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Chapter 1
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Ariel shivered, pulling his thin quilted coat closer. The sweat from climbing the steep path now chilled his body and he stamped his hooves, cursing under his breath. 

He was not made for this damn snow, for the high elevation that made his breath come hard and shallow, as though his lungs were being squeezed right out of his body. 

Yet here they were, he, his best friend, Radnac, and a group of ten guards, all miserably huddled on the lee side of a great rock face, waiting and watching the trail that curled steeply upward and then abruptly disappeared between two massive rocks. 

The entrance to the land of the Silvermanes. Where his brother, Varan, and his little lover, Tarsus, had disappeared two years ago. 

Now, finally, a message had been sent, saying that Varan was allowed to meet Ariel here, for a short time at least. 

Ariel rubbed his hands together, then wrapped his arms around his body in a search for comfort. It was so alien on this mountainside. Below them, far below, the lands of the southern centaurs stretched far and wide, green and lush – warm.

Here was like another world. 

The Silvermanes may glory in the cold and the snow, but Ariel was perfectly content with his own world. 

For this time though, he was willing to go through anything to see Varan again, to ensure that his brother was safe – and happy. 

"Your highness. There’s an overhang just to the left here. We’re going to try to get a fire going." Grantin, the head of his guards was watching him with worry in his brown eyes. 

Ariel nodded, gritting his teeth that had developed the annoying propensity to chatter alarmingly. 

Radnac stepped closer, so that they were pressed together, from shoulder to rump. 

"I told you to dress more warmly", his friend chided, shaking his head. 

Radnac, ever the one to be prepared for any eventuality, was well covered, a thick coat over his torso, and a padded blanket strapped over his equine form. He gestured to one of the guards, and the centaur brought forward a heavy pack. 

Radnac rummaged through it, pulling out a blanket and swiftly draping it over Ariel, reaching under his belly to draw up the straps and fasten it securely. "You're such an idiot sometimes, I can't believe it. Did you think you’re Tarsus, with Silvermane blood and a love of the cold?"

Ariel grimaced. He hated being confined by anything, much less heavy clothing. Besides, the climb was hard, and he’d been so warm at the beginning...

Radnac tutted, then grasped one of his hands and chafed it gently, before sliding a wool lined mitt on. He repeated the action with the other, then flung an arm around Ariel, lending his body warmth as best he could. 

"He'll be here soon." He bumped his rump against Ariel's. "I know you miss him."

Ariel grunted, his gaze fixed upon the path and the two rocks, watching, waiting for any movement. His body was strung tight with tension and want. 

"I don't miss the great ass. My life has been so much easier with him gone. Halved my worries and my duties. I hope they’re working him to the bone over there. He deserves it." His growl was far too half hearted to convince anyone, much less himself, that his words were anything but hot air. 

Radnac snorted, blatantly unconvinced. "You forget who propped you up at Springfest, when your drunken self sobbed all over me and wanted to storm the mountain, battle the damned Silvermane king and bring Varan home."

Ariel winced. It had not been one of his finer moments, and the headache and sickness the following morning had been particularly memorable. 

That sixteen year old mead had been potent. 

He’d stuck to ale ever since. 

"It had been a hard week. I was tired, fed up and perhaps a little maudlin," he grumbled defensively. 

Radnac's brow rose. "A little? It took me two days to get the salt stains off my skin and hide. When you cry, you go all out."

Ariel elbowed him, scowling, and they scuffled for a moment before subsiding. A steep mountain face was no place for their normal roughhousing. 

Ariel sighed, leaning against his friend.

"It's been a long two years. And we know nothing. If not for this message, we wouldn't even have had confirmation that he was alive."

"Dead? Varan?" Radnac sounded scandalized. "Your brother's far too surly and determined.  Let death take him? I mean, could you imagine the gods wanting him living with them? They'd send him back in a heartbeat."

Ariel grinned a little, the old worry fading into practicality. Radnac was right, damn him. Varan was well able to take care of himself, and if not, he had Tarsus. The little white centaur had discovered his heritage, his royal blood and returned with his father, the Silvermane king, to their lands. 

Varan, along with his young servant, Hylos, had been grudgingly allowed to return with them, at the beseeching of Tarsus. 

Somehow, Ariel knew that the king would have a hard time refusing Tarsus anything at all. 

He just hoped that Varan was well, and not regretting his decision to leave his place as commander of the southern centauran army, his family, and all he had ever known. 

Ariel was quite sure that nothing and no one could have persuaded him to do the same. 

He had longed for this meeting, needed it desperately, to lay aside his concerns and try to move on from the pain of his brother's absence. There was a great, Varan sized hole in his life, and somehow, he needed to fill it. 

Their sister, Nalain, was far too busy training to take over from their aunt, the queen. She missed Varan, but without the all consuming sadness that had taken Ariel. 

He’d never counted himself a family oriented kind of centaur, but then he’d been with them all his life. They’d lost their father and mother when he was but a foal, and he could hardly remember them. It had always been his aunt, Nalain and Varan who raised him, and he’d never realized the depth of his love, until Varan had been gone. 

The last two years, he’d been lost, thrust abruptly out of protected youth and into reality. 

He was royalty, but he had no true role to play. 

Nalain was the important one, and just a month ago, she’d married an important noble of the queen's court, a well known, powerful centaur. 

Already, Nalain was in foal. 

So where did that leave Ariel? The foal would be the new heir...

Ariel was a good warrior, but he could never claim the might and experience of Varan. He could not see himself leading the army when so many other centaurs had greater skills. 

He was no scholar. The schoolroom had been torture for a free spirited soul like himself. 

He was good at people, at understanding their motives and actions. Varan had wanted to steer him towards a diplomatic role, but Ariel wondered if he had enough life experience for others to take him seriously, counting him as more than his bloodline. 

Without Varan at his back, and with Nalain far too busy to listen, he was left floundering. 

Often it was Radnac that cuffed him about the ears and set him back into sense, instead of spirals of thought that led to confusion, uncertainty and feeling utterly adrift. 

Radnac was the same age as Ariel, and they’d grown up together. Radnac however, was an only foal, and he had a deep rooted sense of responsibility and duty to his noble born family, though Ariel disliked the way they gave him little affection, only showering him with expectation. 

He was blessed with such a friend. Not that he would ever tell the ass. He gave Ariel far too much trouble for that. 

He leaned harder into the comfort of Radnac's bulk. His friend was taller, heavier, and he’d always protected Ariel fiercely, even when he had not wanted it. 

"Sir? It's warmer by the fire." Grantin called. 

"We can see the path from where the fire is. We won't miss them. As though Varan is missable..." Radnac's dry humor cut through Ariel's thoughts. He let his friend guide him closer to the fire, and there, the warmth radiating from the cliff face, he felt the tip of his nose begin to warm, followed shortly by his face, which had gone numb some time ago. 

"I told you to cover your face." Radnac shoved him closer to the cliff face, in the warmest spot, sheltering him from the blowing snow that trickled down over the lip of the rock face. "I hope to the gods that your brother is smarter, and that he has lost no bits to the cold."

Ariel snickered, his tension lessening. Radnac always managed to get him to relax, to...

The attack happened so swiftly, with such ferocity, that they had no time to react. 

****
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Tarsus trotted ahead, unable to still his eagerness into proper behavior. 

Behavior befitting a prince. 

He snorted, giving a little buck and tossing his head. His new life held many wonders, but how others treated him because of his title was not one of them. He hated the attention, feeling as though others were reacting to his position, not to him. In some ways, it was just as lonely as being raised among those who had hated him. At least then, he had been well aware of their motives and view of him. 

If it were not for Varan...

He glanced over his shoulder, stifling a grin as he viewed his mate, bundled to the hilt, trudging in his wake. 

Varan had still not become accustomed to the cold of the high mountains. He was fine back in the capital, where the temperatures were more moderate, but he did not have Silvermane blood that bore the cold so well. 

Their original trek from Varan's homelands, to the Silvermane kingdom, had convinced the huge centaur that he never, ever wanted to make that trip again. Yet here he was, surly and cold, but unable to hide the need to see his brother. 

Tarsus had known Ariel for such a short time, but he had missed the centaur as well, and was looking forward to Ariel's irreverent manner and the way he teased Varan into unwilling humor, forcing him into roughhousing, and making him act like a colt again. 

Tarsus had loved watching their relationship, and he mourned the fact that they’d been separated by Varan's choice to remain at Tarsus's side. 

If only there were not so many miles between the two countries, and a dangerous ridge of mountains to contend with. He wanted his mate to be able to see his family, and it had been a long two years. He’d seen the grief in Varan's eyes, though the huge centaur tried hard to hide it from him, knowing how guilty he already felt. 

More than once he’d tried to persuade Varan to return to his world, leave him. To Tarsus, his mate's happiness was far more important than his own. 

His words had only hurt his mate, and it had taken all this time for them to settle into a life where they actually listened to each other, instead of attempting to guess what the other truly wanted. 

It had been a time of learning, because certainly neither one of them had the slightest idea how to work within the boundaries of a true relationship. Love was wonderful, but it also took a great deal of effort and determination, as they found each other's limits, and emotional triggers. 

They were finding their way, and Tarsus felt that their love was the better for it, stronger, more resilient. Certainly he was beginning to believe in it, and with that growth, was starting to believe in himself as well. He was finding out that working on his own issues was enhancing the love he was able to bestow upon Varan. 

They had a long way to go, but he knew they were both determined to make it work, regardless of what lay around them, or what others thought. 

His father, Arhanyin, King of the Silvermanes...

He glanced over his shoulder, behind Varan, to where his father was, surrounded by guards, his expression, as usual, impossible to read. 

While Tarsus was gaining in confidence with Varan, he still felt like a child when he was with his father. Their progress was fraught with misunderstandings and hurt feelings, both of them so fearfully tentative in a relationship that held an element of disbelief. 

For years, Arhanyin had thought Tarsus dead. Tarsus had thought someone else was his father. 

Now they danced around the past while attempting to form a future, both terrified of driving the other away. 

It was a measure of how far they had to go in trust, in that the king himself had insisted on accompanying them to the border. 

Tarsus was well aware that his father held no trust towards Varan. His mate and the king had settled into a mutual avoidance of each other, with taut silence when they had no choice but to be in the same room. 

It was wearing upon Tarsus, even though he knew they both sought to keep him out of the problem. 

He huffed a snort of annoyance, tossing his head. He was not a colt any longer, not a fool either. He wished they would both give him more credit as to being able to work through the issues.  

It had taken months to convince his father to allow this meeting, but the king had insisted that he would travel with them, worried no doubt that the southern centaur would turn traitor and steal Tarsus away, back into the southern kingdom. 

Tarsus knew his mate better than that, knew his honor and his pride would never allow him to go back on such a vow as he had made to Arhanyin two years ago. 

He also understood his father's fears. Having lost Tarsus's mother to apparent drowning, and fearing her unborn foal dead, the discovery of Tarsus, alive and full grown, had been a shock of epic proportions. The fact that his son had been a slave, then a servant of the southern centaurs, and particularly Varan, had driven him to the edge of madness, and his dealings with the southern centaurs had bordered on war. 

Now with his son approaching that same kingdom, he had no reason to trust the very centaur that had called Tarsus servant. 

So Tarsus was in the miserable position of keeping the two males he loved most from misunderstandings, and/or killing each other. 

To escape from the confines of the Silvermane palace, beautiful though it was, along with the stares and expectations of the courtiers, was a pleasure he was determined to experience to the full. 

He bucked again, for the sheer enjoyment of it, before rearing up, dancing on his hind legs as the wind blew his hair and tail into silver clouds about him. He closed his eyes and drew in the cold, the clean, crisp air that his bloodline was made to enjoy. 

He finally came back down on all four hooves, though he could not help pawing at the ground in impatience. His father had insisted on a slow, steady pace, when all Tarsus wanted to do was run, hard and swift over the snow. 

He heard a huff behind him, then a mittened hand came down on his shoulder, lending a moment of warmth against the wind. 

"I'm glad someone is enjoying this outing." The bite in the words made him look up at his mate, old fears rising. 

The warmth in brown eyes belied the tone of voice, and he relaxed enough to wrap his arms around Varan's neck and pull him down into a kiss. 

Varan pulled him close and tucked up against the powerful chestnut stallion's body, he felt so completely safe. 

He stroked a cold cheekbone, pulling the scarf up higher to cover Varan's face more fully. "I can see the ridge just ahead. See the marker stones?"

Varan squinted, shading his eyes for a moment, before he nodded, his body posture becoming more eager than he would have been comfortable exposing. 

"That idiot better be there on time, or I will have his hide." Even the growl couldn't hide his anticipation. 

Tarsus grinned, linking his arm through Varan's and tugging him forward. "I somehow think he will probably have been waiting, just as grouchy and irritable as you are." He put a finger to his lips in thought. "No, let me retract that. No one is as grouchy and irritable as you are."

He gave a laugh as Varan body checked him half way off the trail, before pulling him back against him. 

"Insolent brat," the large stallion growled, but didn't release his hold even slightly.

"Your brat," Tarsus replied smugly. Varan was his, he had the right to feel smug. 

****
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Varan wanted to roll his eyes, but restrained himself with effort, as some of the king's guards pushed past them on the narrow trail and with weapons in hand, approached the marker stones. 

Arhanyin's caution was commendable on the part of his son, but having endured two years of it, sometimes to extremes, Varan had to restrain his impatience. 

Now, so close to finally seeing his brother, the precautions were more than normally irritating. 

Biting back a caustic comment, he kept his grip on Tarsus as first the guards, and then he and his mate stepped through the marker stones. 

The wind was harsh and turbulent in this spot, and for long moments he could see nothing, almost running into one of the guards that had stopped abruptly. 

He was about to snarl, when he saw the lead guard make a slashing move with his hand, a warning that had Varan drawing his sword before he was even conscious of the choice. Having been a warrior for so many years, the reflex was as natural as breathing. 

He tucked his smaller mate behind him, and Tarsus, having seen that guard's gesture, did not protest. 

The wind died abruptly, the swirling snow settling. 

Varan drew in his breath, eyes widening, a sick, tight feeling growing in his chest, stealing his breath. 

Ahead, scattered on the snow, the bodies of centaurs, snow drifting over their corpses, sightless eyes staring, covered in frost. 

He heard the choked noise Tarsus made, the sound of horror only accenting his own. 

He heard the rapid crunch of hooves, then Arhanyin was at his side, sharp eyes sweeping the area, blue flame flowing over his fingertips. With a word, that same flame flickered outward, over the bodies, spreading low over the ground. 

Varan numbly watched it flow from body to body, shock encasing him. 

The blue light gathered back around Arhanyin and he stood motionless, absorbing the information it gave him. 

"Minotaurs," he breathed, the blue light flaring in response to his growing anger. 

The guards moved forward, cautious, weapons at the ready. Varan followed, shaking. He stopped at each body, identifying them, whispering their names to give to the gods, to ensure safe passage to whatever lay beyond this life. 

He knew these centaurs, some young, some old. Ariel's guard, something Varan had personally formed years ago, long before he had followed Tarsus into the Silvermane kingdom. 

Ariel had often protested the presence of these same guards, but he had also realized that his position made it necessary for protection. 

They had died doing exactly what Varan had ordered them to do. 

The positions of the frozen forms told a violent story. They had fought hard, died fighting, their bodies covered in massive wounds. He felt choking pride. These were his people, his troops. He knew them well, each family, each history. 

His heart dropped each time he discovered another body, dreading the inevitable moment that he found his brother. 

Ariel. Ariel had been here for him, far from the protection of the fortress. 

He made a sound in his throat, a choked keening. He was barely cognizant of the others around him, hardly felt Tarsus's shaking hand upon his arm, the little centaur crowding close. 

When they reached the last of the bodies, he went to one knee, slowly brushing off the snow, breath held. 

He knew that face – but it was not his brother. Another of the guards. 

Relief twined with further grief. He rose up, shaking, anger rising, unable to wrap his mind around what had happened here. 

The Minotaurs had never been seen this far west. To get here they would have had to circumnavigate through the borders of the southern centaurs. Why had they not been sighted? 

A growl rose in his throat. Above all, what had happened to his younger brother? Where was Ariel?
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Chapter 2
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Ariel stumbled and fell once more, feeling ice tear at his knees. Behind, he heard Radnac cry out and he twisted round, fighting back to his hooves and charging the Minotaur who had yanked the leash around Radnac's neck, half strangling him and causing him to fall. 

The Minotaur swore at the force of Ariel's strike, and he yelled something at his leader, the one who held Ariel's own tether, and didn't hold him back, who simply watched with a grin.

Leisurely, slowly, he pulled the tether taut and began to reel the centaur in, fist over fist, while Ariel fought and reared, twisting, trying to return to Radnac.

Ariel's arms were tied tightly behind him, and it threw his balance off, not to mention the blow he had taken to the head during the initial attack. 

His senses were not stable, and before long, he fell to his knees again, panting, vision fading in and out. The cold bit at him and he could not stop shivering. His head hung lower and he prayed he and Radnac would die from the elements upon this mountain, long before these minotaur bastards could use them. 

Why they had been taken made no sense to him. When centaurs and minotaurs met, there was blood shed on both sides and no mercy to be shown. 

A prisoner?

To his recollection, he had never heard of such a thing. Fear rose, sharp and debilitating as he looked up through frost crusted eyelashes to meet his captor's eyes. 

He had to be mistaken that there was heat in that stare. He shuddered and craned his neck round, trying to keep an eye on Radnac. His friend was wounded, he knew that much. A sword strike that had glanced off his equine shoulder. 

Normally, it would have bled, but the sole redeeming factor of the cold was that it prevented the blood flowing. 

Ariel had tried to remain beside his friend, tried to support him with his own body, but on the narrow trail they were following, it was only possible to walk single file. 

His leash grew taut once more, a cruel smirk upon the minotaur leader's face, and Ariel staggered to his hooves, watching as Radnac managed to do the same, though his friend's head hung low, and his gait was slow and pained. 

The rope around Ariel's throat tightened, and he had to face forward once more, following blindly in his captor's wake. To their left was a sheer drop. How far Ariel could only guess at, for the blowing snow shielded the true depth. Part of him wanted to wait for the right moment, and hurl himself from the ridge, free himself from this nightmare. 

That way might be an escape, but he would never leave Radnac to their mercies. It was both of them or neither of them, as far as he was concerned. His lips thinned grimly, determination beginning to rise through the shock. 

He was no foal to tremble at the sight of a minotaur. He was a warrior, had fought the black demons often enough. When the chance came and the tables turned, he’d show these bastards what a maddened centaur was capable of. 

Memories of blood and death, the loss of his guards, made gorge rise in his throat, and he had to fight sickness down. 

They had been friends. He knew each of them, knew their families. Had grown up with some of them. Their violent deaths had still not become real in his thoughts. Tears stung his eyes, dripped down his cheek to freeze upon his skin. 

The minotaurs had been swift and deadly, and then, upon overwhelming the centaurs, had split up. After a long, drawn out argument, one group remained behind, for what purpose Ariel could not imagine, while the other, led by Ariel's nemesis, had left, dragging the two prisoners with them. 

It made no sense...

Ariel sucked in a sharp breath, his muddled senses finally seeing a reason for the minotaurs' presence. 

The Silvermanes. They were attempting to find the passage to the Silvermane kingdom, something lost and almost mystical. 

And Ariel had led them right to it. 

Varan would come – and meet the same fate as the guards...

He struggled against his bonds, glancing desperately back down the trail, but the rope around his throat dragged him forward. 

****
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Arhanyin stood motionless, eyes closed, fists clenched, blue flame flickering over his fists. There was silence from the others as they waited. 

When his eyes finally opened, the blue flame was within them, making the rest of the group bow their heads in respect, averting their eyes.

"They are not gone. They took their dead." He glanced at Varan. "Your warriors did well. Now they wait for us to let down our guard. To attack once more."

Varan stepped up before him, his own eyes steely. "Where?" His sword was clenched tight, body taut with grief and fury, and the need to act. 

Arhanyin met his stare, lips thin and tight, but he understood the nature of loss and grief all too well, and he let the stallion's lack of respect slide.

"Some distance to the north. I can feel we are watched." He bared his teeth, expression feral. "I believe this entire matter was for them to find the pass, to discover the way into Silvermane lands."

He felt his son step closer, lay a slender hand upon his arm, no fear evident in those eyes as blue as his own. For that moment, they were in complete accord, their blood bond strong, any differences pushed aside. 

If the minotaurs should take this discovery back to their people, war would descend upon the Silvermanes, war they had avoided so long ago by their voluntary exile. 

Arhanyin knew his powers, knew what they could do, but even he was well aware that a minotaur invasion would be almost unstoppable by sheer numbers alone. 

The Silvermanes had no allies to call in. Their aloof lifestyle of isolation could now be their downfall. 

"We must find them. Every last one of them. There must be no survivors to take the information back to their people."

The captain of his guard nodded, expression grim and tight with determination. 

Arhanyin glanced at Tarsus. They had separate powers, and his son was able to communicate with the goddess herself. 

Tarsus drew a deep breath, pushing away the shock, the worry for his grieving mate. Thoughts of the new home he had found, the people he knew, unknowing what new threat had arisen. 

Anger rose. He pushed it down into determination. Anger had no place with power. Arhanyin had taught him that. Power must be wielded with clear thought, lest it become something else, something dark and uncontrollable. 

He closed his eyes, cast out his power around them. 

Chanting softly, he called upon the goddess to aid them, to bring the snows and wind that were their allies. 

There was nothing for long moments, and he gritted his teeth, forced away the doubts that would lessen his power. All his training for the last two years rose up and drove back the remnants of his past, of the broken soul he had been. 

He had come too far to return to that.

A breeze tickled along his flank like ghostly fingers, ruffling his tail and stroking over his thick, silver coat. 

He smiled a greeting, feeling, as he always did, the glory of her presence, the peace it always brought him. 

"Please," he whispered softly. "Help us in this. Shield us from our enemies' sight. Lead us to them."

The winds rose with a roar...

* * * 
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The storm fell upon them with them with a fury that sucked away pride and made one bow to the elements.

Ariel could not see a hand's breadth in front of him, and only the draw of the tether around his neck kept him stumbling forward, breathless and feeling increasingly numb. 

There was no way they would survive long in these conditions. 

As though in answer, he saw the looming wall of a cliff face and was tugged close against it. His legs gave out and he collapsed abruptly down, drawing deep grateful breaths, now that the wind howled around him, not through him.

A moment later, Radnac was there, falling against him, so that they huddled together, sharing precious warmth. 

His friend's eyes were dull, his stentorian breathing worse than Ariel's admittedly labored panting. Ariel leaned closer, lending support, trying to share what little heat he had. 

He let his forehead rest against Radnac's, feeling the heat that was building there despite the frigid conditions. 

"We'll make it. Varan will come. You know he will." Ariel tried to keep the fear of his own thoughts to himself. "He's a stubborn bastard and you've seen him fight," he whispered. "Just stay strong, all right?"

Radnac heaved a quivering breath, then nodded. "If you get the chance, run. You're the fast one. You can make it..."

Ariel pressed closer. "I will never leave you, you idiot. We'll get out of this – together, as we do all things."

Radnac just bowed his head, shivering despite his thick quilted coat. 

Ariel was scarcely aware of their captors, he was so focused on his friend, but a harsh tug upon the leash reminded him swiftly enough. 

Snarling, he resisted, until he was choking, before he finally stumbled back to his hooves. Beside him, Radnac followed, but unsteadily, before standing on three legs, favoring the right foreleg below the wound. 

They were pulled forward, the snow swirling round them, but more gently than beyond the shelter of the cliff. Ariel could not imagine where the minotaurs thought they were going, until he saw the yawning opening of a cave within the rock face. 

He stopped resisting, urging Radnac forward instead. 

They stepped into cold darkness, the absence of the biting wind a blessing. The pull on the leash stopped, and Ariel used the moment to press against Radnac once more, providing both support and warmth to his friend. 

He heard the snick of flint, then a small flame pierced the darkness. One of the minotaurs had lit a small, flat traveling oil lamp. It barely lit beyond their small group, but showed them a small volcanic cave. A rock fall cut off the tunnel that would have originally existed, but the space left was more than enough to shelter them from the storm. 

One of the three minotaurs shook the huge pack off his shoulders and rummaged through it, coming up with kindling and wood, something that most travelers carried with them in the mountains, where firewood could be hard to find above the tree line.  
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