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Chapter One
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The last stretch was the steepest by far. At each step Anabar had to kick his boots into the snow to keep from sliding and then reach up to find a rock or chunk of ice to pull himself up. Despite the cold and wind, Anabar surged up the mountain. He was filled with an energy and strength he had never felt before. The higher he climbed, the stronger he felt, and he moved even faster when he saw he was nearing the top. Anabar sprinted the last few feet on all fours and then there was nothing left. He threw himself down on the snow to keep from going over top. The peak was only a few inches wide, a narrow ridgeline extending about fifty feet to his left and right. The snow he rested on hung out over the edge. Pompor had once told him this was called a cornice, and that it was formed by winds blowing snow over a ridge.  

Only then did Anabar look out over the scene spread below him. He tried to look straight down the slope below him, but realized the ridge jutted out into space blocking his view. He lay down and crawled to the absolute edge of the ridge and extended his head and neck and shoulders, trying to look straight down.

Far to the east, he could see a range of taller mountains and beyond it a dark line that might have been water. On his right, to the south, the land faded into a brownish, flat plain he thought might be a desert. White-capped mountains shrunk into rounded green hills to the north. Having been confined to his own little land for so long, Anabar was surprised at how far he could see. He had never known just how small his home had been.

He looked back down into his valley and saw it was circular, almost perfectly round, with a high ring of mountains forming the edge.  

Anabar was concentrating on the sights and did not notice small cracks forming in the snow around him. All at once, the part of the cornice he was lying on broke loose, the snow dropped out from under him, and he was falling, rolling, crashing straight down the mountain. He rolled over and over, trapped in a cloud of snow and ice. He saw flashes of white and blue and black. Rocks! He felt sure he would crash into a boulder but could do nothing to slow his descent or even control which direction he fell. It was as if the mountain was alive and angry and trying to throw him off its broad back. 

He continued to tumble down the slope and felt pain somewhere, as he slammed again and again against rocks and snow and ice.

He came to a sudden, violent stop, lying upside down and covered with snow. At first, he was not sure which way was up. He pushed some snow away from his face to make it easier to breathe but was still trapped. 

He tried to move to dig himself out, but it hurt too much to take deep breaths, and he didn’t even know how much he would have to dig. He was battered all over and felt the cold of the ice and snow pressing down on him.

About a half mile away, a lone rider had spotted the dark shape tumbling down the mountain. He thought at first it was part of a rockslide, a common event in the high mountains. 

The rider was a large man, so big that his horse, a full-sized adult animal, looked like a pony under him. He wore a black, full-length coat made of some coarse heavy fur. His thick, uneven beard and shoulder-length hair were caked with mud. His hands, as large as a bear’s paws, were black with dirt and stains the color of dried blood.

As he watched the falling shape, some instinct told him it wasn’t rocks, so he decided to investigate. He kicked hard at the stirrups, jerked hard at his overburdened horse’s stirrup, and pointed it toward the base of the mountain.

Anabar’s left leg hurt up near the top of his thigh. He touched his leg and felt something in his pocket. He reached in and realized it was the stone Tom had given him the day before. He tried to dig but wasn’t able to move much. He was getting colder and knew he had to get out of there quickly if he was going to survive.

Anabar felt water dripping down from above him. He reached up and discovered a large opening that wasn’t there a few minutes before. After a few more minutes, he saw a light area above him. Then the last bit of snow fell away, and he saw blue sky. 

He kicked and dug and pushed his way out of the snow. He crawled from the hole and slumped down, taking in warmth from the sun. He was relieved to be out in the fresh air, but then something did not feel right. 

He looked back up the slope. It was almost vertical, covered with ice and rocks, and much more treacherous than the opposite side in his valley which he had climbed to get to the summit.

The sun was starting to set, and he knew he didn’t have time to get back up the mountain before it became dark.

This wasn’t how Anabar had expected his adventure to begin. He had only climbed to the top of the mountain to see what the terrain looked like outside his valley, not to be stuck on the other side without food or shelter.

Limping from the many bruises he received during the tumble down the mountain, he moved toward a little cluster of pines where he hoped to find some dry twigs to use to start a fire. Then Anabar heard a horse approaching through the pines. A moment later, the large, dark rider came into view. 

The rider stopped a few feet in front of Anabar and stared down at the boy.

“What are you doin’ out here,” he said, his voice a rumble from deep inside his broad chest.

Anabar couldn’t speak. He thought back to the time a few years before when he crossed paths with a bear in the woods above Tom’s cabin. He had frozen, unable to speak, unable to move, not even breathing, until after a few minutes the bear had moved away.

Anabar looked up at the man’s face and was most struck by his eyes. They were small black marbles set deep into his fleshy cheeks.

The man stepped off his horse, and Anabar realized how large he truly was, as his shoulders were higher than the top of the horse’s head. He was a giant compared to Anabar. 

“Asked you a question,” said the man as he took a step forward.

Anabar took two tentative steps back, and the brute’s hand flashed out, catching Anabar on the side of his face. Blood sprayed from the boy’s mouth as he slammed face down into the dirt. 
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Chapter Two
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Tom woke early, as he always did. He stirred up the coals in the fireplace, placed a pot of water on the grate and went outside. The sun, still behind the mountains, lit up the rim of the valley with the promise of a sunny day. Tom hoped it would rain, as his wilted crops needed it. He looked toward Anabar’s cabin but did not see any smoke rising from the lad’s chimney.

Tom thought this was strange because he knew the boy to be an even earlier riser than himself, and he was used to seeing the smoke each morning. He decided to go see him and talk to him some more. Recently, Anabar had been talking about venturing outside their valley. The day before, Tom had even given Anabar a piece of drail. They had discussed its value in the nations outside their little valley. Tom had told him he could use it to buy supplies when he left.

Tom went inside his hut, brewed a mug of tea, and heated some leftover fish and beans from the night before. After eating, he pulled on his boots, grabbed his old, dirty coat, and went outside.

Anabar opened his eyes and found himself hanging head down across the back of the giant’s horse with his hands tied behind his back. The horse was moving slowly and Anabar could see the big man walking alongside it, holding the reins. Everything was spinning and bouncing. The side of Anabar’s face felt raw and swollen, and he moaned when his cheek slapped against the horse. The man jerked the horse to a stop and turned toward Anabar. With one hand, he lifted the boy from the back of the horse and dropped him onto the ground. Anabar moaned again as his face hit the dirt.

“Where did you get this?” the giant asked Anabar.

The boy rolled over and squinted up at the man. He saw the giant was holding the black stone Tom had given him. It glittered in his grimy hands.

“This. Where did you get it?” the man asked again.

Anabar tried to get up but the giant pressed a huge black boot onto the boy's hand. He applied enough pressure to keep it pinned to the ground.

“I'll crush it if you don't tell,” he said.

“Go ahead,” said Anabar. “I'm not going to tell you anything.”

The man grimaced and pressed his boot down harder. This hurt Anabar, but he realized the mud under his hand was cushioning it from the weight, so he felt he could stand it.

“No,” he said. “I won't tell you a thing.”

The giant drew his other leg back as if to kick Anabar. The boy winced in anticipation. Then a strange smile came over the giant's face, and he put his foot down.

“Don't want to talk, eh?” said the man. “Okay, we'll just see what my brother has to say. He's not as gentle as me.” 

The giant rumbled a deep laugh. Still keeping Anabar's hand pinned to the ground, he took a coil of rope from the side of the horse’s saddle and tied a loop in the end of it. He bent down and placed the loop over Anabar’s head and jerked it snug around his neck and then tied the other end to the saddle. He climbed on the horse. Anabar saw this and just managed to get to his feet before the horse began to move.

Over the next several hours, Anabar stumbled behind the horse; the only thought in his mind was to stay on his feet. It was difficult to keep his balance with his hands tied behind his back; he was convinced the man would let the horse drag him by his neck if he fell. 

Anabar did not notice when another dark figure on horseback appeared on the road behind them. He stayed of out sight of Anabar and the giant.

The rope rubbed and scraped at the skin on Anabar's neck, leaving raw, open wounds, and his legs ached from his earlier tumble down the mountain. He tried to call out to the giant to stop, or at least slow down, but he could not catch enough breath to get out a word.

Anabar did not know how far they traveled or which direction they were going. He felt pain and thirst and fatigue taking over. His eyes began to close, and he felt himself sinking down.  He tripped over a rut, fell to his knees, and was dragged forward a few feet by the horse. 

The rope felt like hot coals rubbing against the open sores on his neck and he managed to get back to his feet. 

They turned a corner on the road, and Anabar saw a small, dirty hut made of logs and sticks with mud plastered between the logs. A smoky fire sputtered in front of the hut. A sour odor of stale meat and foul water struck him as they drew closer to the camp. The giant turned around in his saddle and grinned at Anabar, exposing a jumbled mess of yellow and brown teeth.

For the first time since the ordeal began, Anabar started to get angry. He was angry with this giant dragging him to this filthy camp; angry with himself for foolishly falling down the mountain; angry with himself for allowing the giant to take the mysterious stone; and especially angry at the giant for his mocking, stupid smile.

“No matter what happens, I won't betray Tom. I won't tell this monster where I got the stone,” he told himself.

All at once, almost without thinking, Anabar drove both his feet into the mud on the road and jerked his body backward as hard as he could.

The force of Anabar's motion startled the horse and it reared up on its hind legs, tumbling the giant off the saddle onto the rough ground. He landed hard and let out a loud grunt. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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Tom banged on the door of Anabar’s cabin but sensed the boy was not at home. He could not smell any food cooking, and it was quiet. 

“Well maybe he's working in his garden,” Tom said aloud. 

“Anabar, where are you?”

Tom walked around to the back of the cabin and checked the garden. The boy was not out there either. He noticed with alarm that Anabar's bean plants were hanging low, ready to be picked.

Tom knew Anabar was a conscientious worker and doubted the boy would go do something else when crops were ready to be harvested. The winters were severe in the valley, and it was too important to gather as much food as possible. 

“Probably just went for a walk,” he said. “I'll come back and check on him tomorrow.”

The dark rider following Anabar stopped when he heard the giant fall. He climbed down from his horse and tied it to a branch. He stepped into the trees and walked toward the sounds of the struggle. He moved from shadow to shadow, making no sound. He crept to the edge of the woods by the camp and peered out.

Anabar tugged at the rope tying his hands. He saw the giant was stunned and getting up slowly and knew he didn't have much time. He pulled and twisted his body, ignoring the pain from the rope against his neck.

The giant, no longer smiling, got to his feet and reached inside his coat. He produced a long, curved knife and glared at Anabar. For a moment, the boy thought the giant was going to use it on him. Instead, the giant cut the rope from the saddle and gave it a hard pull.

Anabar gasped as the rope dug deeper into his neck. He finally managed to free his hands, but he could not release the rope around his neck. He almost lost his footing, but he was angry, so he grabbed the rope with both hands and once again planted his feet and jerked back on the rope. The giant barely held on to his end and the two engaged in a deadly tug of war. Anabar was certain the giant would use the knife if he lost his balance. They stared across the open space between them, neither willing to give in.

The dark rider watched silently from the edge of the woods. He reached down to his side and grabbed the handle of a long sword hanging in a scabbard. 

Anabar and the giant circled around the camp, the rope pulled taught between them. No matter how hard he tried, and despite his size advantage, the giant could not gain any ground in the muddy soil. He growled and swore and became more and more frustrated as the struggle continued.

Anabar noticed they had moved close to the fire, and a plan formed in his mind. Ignoring the pain in his neck, he gave the rope a sudden snap and hopped to his left.

The dark rider saw this maneuver and smiled. “Yes, yes, now you're thinking,” he whispered. “Just a little closer now.”

Anabar jerked the rope once again, causing the giant to trip over a pile of logs stacked next to the fire. He roared in pain as he landed on the wood.

The giant went down. 

Now!

Anabar took another step to his left, causing the rope to drag over the flames. 

While all this was taking place, a small man emerged from the hut and quietly moved behind Anabar, unseen by the boy. He carried a short club in his hand. The man was a miniature version of the giant, with the same heavy coat and dark beard. The dark rider spotted the man and drew his sword out of the scabbard. Still, he stayed back just inside the edge of the trees

Just a few more seconds. Come on rope. Burn. Burn!

The giant pushed up to his knees and shook his head, trying to clear his vision. The fall had left him dizzy and disoriented, but he still held on to his end of the rope. He managed to focus on Anabar, and staggered to his feet, without realizing the rope was in the fire. 

Anabar saw the rope turn brown and begin to smoke. “Now,” he thought, and gave a final pull. The rope broke, causing Anabar and the giant to stumble in opposite directions as the tension gave way.

“I'm free!” Anabar thought. He started to turn toward the woods, but never saw the little man behind him, his club raised over his shoulder. The man struck Anabar on the side of his head and the boy collapsed. 

The dark rider started to step into the clearing but held back. He decided to watch a little longer. 

The little man went over to the giant and peered up at him. He shook his head back and forth and spat on the ground.

“You’re so stupid you can't handle a wee boy?” he said. “Who is he?”

“Dunno,” said the giant, still a bit unsteady after the struggle with Anabar.

“Well, why did you bring him here?” said the little man, crossing bony arms over his chest and staring up at the giant.

The giant shook his head to try to clear it and then remembered. He reached into his coat and took out the stone he had taken from Anabar.

“This,” he said handing it to the little man. “This is why I brought him. He was carrying this!”

The little man stopped muttering and froze when he saw it.

The dark rider could hear everything the two were saying but could not see the stone.

“Ah, now there's a right treasure,” said the little man, holding the stone close to his eyes and smiling, showing off uneven, yellow teeth. “Where did you find him? Where did he get this? Is there more? What did he tell you?”

“He wouldn't say,” said the giant. “I spotted him when he tumbled down a peak west of here. “Then I grabbed him and brought him here.” 

––––––––
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JUST AS TOM TURNED to head down the hill and go back to his hut, he spotted something red on the trail behind Anabar’s cabin. He hurried up to it and bent down and picked it up.

“Anabar's handkerchief.” Tom said to himself. “He must have dropped it when he was out walking up here.”

Tom looked down at the soft dirt on the trail and noticed fresh footprints heading up the slope. He also saw there were no footprints coming back down. He looked up the trail, which led almost straight up the side of the valley toward the top of the mountain towering over it.

Ordinarily, Tom was not alarmed when Anabar went on long hikes in the valley, but this was different. He knew the boy would never leave his crops when they were ready to be harvested. That, plus the fact that the footprints only disappeared up the trail, made Tom worry.  Looking once again at the steep mountain looming above him, Tom decided to ask for Pompor’s help in finding Anabar. He hurried down the trail and walked towards the tall structure visible on the other slope of the valley.

Tom lifted the golden knocker on Pompor's door and let it drop, producing a deep thud in the heavy mahogany. No matter how many times he saw the door and the rest of Pompor's house, Tom was amazed at the sheer extravagance of it all. 

“The cost, the cost,” he muttered to himself. “And for what? Who is the old scoundrel trying to impress?”

The door swung open on well-oiled hinges and Pompor appeared, wearing a dark purple robe with gold trim and the ever-present P sewn on the chest. Tom noticed some jam smeared in the corner of his mouth.

“Well, what do you want?” said Pompor. “What has led you to interrupt my breakfast?”

“Anabar is missing,” said Tom. “He is not in his cabin, nor in his garden. I haven’t seen him since yesterday. He came by then, and I suggested it might be time for him to go see the world and he...”

“You what?” said Pompor, his face turning the color of the jam. “Why would you tell him that?”

“Wait a minute. That's not important now. The fact is, I think he hiked up toward the ridge above his cabin yesterday and hasn't returned. I found his footprints and his handkerchief on the trail. I'm worried about him, and I need your help to go look for him.”

“Hmm, hmm,” said Pompor, not ready to drop his argument. “You said the ridge above his cabin? Come in. Come in. Maybe we can spot his tracks.”

Pompor led Tom up the wide staircase in the entry hall. From there, they ascended a smaller spiral staircase that opened out onto the flat roof. Tom spotted a shiny telescope standing in the center.

“It's a hobby of mine: astronomy,” said Pompor. “You ought to exercise your mind and take up something like this.”

Tom was in no mood to engage Pompor in a debate and ignored his comment.

“How well can you see the ridge with that thing?” said Tom.

Pompor stepped behind the telescope and swung the lens in the direction of the peak above Anabar's cabin. He peered into the eyepiece and twisted the knobs back and forth for a few minutes.

“What do you see? Can you see him?” said Tom.

“Just wait a minute,” said Pompor. “Be quiet so I can concentrate.”

He twisted the knobs a few more times and adjusted the angle of the telescope and stopped.

“There,” he said. “I do see something.”

“What is it? What is it?” said Tom, hopping up and down. “Can you see Anabar?”

“No, but I can see where he went,” said Pompor. “Here, look for yourself.”

Tom bent over the eyepiece and tried to focus. At first, he had trouble spotting what Pompor had seen, but he was impressed by how close the telescope seemed to bring the ridge. Then he saw it: a thin line of spots in the snow going up very high toward the peak. The spots disappeared in a cloud of mist covering the summit.

“Footprints,” he said. “I think those are Anabar's footprints.”

Pompor didn't answer and Tom looked away from the telescope and saw Pompor hurrying toward the stairs.

“Where are you going?” said Tom.

“Like you just said, those are Anabar's footprints, and there is only one set going up,” said Pompor. “It is too dangerous to climb that high. We have to go get him. I'll get some ropes. Now come on and hurry up, you old fool.” 
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Chapter Four
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It was dark when Anabar woke up. His head throbbed and the skin on his neck, rubbed raw and bruised from his battle with the giant, hurt more than it had before. Smoke from a low fire stung his eyes. He tried to focus and saw some type of meat on a spit dripping black grease into the flames. There was no sign of the giant or his smaller companion, but then Anabar heard sounds coming from inside the dirty hut on the other side of the fire. He listened more carefully and could make out their voices but couldn't tell what they were saying.
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