipment to make such an alloy.” 
 Karras sighed in relief, thinking he might have an out. 
 “But I will barter for that, or raw brass itself for other work,” she added. “Three times the buckle’s weight for the casting… three more for engraving and finishing.” 
 She stood there waiting and eyeing him. 
 The amount was less than Karras expected in bartering raw alloy, but perhaps more than she would have demanded of someone… else. Now he wanted the barter concluded straight off. If he had to acquire the raw brass himself, it might be days, if not longer, until he could see her again. 
 “Can I trade in rôtin?” he asked. 
 She glanced at the lanyard on his belt. “You do not have that much in brass… let alone copper for the mixing.” 
 “Then in any metal you like,” he added. 
 One of the workers dropped his hammer, as both looked over, and Karras knew he had been too eager. But the narrow-eyed smith of fiery hair did not even blink. 
 “All right… it is a barter.” 
 That night seemed so long ago. 
 And now… outside the same smithy’s door in the dark passage, Karras stood exhausted from a moon’s misery under Fiáh’our’s tutelage and watched Skirra working into the night. 
 He did not even think or worry about the old blusterer learning that he had come here. Everything with Skirra had started out so easily at first. The buckle she had made was the one he wore now, so finely duplicated that even his father and mother never realized it had changed. Only he knew that… and what it had cost him in the end. 
 Over the following two seasons, he had engaged Skirra’s services again and again. She could not have overlooked how odd that was, much as he tried to “dress down” in future visits. There was always something he came up with for her to make or fix in barter, from a decent line-knife for a seafarer to a clip for holding his sextant when sailing to… other little things too numerous to remember. Each finished bit of work was delivered to his family’s home quicker than he would have expected. 
 Of course, this raised a few question from his mother, and even once from his father. He passed it all off as just idle needs or wanting to check the work of a few different smiths before making large barters of goods that the family might trade abroad. This easily satisfied his father, but his mother often seemed less than convinced. 
 He always paid Skirra in rôtin, using the excuse that he could not afford time for an extensive barter in true goods or services. He knew raw metals were what she needed most and could not always get, and if nothing else, she would have more rôtin for anyone who would not barter otherwise with her. He kept at it until he had run out of items of excuse to visit her again and again as he got to know her… and she him. 
 Once in a while, Karras caught the hint of a smile in Skirra’s hard features. Just for an instant, perhaps, when he appeared at the door to the Yêarclág smithy. Perhaps she had come to suspect he did not need all things he bartered for… and there was some other reason he kept coming all the way down here. 
 He did not even ask her to marry him until much later. The first time had not been so bad. Her only excuse then was that they did not know each at all, not really, and she had no interest in uprooting her mother, who did not like even leaving their little home in the depths. 
 Karras knew that truth was also a lie. In frustration, he made the mistake of asking her what really kept her and her mother in this place. What was the unknown “blood dishonor” that held them down, for certainly it meant nothing anymore if no one even remembered what it was? 
 Skirra’s beautiful face filled with fright, which was quickly replaced by fury. 
 “I remember,” she hissed at him. “And it is no business of yours… get out!” 
 He never asked this of her again, though everything became worse after that in his desperation for her… and the longing that had become more than just a way to escape an arranged marriage. And out in the dark passage, with one eye peeking around the doorframe, Karras could no longer bear watching Skirra. 
 Turning away, he slumped against the passage’s wall and bit hard on his lower lip, nearly breaking the skin. The sharp pain did not mask the worse one inside of him, and he finally slunk away on the long walk up to the tram station. 
 Karras no longer cared what Fiáh’our had been up to this day, or even if the old boar ever learned where he had gone and should not have. None of that mattered anymore for his loss of Skirra. 



5. Pebbles on the Scales



 Fiáh’our paced the temple’s training hall with Gän’gehtin nearby, until the kitten finally showed up and scowled at him. Karras looked like he had not slept well or at all in the two nights since Fiáh’our had left the temple. 
 Shaking the kitten off his trail in Chemarré’s marketplace had been necessary for further stops made in other barters. He put this aside amid a late start, and it quickly became obvious that Karras had learned nothing nor displayed any en’nag since Fiáh’our had left. 
 By mid morning, he stepped away and let Gän’gehtin handle the sparring. By noon, he stopped counting how many times Karras ended up on his backside, figuratively if not actually dead. 
 Fiáh’our’s mounting frustration thinned under growing worry. On his way in this morning, he had stopped to see Háttê’mádzh and found the head shirvêsh bleary-eyed in sorrowful anger. Word had come that one shirvêsh of Skâpagi had fallen on the northern frontier. Troubling as well was how it had happened. 
 Apparently, a pack of sluggïn’ân larger than Fiáh’our had seen with his own eyes had ambushed the young shirvêsh along with two surviving companions. Háttê’mádzh’s anguish was doubled in that, for as head shirvêsh bound to duties here, he could not take to the field himself. 
 Fiáh’our had little time to console his old friend, and instead, he had hurried on to the training hall. But his thoughts kept dwelling on how Háttê’mádzh had never asked if he would be heading out to the field any time soon—even though the head shirvêsh must have wanted to know. 
 By early afternoon, and soured with guilt, Fiáh’our turned away from Karras’ floundering and stepped out of the hall’s rear archway. He himself had not slept at all last night, or the night before after throwing off Karras, and he had made one extra stop in the lowest level of Chemarré. 
 Fiáh’our had stood outside the door of one dimly lit little smithy. 
 He had watched Skirra work late into the night as she scrubbed down a freshly completed length of iron chain. Rather than startle her outright, he cleared his throat, and she halted her task to look up. 
 “What is it this time, thänæ?” she asked, returning to her work. “It is late to be arranging for armor repairs.” 
 “No, no, nothing like that,” he answered, stepping in. “My armor is sound enough for now, and I was just passing by.” 
 Skirra paused again in her scrubbing. Her eyes flitted, not quite looking up at him. Was there something that she wanted to ask? 
 Fiáh’our had first met her some nine years ago, though even then he had already learned something of the Yêarclág in his frequent nights in “The People’s House.” 
 “I was… just wondering,” he began, as she inspected the chain, link by link. “Nothing really, another bit of idle talk… you know, old tall tales bandied about over an evening of ale.” 
 Skirra raised her eyes to him with a partial frown and turned away to pile up the chain. “I would not know of such evenings.” 
 “Well, have you ever heard of… some nonsense about… stone-marrow?” 
 “Yes.” 
 It was a quick answer, almost, and the answer was not all that mattered. A long pause would not have said as much as the very short hesitation before she dropped the chain on the workbench. 
 “So, it is real… this stuff?” he asked. 
 “That I… cannot say. Is there anything else?” 
 “No, only curious, so I will keep you no longer.” 
 But yes, there was something else, though he would not bring it up himself. He turned to leave but very slowly in hoping… 
 “I heard that…” Skirra began hesitantly. “That you have taken on a… a new student.” 
 “Truly? You heard this?” 
 He half-turned to look at her and waited. She frowned at him again for being coy, but he left her to linger. He needed to be certain of one other thing concerning her. 
 “You took on Karras… as an apprentice?” 
 Fiáh’our simply nodded. 
 People talked, and as infrequently as he returned or especially stayed long at the seatt… yes, people talked. How she heard about the kitten was a bigger question, since he never saw her anywhere but here or at the cavern market on the settlement’s main internal level. Had some customer mentioned this to her? Then again, why would they? Or had Skirra been poking about herself upon hearing something somewhere? 
 “Is he…” she began again—and faltered again. 
 She could have finished with “all right,” “well,” or even “any good at it,” and it would have all been the same. Fiáh’our had what he needed from her for his own peace of mind. 
 Skirra looked away at nothing. It was another long, still moment before she quietly added, “Never mind.” 
 “Good night then,” Fiáh’our said. “And I will be back with a worthy barter the next time.” 
 Skirra started from stillness and nodded. “A good night, thänæ.” 
 Fiáh’our quickly slipped out the door. 
 Skirra could have long ago gone by tradition and sought out Karras’—and Fiáh’our’s—clan elders to bar the kitten from bothering her ever again. She had not done so, and that had given Fiáh’our pause since the first night in the cheag’anâkst when he spotted a sullen young clan-kin. And now, that she even asked after Karras by name… 
 Fiáh’our was halfway down the dark passage before he let go a breath of relief. If Skirra favored Karras even a little, then all that Fiáh’our would try to do was not for nothing. At least in that, the Bäynæ were not toying with him through the kitten. 
 Or so he had hoped with hope renewed. 
 But as Fiáh’our now stood just beyond the training hall with his back to the archway, he pulled a small leather pouch from under his training armor’s front flap. He loosened its cord and poured its contents into his large hand. 
 Six little nuggets barely bigger than pebbles were all that he had gained in the final barter with Jhoa’nen’s or rather Wohlahk’s uncle. But he had been told that these were more than enough for what he intended… if he could find someone who knew how to use them. And how strange they were. 
 Even raw from the deepest depths of the earth, they glistened and sparked with a sheen brighter and whiter than polished silver. In a long life, he had never laid eyes on any metal like… 
 Klau’kin rä’ûri—“stone marrow.” 
 Another echoing boom, cut with the chitter of training armor scales, filled the hall behind him. 
 Fiáh’our cringed, clenched his fist around those bits of shiny ore, and refused to turn and see Karras flat on his backside again. 
 “Go… get some rest,” he barked. “And some sleep this time!” 
 He ignored the hushed arguing behind him, and even as he heard Karras tromp off and Gän’gehtin’s slow approach, he did not turn. All of Fiáh’our’s anger was only masking fear for his apprentice. 
 Gän’gehtin stepped out around him, a sparring version of a great iron-banded cudgel still in hand. And after a breathy sigh… 
 “You cannot take him out like this,” Gän’gehtin said quietly. “Not any time soon, if ever, for it is not just his life at stake. He could get both of you killed… in you having to guard him too much.” 
 Fiáh’our slowly nodded and dropped his head, not looking at his young friend. Those words were true, and Gän’gehtin’s warning showed the shirvêsh’s wariness of what truly weighed upon Fiáh’our. 
 A bartered apprenticeship was not just a sealed trade but a debt for both sides. The apprentice was expected to succeed but so was the master, the teacher, in the balance. And the master should never take on an apprentice unless certain that both could succeed. 
 Fiáh’our had not been certain. 
 Annoyance and frustration had driven him to barter with Karras’ father for the young rughìr’s apprenticeship. He had only thought of what he could actually do—what was within his power—to make Karras worthy of Skirra… to help a straying clan-kin, as pathetic as that one was. By his faith in the Bäynæ, he simply believed there was a purpose that he saw in it all. He had never doubted his faith before, but now… 
 “And no matter my warning,” Gän’gehtin continued, “do not take on anymore debt for whatever you have in mind concerning the weapon we discussed.” 
 Fiáh’our looked up in mild shock and found the young shirvêsh watching him sternly. 
 “Two days and nights of bartering?” Gän’gehtin added. “And you think I could not guess that you have bartered too deeply this time? Do not think me a fool, and do not act like one! If nothing comes of our efforts here, at least you might erase some losses amid the shame of broken apprenticeship. Better that than a pointless death for him… or you.” 
 Fiáh’our kept his tight grip upon the pebbles, for indeed he would owe deeply for them and their secrets, some of which he did not even know and only hoped to find someone who did. He would not show those to even his friend and spread that debt beyond himself. 
 “Yes,” he finally answered. “As you say.” 
 Gän’gehtin appeared to relax a little. “So what is next… for your apprentice?” 
 Fiáh’our wearily shook his head. 
 Gän’gehtin hefted up his sparring weapon. “Then get some rest and sleep, as you advised, and I will meet you here at dawn… again.” 
 It was a while longer before Fiáh’our left the training hall. When he did, he stalled at the temple proper. With no one else there this time, he stepped in all alone. What was he to do about Karras, a wayward young rughìr, who had taken up as a sea trader of all ridiculous things? 
 Fiáh’our leaned against the temple’s rounded inner wall and sank all the way to the floor. He stared up into the heights at the stone statue of Skâpagi—“Shielder”—the Guardian, with a kóskä on one wrist—what humans would mistake for a buckler—and a great round shield around back. And the tall shape of a great iron-ribbed cudgel was gripped in the Bäynæ’s other hand. 
 “Help me,” Fiáh’our whispered. 
 It was not a plea to the one Bäynæ of this temple, but to all of them that he knew of, or any who might have faded in ancient times and been forgotten. 
 “Help me,” he whispered again. “And please, I beg you, no pranks this time.” 



6. The Heart of What is the Matter



 Karras awoke in his quiet room at the clan réhanâkst after three more days in the temple. Though he no longer ached as much in flesh, having toughened under training, futility began to numb his mind—and his heart. Nothing truly mattered to him anymore. 
 Once he put on his training armor, and had walked into the hall again, he almost said as much. Perhaps lacking hope for anything else made him go on, but this time Fiáh’our stepped aside and only watched as Gän’gehtin handled the sparring. 
 Karras puzzled little over this, only thinking that the old blusterer was close to giving up, and Karras himself might not have to say anything. But it all grew worse than before in the number times that he hauled himself up off the thick timbered floor. 
 The last time, a few hardwood scales broke off his armor. With a heavy sigh, Gän’gehtin kicked the scales aside, closed his eyes for an instant as if tired, though he was not even perspiring. He glanced away but did not look directly at the thänæ. 
 Fiáh’our said nothing, and Gän’gehtin drew a slow breath. 
 “Again,” the shirvêsh said, and so it went on three more days for Karras. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Fiáh’our could only watch as Karras failed even more. In that past afternoon, seven days before, when he sat until nightfall in the temple proper, he had gained no inspiration from the Bäynæ about how to help the kitten… how to find any en’nag in this hopelessly astray little rughìr. He had stared up for so long at the statue of Skâpagi that eventually his mind had wandered. 
 There was little in the statue’s features to match any living shirvêsh that he knew, but it brought to mind old days when he had dealt with a poisoned heart and mind. Gän’gehtin had wanted to fight, to kill… too much. 
 The young rughìr had come to Háttê’mádzh first, for this temple was where his mother had served. It had not taken long for the rotund head shirvêsh to lose all humor and cast the young hothead out. That so rarely ever happened in any temple, let alone all three for the warriors among the Bäynæ. 
 One night, Fiáh’our had come to see Háttê’mádzh and learned from his old friend that this dismissed brief acolyte had been rejected outright at the other two warrior temples as well. The head shirvêsh then related that he had actually been relieved upon hearing this, for he felt Gän’gehtin was unsuited to life in this temple. 
 Fiáh’our had never met Gän’gehtin, but he did not like what he heard. 
 He asked that Háttê’mádzh allow the outcast to return, and he would see if something could be done for the young one. The head shirvêsh refused at first, more than dubious at such a weak notion, but out of friendship he finally, reluctantly agreed. The two together had set to dealing with the problem of Gän’gehtin. 
 Here and now, it shamed Fiáh’our that he could not find a way to do the same for Karras. On this seventh day, he again called an early halt to this worthless waste of effort… or the lack of effort on Karras’ part. 
 At first, both Gän’gehtin and Karras stared at him. Then the kitten turned and left without a word, and the shirvêsh appeared relieved. 
 Gän’gehtin drew near, and though calm and quiet at first, Fiáh’our saw the spark of very old fury in his young friend’s eyes. 
 “Is it enough yet?” Gän’gehtin whispered, though he grew more vehement by the word. “Will you not let go now? Will you face that all this will get him nowhere, whatever reason you had for taking him on? Karras is not suited to your calling, and it is only your arrogance that keeps you from seeing this!” 
 Fiáh’our’s hopelessness peaked and pushed him out of good sense. He lashed out likewise at his last student of bygone days. What followed were the bitterest words either had ever spoken to each other, at least since that first day a younger Gän’gehtin had returned to this very training hall to face a thänæ he had never met and the stern and reluctant glare of Háttê’mádzh. 
 “No more!” Gän’gehtin finally shouted in Fiáh’our’s face. “Stop being a fool and accept your losses. I will not let you do this to him anymore… by my oath as a guardian, you will cease!” 
 Fiáh’our’s fury had grown too hot, but he became instantly still and quiet in seeing the same in Gän’gehtin’s eyes. More than that, all of their noise attracted too much attention. 
 Two other shirvêsh stood watching warily from the western archway off to Fiáh’our’s right. Beyond and behind Gän’gehtin, clusters of wide-eyed little acolytes, with gaping little mouths, peeked in around both sides of the southern archway. 
 Háttê’mádzh appeared there as well. 
 The head shirvêsh quickly shooed off the acolytes, dismissed the other two shirvêsh with a sharp gesture, and then stepped in. His hardened eyes first settled on Gän’gehtin’s back, who stood half turned in facing down Fiáh’our. 
 The bottom end of great cudgel in Gän’gehtin’s rearward hand rested by his rear foot, but he gripped it low at the mid-point, ready to bring it around in an instant. He was breathing slow but hard and never took his eyes off Fiáh’our. 
 Háttê’mádzh turned his glare that way as well. “What is this?” he demanded. “Answer me… both of you!” 
 Gän’gehtin still said nothing. 
 Neither did Fiáh’our as he looked into his former student’s eyes. All that fury of the past was there, and it suddenly sparked a half-formed and terrible notion. 
 Aside from that, Gän’gehtin had not been wrong in what he claimed. Fiáh’our knew his old student—and all shirvêsh of Skâpagi—well enough. 
 Most of all among rughìr warriors, they stood for peace and for those who could not themselves protect their right to peace. They were forbidden to initiate combat, which might have been the only reason the furious young shirvêsh had not called Fiáh’our out in the moment. But the “guardians” were known to have even entered ongoing battles and face both unyielding sides in an attempt to end the conflict. There was nothing short of their own deaths that could make them yield once they took a stand. In some ways, they were the best of the warrior’s ways. 
 In the past to be remembered, Gän’gehtin had re-entered the temple of Skâpagi with all his anguished fury escaping his heart and eating away his mind with hate. Fiáh’our, along with Háttê’mádzh, had banished that fury from the young one’s head, if not his heart, and turned it to a worthy purpose. But the way it had begun was a horrid way to teach, and there had been moments that even now Fiáh’our wished he could forget. 
 Gän’gehtin had wanted nothing else but an enemy to battle. 
 Fiáh’our gave the young one that enemy in himself. 
 But Karras did not want to fight. 
 There was no effort, no desire… no fire in the kitten’s heart, let alone his head where it should not be. Even the latter would have been better than his apathetic efforts, and it had been this way from the beginning and only worsened. 
 Fiáh’our looked upon the weapon in Gän’gehtin’s hand, the great sparring cudgel formed fully out of hardwood instead of the iron and oak of a true studìhallû. And he held out his hand. 
 “Give it to me,” he said. 
 Gän’gehtin faltered, perhaps suspicious. Háttê’mádzh took a harsh step in behind his young shirvêsh, but before he could command… 
 Fiáh’our whispered, “Please.” 
 Gän’gehtin frowned but slowly handed over the weapon. 
 “Come again tomorrow at dawn,” Fiáh’our added. 
 Gän’gehtin whirled to leave, but Háttê’mádzh snatched him hard by the shoulder. Hardwood scales on the younger shirvêsh’s armor crackled in that grip. Before the head shirvêsh uttered a reproach, Gän’gehtin lowered his head. 
 “Master, I apologized for breaking the serenity of the temple,” he said, but then his voice hardened as he glanced over his shoulder toward Fiáh’our. “But I do not apologize for living by our oaths!” 
 Puzzlement marred Háttê’mádzh’s anger as he looked to Fiáh’our. He released Gän’gehtin, who left in silence. 
 “Explain,” the head shirvêsh demanded. 
 Fiáh’our slowly shook his head. “Gän’gehtin is right… he has nothing to apologize for, at least in his intent. All that I can say of it is that I beg forgiveness for disturbing this place. I will not let this happen again.” 
 After a great sigh, Háttê’mádzh shook his head. “Please see that you do not.” And then he left as well. 
 Fiáh’our lifted up the great cudgel. The possible solution to the problem of Karras was one he disliked and perhaps feared. 
 He flipped the sparring cudgel over, its ridge-less end upright, and marked that half with his thumbnail at a two grip’s width below the ridges. Then he turned to a bench near the wall to retrieve his oldest friend, his axe that he had named Burskâp… “Shield’s Edge.” 
 Fiáh’our placed the great cudgel across the bench and severed it roughly on the mark in one stroke. The bench nearly shattered under the blow. 
 “Oh troublesome Bäynæ,” he whispered, “what a harsh answer you give old Fiáh’our when he asks for a simple bit of help.” 



7. Fire in the Core



 When Karras returned the following morning, he found Fiáh’our and Gän’gehtin standing far apart in the training hall. The shirvêsh had his back turned to the thänæ. Fiáh’our, with one hand tucked in his belt and the other behind his back, looked so grim and silent that Karras knew the old man had had enough… and so had he. 
 Shame and dishonor for a failed apprenticeship did not matter. Neither did the certainty of an arranged marriage he had held off but could no longer escape. Fiáh’our was too stubborn to admit that all that had been tried—forced—within this place amounted to nothing. 
 “Blame me, if you like,” Karras said, “as it makes no difference. I am done with all this.” 
 The thänæ said nothing, and in fact, did not react at all, but the shirvêsh stared at Karras in shock. Gän’gehtin appeared to relax with a heavy breath, as if relieved. 
 “You are done when I say so,” Fiáh’our declared. 
 Karras flushed cold inside and then heated up. Gän’gehtin tensed all over and turned quickly, as if he might go at the old man, there and then. 
 “But I will give you a way out,” Fiáh’our added. 
 “You do not have anything to give me,” Karras returned. “I am leaving now!” 
 And he turned to do so. 
 Gän’gehtin shouted “No!” an instant before Karras heard the clatter of heavy wood coming at him from behind. 
 He tensed and weaved aside like in a squall, when cargo or equipment broke loose and slid across the family ship’s deck. The heavier end of a sparring cudgel, somehow broken off below the ridges, came tumbling across the hall’s floor. He quickly hopped further aside before it struck his shins. 
 Karras looked up and found that Fiáh’our had crossed half the hall. 
 “Pick it up!” the old man commanded. 
 Gän’gehtin closed from behind and snatched Fiáh’our by the arm. The thänæ turned and struck in an instant, the flat of his hand slamming the shirvêsh’s chest. Gän’gehtin barely gasped, though he leaned back sharply under the force. 
 “Do not forget your place again!” Fiáh’our warned. “This barter is not yours to meddle in. Remember that!” 
 The look on Gän’gehtin’s broad face might have been a sudden hate as Fiáh’our turned back to Karras. 
 “Pick it up,” he repeated. 
 “No,” Karras answered. 
 “Then you go nowhere,” Fiáh’our returned. “And if you try sneaking away, I will hunt you right to the feet our clan elders, if need be. They will see such a breach a little differently than you do.” 
 Karras looked down at the broken cudgel… or had it been chopped off below the ridges? 
 “I will not fight you… you old fool.” 
 A mean-eyed grin spread the old man’s beard. “You do not have to defeat me… or anything so unlikely for the likes of you. All you need do is strike me, just once.” 
 Karras stared; the old madman had truly gone mad. 
 “If you can,” Fiáh’our added. “And then I will release you from your father’s barter and apprenticeship… and the dishonor will be all mine.” 
 Fiáh’our turned and fixed on Gän’gehtin. “Instruct him. Or have you forgotten how to use a broken weapon as well as your place?” 
 Gän’gehtin glanced at the severed cudgel, silent for an instant. “It is not suitable for—” 
 “It is!” Fiáh’our snapped. “More so for what he will use in the end!” 
 Through all of this, Karras stared in disbelief. 
 Gän’gehtin closed his eyes in a slow blink, opening them to only slits in eyeing Fiáh’our. He slowly rounded the old man, coming for Karras, as Fiáh’our went to the wall covered in sparring weapons. 
 “I am not doing this,” Karras whispered. 
 Gän’gehtin picked up the severed cudgel. “All you need do is clip him once. Scrape his hand or jab him in the leg or… anything, anywhere, and this is over. Do you understand? It will finally be over, by my witness, and you can leave.” 
 Karras was too tired to argue, as well as growing angrier. Everything with the old man was a battle, one way or another. 
 “Show me,” Karras exhaled. 
 Gän’gehtin finished placing Karras’ hands on the severed cudgel and quickly showed him what to do. Karras tried to remember, and then the shirvêsh stepped aside to retrieve a spare helmet. Karras had not bothered to bring his own or don his training armor this morning; he had never expected any of what happened now. When he dropped his head, so Gän’gehtin could settle the helmet, and then looked up… 
 Fiáh’our stood waiting at the floor’s center, but he did not have his sparring axe. Instead he held a head-high ribbed cudgel. 
 The old man had never picked up anything but a sparring axe in all of their time in the temple. That he held instead that much longer weapon was not good compared to the short one in Karras’ hands. 
 Karras had not even grazed the old man in more than a moon. He had barely clipped Gän’gehtin twice too weakly, and both times he had been flattened an instant later. And now he did not even have any armor. 
 It did not matter. If he ended up beaten and broken, he would take that to get free of the mad thänæ, that bane of his life, by just one meager hit. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Fiáh’our stood waiting as Karras took a first hesitant step. 
 He did not like what he did now, but the kitten needed to stop thinking about other things, like his supposed loss of Skirra, and start doing. Perhaps in being clouded by fury, something that should have been inside of him might yet surface… something all rughìr understood instinctively from their first toddling steps. 
 Something that Karras’ seafarer ways had washed out of his bones. But worse was that Karras did not look angry enough. 
 There was no fire in the kitten’s head, where it should not be, yet where Fiáh’our needed it now. This was going to take longer and be that much harder on the kitten than Fiáh’our had first hoped. 
 “Why hesitate?” he barked. “Waiting for me to drop from old age and save you the trouble?” 
 Gän’gehtin almost lunged in. “Karras, do not let him—” 
 “Silence!” Fiáh’our shouted. 
 Gän’gehtin held his tongue and his place with much fury in his eyes, as long ago, and now in ignorance of what was needed here. Fiáh’our still saw nothing of its kind in Karras’ eyes. 
 And the kitten made his first feinting charge for a swing. 
 It was like some human sailor’s jig and a hop, and Fiáh’our did not even lift the cudgel’s butt end from the floor. 
 He swept its high, thick end across, knocking Karras’ half-cudgel aside. As the kitten tried to weave away on his momentum, Fiáh’our turned in finishing his sweep. His cudgel’s butt end came up and around and cracked Karras across the back. As the kitten yelped and went stumbling headlong toward the hall’s rear… 
 Fiáh’our cringed but quickly suppressed reluctance. 
 So it went on—and on—until sweat darkened and matted Karras’ hair, bled through his clothing in stains, and ran down his face as he panted. All the while Gän’gehtin stood stiff and clenched in watching, breathing almost as hard as the kitten. 
 Fiáh’our’s resolve began to falter. 
 “Enough,” he whispered, and then louder, “Enough for today and…” 
 Karras’ face went white, like some sudden horror overtook him. “No!” 
 He came head on, one foot slamming the floor with thunder. In the following step, he struck out from that planted foot. 
 Fiáh’our easily caught the blow, his long cudgel raised crosswise in both hands. There was no chance he could be struck, and he let the blow’s force pass through his bones into the floor—into the earth—as it should. That he had felt the force pass at all meant… 
 Well, something he almost dared not hope for—something missing since the beginning. 
 Fury’s fire was in Karras’ face—in his eyes. What mattered more was what the kitten had remembered without knowing amid desperation. Fiáh’our took a fleeting glance down. 
 Karras had foolishly thrown his entire weight into the strike. To do so, his rear foot had remained planted, unlike his weaving about for the last moon. That was not all there was to it for a right-thinking rughìr, but had the kitten stumbled into a bit of en’nag? 
 “Did you feel that?” Fiáh’our whispered. 
 The fury faltered in Karras’ eyes. 
 Fiáh’our felt through their locked weapons the part that Karras had gotten wrong. That would come in time, and he looked aside. 
 Gän’gehtin stared wide-eyed at the kitten, and perhaps the shirvêsh finally saw the problem. 
 Fiáh’our smiled, which made Karras blink, and he sharply twisted his cudgel, turning it on the very force of Karras’ over-weighted weapon. The kitten’s eyes snapped fully open too late. 
 The butt end of Fiáh’our’s cudgel swept down into Karras’ empty front leg and then up. Karras nearly landed on his head as he came down. Fiáh’our clunked the cudgel’s butt end on the floor and leaned over the dazed kitten. 
 “Enough for today,” he said. “But when I return, you can try again, if you like. Until you strike me even once, you are not going anywhere.” 
 Fiáh’our looked up to find Gän’gehtin still staring at a now prone and dazed kitten. The blank and astonished look on the young shirvêsh’s face was a bit too satisfying. Fiáh’our now had two students to instruct. 
 “See the problem, do you?” he snapped, and Gän’gehtin looked up at him with a start. “Are you smart enough to know it is something that should not be… should not have to be taught to any rughìr, except maybe him? Think you can do better?” 
 Fiáh’our tossed the great sparring cudgel, and Gän’gehtin caught it in a back-step. 
 “Then get to it,” Fiáh’our ordered. “I have a barter to finish. And while I am gone, perhaps teach him a lesson that you learned the hard way… and forgot so recently.” 
 With that, Fiáh’our left behind a dumb little kitten and a dumbfounded upstart of a shirvêsh. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Karras sat up with his head spinning and his chest aching from the impact. He barely caught sight of Fiáh’our storming off down the passage, and then that bane of his life was beyond his reach. When he looked about, he found Gän’gehtin staring after the old man as well. 
 “Where… where is he… going now?” he barely got out. 
 Gän’gehtin shook his head slowly; then he stepped near and reached down a hand. Karras took hold and the shirvêsh pulled him up. 
 “I do not know,” Gän’gehtin answered. He looked Karras up and down, shook his head again, and then frowned as he whispered to himself, “I should have seen it.” 
 In exhaustion and frustration, Karras just stared. “Seen what?” 
 Only then did the shirvêsh look him in the eyes, and Gän’gehtin’s expression turned utterly sad. 
 “How long ago did you become a seafarer?” Gän’gehtin asked. 
 After a baffled moment, Karras answered, “I took my place on the family ship in the summer of my seventeenth year.” 
 “And before that, were you at home?” 
 “No. By the time I could barely stand, I was always off with my father or mother in their trading.” 
 That was not as early as with humans, for it could take up to three years before a rughìr child could stand. Before that, they were pudgy little bulks that rolled and flailed around, and were hauled about and guarded mindfully by their parents. 
 Gän’gehtin slapped a hand over his face, drawing it down with a groan. 
 “What?” Karras demanded. 
 “Do you even know what you felt… half-felt… when you struck at Fiáh’our that final time?” 
 Karras was completely lost and too downfallen to care. 
 “What did you feel in your rear foot… which was not there in your front foot?” 
 “I do not know! I simply wanted—hoped—to get through and bash him.” 
 “And you failed!” Gän’gehtin shot back, shaking his head again, this time in visible disgust. “You felt nothing, did you? You have no sense of earth and stone at all!” 
 Karras was exhausted, but not enough to put up with any more. “What are you talking about? If there is something I am supposed to know, then someone should have taught it to me. Not that I care if—” 
 “It is not taught!” Gän’gehtin wailed in exasperation. “It is known—felt—in our first steps as a child. We grow up with it inside our very bones. To teach it means you would think about it, at best like a human. As a warrior, even that sliver of a pause could get you killed—or worse, someone else for your hesitation. You should feel it in every…” 
 Gän’gehtin’s tirade faltered as he looked Karras over once more, down to his booted feet. 
 “…in every step upon the earth,” the shirvêsh finished in a whisper. “Your parents have done you great harm.” 
 At that, Karras’ fury at Fiáh’our and his frustration with all this came together. He might hate what his parents would do to him with a traditional marriage, but no ignorant shirvêsh was going to insult them. And he balled up his fists. 
 Gän’gehtin quickly held up his hand. 
 “I mean no disrespect,” he explained. “For their chosen way of life, they could not have known what they did in taking you to sea so young, on a ship, unlike other children of our kind. But you must overcome this. Until you do, you will never strike Fiáh’our… never be free of him or the barter he made with your father.” 
 Karras did not understand even half of what the shirvêsh was talking about. 
 “Now go,” Gän’gehtin said. “Recover from this morning, and I… I will try to find some way to help you, to show you what you have never felt.” 
 At a loss, Karras wearily headed for the southern arch, but a hand latched upon his shoulder, stopping him. 
 “One more thing,” Gän’gehtin said. 
 Karras half turned to find the shirvêsh staring blankly down the passage beyond him. When he glanced that way, no one was there. The thänæ was long gone to who knew where, and stranger still, when Karras looked back… Gän’gehtin hung his head. 
 The shirvêsh paled, staring at the floor beams, and swallowed hard. 
 For an instant, it was as if some unknown shame made it hard for Gän’gehtin to look up again. When he did, he took his hand from Karras’ shoulder, clenched it slowly, and pressed that fist against Karras’ chest. 
 “This is where fury belongs, in the heart,” he said. “It fuels a warrior like the heat in the depths toward the world’s core, where only the deep smiths go. For that, they live shorter lives than the rest of us to ply the hidden secrets of earth and stone that serve our people. But if that heat, that fire, ever erupts upward, it not only destroys the peak where it spouts but everything around it.” 
 Gän’gehtin stepped in close, looking Karras firmly in the eyes. 
 “Keep your mind as clear and crisp as the air around the highest peak. Do this, and if you can find earth and stone as well, I promise you will strike Fiáh’our… as I once did.” 



8. To Stand, Hold, and Read



 The next day when Karras returned, Fiáh’our was not there… or on the next day or the next after that. There was no chance to strike the old man, and instead, Gän’gehtin took him out of the temple each day to the highest point along the switchback street of Chemarré. 
 At the street’s top end was a landing, possibly a place to go where anyone could see far out over the land and the ocean and up to the people’s great peak above. And there, all day for three days, Karras literally just stood. 
 “If I have to press you right into the stone beneath your feet,” Gän’gehtin explained, “I will make you feel it somehow.” 
 Somehow turned out to be something worse. Somehow, the shirvêsh had arranged for a boulder about the width of Karras’ shoulders to be brought up. And there Karras stood with that boulder held high over his head. 
 He was forced to face the mountainside instead of the view, and he stayed that way until his arms weakened too much. As the boulder finally touched the top of his head the first day… 
 “Enough,” Gän’gehtin declared. 
 Karras’ hands were so sweaty by then that he nearly dropped the boulder on his foot. When he looked about, a bit dizzy as well as weary, a few other people had come up for the view. They stood off to one side, gawking at him instead. When he gauged the time of day, he had not been there for even a full morning. 
 “Again tomorrow, come here straight away,” Gän’gehtin instructed. 
 “Are we going train at all?” Karras asked. 
 “You are training… to become a real rughìr.” 
 Gän’gehtin stepped in and slammed the flat of his hand against Karras’ chest. 
 Karras stumbled back, flailing his arms as he quickly shifted his feet, but he did not fall. 
 “When you can stand and hold,” Gän’gehtin said, “I will let you pick up a weapon again.” 
 So it went for two more days, always ending with a sudden strike from the shirvêsh, and still Karras could not keep his place under that force. On the fourth day, with the boulder held high and Gän’gehtin leaning on the retaining wall to one side with his eyes half closed, Karras heard heavy footfalls behind him. 
 “Interesting,” rumbled a deep voice. 
 Karras scowled at the mountainside in hearing Fiáh’our behind him. 
 Gän’gehtin’s eyes opened a bit more, though he said nothing. 
 Karras would have preferred to spin around and drop the boulder on the old boar’s foot. But whatever all of this was about, he would not disobey the shirvêsh. 
 On the fifth day, he stood there without yielding until almost noon. This time when Gän’gehtin struck, Karras barely shifted one foot. The midday’s bell rang out over the mountain as he staggered down the road beside the shirvêsh. 
 “To the hall tomorrow,” Gän’gehtin said. 
 Karras only nodded as he wearily headed on toward the clan réhanâkst, but he still did not understand Gän’gehtin’s badgering about the feel of stone and earth. In the morning, he returned to what he wanted most: the chance to learn enough so that he could strike Fiáh’our just once and be done with all of this. 
 Halfway through the ninth day, Fiáh’our returned again while Karras was sparring with Gän’gehtin. The old man said nothing and only stood nearby with a frown, which ended up distracting Karras a bit too much. Suddenly, Gän’gehtin’s cudgel slammed down on his right boot. 
 “Pay attention!” the shirvêsh snapped. 
 With a yelp, Karras dropped the half cudgel tossed at him too many days ago and hopped about in pain. 
 Fiáh’our let out an audible groan. “So, did your trick do any good?” 
 Karras did not know who that question was for as he limped back to pick up his sparring weapon. 
 “He has become… more stable,” Gän’gehtin replied halfheartedly. 
 “And do you know why your method did not take him all the way to stone?” Fiáh’our asked. 
 Gän’gehtin scowled and blinked several times before turning to stare at Karras. The shirvêsh stood there in a visibly frustrated silence. 
 “Give it to me,” Fiáh’our commanded. 
 Karras watched as the old man closed on the shirvêsh with one hand held out. Gän’gehtin glowered as he handed over his sparring cudgel, and Karras tensed and backed up a step. 
 “Care to have another try?” Fiáh’our mocked. 
 Tired as Karras was, he did. In the match that followed, when he finally saw a chance to strike through at Fiáh’our and did so, again the old man’s cudgel whipped across his forward leg, but he did not go down. His forward foot slid half a hand’s width. 
 Karras wobbled as pain shot up his calf into his knee. 
 Fiáh’our suddenly jerked his weapon away under the press of Karras’ half-cudgel. And then Karras went down on his face. He had barely scrambled up when Fiáh’our chucked the cudgel and Gän’gehtin caught it. 
 “Stop treating him like a toddler!” the old man barked. “Even if he has less sense than one. There is one way to take him to where you want him to be, all the way to stone… and that is when he has nowhere else to go.” 
 “And you!” Fiáh’our shouted, turning on Karras. “This is not some ship rolling about on the waves. Stop weaving like you are on a deck, if you expect to strike me. I have earth and stone under me, my ally at all times. Until you have that, you might as well try to topple the mountain.” 
 Fiáh’our left once more, and things got even worse after that. Gän’gehtin became as cruel as the old blusterer. 
 Too many times over the following day after day, the shirvêsh somehow spun that cudgel and cracked Karras over the top of his helmet. Only a few of those times did Karras catch a flinch in Gän’gehtin’s eyes just before the impact. 
 Karras did not go down under those blows, though his head rang so much that half of the time a following strike to his legs put him on his back. There came a point when he had had enough, and he made a different kind of mistake. 
 Gän’gehtin clipped Karras’ shoulder, knocking his weapon arm aside, but this time, when the cudgel spun and its butt end came up overhead… 
 Karras dropped his weapon and reached up. 
 He caught the cudgel coming down with all of the shirvêsh’s force. His hand stung and his arm shuddered at the impact. But he stopped that weapon instantly, and the shudder passed through all of him with an ache. 
 “Stop doing that!” he snarled. 
 Then Karras realized his mistake. 
 Gän’gehtin, with a sudden scowl, instantly slid one hand down the cudgel to bring its heavy end in and low… but he never did. 
 The shirvêsh froze and looked about. For an instant, Karras was baffled and then… 
 Was that a low rumble he heard in the hall? 
 Gan’gehtin remained silent, though his gaze quickly dropped, looking down between the two of them. 
 “Did you feel it this time?” 
 Upon hearing that gruff voice, Gän’gehtin looked away, and Karras followed the shirvêsh’s gaze. 
 Fiáh’our stood in the southern archway. 
 How long had the old man been there? When had he returned? 
 Fiáh’our had some strange, long, and bulky bundle of canvas gripped in one hand. 
 The very low rumble like thunder was already fading in the hall, like the type heard at a distance that made one look all about for where a storm was approaching. 
 The cudgel suddenly jerked out of Karras’ grip as Gän’gehtin took it from him, but all Karras could do was stare between the old man and the shirvêsh. 
 “What are you talking about?” he snapped. 
 Fiáh’our rolled his eyes. 
 “Did you at least hear it?” Gän’gehtin whispered at first. “That is why a training hall’s floor is made from wooden beams… and not just for your backside!” 
 Karras looked down at the floor. It was made of beams… so? 
 “Time for another change,” Fiáh’our grumbled. 
 Karras watched the thänæ step to the nearest bench in the hall, set down his burden, and flip the canvas wrap open with one large hand. There lay something that Karras did not recognize at first. 
 Quickly enough he remembered the first time Fiáh’our had left the temple, when Karras himself had failed in shadowing the old braggart. He could not help but step closer to the bench… to that weapon. 
 It was as long as the half cudgel he had dropped, though not made of wood, even for its haft. Nearly all of it was burnished iron, and at one end was a thicker part. That cylinder was longer than a fist’s width and twice the circumference of the haft. From that head sprouted five unsharpened and overly thick blades. They were nearly the same height as those on Fiáh’our’s axe but no wider of blade than Karras’ palm. Instead of being part of the cylinder head, they were riveted on with straps of steel. 
 At the bottom end was a thick butt spike set in an even thicker cuff, as Gän’gehtin had originally suggested. The spike was no longer than Karras’ thumb. Both the spike’s cuff and the five blades appeared engraved with etched patterns. 
 “Start him on that,” Fiáh’our told Gän’gehtin. “I leave in three days, and he comes with me.” 
 “No,” the shirvêsh countered. “It is too soon… he is not ready.” 
 “The rest he will have to learn along the way, as I have delayed too long. The season is nearly over.” 
 “Then leave him behind, and I will train him further.” 
 “He is apprenticed to me!” Fiáh’our snapped. “It is not your say, no matter that I accepted your offer to assist. Training in the hall is finished… and I take him where I see fit.” 
 “What about our barter?” Karras demanded. 
 Fiáh’our turned, suddenly disturbingly calm. “You have had your chances to strike me. Soon enough, you may have something more worthy to attack.” 
 Karras took a step at the old man. 
 “Now read your new weapon… by the feel of it first,” Fiáh’our added. “One has to read everything to understand it and its worth in the world and in any moment. And prepare to leave in three days.” 
 Fiáh’our left the training hall, and with him went Karras’ last chance to escape. 
 “I am sorry,” Gän’gehtin said. “I know that I promised you, but…” 
 Karras looked the weapon over again. The only thing he could read on it was a central symbol among light engravings on the sides of each blade. It was the vubrí of his family, the Iamílchlagh, who were sea traders. They were not… he was not a warrior to be dragged off to face who knew what. 



9. Sleepwalking



 Karras sat on a bunk in a small cabin aboard a Numan cargo ship heading north along the coast. It was bad enough that it was not his family’s vessel that carried him wherever Fiáh’our wished to go. No, it was worse… 
 “You will not go up on deck or train until you stand on solid earth again,” the old braggart had dictated. “You have enough sea-born nonsense soaked into your bones, watering down any rughìr sensibility… and you will not add to that!” 
 So it had been since Fiáh’our had appeared at the clan réhanâkst on the fourth morning after Karras received his… whatever the thänæ and the shirvêsh had once called that weapon. When he had ventured out that fourth morning, after a restless night, the old man was waiting in the front room with two heavy packs loaded down with travel gear. 
 There was also a padded leather hauberk covered in thick iron rings laced all over it. Last of course was the helmet Karras had worn since his first day of training. All of this Fiáh’our expected him to wear along with bearing one heavy pack and that weapon. 
 “Get used to it,” the old man had said. “Until you do not notice the weight anymore.” 
 But when Karras had stepped outside behind the old man, with notions of whacking the old boar in the back of his head with that weapon, there had been one more not so little complication. 
 Gän’gehtin had been waiting outside in the street, and he did not look shirvêsh-like anymore. 
 “What do you think you are doing?” Fiáh’our growled. 
 “I am coming with you,” Gän’gehtin answered. 
 He was dressed in a strange, loose fitting leather hauberk covered in a diamond pattern of small steel plates. These were separated by enough space so that the material flexed when he moved. In one hand, he held a true iron-ribbed great cudgel as tall as himself, while his other hand clenched the straps of a heavy pack slung over his shoulder. 
 “Oh no,” Fiáh’our countered. “I have no need to watch over two instead of one… and you are not ready to face what I will.” 
 “I need no watching,” Gän’gehtin replied. “And I will follow my own way, otherwise.” 
 “What does Háttê’mádzh say about this? He certainly would not approve… considering.” 
 “I did not ask him. It is my choice and no one else’s… including yours.” 
 During their further bickering, Karras had been at a loss as to why the old man did not want his young friend along. In the end, even for the poundings that Gän’gehtin had given Karras, he was actually glad of the shirvêsh’s company as Fiáh’our had turned away with a glower and headed off down the street. 
 There had also been a brief stop at Karras’ home after they took the tram through the mountain to Chemarré, where Fiáh’our claimed they would catch a ship at the port below to shorten their journey north. 
 Uinseil, Karras’ father, had been outraged once he heard of Fiáh’our taking his eldest son from the seatt. Karras’ mother, Jêulkur, was quiet with venom in her eyes for the old man. Neither his younger brother or sister—or their annoying mates—had been present, for there were extra duties to attend since he was no longer with them. It all ended in a parting where for the first time his father had been at an utter loss for advice. 
 Karras had never thought he would miss another lecture from his father, but he had… he did… as he sat in the cabin with nothing to do. He was not even to practice standing while aboard the vessel. And the weapon that Fiáh’our had had made for him now lay on the floor in the corner next to the packs. 
 If he needed something to pass the time, he was supposed to read his weapon, to feel out its nature… and he did not. Even for the ornate etchings of twisted lines and knotwork patterns, it was an ugly thing by its purpose. All he could read about it was the vubrí of his family on each blade, mocking him with the life he had lost in that name. And of course, it was not even a supposed “eight-ways,” since it had only five blades. When he once sniped about this, Fiáh’our’s face had wrinkled up even more in spite. 
 “Oh, you little… fine!” the old man fumed. “Call it a… a ku’ê’bunst, a ‘five-elements,’ like a human might… if that pleases you better.” 
 And so Karras did, in like spite. But to add injury to insult, sharing a cabin with Fiáh’our and Gän’gehtin had been no ocean holiday for whatever bitterness lay between the two. 
 At times the thänæ appeared more worried than angry over the shirvêsh’s presence. Indeed, Gän’gehtin had grown quiet, mostly silent in a cold way, and had often stared blankly at nothing, as if lost in some old, disturbing memory. 
 And the day finally came when Karras felt the ship slow. 
 He heard the splash of the anchor and was on his feet even before Fiáh’our cracked the door open. It was the only time he would ever remember wanting to get off a ship. Fiáh’our’s visible relief was no surprise; like most rughìr, he did not like being on water… deep water and far from shore. When the two of them hauled their gear on deck in silence, Gän’gehtin was waiting at the rail to board the skiff to shore. 
 They landed late at a weathered little port called Cantos. 
 The people there were mixed like any other main port Karras had visited in trading but in a slightly disturbing and somewhat dingy way. More than once he spotted those big hairy barbarians in their leather hide clothing and fur cloaks, like the ones he had faced in being forced to help Fiáh’our rescue a prince of Malourné… the Maksœ’ín Veallaksê, the “People of the Bear,” or Northlanders. 
 But more curious were a few short people—for humans—all dressed in actual clothing made of fur, with dark skin, very dark straight hair, and narrow eyes under somewhat puffy lids. When he asked, Fiáh’our said they were what most humans called Wastelanders. They lived much farther north on the edge of the eternally icy region that Numans and Northlanders called the Wastes. 
 That was all that Karras ever saw of Cantos, a place he had never seen up close, for his family rarely went this way in their trading. Fiáh’our walked them right out of town onto a coastal trade road with dusk not far off. 
 “Why are we not stopping for the night?” Karras asked. “There has to be a decent inn in that town, instead of sleeping in the wild until we have to.” 
 “We neither stop nor camp,” the old man said as he gestured for the shirvêsh to take the lead. “I have waited too long to get where I am needed… and you can sleep while we walk.” 
 Karras stared until Fiáh’our pushed him ahead to follow Gän’gehtin. 
 “Sleep? While I am walking?” he asked, looking back over his shoulder. 
 “Yes,” Fiáh’our answered. “We may not walk as fast as humans—or certainly a horse—but we can walk far longer than both. Rughìr warriors learn to sleep when they can, and stand vigilant for days at a time. Learn it now, for I will not delay more than needed to get where we are going.” 
 Karras was still stunned and confused. 
 “Set your attention on Gän’gehtin,” Fiáh’our instructed. “Listen to his footfalls and set yours to match his rhythm. Once you have that without thinking about it, clear your mind to sleep and follow your ears.” 
 “I will end up on my face!” 
 “Likely, so better start figuring it out… while you still have a flat road under your boots.” 
 Frustrated and fuming, Karras did not dare shut his eyes at first, as he tried to match the rhythm of Gän’gehtin’s strides. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Fiáh’our trod along at the rear, setting his pace to the lull of Gän’gehtin’s footfalls. His thoughts wandered to more worrisome but less frustrating thoughts than the kitten. 
 It had taken longer than he liked for Karras’ modified “eight-ways”—or ku’ê’bunst, “five-elements”—to be completed. Still, it had been made in an astonishingly short time. All that he had asked for had been included, and he had arranged something extra in the barter for what else he had thought necessary. Before he had left the temple in delivering that weapon, he had stopped to learn of any further word received by Háttê’mádzh. 
 It was not good to hear. 
 His old comrade, Lêt’vöulsat, had arrived on the northern frontier and sent back word. Indeed, a pack larger than ever before seen was in that region, and it had attacked a settlement. 
 In all of Fiáh’our’s years, he had heard of this combination only three times. It was always for some specific reason, though he had yet to learn that for this occurrence. 
 At worst, sluggïn’ân attacked wanderers and travelers if wildlife was not plentiful enough or such persons had equipment to be scavenged. In harsher times, when game was scarce, as it likely was in the Broken Lands to the east, they would go after livestock, such as cattle and sheep set out in the fields. At most, a shepherd might be killed if late in bringing back a herd, but assaulting a settlement was very rare, and more so one like Shentángize. 
 Then there was the problem of Gän’gehtin. 
 After thirty years, it seemed the young shirvêsh still had not let go of certain things. Háttê’mádzh had been right to limit Gän’gehtin’s “service” to the nearby Numan nations and his own people. As to the young shirvêsh’s forceful self-inclusion in this exploit… 
 Fiáh’our was wrenched from contemplation at a sudden thud. He tripped on a booted-foot, and Gän’gehtin halted ahead, turning about in the near dark as Fiáh’our back-stepped. 
 Amid a string of groggy cussing, the kitten struggled under his heavy pack to push himself up off the road. 
 Fiáh’our sighed. “Get up,” he commanded… for about the thousandth time since taking on Karras. “If you cannot sleep on your feet, then do not sleep… or I will tromp over you the next time!” 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Karras grumbled and seethed as he stumbled onward in the dark. 
 Sleeping while walking? How stupid! And he yawned, shaking himself in trying to stay awake. Sometime late in the night, he woke sharply in pain as he hit the road a second time. 
 The old man snarled under his breath and called a halt to set camp. 
 It might have been a relief, if Karras did not have to listen to Fiáh’our grumbling like a… like a boar blocked from its slop trough. And the old man stomped around as Karras tried to lay out his bed roll. 
 The thänæ stared off into the dark for a while and then declared it was safe to light a small fire. By the time the flames came to life, Karras was almost half asleep, and then he heard Gän’gehtin rustling through a pack. The noise ceased, and he closed his eyes again. 
 “What is that for?” Fiáh’our demanded. 
 With a groan, Karras rolled over and opened his eyes. 
 Gän’gehtin sat near the flames holding a steel spike about a hand’s length long, and Karras rose on an elbow. The spike had some strange cup-like ring for a base with thick leather thongs dangling from it. The shirvêsh lowered his eyes and took up his great cudgel lying nearby. He fit the cup-like ring over the cudgel’s butt end and began lashing the spike in place. 
 “Since when does a ‘guardian’ carry an intentionally lethal weapon?” Fiáh’our asked. 
 Gän’gehtin stalled for only an instant in his task. “When he is to fight mere beasts… monsters… not true opponents worthy of any mercy.” 
 Karras looked to Fiáh’our, but the thänæ only watched in stern silence until the shirvêsh finished, laid the great cudgel aside, and prepared to recline. 
 “What is this about?” Karras asked. 
 Fiáh’our’s eyes shifted to him with the same stern appraisal, though he said not a word. 
 “What did you think?” Gän’gehtin hissed, instantly drawing Karras’ full attention. “That we came all this way for a walk and a hearty hunt? Yes, we will hunt, but not any animal you would want to eat.” 
 “Not until I know all that has happened,” Fiáh’our warned. “You mind that… or leave!” 
 Karras watched as the shirvêsh lay down, rolled over, and turned his back to the old man. Fiáh’our was still eyeing Gän’gehtin, and Karras thought of the few of the old man’s boastings—tellings—that he could remember. 
 He had never given those much attention, though he should have realized from the start what all of this was about. 
 “Sluggïn’ân… goblins… little gobblers?” he asked. “Is that what you are after… and you brought me out here?” 
 “They are not so little.” 
 Karras stiffened at Gän’gehtin’s caustic whisper. He had never seen such a creature, and he could not remember much from Fiáh’our’s bellowing in the cheag’anâkst, though he had heard others talk of them. Descriptions were always second or third hand, and most did not even match up. Some were ridiculous, as if three, four, or five different animals had somehow mated one after the other to produce a wild, misbegotten descendant. He had never bothered trying to imagine such… until now. 
 “Go to sleep,” Fiáh’our said. “We are still a long way off from our first destination.” 
 Karras looked about in the dark. The nearest trees were a field’s length away, but he still peered there, looking for something. 
 “Go to sleep,” Fiáh’our repeated, “while you can. There is more walking ahead.” 
 Karras laid down his head as he watched Fiáh’our standing three strides off from the fire. The old man’s eyes never appeared to blink, and it seemed he only stared off into the dark. Even when Karras did close his eyes, sleep did not come soon… until he found himself in a night-dark world, alone and always walking, as he tried to listen for growls in trees or a thrash in the brush… over the sound of his own harsh, quick breaths. 



10. Barter of Vengeance



 Over three more nights, Fiáh’our rotated with Gän’gehtin in taking the lead and setting the rhythm. They stopped for brief rests late into each night and rose well before dawn to move on. Eating as well was done mostly on the move. And in those three nights, Karras stopped falling on his face. 
 Not because he had learned to sleep in his walk, which meant Fiáh’our did not get much sleep either. 
 The kitten was wide-awake the whole time, often peering about, especially once they veered off the road and inland, passing through stands of woods between open rolling plains. They paused each time just short of those trees while Fiáh’our scouted ahead for anything that might lie in wait; Gän’gehtin was the last one that Fiáh’our wanted finding such first. When they rose before dawn on that third night, the kitten was no longer wide-eyed. But even in exhaustion, he still looked all ways until dawn came. 
 Fiáh’our might have quelled the kitten’s fear with a little reassurance, but he did not. Better to wait and watch for that to break on its own, to let him find a bit of true backbone amid his fear. A false sense of safety would not serve Karras, even though there was less chance of encountering a pack this far west than where they were going. 
 Late past noon on the fourth day, Gän’gehtin halted on a rise and looked back with a bit of puzzlement on his broad face. “Is this… Shentángize?” he asked. 
 Fiáh’our trotted past Karras and up the gentle slope. Something must be odd enough for the pause, considering the young shirvêsh had not been allowed out here before. 
 Beyond the knoll and across the open fields, he spotted the large settlement where he had spent many a night in spring and or summer, when sluggïn’ân pushed long and hard out of the distant Broken Lands. What he saw was indeed puzzling at a distance. 
 Parts of the wooden wall around the village, weathered and old as it was, appeared gone. Over the tops of sections still standing, he easily made out the peaked, thatch roofs of structures within. But in other places, where there should have been more wall, there were poles of bright wood, freshly cut and perhaps as thick as full tree trunks. These were lined up in the beginnings of a much taller full stockade, tall enough to hide the nearly two-story tall commonhouse’s peaked roof rising at the village’s center. 
 “Move,” Fiáh’our commanded, taking off at a trot. “I want to know what is going on here.” 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Karras ran behind the shirvêsh and thänæ, trying to keep up. 
 Fiáh’our raced across the fields faster than anyone would have guessed the old man could move. Karras was winded by the time they neared the closest break in the walling around the settlement. 
 Fiáh’our did not pause, even when he startled a cluster of villagers on the wall’s outside; they were packing stone and earth into a hole around the last in a line of tree-sized poles set deep into the ground. All stopped to stare, and one might have raised a hand, but Fiáh’our rushed on, and Karras quickly followed through the gap between the old wall and the new one. 
 “Thänæ!” called an elderly woman in a burlap shift. She carried a large wicker basket overburdened with dried stores and leather water flasks, likely for those working on the wall. 
 Fiáh’our finally paused, nodding in reply as he caught his breath. “Is there one here called Lêt’vöulsat?” 
 “Yes,” she answered, shifting her load to point into the settlement along the new wall. 
 As the old man headed off, Karras made to follow. The woman looked him and Gän’gehtin over once, and then called out once more to Fiáh’our. 
 “We missed you… very much.” 
 Karras slowed a bit, for the look on her face was not one filled with any happiness at seeing an old acquaintance. When he turned to head onward, he caught Fiáh’our’s backward glance. 
 The old man did smile as he nodded again to the woman, but it was brief and quickly faded. He rushed on along the new wall. 
 Karras spotted villagers above, hanging by ropes and standing up crude ladders as they worked at building a walkway behind the top of the pole wall. It was not until Fiáh’our neared the new wall’s far unfinished end that he slowed again, and Karras spotted Lêt’vöulsat ahead. 
 He had met that clan warrior once on the night he helped Fiáh’our steal back a prince from a longboat filled with the Maksœ’ín Veallaksê or the People of the Bear. It was hard to fathom that these villagers were of that same people, though certainly their tall males had the build of those barbarians if not the leather clothing and fur hide cloaks. Two of them stood talking quietly with the clan warrior. 
 Lêt’vöulsat looked much the same as when Karras had first seen him, dressed in a scaled mail shirt and steel plated boots. He was not carrying his heavy oaken spear or wearing his huge iron-banded helmet. To match his puffy beard, wooly red-brown hair ran around his head except for the shiny bald dome atop his skull. He looked a bit more red-faced than the last time. 
 More curious were the heavy, roughly hewn old planks from the shorter wall piled up beyond the trio. Most looked like they had been hacked and shattered rather than pulled down with care for further use. 
 “What is this all about?” Fiáh’our called, jutting his bearded chin toward the new wall. 
 The clan warrior muttered something more to the two men. They all nodded with grim faces, and the pair headed off elsewhere. 
 “The change is necessary… since the old wall was breached,” Lêt’vöulsat answered. “Fortunately, I brought Pìlit with me to manage the construction. And I see a couple of familiar faces with you, as well.” 
 The clan warrior nodded to Gän’gehtin, and then even to Karras, and they both returned the same as they gathered around. 
 “Any more coming?” Lêt’vöulsat asked rather flatly. 
 “Not that I know of,” Fiáh’our answered. “Why… and what made you bring your brother? Did you hear something more before you left the seatt?” 
 Lêt’vöulsat shook his head. “No… just call it an ache in my one big toe, I guess.” 
 Karras briefly glanced at the warrior’s boots, wondering which foot was missing a toe. 
 “So where is Pìlit?” Fiáh’our asked, looking about once. “And what do you mean by ‘breached?’” 
 “My brother is off felling more trees for poles, though the wall will not be half finished by nightfall. And yes, I meant breached. They used a downed tree of their own to ram through the old wall.” 
 “What?” Gän’gehtin hissed. “Those animals used a tree… for a battering ram?” 
 Karras was also surprised. He had heard Fiáh’our mention sluggïn’ân scavenging possessions off of their prey, but this seemed different, even to him. 
 Lêt’vöulsat said nothing with a twist of his mouth, as if the young shirvêsh’s question should not need an answer let alone have been asked. Fiáh’our let out a grumbling sigh with a sharp glance at Gän’gehtin, and Karras kept quiet. 
 “I cannot see them doing this, even for the large pack reported,” the old man muttered, hanging and shaking his head. 
 “Not one pack, at a guess,” Lêt’vöulsat replied, and Fiáh’our looked up. “From what I got out of the elders here, there were too many large males among the group… not normal for the way they dominate each other into submission and obedience. More likely three smaller packs joined together to do this.” 
 Fiáh’our simply stared at his old comrade. “That makes no sense. They range in small groups to hunt and scavenge as much as they can before returning eastward.” 
 “They had reason,” Lêt’vöulsat said. “Earlier in the moon, the villagers here managed to catch one—a scout or straggler—after two separate herders were killed, one barely past dusk. The villagers had lost almost a fourth of one herd as well. Back then there were only signs of standard packs, three to five in each by what tracks could be found.” 
 Fiáh’our was silent for a moment, and he frowned, though Karras still did not understand all of this. 
 “So they did this to retrieve just one of their own?” the old man asked. “They would not bother for one stupid enough to…” 
 Before Fiáh’our could finish, Lêt’vöulsat shook his head. He then turned to point out beyond the village toward the distant woods seen through the gap between the old wall and the near end of the new one. 
 Karras saw nothing out there, not even villagers with one rughìr trying to fell trees. 
 “The villagers chained it down, in plain sight, just short of the tree line,” Lêt’vöulsat said. 
 It was a moment longer before the clan warrior turned back. When he did, his gaze dropped from looking up at Fiáh’our. Lêt’vöulsat glanced sidelong about the village, and a hard twitch fluttered one of his black-iris eyes as he growled. 
 “They burned it alive in the night.” 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Fiáh’our exhaled as all of the journey’s exhaustion caught up to him with those words. He closed his eyes, put the heel of one fist to his forehead, and ground at the sudden ache in his skull. 
 How could he blame the villagers after so many years—generations—out here being plagued by ever increasing occurrences of packs? And yet, they had made it all so much worse with their rage fed by fear and anguish. And by such a vile act as this! 
 When he opened his eyes, in the corner of his sight he saw Karras’ face had paled, but not Gän’gehtin’s. The young shirvêsh was silent and cold, and that was all. 
 “The assault… how long ago?” Fiáh’our asked. 
 “Five nights,” Lêt’vöulsat answered. “I arrived the following dawn, and there have been no further attacks… yet. They took one woman and three men from among those who fought back.” 
 “Did you go after them?” Gän’gehtin demanded too sharply. “Did anyone?” 
 Lêt’vöulsat turned a hard glare on the young shirvêsh, as if the question was ignorant, for it was. 
 “There was nothing to go after!” Fiáh’our hissed. “Keep your voice down, or your mouth shut, until you know what you are talking about.” 
 Gän’gehtin did fall silent, though not without an angry glare in return. 
 No, there was no hope those “captives” were still alive, if they had still been alive when they were dragged off. This was a reprisal for what the villagers had done in like ignorance for vengeance. 
 That was also part of the problem with Gän’gehtin. 
 But as Fiáh’our glanced at the kitten, he said no more. Karras was wide-eyed as he looked between all three others around him. 
 “We should go out and track them,” Lêt’vöulsat said. “Now that there are more of us.” 
 Fiáh’our shook his head. “No, please stay here. Someone needs to watch while the work is finished… for the rest of this mess may not be done with.” 
 “All right,” Lêt’vöulsat agreed. “And perhaps the packs have broken up and gone their separate ways, now that they have their payment in exchange.” 
 Fiáh’our only nodded, knowing this was not likely, just as his old comrade would not believe his own words, either. Lêt’vöulsat had only said so because of the other two young ones present… or any villagers close by who had been listening. 
 “We stay the night,” Fiáh’our declared, “and head out before dawn to track them and see if they have at least broken up.” 
 This was as much a lie as Lêt’vöulsat’s suggestion of the same. But it needed to be said to keep the kitten from panicking further and to keep the shirvêsh under control. 
 “The commonhouse is still sound,” Lêt’vöulsat said. “Take your rest there, though I can do nothing about the noise around here.” 
 Before he left, Fiáh’our exchanged an ally’s grip with his comrade and clan-kin, hands wrapped around each others’ wrists. That night was a restless one. 
 Even after Karras and Gän’gehtin bedded down in the commonhouse’s back room, Fiáh’our merely sat against one wall nearby with his eyes closed. He listened to their breaths and the noise of construction outside carrying on into the night. 
 Blood for blood was a fool’s barter, for it never concluded. It could only be abandoned through one side deciding that it had finally lost too much in the trade. Or when it had nothing left for the other side to demand. Even that always left the victor wanting eventually, for a further barter. 
 That was the problem with Gän’gehtin. 
 Fiáh’our’s thoughts broke in hearing Karras’ quick breaths. Even though the kitten lay perfectly still with his eyes closed… 
 “Go to sleep,” Fiáh’our whispered. “Nothing will bother us tonight. This I know for certain.” 
 He remained sitting there, and finally the kitten’s breaths grew long and deep. Even then, Fiáh’our only lingered on the edge of true sleep, listening for any warning change in the sounds around the village. 



11. In Plain Sight



 Karras thrashed through the underbrush in the eastward woods behind Gän’gehtin and Fiáh’our, and he could not stop shaking inside for what he knew and did not know in following the old braggart. His pack had grown cumbersome, and his hands were already sweaty, making the iron haft of his weapon feel slippery in his grip. They had left Shentángize just before dawn, and by midday the land around them had changed quite a bit. 
 Open bits of flat or rolling plains gave way more and more to woods that took longer to cross and always appeared to cover more upward sloping terrain the further they went. Along the way, Fiáh’our often paused, commanding Karras to spar with Gän’gehtin using the new ku’ê’bunst. Then the old man went off into the next woods. 
 Whenever Fiáh’our returned, sparring continue briefly as he watched, until he stepped in to apply corrections for Karras in using his ku’ê’bunst. Then they moved on. Karras had no doubt that Fiáh’our was trying to track the pack, though he hoped the old man would fail. 
 There were some signs along the way that even Karras could not miss. He smelled one before he knew what it was, as he swatted flies aside. 
 Off their path to one side, and across torn up mulch and the remains of a shattered bush among the trees, lay a small carcass… or what was left of it. 
 “A hare,” Fiáh’our said quietly. 
 It was little more than bones covered in half-dried blood, bits of fur, and clinging forest mulch. All of it was partly obscured by a whirling mass of flies. Even the small animal’s skull had been stripped of nearly all skin, and at a guess, most of its innards were missing as well, for there was too little of those in the muck made by blood. 
 The sickly smell thickened in Karras’ head. 
 “Look to that fir tree,” Fiáh’our instructed, pointing with his axe beyond the carcass and slightly ahead. 
 Karras saw where bark had been stripped raggedly off the tree’s base. 
 “They can eat anything living to survive, if they have to,” Fiáh’our explained, “though they prefer meat. They will eat that raw, though for storage they may dry or even cook it.” 
 “Cooking does not change what they are,” Gän’gehtin hissed. “And why this little animal, especially if they steal cattle and sheep all summer.” 
 Fiáh’our glowered back at the shirvêsh. “Because they are storing up for the coming winter!” he barked and then lowered his voice again. “Anything that is more than a meal in the moment will be cooked and or dried. They might even take horses for their haul, if they catch such… and slaughter those as well once they return to their own land.” 
 Fiáh’our turned forward, pointing his axe again at the tree. “Look above the bare spot.” 
 Karras tried but could not see anything. Fiáh’our motioned him around and ahead for a better angle, and Gän’gehtin followed. Karras saw something, though he was uncertain what it was, like four strokes of a heavy blade against the bark. 
 “Claw marks,” Fiáh’our explained. “They sometimes mark a place to return to or a scouted path for others… or it might be from a smaller one up a tree on watch.” 
 Both Karras and Gän’gehtin retreated a step and looked upward. 
 Fiáh’our snorted. “There are none left here, as the kill is a day old at least. Maybe two or three for these damp woods.” 
 The old man turned around. 
 “Never go off on your own,” he commanded. “If we become separated, and you see such marks, backtrack and watch above until you can get clear of any trees. Even then, you are not safe. Ambush is their last resort, and if they drop on you from above, you will go down as others rush in from hiding before you get to your feet. But they prefer driving their prey into the open to run it down or surround it.” 
 Without another word, Fiáh’our turned onward. 
 Karras followed, though he stared at those higher marks one last time. He was not close enough to be certain, but he wondered if two of his own fingers could fit between two of those marks. Had those truly been made by a “smaller one”? 
 Along the way, the more he listened for anything but their own footfalls, the more he noticed something else. Other than a breeze rustling brush, or maybe an insect he had to swat away, he heard no animals, not even a bird. It was well past noon when Fiáh’our halted again with a back sweep of his free hand. 
 Karras retreated a step, but Gän’gehtin pushed closer behind Fiáh’our. As the shirvêsh opened his mouth, the thänæ quickly twisted his head around. 
 Fiáh’our silenced Gän’gehtin with a fixed glare and then slowly crouched, motioning them to do the same. He crooked a finger over his shoulder without looking back, and Karras crept forward as the thänæ pointed. 
 Ten strides ahead, the trees broke and the ground sloped down out of sight. Beyond in the distance was another forested ridge across what must be a valley below. There were multiple places along that far side where barren, rocky spines shot out and down into the unseen valley. They reminded Karras a little of the mountain’s toes beneath the ocean that he had once seen in his youth. 
 Fiáh’our reached back and tapped Karras’ bent knee and then pointed slightly lower between two large fir trees at the forest’s edge. Karras spotted something like the mess of many footprints, and Fiáh’our twisted halfway aside in his crouch as he glanced directly down and whispered faintly. 
 “Look here.” 
 Beside Fiáh’our’s large boot was one clear print longer than the thänæ’s foot. 
 The back of it narrowed, perhaps not even full width for a human heel, but the front was wide and had sunk deeper. Where there should have been toe marks were five wide gouges in the bare earth, and the most inward was the largest and set back from the others. 
 Karras might have put his whole palm into the front of that print; all of it looked like some twisted cross between that of a too large human and some animal. 
 “Back… and around?” Gän’gehtin whispered. 
 Fiáh’our scowled before answering. “They already know we are here somewhere, or they soon will.” 
 Karras grew sick right then as his sparse lunch surged up his throat. 
 He was not supposed to be here but rather at home, preparing for the family’s next run down the coast. Why had he not just run off and faced whatever came from breaking his father’s barter with the braggart? 
 Fiáh’our slowly rose, looking to the valley’s far side. The way his eyes fixed in one direction made Karras stare, but he could not see what the old man watched. Almost as the shirvêsh had suggested, Fiáh’our suddenly cut rightward through the trees. 
 Karras had one fleeting thought of slipping back along the way they had come. Even in that, he was too uncertain of finding his way to the village without running into… something. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Fiáh’our worked his way through the underbrush, staying ten strides into the trees. Already the sun had set low to the west, for the ridge he traversed shadowed the valley and the eastern forested slope. 
 By those tracks he left behind, the sluggïn’ân pack must have settled itself for the day on the valley’s far side. Better still, some tracks were old though all were along the same path. That meant there might be fewer than he had feared, but taken all together there was a camp over there. 
 Fiáh’our wanted them to notice him—eventually—but not until he was closer. 
 He certainly would not tell this to Karras or Gän’gehtin, though for separate reasons each. He needed to be close enough to frighten some of the pack when they roused at dusk to nightfall. They would hesitate in coming at him until certain of what had crept in so close on them before they noticed. Cunning and ferocious when they knew they had their prey on the run or taken unaware, they hesitated at any who showed no fear at first and took them by surprise. 
 This was the way of things with sluggïn’ân. It was not something for which most had the stomach or the wits. 
 Fiáh’our led Karras and Gän’gehtin as far south as he could without losing sight of where he thought the pack had settled. Then he cut out of the trees to head down into the valley behind a descending spine of rock. 
 “What are you doing?” Karras whispered sharply. 
 Fiáh’our slowed to glance over his shoulder but had to snatch Gän’gehtin’s shoulder to hold the shirvêsh back. 
 “Finding a better, closer vantage,” he answered. “You can stay here, if you find that more appealing.” 
 Fiáh’our headed onward, knowing the kitten would follow out of fear, and that might be a good thing. Sluggïn’ân, as a people, were mostly nocturnal, preferring the dark in which they had the superiority of sight. Some might think to attack them by surprise while they slept, but any being when too suddenly frightened by a lethal threat would quickly resort to frenzied assault. That too might be an advantage, but not while he had two, let alone one ignorant companion, to watch over. And besides… 
 At the following dawn, Fiáh’our had one old tactic to try in hope of scattering the pack with as little bloodshed and risk as possible. It was a slim chance, and would leave the kitten frantic and the shirvêsh incensed, so best not to let them know until too late. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Karras peered about in the dark, not paying enough attention as he blindly fumbled with his bedroll’s ties. For the first time, having a weapon close by did not revolt him so much. 
 The madman had led them across to the valley’s far slope but not into hiding among the trees there. No, he picked a spot out in the open atop a ledge above one spine of rock that tumbled sharply down into the valley below, now hidden in the dark. 
 “What are you doing, old man?” Gän’gehtin asked too loudly. 
 Karras flinched and looked northward along the valley slope toward the trees that Fiáh’our had watched when they first came upon the valley. He could not make them out clearly, but he knew they had camped much closer to whatever place the old thänæ had fixed upon. 
 Fiáh’our was little more than a shadow in the dark where he stood watching off in that same direction. 
 “We are in a bad way!” the shirvêsh snapped. “We have nowhere to fall back if they come at us in the dark… if we even see them coming.” 
 “True,” Fiáh’our answered. “So light a fire, as it is a bit chilly tonight.” 
 Karras fell perfectly still in shock. He heard no movement, even from the shirvêsh. Earlier along their climb up, he and Gän’gehtin had been told to gather wood, as well as dried moss and brush, for temporary torches if needed. But he had not known then where the old man would choose to set camp, right here and out in the open. 
 “Are you truly mad?” Gän’gehtin whispered. 
 “This is not a battlefield!” Fiáh’our growled in the dark. “We are not an army nor do we face one, though we are outnumbered. And here, they can only charge us from one direction.” 
 Karras was uncertain if the last of that was good enough. It also meant they had nowhere to run if an attack came. 
 “Do not assume you know how to handle this,” Fiáh’our added. “Now light the fire, but make it a small one.” 
 Karras could only assume that was for the shirvêsh, though perhaps partly for him as well. He kept quiet, and it was not long before he heard and saw the clacks and sparks of steel against flint. Soon enough, Gän’gehtin tended a small fire on their stone shelf and set twisting moss and dried grass stalks into lengths to be wrapped around stout sticks. Karras tried to help, though the shirvêsh finished two before he was halfway done with one. 
 All the while, Fiáh’our stood near the shelf’s end over the valley, facing outward into the night. When Gän’gehtin pulled a dry travel cake out of a pack and held it out, Karras’ stomach lurched at the thought of food and he shook his head. He dropped upon his open bedroll and stared about, but with the fire’s light too bright and near, he made out even less of his surroundings… especially that far forest north along the slope. 
 Before he even realized, he reached out and pulled the ku’ê’bunst into his lap, hanging on to its smooth iron haft with both hands. 
 “Have you named it yet?” 
 At Fiáh’our’s question, Karras just stared, not knowing what it meant or even if it was intended for him. 
 “He meant your weapon,” Gän’gehtin added. 
 Karras could not see what that had to do with anything. 
 Fiáh’our groaned almost pitifully. “How can it live in your hand, if it does not have a name?” 
 Gän’gehtin let out a grating sigh, and before Karras could think to ask… 
 “Shirvêsh do not name weapons,” Gän’gehtin grumbled. “There are some old traditions unsuited to the way of things now.” 
 Fiáh’our reached over his shoulder, snatched the haft of his great axe, and pulled it out of his back sheath. 
 “This is Burskâp, meaning ‘Shield’s Edge’ in the old tongue,” he said, looking only at Karras. “Like me, it stands sharply for those who cannot stand for themselves. Name your weapon, when you come to know it for who—rather what—it is… and let it live.” 
 Karras was careful, like with his father, not to roll his eyes. He was also too frightened to do so. 
 “Now go to sleep,” Fiáh’our said. 
 Right then, that was more ludicrous than naming a weapon. 
 The old man set the axe’s head on the ground and leaned its haft against his pack. He dug in that pack, pulled out an apple scavenged up while in the village, and drew one of the two heavy battle daggers on his belt. 
 The triangular steel blade was as long as his forearm and as wide at the base as his big palm. Very unsuitable for peeling an apple, but the old man did so as if it were a puny knife. 
 Karras lay down, still clutching his ku’ê’bunst, its edgeless five-bladed top near his head. 
 “Battle or combat is mostly about waiting,” Fiáh’our said, barely above a whisper. “It is far less like what is heard in tellings, including mine… or the wild notions of glory in the imaginings of the young. It tests one in ways that steel does not.” 
 Karras scowled, but he did not close his eyes for a long while. Not until exhaustion forced him to do so, and later in the night, something made him stir. He flinched as his eyes snapped opened, and then he heard the shift of Fiáh’our’s heavy boots. 
 The fire had burned down to little more than coals with a few flickering flames. The old man was still on his feet, though the apple was long gone, and he stared northward along the slope. Gän’gehtin was awake as well and up on one elbow, but before Karras could follow their gazes… 
 “They will not come tonight,” Fiáh’our whispered. “Though now they will not be heading off elsewhere, either. That is good for the villages within reach. Now go back to sleep.” 
 Karras was about to lie down, but still he had to see. At first there was nothing out there in the dark. Even when he thought he saw something, and then blinked… 
 Tiny sparks, perhaps yellow, might have appeared in the distant forested slope. They were gone when he looked again, though always in pairs, two set close together. 



12. The Ways of Champions



 Karras awoke sharply as someone kicked his foot. 
 “Get up and pack your bedroll,” Gän’gehtin whispered. “We must be ready to move when Fiáh’our… finishes!” 
 The last word came with too much spite, and Karras blinked rapidly in a half-awake daze. It was still somewhat dark, but dawn had to be close for as much as he could see, because the fire was long dead. Everything but his own bedroll was collected and piled with their three packs, and the shirvêsh crawled away to the landing’s end and peered over the edge. 
 Fiáh’our was nowhere to be seen. 
 Karras came wide-awake and thrashed about, almost toppling on his ku’ê’bunst, which he had gripped tightly through the night. He scrunched up his bedding and lashed it haphazardly before he rose. He stalled in his first step, seeing Gän’gehtin lying low, and dropped to his knees to crawl after the shirvêsh, hauling his weapon along. 
 Karras peeked over the edge. At first he could not find what Gän’gehtin watched, and when he did, his mind emptied. 
 Fiáh’our stood far below, just beyond a broad gap between two rocky spines flowing down the opposing slopes. He faced away up the valley with his back turned, and Karras could only guess the old man stood with his hands resting on the upturned haft of his axe. 
 Within arm’s reach to the old man’s left was a tall and crooked pole planted in the ground, as if made from a young tree stripped of branches. A bit of cloth, maybe dark red, flapped atop it like a crude flag. 
 “What is he doing?” Karras whispered. 
 “Waiting,” Gän’gehtin snarled in a whisper. “As if these animals could understand this.” 
 Karras said nothing, hoping for more. “Waiting for what?” 
 Gän’gehtin glanced once at him and frowned, as if Karras should already know. 
 “He is calling out their… champion,” the shirvêsh whispered with disdain. “As Stálghlên did, and is now taught in his temple, to end battles or stop massacres… if possible, before they begin.” 
 Karras wanted to bang his head on the ledge. The old blusterer had received his thôrhk and become a thänæ at the temple of Stálghlên, “Pure-Steel” the Champion, one other beside Skâpagi among the three warriors of the rughìr Eternals. 
 More tradition, more nonsense, and this time wrapped around another Bäynæ! 
 “A fool’s notion for this situation,” Gän’gehtin added. 
 Karras agreed though perhaps not for the same reasons. But Fiáh’our rarely listened to anyone, and recently that included the shirvêsh. So there they sat—or lay—in watching and waiting, and Fiáh’our never moved. 
 The sun had fully crested the eastern, forested ridge when they heard the first shriek. 
 Gän’gehtin twisted where he lay to look northward. 
 Karras sat upright, clutching his ku’ê’bunst. He looked along the forested slope but saw nothing in the distance. Then came the sound of breaking underbrush amid growls, snarls, and howls that carried down the valley. When he glanced back over the ledge, Fiáh’our stood with his great axe held out and down in his right hand. 
 The thänæ had turned slightly and now fixed upon the far upward forest from where those sounds had come. 
 More noise followed, carrying along the slope and pulling Karras’ attention. By the crackle of branches and brush, it sounded as if more than one something broke through the distant trees to elsewhere. 
 “Move!” Gän’gehtin hissed. 
 Karras started as the shirvêsh took off along the ledge’s southward side and dropped over to scrabble down the slope. When he looked down, Fiáh’our’s tall pole had been knocked over and its flag was gone. The old man headed down the valley in an unhurried trot for the base of the rock spine below their camp. Karras quickly rose to follow Gän’gehtin over the side and downward. 
 Gän’gehtin had already reached the spine’s base, his large cudgel in hand, when Fiáh’our arrived there. 
 “I told you to wait!” the old man barked. 
 The shirvêsh slipped around him to peer up the valley as Karras finally caught up. 
 “What happened… out there?” Karras asked amid pants, and he noticed the scrap of dark red cloth now tucked into old man’s wide belt. 
 “Some dispute,” Fiáh’our answered, as he cast a baleful glance at the shirvêsh’s back. “Possibly over whether or not to send one of them out to face me. We get back above, as I want to go have a look.” 
 “What?” Karras gasped. 
 Fiáh’our grabbed the shoulder of Karras’ hauberk and shoved him around toward the rocky slope. 
 “Gän’gehtin… now!” the thänæ snapped. 
 Karras went scrambling up the stone spine over loose rock, but he kept fearfully looking back. For the first time, the shirvêsh and the thänæ seemed of the same mind, hungry to get at their adversaries regardless that they disagreed about how. Either way, Karras would be dragged into it all. 
 “Have you ever tried that before… with them?” he asked. 
 “Several times,” Fiáh’our answered, shoving him upward again. 
 “And it… worked?” 
 “I am still here, am I not?” 
 When they reached the top, Karras was too frightened to know what to do. He began picking up his pack out of habit as Gän’gehtin finally stepped up to join them, and the shirvêsh eyed the thänæ with open anger. 
 “Leave the gear,” Fiáh’our said, and Karras froze. “We go light and quiet.” 
 “What makes you think they all left?” the shirvêsh countered. 
 “Because I listen!” the thänæ shot back. “There was movement before the first sound of fighting among them… and then many heading further up the valley through the trees. I want to know how many and if any split off from the main group.” 
 Karras stood dumbly staring at Fiáh’our. He did not want any part of this, but there seemed nothing he could do about that. And the old man eyed him too long. 
 “Stay behind me, and keep as quiet as you can,” Fiáh’our said firm but soft. “Do exactly as I say, when I say, for some may still be close.” Then he barely glanced at Gän’gehtin in adding, “And you… take up the rear and stay there.” 



13. The Ways of Beasts



 Fiáh’our led the way as they climbed higher upslope, until they entered the upper trees and cut northward, angling slightly downward through the forest. Often, he looked back to find the kitten tense and close behind him, and the young shirvêsh’s hard eyes watching him with too much fire and impatience. Many times, Fiáh’our swung his hand back to halt his companions as he listened and watched among the trees. 
 He sniffed the air for the musky scent he knew well. Much as it grew the farther he went, it never sharpened in his nose, warning him of an enemy close by. And in those pauses, the kitten followed his gaze or looked about with wide unblinking eyes. 
 Each time Fiáh’our moved on, he went slower. All of this was risky, but he needed to know if the oversized pack had split up or at least how many there were. At best, there would still be too many to face with companions who had never fought like this, most especially one who had not faced battle at all. 
 And much as Karras tried to be quiet, his rapid breaths made too much noise. 
 Fiáh’our paused again behind a large tree, and this time when he swept his hand back, he waved it downward. Karras followed him into a crouch, and Fiáh’our peered around the tree and ahead. Even low to the ground, he could see over the brush where the tree trunks were set wide apart in an empty space ahead. That musky stench was thick all around him. 
 Fiáh’our leaned slightly out, pointing with his whole hand. Karras tried to follow that line of sight as Fiáh’our swept his hand slightly left and then back, indicating the whole area beyond them. Karras looked, but only Gän’gehtin nodded in acknowledgement. Fiáh’our placed a finger over his bearded mouth as he eyed both of his companions. 
 Karras swallowed audibly, and then clenched with a shudder as the shirvêsh pushed in close behind him. 
 Fiáh’our stepped out around the tree. 
 At first no steps followed him. When he glanced back, the shirvêsh nudged the kitten into motion. They finally pushed into an open space where brush had been torn and cleared away, though most of the leavings lay in patches upon the ground. And those were matted down by something not there anymore. There were many such spots, and Fiáh’our had found his enemy’s camp abandoned… supposedly. 
 For several long moments, he stood at the clearing’s center in looking hard at each nearby tree. Karras remained quiet at his side as the shirvêsh softly stepped around the space’s edge. Fiáh’our saw no sign of claw marks on the bark of the trees, and still, he looked upward. 
 Large ones were not fond of climbing, and if they did, they would stay in the thicker, lower branches that could support their heavy weight. He saw nothing above but the forest canopy and small patches of bright sky. When he lowered his gaze, the kitten was frozen in place, clinging to his weapon as he too looked upward without blinking. 
 Fiáh’our peered about once more. If this was the pack’s stable camp, and it had returned with stores too close to dawn, there might be something else here. He drew one battle dagger sheathed at his belt and crouched to poke at a matted patch. He lifted bits of flattened leaves, branches, and wilting fir and pine needles, but there was nothing beneath them but unbroken forest mulch. 
 Karras was staring again as Fiáh’our shifted to the next matt, and Gän’gehtin turned inward from pacing around the clearing. 
 “What?” the shirvêsh whispered, jutting his chin toward the next matt. 
 “You watch,” Fiáh’our returned in kind, cocking his head toward the outer trees. He then looked to Karras, adding “turned earth” as he pointed his blade toward an untouched matt at the kitten’s feet. 
 Karras took a shaky breath and crouched to follow Fiáh’our’s lead in searching. 
 Somewhere here, if not hung up in the trees, might be at least one recent cache from the pack’s hunting and scavenging. That it was not hung above meant it had to be buried. Then again, they would not have gone off and left it in the way that they did. More often, they hid their main stores away from a camp, so they themselves did not lead adversaries to their food stuffs. Unless, of course, he had come upon them before they could go off to one such other site, and they had hunkered down in guarding what they had not yet hidden elsewhere. 
 “If you find signs,” Fiáh’our whispered with a quick look to Karras, “leave it for me.” 
 The last thing he needed was a spooked kitten unearthing what might be buried here. That went for the shirvêsh as well, though for a different reason. But again, Fiáh’our found little but dried tree needles and crushed weeds beneath the next matting. 
 After what he had learned in Shentángize, he would have been better off on his own out here, even if outnumbered. There was nothing to be done about that now. 
 Fiáh’our moved on to the next matting. At a crackle of brush, or some branch snapping, he flinched with a scowl and turned his head, looking for the reckless shirvêsh. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Karras paused in spreading another spot of crushed branches and brush on the clearing’s floor. He looked closer, uncertain of what he saw, and then tried to quietly pull away another branch of wilting leaves. This time there were few brown needles, all of which looked too mixed in exposed dark earth. 
 Karras raised his head and a hand to wave Fiáh’our over. The sound of underbrush roughly torn made him look the other way in a panic. 
 Gän’gehtin stood inside the clearing but looked out into the forest. 
 Karras turned back to look for Fiáh’our as the old man must have been too careless with a matt. 
 Crushing weight slammed Karras to the ground. 
 His face buried hard into the earth as he gasped and choked for air. Something struck the back of his head. Under shrieking snarls deafening him from behind, his helmet was torn off. 
 “Above!” Fiáh’our shouted. 
 Or that was all that Karras heard. 
 He thrashed frantically but could not get his head up. Something like claws latched onto the back of his neck. He grew faint and numb all over in a black and airless world as he tried to push up. His right hand pressed down on the weapon’s haft. 
 He had forgotten that he still carried the ku’ê’bunst. 
 Karras clenched his hand and tried to ram the haft back and up. The weapon jerked to a sudden halt, and a yelping snarl erupted above and behind him. Claws tore across his neck as the weight on his back shifted. 
 In less than a breath he could not take, he twisted on the ground, and rammed the weapon’s butt spike up again. At a second jarring impact, something struck his back just before another snarling shriek. 
 The last of Karras’ air rushed out. 
 Pain filled his chest under claws scraping off his armor. The weight atop him was suddenly gone, though with it, the ku’ê’bunst’s haft lurched as if snagged on something. 
 Karras rolled over on the force of that jerk and finally sucked a tearing gasp of air. It had all happened so fast, and the noise of snarls, metal clashing, and Fiáh’our’s shouts… all vanished as a weight slammed down on his chest. 
 Claws tore at his armor, as his breath rushed out again, and a horror appeared before his face. 
 He barely caught sight of stained teeth in a smashed-in muzzle. Large yellow eyes with pinprick black irises were surrounded by speckled and bloodied fur. Karras’ mind went numb as that monster opened its jaws, about to snap at him. 
 Something struck behind one of its peaked hairy ears. 
 Its head whipped away as blood sprayed over Karras’ face. 
 He stiffened, even as the monster and its weight vanished. 
 “Get up!” 
 Fiáh’our’s close shout stunned Karras’ ears. A large hand grabbed his hauberk, jerking him up in a stumble. He wiped at his face in a slap, trying to clear the blood so he could see. 
 “Watch your back!” the old man shouted, rushing at something thrashing on the ground, halfway into the brush beyond a tree. 
 Fiáh’our went after… whatever it was, and Karras spun, looking everywhere. There was nothing except… a barking howl turned to a pained scream that pulled him around. 
 All he saw was Gän’gehtin’s back as the shirvêsh’s great iron-shod cudgel swung down and rearward, but he did not swing the heavy end forward again. Gän’gehtin rammed the butt end out beyond himself, as if at that tree on the clearing’s edge. 
 Karras remembered the spike fixed to the bottom end of that weapon. 
 A howl cut off in a choke beyond the shirvêsh, and he shuddered briefly, as if the cudgel’s butt end hit the tree’s trunk. Suddenly, Gän’gehtin’s booted feet slid back on the mulched cover ground. 
 Karras’ eyes locked open in panic at that sight. 
 The shirvêsh quickly shifted rightward. Then something rushed out of the brush, pulling Karras’ eyes away. 
 Fiáh’our reappeared, axe in one hand, and both of its blades had dirt and leaves stuck in the blood upon them. The old man was panting, but he barely locked eyes with Karras when they both turned at another snarling screech. 
 Another monster was pinned against a tree, the spike of Gän’gehtin’s cudgel rammed through its crudely armored belly. The shirvêsh ducked the weak swipe of its clawed stubby-fingered hand and threw his weight sharply into the great cudgel. 
 Flesh and armor tore as the reddened spike levered and ripped out sideways with a wet crackle of bone. All noise from the creature ended instantly as its yellow eyes opened fully round in shock and pain, and Gän’gehtin… 
 His face was covered with sheen. His features were a cold mask of hate as he reversed his weapon’s arc. The thicker iron-ribbed end smashed down on the creature’s head. 
 The side of its skull appeared to buckle on impact. Karras shuddered as it went down with a sound. And Gän’gehtin raised his weapon again. 
 Fiáh’our rushed in to snatch the cudgel around its ribbed upper half. 
 “Enough!” the old man snapped. 
 The shirvêsh never answered, and all Karras heard in the clearing as he stared at the body were Gän’gehtin’s rapid breaths. 
 There was little left of the creature’s face as more blood welled out of the crushed side of its huge head covered in bristling fur. He had once seen an “ape” caged up in a market in one southern port. This thing looked—might have looked—like that but bred with a huge hound, or maybe a bear, aside from its peaked and tufted ears. Only one of those ears was left whole by the cudgel’s strike. 
 Darker red seeping from its split skull spread through speckled fur over its wide-boned face. The blood ran down its short but broad and gaping muzzle, into long teeth surrounding top and bottom fangs… and onto its lolling tongue. 
 Only one yellow eye was left to stare blank and empty back Karras. He quickly dropped his gaze only to see hardened leather armor strapped crudely over its hulkish torso, for the armor was too small for it. That carapace had been pierced and torn open, along with the creature’s belly. 
 Entrails had spilled out upon the forest floor. 
 Karras stumbled back and hit a tree. The chill of shock gave way to a flush of nausea amid spinning vertigo. He twisted around, falling to his knees and only retched, for he had eaten nothing that day that he could vomit up. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Fiáh’our heard Karras fall and almost turned, but at the sound of gagging, he knew the kitten could not be seriously injured. He had feared the young clan-kin might have been broken when the first sluggïn’ân had dropped from above. And it had gone for the smallest target first as the other dropped. 
 That pair had been small ones, fortunately not quite as tall as the kitten. They had to be in order to climb high enough not to be seen. How they had gotten up there without marking the trees worried him. 
 Fiáh’our remained locked in a glare with Gän’gehtin, looking into the shirvêsh’s wide and manic eyes, as he listened until Karras stopped gagging and only panted. At that much, he sighed in some relief. 
 Everything here had gone wrong in too many ways. 
 Fiáh’our shoved hard on Gän’gehtin’s cudgel as he released it. 
 “Go… now!” he ordered through clenched teeth, pointing blindly toward Karras. “Get him back to camp, dig the herb grease out of my pack, and tend those claw marks on his neck.” 
 Gän’gehtin’s eyes narrowed and then twitched toward the corpse. 
 Fiáh’our struck the shirvêsh in the chest with his palm. “Move!” 
 The shirvêsh turned slowly at first, his gaze leaving Fiáh’our last, and he stalked off. But Fiáh’our froze when he turned to follow. 



14. Aberrations and Bones



 All was quiet as Karras weakly clawed up the tree to his feet, or if there was any noise, he did not hear it for the shrieks and snarls that kept repeating in his mind. 
 He still clung to his weapon, though it dangled from his hand with its five blade tips on the ground. What he had seen, heard, and felt was all locked in his head. He could think of nothing else, though a burning pain began growing on the back of his neck. 
 Karras heard Fiáh’our bark, “move!” In not knowing whom that was for, he turned, looking for the thänæ or the shirvêsh. His gaze caught on something else. 
 He clenched and lifted the ku’ê’bunst as he backed into the tree. 
 No more than ten strides out into the brush, south of the clearing, two yellow eyes stared back at him. 
 It was far smaller than the corpse lying near Fiáh’our and Gän’gehtin. It would have barely stood to the height of Karras’ rib cage, if it came closer. Its fixed eyes shifted between all three in the clearing, and if there was any expression on its bestial face, Karras could not read it. 
 When this little one moved two steps rightward, it limped a bit sideways. One leg might have been slightly shorter than the other, though Karras was uncertain by where it stood in the brush. It was apparently naked with no scavenged armor or even a weapon. 
 Its gaze shifted for an instant, perhaps to its dead companion, and its hand on the side of that weak leg looked… deformed. 
 The hand’s lead digit appeared permanently swollen all the way to the base of its thumb, and perhaps it might have always been that way. Unlike the claws on its other thick digits, that one claw was not black but a sickly pale yellow, the color of aged bone or one of these creature’s fangs. 
 A rushing pound of boots broke Karras’ fixation. 
 Fiáh’our and Gän’gehtin charged out, and the little one fled, vanishing in the brush. 
 Karras took two steps, but much as the shirvêsh and thänæ rushed about, they kept turning and looking all ways. Then something raced up a far tree. 
 No matter its misshapen form, the little one climbed with frightening speed and disappeared into the forest canopy. 
 Fiáh’our appeared to spot it, for he turned and looked up with astonished eyes. Once it was gone, and without a sound in the branches above, the old man spun slowly with a scowl, looking in all other directions through the forest. 
 Karras looked about as well and then upward again. 
 Perhaps the small one had been watching the whole time, waiting to signal the two others above. Gän’gehtin then appeared at Karras’ side, holding the helmet that Karras had lost in the ambush. 
 Long shallow gouges ran across the iron band on the helmet’s back. 
 “Come,” Gän’gehtin said. “We go back, and I will tend those slashes on your neck. They are only minor.” 
 Even as Fiáh’our stepped back into the clearing and looked about at the patches of matted brush and branches, all that Karras could do was stare. He did not turn away until Gän’gehtin firmly forced him to do so. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Fiáh’our lingered in the clearing as the shirvêsh led the kitten off, for too much had gone wrong—been different—in what had happened. 
 The ambush was no surprise. He had dealt with such before, but how it had been done was another concern. The two above in the trees had to have been high enough that they could not see the clearing in remaining unseen themselves. And that one on watch in the brush… 
 How that one had silently signaled the others did not matter now. In all Fiáh’our’s years, he had never seen any like the little one among a pack. It was too small, young… and misshapen. 
 No one knew much about the way of life for these creatures in the Broken Lands, but there were few beings outside the civilized races that would have allowed that little one to live. Even the Wastelanders of the frigid north exposed any infant that was not whole and sound at birth. Animals in the wild were even less tolerant. It was the way of things, for the weak and infirm risked the survival of the group. 
 He did not know how or why the little one had been left alive, let alone what it was doing here with this strange pack. But there was something else here he might learn. 
 Fiáh’our crouched to search beneath the matted leaves and branches in the clearing, always looking about and listening for anything out in the forest. And he found one place—the one Karras had last looked at—where the forest mulch was too mixed with the earth beneath. He took out a dagger and began digging. It was not long before his dagger’s point snagged on something beneath the loosened earth. 
 Fiáh’our cleared the space to expose the pelt of a deer. Congealed blood on it was caked with dirt, and he flipped the edge of the skin over with his dagger’s point. 
 A fetid stench rose instantly, making him gag. 
 The fat of their kills was crammed in around the stripped bones in the pit. That the fat was still whole and the earth not charred meant a fire had not yet been built here to broil the bones and seal in what they held. Anything edible, even bone marrow, would not be wasted once they returned to their own land. 
 But these were only the bones. The pack’s main cache of food, dried meat and any hides worth keeping, were hidden elsewhere. 
 Fiáh’our stared long at those bloodied bones, looking over each one that he could see without touching the mess. When the stench became too much, he flicked the hide back over them and kicked earth back into the pit and branches across the top. He left that place for his own camp and to prepare to move it again. 
 Back in Shentángize, villagers wondered about the ones they had lost during the attack. No one should be left to grieve in doubt, but better that than what he had seen in the pit. 
 Fiáh’our would never tell them, and it was not the first time he had kept such things to himself. 



15. Turnabouts



 “We should have gone after them!” 
 Gän’gehtin’s sharp words made Karras stiffen where he sat with knees pulled up on another outcrop… on yet another stone spine. This time, they had camped on the side by which they had first entered the valley. He glanced over to find Fiáh’our standing silent, as usual, in staring across the valley as the shirvêsh paced on the old man’s far side. 
 “Are you listening?” Gän’gehtin demanded. 
 “I heard you… again,” Fiáh’our growled back without breaking his vigil. “And again, they are here somewhere. They have not left to go hunting and raiding, and even if… we would not catch them. They move faster than us on open ground, especially at night.” 
 “Then we hunt them by day,” the shirvêsh argued, also not for the first time. 
 Karras grimaced and tried to loosen his hauberk’s neck, for it was rubbing painfully against his bandage. Fiáh’our had moved their camp three times in as many days. Still, they had not spotted the pack, at least not in daylight let alone in the open. How the old thänæ knew the pack was still here was obvious by what had happened the night after the attack in the clearing. 
 After the ambush, they had set camp only one spine south of the first one they had used. Again someone had kicked Karras’ foot to wake him in the night. He was so shaken and worn from the day’s encounter that he barely roused in the dark. 
 Gän’gehtin was crouched by the campfire, stoking its flames as he looked all about. His great iron-ribbed cudgel was upright between his arms and knees, and leaning against one of his shoulders. 
 “Up!” Fiáh’our whispered, and Karras found the old man glaring down at him. “Put on your helmet, now.” 
 Panicked, he did so and clambered to his feet, his weapon in hand as he looked every which way in the night. He saw nothing until he noticed that Fiáh’our faced upslope toward the tree line high above. Karras followed the old man’s line of sight. 
 At first he still saw nothing and only heard the fire’s crackle in consuming new fuel. But as the flames grew. 
 Pairs of pinprick lights—yellow eyes—showed among the trees far above the spine’s head. 
 Around each pair was a shadowy shape, a hulk that shifted and moved to carry those eyes… except for two pairs. One was very tall, for the glimmer of its eyes was set higher than the others. Beside that shadow was a much smaller one, with yellow sparks set closer together and lower among the trees. 
 Nearly all of those paired sparks winked in and out, reappearing left or right, as if moving among the trees. All except the one tall pair and the shorter set to its right. 
 Karras was uncertain how many were up there. At a guess, maybe eight, though not one appeared to step beyond the forest’s edge. 
 Fiáh’our glanced over his shoulder and fire light illuminated his hardened features. The old man stared so long that Karras had to look back as well, but he saw nothing more than the shirvêsh still crouched by the fire. 
 “A torch,” Fiáh’our whispered at Gän’gehtin. “Light it and throw it straight downward.” 
 The shirvêsh quickly snatched one makeshift torch lying nearby, dashed its head into the flames, and darted to the landing’s rear edge. He hurled the burning torch downward, and it vanished from sight. 
 Karras stood rigid in listening to the torch clatter down the rocks. The shirvêsh remained poised with the huge cudgel upright in hand as he peered over the edge. 
 Gän’gehtin suddenly snatched his great cudgel with both hands. “One!” he hissed. “It scrambled away and down!” 
 Karras jumped slightly when Fiáh’our slapped him on the back. 
 “Another torch, both of you, quickly!” the old man ordered. “Left and right but downward.” 
 Karras barely shifted his ku’ê’bunst to his off hand when Gän’gehtin tossed a torch at him. He caught it, and they both thrust the last two torches in the fire. When he turned for the left side, he heard the shirvêsh’s torch whirl into the dark, but he hesitated at his last step toward the edge. 
 This was no place he wanted to be. 
 Karras took that last step as he swung the torch wide to cast it. Something grated on the stone at his feet, and he paused to look down. 
 A clawed hand clamped on the side of the stone ledge. 
 It was covered in fur and as big as a bear paw. A horrid face of bristling fur and snub snout of large teeth followed. Yellow eyes glimmered in that half-dog, half-ape face, and it stalled upon spotting him. 
 And that thing tried to grab for his leg. 
 Not courage or fury but horror made Karras swing, though he had forgotten his weapon was not in his good hand. The torch hit its face, and sparks exploded around its head. Claws tore across Karras’ boot as its snarl turned to a shriek. Someone grabbed the back of Karras’ hauberk and jerked. He stumbled in backpedaling, trying to keep his balance as Gän’gehtin stepped in front of him. 
 Karras stood quivering at the sound of claws scrabbling on stone and loose rock in the dark. But the sound grew fainter with each of his fast breaths, until he heard it no more. 
 Gän’gehtin turned and was panting as hard as Karras. “Two more,” the shirvêsh said, looking beyond Karras. “Both ran off.” 
 Karras twisted around. 
 Fiáh’our stood half-turned and wide-eyed, the great axe in one hand and a battle dagger in the other. The thänæ quickly shifted again, looking upslope. 
 “Why do they not come at us, all at once?” Gän’gehtin asked. “Why only sneak about?” 
 That question was not what Karras wanted to hear right then. 
 When Fiáh’our did not answer it, Karras followed the old man’s gaze. Two by two, yellow sparks winked out, until all that remain were those of the big and little shadows. 
 “A… a female?” Fiáh’our whispered, shock in his voice. 
 Karras glanced at the thänæ. How could the old man know—see—that in the dark? The sound of breaking brush and a small animal-like yelp pulled his eyes upward again. 
 That shorter, smaller set of eyes was gone. And those of the largest shadow also faded into the forest. 
 Fiáh’our backed down the slope, looking all about, until he stood side by side with Karras. 
 “Well?” Gän’gehtin snapped. “Answer me!” 
 “I do not know,” the old man growled back. “It is as if they try to use my own ploy against me. That is not like them, when they have…” 
 In that stall, Fiáh’our straightened. His eyes widened as he looked northward in the dark. Karras saw nothing out there, not even the forested slope where they had skulked earlier that day and been attacked in the clearing. 
 “Their food hoard is closer than I thought,” Fiáh’our suddenly whispered. “And perhaps they are ready to leave.” 
 “Then why not do so?” Karras blurted out. “And we can do the same. Why did those three try to come up behind us… and then they all ran off instead of the others rushing in.” 
 This all came out before he thought about it, and then he wished he had kept quiet. 
 Fiáh’our peered once toward the ledge’s end and then stared northward again. 
 “Numbers… they need their numbers,” he whispered. 
 “What are you muttering about?” Gän’gehtin asked. 
 The old man turned with a glower. “Either their hoard is too large and they need everyone they have to carry it, or they do not want us harrying them when they turn to leave with it… or both. They want us gone first, one way or another, without losing anymore of their own… or they might have to leave some of their winter stores behind.” 
 Karras did not like the sound of this, especially when the old man sagged with another sigh. 
 “They are being more cautious than any pack I have hunted before,” Fiáh’our added. “And we are not enough to go at them first in trying to scatter or panic them into blind flight. Even if we found and destroyed their hoard, they might linger longer to regain their losses.” 
 That night ended, like the two that followed, in moving camp again. On the third night, they shifted back to the valley’s eastern side… 
 Where Karras now sat gripping his knees. 
 He stared into the valley for too long while the old man did the same. To complicate matters, they had gone through half their ration of hard cakes replenished in the village. Any snares Fiáh’our had laid for wild game had always come up empty. There was nothing left here but the three of them and the pack. 
 Sooner or later, they would have to leave or starve, but Karras feared the old man would sit over this valley until they all dropped. The more he stared at those stone spines, without even a stream down the valley running between their toes, the more he wished he was back aboard his family’s ship and far from here. 
 “We need to make them come at us,” Fiáh’our said too idly, too off-handed, and not for the first time that day or the last two. “We have to terrify them into grabbing what they can and taking flight… before they lose anymore of their own and have to leave behind more than they have to. If not, we will lose, one way or another.” 
 Karras dropped his chin on his knees and crushed his eyes closed. He was sick of the old man repeating that over and over, as if… 
 A notion returned, one that had bounced around in his head all day. He had pushed it away every time, for it was a foolish idea. It came from everything he had learned from Fiáh’our out here, learned of the pack in this valley, and it all mixed with his own past as a sea trader. Worse, the old man might be thinking something of like kind but had held back in saying so, because… 
 As Fiáh’our had sat there on a crop of stone all day, with Gän’gehtin pacing on and off, the old man now and again glanced Karras’ way. By late afternoon, why the old man still hesitated over whatever was on his mind became undeniable to Karras. 
 After all of Karras’ fearful blunders and Gän’gehtin’s strange recklessness since leaving the seatt, the old man would say—do—nothing until certain his companions were ready as well as willing. That Karras might be thinking anything similar to what the braggart had in mind made him shiver. 
 “There is…” he began, faltering at his own voice, “It… is something… maybe.” 
 By the time Karras finished, Gän’gehtin no longer fidgeted in a temper. The shirvêsh looked stunned, and then doubtful, likely because of who had come up with this notion. But he grew eager as he looked to the thänæ. 
 The old man merely smiled in that sly way that made Karras’ guts clench. 
 “Well, well,” Fiáh’our chuckled, “perhaps the kitten has started thinking like… like a cat?” 



16. Days of Yore and Like Bumbles



 Karras crouched in the dusk shrouded valley behind a sharp rise at the bottom end of one stone spine. His ku’ê’bunst’s haft was already slick in his clenched hands, and the dawn’s chill did not stop a trickle of sweat running out of his helmet and down his forehead. He cursed himself, over and over. 
 Why had he not kept his mouth shut until the old man gave up? 
 He rose carefully, peeking over the spine’s rise and through the pre-dawn’s near darkness. Not more than fifty strides north beyond the next spine’s end on the far side, Fiáh’our waited in hiding… somewhere. In the middle of the night, Gän’gehtin had gone south to cross to the valley’s eastward side without being seen and then would have gone northward. Supposedly, the shirvêsh was somewhere up the eastern ridge above the pack. 
 And they all waited, each alone, for dawn to touch the westward trees. 
 Karras did not spot the old man, so he sank into hiding and sagged against the stone spine. His helmet scraped against stone in his carelessness, and he shuddered. 
 Nothing they did now was exactly as he had suggested. Fiáh’our had made changes versus the ludicrous tale of Karras’ great-grandfather, Uinfeald. 
 Gän’gehtin would play the part of Uinfeald and his ship turning for a run around their people’s mountain peninsula, though the shirvêsh would first have to bait the pack into chasing him… and then survive. 
 Fiáh’our laid in wait, like that skiff of three—or four—crew members that had come from behind once the “brigands” pulled up short. But how Gän’gehtin—or any rughìr—was going to outrun the pack on open ground was almost as ridiculous as the old tale of Uinfeald. Late last night, as the shirvêsh grew too eager, the thänæ had finally agreed to that part. 
 “All right then,” Fiáh’our had said, “if you have such a blood lust. But do more than shock and terrify them into chasing you, and I will leave you to them. Stick to your purpose!” 
 And as to Karras… he got to play the part of the “anchor,” of all things. The one that had held Uinfeald’s ship in the path of the enemy… that would hold the pack once—if—Gän’gehtin reached the stone spine where Karras now hid. 
 He could not stop a moaning sigh, but he did not get to curse himself again. 
 A shrieking bark rolled down the valley, followed quickly by more of the same and the shattering of brush and branches. 
 Karras rose up, twisted about, and backed away from the stone spine. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Fiáh’our tensed at the noise of the pack rousing in panic. He rose slightly and stared toward the valley’s far side and up. More snarls, howls, and shrieking barks echoed out of the far trees amid cracks and tearing of underbrush. Fiáh’our almost stepped clear of the brush where he hid. 
 If Gän’gehtin lingered in mayhem, he would not get enough of a lead to make the short run to where Karras hid. 
 And again, Fiáh’our almost took that step to go after his fury-fouled young friend. 
 Something burst from the far tree line. 
 Gän’gehtin arced out amid a spray of torn leaves and landed heavily down slope. Earth and small stones scattered and tumbled away under his boots. None of those had settled before he was skidding and running downward with his long cudgel in one hand and his large round shield bouncing on his back. Just as he reached the valley floor, something else charged out of the sloped forest above. 
 Fiáh’our’s eyes widened. 

She was naked, covered in nothing but her own fur without one bit of hide or scavenged armor slashed onto her great torso. She charged down on all fours with no weapon, not even some huge root of a club gripped in either forepaw. 
 Fiáh’our froze. 
 He had seen only two females among packs in all of his years. This one was huge, as big as the biggest of males, and possibly taller than the shirvêsh, should she rise on her hind legs. In that, there was no doubt she led the pack, though he had never seen a female do so. Her torso and forelimbs had scars running parallel, as if from claws instead of weapons, and likely gained in beating down others into obedience. 
 Two more sluggïn’ân broke from the trees—and then another—all males in crudely lashed-on bits of armor. Two wielded old rusted maces. 
 Gän’gehtin ran hard down the valley, but the female was gaining on him, tearing up earth with her clawed paw-like hands in every lunge. 
 A fifth sluggïn’ân broke out of the trees to follow the others at a run. 
 Fiáh’our stepped out this time, though none of the pack looked his way. He tried to gauge if the shirvêsh could make the run or if he should charge out before all of them were too far out of his reach. 
 A shriek of metal echoed in the valley as the female’s claws hit Gän’gehtin’s back and raked across the shield. The shirvêsh stumbled under the blow. 
 Fiáh’our tossed his axe to his off-hand, jerked a battle dagger from its belt sheath, and flipped it to grab the blade for a throw. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Karras froze. At the screech of steel, he had peeked over the top of the stone rise and saw Gän’gehtin stumble under a blow. Karras could not have imagined any of these beasts being so big. 
 It… she… rose in her next lunge, her yellow eyes wide and looking insane. And Karras feared her opening jaws were so wide they could clamp on Gän’gehtin’s head. 
 Karras spotted three more coming down the valley. 
 Even in terror, he almost rushed out. Fiáh’our had vehemently warned him not to reveal himself until the shirvêsh reached the spine behind which he hid. If he did, all of this would be for nothing. 
 Gän’gehtin suddenly planted himself. 
 Karras thought he heard the pound of heavy boots. 
 Without turning, the shirvêsh whipped the cudgel’s iron-ribbed end up and back. The female twisted her head out of the weapon’s path and slashed downward. Those claws struck as Gän’gehtin twisted rearward in shifting one foot. 
 That huge paw slid off the shield on Gän’gehtin’s back as he finished his turn on the cudgel’s upward spin. The butt spike came down as Gän’gehtin’s moving foot slammed the earth toward his opponent. 
 This time Karras heard mute thunder from that stomp. 
 The cudgel’s spike tore a line from the beast’s right collar to its breastbone. 
 The female reared back, jerked her head up in shriek, and the others behind her veered off to either side in their charge. 
 Gän’gehtin finished his full turn in bolting onward. 
 Karras set himself, ready to step to the stone spine’s end once the shirvêsh passed by. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Fiáh’our saw Gän’gehtin spin and held off with the battle dagger still at ready. Once the shirvêsh charged onward, the female faltered as the others swerved wide in following, and Fiáh’our had only a moment of relief. 
 The next part was more worrisome, for it involved Karras making the first surprise attack. If that did not take the pack unaware, everything that followed might still come apart. 
 Then worse came, as two more sluggïn’ân broke out of the trees. There was no more time left to wait, and it did not matter if the new pair saw him. 
 Fiáh’our bolted into the open as the female and her first three followers raced after the shirvêsh. And then things changed. 
 A series of snapping howls carried over the valley, and Fiáh’our followed the sound with his ears… and his eyes. Up the spine behind which Karras waited, he spotted the small, deformed one wailing and flailing its arms. 
 When Fiáh’our lowered his gaze, the female had veered. She was too far for a throw with a top-heavy dagger, and he took off at a run. 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 Karras ducked lower behind the rock spine and crept towards its outward end, but only as far as he might still remain hidden an instant longer. He tried hard to think only of what Fiáh’our had shown or told him after sparring with Gän’gehtin on their way to the village.

 “Use disadvantage for advantage,” the old man had barked at him. “You are short, accept that and use it! If your opponent tries to beat you down from above, quickly strike low and shift aside… then stand and hold to strike again, immediately!” 
 There was no doubt that the big one chasing the shirvêsh was much bigger than Karras, especially if she rose from all fours. And he heard the pound of running boots and paws. 
 Gän’gehtin suddenly rushed by the spine’s end. 

Karras lunged to that end, planted himself, and swung low with full force.


All he saw of the hairy blur rushing by was a glint on its torso. His ku’ê’bunst's five-bladed head connected with a clank on his target’s rear leg. The weapon lurched in his grip, and his mind blanked as the beast stumbled. It was crudely armored, even to cups of rusted steel on its… knees. And it was not the female that chased Gän’gehtin.

 The shirvêsh wheeled to face the male stumbling to regain its footing.  
 Somewhere nearby, perhaps from above, Karras heard barks cut off sharply over and over. He began to glance over his shoulder and up the spine, the noise of tumbling rocks pulled his gaze even higher.

 The huge female came over the stone spine. 
 Karras threw himself back along the spine as she tried drop land on him and crush him down. Something still swiped the back of his helmet and the world spun. He careening along the spine’s side up the slope until he toppled down it to the ground. A shrieking roar was too close as everything whirled before his eyes. He thought he heard the shirvêsh shout something.


And where was Fiáh’our?

 Karras clawed up the spine’s side, blindly swinging the ku’ê’bunst until he got his footing. And he spotted the huge female. 
 Her yellow eyes were on him. She shrieked through opened jaws with top and bottom blunt fangs as her hands—her forepaws—tore the earth in a charge. Something smashed down on her head from behind before she reached him.


She buckled but did not go down, and Gän’gehtin closed again from behind her/


Another movement snapped Karras’ gaze away.

 The armored male that had chased the shirvêsh rushed at him. Even at its limping gait, he froze. It swung a rusted mace high and down, and all Karras could think to do was raise his weapon.

 His hands spread wide in gripping the haft to block. Metal clang and shreiked as the mace stuck. It was the sharpest—slowest—instant he could have imagined before death. 
 His ku’ê’bunst bowed downward as the mace’s spiked end came at his head.  
 Karras stumbled under too much weight and force. A second ping of metal quickly followed the clang of impact. He knew the force had broken if not bent his weapon’s haft. The mace’s head halted a hand’s breadth from his face.

 The ku’ê’bunst suddenly lurched again in Karras' grip as its haft straightened and the mace sprange off.

 The male’s yellow eyes widened; so did Karras’ as he stumbled. The beast recovered before he did and swiped at him with its free hand. Claws raked his’ armor as the blow drove air out of his lungs. 


Karras gasped amid trying to shift his grip on his weapon to strike back. And the male grunted as its head suddenly whipped aside. A heavy battle dagger careened off its skull, tearing a tall peaked and tufted ear. When its faltering swing came, he ducked aside.

 The mace struck only earth, and he swung in low on the back of its wounded knee. 
 Two of his ku’ê’bunst’s five blades sank into the joint where no metal protected it.  
 Even as the creature buckled with a scream, it flailed back at him. 
 Something caught the side of his right calf. 
 Karras' foot came off the ground, and he slammed down on his back. Before he could roll away, the male was up again… coming at him… above him. 
 Its head whipped again. 
 Blood sprayed from the side of its skull below the torn ear. And it was gone. 
 Karras quickly sat up. Everything had suddenly gone too quiet, except for a distant, frantic shrieking and nearer groans and whimpers. 
 “Up! On your feet!” 
 There was Fiáh’our above him with one hand stretched down. That hand, and the axe in the other, and even the front of the thänæ’s armor were spattered in dark red. For an instant, Karras could not catch his breath let alone take that stained hand. 
 “Stop dawdling!” Fiáh’our barked. “It is over.” 
 The thänæ grabbed the shoulder of Karras’ hauberk, and Karras struggled to his feet as the old man heaved. The first thing he saw was something he did not want to see. 
 The male lay still on the ground with the side of its bristle-furred head split open by the old man’s axe. Karras was in too much shock to get sick this time, though he felt as if all the heat left his body. He started to shiver as he numbly looked about. 
 Out beyond the spine’s end lay three more hulkish, furred bodies. None moved or made a sound, and there were no others still standing or coming down the valley. When he turned the other way toward the moans and whimpers, he could not help clutching his weapon. 
 Back beyond the stone spine, Gän’gehtin stood over the fallen female. Karras’ eyes remained locked on the shirvêsh instead of looking at the monster that had come at him. 
 It was hard to know how much of the blood spattered over the shirvêsh was his own or his opponent’s, though shallow claw slashes ran through the side of his hair and bruises were already forming on the forearm of his empty hand. Above that arm, the shoulder of his hauberk was shredded, and his cudgel lay nearby on the ground. He had only his shield, now on the other arm, and the bottom edge of that was stained as well. 
 Not a bit of pain showed in Gän’gehtin’s rigid features as he stared blankly—coldly—down at the huge female. 
 There were gouges all over her, likely from the cudgel’s spike, and one deep tear through her belly that matted the fur of her whole abdomen in dark red. At least one rear leg was broken by its awkward angle. When she sucked air, it came out in wet moans through bloodied teeth. 
 Still Gän’gehtin just stood there. 
 Fiáh’our snarled something that made Karras flinch to awareness. 
 The thänæ stormed off, straight at the shirvêsh. Gän’gehtin’s eyes finally blinked when Fiáh’our slammed him in the chest. The shirvêsh stumbled one step back as the thänæ turned to the female and raised his axe high in both hands. 
 Before Karras could say a word amid confusion, the axe came down. 
 One stained blade cleaved through the female’s neck. She fell still and silent as her head rolled over and away. 
 A shriek sharpened over the valley. 
 Karras spun on that sound. Far up the near stone spine, the small, deformed one screamed as it raced back and forth in its limping gait. When Karras finally looked, the old man’s hard eyes were locked on the shirvêsh, who now glared back in silence. 
 An instant of disgust drained from Fiáh’our’s face as he turned away, and Karras’ own shock got the better of him. 
 “Why?” he shouted. 
 Fiáh’our glared at him as well, but the thänæ sighed through his nose, frowning sadly for an instant. 
 “When death is certain to come,” he said too quietly, “do not leave any who comes to battle suffering in waiting for it… not even an enemy. If not out of respect for those willing to face you, then at least for pity’s sake.” 
 Karras did not understand how that mattered for these monsters, but the thänæ then looked up the slope, and Karras did so. 
 The small one was gone and so was its noise. When he peered again at Fiáh’our, it was the first time he ever saw the old man grow so visibly weary. 
 “Come,” Fiáh’our said. “We must get off the valley floor and move camp again… before we tend our wounds.” 
 Karras was still numb and confused. As far as he could tell, the thänæ did not have even a scratch. He could not decide if or how to thank the old man for saving him in battle a second time. Not that he had ever wanted to see battle in the first place. 



17. A Life Saved and Spared



 Fiáh’our crouched in the dark near a low fire as he inspected Karras for any serious wounds. The kitten did not peer about and sat still and quiet with blank eyes. Fiáh’our found no injuries of serious concern on his shock-crippled apprentice, and in that, at the least the weapon he had arranged for the kitten had served some of its purpose. And for that, he silently thanked the Bäynæ. 
 Gän’gehtin was worse off, though he did not show it. The claw marks in his scalp were not as bad as they looked, which was usual for such a wound. But he had been clawed much worse in one shoulder and was bruised all over from blows that might have killed a human. It had taken most of the medicinal grease to tend to that shoulder. 
 Even now, the shirvêsh stood further down the spine with his back turned as he tried to watch the valley below. It was too dark for him to see anything down there. 
 Fiáh’our sighed heavily. He could only hope that what had been done that previous dawn would serve. Perhaps it did, for throughout the rest of that day, none of the pack reappeared in the valley. Not even to retrieve the bodies of their own. 
 They rarely left any potential food behind. 
 Watching Karras stare blankly at nothing, where he sat on a rock, Fiáh’our finally poked the kitten in the leg. 
 “You did… all right,” he said. “A good service.” 
 Karras blinked and barely turned his head. 
 It was no surprise to Fiáh’our; one’s first battle, no matter how short, was always the most horrifying, or so it would seem in times to come. That horror never went away, and it should not, but it had to be faced and dealt with to go on. 
 Karras’ eyes then wandered as if not hearing what Fiáh’our said, but his gaze finally settled on the shirvêsh standing down slope. 
 “Why is he…” Karras began in a whisper. “What is it about them that makes him…?” 
 Fiáh’our waited, but the young one never finished. “He has not told you?” 
 Karras shook his head, still watching Gän’gehtin’s back. 
 “Then perhaps it is not my place to do so.” 
 At that, the young one stared hard at him. 
 Fiáh’our grumbled in resignation. No doubt, for as long as the kitten had been in the temple of Skâpagi, he had heard something of Gän’gehtin’s mother—once a shirvêsh there and good one. 
 “Gän’gehtin’s father was a trader, the land-bound kind,” he began in low voice. “A very large caravan left for the long haul to the port of Almería on the eastern coast. There was enough cargo of importance that several shirvêsh went with it to supplement the private guards, including Gän’gehtin’s mother. That is as much as I know of it… except…” 
 Fiáh’our grew uncertain if this was the time or place for Karras to hear more of this. Even glassy-eyed, the young one still frowned at him. 
 “They passed through the Broken Lands,” Karras said flatly. 
 Fiáh’our nodded. “A returning caravan later found shattered remnants of wagons on a rolling plain of wild grass. Marks… teeth marks… on the bones left no doubt as to what happened, though bones are usually scavenged up as well. The bones were too scattered to even know who had been who.” 
 Karras’ eyes began to widen again. “How… how many would it take for…” And he began looking fearfully about in the dark. 
 Fiáh’our clenched his jaw; he should not have started this. “More than has ever been seen together before… or since!” 
 And still Karras peered about without blinking. 
 There was only one other thing that Fiáh’our could think of that might serve in taking the young one’s mind off of fear. He had not intended that Karras learn of this so soon, but it seemed the Bäynæ had other notions. Amid shock at his own survival, Karras had not noticed something new about his weapon, his so-called ku’ê’bunst, the “five-elements.” 
 There was a gouge, a chink, in the metal of its haft. 
 What it revealed was something Fiáh’our preferred no one else knew unless necessary. It could cost him even more if the wrong person learned this secret, but here and now he needed to do something for his apprentice. 
 “Did you ever really read your weapon?” he asked sternly. 
 Karras started slightly as he turned. 
 Fiáh’our gestured to the ku’ê’bunst leaning against the stone on which Karras sat. “It needs a bit of repair,” he added, his voice dropping again to a whisper. “But even wounds and scars tell us something about our closest allies. Have a look.” 
 The kitten let out an exasperated huff; at least that was better for the moment. He tiredly picked up his weapon in one hand, eyeing it with a scowl, and then… 
 Karras’ eyes narrowed as he leveled the weapon in both hands. He thumbed that gouge in the dark metal, dropped his head a little lower in peering at it, and then turned a bit more toward the fire. Almost too quickly, he dropped to one knee and thrust the haft closer to the flames for more light. 
 Karras looked up at Fiáh’our with his mouth and eyes gaping. 
 Fiáh’our put a warning finger across his lips, but he smiled just the same. 
 “I am not done with you yet, apprentice,” he said. “So do not get any wild notions in your head. As to repairs, well, you will do exactly as I say. Perhaps by then, you will find your ally a proper name.” 
 Indeed, that last part mattered among other things versus what was more prevalent in Karras’ thoughts. 
 “You know suffering,” Fiáh’our added, “and now something of service. But sacrifice cannot be taught, only learned. As to what must be sacrificed, let alone why for others’ needs… or your wants… we shall see.” 
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
 That night, as Karras tried and failed to fall asleep, it was not the aches and pains that made it so difficult. Nor was it all that he had seen, heard, and felt during the battle in the valley. It was not even what he had seen in the haft of his ku’ê’bunst that filled his head there and then. All of that would have been enough to banish sleep, but… 
 Past the mid of night, a high-pitched howl rose over the valley. 
 Karras was instantly on his feet, weapon in hand, as was Gän’gehtin. When he looked, the old man had not budged. 
 This time, Fiáh’our sat on a small boulder for his nightly vigil. 
 The howl kept coming, over and over, piercing Karras’ ears even for its distant echoes. It was unlike what he had heard when the shirvêsh flushed out the pack, or when those horrid beasts had come at him. 
 It was thin, almost frail for its noise, and so weakened with grief. There was a mournful change in the shrieks of the little deformed one that had raced back and forth at the death of the huge female. 
 Karras tried to follow the noise with his eyes and barely made out the forest across the valley and to the north. When he finally gave up and back, even the embers of the fire did not fully illuminate the old man. 
 Fiáh’our sat still in the dark with a face seemingly carved of expressionless stone. His head was tilted slightly forward, which made his eyes little more than pits of night darkness in his silence. 
 Karras did not remember how long those howls went on. He would only remember when they stopped. A pained shriek of fright came amid thrashing brush and some deeper snarl barely heard. 
 The rest of the night was far too quiet. 
 Karras backed away, settled on the ground beside Fiáh’our, and cradled his ku’ê’bunst in his lap. And not even Gän’gehtin said a word. 



18. The Hands Upon the Weapon



 Karras stood just inside the entrance archway into Chemarré, his home settlement in Dhredze Seatt. He stared blankly down the mainway tunnel of immense columns with their huge steaming crystals casting yellow-orange light that did not quite penetrate the tunnel’s greater heights. 
 It was barely nightfall, and Gän’gehtin had turned off for the tram station and the long ride back to his settlement and temple. Fiáh’our had remained below at the port, for some unknown reason, after one last dire warning for Karras. 
 “Do exactly as I said, and the way and when I said to. If I hear anything else—and I will—you cannot imagine what suffering will come from that! And I expect you back in the training hall by noon in two days.” 
 Too much had happened along the way back, and for Karras, it had taken this long for any of it to settle in. Especially so against what he had experienced before and up to that one night following the battle. 
 They had stayed along the valley for three more days and nights before Fiáh’our was satisfied that the pack had fled for the year. It would head eastward with whatever it had gathered and try to reach its homeland before winter. And by the time they had returned to Shentángize, Karras was worn down by confusion as well as fear and exertion. He tried not to think about what he had seen in the wound in his weapon’s haft, for it was too much to fathom. And Fiáh’our merely glared at him if he started to ask about it. 
 The one night in the village had left him even more conflicted. 
 He would never blame the villagers for wanting to be free of those creatures that had plagued them for so many years, and would do so again. But he could not forget the sound of wailing in the night following the battle. Though the villagers treated them as returning heroes, and Fiáh’our was hearty with laughter and cheer, and even Gän’gehtin was somewhat more the shirvêsh he had once been… 
 Karras began to see—know—better. 
 When no one was looking closely enough, Fiáh’our was strangely somber. It was a stark difference from the blustering braggart that Karras had seen once or twice strutting about a cheag’anâkst platform in some wild telling before a crowd. 
 He wondered if the old man would concoct another overly grand tale of all that had happened out here on the northern frontier. It seemed likely, considering the other high-handed glories the braggart had spouted out in the past, but Karras could not imagine it in that moment. 
 The trek back to Cantos took twice as long as the one out to the village, for they stopped for full nights. There was no sparring or training this time. The voyage down the coast seemed longer as well. 
 And now Karras found himself wandering down the mainway, his ku’ê’bunst in hand, even before realizing he was doing so. 
 Fiáh’our had told him to wait until well past the day’s end before taking his weapon to be repaired, but he could not wait that long for where he was going. That “where” was the last place he could have imagined. It left him so utterly confused… as he finally stood outside an open door spilling light from the forge within out into the dark narrow passage. 
 Why had Fiáh’our sent him to Skirra to repair the ku’ê’bunst? 
 Once again, she was hard at work with hammer in hand, but the first strange thing Karras noticed was the object gripped in her smith’s tongs. Not a horse or mule shoe in the making, nor some link for a chain or other iron implement. 
 The narrow piece of metal, perhaps the length of her forearm, was glowing hot, but appeared that it might be steel instead of iron. She was shaping it, though he could not tell what it would become. And there were other oddities as well. 
 Of the two assistants she employed, one was busy re-stacking iron ingots along the far right wall. Not many, but more than she could have afforded in barter using the meager rôtin she usually carried. Beyond her on the rear bench was a tilted wood rack of small compartments, each filled with mutely colored powders and other granular substances. Karras had seen such things in a few other smithies, but never here, and he did not know what those powders were for. 
 As to the other assistant, that one dug into one of three tin bins of fresh coal. Two of those bins were new additions as well. There were other differences Karras noticed, but so much had changed here that it all left him bewildered. He wanted to ask about these, but Fiáh’our had warned him to stick to only one question and neither say nor ask anything else. 
 “Can you… fix this?” he asked. 
 At first no one appeared to hear him over the wheeze of the bellows, the click of its chains and counter weights, and Skirra’s pounding hammer. But she paused on a final clank and raised her eyes. 
 Karras held up his weapon with both hands, one gripped over the haft’s wound to hide it. Not that this mattered, and he still did not understand why Fiáh’our had said to do so. 
 Skirra would have to look at it to see the damage, but now he only studied her face. 
 Dark fiery hair tied back, her clear and broad features were smeared with char. She scowled—as usual—in wiping sweat from her brow and then her too smoothly curved chin with the back of one forearm. 
 Perhaps she did not recognize him at first; he was still dressed in a stained and scarred hauberk and had beard stubble covering his face. He had not even been home yet to clean up before coming here after… how many days since he had bathed? 
 Skirra blinked as if she trying to clear her eyes, and then she stared hard, her slight scowl vanishing. 
 Karras held out the weapon again, this time with only the one hand hiding its wound. 
 “Can… can you fix this?” he repeated. 
 Then the two assistants noticed him. 
 Skirra cast each a quick, hard glance, and both went back to their work as she rounded the forge. She snatched up a rag from a workbench along the way and came straight at Karras with uncertain surprise on her face. 
 And she quickly cast the rag over his hand gripping the weapon. 
 Karras looked at that rag for an instant before raising his eyes. 
 Skirra cast a wary glance toward each of her assistants. Both were still busily at work and not watching. When she looked back at him, she gently slipped the weapon out of his grip, careful to keep the rag in place. 
 Karras stared at her in shock, and she shot him a narrow glare. His breath caught, and this time not because of her face. 
 She had not even looked at the wound in the haft that she had hidden. 
 Fiáh’our had told him that no one was to know what was inside the weapon’s haft. On that night after the battle, Karras had been stunned and then disgusted when the old man told him again to read his weapon. 
 What a worthless notion that was after all that had happened. He had only been relieved, if astonished, that his weapon had not broken under the beast’s heavy blow with an old mace. But he had been too weary, and too cold inside, to argue with the old man. 
 At first he had been uncertain and dropped to one knee to hold the weapon nearer the fire. What he saw emptied every other thought from his head. And now, here in Skirra’s smithy, Karras’ mind emptied yet again. 
 Skirra had not even looked at the gray metal core of Meá—the Ore—inside the weapon’s haft. 
 She had hid that wound as if knowing what was there. The very same precious gray metal reserved for the seatt’s most important needs… and the anchor chains of Karras’ family vessel. 
 There were so many questions now in Karras’ head that he could not separate one from the others. 
 Skirra’s gaze suddenly shifted. She tilted her head a little to the left. Whatever bit of warning scowl was on her face vanished again, replaced by… something else. She leaned her head further as she paled right before his eyes… in fright. 
 The only time he had ever seen that on her face was when he had asked about whatever old family dishonor held her and her mother here. But now she was looking at his neck. Those claw marks had already scabbed over enough to discard the bandage along the voyage home. 
 Skirra straightened and looked him all over, and still there was that fright on her face. 
 “Just the scratches… that is all,” he said dumbly. 
 Fright faded slowly. With another quick glance at her assistants, she finally looked him in the eyes again. All the sternness suddenly returned to her face… except for a few rapid blinks as she swallowed hard. 
 Karras could not stop himself any longer. “Did you make… my weapon?” he whispered. 
 The glare of warning he got answered that question and shut his mouth tight. But that look faded like the last time as she studied him all over again, maybe checking once more for any injury. Or could he possibly believe that was her intent? 
 “What do you call it?” she asked. 
 Karras was uncertain what she meant until she lifted the weapon just a little. 
 “It is… something changed from an old weapon Fiáh’our had in mind,” he answered. “It is… I call it… a ku’ê’bunst.” 
 Skirra shook her head. “Not what but who. It—your weapon—should have a name.” 
 Karras was lost… and maybe a little annoyed. Once again, any old world nonsense like Fiáh’our’s got the better of him. Worse, Skirra watched him expectantly; he could not refuse her like he had the old man. 
 Perhaps thought of the mad thänæ’s axe or the Bäynæ of the temple in which he had trained was what brought something to mind. Of course it mixed with spite for those notions, but it also echoed her name. 
 “Skirlan,” he said quickly. 
 Skirra’s expression blanked… and then she shook her head as her smooth brow wrinkled. 
 Karras knew she spoke some Numanese, as most rughìr did, but he had not expected her to understand where that made up word had come from. One common Numan term for a shield was skirl; it was easy enough to change it a bit to a name like “shielder.” 
 A Numan name for a rughìr weapon, not quite as traditional as intended, would certainly gall the old man. 
 “As you say,” Skirra replied, maybe with a hint disapproval. 
 That also was too much like Fiáh’our. 
 “I can mend… Skirlan,” she said, finishing a bit sharply, and as she turned away, she added, “Three days, and then you come back.” 
 As Skirra headed around the forge to the rear bench, Karras again looked about the dark little smithy. There was so much more here than ever before, and suddenly he felt guilty at the notion of interrupting her work. 
 “I am back at the seatt now,” he said. “There is no hurry, so—” 
 “Three days,” Skirra repeated with emphasis, barley turning her head enough to look at him. “And then come back.” 
 Karras fell silent. 
 Skirra looked away, but her one hand was still wrapped around the rag on the weapon’s haft. Karras was uncertain, considering the noise in the forge room, but had he heard her exhale, as if releasing tension? Taking hold of the ku’ê’bunst with her other hand, she appeared to cling to it and leaned heavily where it lay upon the workbench. 
 Karras could think of nothing more to say—or anything that he dared ask. He turned slowly, watching Skirra’s back as he left and headed down the dark passage into the mainway. 
 There was little doubt that all that had changed in the Yêarclág smithy somehow had to do with Fiáh’our. But Karras had no idea how any of this connected to what the old man had sought in all of that bartering some two moons ago. Something to do with… well, whatever word he had overheard the old man utter in the clan réhanâkst. 
 Was that just another bit of traditional nonsense, an older word for Meá, or was it something else entirely? And how could a little known smith in the seatt’s underside, no matter her skill, know anything about working that metal? 
 For what little Karras knew, only deep smiths possessed that knowledge, such secrets. They were barely more than legend to some, living out their shortened lives in their work in the earth’s deepest depths. 
 Karras slowed in the mainway before he even neared Kìnnébuây, the cheag’anâkst where all of this had started. 
 Skirra’s two brothers had left home long ago, leaving only her and her mother to tend the family forge. Only she practiced the family craft, and for the family’s poverty, she could have only learned that… from a father who he died too young for a rughìr. 
 The answer to one question was the only one Karras could imagine. It stopped him still and cold. 
 Skirra’s father had to have been a deep smith. 
 There was no other way that she could have learned to work Meá… and somehow Fiáh’our had figured that out. Even that made little sense to Karras for the way her family lived. And not for what she had done after spurning him that final time. 
 She had made a weapon, by her father’s unique knowledge, from a metal not intended for such. 
 Skirra had made a weapon that had helped save his life. 
 Karras grew flushed as his heart started pounding. 
 There was one more thing—or rather two words—but he was afraid to think they meant more than they did. He turned and stared down the underside’s dim mainway, so less lit than others by crystals smaller than in any other level. 
 Karras was caught in an urge to rush back to the smithy, but he did not. 
 All the little its and bits he had bartered from her, in the earliest days after first spotting her in the market, had been delivered to his family’s home when finished. But when he had sought to argue about her hurry to repair his weapon, she had not told him when it would be delivered to his home. 
 No, Skirra had told him to come back.

 What did those two words truly mean? 



Karras the Nameless




1. Lauging with Death


2. It was a Dark and Stinky Night


3. The Other Monster


4. Hide and Seek


5. Tagged


6. Tackled


7. Stoned


8. Not Like the Others


9. Chilled to the Stone


10. Others' Choices


11. Counted Out


12. Pulled In


13. Heartless


14. Irin's Last Night


15. Small Mercy


16. In Waiting


17. Awake


18. A Wake and a Shard




1. Laughing with Death



 “Run, my little cat... like your life... depends on it,” and after panting and a booming laugh, “because it does!” 
 Karras panted too much to shout anything foul at Fiáh'our's backside. 
 That big thänæ—so-called “honored” one among their people— jangled as he ran ahead. Worn steel pauldrons flopped on his shoulders, and more armor on his elbows scraped the leather hauberk over his great bulk. 
 Karras gasped again in terrified flight, expelling puffs of steam into the frigid afternoon air. As a rughìr, Rughìr’thai’âch, “Earth-Born” or what humans called “dwarves,” he was not built to run for his life. Now he had to, along with Gän'gehtin, and it was all Fiáh'our's fault, as usual! 
 He barely heard Gän'gehtin's rapid bootfalls somewhere behind him. The shirvêsh—mistaken by humans as a mere priest or monk—would have preferred to turn on their pursuers with his studìhallû, a head-high, iron-ribbed war staff. 
 Karras dared a backward glance. Oh, he should not have done that! 
 Gän'gehtin was gaining on him, red-faced more in hate for what chased them. The closest, biggest one of them had not caught up yet because it ran on twos instead of fours. 
 In one black-clawed paw-hand, that huge, bulging, speckle-furred male whirled a scavenged club overhead. And that tree root was as long as the shirvêsh was tall. The male’s half-bestial face and head were a mix of ape, dog, bear, and who-knew-what over something vaguely humanoid. 
 Tufts of darker hairs sprouted from canine-like ears. Yellowed teeth and fangs showed in a short, mashed-in muzzle, and a shrieking, grating howl erupted from its widened maw. 
 Karras' panting made it impossible to scream. 
 It was bigger than Fiáh'our, bigger than any human, and more were coming right behind it! 
 Clods of earth tore up beneath the claws of the sluggïn’ân pack galloping on all fours, or on threes if wielding scavenged weapons. Humans of the Numan nations called them gôb’elazkin—the “little gobblers” or “goblins.” 
 They were not so little—not most of them. 
 Karras again looked ahead, and his terror sharpened. 
 Fiáh'our trundled on between a forested slope and an open, grassy plain—and that old boar was still laughing. 
 This was not the first, second, or even third time Karras had faced these creatures in the last year. It was the first time that Fiáh'our had done something so stupid to get a pack to chase them. They were about to be run-down and butchered likes goats. 
 And if that grizzle-haired, braggart kept laughing about it... 
 Karras faltered as he eyed Fiáh'our's back. Oh, if only he could bash the old man a good one in the head. If only he lived through this, that was. When he glanced back once more, his panting caught in a choke. 
 The big one closed and swung the root-club at Gän'gehtin's head. 
 Karras stumbled to a stop and barely screamed out, “Gän—” 
 Anything more was cut short in shock. 
 Still at a run, Gän'gehtin rammed his war-staff's heavier top-end into the half-frozen earth. 
 The shirvêsh buckled low as the staff's rearward butt-spike levered up. That huge sluggïn's club passed just over his head, but the monster could not stop. The butt spike sank between its shoulder and collarbone. 
 A scream tore out of the big male, deafening Karras' shout for Fiáh'our. 
 The war-staff's oak bowed under the impact. Just the same, that big monster whipped its club back to strike. 
 Karras lunged a step in raising his ku’ê’bunst, a two-handed five-flanged mace, but stalled at another sight. 
 A smaller sluggïn running on all fours closed quickly. 
 Aiding Gän'gehtin would leave them both exposed. 
 Karras turned toward this new enemy—and stalled again at the rest of the pack still coming at them. The little one leaped before he second-guessed his choice. 
 When he swung at it, he forgot to root into the earth, the ally of his people. All rughìr knew without knowing how to do so from the first moment they could stand. All but him in his preference for human ways over those of his own kind. 
 Karras' ku’ê’bunst struck true. 
 Everything else happened in a gasp. 
 The weapon's forward blunt blade cracked the little sluggïn's skull. The creature's head whipped aside. Its bulk collided into him, and he toppled. 
 Karras' breath rushed out as his back slammed against the hard earth. His head bounced as well, and his iron-banded helmet tumbled off as the sluggïn landed atop him. It clawed at him with blood running from its scalp around one of its yellow eyes. He barely sucked and expelled a breath when its rear feet tried to tear through his leather hauberk's skirt. And he could not throw it off. 
 Though it was shorter than him and less stout, he gasped under its weight upon his stomach. Fanged jaws widened and snapped for his face, and panic made him ram his war-mace's long haft between its jaws. Teeth and fangs clamped shut with a screech on the weapon's metal haft. Only instinct made him twist sharply with both hands. 
 The haft’s butt-spike jammed the earth on his right. 
 Panicked, he thrashed the other way. 
 Those jaws released with another screech on the haft and came for his face again. He twisted more sharply the other way, and the ku’ê’bunst’s butt-spike tore across the little monster's lower jaw. The sluggïn reared back with a snarling screech. 
 Karras had no time for a breath and thrust the butt-spike into its sternum. 
 It lurched back, wobbling atop him, and he pulled one leg from under it and kicked into its belly. It went sprawling, but as he rolled to his feet, finally sucking a full breath, he barely saw it do likewise when something else pulled his attention. 
 Gän'gehtin whipped his long war-staff around but not before that first big sluggïn swung as well. Both impacts came in the same instant. 
 The big male's left leg buckled with a muffled crack under the staff's strike. Gän'gehtin cried out as the club's large end slammed his shoulder instead of his head. The shirvêsh skidded two strides across the frozen earth. 
 A human would have broken under that blow, but not a rughìr. 
 In Karras' distraction, the smaller one rushed him again, but it faltered as something whizzed past him and he flinched. 
 A small boulder hit the little sluggïn square in the face. 
 Its head lashed back, its rear feet left the ground, and it flopped and rolled limply as that head-sized rock tumbled onward, raising thunder in the ground. 
 Oh no, too much thunder for that, and Karras looked up. 

They were everywhere and closing fast. 
 Someone snatched his hauberk's collar and wrenched him around. 
 “Stop gawking!” Fiáh'our snapped, cocking back his great axe as he ran past toward Gän'gehtin. “To the trees, as planned, blast you!” 
 Karras did not stall this time. 
 He raced on in aching gasps, veering toward the forested slope, but it was not long before he heard pounding footfalls behind. Even then, he only knew it was the old man and the shirvêsh because of the more distant, raging howls of the pack. He had not even reached the needed pair of trees upslope when he heard Fiáh'our again. 
 “Faster!” Fiáh'our shouted somewhere downslope. “Move it, temple-boy.” 
 “Look to yourself, old man!” Gän'gehtin snarled back. 
 Fiáh'our started laughing again. 
 As Karras climbed even faster, he did not know which scared him more—the old boar's insanity or being torn apart by the pack. 
 Certainly one led to the other. 
 He spotted the paired trees above that he had to reach. A hemp rope was lashed head-height about a huge fir tree, which was so old that lower branches were gone up to head height. It would have taken two of him to wrap arms around it. 
 He struggled upward and saw the additional lashings coiled around the trunk down to the sloped earth. Fifteen strides leftward across the slope was an even bigger one, and brush had thickened and piled between the pair. 
 Karras was so faint and exhausted that he almost fell against the nearer fir's trunk. He righted himself, raised his ku'ê'bunst, and then saw Fiáh'our and Gän'gehtin down-slope. 
 They were still more than a dozen strides below. 
 “Strike!” Fiáh'our shouted at him. “Now!” 
 Karras hesitated as he saw Gän'gehtin's eyes pop wide. Even farther below, sluggïn'ân darted among the trees in scampering upward. 
 “Blessed Bäynæ, now!” Fiáh'our shouted in halting. 
 He whipped the great double-bladed axe over his head with both hands. 
 Karras was still staring when Fiáh'our flung that axe. It went spinning upslope toward the other of the paired trees. Karras quickly twisted his ku'ê'bunst a half turn and struck at the nearer tree with his full weight. 
 One flange of his ku'ê'bunst had been crudely sharpened that morning. It bit straight through the rope, and bark chips scattered. Rope coils snaked away with a lashing hiss, and brush between the paired trees shivered and crackled. 
 Karras never saw or heard if Fiáh'our's axe struck true. He scrambled up above the fir as brush between the paired trees tore apart. A cascade of small boulders rumbled out of the brush and tumbled down-slope. They slammed, bounced, and careened off the earth and other trees along the way. 
 Fiáh'our and Gän'gehtin lunged behind one lower fir tree as Karras saw sluggïn'ân scattering farther down. And this not so little trap was not the end of it all. 
 “Stop gawking and get running!” 
 Karras started at Fiáh'our's command. 
 The old man and the shirvêsh had already reached the far tree as he turned and fled for the slope's upper crest. When he came out of the trees on top, Gän'gehtin and Fiáh'our were already skidding down the barren back slope far to his left. 
 The noise of the pack began to grow again behind him. 
 Karras did not look back as he jump off the top. 
 He landed and went sliding downward on a wave of broken earth and stones. At the ravine's bottom, all that kept him on his feet was that this would be the last run—of this battle or of his life. 
 The shirvêsh and thänæ outdistanced him off to the left. He tore straight through any brush along the ravine's floor. Twice he got snagged, tangled, and stalled and had to rip free. Barely halfway across, the pack's noise echoed into the ravine behind him, and the other forested slope looked far away. 
 Karras saw the old man and shirvêsh swerve ahead into his path. Beyond them was a giant downed pine at the ravine's far side. Its roots stuck up over twice the height of a man, and he ran for it, his throat dry and his chest burning. 
 The sounds of tearing and crackling brush in the ravine followed him. 
 Someone rose ahead beyond the giant toppled pine, raised and drew a bow, and aimed right at him. Fiáh'our and Gän'gehtin swerved to either side as Karras spotted the glint of the arrow's tip and the shimmer in the long hair of that archer. As despair chased him with the noise of the pack, he could only think one thing. 
For pity's sake, do not miss!
 He never heard the bowstring's thrum or saw the arrow, even as it half-whistled past his head. 
 Karras flinched at a guttural shriek somewhere behind him. He ran on his last breaths as more arrows came again and again… and again. 
 Fiáh'our and Gän'gehtin almost reached the downed pine when the bright-haired archer drew yet another arrow. 
 “Left and right!” Fiáh'our shouted. “Do not let them get around us.” 
 Someone else rose to the archer's left beyond the downed tree. 
 The man's soiled helmet sill glinted under the falling sun as he raised a loaded crossbow. He fired off to the left as a third figure sprang up to the archer's right. 
 Fiáh'our threw himself up the trunk's curve—and slipped back down. Gän'gehtin vaulted up, using his war-staff with one hand. The old man smacked his great axe into the trunk's top to pull himself as Karras finally caught up. 
 Without time to catch his breath, Karras slammed a shoulder into the old warrior's buttocks without warning. 
 Fiáh'our swore in surprise. Even for his bulk—greater than Karras'—he slid over the downed pine and out of sight. Fortunately he lost his grip on the embedded axe. 
 Karras snatched the axe's haft and used that to pull himself up and over. He slid down the trunk's backside headfirst atop Fiáh'our. 

“A'ye'ous!” the old man snarled. “Get off and get up.” 
 Karras floundered and tumbled off, landing facedown in the dirt. 
 He barely raised his head to find a pair of muddy, booted feet right before his eyes. There was also a big pile of stones, each as big as his fists. He pushed up as a dark-haired, scruffy-bearded man in deerskins bent down and glowered at him. 
 “No time for rest, short-shanks,” the man sniped. 
 Karras had no a chance to reply, as if he could. The grungy human snatched up a stone for another pile, set it in his sling, and rose as he whirled that. Karras grabbed one of the bigger stones and clawed up the pine's trunk as Gän'gehtin shouted out. 
 “Left—the scrawny one—heading for the trees!” 
 The archer turned and fired again as the one in the soiled helm set to re-cocking the crossbow. Only then did Karras see the “scrawny one” and all of the others. 
 Sluggïn'ân charged at them everywhere across ravine's floor. 
 Fiáh'our shoved in beside him, grabbed the head of his axe with one hand, and wrenched it out of the downed tree. 
 “You going to throw that or fondle it?” the old man growled, and ducked around to grab up a heavy stone for himself. 
 Karras scowled, eyed the stone that he held . . . and then the back of Fiáh'our's head. 
 Rughìr did not carry bows or crossbows, not usually. One was too long for most of their kind; as to the other, only a half-wit thought he could pick up, load, and use as a whim. But a large stone in their large hands at close range was something else. 
 “Noses and knees, my little cat,” Fiáh'our shouted with glee, and he slung his stone with so much force that Karras hear its quick rush in the air. 
 A crack came followed by a squeal. 
 Karras, shortest of all, could barely see over the downed pine, so “noses” it was. Up on his boot-toes, he spotted one of them scampering in on all fours. 
 The sluggïn was covered in a scavenged, lashed-on hauberk split at the sides to fit its bulging torso. When Fiáh'our slung another stone, that monster lunged sideways around a mounded bramble. 
 Karras watched for it to reappear. When it did in a final charge, he launched his stone with all of his might. 
 The stone shot over the creature's head. 
 “Oh, Blessed Bäynæ,” Fiáh'our grouched. “Maybe lick your paw first, next time.” 
 Karras fumed even in exhaustion and ducked down to grab another stone. One of the others shouted, “Watch it!” and he whipped upright. 
 A snarling sluggïn stood above him atop the pine's trunk. With a battered shield clutched in a paw-hand, its feral yellow eyes fixed on him. 
 Fiáh'our's bulk rammed Karras in the side, almost knocking him over. The great axe came across the trunk’s top like a whip, but the sluggïn merely hopped with a snarl, and the great blade passed cleanly beneath its clawed feet. 
 “Down!” Gän'gehtin shouted behind them. 
 Before Karras could react, Fiáh'our collapsed atop him. 
 They both hit the ground as something wooden shattered, and the impact on the trunk carried down into the earth. In a blink, bark chips rained down with fragments from a shield. When Karras cleared his face and looked up, there was Gän'gehtin above him. 
 The shirvêsh faced the tree's trunk with his war-staff raised and waiting, but there was no sign of a sluggïn. 
 Gän'gehtin did not strike again or look down. As always when facing sluggïn'ân, his plain features were twisted with an obsessed hate. 
 Fiáh'our rose first and pulled Karras to his feet. And all of this went on though not much longer. The old man finally shouted for a halt as two last sluggïn'ân raced off after the others while dragging a third limp one by its rear feet. 
 Everything quickly quieted in the ravine. All that was heard behind the great downed pine were exhausted pants. 
 Gän'gehtin still vaulted up atop the tree, either astonished or furious or both that all was done. 
 Karras wearily turned around, toppled back against the trunk, and slid to ground. 
 “Eyes on the trees,” Fiáh'our rumbled, turning to look upslope. 
 Some of the others did so, but not Karras. How long did they wait there, listening to only each other's labored breaths? Not long enough for him to fully catch his own, and twilight soon deepened. 
 “We are losing the sun,” someone said. 
 Karras raised his head. 
 “Much as you chose to rouse them in daylight,” Gän'gehtin added, glaring at Fiáh'our, “they are nocturnal for the most part, and you still stink enough—” 
 “Stink?” the old boar barked. 
 “Yes! Enough that they can track us in the dark... even if they did not have superior night-sight.” 
 Karras ignored their bickering whispers. And as to Fiáh'our's stupid plan that had led to all of this... 
 For the last moon, the huge pack had raided, scavenged, and killed in the inland frontier beyond the borders of the coast's Numan nations. Three villages nearest the nation of Malourné took the worse of the growing, yearly surges of sluggïn'ân foraging farther into the west. Malourné did what it could, sending military squads beyond its border, but when winter came—a harsh one this time—those contingents withdrew to protect their own lands. 
 Everything—including Fiáh'our—had worsened and become more desperate. In that, by Karras' measure, the old boar's plans cost everyone around him. 
 Setting up the gauntlet they had run, in hope of breaking or whittling down the pack, had taken three days of skulking. As to why two humans and a Lhoin'na—an “elf” to humans—were not the bait, that was also about bows, crossbows, and slings. And what had been done to make the pack chase them into a trap? 
 Oh, that was Fiáh'our again! 
 The old boar had loaded a cow skin with dung and outhouse slop and then crept in upon the enemy. He chucked that onto one of their food caches of scavenged meat from their kills. 
 But not before dousing it in lamp oil and setting it ablaze. 
 Karras—and Gän'gehtin—had to run for their lives, after Fiáh'our made certain plenty of them were roused to see—to smell—what had been done. 
 “Shut up, both of you!” hissed the grungy male in deer hides. “I'll go have a look.” 
 Karras blinked and raised his head. In sulking, he had missed something in their bickering. Even in near dark, he saw Gän'gehtin glower before turning away from Fiáh'our. 
 The grungy human picked up his makeshift oak staff and vaulted the downed tree to vanish from sight. The one with the helmet re-cocked his crossbow, and the tall, bright-haired Lhoin'na fitted another arrow to his bow. Both watched off the way the first one had gone. 
 And Karras counted maybe three arrows left in the elder archer's shouldered quiver. 
 Gone was his life among his honored family of sea traders, though most rughìr—who could not swim and only sank—thought it a daft way of life. Everything that mattered to him seemed lost in the last year, as if dropped overboard. And since the day he had been trapped into apprenticeship to the old boar, he had been sinking in other ways. 
 Aside from the mad thänæ and a bloodthirsty shirvêsh, he had fallen in with two humans and a Lhoin'na—a deserter, a convict, and a renegade. How much lower would he sink before he hit bottom? 
 How much suffering could he take for what Fiáh'our called good “service”? 
 The old man sat upon the piled larger stones, reclined against the tree trunk, and closed his eyes. Was he humming to himself? What in a human hell was wrong with him? 
 “And what were you laughing about?” Karras snapped. 
 At that, Gän'gehtin turned and eyed the old man. 
 “Hmm?” and Fiáh'our cracked open one eye. 
 “You got us into this,” Karras added. “You and your fool's plan! So what was so funny about it?” 
 “Nothing,” Fiáh'our replied. 
 Karras' mind blanked. He sat dumbstruck and lost, until Fiáh'our grinned at him through a thick, grisly beard. 
 “Why not laugh?” the old man snarked. “Did obeying your fear gain you advantage? Is it why you turned back when you thought Gän'gehtin faltered?” 
 The shirvêsh took an angry step. “I did not—” 
 “No, certainly not,” Fiáh'our cut in, though he still fixed on Karras. “Did fear make you falter? Did it give your last little opponent the advantage... when you froze and gawked at the others?” 
 Karras was unable to form words amid his fury. 
 “And what good is fear if you fail... and die?” Fiáh'our growled. “What good would it have done for those you serve?” 
 Karras rolled his eyes as furry broke and left only exhaustion. He pulled up his knees and dropped his forehead on them. He was so sick of the old boar's credo. 
 More nonsense about to suffer, to serve, and to sacrifice. 
 The dead did not serve excerpt as a sluggïn's meal. 
 “And that is the point,” Fiáh'our snapped, as if catching the very thought in Karras' head. “The suffering of those we serve is more than ours in serving them. As to sacrifice—still beyond you—start by sacrificing your fear. Let it warn you and certainly listen up, but never let it command you... or jerk your leash, my little cat!” 
 Karras turned his head away, not wanting to hear any more, but he did hear someone settle quietly upon the back slope. It might have been Gän'gehtin, but disgust and spite overrode the last of Karras' fear as something else came back to him. 
 That something left him more lost and ashamed than anything the braggart could say. 
 “Laugh at fear if it tries to take anything from you,” Fiáh'our said with another chuckle. “And then, when death comes, it will laugh with you like an old friend... instead of at you for thinking fear could hold it off.” 
 Karras was not listening anymore, for fear had stolen something else more precious to him. He had not realized this until now, for it was only an obsessed thought of something he would never have. And that it made all the more sorrowful. 
 Amid this day's terror, he had not thought of Skirra even once. 
 Karras shriveled inside for forgetting her, though she would not accept him in marriage. Both of those were worse than another berating from Fiáh'our. 



2. It was a Dark and Stinky Night



 Fiáh'our paused among the trees as he lifted his beloved Burskâp—his axe—over his head. With a bit of fuss, he set it into its back-sheath between his shoulder blades as he listened carefully in the dark. 
 He heard nothing except the faint sounds of those with him in the night's deepening chill. Not liking that quiet, he crept on down-slope in heading back for Irin's Village. 
 Of three nearby eastern settlements beyond the Numan nations, it was closest to the tree line. So-called for the first family that settled where it now stood—what was left of it—he had known all of its last three generations. 
 Not one “Irin” was left in Irin's Village. 
 Effy, the grand-dam of the line, had been Fiáh'our's treasured friend for forty-three years. He had watched her children and grandchildren grow and strive for a good life on the frontier. Some had lived to flee in these bloody times. Fortunately, she had passed to her ancestors five autumns before the raiding became fierce. 
 Whenever Fiáh'our had passed this way since then, he had brought a small jug of the best rughìr ale that he could get. He would pause at Effy's grave, pour the most of jug over it except a draught for himself, and then drink to her. And lastly, he would always entreat the Bäynæ, the spiritual ancestors of his people, to keep her forever. 
 It did not matter to him that she was not a rughìr. 
 Dear Effy had made the nastiest corn whiskey he had ever shared with anyone. Almost as bad—as good—as rughìr wormwood ale. 
 Fiáh'our slowed to a stop among trees just short of the slope's bottom. The steam of his breath had already dampened his full and gray-peppered beard. At the sight of the grassy plain beyond the trees, he glanced back. All but one of the others followed behind, for that one had gone ahead to scout. 
 It was so dark that he barely made out their faces. The shortest among them was always the easiest to spot and usually kept to the middle. 
 Karras came last this time, which was odd for his constant fears. 
 Admittedly, the young one had done better of late but not better enough. Turning back in the worst of it to aid the shirvêsh was something new, surprising, and hopeful. Freezing in fright had still nearly gotten him torn up. Not for the first time, and it could have been his last. 
 The little cat still did not understand what it meant to be a “champion,” or what that had to do with what he wanted most of all. 
 Karras thought he knew suffering, assumed he understood service, but he did not know a wit about sacrifice. That was about more than becoming a champion. The young one did not see what his own want would cost him, let alone what he should willingly sacrifice for it without hesitation—for Skirra's hand. 
 Teaching Karras that would be harder than teaching stone to talk. He had to come to that en'nag—innate knowing—on his own, or, self-obsessed as he was, he would never accept its truth. 
 All Fiáh'our could do was steer Karras toward it, keep him alive until he found it, and perhaps make him worthy of Skirra along the way. 

Oh, Eternal Ancestors, our Blessed Bäynæ... what have you put upon me?

 “Last run,” came a whisper. 
 Fiáh'our looked beyond the trees to the bright-haired lhoin'na now crouched in the plain's tall grass. No one could pronounce his name; then again, why did his kind have such tongue-twisting ones? So they just called him Â'yan. 
 All that marked Â'yan for what he had once been was a silver metal ring that bound his long blond hair in a tail dangling from the crown of his head. This exposed peaked ears framing a narrow, caramel-colored face of slightly sunken cheeks. Too-wide almond-shaped eyes filled with large and bright amber irises always calmly watched everything. Daylight would have exposed creeping lines of age in his face, though likely he was not quite as old as Fiáh'our. 
 Even the Lhoin'na did not live as long as the Rughìr. As to that silver ring in his hair, Â'yan had once been one of the Shé'ith—the “Serenitiers.” 
 Those guardians of their people's vast forests far to the south were not like human soldiers. They were more like the warriors of the Rughìr, serving by choice rather than the legal bond and oath of humans, Numan or otherwise. No one knew how this elder one came to be so far north, though Karras had asked. 
 Â'yan replied, “To see it.” 
 “See what?” the young one countered. 
 The elder lhoin'na's only answer was his typical slight smile. 
 Karras frowned, though maybe he understood a little in coming from a family of sea traders. Or maybe not. Either way, Â'yan's bow had saved one or more them more than once. 
 Two other things still bothered Fiáh'our as he crouched in thought. 
 The first had been a dead sluggïn found along the way. 
 With its head caved in by a boulder released down the slope, it was odd that the pack had not dragged off the corpse as food. Even in the dark, and through its thinning body hair, it looked emaciated, as if it would have soon starved to death. 
 Some unknown need drove the sluggïn'ân westward each early autumn in growing numbers. After such a long trek out of the Broken Lands, and a like long return, they remained longer into each year, this time into the edge of winter. 
 Yes, sluggïn'ân could eat anything living or once living, even the bark off of trees. That did not sustain them for long. They needed meat most of all. 
 The second thing that bothered Fiáh'our was the quiet in the woods. 
 The lack of wildlife sounds was no surprise with a pack nearby, but he had not seen or heard a sign of that pack along the return. Neither could he smell a trace of them, and he always could when they were close. Roused, rattled, and routed, some should have still wanted blood—and a bit of their enemy's flesh for supper. 
 Fiáh'our looked Â'yan in the eyes. 
 The lhoin'na nodded and nocked another arrow. 
 Fiáh'our turned to the others in a whisper. “Onward but keep quiet.” 
 He stepped into a trot, and Â'yan joined him. Both watched all ways in the dark, for Irin's was still a way's off. The cold breeze was worse in the open, and he heard sniffing and glanced up. 
 “Sniffles?” he grumbled. “I do enough wet-nursing with the young one.” 
 “You should bathe,” Â'yan whispered flatly. 
 Fiáh'our frowned. “We all stink after so many nights. There is no water to waste on—” 
 “No... you stink. Please bathe as soon as possible.” 
 Incensed shock choked off Fiáh'our's response. 
 Why should he be singled out? He sniffed once and, well, so he had chucked a sack of flaming dung at a bunch of sluggïn’ân. It was not as if he had slopped any on himself—well, not much. 

What a prissy old beanpole!

 Â'yan froze and turned slightly rightward. 
 Fiáh'our thought he had slipped and muttered that last thought aloud, but the tall one peered across the dark, grassy plain. 
 Â'yan suddenly raised, drew, and aimed the bow in one motion. 
 Fiáh'our waved the others low into the grass. 
 “Where?” he whispered. 
 Â'yan did not answer, though he turned rightward an inch per shallow breath, as if tracking something out in the dark. Without warning, he lowered the bow but the kept the arrow drawn. 
 “Human,” he whispered. “Perhaps female... running.” 
 “A'ye, those idiots!” Fiáh'our growled a bit loudly. 
 Over the last moon, he had kept what villagers remained from trying the half-league run to the next settlement. Before that, many had been lost in trying, even in daylight, and some without enough left of them to bury. Now someone tried again with the pack off chasing him and his band. 
 And at night, of all times! 
 “Lead,” he told Â'yan, and then to others, “We run, but keep an eye back toward the trees.” 
 Fiáh'our glanced once at Gän'gehtin, still bloodthirsty where sluggïn'ân were concerned. How many years had it been since the shirvêsh, then a boy, had lost both his merchant father and his mother, the latter once a shirvêsh of his own temple? 
 As yet, there had not been enough killing to kill off Gän'gehtin's hate and anguish. And there was Karras following last, eyes down, and more sullen than ever. 
 So what was it now, the usual or something else? 
 Fiáh'our had no time for it. With a quick nod to the two humans, Lieutenant Urval and his ex-prisoner, Jackdaw, a bandit, they all scurried off into the plain's tall grass. He was tired of running and in a foul mood, so he had more than enough foul words for any foolhardy villager they caught. 
 Â'yan soon slowed and pointed ahead. 
 Fiáh'our thought he heard thrashing in the grass. 
 It was dangerous to call out, considering the pack would be up and about. That someone squeaked in fright, perhaps thinking the same, was that much worse. And those steps ahead ran away all the faster. 
 Fiáh'our still spotted a familiar flailing cloak for an instant. Worse again, it belonged to the last one he expected to be this stupid. 
 “Kaitlin, stop!” he snapped, nearly voiceless but harsh. 
 Whirling amid her run, she nearly stumbled into a backward fall. The whites of her wide eyes were the next things Fiáh'our saw clearly. 
 Like all humans who lived the hard life out here, Kaitlin the “elder,” who was not truly old, was almost as tan as her cloak, skirt, and wool pullover. So was all the grass in the dark, making it difficult to spot her though not to hear her. 
 As she crept closer, her chocolate-colored hair looked black in the dark and was a whipped mess half hanging over her face. Likely she was covered in clinging seeds and broken stalks of wild grass. 
 “What do you think you are doing?” he demanded in closing on her. “How many others do the same... because you did?” 
 “Fiáh'our,” she exhaled, rushing at him. “Thank the trinity!” 
 He rolled his eyes, having no patience for so many Numan religions. 
 “Maker, toiler, and dreamer be damned!” he growled at her. “I expect more sense from a retired sage.” 
 “Hush,” Â'yan warned. 
 “Mind your language!” Kaitlin scolded, stepping in on Fiáh'our. “You will be civil if not civilized.” 
 She was not tall for a human but still looked down a bit at him. Close up, soft crinkles around her eyes made her appear stern. 
 Fiáh'our ground his teeth, grabbed her wrist gently but soundly, and turned. 
 “Back to village,” he rumbled. “No more evening strolls... for anyone.” 
 Kaitlin heaved on his grip—and her boots slid across the flattened grass. 
 “I'm not the one you need to catch!” she almost shouted. 
 “Could we please be quieter,” Â'yan warned, a little loud himself. 
 “Yes,” hissed Lieutenant Urval somewhere behind in the dark. 
 Fiáh'our stopped listening to everyone. If the others had any wits left, they would keep quiet as well. It was bad enough dealing with Karras' panic and Gän'gehtin's blind bloodlust. With all of that, how was he supposed to keep villagers from running off to their deaths like sheep catching a whiff of a wolf? 
 The tension against his grip relaxed. That was a relief, until someone reached around and snatched his beard. 
 Fiáh'our's eyes popped wide. He slammed a boot on the earth and pivoted only to find Kaitlin right in his face again. 
 “Shut your mouth and listen!” she warned. “I'm not the one you need to catch.” 
 “You are the only one that I—” 
 “William was gone when I checked on the children,” Kaitlin hissed at him. “And so were his brother and sister!” 
 Fiáh'our was struck mute. 
 “Quiet, both of you!” Â'yan ordered. 
 The edge in his voice was most unusual, and Fiáh'our glanced aside. When Â'yan lost his temper, it was time to listen. 
 “Do you smell it?” the tall Lhoin'na whispered, peering all around. 
 Everything—everyone—was silent but for the growing breeze in the grass. Fiáh'our faced into that breeze and sniffed it. 
 “The wind is in from the northwest,” Urval added, half crouched a dozen paces off that way. “Out of the trees... but closer.” 
 Fiáh'our did not smell anything, but if Â'yan did, then how many of them were out here? 
 “Come... now!” Kaitlin added, heaving on his arm instead of his beard. 
 “Not you,” and he jerked her back. 
 Even the ex-sage had panicked at hearing pursuit. The last thing they needed was small children and a boy doing the same and running right into sluggïn'ân. Whoever went after them had to be someone they would trust on sight—if seen—or at least not panic them. 
 A soldier—and officer—of Malourné seemed best. 
 “Urval,” Fiáh'our whispered. “West by southwest toward Fieldhaven, as that is where they would run. Three terrified children will make an easy path to spot in the grass, but for the pack as well. When you have them, hasten for Irin's. Do not come looking for us.” 
 The lieutenant grunted and rose with the soft click of his crossbow being cocked. As he pulled a quarrel from his hip case, Fiáh'our knew this choice was not enough. No one should be out here alone. 
 He eyed grungy, hairy Jackdaw and then, “Karras, go with the lieutenant.” 
 Urval's silhouette froze. Three strides to the lieutenant's right, Karras' shape rose up, much shorter but much wider, and just stood there. 
 Whoever went with Urval had to be the least intimidating to frightened children in the dark, and not someone looking for a fight. That eliminated both Jackdaw and Gän'gehtin. Fiáh'our also needed to keep Â'yan for what came next. 
 As he was about to snap at the young one to get moving, Karras stepped off after the lieutenant. 
 Fiáh'our still began to worry as the pair broke into a trot and vanished. He disliked having his apprentice beyond his watchful eyes, but there were too few present for what had to be done. 
 “Gän'gehtin, Jackdaw, straight west,” he ordered. “Â'yan and I west by northwest. We fan out in pairs between the tree line and the children's path. If any of us find something else, the rest come running.” 
 Without waiting for acknowledgment, Fiáh'our turned on Kaitlin. 
 “And you... keep quiet, keep up, and do what I say.” At her sharp-eyed scowl, he looked over her long cloak, wondering one last thing. “Do you have your healer's satchel with you?” 
 Kaitlin shook her head. “When I found them gone, I didn't turn back for anything.” 
 Fiáh'our grumbled again. For what they faced, if the worst happened, a healer's skills might not amount to much anyway. And he still could not smell anything but himself. 



3. The Other Monster



 Karras trotted along behind the lieutenant, still confused as to why Fiáh'our had sent him instead of one of the others. If the lieutenant stumbled upon any of the pack, Gän'gehtin would have been the better choice. Karras hated admitting that the old boar was right. 
 So scared all of the time, more than once he had had to be saved. 
 Whenever Urval slowed to listen and peer ahead, the pause was brief but unnerving. And then the lieutenant halted too quickly, swept an arm back, and hit Karras in the chest before he could stop. The lieutenant raised the crossbow with his other hand and aimed ahead. 
 Karras stopped breathing. 
 Urval simply stood facing along the matted swath through the grass. The lieutenant did that for so long that Karras finally had to breathe again. 
 He heard nothing but his own pants, the wind, and the hiss of swaying grass. When he peered all around, for as far as he could see in the dark, there was only grass rolling like tan-tainted ocean swells before a storm. He glanced down but was not certain if the path in the grass had been made by children or something else... or both in the latter stalking the former. 
 Something slapped him in the chest, gripped his hauberk, and he shuddered at the lieutenant's harsh whisper. 
 “What's the boy's name again?” 
 His mind blanked, though he had heard Kaitlin say it. It took two breaths before he remembered. 
 “Wil... William.” 
 “All right, watch the grass but stay behind me.” 
 Urval released his grip and moved on at a trot with the crossbow aimed ahead. Even so, it seemed long before Karras heard something like panting—or was that just him? Faint thrashing ahead could be only wind-whipped grass. He could not see clearly with the lieutenant in front of him, but then he heard panicked whispers and small footfalls. 
 “William, stop,” Urval called out in a hard whisper. “This is Lieutenant Urval.” 
 In another dozen strides, the lieutenant halted. 
 “You're coming back with me,” Urval ordered. 
 “No!” answered a quavering voice pitched too loud. 
 “Yes, you are,” and the lieutenant advanced. 
 “We lost our...” and he choked off. “We lost everything back there!” 
 The boy's angry shriek sharpened Karras' fright. He quickly looked around, though he kept hidden from sight a few steps behind the lieutenant. 
 He had glimpsed William Alder a few in the village, though most children only appeared outside around noon. They climbed out of cold-cellars dug under cottages and blinked and squinted, even on overcast days. It was not a way for any child to live, but at least they did live—most of them. 
 “There's no one—nothing—left for us there!” the boy added. 
 The lieutenant stalled and fell silent for two breaths. 
 “I know,” Urval answered softly, “but you're putting others in danger, including your siblings. No one can make a night run to Fieldhaven. It's not safe even in daylight, now please, come with me.” 
 Karras knew what William had almost said. 
We lost our parents—we lost everything back there.
 Their mother and father had stayed up every night in the rotations to help guard gaps in the stockade made by the pack trying to break in. Gretchen Adler had screamed once eleven nights ago. All they found when they came running was silence and an empty gap in the stockade. 
 None of them had heard or seen what had happened to her husband, Walter. No one noticed the claw-torn earth stained in spatters around a dark wet patch—not until dawn. 
 Karras grew anxious, crept in, and peeked around the lieutenant. 
 William was nothing more than a thin, dim form in the dark, perhaps as tall as Karras himself. In facing the lieutenant, the boy held something up and swung back at the ready to strike. Karras never had a chance to make out that makeshift weapon. 
 A child's shriek pierced his ears. 
 A tiny form in white bolted into the tall grass from behind William. 
 Smaller Jeron, on William's other side, turned screamed out. 
 “Kaity!” 
 “Damn you!” Urval snarled at Karras before he rushed the boys. “Get the girl, fast!” 
 Karras heard a metallic clank as the lieutenant charged ahead. He had not seen Kaitlin the “younger” until too late, but he knew fear and could guess hers. 
 Little Kaity had seen a shadow—another monster—appear behind the lieutenant. Something out in the dark had moved like one of her nightmares. 
 That scream was the only thing Karras had ever heard her utter. 
 The lieutenant's curses tangled with William's and little Jeron's shouts. The three tore up grass in their struggle, and a like sound of tearing grass carried on the wind ahead and to the left. 
 Karras veered toward that at a run, but the more the struggle faded behind him, the more he clearly heard and tracked that other sound ahead... and then to the left. 
 Karras halted as his own fear took hold. 
 One sound of grass tearing far behind him, another ahead, and... 
 Another ahead but more to the left. 
 Not two but three sounds in the dark. 
 Karras peered blindly in listening. That third sound seemed to close on the second. He charged toward the second, but he already knew he would not reach it before the third could. 
 “Kaitlin—Kaity—come back, run to me!” 



4. Hide and Seek



 Fiáh'our crouched in the grass with Â'yan and Kaitlin as they listened for any movements nearby. They heard only the cold breeze in the grass. 
 “We have gone too far,” Â'yan whispered. 
 “Then we turn south to find the others,” Kaitlin urged. 
 Fiáh'our scowled. 
 Â'yan might be right, but turning toward Gän'gehtin and Jackdaw or trying to reach Urval and Karras could leave the other pair exposed and out of reach. Then again, he had not heard either pair in a long while amid the sound of swaying grass, and something was very wrong about all of this. He had that uncomfortable itch in the seat of his pants. 
 With Â'yan so close and quiet in waiting, Fiáh'our relented with a sigh. 
 “Very well, but we swing in ahead, so we do not startle Jackdaw and Gän'gehtin by coming up behind.” 
 He rose, offering a hand to assist Kaitlin, but before she took it... 
 A distant scream twisted Fiáh'our away. 
 Â'yan rose and lunged two steps toward that sound before glancing back. 
 Fiáh'our barely got out “run” when the lhoin'na took off. 
 Splitting up was dangerous, but at a child's scream, Urval and Karras were in trouble. Immediate threats came first, and Â'yan could move faster on his own. 
 Fiáh'our grabbed Kaitlin's hand to follow, but she reached around the front of his broad belt. He lost his grip as he turned, and she yanked one of his large, triangular war daggers from its sheath. She stood gripping the stout hilt for a rughìr hand with both of her narrow ones. 
 “Now we go,” Kaitlin said, though she sounded uncertain. 
 There was no time to be certain. 
 Fiáh'our headed after Â'yan, knowing something worse was coming. From what he had learned in a long life, sluggïn'ân lived by clan and tribe, much like his own people. Of course, saying that to a rughìr could get your head cracked, but sluggïn never acted alone unless necessary. 
 There was more than one out here. 
 Fiáh'our was in no mood for a blood-game of hide-and-seek, and Karras was in trouble again. Knowing Â'yan could strike from afar with a bow did not temper Fiáh'our's worry. There was also Gän'gehtin and Jackdaw; the young shirvêsh would have run toward that scream. 
 Fiáh'our felt something he could not hear over grass lashing his pants. He halted in looking everywhere, reached up, snatched his axe's haft, and pulled Burskâp at the ready. 
 “What?” Kaitlin whispered. 
 He needed to find it before he could put her behind himself. Ahead to his right, tall grass rippled against the wind in a line toward the scream. At least he could get behind it, but he took only threes strides before halting again—at an itch in his pants. 
 Fiáh'our looked about. 
 A second line of spreading grass tops rushed toward him, and he quickly shoved off Kaitlin the opposite way. 
 “Stay back four strides!” 
 For the first time, he cursed his people's—his beloved—eternal Bäynæ. 

Oh, two-faced ancestors, you are a pain in my itching ass!




5. Tagged



 Sweat felt as if it would freeze as Karras ran, and dwarves were not built for this much running in one day and night. The ku'ê'bunst's cold metal haft grew slick in his grip as he watched two paths of rippling grass converge ahead of him. 
 Another small scream, and his breath caught. 
 The smaller ripple veered away from the other. The wider one in pursuit closed even faster. Every thought in Karras' head died; he screamed out... something. 
 That larger ripple slowed. 
 Without thinking, he threw the ku'ê'bunst at it. 
 Karras groped blindly at his lower back as the weapon spun end over end through the dark. His thick fingers closed on the handle of a tanner's knife scavenged in the village three nights ago. 
 The ku'ê'bunst fell from sight into the grass. 
 A clank and a yelp came instantly. 
 The larger ripple vanished. 
 Karras was so stunned that he had hit something that he did not yell out for Kaity. Grass stalks spread suddenly. 
 That larger swath reappeared and raced at him. 
 He froze up in realizing his mistake. There was nowhere to run out here—if he could have outrun it. 
 Karras set himself, small blade in hand, as he watched the spread of lashing stalk-tops close on him. Grass tore around snarls, louder and louder, until they seemed to echo in his left ear. 
 That strange doubling noise was wrong. 
 His eyes widened just before open jaws of teeth and fangs filled his sight. Something slammed the side of his helmet. Claws raked iron banding, and he lost sight of everything. A thrashing, snarling bulk slammed his whole body, but he did not go down this time—until it latched hold of him with all fours. 
 Its weight and speed drove him off balance. Growls and snaps were all he heard as he toppled to his right into the tall grass—and almost landed on his own knife. A paw-hand raked along his helmet's edge. 
 Searing pain rose behind his left temple. 
 Karras rolled away in slashing out with the knife. 
 It was on him again quickly. If he did not get up, he was dead. If he did, he would be dead soon after. The other one—the first one—that had turned from Kaity would reach him any breath now. 
 Karras slashed and stabbed, over and over, struggling to break free and rise. 



6. Tackled



 Fiáh'our was rarely surprised. The sluggïn lunging out of the grass was so small, maybe shorter than Karras, but it did not falter at the sight of him. And then it was too small. 
 His swing of Burskâp missed even the tuft of its ear. 
 In running on all fours, it dropped lower than he had thought. When it rammed into his shin at full speed, his left boot actually slid on the frozen grass. 
 Fiáh'our's eyes widened. 
 He did not like to kill; neither did he hesitate at the necessity. Somewhere in the dark, a child had screamed, and his apprentice could not be far from that. Claws rapped speedily around his knee as teeth tried to bite down on his right thigh. 
 And that was that. 
 Fiáh'our brought Burskâp straight down, butt first, as he dropped his great weight into his right knee. That knee crushed the small pelvis to the ground as Burskâp's spike slammed into its face. 
 There was no chance for it to even shriek. 
 He jerked the spike out and, in the sudden silence, heard Kaitlin's panicked breathes over the wind and grass. No time for that either, and he barely glanced at her. 
 “Move!” he snapped. “Stay ahead where I can see you, but stop if you see or hear anything... so I can meet it first.” 
 Kaitlin nodded once. Still clutching one of his battle daggers, she took a few halting steps before picking up her pace. 
 Fiáh'our lingered an instant in looking down at the little sluggïn. 
 Yes, it was a small female short of breeding age but also thin, almost skeletal. That bothered him, and then another scream across the night plain pulled his eyes up. 
 That had not come from any girl child. 
 Someone else shouted out as well, far off to his left. He just barely heard more tearing grass. That had to be Gän'gehtin, Jackdaw, or both heading in. 
 Fiáh'our charged off after Kaitlin. 



7. Stoned



 Karras slashed blindly and kicked as he rolled. The blade sliced something by an answering yelp and snarl, and he finally struggled up. Tired, torn, and short of breath, he could not shout at his enemy if he wanted to. His scalp burned behind his ear as that thing came at him again. 
 He barely ducked another swipe at his face—and it slammed into him again in a frenzy. It tried to tear him and knock him down to get atop him. His feet slid on flattened grass, and though he managed to thrash out of its first grip… 
 The other—the first one—tore out of the grass. 
 It charged in on all fours behind the one he already faced. 
 Fright whipped into something worse, and then became so remote. It rose out of his flesh, hovered like a fog trying to smother him, and everything began darkening. Or was it more like falling into a chasm… with his own fear watching from above upon a precipice? 
 Karras hit bottom, feet first. 
 His legs shook as if he had felt that impact, and a shudder vibrated through his bones. He stopped sliding across flattened grass—not another inch—though one sluggïn tore at him as the other closed. 
 He was going to die here. 
 He would never see Skirra again. 
 Someone would pay for taking that from him. 
 He heard a shriek, but it came before he rammed the knife into his adversary. A separate yelp followed, closer and louder in his ears. Claws raked his blade arm and others tried to strike his face. He jerked the blade out, and the sluggïn beat at him in trying to climb and topple him. 
 Karras' feet still did not shift, not even an inch. 
 How many times did it strike at him, until it bit down on his shoulder? Did he scream when teeth and fangs began tearing through his hauberk? Or was that someone—something—else? 
 Karras rammed the blade upward. 
 He only knew it hit home when the sluggïn's snarls choked off. Its teeth tore out of his shoulder as its head whipped upward. He did not see the knife's handle, but he let go for an instant. 
 Karras rammed his palm's heel upward, though he barely felt the pain when his palm hit the hilt's hard end. At a muffled crackle of bone, his adversary went limp. Clinging to him, its sagging weight tried to pull him down. 
 And still his feet did not shift. 
 His legs did buckle, but his muscle hardened, no longer shuddering. He tore out of its limp grip and just stood there, as everything was so quiet for an instant. 
 He heard wind and someone panting. 
 He looked down, but that second sound did not come from his enemy. 
 The sluggïn lay sprawled on its back with its head up. The underside of its jaw was black in the dark, and the blackness spread like fluid running down and around its thick throat. When he could not see the butt of the knife's handle in that mess, he raised his eyes. 
 The other one—the first—lay facedown on the flattened grass. 
 Barely three strides away, two arrows stood upright in its back and a third at the base of its skull. Beyond it stood the long-haired lhoin'na, his bow fitted with another arrow. 
 Â'yan was frozen in place and staring at Karras as if uncertain who he saw. 
 Karras' throat and chest began to burn. And the panting he now heard was his own as he looked around. 
 Fiáh'our stood in a half crouch just inside the ring of matted grass. His great axe was raised up and back, as if about to strike,; he was frozen like the lhoin'na and looked… frightened? 
 That shook Karras into awareness. He had never seen the old man like that before. Well, except once when utterly helpless on Karras' family ship as it rammed into another vessel. 
 Karras' terror returned in looking into Fiáh'our's dark old eyes. His legs trembled, threatened to collapse, and suddenly, all of his strange strength began to drain. There was something else he half-remembered, and he looked every which way as his legs did buckle. 
 “The girl!” Karras tried to shout, though he only croaked. 



8. Not Like The Others



 “No!” Fiáh'our ordered as he rushed in, dropping Burskâp in the grass. “Get on your feet, now, you hear me?” 
 He grabbed Karras under the arms as young one's knees hit the ground. Surviving was not the end of danger after a first fight to the death. Too many succumbed and not just physically. 
 Karras was slipping into shock. 
 Fiáh'our heaved up his little cat as Â'yan bounded in, and bless the Bäynæ that the wayward serenitier had come in time. Â'yan had just fired the third shot into other sluggïn when Fiáh'our had arrived, fearing he was too late. 
 Everything changed in that instant by what he saw. 
 Even under the onslaught of a full-sized sluggïn, Karras had not given way. 
 The young one had finally found stone in the true way that so few ever did. 
 Fiáh'our was sickened by his own blink of hesitation in that moment, when he had hung there with Burskâp raised and ready to strike. Now, what the young one did not know in his shock was that what he had fallen into was almost always the way it happened. 
 Many never did find it and died. Among those who did find it when so desperately needed, most still died. It was not the same as what his people found in childhood, so full of joy and wonder. That kind of stone that all of his people knew was a shadow compared to what Karras had found. 
 And all of this would have to wait. 
 “What about a girl?” he half-shouted. 
 Dazed and sagging, Karras did not look up. 
 Fiáh'our looked to Â'yan, but the tall lhoin'na shook his head, spun away, and scanned everywhere in the dark. 
 “It's little Kaitlin,” someone else shouted. “She was… she ran off.” 
 “Where's my sister?” a smaller voice cried out. 
 Lieutenant Urval appeared in dragging an unwilling William and Jeron. Little Jeron broke free and ran in before Urval could snatch him. The boy went straight at and hammered his small fists against Karras' back. 
 “You did this!” he screamed. “Where is she?” 
 Fiáh'our tried to hold the little one off but almost dropped Karras. Fortunately, Kaitlin the “elder” rushed in to scoop up the boy. Jeron thrashed in her arms, and Fiáh'our was about to snap someone, everyone, to tell him what this was about. 
 “We have her.” 
 He quickly jerked Karras upright as he looked. The first one he saw was Gän'gehtin jogging out of the dark—and the shirvêsh held Karras' ku'ê'bunst. 
 Fiáh'our found that deeply upsetting. 
 Amid panic upon arrival, he had not noticed it was missing. And how had it gone missing? Before he demanded an answer, Jackdaw appeared, quarterstaff in one hand and the other arm wrapped around the girl. Little Kaitlin—Kaity—clung to the one-time bandit with her face buried in his bearded neck. 
 Fiáh'our sighed once in relief. As long as everyone was accounted for, all else could wait. 
 “Back to the village,” Fiáh'our ordered and, when Gän'gehtin neared, “Keep Karras on his feet. Slap him if you have to, make him angry or whatever, but do not let him drop.” 
 Gän'gehtin frowned, but that was wiped away by one looked at Karras. The shirvêsh nodded in herding off the stumbling little cat, but not before Fiáh'our grabbed the young one's ku'ê'bunst out of the shirvêsh's hand. As the others made to leave as well, Gän'gehtin looked back. 
 “You are coming?” he asked. 
 “Something to see first,” Fiáh'our answered. 
 He stepped beyond the zone of flattened grass to grab up Burskâp in his other hand. Everyone else hurried to leave, but Fiáh'our went to the bodies in the matted grass. Darkness could not hide much from his experience. 
 These two were much like the one that he had put down, though both were male and bigger. Still, they were smaller than most. None of the three had possessed much if any scavenged armor and no weapons. All of this was very unlike the packs he had faced in previous years, though perhaps the truly big ones had become scarcer. 
 They were all starved to bones showing through their skin. They were manic in battle, as if living another day meant less than something else… or nothing at all. 
 In facing that, how had Karras lost his weapon? 
 Fiáh'our hefted the cat's ku'ê'bunst before his eyes. 
 Fashioned after a traditional weapon of his people, the bunsa’hoyksí or “eight-ways,” it was called that for the eight directions of the world by Rughìr tradition. Unlike it, Karras' weapon had five blades, and Fiáh'our called it a ku'ê'bunst after five elements of existence and the world. 
 Lighter, and with a hand-and-a-half haft, it was more suited to the little cat's stature. Most humans would see it as a flanged mace, but it was heavy of head and unwieldy for most of them. Not so for a rughìr, and… what had the young one named it? 
 Oh, yes… Skirlan. 
 Fiáh'our grimaced. 
 That was not a proper rughìr name for a great ally that lived in one's hand. It might sound to some like a rughìr term, but “skirl” was old Numanese for a common shield, hence the name meant “Shielder.” All right, so it was acceptable, for Skirlan had shielded Karras more than once. But a name was not all there was to it for a weapon such as this one, and at least Karras had kept that secret to himself. 
 Fiáh'our had planned that something else, almost unique, in the making of Karras' weapon. He had had Skirra forge it by the secret teachings of her father, Hôisan'bän, one of the “deep smiths.” 
 Also miners, lived their lives in the deepest depths, exposing themselves to intense heat, noxious fumes, and other hidden dangers. And all of this to hunt the most treasured of metals little known to the world. 

Meá—the Ore. 
 It was not truly just an ore from what little Fiáh'our could get from Hôisan'bän, who had more often called it “stone-marrow.” It was a metal made from something only deep smiths could find, smelt, and forge. Meá was sacred to the Rughìr and used only for the people's greatest needs, like the chains of their mountain lifts. It might flex or even bend, but like a rughìr who truly found stone, it would never yield. And in this was another secret which neither Karras nor even Skirra knew.

 Skirlan was not quite unique. 
 Fiáh'our hefted up Burskâp next to it. His old friend and ally had been in his hand for so many years, since the nights in which Skirra's father had secretly forged it. Even she did not know Fiáh'our's connection to her father. He had played coy with her in feigning ignorance of what he had asked of her concerning the making of a Karras' weapon to match Burskâp's secret.

 That weapon of his was the last creation of the good but downfallen father who died young for his kind, like all deep smiths. In Fiáh'our's hands, by whatever names and to his knowledge, he now held the only two weapons with pure, unbreakable hearts. 
 So why and how had Karras lost Skirlan? 
 The answer to that he should ferret out, but there was something else that might elude him forever. He looked down upon those two emaciated bodies in the matted grass. 
 “Only the weakest… this time.” 
 At those soft words, Fiáh'our looked up and found Â'yan had either lingered or turned back. 
 “You have fought sluggïn'ân before?” he asked. “Before here, that is.” 
 Â'yan stepped nearer, his gaze upon the bodies. “Who has not in the north… in these times?” 
 “And elsewhere?” 
 Perhaps the aging lhoin'na shrugged; if so, it was slight. 
 “Fewer and less often than you,” Â'yan answered, “though not as far gone as these… not as now and here.” 
 Fiáh'our sighed and, though the obvious question was not asked, “Too short a life in too big a world for all of the knowing.” 
 Still, it bothered him. 
 “I think this is the last of it for tonight,” he added. 
 He turned away with Â'yan. As they followed the others, he tried to put aside his fears. This night, he had almost lost another apprentice. The last time was nearly fifty years ago. 
 Fiáh'our had chosen then to never again take an apprentice. The Bäynæ had chosen otherwise in thrusting the little cat, back then a kitten, into his path. Karras had come through this day and night almost like a true rughìr, Rughìr’thai’âch, one of the “Earth-Born.” 
 There was hope in that and perhaps as well for Karras' own fallen hopes. 
 Fiáh'our did not catch up with the others. He and Â'yan hung back but remained close enough to hear them. For anything that might come, the two of them would see or hear and could close when needed. They watched all ways, but nothing more appeared on the way to Irin's Village. 



9. Chilled to the Stone



 Karras sat on a rickety bunk, which creaked if he shifted, within a small dirt-floored hut that belonged to Kaitlin. The place was filled with little baskets, shelves, and a rough table and stools. Most were overburdened with clay jars, partitioned wooden trays, and other containers of herbs and whatnot. All of this was only visible because of one out-of-place oddity. 
 A crystal no bigger than the end of his thumb glowed brightly where it lay upon the rough table's nearer corner. 
 Karras watched only the hut's open door as Kaitlin picked up after tending his wounds. The blanket she had wrapped around him did nothing for his deep chill. It wormed so deeply into his bones after that frightening moment, like falling into the dark, that he was beyond even shivering. He heard the slightest sounds outside from anywhere within the village's broken stockade. Each distant noise seemed too loud, except—strangely—whenever the old man barked at someone about something. 
 Kaitlin had claimed all of this was “survivor's shock.” The villagers here called it “death's chill” or “death's nudge.” Karras did not know what that truly meant. He did not want to, for it might make him think about… 
 “I'm sorry I couldn't do more.” 
 He stiffened, looked up, and blinked. 
 Kaitlin smiled at him while rolling up remains of the cotton cloth she had used to bandage his head. 
 “Without clean thread for stitches,” she went on, “those wounds will probably leave notable scars.” She paused and glanced at him, or rather at the bandages around his head. “You can let your hair grow again to cover them up… unless you prefer to let them show.” 
 She smiled again. Was she teasing him? 
 He still felt those claws tearing into his scalp, though her salve was supposed to have numbed the wounds. She had sheared off his hair to clean and dress those, but they still burned from above his left ear to the back of his head. 
 That was the only heat he felt. 
 Those would not be his first scars in the last moon—the last year. 
 They were the ones he did not want to think about. 
 Kaitlin stepped quickly in on him. He flinched and again when she reached down and pressed her hand against his cheek. Her touch felt too hot, though it distracted him when she leaned over to kiss him where the bandage wrapped across his forehead. 
 “Thank you,” she whispered, and then more sternly, “now rest, even if you cannot sleep. I'll return in a while.” 
 Kaitlin turned away, picked up her satchel and other needed things, and strode out the hut's door, perhaps to tend to others. She never looked back, though she left the crystal on the table. 
 Karras watched until she disappeared in the dark; she was strange even to him, and he preferred Numan ways, the humans of the nearby nations. Unlike his own people, they did not smother themselves with so many traditions, but she was even odder than that. 
 Kaitlin had once been a “sage.” Perhaps a ranking one, hence the glowing crystal on the table. Though its light burned his eyes, he was thankful for it. 
 Some villagers claimed she would have become a “domin,” offered that position in her guild's founding branch in Malourné. No one knew what happened, and she never talked about it. Eleven years back, she showed up on foot in Fieldhaven, about half a day's fast walk from Irin's, after having left the Guild of Sagecraft forever. 
 She did not stay in that frontier fort-town for long and had been in this village ever since. The Alders named their second born Kaitlin the “younger”—Kaity—after the former sage. A few said it had been a harsh birth, but Kaitlin the “elder” said nothing about it. That was—or had been—the way of things in Irin's for those who came to it late and alone. 
 Whatever came “before” was forgotten or at least never spoken of. 
 The only one Karras now wanted to talk to was the old man; in thinking that, he knew he was not right in the head. Among the bits of this night all fighting to get back into his thoughts, the one he latched onto was his weapon. 
 Had anyone found it? 
 He had to have it. Not for what it could do and not for what he could do with it. It meant something more to only him. 
 “Feeling better?” 
 Karras looked away from the crystal and, at first, saw only a bulky dark shape beyond the open doorway. He knew that voice, just the same, and Fiáh'our was halfway into the hut before Karras' eyes adjusted. The old man carried something in one big fist, and another moment passed before Karras realized it was not the great axe. 
 The instant the old man neared, Karras grabbed the ku'ê'bunst and jerked it out of that big grip. 
 “Easy,” Fiáh'our growled. “You will not need it again tonight, I would guess.” 
 Karras barely heard a word as he took a shivering breath. With one hand gripped below the five-flanged head, he slid his other down the metal haft in feeling for something else. But when his fingers found it… 
 “As to throwing it in the dark,” Fiáh'our growled, “never do that again! Not unless certain you will put down your target in one far strike.” 
 Karras stopped shivering as spite heated him, and then his hand found the old scar on the weapon's haft. In another battle long past, another opponent had struck down on him so fast and hard that all he could do was raise his weapon to block. 
 That blow nearly broke him—but not the haft. Not until later had he even noticed the fracture in only the outer metal. Within that crack was something more gray at the core. 
 Skirlan, a Numan name to spite Fiáh'our, had a core of Meá. 
 Karras wrapped his hand around the scar where Skirra had re-sealed the haft. He held on so tight that his hand began to ache. She had made that weapon for him, though perhaps only at the blustering braggart's insistence. Karras had never dared ask how she had come by that special metal, for if it had not been for that fracture in the haft, he might have never known what she had done. 
 And how had she had learned to do so? 
 More than likely from her father, though how a deep smith and his family had come to such a fallen state among their people, generations ago, was another mystery. That was something else he had been stupid enough to ask her once. 
 He scowled as the grizzled old braggart dropped on the bunk next him. The bunk creaked and groaned under old man's bulk, and Karras stiffened, prepared to hop up before it collapsed. 
 Fiáh'our leaned back against the hut's log wall. 
 “Oh, I reasoned why you threw it,” he went on, “but not a good choice. Especially facing more than one adversary. Better to protect yourself than be left unable to protect anyone… including yourself!” 
 Karras was in no mood for a lecture, no matter how much had been guessed. 
 “I know,” Fiáh'our whispered, and then sighed in peering blankly across the hut. “It is hard to accept that we cannot save everyone.” 
 Karras forgot whatever nastiness he would have spit out. 
 “And many here we could not save,” Fiáh'our added, and only his old eyes turned toward Karras. “But you did save her.” 
 Karras looked away, uncertain about that. 
 Terrified little Kaity had run off because of him. So did it count that he had turned the threat from her upon himself by mistake? Did it matter that for foolishness, he abandoned all hope to make his opponent pay for it? He did not like what had happened to him or what he had become in that moment. 
 “There was…,” he began, “I felt… something like…” 
 “Stone.” 
 Karras looked up. 
 Fiáh'our was watching him in a way that rekindled the sensation of falling into that cold darkness out on the plain. 
 “So why…” he began, “why… then?” 
 “Because that is when and where it always happens.” 
 Karras was too tired and cold for more of the old man's meaningless answers. 
 “What?” Fiáh'our scoffed at him. “Did you think when—if—it came that you would understand it instantly? Do not be that kind of an immature whelp.” 
 Karras sat there with his mouth half-open. 
 “We think we find stone as toddling youngsters,” Fiáh'our grumbled on. “Most do—well, except for you—but what all others of our kind beside you learn young is not the true en'nag, the innate knowing of stone. Even fewer come to that and, well, you started behind by quite a bit.” 
 Karras waited for something that mattered, and a few less insults, but he saw something in the old man's eyes. In all of Fiáh'our's madness, there seemed nothing the thänæ feared. 
 Had something scared the braggart tonight? And what was that? 
 “You glimpsed that en'nag when lost in cold and darkness,” Fiáh'our said. “We rughìr are unique, for only we can know stone, or so we think when we are young. Few ever know it as you do now, a little bit… not even Gän'gehtin. Very few and only in a moment like yours, out there, and perhaps they are better off without that.” 
 With a great sigh, Fiáh'our looked away again across the little hut. His voice became little more than a sorrowful and angry whisper. 
 “Courage—or just fury—can make anyone stand and hold… until they break. That is in the heat. None can do so like those of our people who take stone into our very flesh and bone. And some of us think that we are then stone itself in the calm chill that it brings.” 
 The old man's sudden pause unsettled Karras all the more. 
 “And even we few can still break… or worse,” Fiáh'our whispered. “And when we do… stone will not care, for it is heartless… and cold.” 
 Karras had never heard the thänæ so sullen and bitter. Fiáh'our was still here, so he had certainly never broken. Had someone else, someone the old man had once known, who had also found stone? 
 That left Karras even more frightened. 
 In that cold moment upon the plain, nothing could have moved him until he died. Whatever he had stumbled into there and then, whatever he knew but did not that few others ever would, he did not want to know anymore. 
 With one shuddering breath, he started to rise. “I should get on post. There are many gaps in—” 
 Fiáh'our swung out a thick arm and swept Karras back with no effort. As Karras toppled, and the cot creaked again… 
 “Rest,” Fiáh'our ordered. “Others see to the stockade gaps. You have done enough—well enough—for tonight, apprentice.” 
 Karras eyed the old man, half-relieved and half-annoyed. Eventually, he leaned back against the wall and the halves of the blanket around him slid aside. 
 He saw the marks on his hauberk from claws—and the cracks and the smudges of blood and mud. Was that all there was to his life anymore? He had not had time in so long to oil the thick leather, and it showed even to the belt he now strapped on top of it. 
 There was the brass buckle, his family's name engraved as a single symbol—or vubrí—of his people, but it was so disfigured that it was now unreadable. Much of the brass had been gouged by that sluggïn he had faced alone. 
 That symbol—that name—he had wanted to share with her. And she would not have that either. In marrying into his family, she and hers could have escaped whatever hidden, terrible act of some forgotten ancestor had cast them down into the depths. 
 Skirra would not have him, even for that, and yet… 
 “A'ye! Even your thoughts are loud,” Fiáh'our grumbled. “Close your eyes and enough!” 
 Fiáh'our laced his fingers with hands across his chest and closed his eyes where he leaned against the hut's log wall. Shortly, he began to hum some old song that perhaps only he knew. 
 There had been a time, that such a thing annoyed Karras. With the sage's crystal still bright and Skirra still plaguing his thoughts, at least the old man's noise smothered any other sound outside in the dark. 



10. Others' Choices



 At dawn's first spark on the eighth following day, Fiáh'our walked the interior periphery of the village's broken stockade. They were too few to watch all gaps, so they took shifts during daylight, and those on watch always kept moving along the stockade. 
 Long cold nights and short days wore on the humans and even Â'yan, and the last eight were a fraction of how long they had been here. Of course the children remained in hiding, but water as well as food was now a concern. 
 The well seemed lower every day. Not enough snow had fallen to melt for all needs. And the nearest stream was a fair walk beyond the northern forested slope. 
 More attacks had come, though all had been repelled without further losses and limited injuries. What concerned Fiáh'our more were those who came in the dark. 
 By count, more of the pack was still out there than he had hoped. 
 By count, those who came, died, or fled were the weakest. 
 And still, they came every night. 
 Irin's was now a fallen place and did not know it. Dead and not knowing so, it had slowly filled with specters of desperation and madness on both sides. There would be nothing left to claim for those who remained in any victory. And next autumn, the raids would begin again. 
 Â'yan would know this, and likely Urval as well. Both might be waiting for Fiáh'our to say so, though the villagers, including Kaitlin, thought they were winning, finally. 
 While Fiáh'our did not like admitting defeat, this was not what kept him silent, nor was it shame for what old Effy might have said if he walked away. 
 Any who fled now could still face the strongest of the pack trying to catch them in the open. That was the greater concern but not the only one. 
 He paused at a gap in the village's northeast corner, where half a dozen stockade poles—thicker than his own legs—had been ripped out in whole or shattered. A dozen strides outside in plain sight lay something on its back. 
 The arrow or quarrel that had split its bestial face was gone. Any such within safe reach were retrieved at dawn to refill Â'yan's quiver or Urval's case. The longer and deeper split in its chest, from its right shoulder to its abdomen and straight through hardened leather armor and ribs, had been Fiáh'our's doing. 
 The sluggïn's corpse was covered in its own half-dried, half-frozen blood all the way to its slack jaws. None of its comrades had even tried to drag it off for food—or perhaps had been unable to do so. Its thick tongue lolled motionless across its teeth and fangs. 
 It was more bone than muscle beneath patchy fur. 
 Fiáh'our sickened as that sight became clearer in the rising sun. He shut his eyes and trudged away along the stockade. Half-frozen mud crunched beneath his large boots, and that was the only sound of life that he heard. 
 Why did the packs make the long trek each year out of the Broken Lands? Yet in pushing farther into the west, each time in greater numbers, the ones he had faced looked worse as their threat grew. He would face any opponent in any numbers to defend those who could not defend themselves, but what did that matter if it led to only slaughter on both sides? 
 This was not his calling. It was the shame of any champion. And it had to end. 
 Fiáh'our did not notice how far he had tread or that half the stockade's north gate had been opened. When he did notice, and was about to snarl at the fool who had done that, he was caught in Â'yan's sidelong glance. 
 The tall lhoin'na turned his head to once more look out the gate. With bow in hand and a long arrow held to the string, he did not raise that weapon. 
 Fiáh'our closed quickly to Â'yan's side and looked out the gate. All he saw was the forested sloped some fifty yards across the plain. He barely looked up at the elf. 
 “Slightly left of center,” Â'yan said calmly. “In the edge of the trees near the base of a taller pine.” 
 Fiáh'our strained for a glimpse. Something had goaded the ex-serenitier for a better look than through the gate's peep-slot. And there it was in the shadow of a massive pine. 
 Slanting sunlight exposed only the crouching form's bottom half. At a guess, it was the smallest sluggïn he had seen here so far. Fully naked, only its fur shielded it from the cold, and Fiáh'our quickly scanned the treeline both ways. 
 “It is alone,” Â'yan said, “as always.” 
 Fiáh'our looked up again. “You have seen it before?” 
 Â'yan nodded once. “A few times, after all others are gone. Perhaps it is not welcome among them… for what it is.” 
 What did that mean? 
 Fiáh'our frowned and looked again to the trees. 
 The little one still squatted beneath the pine, and he saw nothing special about it. Well, other than being no taller than his chest, at a guess, but that was likely just its age. Then it turned to scamper away into the shadows. 
 Fiáh'our took a quick step as his breaths stopped. 
 It ambled more than scampered, favoring one rear leg in an odd fashion, as if that limb would not fully answer its need. It was hard to tell from a distance, but it seemed that leg was both slightly thicker and weaker than the other. And as to its front limbs, it held one folded to its chest and only used the other in slowly loping on threes instead all fours. 
 Fiáh'our knew it, for he had seen it before, over a year ago. 
 When he had taken Karras—along with Gän'gehtin—on a first venture into good service, they had gone to the northern frontier. The inland-most settlements of the Maksœ’ín Veallaksê—the “People of the Bear” or Northlanders—had been plagued by a smaller pack of sluggïn'ân. That pack had been led by a huge female, and in its company was… 
 Fiáh'our watched the small one—not so small as before—and there and then it halted. It was hidden in shadow now, so he was uncertain if it looked his way in sensing he watched. 
 Had it stayed or been left behind in the west after he had killed its mother? He had had no choice, but there and then, that did not sit well on him. 
 “Is it in range?” 
 Fiáh'our turned quickly at that sharp, angry question. There was Urval behind him, following the elder lhoin'na's gaze. 
 “Yes, except—” Â'yan began. 
 “Then why haven't you killed it?” Urval demanded. 
 The lieutenant looked no better than the others—worn, rings around his eyes, and unshaven since they had returned after Karras' rescue of little Kaity. His jaw and face were thereby more shadowed than his gray eyes. 
 “I saw no need,” Â'yan answered quietly. “And since it saw me, it could easily evaded my shot over the distance.” 
 The lieutenant inched another step, and Fiáh'our tensed. 
 Urval held his place, taking deep, long breaths, and his hard gray eyes turned from the tall lhoin'na to glare out the village's gate. 
 “What's the bother now?” 
 Â'yan turned first at Jackdaw trotting in along the stockade from the other way. The former bandit was supposed to be circling the same as Fiáh'our while the others slept. He went straight to the open gate's far edge, peered out, and then looked around at everyone. 
 “Nothing,” Urval hissed spitefully in answer, watching Â'yan. 
 “Doesn't seem like nothin' to me,” Jackdaw grumbled, his beard now thickened and unruly like that of a black crow's nest of hair. 
 “Get back to your circuit,” Fiáh'our ordered. 
 This earned him a look as sharp as the lieutenant's for Â'yan. 
 “And how much longer for all this?” Jackdaw demanded. 
 “Until I think of something better!” Fiáh'our shot back. 
 Jackdaw did not move, and Fiáh'our was in no mood for a challenge. 
 “He is correct.” 
 Fiáh'our looked up at Â'yan's soft words, and the lhoin'na appeared as weary as the others. “This cannot continue, and simply holding ground gains us nothing. We can only lose… eventually… or have already lost.” 
 Fiáh'our had not wanted to make this choice, to face that the only answer was to end this conflict once and for all, one way or another. Now that the others made the choice for him, at least there would certainty for them. As to Gän'gehtin and especially Karras… 
 “Rouse everyone,” he told Urval. “We do this while the sun lasts.” 
 As the lieutenant nodded and ran off, and Â'yan and Jackdaw again peered out toward the trees, Fiáh'our stood silent with head bowed. 
 Few champions, thänæ or otherwise, ever died of old age, but he could not live or die in peace if he lost another apprentice in one lifetime. 



11. Counted Out




“Kêd-fê… kêd-fê-nân… kêd-fê-jês…”

 At the whispered count reaching only one hundred and twenty-two, Karras' nerves were strained even more. He clenched where he crouched inside the half-open gate with the remaining villagers, and Gän'gehtin kept counting in staring out of the gate. Karras peeked out as well. 
 The plain was empty all the way to the trees. Fiáh'our and the others were already beyond sight. 

“…kêd-jei-fê… kêd-jei-jês… kêd-jâ-kyar…”

 Karras bit down against snapping, slumped against the gate's inside, and the back of his helmet thumped the timbers. How was he to bear that whispered count to a thousand by the old man's order? He rolled his head the other way and found Kaitlin crouched close by. 
 Tense and rigid, she looked as strained as himself by the counting. Right beside her rested a burlap sack with some of what little food they had scavenged that did not have to be cooked. She still clutched one of Fiáh'our's daggers like a short-short sword, and beyond her huddled the others against the stockade wall. 
 Most were children, a few them were just shy of adults, and all were worn, filthy, and frightened. Looking into their wide unblinking eyes did not help his own fears. Should nothing more be heard from the old man, he and Gän'gehtin were supposed to sneak the villagers into hiding in the ravine, the same one where they had sprung their trap for the pack some nine days ago. 
 More of the madman's madness! 
 “Do exactly as I say,” Fiáh'our had growled at him. “The pack is unlikely to go there anytime soon after what we gave them there the last time.” 
 Very well, so that made sense, but not some of the rest. 
 “No fire, no light, no noise, understand?” the blusterer had gone on. “Keep them hidden, and if you do not see or hear from me by the following dawn, make a run for Fieldhaven. Nothing and nowhere else!” 
 Gän'gehtin had balked—and worse—though not for the same reasons as Karras. 
 Fieldhaven was half a day away at a run; with children, they would be lucky to make it by nightfall. But Gän'gehtin was mostly furious about being left behind. 
 What had happened to his shirvêsh ways as a “guardian” devoted to Skâpagi among their people's Eternals? Not that Karras believed in such, but the last year had changed all of them. And he never expected to see what he had earlier this morning. 
 “I will not be left behind,” Gän'gehtin had growled at Fiáh'our, his long studìhallû clenched in hand. “Not even by… especially by you, thänæ!” 
 That last word came out like a curse, not an honor-bound title. 
 Karras forgot even his fear and anger over Fiáh'our's orders as he watched both of them. The old man never blinked as he fixed on the young shirvêsh. 
 “You do as I say,” Fiáh'our said barely above a whisper, “or I am done with you. I will not let your bloodlust undermine the needs of others. Go with Karras and follow his orders as if they were mine… for they are mine!” 
 He pulled the great axe out of its back-sheath with one hand. “Unless you think you can challenge me, shirvêsh.” 
 Karras stood numb and horrified. It had been a long time since the old man had even used his real name, but something else caught his attention even more. 
 Others around the village's center space watched intently in fright, though not Â'yan. The tall lhoin'na fixed on Gän'gehtin with open disapproval, which was more emotion than he had ever displayed. Urval glanced between the would-be combatants, though it was fairly clear he sided with the old man as well. Jackdaw just looked bored or fed-up. 
 Off to the left, when Kaitlin took a step to intervene, Karras quick-stepped once toward her and shook his head. 
 How long had they stood there? In the prickling quiet, the only sound he heard was the shirvêsh's hands grinding on his long, iron-ribbed war-staff. 
 Gän'gehtin finally turned away and left the village center. 
 Karras sucked an audible breath. Realizing he had held it the whole time, he began panting. When he looked back, the old man still glared after the young shirvêsh as he spoke. 
 “You are going to have trouble with that one,” and Fiáh'our looked down at him. “I expect you to do as told. If you have not heard from me by tomorrow at dawn…” 
 The rest had not needed repeating and even now, as Karras crouched by the stockade gate, he wished Fiáh'our had not put him in charge. All he need do was do as he was told until the old man returned—other than hope Gän'gehtin did so as well. 
 Fiáh'our always returned. 
 Fiáh'our always accomplished what he claimed. 
 Annoying as that was, this time it was the only comfort. If, only if, it had not been about driving off sluggïn'ân once and for all. In that, Karras understood one other thing 
 Gän'gehtin's endless pain and need for vengeance over a lost mother and father would have only put Fiáh'our and the others at risk. 

“…jêd-hóg-fê… jêd-hóg-jês… jêd-hóg-kyar…”

 “Stop!” Karras snapped. “Count to yourself and do not make this worse on everyone.” 
 Gän'gehtin cast him a cold look one breath before turning back to the half-open gate. And when that count reached a thousand, if Fiáh'our had not returned or sent word… 
 Karras stiffened as someone touched his arm. He looked over his shoulder to find Kaitlin closer now. The ex-sage frowned and shook her head disapprovingly for his slip of anger. Just behind her was the reason why. 
 Among soon-to-be refugees, Jeron Adler crouched on his heels with a small sack between his knees. Beyond him, his older brother William leaned back against the stockade with his legs pulled up. And barely peeking around one of those raised knees with one too-wide eye… 
 Little Kaity ducked behind her brother's leg when Karras looked her way. 
 “You need to ease her fear of you,” Kaitlin whispered, “even if it wasn’t your fault. We don't need her running off again, once we leave here.” 
 Karras clenched his jaw in thinking of little Kaity's fear of him. Yes, that was what he needed: one more task, one more responsibility, one more… everything! And with another quick glance at the shirvêsh, Kaity was not the only one he worried about running off, once they left the village. And time lingered on until… 
 “Now,” Gän'gehtin barked in rising. 
 Karras rose, peered out of the gate, and still there was no sign of Fiáh'our. 
 “Everyone up,” Kaitlin said, and all villagers began to rise. “Keep together and, for those who can, carry the little ones.” 
 As all present follow her instructions, Karras hesitated at the sight of William and Jeron hefting their own burdens. There was little Kaity still hiding behind her eldest brother. 
 Kaitlin elbowed Karras in the side. 
 Under her scowl, he slipped past toward the boys, but Jeron stepped in his way. Looking up with as much challenge and warning as his round face could display, the boy was barely chin-high above Karras' belt. Instead of stepping around, Karras dropped on the balls of his boots and peeked around. 
 Little Kaity was completely hidden behind William's legs. 
 Even defenders who came to Irin's had always terrified her. Urval was one of few she would not run from at first sight. She still would not willingly let even the lieutenant get close unless she had no choice. Then she had lost both parents in one night. And in flight with her brothers, another monster had appeared in the dark behind the lieutenant. 
 Karras did not know what to say to the girl after frightening her even more, if he dared say anything. They had to get moving, and neither of the boys were any help. 
 “He might be a monster to you,” Kaitlin said, “but now he's your monster.” 
 Startled, Karras looked up where he squatted. She stood above him but looked toward where the girl hid. 
 “And no other monster can bother you while you have him.” 
 Karras frowned at that comparison. When he lowered his gaze, one little wide eye again peeked around William's leg. 
 “I don't think so!” and Jeron sidestepped in the way. 
 “Get to the gate,” Kaitlin ordered. “You, too, William—now.” 
 Both boys hesitated. 
 Karras did not see what the ex-sage did then, but both boys dropped their eyes and slowly shuffled away. Little Kaity stood petrified, face smudged with dirt, hair a frazzled mess, hands clutched together, and her wide eyes would not blink. She looked at him in horror, and Karras cringed. 
 “Oh, trinity!” Kaitlin huffed. “Spare me witless men of all races.” 
 Before Karras reacted, she smacked him across the shoulder. 
 “Turn around!” 
 So he did on one knee as she stepped past. It was a long moment before something small pressed lightly against the back of his hauberk. It was gone in an instant. 
 “It's all right,” Kaitlin said softly. “We must go, so you hang on to him, no matter what happens.” 
 Karras felt a small form climb upon his back with the ex-sage's help. When tiny arms wrapped about his neck, he could hear little Kaity's short panicked breaths. He rose carefully in turning to Kaitlin, but she was looking elsewhere. 
 Gän'gehtin scowled as he studied the gathered villagers, though he still often peered out the gate. 
 “You have to lead,” Kaitlin whispered. 
 Karras glanced at her as his mind blanked for an instant. He studied the shirvêsh again as he whispered back. 
 “That means putting him at the rear and… then what keeps him there?” 
 Kaitlin shook head. “I don't know, but after that scene he made, I'm not certain the rest will follow him. They'll follow you compared to him and because Fiáh'our said so.” 
 That did not help one bit. 
 “I'll keep near the rear,” she added, “and let you know if… anything goes wrong.” 
 That would do little if Gän'gehtin ran off looking for the old man and a fight, but Karras nodded as he carefully stepped through all of the villagers to the gate. He was uncertain what to say as he turned to face their frightened eyes. 
 “It is not far,” he started and then stalled. “Stay together, keep up, keep quiet.” 
 “If you see something,” Kaitlin spoke up, “don't make noise. Stop the person in front of you, and so on, and point. Do not run until told to and where.” 
 When she looked to him, Karras nodded, turned quickly out the gate, and little Kaity's arms clenched tightly across his throat. 
 So began the silent and exposed trek to the ravine. 



12. Pulled In



 Karras stood behind the great downed pine with his ku'ê'bunst—Skirlan—in-hand. It was the same place of the ambush nine days ago, and where Fiáh'our had reasoned—or guessed—the pack would not likely return. This time, Karras took a place near the tree's roots sticking up into the night. 
 Clouds somewhere above fully obscured the light of a three-quarter moon. As he peered over the tall trunk and across the ravine's broad floor, he saw nothing but more darkness. 
 Villagers, mostly children and youths, huddled together behind the trunk for shared warmth. Beyond them and somewhere near the tree trunk's midpoint, Gän'gehtin stood watch as well. Karras barely made out the young shirvêsh in dark, who had not said a word since they left Irin's. 
 He still worried enough to keep listening for any sound of Gän'gehtin climbing the trunk to head off alone. Worse was what else he did not hear. 
 Along the way, with little Kaity still on his back, he had slowed often to listen for any sound. Perhaps a snarl or a yowl, maybe a shout or the clash of iron and steel in battle, but no, nothing. All that anyone had heard, as now, was the infrequent shift of foliage rustled by an intermittent breeze. 
 That was more unnerving for what else he had not—did not—hear. 
 Fiáh'our and the others could not have gone far to assault the pack. Why had he heard nothing of them? Likely Gän'gehtin wondered the same. 
 Karras grew edgy in the darkness and crouched down. Halfway along the trunk, he just made out Kaitlin's form all wrapped up in a heavy cloak. Hopefully, Kaity and the boys were close to her. 
 Much as the girl had never spoken and only stared wide-eyed at him, at least she had not run off when he first crouched in this place to let her off of his back. That was something, he supposed, and perhaps lessened his guilt. 
 No one should have to lose so much and be left so afraid. 
 Karras' focus wandered on that thought. 
 Why did such things make him think of Skirra? Was it because she and her family had lost all that mattered generations ago for whatever reason and been left into the lowest place among their people? Or was it that he had lost most everything that had once mattered to him in wanting her? 
 “Any notion of how much longer?” 
 Kaitlin's whisper pulled Karras back to awareness. It took a moment to follow what she meant. He looked upward but still found no hint of the moon. 
 “No,” he answered, “but we have been here a while, maybe past the mid of night.” 
 Suddenly weary, he rose and stepped to the edge of the slope beyond the uprooted pine. There he dropped to his haunches and hoped at least half of the night had passed. And not once had they heard anything in the night. 
 At a better angle, he looked to where he had heard Kaitlin. He made her out in the dark, though two other forms huddled close to her, likely the boys. Further along the tree were all of the others, though Gän'gehtin was nearly lost in the darkness. Suddenly, something small came creeping toward him. 
 It was so small, and when close enough, his gaze met with little Kaity's. Where had she come from? Those wide and fearful eyes never blinked in staring at him, not until he fidgeted. 
 “Go back to Kaitlin,” he whispered. “Try to sleep. Morning will come quicker that way.” 
 She did not move at first and, instead of doing as told, shuffled in on him. 
 Kaity dropped between his upright knees and looked up at him. 
 Karras was about to shoo her off when she crawled in closer and flopped against his stomach. He did not know what to do about that. 
 “I guess she's finally over you, little monster.” 
 Karras started and scowled at Kaitlin's whispered jibe, and then he felt Kaity shivering. He looked down at a loss, for his own cloak would not wrap around without getting up and tumbling her off. 
 “Haven't you ever taken care of child?” 
 “No,” he answered a bit petulant. “When would I have?” 
 At the rustle of heavy cloth, he looked up just as a heavy bulk of wool hit him in the face. Startled and panicked, he dropped his weapon to thud on the earth and clawed the rumpled blanket off his head. It snagged at first on his helmet. 
 “Start learning!” Kaitlin hissed at him. “It isn't difficult… even for a wits-rattled one like you.” 
 Karras finally jerked the blanket off. Instead of snapping back at the ex-sage, he sighed, frowned down at the girl, and did his best to drape the blanket over her. One corner of it he carefully pulled up over the top of Kaity's head. And he heard her breaths lengthen, deepen, and slow in the dark. 
 It was not a comfortable way to sit, but he did not dare move. And in listening to her finally fall asleep, he pulled her close in remembering his first journey with Fiáh'our out in the world. 
 The old braggart had claimed any rughìr warrior could sleep while walking. That had cost Karras more than one face-first slam against the earth all through that first night. Keeping to his vigil and fearfully shielding the girl, he did not topple this night. 



13. Heartless



 “Wake up, now, quickly!” 
 Karras shuddered though he barely shifted at being shoved. He blinked sleepily for it was bright out even though cloudy. Only half-aware that he had fallen asleep where he sat, Kaity straightened up off his stomach, and the blanket's corner slid off her head. 
 There were those little, wide, unblinking eyes again, but they were not looking his way. Karras followed those eyes to Kaitlin leaning down on him. 
 “Will you get up?” she demanded. “He's leaving, and you must stop him!” 
 He instinctively shrank away—and then panicked. He knew exactly who was him and scrambled up as Kaity quickly scrambled away. 
 Karras looked to the far end of the great tree, even as some of the young villagers were peeking over it. 
 Gän'gehtin was not there. 
 Karras lunged one step toward the backs of those villagers. William among them turned and looked as shocked and lost as his little sister. Karras veered toward the tree’s uprooted end rather than struggle up the bark of the round trunk. He stalled and back-stepped to snatch his weapon first and then ran on with Kaitlin right behind him. 
 Once he clawed up those roots and stood atop the trunk he saw what had panicked the ex-sage. 
 There was the young shirvêsh trudging across the ravine's floor toward the far slope. 
 “Gän!” he shouted. “Stop!” 
 The shirvêsh neither halted nor looked back. 
 Karras dropped off the tree trunk and ran, not bothering to shout again, for he knew it was pointless. What he might have to do he pushed out of his head, for it would have stopped him from even trying. As he closed and was about to grab the shirvêsh's arm, he hesitated. 
 “Go back,” Gän'gehtin said without breaking stride. 
 In one last rush, Karras cut around out in front and planted himself. Only that brought the shirvêsh to a halt. 
 “Get out of my way,” Gän'gehtin said quietly. 
 “How can you leave these people… be so callous?” Karras demanded amid pants. “What did we come here for if not for them?” 
 The shirvêsh said nothing at first, and then, “I go to find Fiáh'our and the others. They have been gone too long.” 
 “And if, what did he tell us to do?” Karras countered. “We must take these people to Fieldhaven.” 
 “You do not need me for that.” 
 “What if the pack is still out here?” 
 “I do not answer to you,” the shirvêsh half-shouted at him. 
 Karras hesitated. In that instant, he spotted Kaitlin over the shirvêsh's shoulder hurrying to reach them. It might have been better if she had stayed with the others. 
 “Then to whom?” Karras asked. “Without a shirvêsh's garb, are you not even that anymore? Would a guardian of Skâpagi walk away from people who need to be protected?” 
 “They are safe… and safer still, if I find the pack.” 
 Kaitlin was now close enough to hear that and stopped a staff's reach behind Gän'gehtin. She stared in shock at his back. 
 Karras had never heard such madness, not even from the old man. 
 “Alone?” he whispered, and then louder, “You think you can face them—and without even one slipping by you? No matter, they will know the others are outside the village because of you!” 
 “They will not,” he countered, “if they are dead.” 
 Karras lost his voice for an instant and then his temper. “Has there not been enough of that for you? Your hate gains you nothing. Vengeance has gained you nothing. And now it will cost everyone around you!” 
 In furious fright, he made a terrible mistake. 
 “What would your mother think, once a shirvêsh of your own temple?” 
 Kaitlin's lips parted in shock as she took another step. 
 Gän'gehtin's eyes widened with a shudder. 
 It was too late to take back those words 
 Karras flinched and barely raised his ku’ê’bunst in time. 
 The wild-eyed shirvêsh struck with his studìhallû. The long, iron-ribbed war staff cracked against the haft of Karras’ own weapon. He felt the force shudder through his hands, his arms and torso, his bones and… 
 He began to fall into that chasm, as he had on the plain. 
 In that moment, when he had given up on life, he had wanted only to take his enemy with him into death. Everything darkened around him, and he barely heard Kaitlin's scream. 
 “Both of you, stop, please!” 
 His boots hit bottom, and this time his legs did not shake upon impact. Again, his feet did not shift. Again that cold, solid chill came but not in a way that he felt it. It was another type of chill. 
 Gän'gehtin's blow echoed back up through Karras' bones. 
Some of us think that we are then stone itself.
 Even as Fiáh'our's words came back, Karras did not think as he wrenched his weapon braced on the staff. He slammed it down with all of that force echoing back through his bones along with his own. 
 A clang and crack struck his ears. 
 It was as far away as Kaitlin's shouts. 
 Gän'gehtin stumbled back, arms spread wide as if both had been struck aside. 
 Shock made Karras stall. What he saw awakened him to feel that cold within him. 
 Gän'gehtin—Gän—stumbled another step in retreat. Slack-jawed with gaping eyes, his studìhallû was split in two. No, not split but shattered. Its halves in his separate hands, the iron ribs along its top half were ripped and bent at their bottom ends. The two pieces of the oak core were ragged with splinters at the break. 
 Karras began to shake. In a half-step, he looked for any terrible wound he had caused. 
 There was none, but there could have been. 
 His breaths turned to horrified gasps. He did not believe he could have stood long against the shirvêsh in any other way. But with stone… 
 He dropped his weapon, shrank away from it, and panted in panic over and over… 
 “I am sorry… sorry… am sorry…” 
 In the last year, he had had only Fiáh'our and Gän to depend on. One was gone to who knew where and what, and he had turned on the other in the worst way. It did not matter that the shirvêsh had not listened to him. 
 Karras dropped his eyes. 
 Any relief at causing no harm to a friend did not stop his begging for forgiveness. In Fiáh'our's warning had been a hint of something more for those who came to truly know stone and take it within themselves. And to his horror, Karras had missed it until almost too late. 

…stone will not care, for it is heartless… and cold.




14. Irin's Last Night



 The rush to get the villagers to Fieldhaven was uneventful. They neither saw nor heard a single sluggïn along the way, though Gän'gehtin kept looking back too often. Even this was little relief in that long day as Karras carried little Kaity on his back the whole way. 
 Thankfully the girl had been behind the downed pine and saw nothing of what had happened in the ravine. 
 Not a word passed between Karras and Gän'gehtin about that or anything else. Any necessary words from Kaitlin for either of them came with harsh looks. Karras avoided the ex-sage's eyes in shame. 
 Only once did he mistakenly meet those eyes and quickly looked away; in them he saw himself as the monster little Kaity had run from one frigid night. 

Without stone, he knew he would have never stood long against Gän. He also realized—now—that the shirvêsh would have done no more than needed to get past him. With stone might have been another matter, another outcome. That thought sickened him for what he might have done, if Gän had not come to his senses and stopped first. 
 Entering Fieldhaven was not simply walking in. 
 It was larger than any inland settlement beyond the Numan nations. It looked like a sprawling fortress, and yet all within it huddled in a yearly winter's fright like any other on the frontier. 
 Bowmen and pikemen patrolled the high inner walkway of the stockade, which seemed made from full tree trunks. The double gate would have been wide enough for two cargo wagons at once, if it had been open. They were “greeted” by armed men rushing out of an access door in the gate before they were within a stone's throw of the stockade. 
 Four pikemen in hardened leather armor came at them as pairs of archers fanned out to either side in watching everywhere. Once everyone was inspected, and Kaitlin spoke to a tall guard with a tip-curled black beard and mustache, the refugees were quickly herded inside. 
 Much as it might have seemed the town was well defended, there were few other militia beyond those seen from the outside. Even Fieldhaven had dwindling residents under the yearly growing raids. 
 Less than a fourth of the villagers had escaped. None but Kaitlin were true adults. There would be no one who could return. And they learned that Fieldhaven's town council ordered the broken village be burned as soon as it was safe to send men to do so. Better that than leave it as a refuge or encampment for any pack that remained or returned. 
 That nightfall was the end of Irin's Village. 
 Karras felt more broken than ever. Gän'gehtin grew furious in defeat. Kaitlin made little argument, for it was pointless. And all of them along with the others spent the night in a commonhouse. At least the proprietor never asked for any coin. 
 Karras did not sleep much that night where he sat with his back against the far wall. He was half-awake when he heard the commonhouse's front door open and frigid air swarmed the room. 
 The hearth fire had waned in the dark, but dim light entered until the door slammed shut. That did not cut off the chill, and Karras woke fully and blearily looked about. 
 Between tables and benches, children stirred where they slept on the floor. Kaitlin sat up where she had bedded down near the hearth with the littler ones. She looked about as well. 
 Karras had already seen who was not there anymore. He cast off his blanket, rose quickly, and wondered if the absence meant word of Fiáh'our and the others had come. Before hurrying for the door, he paused once. 
 “Stay,” he whispered to Kaitlin. “I will be back.” 
 She nodded before he rushed outside and was struck to the bones by the cold. Dawn was close as he looked up and down the street's frozen mud. 
 There was Gän, tromping toward the town's eastward end with the thicker, iron-banded half of his severed studìhallû in one hand. The shirvêsh did not slow until Karras caught up. 
 “Where are you going?” he asked. “Did you hear something? Did someone come to—?” 
 “No,” Gän'gehtin answered and finally halted. “No one came.” 
 Karras was lost for an instant, and Gän still did not look at him. 
 “Then where are you going?” he asked. 
 “To find them.” 
 Karras felt dawn's chill even more, all the way to his mind. 
 This might be nothing but another excuse to go hunting the pack. Just the same, Fiáh'our had not returned, and now that Kaitlin, Katie and the others were safe… 
 “I am going with you.” 
 Gän'gehtin halted, though he said nothing and only blinked slowly with an even slower sigh. 
 “Wait here,” Karras added with emphasis. “I will take only a moment.” 
 He went running back to the commonhouse and burst through the door, startling many who were only now rousing. Not slowing, he scavenged what he could: a blanket, a waterskin, and half a loaf of half-dried bread. 
 “What are you doing?” Kaitlin demanded, rising to come at him. “Where is Gän'gehtin?' 
 Karras stalled in stuffing his sack. “We are going back to look for Fiáh'our and the others.” 
 “No!” she ordered. “If he is… lost. You two would fair even worse. Bring Gän'gehtin back here, now.” 
 “I cannot stop him,” Karras insisted, turning to her. “Whatever we find, I have to be there to keep him… from… going too far.” 
 As he turned away, he faltered a last time. 
 Little Kaity sat silent in William's lap before the hearth as Jeron fumbled at restarting the fire. The girl had still not said a word in all of the time he had known her. 
 “I will be back,” Karras claimed as he rushed for the door. 



15. Small Mercy



 Rughìr could not run for long, but no other race could go as far without pause. Among their warriors, so much the more. Karras and Gän'gehtin took turns marching in the lead while the other followed behind and “slept.” 
 Well, perhaps Gän slept. 
 Karras feared falling on his face or awakening to find his companion gone. It was a long half-day, and he was in the lead when the town appeared in the distance. When he looked over his shoulder, he did not have to awaken the shirvêsh. 
 The sun had burned away most clouds, but that made a clear day all the colder in winter as they slowed and crept the distance to the broken stockade. There they crouched outside a gap to peek in and listened even longer before entering. 
 They knew—or Karras did—that the return to Fieldhaven would end after nightfall or later, depending on how long it took Gän to be satisfied. Food or water left in the village could keep them from depleting what little they had brought, but there was little to find. Nothing but a few sacks of dried oats and wild grains, so they refilled waterskins on their way through to the northward gate. 
 Karras had no idea what they would find let alone how they would find whatever they did find. The more fearful part of him did not want to find anything. 
 No matter how awful events turned on them in the last year, mostly because of Fiáh'our charging into anything, nothing ever seemed to stop the blusterer. This time, it had been two days and nights since Fiáh'our had left and not returned. 
 Karras peered out the same gate they had left ajar two days ago. Nothing moved as far as he could see to the distant, forested sloped. 
 This did not comfort him. 
 “We should stay on the plain,” he said, but when Gän'gehtin glanced his way, not blinking, he added “as long as possible.” 
 The shirvêsh stepped out the gate, the upper half of his studìhallû still in hand. Karras followed in clenching his ku'ê'bunst with both hands. 
 At least Gän kept clear of the trees at first as they strode farther eastward than expected. The forested slope rose along the way to the height of a ridgeline. It had never been safe to go this far from any tiny enclave of civilization, and Karras considered it even less safe now. 
 They ate what little they had brought and, when finished, Karras looked back and up. 
 The sun had dropped another fifth or maybe fourth along its path to the west. No doubt they would not reach Fieldhaven until well after full dark, and he heard Gän sigh sharply and step onward. When he turned about, the shirvêsh was headed straight into the trees, and after a panicked stall, Karras hurried to catch up. 
 “It is getting late,” he said, not quite a whisper. 
 That was when he noticed how little there was to hear. There was no breeze, no birds flapping off in a panic at their approach, nothing else at all but their footfalls crushing wilted leaves and half-frozen tree needles. 
 Karras often peered upward in remembering his first foray with Fiáh'our. Sluggïn'ân could climb fast, linger above in watching, and drop on you. He tripped on something more than once but still did not lower his gaze—until he bumped into Gän'gehtin. 
 The shirvêsh had stopped halfway up the forested slope. Karras made out the ridge-top where it fell away to the far side, and then Gän crouched. 
 “What?” Karras whispered. 
 The shirvêsh did not answer at first and only fingered and poked the frosted mulch. 
 “Only them,” Gän’gehtin whispered sharply. “No tracks for the others.” 
 Lost at first, Karras realized others meant Fiáh'our and those with him. As to them, he saw where the mulch and soil was torn and compressed by long feet with thick toes. There were gouges from claws as well. He looked about and thought he saw other places among the trees with tracks or trails like those. 
 So where were the tracks of the others? 
 The pack had turned eastward but not Fiáh'our? 
 “They were moving fast,” Gän'gehtin added as he rose. 
 The shirvêsh looked east and west more than once, perhaps caught between finding Fiáh'our or hunting the pack. Karras did not like this at all, especially that Gän apparently thought both would not be found in the same direction. He looked only westward. 
 Winter suns passed low in the sky, and now it had dropped even more toward the west. Shadows grew long and dark in creeping through the forest at him. When he glanced back, Gän still faced the other way, and he elbowed the shirvêsh. 
 “Come.” 
 They headed west in backtracking the pack's path. That had to be where they would find anything left to be found. Both remained silent for a long while. 
 Karras slowed in spotting something ahead that looked familiar in an odd way. In only a few steps, Gän reached out and halted him. 
 It was the spot where Fiáh'our had slung a sack of flaming dung. 
 The lit oil had not burned much after the sack ruptured, but there were still char-marks here and there around a place where the earth had been more recently torn and dug up. 
 The pack had scavenged what it could of its kills for food. 
 They stood holding their breath as they listened. They peered upward as well. They both remembered the last time they had walked into a clearing they thought was abandoned by a pack. 
 Karras had gained his first scars that time. 
 He followed as Gän rounded wide and onward, still looking up more than ahead. When he lowered his eyes the last time, he froze in facing one tree trunk wider than the breath of his shoulders. 
 It was nearly stripped of bark higher than he could have reached. There were similar wounds on most others within sight. The pack had been feeding off nearby trees rather than its cache of kills. Why would they do that? 
 There was no way to learn, and with nothing more to see, they moved on with care. It was not long before they slowed again where brush, mulch, and even smaller trees were torn-up, broken, and shredded. And they spotted bodies. 
 Gän rushed onward. 
 That first body was certainly not Fiáh'our or one of the others, but hopefully it was dead, and Karras follow quickly, clenching his ku'ê'bunst. 
 The shirvêsh stood over the body, his half-studìhallû half-raised as if to strike. Karras stalled a few steps away. 
 The huge sluggïn lay on its side with one yellow eye still open above its slack jaws. The other eye was gone; only a mess of congealed blood remained from whatever had punctured it. Head to clawed toes, it was covered in wounds, but worse, Karras' roaming gaze stopped near its feet. 
 Its right calf had an odd wound, as if bitten, shredded, or gnawed. Bloodied as it was, there was no blood on the mulch below. Had something bitten into it after it was dead? 
 There were others scattered among the nearby trees, including one missing its head, which he did not look for. 
 Karras had seen dead bodies before since being forced into apprenticeship to Fiáh'our. He killed once or twice himself, so dead sluggïn'ân was not what bothered him. All of his back muscles quivered at once. 
 He back-stepped, raising his weapon, and looked everywhere. Was it just fear or did he feel he was being watched? 
 “They are alive somewhere… maybe.” 
 Karras stiffened in fright at Gän's words. “What do mean?” 
 The shirvêsh pointed at that first body. “Look at that eye. An arrow did this. Now look at the others and their smaller puncture wounds… and yet I see no arrows here, broken or not.” 
 So Â'yan had been alive when this battle began, but that was all it meant. 
 “Think!” Gän ordered. “Sluggïn'ân do not use bows, so they have no need to gather fallen arrows. Â'yan or one of the others survived to collect them… and with ample time to do so, even to any broken ones.” 
 That was not enough for Karras as he looked again to the first one. Days had passed since they had fled to hide the villagers in the ravine. If Fiáh'our and the others had not followed the pack eastward, by what Gän had said, then where were they? 
 Again came a quiver in his back. 
 This time he thought he heard something and looked upslope. 
 “What?” Gän asked, following his gaze. 
 Karras saw nothing. For just a blink, it seemed he had felt something in the ground rather than truly heard it with his ears. 
 This place was getting inside of him, playing tricks with his mind. 
 “We leave, now,” he said, turning away. 
 “With nothing?” the shirvêsh challenged. “There has to be something to tell us where Fiáh'our has gone.” 
 Karras slowed and turned on Gän. “If you could not find a trail, then I can do no better. As is, we will not reach Fieldhaven until after nightfall.” 
 “Not a concern,” Gän'gehtin countered, “if the pack is gone.” 
 Why did Karras feel the latter was not true? 
 “We leave, now,” he insisted. As he was about to head down out of the trees, that strange tensing of his back and neck came again. He slowed rather than freeze-up and did not turn too quickly. 
 Karras said nothing for fear of being heard by whatever was out here with them. It would have attacked by now if it wished to or could have, so he wanted to spot it before it slipped away again. He took more slow steps but turned a little each time, until he could glance sidelong upslope for… 
 Gän'gehtin suddenly raced by him, headed westward. 
 Karras hesitated before charging after the shirvêsh. By the time he caught up, Gän stood silently looking down at a body partially covered in thrashed-up forest mulch. 
 It was Jackdaw. 
 Karras wanted to look away but could not. A dead sluggïn'ân was awful enough. It was worse to find anything left of a slaughtered villager. Neither was like looking into the pallid, clawed face of someone he knew by name. 
 Both of the ex-bandit’s eyes were closed, so he had not died instantly. And worse than that face, the lower half of his right arm had been torn off at the elbow. Someone, somehow, had had time to bind that ragged stump with some type of twine, though it had not saved his life. And why had he been left here? 
 Fiáh'our would never abandon an ally unless something worse had happened. Again there were no answers in anything Karras saw. 
 The more he looked over the body, the more he felt there was something there right in front him that he did not see. Other than head and arm wounds, Jackdaw was unmarked, still fully clothed. Nothing had touched him after the limb had been bound. 
 The twitch in Karras' back and neck came again, and this time he had heard something and glanced upslope through the trees. It was barely more than a silhouette. 
 In the shadows and framed by the open sky at the crest, yellow eyes watched him. That little sluggïn looked bulkier than before. Perhaps it had scavenged armor or clothing or something to shield it from the cold. 
 Karras quickly looked down at Jackdaw's body. 
 The ex-bandit had not been gnawed, but that was not the only oddity. He looked to the twine binding around the torn off limb and… 
 “Ancestor's mercy!” Gän'gehtin snarled. 
 Karras barely looked up as the shirvêsh lunged up the slope. And all he could do was act upon intuition. 
 “No!” he shouted, dropped his ku'ê'bunst, and charged after the shirvêsh. “Stop!” 
 Karras grabbed Gän's trailing cloak, and the shirvêsh turned on him in fury. He wrenched that cloak hard trying to send his friend sprawling, but only spun the shirvêsh to one side, slipping and sliding downward in the mulch. Karras quickly shifted upslope to block the way. 
 “No more!” he shouted before calming, and in a panicked whisper, “please… please, Gän… no more… killing.” 
 Gän'gehtin's face twisted in hate as he shifted to one side. Karras sidestepped to block him, arms spread wide with empty hands. 
 “I will not leave any of them alive!” Gän'gehtin rasped at him. “How could you… leave it to… to feed on any of us left dead?” 
 “It did not!” Karras shouted back. “Look at the body… look at it!” 
 Gän'gehtin hesitated and barely glanced. 
 “It is not like the others,” Karras insisted. “It has not been touched.” 
 He did not know why that was so. Unlike those of the little one's own kind, nothing had fed upon Jackdaw's body. With the rest of the pack supposedly gone, there could be only that little, crippled orphan still here. 
 Fiáh'our had killed its mother on their first foray up in the northern frontier; there had been no choice in that for their own survival. Here and now was not the same, and Karras still remembered the little cripple howling and screaming at them after its mother died. 
 “Maybe it fed on its own,” Karras said. “Or not. It did not touch Jackdaw.” 
 Gän'gehtin stood quivering in restraint and barely glanced at the body again. 
 “Please, I cannot take… anymore… killing,” Karras whispered. “It will not help anyone, anymore, even you. It never has, Gän.” 
 The shirvêsh stiffened and his fury fixed fully on Karras. 
 Gän'gehtin began to shake even more, as if winter had sunk fully into his flesh. He closed his eyes and merely stood there in silence, and his shivers turned to open shudders. Whether or not he finally accepted grief for a mother and father he would never bring back, who could say there and then. 
 Karras knew only one other thing that Gän had not noticed. In his supposed better life as a sea trader, he had had to mend lines and ropes for the family's ship. There was always spare twine and good hemp of the best quality to do so. And no sensible traveler—or even “champion” like Fiáh'our—was ever without a bit of good rope, for lives could depend upon such. 
 The binding on the Jackdaw's severed arm had been made with twisted grass-stalks, perhaps hastily gathered in the open plain below the trees. 
 Karras risked a backward glance up the slope, but the little deformed sluggïn was gone. 



16. In Waiting



 At dawn on the fourth day after Karras returned to Fieldhaven with Gän, he sat in the same commonhouse as before, though he had not slept all night. Before their return, they had taken Jackdaw's body into the abandoned village and torn out parts of huts to make a pyre. 
 The one-time bandit would not be left for scavengers, and that was all they could do. There had been no adequate tools or time to dig a grave in half-frozen earth. And now, as Karras waited for the shirvêsh to return from final errands, he looked about where fewer children slept on the floor. 
 Kaitlin had seen to that, finding some of them lodging elsewhere until spring. But most households could not take in three at once. William, Jeron, and little Kaity remained near the hearth, and that bothered Karras almost as much as one other unknown. 
 There still had been no sign or word of Fiáh'our or those with him. 

Too short a life in too big a world for all of the knowing.

 Karras sighed hard in remembering the old man's dismissal for a lack of answers. Like most things with the thänæ, it was frustrating to infuriating. 
 The last heavily guarded merchant caravan of the year from the far eastern coast had arrived two days ago. Even those among it had seen nothing in the long haul through the Broken Lands. Nothing moving, nothing watching, not packs… and not an old dwarf with an elf and a human soldier. 
 Today, the caravan would head for Calm Seatt, capital of the nearest Numan—human—nation on the western coast. From there, it was a short trip by ship or a three-day walk to the peninsula across the bay and Dhredze Seatt, the mountain home of Karras' people. 
 His parents had waited longer and longer over the last year to hear anything of his whereabouts or well-being. And he wondered if at least one other person had ever wondered about him. 
 Skirra barely popped into Karras' thoughts when Kaitlin sat down across the table from him. 
 “Here,” she said, sliding over a bit of folded paper. 
 He took it with a nod and slipped it into the front of his badly worn and scarred hauberk. 
 “I will see it to the guild,” he promised again. 
 Kaitlin released a long, tired breath. “Hopefully some previous acquaintances can help find lost relatives—and a new home for some of these.” 
 She looked about the room, where some children were stirring. 
 “I will check on that as often as I can,” he assured and glanced toward hearth. 
 Jeron was rising as William shifted beneath a blanket, grumbling and frowning with eyes still closed. Little Kaity slept between her brothers and did not stir. It was something of a relief to him that she was able to sleep so deeply. 
 “I'll see to them—to her—one way or another.” 
 At that, Karras looked back to Kaitlin, who was watching him and not the children. He did not like the thought of leaving the ex-sage any more than leaving the girl, but at least they were safe. And exactly what did he have left to return to when he did leave them? 
 Karras rose, picked up his hauberk, slipped it on and began lashing it closed, but when he grabbed his belt, he stalled. 
 “What's wrong?” Kaitlin asked. 
 The brass buckle's engraving was so scarred and gouged that no one would have recognized its vubrí for his family name—Iamílchlagh or “Tumble-Stone”—even those who knew it. 
 Karras looked to Kaitlin the “younger”—little Kaity—and began digging in his satchel. He pulled out a small coin pouch and dropped it on the table. 
 “It is mostly mixed coin,” he said, “from wherever I have been in the last year. None of the rôtin of my own people, which do not trade well among humans.” 
 Kaitlin frowned in puzzlement, looking from the pouch to him. 
 “Use it for the children… and yourself,” and then he pulled his scavenged knife and cut loose the buckle. “It is only brass but the best quality. Trade or sell it to a metalworker, but only one worthy enough to know it as rughìr smelting.” 
 And he placed the buckle with the pouch. 
 Kaitlin shook her head once. “What about passage with the caravan? How will you pay for it?” 
 Karras did not know. While he might have made the return on foot, the caravan would take him more quickly. Waiting here longer might gain nothing. Fiáh'our was never known to be away from his people for so long without returning or sending word, if he still lived. 
 “A barter of some kind,” Karras finally answered. “Gän may have arranged to it already.” 
 At that, he cut loose some strapping from his pack to use in place of his belt. They fell silent too long; all things considered, a happier parting was not possible, and both jumped a little when the commonhouse's front door opened. 
 Karras looked back, and there was Gän in the doorway. 
 “Ready?” the shirvêsh asked. 
 Karras did not turn back before Kaitlin was on him, wrapping her thin human arms around his wide shoulders. She was still almost a head taller than him, and he hesitated before returning in kind. 
 Without the buckle, he dropped the belt upon the table behind her before he let go and, without another word between them, he turned away rather than linger any longer. 
 A light snowfall had started when Karras stepped out into another cold dawn. 



17. Awake



 Nearly two seasons at home in the seaward settlement of Dhredze Seatt, Karras awoke once again in his own room. He roused slower and much, much later than ever before. 
 Today there was no cargo to prepare or deliver. The family vessel would not disembark again until the moon's end. And when it did, and he went with it again—and again—nothing would be like it once had been. 
 From that far past day, when he had taken the plunge into the bay below his people's peak, and only a rope around his waist held by his father could bring back up, he had thought that life was all that he would ever want. Most of his people believed his whole family mad for their life as sea traders. What right-minded rughìr would live like that, when all knew dwarves could not swim and simply sank? 
 Those sea voyages were now a joyless distraction from other thoughts and wants. 
 Karras swept back the bed covers, sat up, and stared at nothing. 
 In his free time, he had gone repeatedly to Gän's temple in hoping for word of Fiáh'our. The old man favored that place even above the temple where he had been made a thänæ, an “honored one” among the people. Whether it was Gän or the temple's head shirvêsh Háttê’mádzh who slowly shook his head at the sight of Karras, again, it did not matter. Every visit without word of Fiáh'our left him in limbo as to whether or not he was still bound in apprenticeship. 
 In time, he went to other temples and to his clan's—Fiáh'our's clan's—réhanâkst or “commonhouse” in searching for anyone who knew the old man. That as well gained him nothing and left him and those others even less hopeful. It weighed upon him more than he thought it ever would and worsened his emptiness. 
 A few times, he had snuck down into the mountain's bowels, to the lowest underlevel, hoping for a glimpse of Skirra without her seeing him. Until he knew for certain if he was still bound or not to the old man, there was no point in facing her again. And even if, what could he say that he had not already said that would change anything with her? 
 She had given her final denial to take his family's name. Nothing had changed that, and it left him wandering in a dark fog. 
 And that was not all that bothered him. 
 Why should he even care what had happened to Fiáh'our, that bane and ruin of his life? But what of Â'yan and Urval as well? With only the tracks of the pack found, had the others met the same fate as Jackdaw and been carried off as… 
 No, that could not be. 
 Karras would never wish death or worse on anyone, even the blusterer. Not truly, not even if he had thought so once or twice in fury, spite, or both. 
 It had been over a year since he had felt truly safe, out of harm's way, or at least with his fate in his own hands. So why did the world seem a littler place without the old boar? 
 Karras heaved a deep breath and rose. 
 There had also been trips to the Guild of Sagecraft, as promised to Kaitlin. He even asked specifically about the three siblings: William, Jeron, and little Kaity. One sage in gray, and a dwarf no less, told him of some notion of an “uncle” for the children somewhere south along the coast. That was at least one good moment, and hope of any kind had become rare. 
 There and then, Karras had immediately penned a promissory to the guild to help with any cost to get Kaity and her brothers to a new home. He had even thought of going with them, when the time came, and still did. 
 Karras went to his half-high cabinet opposite the room's heavy oak door and dug through finer wears for something comfortable but plain. After a year of traipsing about with Fiáh'our, freshly laundered clothing should have been a pleasure, but no. He dressed out of habit and necessity and nothing more. 
 In a white cotton shirt and plain brown tunic with darker pants to match, he looked into the small mirror atop the dresser cabinet and touched the two-plus moons of growth on his face. He had once preferred to be clean-shaven, like human males. 
 That had not changed; he simply did not care about it. And last, he uncoiled the thick new belt atop the dresser. It was as plain as anything else he put on, right down to its simple and blank octagon-plate buckle of polished pewter. 
 “Is it not time to do something about that, at least?” 
 Karras did not start at his mother's voice. He half-turned to find her fretting in the opened door of his room. She was not particularly beautiful. More, well, “handsome” some would say, even to those few strands of gray in her bound-back, near-black hair. But she had a more ostentatious taste in attire than anyone else in the family. 
 Holding closed her heavily embroidered sea-green tunic was a belt like the one he had once worn. It was fitted with a fine brass buckle, a large octagon with the family's honored vubrí, like the mutilated one he had left with Kaitlin to barter for the needs of orphaned children. 
 The sight of the buckle suddenly doubled his misery. 
 He knew what this visit would be about in the end. 
 “Do you not have any pride left in your family name?” she scolded. 
 Karras grew more agitated. “Yes, mother.” 
 “At least the beard is a change, and a proper one. That is something… and that you are home and safe again.” 
 Karras turned away toward the cabinet but did not look again into the mirror atop it. Others had not gone home and never would. Still others no longer had a home to which to return. And after too long a silence… 
 “I am sorry,” she said. “I meant no disrespect to anyone, certainly not those you served, those you lost, but… you are home and safe. That always matters the most to me.” 
 “I know, Mother.” 
 But he no longer felt at home. There was simply nowhere else to go. And sooner or later, his mother would lose her patience over other things. 
 Karras rubbed at the plain pewter buckle with his thumb. 
 “I know yours was damaged in following that… that thänæ,” she said. “But truly, it is time that you looked a bit more proper.” 
 Karras' thumb stopped. 
 “You might come to the next clan gathering with your father and me,” she went on softly. “An apprenticeship with a thänæ has some advantages for the family as well as… your future alliances.” 
 Karras felt the pewter buckle start to bend before realizing he was crushing it with his thumb. 
 “Of course, I know, you cannot consider marriage at present, but in time—” 
 “Yes, Mother.” 
 “It is just, well, your younger brother and sister already have—” 
 “Yes, Mother, I know.” 
 And another long silence. 
 “At least have another proper buckle made, for your father's sake and family pride. And could you please put that away.” 
 Even in rising anxiety, a tweak of confusion cut through and made him turn. He found her frowning and wincing in distaste as she fixed on something in the back corner of his room. 
 Karras turned the other way, and there was his ku'ê'bunst—Skirlan—laid carefully upon a chest within arm's reach of his bed. He might have stored it in that chest. He might have had a proper wall mount made for it, like many warriors did. 
 Ever since his return, it had rested there nearby within his sight. Without even thinking, he had turned it to expose the mended part of its haft. 
 Karras heard the door creak shut. When he looked, his mother was gone. His thumb began to ache in the silence from grinding upon the blank buckle. And all he could think of was Skirra. 
 That loss overwhelmed all others. That loss was the one he could do nothing about. And it would be permanent—absolute—by his family's expectations and his family name. 
 Panic set in. 
 He had another reason for Fiáh'our to return, if only to reaffirm his forced apprenticeship and hold off an arranged marriage to come. And what would that even matter, if Skirra still did not want his family name—did not want him? 
 Barely able to breath, he looked at the plain buckle and stopped breathing altogether. His gaze then rose to his own reflection in the mirror. 
 All of a sudden, he saw one slim chance. 
 Karras tossed the belt with that plain buckle atop the cabinet. 
 Was the answer that simple? 
 It took longer to find water and soap to shave his face clean and not cut himself, for his hands shook too much. The whole time, there was the new buckle lying before him. And he left it there. About to leave, he turned back and studied his weapon, his ku'ê'bunst, but mostly the scar in its haft that hid a secret within its heart. 
 Karras picked up Skirlan and left. 



18. A Wake and a Shard



 By the time Karras reached the lowest underlevel, it was far later than he knew. After sneaking out of his home, he had wandered everywhere in the settlement amid wavering doubts. He could not count how many times he had faltered and fled into hiding in some obscure place. 
 Finding the right words, just simple ones, had been so hard to do. Those words would cost him everything he had, but what did that matter if they gained him what mattered most? When he stepped out of the broad passage that spiraled down through the settlement's seven vast underlevels, he froze at the head of Âyillichreg Bâyir—Limestone Mainway. 
 Only every stone column down its center held a huge, steaming crystal high above to illuminate the way in pools of yellow-orange light, for this was poorest level of the whole seatt. He looked a little rightward and made out the one vubrí on a dingy banner above the old framestones of a small archway. 
 KÌNNÉBUÂY, or “The People’s House.” 
 That cheag’anâkst, or greeting house, was where Fiáh'our had first trapped him after a final failure with Skirra. 
 Karras faltered again. Rather than go on to face why he had come down here, he went to peek into that place. 
 Inside were many rughìr standing or sitting upon benches in crowding around the tables within the huge inner hall. Perhaps too many too early, for when he had come down, dusk had not yet settled over the mountain. A low rumble of voices filled the place around the broad stone platform, but no one strode about it in a bluster telling tall tales of unbelievable exploits. 
 Karras clung to the framestones with one hand as he looked for faces he recognized. It was hard to pick out anyone. 
 He spotted Gän first, once again dressed in the white vestment of a shirvêsh to Skâpagi, the Guardian. The shirvêsh's beard was once more trimmed in a clean line along his jaw. Hopefully he felt more like himself and not what he had become—again—out on the frontier. 
 Below Gän sat stern Lêt’vöulsat, his head propped aside on a hand with his elbow on the table, and his face was covered in a glower. There was no sign of his long, heavy spear, and he was dressed down to only a faded blue tunic. The old cohort of the blusterer still had that bulky, bowl of a helmet on his bald head. Perhaps his discontent was for another sitting nearby. 
 That unknown one sat with his wide back toward Karras and gestured wildly in raising a tankard by its top with one big hand. He slammed it on the tabletop, foam sloshed out, and another sitting across the table with both hands folded on another tankard top started slightly in annoyance. 
 It might have been Lêt'vöulsat's brother, but Karras could not remember a name and looked about the rest of the hall. There were so many here and for only one reason that he could reason. 
 No one had heard anything of Fiáh'our in almost half of a year. 
 This had never happened before from what Karras had learned. The people loved him, and he loved them, enough not to have willingly left them for so long. 
 Karras had never wanted his apprenticeship; neither did he want it to end this way. And between the two, there was only a dark, cold pit like… like falling into stone. 
 When his gaze swung back, Gän was watching him, wide-eyed and startled. The shirvêsh cocked his head and waved him in, but Karras shook his head and mouthed “not yet.” By the time Gän's brow furrowed in puzzlement, Karras had backed out. 
 He headed down the mainway before he lost his nerve. This was the last chance for the only life he still wanted. Down one dark side passage, he stood frozen before a dingy open doorway looking in upon a little known smithy. 
 There were now three assistants busy about the dark place lit by the glow of coals in the open forge. Only that showed any change inside the smithy of the Yêarclág, the Iron-Braid family, but Karras watched only her. 
 How many times had he seen Skirra pull a mule shoe, chain link, or sometimes part of a weapon red-hot from the forge? How often had he stood there before speaking and listened as she clanked something down upon the anvil and set to work with her hammer? Each strike pierced his ears as it scattered sparks. 
 She was still the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. As fiery as her forge and her own sweat-soaked hair. As dark and grim as the soot smears upon her face. As unyielding but certain as the Meá from which she had made his weapon's heart. 
 Karras felt suddenly weak in holding Skirlan and quietly leaned it against the door's frame. About to speak, she cut him off in turning to pull the chains of the forge bellows. Smoke and sparks sucked up the soot-blackened tin flue over the forge, and when she turned back to take up tongs and hammer… 
 “I want your name,” Karras barely breathed out. 
 Skirra never looked up. No one else in forge room appeared to notice, and she pulled an iron bar from the coals. She set the glowing metal upon the anvil and struck it. 
 Karras flinched as sparks flew. He knew he had not spoken loud enough to be heard, but saying those words at all had been so terrifying, and not because of what they meant. 
 Skirra raised the hammer again. 
 “I want your name,” Karras pleaded a second time. 
 Skirra's hammer stalled in mid-air as she looked up, plainly annoyed at being interrupted in her work. That scowl blanked the instant she saw him outside the doorway. 
 “Karras?” she asked, as if uncertain, and the hammer settled upon the anvil with a soft click. “Do you need repairs on—?” 
 She stalled, peered at him, and blinked. 
 “Your beard is gone,” she said half-certain, and then nodded. “It is… better… more like you. So, does Skirlan need tending after…” 
 Skirra stopped short. Something close to worry crossed her fine smooth features. 
 “Have you heard something… of Fiáh'our?” 
 Karras was too caught between fright and something else she had said. Males of his people were not supposed to be beardless, yet she had thought him better without a beard. 
 Had she seen him since his return? How and where? He quickly cleared his thoughts and repeated a third time. 
 “I want… your name… your family name.” 
 The three workers stopped whatever they were doing, and the whole forge room was silent but for the click and wheeze of the bellows and flue. 
 Skirra only stared at him, her sooty, sweaty, smooth features flattening to no expression at all, as if she did not understand. 
 His intention could not have be clearer to her. 
 A name of honor meant much to his people, and everything to some. In most marriages, the female took the male's family name if her family's honor were equal or lesser to that of the male's among all families, clans, and tribes. This was the tradition. 
 It meant nothing to him—less than a defaced brass buckle, its only true value to serve those in need. 
 The workers stared between him and her, and he watched her breath catch over and over. 
 She believed one of her ancient ancestors had done something horrible—unspeakable. That had cast her and hers into a dishonor like no other and kept them in these depths. 
 And this as well meant nothing to Karras, even in ignorance of it. All that mattered was her, and so he began again. 
 “I want your—” 
 “I heard you!” she gasped out. 
 Her eyes wide and unblinking, she stared at him as if he had cast some newer horror upon her. Numbed by her reaction, by not knowing how or why, he stood frozen too long before taking a step. 
 “No!” she whispered. 
 Karras froze again as her breaths shortened and his stopped. 
 Skirra looked about in panic and noticed those three workers. 
 “Get out!” she snarled at them. “Leave!” 
 They scrambled to get through the door, and Karras stumbled back out of their way and into the passage's far wall. He did not see which way they went and began to shake. 
 Skirra just stared at him. Her breaths were visibly short and quick beneath her pained and frightened eyes, and he did not see how he could have caused that. 
 “No,” she choked out again. “I will not… cannot do that—” 
 Karras cringed and quickly turned up the passage. 
 He did not hear the whispers of the workers huddled beyond passage's end in the mainway, and in his flight he barely heard her shout. 
 “Karras? I cannot—I will not—do that, not…” 
 He rounded into the mainway under the workers' stares. His heart pounded so much in his ears that he never heard she said next. 
 He did not want to hear anymore. 
 As dim as that great tunnel was, it was too glaringly bright to him. He did not think of an arranged marriage, of a way of life once loved that had lost its meaning, of fleeing both, or of giving up everything that no longer mattered. 
 In a word from her—no—he had lost everything that still mattered for the final time. 
 Karras did not realize how far he shuffled along the mainway, until something—someone—snagged his tunic's shoulder. Even then, he tried to go on. 
 Gän'gehtin stepped in front of him and held him back by both shoulders. 
 Karras did not even notice that he had stepped past the greeting house's entrance. Had Gän been watching for him? He stared blankly at the young shirvêsh, unable to even speak. 
 Gän'gehtin cringed this time. He looked up the mainway, blinked slowly, and grew visibly sad in shaking his head. 
 Karras had talked little to anyone about Skirra in the last year, but enough that the shirvêsh out of anyone might guess what had happened again. 
 “Come inside,” Gän whispered, tugging on him. 
 Karras tried to pull away. 
 “No,” Gän said, and Karras cringed that word. “Come inside,” and the shirvêsh pulled harder. “No one should be alone… in whatever kind of grief.” 
 Too numb to argue, he was pushed into the archway. He stalled again, for the sound of so many low voices careening off stone walls pounded at him. 
 “Go on,” the shirvêsh urged behind him. “To share the griefs of others can ease the weight of our own.” 
 Adrift without purpose, Karras shuffled inward but stopped again after a few steps. Everything looked the same as when he had paused here shortly ago, though pipe-smoke had now thickened into a haze. But it all seemed different, as if once again he did not belong here. 
 It was not that this place was too low for him, as he had once thought. He felt too low for it. How could he share their grief in not being able to bear his own, now more than doubled in his loss everything… of her? 
 “You start,” Gän said behind him. 
 Karras looked back in confusion. 
 “The telling,” Gän added. “You should start.” 
 Karras stared ahead down the aisle. That round stone platform standing boot-high and some seven or more strides in diameter was still empty. 
 Was that why they were all here? 
 He back-stepped, but Gän pushed him onward, again and again, right up to the platform's edge. Had the hall grown quieter? That was worse. If he did not do something other than stand there, the whole place would be staring at him. 
 If he did do something, everyone would be staring at him. 
 Fear and grief were a terrible mixture. All he could think of in facing that platform was the first night he had been trapped by Fiáh'our in lost hope. The old man had been full of himself that night in strutting about the platform and bellowing another telling before a cheering crowd. 
 Karras grew frantic. He could not do that, never that, not now. 
 When he looked back, Gän was gone. In sharpened fright, he quickly spotted the shirvêsh back near Lêt'vöulsat. The older warrior no longer frowned but stared angrily at the rotund, loudmouth sitting nearby. And the hall grew even quieter. 
 Gän frowned in shaking his head at Karras. With arms folded, he flicked one finger toward the platform. 
 Karras turned back and hesitantly stepped up on the stone's edge. There he froze, afraid to look up at anyone—everyone—looking at him. This was too much cruelty in one night. 
 After too long in that stall, he heard someone start chuckling. The only one he dared look for to escape all others was Gän but the shirvêsh was not watching him anymore. 
 Gän'gehtin stared wide-eyed and flat-faced toward the aisle's far end, his mouth partly open, and Karras dared to follow that gaze. 
 What he saw was like a stab through the heart. 
 Within the arch's shadows, orange light from outer pillar crystals haloed dark red hair with shimmers like glowing coals. It was not until she hesitantly stepped into the reach of the hall's lanterns that he truly believed it was her. 
 Skirra froze and glanced to both sides, for when Karras had turned to look her way, so had many others along the aisle. He heard more do so about the hall by the creaking of benches. Then he saw something else. 
 In her hand was his weapon. 
 He had forgotten it when he had fled. Was that the only reason she had followed him? He did not need that extra misery, nor the reminder of her in that weapon she had made. 
 Karras wanted to flee, but there she was, blocking the only way out. 
 Skirra took another step, narrow-eyed and vicious under all of those eyes but still not looking at anyone. Garbed in her smith's darkened leather apron and rolled up sleeves of a sweat-soaked tan shirt, even her glistening face was marred by forge smoke. Soot on her face was streaked down her cheeks, from black-irised eyes alarger than most rughìr. 
 She kept her eyes down, though he saw the clench of her jaw in striding toward him. She was halfway down the aisle when she dared to raise her eyes. 
 All of that ire flooded from the smooth curves of her face and left some strange anguish as she kept on, drawing nearer and nearer. Was it to return Skirlan, or was there something else? 
 What greater misery could she heap upon him now? Her last words to him still echoed in his head. 
 I cannot—I will not—do that, not… 
 “Not to you,” Skirra whispered. “Not ever to you.” 
 She stopped right below him and looked up, right at him. He saw those streaks on her soot marked face for what they were, as her eyes glistened and welled wet in meeting his. 
 Why had she been crying, she of all people? What could he have done to her this time? 
 All of the pain he saw made him wither for having worsened that, somehow, no matter how much she had done to him. And confusion in his head made him sick and dizzy. 
 “To me?” he mouthed back without voice. 
 She grew blurry in his own sight for an instant. And he was still uncertain why she had come to him. All he had wanted in the end was to be with her in her life. 
 Skirra lowered her head, looked left and right, and a bit of spiteful fury came again at being watched. But when she looked up at him… 
 “I cannot do that,” she repeated so softly, “not to you.” 
 For barely a flicker, had she smiled sadly, painfully at him? 
 He was too afraid to believe she had. Was all of this because of whatever dark secret in her heritage that she would not share? And he almost slipped again in demanding to know. 
 “Go on,” she mouthed. 
 He was lost again until she cocked her head with a glance at the platform beneath his feet. 
 Karras did not want take his eyes off of Skirra for fear she might leave. Then he heard creaking benches and other restless sounds about the hall. Someone scoffed, rumbled something, and began to snicker. All that was clear in the drunken chortle was some rude mention of his own name, and…. 
 Skirra turned toward that voice. Venomous spite flushed her cheeks and a vicious narrowing of her eyes forced out a last tear. 
 Karras was about to look as well when he heard—and saw—her grip tightened on Skirlan's haft. And now he was scared by what she might do with his own weapon. He quickly stepped down and grabbed the weapon's haft above her hand before he followed her gaze. 
 Lêt'vöulsat's face wrinkled in outrage. The old warrior suddenly reached up and grabbed the far edge of his helmet. In one motion, he swung it the other way without looking. 
 Even then Karras did not see the face of that drunkard. The helmet connected with a clank-clunk. That big rughìr, whoever he was, tumbled off out of sight as Gän quickly back-stepped to avoid being taken down as well. 
 Gän let out a disgusted sigh clearly heard in the silence. If he and Karras had little else in common, they at least shared disgust for how crude some of their people could be. 
 Lêt'vöulsat slapped his helmet back on with a growling sigh and a sharp nod to Karras. And by the time Karras turned back, Skirra's ire had half-cleared and she was looking at him. 
 Go on, she mouthed again. 
 He still did not know what to say as he looked around the hall. And now she was only one with whom he wanted to talk now. 
 Skirra frowned at him. 
 He had never done anything like this, but if it had to be done… 
 Karras stepped up on the platform's edge and looked about the hall. 
 “I did not know him first or best,” he began, “but supposedly I knew him last…” 
 He did not know what more to say. Hopefully someone else would and could take his place and soon, for now he had somewhere else to be. 
 “For all his flaws,” he went on, though he only looked down at Skirra, “Fiáh'our was—is—still the best of us… in us… as if he rose straight from the bones of the earth.” 
 Skirra nodded once to him and never looked anywhere else, even when he stepped down beside her. It did not matter that nothing had been settled between them as yet, or that he still faced what his family expected of him in a fate he did not want. 
 All that mattered was that she had to come for him this time. That was more than a sliver—a shard—of hope; that was everything that mattered. 
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