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      It began to drizzle, a chill dispirited prickle-rain Clau sailors call moonbreath, for they believe her the source of all cold, as the Sun is all heat. I hunched, watching the paved expanse of the North Road from the shelter of a cranyon tree’s bulk, its branches not yet naked but full of painted, dying leaves in their last vibrancy. Antai simmered in its cup, down to the liquid glitter of the harbor, smoke-haze frothing like the foam on well-whisked chai. The ponies—shaggy beasts with wise eyes and mischievous dispositions—were much smaller than any I would have selected. Redfist, however, pronounced them the best choice for the North in this season. There were no Skaialan drafts in the markets; the farmers in the hinterlands prizing them too highly to send them down into the bowl. Our giant was too big for the ponies, but his legs had carried him from Hain to a battlefield, then back to Vulfentown and over the sea. Once we were through the Pass, he said, he could find a mount if he wished.

      He laughed when he said it, a bitterly amused snort, and I was too tired to ask why.

      A little farther up the Road, well out of even crossbow range, a slatternly tavern leaned against its gray-weathered stable. No doubt it was crawling with fleas, but safe enough for Redfist to sit with a tankard for a short while.

      A few hours along the North Road was the farthest I had gone in that particular direction from Antai.

      Just as the Danhai plains were the farthest I’d gone from the Rim itself. I was too exhausted to suppress the shudder that always went through me when I dwelled too long upon those two years.

      Even through the chill, rising mist, I sensed the heat of approaching murder. I stepped away from the tree, my dotanii ringing from its sheath. We were lucky the commission had not been high enough to interest a daykiller. Those are almost impossible to halt, and their price reflects as much.

      No, this Dunkast perhaps did not understand Antai’s Guild, or there was a reason he wished Redfist murdered in the dark. He had paid in pale Northern gold, not the good ruddy gloss of Shainakh Rams, or so the smoking, stinking, reeking wreck of an assassin had told me. The hand that had carried the gold and the sealed packet of instruction was none other than Corran Ninefinger’s; the blond giant could have been simply a stupid catspaw. Soon enough they would hunt him down, too, if they had not already. Redfist did not say what had prompted his “friend” to come south.

      Put your worries away, Kaia. They are not needed here.

      I took my position in the middle of the North Road’s flagged expanse. Later, mud would creep across the stones in slow rivers, and here above the bowl, away from the harbor’s breath, it would freeze. A pale cloud puffed from my mouth, drops flashing through it, and the shadows moved on the other side of the crumbling arc of walls that had been witchery-strong in the Pensari’s day and manned with archers and guards during the warlord years that followed.

      It had been a long while since the great city had needed its shell upon the hilltops, though.

      Dusky rainlight turned them into cloak-wrapped enigmas, kerchiefs over their mouths, hoods dripping with moisture over dhabris. Hands folded inside wide sleeves, three of the Guild eyed me. I returned the favor.

      One of them would be a representative of the clan who had sent last night’s courtiers. One would be sent directly from the Head and the Council, to make certain proprieties were observed. The third would be a witness from another clan, one most likely not allied with the first. No doubt I would have to pay double-dues next tithing-season—if I returned. Most commissions have a provision for interference, but hopefully it was not large enough to tempt anyone outside the walls with winter fast approaching.

      We eyed each other, and I tensed, my dotanii rising slightly. Scuffling sounds, high fast breathing, and movement behind them. Two shadows, with a third held awkwardly between them.

      They held thiefcatchers, long wooden spars age-darkened and banded with iron. Each had a prong, like a yueh rune that had lost half a leg to battleground injury; the shorter half ended in a hocta-knot around the prisoner’s neck, the spare loop snugged under the armpits. The longer was attached to the girdle, and walking inside that contraption was unsteady at best and bloody at worst.

      They call it the Chastity, for the short spikes on the inside, pressed against the thigh.

      She was forced to her knees before the three senior Guild members, and a muffled curse told me who it was. A chill spread over me.

      Even if I forgave Sorche Smahua’s-kin, there was still this to face. In another place, she might have chosen a sellsword’s path instead of a clan, or had it chosen for her. Even if the first assassin had taken it upon herself to avenge Sorche’s thiefmother, the elder woman should have restrained her. Not only had she robbed the clan of the investment her little thiefling had represented, but the clumsiness of said little thiefling had warned me to be wary and perhaps cost the Smoke—or another clan—part of a fat commission.

      It was not the potential death of a Guild member in good standing they would punish her for. It was the loss of profit. There are many temples in Antai, many gods from both the hinterlands and abroad, but the one who rules beneath, above, and throughout them all had been disobeyed, and would take due vengeance.

      One of the elders moved forward. Pointed, and the two with the thiefcatcher forced Sorche to her knees. A murmur was probably the delivery of the sentence in old Pensari, and a long silence showed where that word, the one that was never uttered, fitted into its contours. The sibilants carried, and a breeze shook the cranyon tree’s leaves. A rattle as some fell, the wet gleam of a blade.

      “Mother!” Sorche cried, just before the most senior clanmember, the one in the middle, wrenched her head back. She might have fought, too, but the other two had her arms and the thiefcatchers were braced. A high spattering jet of arterial blood, and I did not look away.

      Some are children their entire lives. Hot rancid fluid boiled in my throat. There was no chai that would wash away the taste.

      They watched as I strode for the wall-line; I felt a burst of concern—D’ri, wedged in the cranyon tree’s upper reaches with his bow, as I moved forward and into bow-range from the crumbling stone. My left hand moved for a pocket, and I halted just on the other side of the invisible boundary.

      I held up the Shainakh red Ram, its shine visible even in this darkness. The Moon hid her face behind a passing cloud, and I flicked the gold off my fingers in the thieves’ way, the metal describing a high spinning arc before a dark-gloved hand blurred out to catch it.

      “For her pyre,” I said, enunciating clearly in tradespeak.

      One nodded, a fractional dip of the muffled head. They could have thrown her body over the wall. This way, at least, her spirit would rise on the smoke and join her thiefmother’s, in whatever afterworld the two of them might share.

      I turned my back on them, but I did not sheathe my dotanii. I walked, steadily, for the cranyon again, its bole a wet pillar and its outline blurring with moisture. The thin piercing rain had soaked into my braids; they were heavy once more, my neck throbbing with tension. My teeth ached as well—I forced myself to loosen my jaw, despite the risk of the bubble in my throat bursting. If it did, I decided, I would swallow it.

      

      
        
        And that was how we left Antai.
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      The North Road remained easy enough, though it began to climb on the third afternoon. Broad farmland on either side lay under a pall of mist for the first five days as we wended north and vaguely west from Antai, the Lan’ai Shairukh and the rest of the Rim receding further with every step. Big red-furred Rainak Redfist did not speak much, striding all day with uncomplaining and deceptive placidity. His bearded chin jutted thoughtfully, and the beads braided into his face-pelt clicked every so often. When we stopped at waystations he did more than his share, as if in apology for the disruption to our plans.

      Dragaemir Darik rode silently, and the ponies liked him a great deal. He had already begun preparing their hooves for ice, teaching them to be familiar with his touch.

      And I? I found myself thinking much upon the past. Uncomfortable, certainly, and never to be recommended unless one is longing to learn a lesson or two from experience. Even then, it is always better to look forward.

      There was no minstrel-strumming at our nightly fire, no child to chatter or sing Vulfentown drinking-songs in a high sweet unbroken voice, none of Janaire’s soft merriment or Atyarik’s easy companionship with another s’tarei. I had grown…accustomed to our little troupe, as I had to few others during my travels. Perhaps it was merely a measure of how long we had endured each other’s company.

      At least they were safe in Antai. They would spend the winter there in something like comfort and spring would see our reunion, if all went well.

      I did not think it would, but what else could I do? I had given my word, and Redfist could not go alone. Not after I had spent so much effort keeping his flour-pale hide in one piece since picking his pocket in a Hain tavern.

      Traveling-calm descended upon our trio. Redfist often hummed Skaialan melodies, his swinging strides marking the rhythm; on the second day I began to hum as well, a wandering counterpoint that sometimes slid through remembered childhood songs. D’ri was content to listen, scanning the far horizon with a line between his coal-black eyebrows. Whether he expected trouble or was simply lost in his thoughts, I did not ask.

      Instead, our talk was all of commonplaces—the ponies, where to rest, the likelihood of the mist or the rain breaking in the afternoon, what piece of gear needed repairing or modification. The towns became villages with hostels instead of inns; the taverns became smaller and quieter. For days the blue smear of mountains upon the northern horizon came no closer. It was late in the season for caravans to start, but we found evidence of their passing everywhere, especially in the waystations where the firewood was restocked and the straw full of still-green fislaine to keep the mice away.

      The Road went only halfway through the Pass, they said, and after that you were left to forge your way without Pensari poured stone underfoot. Even that pale, now-extinct folk did not encroach further upon the Highlands, and it cannot have been because of the ice alone; the giants of the north are held to be fierce and unruly. I found Redfist tractable enough, though I could well imagine how an entire room of bearded, ale-loving mountains might cause concern to smaller folk.

      Not to mention the smell, if they were as ripe as Corran Ninefinger, or Redfist himself when I found him.

      It was almost a moonturn before the sharptooth mountains drew close enough to oppress and the Road began to rise more sharply. The house-roofs rose as well, peaks high enough to slide rain and snow away like a courtesan’s robe down his shoulders. The hinterland folk are closemouth and drive hard bargains, but they are honorable enough when travelers mind their own mouths and manners. They call that mountain range Amath-khalir, an ancient conjunction that means rocks which do not lose their snow in summer.

      No doubt the Pensari had other names for it.

      We made good time, with the ease of sellswords used to long journeys. At least we had not been in Antai long enough to soften. Sometimes we continued half the night, relying upon Redfist’s memory of the hamlets and their contents along the ribbon of Pensari stonework. Their roads were not the broad curving avenues of the Hain or the flat-cobbled Shainakh streets; no, everywhere the Pensari ruled the crossroads are spokes of a wheel and the ribbon-roads straight as could be, only barely altering course a degree or two for some stubborn knot in the landscape. Most of the time, they slice straight through such silly things as hills, or leap across torrents with their sturdy poured-stone bridges the Antai have lost the secret of making. There are stories of folk who may make stone live and grow as green things do, but I have never traveled far enough to see that witchery.

      In G’maihallan such a thing could be done, but would perhaps be considered tasteless, and a waste of Power besides.

      The frosts came, and soon enough the ground hardened. Carts on the road, heaped high with fodder or late produce, became fewer. The travelers we met were all streaming south, and no few of them must have laughed at the fools traveling in the opposite direction in that season. Then there were no carts and precious few travelers for a day or so, and the bite to the wind brought a rosiness to what little of Redfist’s cheeks could be seen under red fur.

      “Strange,” I remarked at a nooning, as the ponies drank their fill from a clear, cold, fast-running streamlet already rimed at its edges. “There are no Skaialan traveling this road.”

      Redfist, scrubbing at his face and the back of his neck with a rag from my clothpurse, gave a short bark of amusement. “Noticed that, did ye?”

      I glanced at D’ri. His hair, neatly trimmed in the Anjalismir s’tarei style I remembered from my youth, was wind-mussed, and he looked as if he enjoyed the chill. At least it was not a heaving deck, and we had no disagreements to speak of.

      “Is it usually otherwise?” my s’tarei asked.

      “In this season? Those who can get through the Pass might not be able to return, but there’s always a few.” Redfist sounded grim. “Karnagh’s probably closed tighter than a miser’s wife-basket, though. Corran gave a hint or two.”

      “Did he.” And when were you going to share the hints with me, barbarian? I stroked the red-and-white pony’s neck, enjoying the texture. Gloves and furs would soon be necessary, but at least the taih’adai had taught me of the warming-breath and a few other ways to keep ice from a G’mai. The nightly lighting of the fire without flint or sparkstones had mixed results—either I could barely produce an anemic flame, or the pile of tinder evaporated into ash after a ball of hungry orange fury devoured it wholesale. Still, I generally managed to call a fire into being without singing a roof or either of my companions, and that was well enough.

      “Never thought it would come to this.” A heavy sigh bowed Redfist’s wide shoulders. He ceased at his scrubbing, looking at the mountains as if they held an answer to some riddle not yet voiced. “He was a cousin. Knew his father.”

      “He may not have known everything in the commission.” I ran my fingers through thickening horse-fur, the vital haze of heat and life from the pony all but visible. Every living thing cloaked itself in that trembling energy, Power begging to be tapped, released, shaped into harmony and brilliance. A continual wonder; how did other adai deal with the distraction? “But he did deliver it to the Guild.”

      “How much?” Redfist dropped his green gaze to the rag of Hain cotton, working it around his callused fingers.

      It had taken him a long time to ask. There was no reason not to tell. “Two hundred pieces of pale Northern gold, each stamped with a wolfshead sigil.” A princely sum, indeed. The Guild would not scruple to return it unless the commission was withdrawn, either, so our barbarian could not return to Antai just yet.

      “So. At least I am worth something.” Redfist paused. “And new coinage. The mines…” A shake of his head, his red hair pulled back and tied in a club with a leather thong. “’Tis a fool’s errand, this. The Pass may well be closed.”

      “Do you wish to turn back?” I turned my gaze away, in case he could not admit it while watched. The trees had changed; instead of those who disrobed every autumn, those who drew their green finery higher against the cold surrounded us. They are secretive, those dark masses, and their pungency can fill the head just like mead.

      “Aye.” He wrung the rag with a quick, brutal twist. “Of course I do. But I cannot.”

      Fair enough. There are many things in life a sellsword would turn away from, if she could.

      “What else will I do with my life?” he continued, shaking the poor piece of cloth viciously. “Sellsword until I am too old, then beg upon a street?”

      “I plan on opening an inn.” It was out before I could halt my babbling. “Six rooms, waterclosets to match, hanging linens in the Sun and foxing tax collectors.”

      The silence was deafening. Even the noise of a forest—creaking, birdsong, the vast echoing of the sky-roof itself—hushed for a few moments, as if the trees and fauna were likewise drawing breath to laugh at my folly.

      Redfist threw his head back and laughed, too. It was not quite the reaction I had expected, but then, nobody expects to lay one of their cherished dreams before another. Not comfortably, at least. Who wishes to show their own foolishness even to a drinking-companion, let alone a friend?

      “Lass,” Redfist finally said, chuckles still burbling in his gut, “ye’re the wisest sellsword I ever hae known. I thank my gods ye picked my pocket that night.”

      It was kind of him to say so. He may even have meant it, and I found myself smiling. “’Tis not much of a dream.”

      “I like it,” D’ri said, smoothing the other pony’s mane much as I had. His lips had curved and his gaze softened, and it suited him well indeed. “It seems an honest thing, and a gentle one.”

      “I am not sure of either.” I shifted my attention to the horizon, a collection of white linen hoods on marching heads like devotees of Taryina-Ak-Allat during their great ecstatic festivals, threading through spiraling streets and chanting atonal songs of sacrifice. “’Tis more likely I shall end with three rooms and a single watercloset, or gut-pierced upon a battlefield.”

      “Not while your s’tarei lives, Kaia.” Darik’s words were edged but very soft, G’mai rolling with consonants providing sharp peaks to match those I watched.

      I did not have a chance to reply, for Redfist folded the rag and tucked it in his belt to dry. “I shall nae stand to see that happen either, lass. Come, we waste sunlight.” As if he had not been the one to suggest a nooning.
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        That night the first snow fell, and I began to dream.
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      I charged. Not straight for my opponents, though that would have been satisfying, but to the left where the shadows were deepest. Boots stamping, my legs complaining, ice underfoot, my left knee threatening to buckle again before silence descended upon me. It was not the killing snow-quiet I had discovered after my mother’s death but the white-hot clarity of battlerage.

      There is a moment, when the body has been pushed past endurance and your enemies are still all about you, when the last reserves inside a sellsword—those crockery jars full of burn-the-mouth, sweetheavy turit jam—are smashed. Muscle may pull from bone, bone itself may break, but the sellsword will not feel either for hours. The Shainakh call it nahrappan, the Hain a term that has to do with a cornered animal, and in G’mai it is called the s’tarei’s last kiss, and it is said that even after an adai’s death a s’tarei may perform one final action, laying waste to his opponents.

      The Skaialan call it berserk, and there are tales of their warriors fighting naked except for crimson chalk-paint, touched by their chieftain-god Kroth’s heavy hand and driven mad by the weight.

      Pain vanished. My dotanii clove frozen air with a sweet sound, blurring in a low arc as I turned sideways, skipping from cobble to cobble with no grace but a great deal of speed. The far-left Black Brother had an axe, and all thought left me as it moved, hefted as if it weighed less than a straw. Their soft, collective, invisible grasping burned away; I left the ground and flew, turning at the last moment, my dotanii’s arc halting and cutting down, sinking through fur and leather, snap-grinding on bone, and the Black Brother’s mouth opened wet-loose as his arm separated, neatly cloven. The axe, its momentum inescapable, sheared to the side, and since his left hand was the brace for the haft it arced neatly into his next-door compatriot, sinking in with the heavy sound of well-seasoned wood.

      Child-high screams rose, but I was already past and Mother Moon, I longed to turn back. The burning in my veins, the sweet-hot rage, demanded it.

      Instead, I put my head down and bolted, braids bouncing and my joints aching with each foot-stamp. Thump-thud, thump-thud, the street familiar now, each shadow turning bright-sharp as my pupils swelled, the taste in my mouth sour copper and katai candy. The Keep loomed ever closer, and if I could reach the end of this passageway there was a narrow housefront with a door left deliberately unlocked. Once inside, I could be up the stairs and out a high window, onto the roof-road again, up and down while their foulglove net closed on empty air. There was an easy way to safety from there, if D’ri had reached it and secured the knotted rope…

      A whistle-crunch. Another high childlike cry behind me as a heavy black-fletched arrow, its curve aimed high and sharp to give it added force as it fell, pierced a pursuer’s skull, shattering it in a spray of bone and grey matter.

      Kaia! Thin and very far away, Darik struggling to reach me through the rage. Kaia, down!
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      “Kaia.” A hand at my shoulder, a short sharp shake. My hand flung out as if to ward off a blow—Darik caught my wrist, cold, callused fingers strong but not biting. I had not reached for the knife under the almost-empty bag of fodder serving as my pillow, so I must have known it was him even in unconsciousness.

      Redfist’s snores echoed against the waystation’s walls. D’ri must have been on watch. His grasp gentled and he touched my forehead with his other hand, as if he suspected an adai’s fever had me in its grip. “All is well,” he said, softly. “You were dreaming.”

      “Was I?” The change from grey dream-dawnlight to the darkness inside a small waystation—the last stone cube meant for travelers on this side of the Pass, Redfist said—threatened to blind me. I could not find enough air, and a touch of sweat along my nape sent a thin finger of chill all down my back.

      “It sounded very much like it.” D’ri crouched, easily, and as my nightvision returned I caught the gleam of his dark eyes under a shelf of blueblack hair. “The one from the ship?”

      I reclaimed my hand, rubbed at the solid sleep crusting my eyelids. At least they were not frozen shut; thin threads of crimson on the banked fire were more a suggestion than actual heat or light. “Again,” I muttered into my palms. “Not the same, but close enough.” My Anjalismir accent had grown more pronounced when I spoke to him of late. Sometimes it did not even cause a pang to hear his tender inflection—or my own.

      “Ah.” He glanced at the waystation door, firmly shut and barred. Shuttered arrow-slits piercing the walls were covered with horse-blankets to muffle the sting of night chill; the ponies moved restlessly and the fragrance of their hides and breath—not to mention other, nastier odors—had vanished from conscious attention, we spent so long breathing them.

      You do not allow your beasts to sleep outside this far north. The white winds can come without warning, and there are stories of livestock frozen dead-stiff near the Pass when the blinding storms descend.

      “Will you tell me?” Uncertain, as if he expected me to take offense at the question.

      No. Perhaps. “’Tis nothing. Merely dreams.” I used the word for idle thoughts, things best put aside. Now I could see his expression, and a flash of something crossed his face. Was it pain? He nodded, sharply, and would have risen had I not caught at his sleeve. “D’ri…” The words trembled on my tongue. They keep returning, and I think I saw Rikyat die in one of them, but…

      How many years had it been since I turned to anyone for…comfort? Was that what I wanted?

      He waited. A hot, abrupt bite of shame pierced my chest. He was after all a very patient s’tarei, even among my kind.

      “They bother me,” I finally admitted, in a whisper. “I think…I think they may be an’farahl’adai.”

      He sank down, no longer crouching but sitting, The black silk and leather of a G’mai princeling was hidden under thick woolens, and if not for the tips of his ears or the severe Dragaemir beauty of his features, he might have been another sellsword, a comrade of convenience along the Road. “Not future-knowing, but otherwise.” Reminding himself what it meant—the ways of Power are many and strange, and only a Yada’Adais can lay claim to knowing most their manifestations.

      Nobody knows all ways but the Moon, as the proverb runs, for she is mistress of all hidden and secret places.

      “I think…there was one, I think I saw how Rikyat died.” My throat was dry, but leaving my sleeping-pad and nest of blankets to fetch a drinking-skin was a daunting proposition, even in woolen night-boots and carrying blankets with me. “And this one, you are in it, and the giant, Janaire and Atyarik too.”

      “At least they are safe in the city.” A vertical line appeared between his eyebrows, and he made no further move to retreat. “If it is your Power breaking free, you may have visions. Like Janaire.”

      “I hope not.” A shudder worked through me—before the battle with the Hamashaiiken, Janaire had seen. She did not speak much of it, but any G’mai child knows such a so-called gift is a burden and a weight upon the soul.

      “It could be a temporary symptom.” His palm against my cheek, warm though his fingers were cool. “I cannot guess, I am no Yada’Adais.”

      “Nor am I.” I have left my Teacher behind. Janaire’s cooking would have been welcome upon our path, and Atyarik’s help with ponies and the work of making camp. I did not precisely miss them—or did I? It was a comfort to think of them warm and snug in the Antai residence, bundled against a cold ameliorated by the breath of the Lan’ai.

      Darik’s thumb feathered over my cheekbone. “Fear not, adai’mi. However the Power moves, we shall meet it.”

      Too fine for me by far, my s’tarei. The weight lifted from my shoulders. I would have taken the rest of his watch, but he tucked me into my nest afresh and pressed his lips to my forehead, and I let him.

      If I dreamed again that night, I did not remember it.
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      The Pass has a lovely name—Armara-karnha. The sound is pleasing and balanced, but the meaning is altogether different. Like any place that has ever heard of the Pensari, whiteness along the northern mountains of the Rim is suspect at best and murderous at worst, and the name means the White Eater. The crags are knifelike, massive teeth of some worldbreaking beast; wind constantly sliding along their edges in a low moaning rising to a shriek as clouds from the south freeze and fall. There are pillars of ice in the higher reaches that have never melted since the world’s creation, and stories tell of wind-spirits trapped in those long cloudy daggers, endlessly suffocating.

      “Get down!” Darik barked, and I did not hesitate, throwing myself full-length into a snowbank. Something whistled near my hair, its buffeting blew stinging snow and freezing over me; I rolled, floundering in a sea of cold white wet.

      None know why harpies screech as they do, and their faces, gnarled into an expression of suffering, only add to the effect. Twin swellings on their feathered chests are full of venom and their claws drip with it as they work, aching to drive into prey. They love meat and will feast upon whatever they find, either freshly envenomed into quiescence or frozen carrion. Their sharp-feathered wings are broad, and powerful enough to knock a strong man down with noisome breath. I have heard they can strip a brace of oxen to bone and offal in bare heartbeats, and I believe it very near the truth.

      The thing shrieked as a finely fletched arrow buried itself just under the juncture of its left wing. Bright hot blood spattered, already half-frozen by the time it hit the snow around me. I flicked a boot up, smacking the thing’s hindquarter to drive it aside as it fell, and its claws snapped a bare fingerwidth from my thigh.

      “Kaia!” Redfist bellowed, and there was a glitter as a flung axe buried itself in the harpy’s side just under the arrow. He almost clove the thing in half, and now I understood why he insisted one of us should always keep a watch overhead. It had come out of nowhere, and if not for my s’tarei I might have been reduced to mincemeat in a few moments.

      Two more banked overhead, turning in great circles, their cries threadbare on the rising wind. Darik tore his arrow free of the corpse—the harpy was longer than I was, how could such a thing fly? My s’tarei offered a hand, I took it gladly, and he dragged me from the snow’s wet clutching. The ponies rolled their eyes and cried out in fear, but fortunately did not bolt.

      Perhaps they were intelligent enough to know there was no safety in fleeing down the Pass. Not in this weather.

      Redfist did not seem to feel the cold; likely his ruddy fur trapped warmth next to his pale skin. D’ri and I both had the warming-breath now, but had Janaire not insisted upon training me I might have frozen to death the night before we crested the Eater’s throat and began sliding down the other side. It was upon that high spine the harpy finally decided I looked like easy prey, being the smallest creature braving the icy passage.

      They would not have been able to lift either of my companions from the ground.

      Darik brushed snow from my fur-lined cloak as Redfist tore his axe free from the steaming corpse, its eyes now filmed and its feathers scattered. There was a certain beauty to its gray and white plumage, and I could see how the marks on its bony cheeks and proud, vicious beak only resembled human features.

      I had never thought I would see a harpy in the flesh. Especially so close.

      We half stumbled, half slid down the slope, but the two circling overhead did not dive until we were well away. They settled upon the body of their former comrade, and the clacking, whistling sounds of pleasure they made were enough to feature in many a nightmare.

      “’Tis a good thing our foster-son is safe,” Darik muttered, while Redfist and I brushed the snow from his shoulders as well. My hood almost hid my face, and the tips of my ears were numb despite the warming-breath. “Those things could carry him aloft.”

      “No worse than wingwyrms.” My heart pounded in my chest, and a thin trickle of melting ice slid down my neck. “I would kill for a hot bath right now.”

      “Better than a bath to be had, lass.” The corners of Redfist’s green eyes crinkled merrily. His beaded beard hung with ice, and every so often he would shake crackling bits of freeze away. “But not until Karnagh.”

      There was a rending of bone and a squabbling up the hill. I suppressed a flinch, squinting against snowglare. “Thank you, D’ri.”

      He nodded, pressed his lips to my forehead quickly. Redfist watched with a great deal of amusement, and clucked at the ponies, soothing them.

      That night we sheltered in a small cave, burrowing like animals. In the middle of my watch—I took the first—there was a rumbling in the heights; it shook both Redfist and D’ri awake.

      “Kroth and Briyde guard us all.” The barbarian’s tone was hushed, and he pushed himself up on one elbow from a small mount of furs and blankets next to the ponies, who were probably glad of his warmth. “The mountains are hungry tonight.”

      I shut my eyes, imagining ice, snow, rock tumbling down the side of those sheer slopes, gathering speed and weight, a wall of white death. “Avalanche,” I said, quietly, in G’mai.

      “I thought as much,” D’ri answered. “Are they common here too, then?”

      “Anywhere there are mountains, I suppose.” I switched to tradespeak, pulling my cloak tighter around me. “He wishes to know if they are common,” I translated politely, for Redfist’s benefit. He could not seem to fit G’mai in his mouth.

      It is a difficult language for those not born to it, not like trade-pidgin or Shainakh.

      “Worst in spring, when the melt comes.” Redfist flopped back down with a groan. The ponies stirred restlessly, one whickering to express his unease. “But aye, common enough.”

      “Luck.” I made the avert sign with my left hand. “Go back to sleep, I will wake you when your watch draws nigh.”
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        * * *

      

      A fiveday later, we reached Karnagh.
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      The city holding the key to the Pass is a collection of stone with red-tiled, sharply slanted roofs ready to slough snow. And full of noise, not to mention smell. Karnagh’s size is shocking even against the mountains; the buildings are stolid and massive under their peaked dull-crimson caps. I barely reached Redfist’s chest, D’ri his shoulder, and the barbarian’s countrymen are of his stature. Giants indeed, and all their structures are built to their scale.

      They dress strangely, as well—the men in woven, full-sleeved shirts and long sheets of material folded a certain way to provide cover and freedom of movement without the aid of trousers, the women in longer skirts and furs. Their bearded men disdain the cold; their hairy calves are on display above thick boots and much-folded stockings held in place with a buckle even during the worst of freezes. Outside the borders of their country, they walk. Inside, however, their steeds are…different. I had thought we would find Skaialan draft horses, and never understood why Redfist laughed each time I mentioned them. They breed the horses for export and for the races they bet furiously upon, but when a giant of the North rides to war or to travel, he does so upon a torkascraugh, a creature I hesitate to describe for even a bard might not believe me.
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