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Summer gave way to autumn, prickly dried weeds blew seemingly non-stop across the rustling dry grasses of the Verigan prairie, and once again Giele Pariah had to lay the torch to a friend’s remains.

Smoke curled into the wind, scented with the rich odor of the mesquite timber and the traditional Elven embalming spices used to mask the reek of charring flesh and bone. Poor Piprel the mage had finally succumbed to the demons in the bottle. Months before, he’d sworn off the drink for good and Giele had hoped he was at last growing a new leaf on the branch of his life, but the call of the spirits was strong, and Piprel’s sobriety didn’t last. By summer’s end, he had been sacked from his job at the railroad for showing up to work drunk. After that, the sight of the besotted mage stumbling through the streets or passed out in the mud beside a building had been an all-too common sight in Goose Creek.

Giele had tried to save his friend, even going so far as to threaten the tavern owners in town not to sell any more booze to Piprel, but the cunning of a drunkard went beyond even that of the former military man. Piprel found his drink every day, and at last he’d met his match in a bottle of toxic whiskey that had come from some backwoods still along the Verigan coast.

He’d died doing what he loved, at least, reflected Giele as he stood before the pyre with his head bowed. Piprel hadn’t been loved, or even well-liked by most denizens of the frontier town, and only a few mourners stood beside Giele: Tarvey, the priest who’d fought beside them both against the gangster Rarik and his cronies in high summer, whose gentle demeanor and cheerful outlook belied a core of iron that Giele hadn’t seen in most men even in his twenty years in the Aelfland military; Cianid, the woman who ran the General Store and had likewise taken up arms to avenge the fallen Horks that Rarik and his men had slain in their cruel attempt to call out Giele for his public humiliation of the gangster; and of course, Wioo, Giele’s Horkish blood brother, who’d not only overcome his hatred of Elves but had grown into Giele’s closest friend and trusted advisor since being banished from his homeland.

The four mourners stood at Piprel’s pyre in silence. It wasn’t the first time any of them had sent friends to their eternal rest in skies of the world, but Giele always hoped it would be the last.

Of course, it never was.

Two decades in the military fighting multiple wars for Aelfland, followed by the betrayal of his sometime lover, Princess Terika of Aelfland, and his subsequent ritual banishment from his homeland, had taught Giele that the world always had another unpleasant surprise in store. Piprel’s death was only the latest tragedy in his life, and sometimes the tall Elf would touch the unpleasant crescent-shaped scar on his cheek, branded there by the magic of the King’s Court Mage as a permanent mark to show he was an outcast, and wonder when it might all end. Perhaps it would be at the barrel of a gun, or the point of an arrow, or even a garrotte in the night. Soldiers like Giele rarely had the luxury of dying peacefully in their sleep. Theirs was a trade of violence, and it begat violent endings.

Wioo poked at the funeral pyre. The young Hork hadn’t needed any urging to dress in his finest buckskins for Piprel’s ceremony. He’d seen enough of his own tribesmen sent off the same way after Rarik’s men had mercilessly gunned down many of the denizens of Valley Village. The community of horse-faced Verigan natives had welcomed Giele into their midst, wounded and dying after an earlier run-in with the gangsters in the wilderness, and befriended him even as they nursed him back to health. And for their kindness, their reward had been a hail of bullets and arrows.

“Piprel was good warrior. Will be missed. Faw.” Faw was the Horkish all-purpose vocalization of wonder and emotion. Wioo shook out his bushy dreadlocks. “Spiral of life cut short.”

Giele nodded. “I’ll miss him too. Poor fellow never did get a break.”

“I choose to remember him in happier times.” The solemnity in Tarvey’s voice was so unlike his normal jocularity that it almost seemed as if someone else were speaking. “After Rarik, when he stayed sober for all those weeks, and you could see the love of life returned to his face. He wasn’t so haunted anymore by the events in his past.”

Cianid sniffled but said nothing. She’d remained unusually quiet since Piprel’s death, and Giele hadn’t been able to draw her out. Theirs was a complex relationship, unlike any other he’d ever had. She refused to leave Goose Creek to join him among the Horks in Six Streams Village, and likewise refused to let him stay with her for any length of time in the loft above her General Store. Giele knew she’d been married once before, and her husband had been slain by Horks. She’d never fully forgiven the natives for that affront, even though she tolerated—and even welcomed—any Horks who accompanied Giele on his various travels around the region. She reminded Giele of the old Elvish saying about loving the trees, hating the forest.

Despite her standoffishness, she did seem to care very much about Giele. Likewise, when he was away from her, his thoughts often strayed back to the gentle lines of her face. Their time spent together was a blessing, and he welcomed it as a respite from the daily struggle of being a marked man in a frontier town. Most of the Goose Creek denizens had accepted Giele as a decent and honorable person, even though he looked and smelled like he spent most of his time among the Horks. There were always a few, though, who looked down their narrow noses at him, because no matter what his words or actions indicated, his crescent moon scar was a mark of evil.

Giele took Cianid’s hand as the last of the embers popped and crackled. She didn’t pull it away. “Farewell, Piprel. May you find peace within God’s embrace.”

Tarvey grasped Giele’s shoulder. “I have duties to attend to, my friend. Come see me at the rectory before you leave town, will you?”

“Of course.” Giele clasped hands with the priest, whose powerful grasp always left his fingers tingling.

“Wioo. Always good to see you.” Tarvey nodded down at the Hork, whose head only came up to the center of the priest’s chest.

“Faw.” Wioo had great respect for the priest’s strength, both in his muscles and in his spirit. The Hork explained to Giele that Tarvey’s spiral was a thick coil, tightly wound. It was as good a description as any, couched in the elemental beliefs of the Horkish people, thought Giele. He’d never been a particularly religious man, having seen far too many young soldiers cut down in wars to believe in anything greater than the power of bullets and bows, but the Horkish belief of the soul as an ever-widening spiral appealed to him in a way he couldn’t easily define.

“Take care, Cianid,” said Tarvey, and headed down the hill in the direction of the rectory,

She nodded back at him and wiped a tear away from one of her almond-shaped eyes.

Wioo cleared his throat. “Going for ride. Need clear head. You all right?”

Giele nodded. “We’ll be fine. Be careful.”

“Faw.” Wioo let a piercing whistle escape from his lips and shortly a pair of greatdeer emerged from the stand of mesquite trees beyond the hill. His own Efraya and Giele’s mount Brokorn weren’t bonded in blood, the way Wioo and Giele were, but they may as well have been from the amount of time the two bucks spent together. Giele felt the mystical connection between himself and the greatdeer as strongly as ever, thanks to the magic Wioo’s grandmother Ullu had worked upon them all those months ago. The buck sensed that Giele didn’t need him, and tossed his single-antlered head, waving his broken stump in something that could have been derision. Giele accepted the attitude with good grace. He knew that if he truly needed the creature, the buck would tear through a stone wall to get to him.

Efraya lowered his head, offering his antlers to Wioo as a ladder. The lithe young Hork scampered onto the greatdeer’s bare back and chirruped. The greatdeer thundered away down the slope with Brokorn in close pursuit, making for the open prairie where the ceaseless winds blew.

Giele and Cianid watched them leave until they were swallowed up by the tall grasses. Giele wondered what he should say to her, but then she broke the silence herself. “You could use a bath.”

“I suppose so.” He scratched idly at his own dreadlocks. After months of living among the Horks, he’d adopted much of their culture, from their easy-to-maintain hairstyle—at once so different from the shaved head he’d maintained during his army life—to their buckskins, beads, and ornamentation.

“Come back to the store and I’ll pour you one.”

“I’d like that.”

The chill wind picked up, causing them both to draw up their hoods as they headed down into Goose Creek Crossing. The town’s trees had already turned from the drab olive color of most Verigan leaves to a visual symphony of crimson, gold, and purple. The dry leaves clattered in the stiff breeze, swirling amid the whitewashed buildings around the central square park. In autumn, forests in Aelfland were an even mix of golden deciduous leaves and dark coniferous needles. It had surprised Giele how colorful the drab prairies of Verigo became with the change of the seasons.

As they walked through town, he was glad for the hood for more reasons just than keeping the points of his ears warm in the breeze. He’d made the fur-lined hood over-sized on purpose to help hide his face, as much for his own comfort as that of the other Elves in the village. Despite his efforts, a few of the Elves out and about in the streets during the waning hours of the day still managed to shoot glares in his direction. He knew that his buckskins marked him as much as his face brand did, but over time, he’d grown to find them far more comfortable than the homespun trousers and blouses worn by many of the frontier folk.

Most people knew about the relationship Cianid had with the Pariah, but swallowed their distaste and still bought their goods at her store. It was easier than trying to obtain supplies through other channels when they were so far from the rest of Elven civilization. Their only link to the rest of the world was the single railroad track that terminated five miles north of Goose Creek, where construction had been stopped for the approaching winter. Giele had ridden those rails all the way from the port of Golden Sands at the coast, getting as far away from Aelfland and the painful memories there as he could.

Cianid stopped in the store to check on her clerk, an earnest young Dwarf named Junius. He was on the wheeled stepladder when they entered the store, straightening items on a high shelf. He looked over as the bell over the door rang. “Oy, sorry ‘bout yer friend,” he said.

“Thank you,” said Giele, not knowing whether the Dwarf had addressed him or Cianid.

“Poor bastard.” Junius grasped the shelf and pushed the ladder further down the aisle, lined with sealed jars and bottles, sauces and snake oil.

“Anything I need to know about, Junius?” asked Cianid.

“Nar. Been quiet today. Folks stayin’ indoors with the approachin’ storm.”

“You think we’ll see snow?” asked Giele.

“Could be. Me dad’s complainin’ about his trick knee.” Junius took a bottle off the shelf, clucked at the mold growing in it, and tucked it into his apron. “’Course, he purdy much always complains ‘bout it. Gets worse when the weather changes, though.”

“Go ahead and head home for the night, Junius,” said Cianid. “I’ll finish tidying up myself.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” The Dwarf eschewed the steps of the ladder and slid down the handles. He dropped the mold-filled bottle into a bucket by the front door that would get hauled out to the town dump later in the week. “’Ave yerself a lovely eve, Miss.” The door bell jangled as he walked out into the strengthening wind.

Cianid locked the front door and turned her Open sign around to display the Closed side to the street beyond.

“What’s winter like here?” asked Giele.

“Cold.” Cianid lit a lamp. “Come upstairs. I’ll start a fire.”

Cianid’s loft was cozy, warm, and a pleasant place for Giele to pass the time when in Goose Creek Crossing. She had a pump that drew water up to the second floor. She stoked a fire in her stove and set three kettles to boil over it while Giele pumped several buckets of cold water and dumped them into the cast-iron tub in the corner of the room. Shortly, when the kettles whistled, they poured the boiling water into the tub and Giele stirred it with the long handle of the bath brush to spread the hot water throughout. When he bathed back in Six Streams Village, he did so in one of the streams, as did all the Horks. It was often a chilly process, except in the height of summer, and it was no small wonder that the Horks didn’t bathe much as a rule. He’d grown accustomed to the natural horsey smell that the natives exuded, and even his own scent had changed somewhat to match it thanks to a similar diet. After years spent in the military, often far afield, body odor was just something that came with the territory. It was only in civilization where folks were more sensitive to it, and doused themselves in perfumes to cover it up.

Although Cianid had seen him naked many times, she stood behind a dressing screen while Giele stripped down and lowered himself into the tub, careful not to splash any of the hot water onto the floor. The water was hot, but not scalding, and he sat in it for several minutes just to enjoy the heat before taking up some of the homemade soap from the chair beside the tub and starting to scrub with it. He closed his eyes and lowered his head into the tub, feeling the heat reach down through his dreadlocks to his scalp. When he came back up, Cianid was sitting on the chair beside him.

“Here, I’ll wash your hair,” she said.

“Thank you.” He closed his eyes and laid his head against the edge of the tub while her strong fingers worked soap through his knotted locks and against his scalp.

“You look more and more like a Hork every time I see you,” she said.

“It’s a comfortable style. You should try it,” he countered. “Buckskins are soft and warm. Locks are the easiest way to wear hair since I shaved it in the military. And I think you would look nice in beads.”

“And little else, I suppose?”

“Something else about the Horks. They’re not so ashamed or uptight about themselves. They celebrate in their bodies instead of hiding them away. Elves could stand to learn some of that freedom.”

“I’m not ashamed of my body.” Cianid tugged on one of Giele’s dreadlocks. “But that’s something I need to talk to you about.”

“What’s that?” Giele scrubbed himself with a sea sponge.

“I’m pregnant.”

The sponge dropped into the tub. “You are?”

“Doctor Hillcourt used a charm from Desini’s. A simple cantrip on a bracelet. It changes color if you’re expecting. And I am.” She held out her wrist to display the simple brass bracelet with a blue stone set in it. Giele hadn’t noticed it before. Now he couldn’t take his eyes off it.

He knew better than to ask her if it was his. Of course it was. If she had been with any other man since her husband’s death, she would have told him. They’d been honest and forthright with one another from the beginning, and it didn’t take a lie-detector charm to know that she’d been faithful, as had he. His concern was one more of practicality. What right did he, a marked man, cast out from his homeland and forced to wander the frontier and live amongst the so-called savages, have to sire a child? Did he owe an apology to Cianid? Or congratulations? He turned to look up at her.

Her face was carefully neutral. It was his move. Her next words would depend entirely upon his response. He searched his soul for his true feelings on the matter. Wioo would point out that his and her spirals were inextricably linked together, and that from those two, a new spiral would spring forth, for that was the right way of the world.

“Faw,” said Giele. It felt like the right thing to say. The corners of her mouth twitched a little, as if she were holding back a smile. It made him smile too, something he hadn’t done often since his mutilation. “You’ll be an outstanding mother, Cianid.”

“But will you be a father?” she asked. “Does your life, complex as it is, have room for a child?”

“It does. And I will do my best to be the father our child needs. And if you want, the husband you might also need.”

“Oh, Giele, I don’t want a husband. I wasn’t even sure I wanted a baby. But if I’m going to have one, I’m glad it will be yours.”

“I don’t think I would be particularly welcome to live here in town.”

“I won’t live among the Horks.”

“Then I suppose things will remain complex for the time being.”

“I suppose so. Close your eyes.”

Giele shut his eyes as Cianid poured clean water over his head, rinsing the suds from his locks. Before he opened them again, he felt her lips brush against the point of one of his ears.

He stood, dripping, and took her in his arms. “You’re getting my clothes wet,” she whispered.

He took them off.
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Morning came, and Giele was the first to awake. Cianid was curled into a ball, pressed against him in the chill of the air. The goose-down quilt lay in a pile at the foot of the bed, where they’d kicked it in their sleep, and only the muslin sheet covered her naked flesh. Giele arose, pulled the quilt up to cover her, and went to feed some more wood to the stove. Some ice had built up on the glass window panes of the loft, but not so much that he couldn’t see fat snowflakes blowing in the wind. The snow wasn’t sticking to anything long enough to collect, instead coating the dusty streets of Goose Creek with a thin layer of mud.

He started two kettles of water heating, one for coffee and one for washing. Cianid’s pantry held some of the ground maize that grew even better than wheat in the region. He mixed up a bowl of it with some water and spices imported from Aelfland and started a batch of his specialty: military flapjacks. In a rare moment of self-indulgence, he’d boasted to Cianid that they were the food upon which his army had marched; she’d countered with the notion that eating the ground an army walked across probably tasted about the same. Then after he’d made them for her the first time, she conceded they were delicious.

“Good morning, soldier,” said Cianid behind him.

Giele turned to look at her. She lay amid the pillows, her black hair splayed across them, her eyes half-lidded as she pulled the quilt up to her chin. “Milady,” he said. “Your breakfast awaits.”

She smiled and stretched, the quilt dropping enough to give him a tantalizing view of her smooth flesh. “I like when you call me that.” Her expression changed to one of distaste. “Breath and Bones!” She threw aside the covers and rushed across the loft to the second-floor outhouse—a luxurious addition that her former husband had built. The sound of retching followed. Giele tried not to listen as he ground roasted coffee beans in the mortar, added crushed eggshells, and then poured them into the kettle to boil.

Cianid emerged from the outhouse a minute later, wiping her mouth with a rag. “God’s Blood,” she said. “I’d feared I might have caught the ague. No such luck.”

“The sour stomach isn’t supposed to last a long time into the pregnancy,” said Giele.

“I hope not. I would very much like to enjoy breakfast for once.” She paused and looked down. “Shouldn’t you at least put on your breeches before cooking? I’d hate for you to burn off anything important.”

He returned her gaze. “Perhaps you should put on a shift, or I’m likely to forget breakfast altogether in favor of other morning entertainments.”

She sniffed. “I’m about to become a fat cow, good for none of that sort of thing.”

“Then we should enjoy it while the moment lasts.”

She drank a dipperful of water from the pump. “Some other time, soldier. I have a store to open.”

Giele sighed and pulled on his buckskin trousers, tightening the laces to hold them snugly about his waist. “I suppose there’s always tonight.”

Cianid took a flapjack from the plate beside the stove. “I make no promises. Besides, won’t you be heading back to the village?”

“Perhaps. I suspect they can get along perfectly well without me bumbling around and filling notebooks.” Upon his acceptance by the Horks, Giele had begun an ambitious project of documenting their language, civilization, and culture, which he was learning was every bit as complex and advanced as Elven or Dwarven societies. He’d spoken to Jingot Longbranch, publisher of the Goose Creek Crossing Gazette, which was a weighty title for a single page document printed but once a week. Jingot was seeking funding to turn Giele’s notes into an anthropological tome, but had so far been unsuccessful in his bids. Nevertheless, Giele continued with his research in the hope that someday, someone might find his efforts useful and informative.

“You may stay here tonight if you wish.” Cianid took a bite of the flapjack and rubbed her stomach as if willing it to stay settled. “But I don’t require it. You may come and go as you please, soldier, so long as you return to me.”

“Of course I will.” Giele brushed crumbs away from her chin and kissed her lips.

By the time Giele finished with his own breakfast and washed up the pans, Cianid was already downstairs in the store. He finished dressing, lacing up his buckskins tight to ward out the snow’s chill. His overcoat was lined with rabbit fur and would be proof against the worst winter Verigo had to offer. He buckled on his pearl-handled pistol, given him by the soldiers of the 136th Forest Regiment that he had once commanded prior to his mutilation, and slung his bow and quiver over his back. Back in Aelfland, if it were peacetime, he might have gone unarmed in a civilian town, but this was Verigo, and the frontier was still a wild and occasionally lawless place. Being armed and carrying with him the reputation of both comfort and skill in using his weapons had done as much to prevent further outbreaks of violence as anything. People who felt his presence indicated evil, or trouble, were less likely to call him out if they knew of his battle against Rarik in the streets of Goose Crossing.

He would like to have stayed, perhaps helped out in the store for the day, but a customer’s disapproving look was all he needed to be encouraged to conduct himself elsewhere. He pulled up his hood and headed out of the store. Despite the desultory snow, the wind was tolerable and he didn’t mind being outside so much. He’d been in far worse weather in Aelfland, camped at the base of the mountains that separated his homeland from a neighboring nation that had been a longtime enemy, waiting for a Jigan attack or for orders to advance across the border.

Knowing Wioo like he did, Giele figured his Horkish friend had camped a few miles out from Goose Creek where he was unlikely to run across any wandering Elves except on purpose. He walked to the edge of town and closed his eyes, facing into the wind, concentrating on the connection between him and Brokorn. He could sense the bonded greatdeer at a distance, like a second heartbeat muffled by many layers of wool. He could have tried to call across the bond, but at such a distance, only a great urgency would break through, and there was no need for such an emergency. Brokorn being such a free-spirited animal meant that he might only respond to an emergency as it was. Giele didn’t mind walking, so he ambled out onto the prairie with little destination in mind beyond a general sense of away.

He heard the horse hooves before the voice, and turned slowly at the call in case someone had a weapon trained upon him. “Howdy, stranger.”

The speaker was a pale Elf with a tall, broad-brimmed hat jammed down tight over his ears and hair the color of mud flapping in the wind. He wore a long black coat with the collar turned up against the chill breeze. He had a rifle resting across the saddle of his roan horse. Another Elf sat astride a speckled gray mare beside the speaker. He wore a hood like Giele, shadowing his eyes enough that an observer wouldn’t be able to see where he was looking. His arms were crossed and his hands weren’t visible beneath his gray wool coat.

“Howdy,” said Giele, his ears cocked for any sound of a third man approaching him from behind. He was certain there would be. He’d never seen either of the strange Elves before in town. Strangers in town, seeking him out when there were other, more obvious sources of information like the Post Office or newspaper meant but one thing.

Bounty hunters.

“That’s a mighty mean-looking scar you got there,” said the pale Elf. “Must’ve hurt like a sumbitch when it happened.”

“It certainly did.” Giele strained to hear. Where was the third man? Most likely behind the building to his left. It was the best location with cover and a sufficient field of fire. “How can I help you gents?”

“We’re looking for a feller. Might be someone you know.” The pale Elf closed his hands around his rifle in a subtle motion. Giele noted it but otherwise didn’t move. The other Elf kept his hands hidden but Giele was sure he had a pistol in each one. They were working hard to sell him on their overt threat, keeping his attention upon them. He caught the faint scent of Elf-cured leather and gun oil on the breeze and knew the third man was approaching, every bit as quiet as a Hork stalking a rabbit. Coming from upwind was a bad mistake, and Giele moved his appraisal of the bounty hunters into the less-than-professional category.

“Might be. What’s his name?” drawled Giele, shifting his weight onto the balls of his feet.

He heard a rustle of fabric flap in the wind and knew the third man was in range. He dropped to the ground, sweeping one leg behind him. The third Elf had his pistol out already and a bullet cracked into the sky as Giele’s sudden leg sweep struck him at ankle level. He yelped as Giele’s heel smashed into his ankles. The pale Elf raised his rifle and the other indeed pulled a pair of pistols out from inside his coat.

Neither one had hold of his reins.

As he rolled away from the third Elf, Giele freed his own pistol and fired at the horses’ feet. Predictably, they reared back in fear, sending the other Elves tumbling to the ground. Giele used their momentary surprise to run toward the nearest building—the telegraph office, in fact. Goose Creek citizens were already peering out their windows as they heard the shots fired. Giele ducked behind the telegraph office, hoping nobody got shot by mistake by the amateurish bounty hunters.

He slipped his bow and quiver off his shoulders and quickly shrugged out of his overcoat. The freezing wind would be a small price to pay for the increased ability to move silently. He nocked an arrow and risked a quick look around the corner. The three Elves had regained their feet, eschewing their horses, and approached with their weapons leveled. At Giele’s appearance, a hail of bullets crashed into the telegraph office. He ducked back and, holding his arrow against the bow’s handle with one hand, lifted his discarded coat and threw it out beyond the corner.

Predictably, the would-be assassins fired at the flapping coat. In that moment, Giele twisted around the corner and loosed his arrow. The pale Elf went down, pierced through the thigh and hollering. Ordinarily, Giele might have just put the arrow through the man’s heart and been done with him, but it was easier for him to explain wounding in self-defense than killing to the town Sheriff, and he knew that explanation would be needed once this engagement was finished.

“Go left, Jaeki. I’ll catch him around the right side,” called one of the Elves over the sound of their companion’s gasps of pain.

If Giele had been more of a mind to taunt, he’d have thanked them for revealing their plans. He slung his bow over his shoulder once more and pulled himself up the drain pipe onto the roof of the telegraph office. The two Elves came around opposite sides of the building, ready to fill him full of bullets, only to find him gone.

Giele dropped down behind one of them and pulled his bow frame across the man’s throat. He dropped his pistol and reached up to grab the bow. As the man pulled it away from his throat, Giele whipped out his own pistol and fired underneath the man’s arm at his companion. The bullet caught the Elf with the paired pistols high on his shoulder, spinning him around.

The last Elf disentangled himself from Giele’s bow and swung it at Giele like a club. Giele backed off, his pistol pointed at the man. “You best leave town, mister, before you don’t live to regret it.”

The Elf who Giele had shot through the leg limped around the corner, his rifle raised. “Watch out, Jaeki, I’m gonna—”

A stout thunk interrupted him, and his eyes rolled up in his head beneath his tall hat. He crumpled to reveal Tarvey standing behind him, hardwood cudgel raised. He spun it around fast enough to make it whistle and slammed the point down on the hand of the Elf Giele had shot as he reached for a dropped pistol. The Elf howled as the cudgel broke bones in his hand. “You don’t want to do that, my friend. Pistols are dangerous.”

“Your timing is excellent, Tarvey,” said Giele. “Now, if this gentleman will drop my bow, I think it would be best if he would collect his friends and leave town.”

“It ain’t fair,” said the only Elf who hadn’t been injured. Giele realized he couldn’t have been much more than a boy. “We had the drop on him.”

“Lad, you and your friends couldn’t get the drop on a blind beggar. You’d be better suited for another line of work,” said Giele. “If you’re not cut out for farming or ranching, you might try the railroad or a trip to the coast.” He retrieved the bow after the boy dropped it. “Your mother might not approve of you hunting men for money.”

The boy pouted. “It’s a lot of money.”

Tarvey spun his cudgel through his fingers. “Money’s no good if you’re not alive to spend it, son. Consider yourself fortunate to be alive and leave. God go with you in your travels.” He raised his other hand in blessing.

“Leave you for a day, and you find new friends already. Faw.” Wioo dropped down beside the boy from the roof of the telegraph office. He clutched his knife in one brown hand, holding the edge of the blade close enough to open an artery in the boy’s throat. “Kill this one and be on our way?”

The boy’s eyes widened as he realized just how close he’d come to joining the two older Elves in injury or death. “No, please! I ain’t goin’ to run with them fellers no more. They was trainin’ me, but I weren’t goin’ to get none of the reward.”

“They did a singularly poor job of your training,” said Giele. “Go now, while you still live.”

The boy didn’t argue; he ran for it in the general direction of the railroad.

Tarvey handed Giele his coat. There were bullet holes in it, but better the coat than his skin, Giele thought.

“What of these two?” Tarvey tilted his head toward the unconscious Elf with the arrow through his leg and the one bleeding from the shoulder wound and nursing a broken hand. He glared at them, but his false bravado belied the blatant fear in his eyes. Elves who lived by the gun, as he most certainly did, expected to die a death of violence.

“Leave them for the Sheriff, I suppose,” said Giele.

“Speaking of which, I think it might be best if you made yourself scarce for a few days. It’s been awhile since you were involved in any violence here in town,” said Tarvey. “And even though Sheksi has been understanding in the past, it might not go so well this time.” He leaned on his staff. “Leave me to clean things up for you.”

Giele clasped Tarvey’s hand. “Very well. Any more of these blow-throughs come looking for me, tell them I’ve left. Tell them I’ve gone beyond the frontier.”

“Are you?”

“No. I—I can’t. Tarvey . . . Cianid’s with child. My child. Watch over her. I’ll come back when I can. When it’s safe.”

Tarvey’s face broke into a wide grin. “You sly old dog. Of course I’ll watch out for her.”

Brokorn trotted over and lowered his head for Giele to mount. Giele grasped the greatdeer’s sole antler and swung himself up onto the beast’s back. “I’ve got to find out who’s set this price on my head and somehow convince them to drop it.”

“It’s most certainly Rarik’s family,” said Tarvey. “You’ll find that difficult at best.”

“Then I’ll take more drastic measures.” Giele didn’t have to say what those measures would be; Tarvey would know that Giele meant seeing to the deaths of those involved. Neither man had the lack of taste to comment further upon it.

“Farewell, my friend. Be safe, and I hope to see you again very soon.”

“You will, Tarvey, one way or another.” Giele glanced over at Wioo, already mounted upon Efraya and waiting impatiently for the drawn-out Elvish farewell. “Let’s ride, brother.”

The two greatdeer kicked up their hooves and raced into the prairie as if they were no more than snowflakes blown upon the autumn wind.
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The two greatdeer galloped like horses, but without nearly as much noise. Their dainty hooves scattered mud and dry grass in their wake, but even the fury of their passing left the prairie for the most part undisturbed. Such was their speed that even with his overcoat drawn tightly about him, wind still whistled through the bullet holes and chilled Giele to the bone. Still, he suffered in silence, not willing to break the sounds of nature with his caustic voice. Once they had put what the two men felt was a sufficient distance between them and Goose Creek, they guided their greatdeer into a dry gulch deep enough that the wind swirled over the top of it but not so much within.

“Safe for fire?” asked Wioo.

Giele looked up at the sky. Gray clouds drifted steadily from the west, some swirling low enough that he almost felt he could reach up and touch one. The snow hadn’t picked up, but neither had it stopped. “Yes, I think so.”

“Faw. Freezing. Should be home in tent.” Wioo gathered up deadfall from the gulch’s floor while Giele built a quick stone-lined firepit.

Wioo built the pyramid-shaped stack of wood that was characteristic of Horkish fires, while Giele touched a match to a tuft of dry grass and twigs. The kindling flared alight right away and in a few minutes, they had a decent blaze to warm their fingers and toes.

Wioo slapped at his arms to drive away the cold. “Faw. Never like winter.”

“You’d hate Aelfland,” said Giele. “It’s far colder than it is here.”

“Probably hate it for other reasons too,” said the pragmatic Hork.

“True.” Giele found his leather bottle and drank some of the icy stream water contained within it.

“Cianid foaled. You proud?’

Giele coughed as he swallowed the wrong way. “God’s Blood,” he managed once he’d cleared his airway. “You did that on purpose.”

“Faw.”

Giele tossed the bottle over to his friend, who drank as well. Giele didn’t have Wioo’s exquisite sense of timing, and couldn’t manage a sufficiently witty turn of phrase to get the Hork to choke. “I am proud,” said Giele at last, staring into the fire. “I never thought about becoming a father before. My life was always devoted to the King first and foremost. Once that time ended, I was here and had to worry more about staying alive.”

“You make good father. Always watching out for Horks. Like whole tribe of children for you.” Wioo twisted his horsey face into a wide grin. “Old man.”

“Not so old I can’t still tan your hide,” retorted Giele.

“Like to see you try.”

“Like to see that too,” said a new voice, and a dark figure dropped into the gulch on the far side of the fire.

One of Wioo’s spears appeared in his hands as if it had always been there. Giele’s pistol was closer at hand than his bow, and he whipped it out to point at the newcomer as well.

The Hork, a female, raised her hands in supplication. “No harm. I am a friend.” Unlike the reddish brown of Wioo’s skin, and that of his fellow tribesmen, her skin was a dusky black. Instead of dreadlocks, her hair was collected in a mass of small braids, each one ending in a bangle of bone or wood. Her clothing style was unfamiliar; instead of buckskins, she was wrapped in woven fabric decorated with tassels and shining metallic beads. Her boots were made from twisted cord that had either been sewn or glued together to make soles. With the exception of the decorations on her clothing, everything she wore was varying shades of black, ranging from dark gray to midnight blue. She had a knife stuck through the waist sash that held her wrap tightly about her, but it was held fast within its black leather holster and her hands were empty.

“Who are you?” asked Giele, already more curious than concerned. The Hork was young, perhaps even younger than Wioo, but he could see a hardness about her from the cast of her jaw that reminded him of the youngest survivors of the Valley Village massacre. This youngster had seen more than her fair share of tragedy in her short life, and it had marked her with the indelible aspect of a survivor.

She patted her chest. As the folds of fabric moved around her, Giele realized that she was dreadfully thin, nearly to the point of emaciation. “Squush,” she said. “Of Blackwater.” She spoke Elvish in a strange, but comprehensible accent.

Wioo’s eyes gaped wide and his spear point drooped. Giele had seen the look on his face before on young Leaf Archers who’d seen their first camp whore. He’d always had to caution them about falling in love with women whose jobs were simply to help the men blow off the inevitable pressure from their drives. Some always did despite his warnings, and wound up with broken hearts. That same look of sudden infatuation had appeared on Wioo’s face and Giele felt like reaching over to slap his friend upside the head.

“I’m Giele Pariah.” He’d finally grown used to the surname, which was all that was left to him after the King stripped away his family name along with everything else that had meant anything to Giele as punishment for daring to be seduced by the Princess. For the longest time, he’d simply gone by his first name, but after the newspaper man in Goose Creek had written up his tale following the shootout with Rarik’s gang, Giele had started using his surname as well.

“Wioo, of Valley Village and Six Streams.” Wioo slapped his chest. His spear was already back on the ground beside him so he wouldn’t appear threatening.

Squush gave him only the most cursory of nods. Her attention stayed focused on Giele. “You are the Hork-friend? The Elf who walks among us?”

“That’s as good a description as any,” said Giele. Squush seemed to have a better grasp of Elvish than any of the Valley or Six Streams villagers. Even Wioo, who’d spent every day of the past half a year in Giele’s company, still spoke in a mixture of Horkish and broken Elvish. Wherever Blackwater was, he figured it must be where Horks and Elves were much closer on a regular basis than in the region around Goose Creek. “I hope you’re not here for the reward, because unless you brought a dozen friends, you’re pretty well outnumbered.”

Her dark face scrunched up into a horsey grin. “No, not reward. I followed other Elves who talked about it though. Not very good hunters. Never once saw Squush.” She raised a hand and wiggled her slender fingers. “Squush have more talent in least finger.”

Giele and Wioo burst out laughing. The powerful boast coming from such a delicate creature would have been incongruous, had she not carried such obvious internal strength. Squush waited for their snorts of amusement to cease. Giele settled himself down and dug into his buckskin pouch for the leftover flapjacks that he’d saved from breakfast. He’d planned to share them with Wioo for a midday snack if they didn’t have time to hunt, but Squush looked like she’d missed more meals than anyone should have. “Here. You look like you could make better use of these than either of us.”

Squush took the flapjacks and wolfed down the first one like a starving animal. Then she leaned back against the wall of the gulch, pointed her toes at the fire, and ate the second one more slowly. “Thank you. Was hungry. No time to hunt on the road.”

“Looking for him?” Wioo cocked his head toward Giele. “Why?”

“Blackwater tribe dying. Need help.” The statement was simple, and spoken as if she were doing nothing more emotional than discussing the weather. And yet, a deep well of hidden pain lay beneath her dark eyes and threatened to drown Giele.

“Tell me what’s happening, and how you believe I can help?”

Squush spun a length tale about how first the prosperity of her tribe, and then their very lives had become threatened by a large Elf-run and Dwarf-built mining operation. The mine was extracting the burning black rock from the ground, using explosives and chemicals and lots of clattering, steam- and magic-powered equipment. Giele surmised that the rock in question was probably coal, which was rapidly overtaking magic as the source of power for the modern world.

Blackwater tribe was so named because the area in which they lived was so rich in coal deposits that it dyed almost everything black. The Horks had adapted to the land, as they tended to do wherever they lived, and over time, their bodies had become infused with it and given them their smoky skin and obsidian hair.

Giele had seen strip-mine operations in the eastern mountains of Aelfland, where Dwarf crews were taking mountains apart layer by layer to remove the valuable iron ore, precious metals, and even the occasional gemstones. They were massive, ugly operations that laid waste to mountains, decimated the forests beneath them, and turned the water into a poisonous sludge. The only reason the King had ever tolerated such harsh measures was to keep the minerals flowing to support his wars. So long as His Majesty couldn’t see any of the strip-mined mountains from his castle, and his water stayed clean, he accepted the effects.

A similar method was being used in the Blackwater region, from Squush’s description, and the effects had spread out onto the plains beneath the mine. Game animals had moved away from the areas, as had the predators who followed them, leaving behind only a few hardy, fast-breeding creatures that were decimating the crops and remaining vegetation. The ground water was often cloudy and stank of chemicals, and it had become harder and harder for the Blackwater Horks to find enough clean water to drink, never mind trying to perform any sort of agriculture. To make matters worse, there was a town that had been built to support the mine, and that in turn required the support of numerous local farms and ranches. They had spread across the plains like wildfire, snapping up the remaining arable land for farming and livestock, leaving nothing for the Horks.

“Why not leave? Move on. Find new home,” said Wioo. “Valley Villagers moved on to join Six Streams tribe.”

“Not so simple as that,” said Squush. “Farmers and ranchers hate Blackwater tribe. Attack us. Try to move entire tribe across farmland, it get us massacred. Blackwater tribe is trapped between angry farmers and miners.”
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