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   Dedication 
 
      
 
    To true believers one and all: 
 
    Wishes are different when it comes to dragons. 
 
    Wishes take wing, and come true. 
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   Chapter 1: Snowfall 
 
    13th of Septebrus Month 
 
    XVIIth Annum of Good King Daryan’s Reign, 887 
 
      
 
    “YER FATHER’S IN TROUBLE.” 
 
    Keir glanced up from the small pile of arrows he had been fletching at the solid oak dining table. Dull labour, but their family had sore need of the coin. “What – how?” 
 
    Opposite, tucked beneath a mound of turquoise tartan throw blankets that could no longer keep her warm, his mother brightened at the incredulous tone of his question. He had always imagined that her perfect, enigmatic Elven smile hid half of the Universe’s mysteries within the upward quirk of her lips. Her favourite rocking chair, chipped and worn with a family’s love, was pulled so close to the flickering flames, he was sure her coverings would start smoking any moment – yet nothing could keep his ailing mother warm anymore. 
 
    Wrong question, Keir. Foolish. Elves knew things. 
 
    Mothers knew more. 
 
    “How much trouble?” he corrected, leaping to his feet. 
 
    “Nae Mystic am I,” she whispered in Human. “I dinnae ken, but son –” 
 
    “On my way.” 
 
    Her lips were ashen, her hair turned grey rather than the lustrous silver it once had been. She had the eskirêna-l’næ, the incurable winter-fading disease peculiar to the Elvenkind. Only winterberry tea alleviated the symptoms, but the infusions merely prolonged the slow, inevitable fading. 
 
    Her diagnosis spelled a lingering death. 
 
    “Ye have yer tea?” 
 
    Tiny, wren-like amidst the blankets, she blinked her liquid violet eyes. “Och aye, that I have. I’ll call yer sisters if I need ow’t. Quickly now, son. Go.” 
 
    Keir dashed to the doorway, head slightly askance as he tuned his sensitive ears to the muted wailing of the second major winter storm of this season. So early. So harsh. It had been snowing and blustering nonstop for five days now, but father would insist upon going to work. Human stubbornness. That said, Elves were stubborn too. He had clearly inherited the Dragon’s portion from both parents. 
 
    Twirling a threadbare cloak about his shoulders, he thrust his feet into his brown Ogre hide snow boots, still crusted with ice after fetching firewood from their meagre store earlier. No need to take a lamp. Half Elven sight would penetrate the gloom easily. Thrusting the door ajar, he sprang like a snow leopard into the night. 
 
    The azure snow drifts were thick, but pressed down by the fickle, lashing wind. All around him, the steep-roofed houses of the lower village thrust like sharp black wedges up into flurries of snowflakes sifting steadily out of the murky skies. The cold bit, wolflike, at his nostrils and chapped lips. Thick flakes swirled around his tall but slender form as he cast about quickly. All the sensible villagers were indoors. 
 
    Curse this weather! The passes would already be closed. A long, brutal mountain cold season beckoned. The only saving grace was that the heavy snows had put a stop to the Certanshi War, at least until Springtide. His eyes turned to where the castle overlooked the town proper, where the houses of the wealthy stood surrounded by a stolid grey defensive wall. Warm castle halls. Bustling, liveried servants. A roaring log fire in the hearth. That was where his friend Prince Zyran, latterly returned from the battlefront, would be recovering from the endless campaigning. 
 
    That was where his father had once fought. 
 
    No time for that. Light-footed as a silver deer, he darted across the drifts, down toward Alaxar’s forge, where his father now worked in place of the blacksmith’s apprentice Tarisk. He had joined the war and perished a week after. The body never came back. Few did. 
 
    Keir usually loved to run. He was fleet of foot, so swift that none of the village lads dared to race him anymore. They called him Keir Kestrelfoot. He should not be so vain as to love his nickname, should he? 
 
    This night, worries crammed into his throat and strangled his breathing. He ran, but what would he find waiting at the end? Fear sped his feet. He blew past the well, through the square marketplace, like the bitter wind unleashed. Sallow pools of lantern light splashed across his path. His boots pounded the deep grey cobblestones between heaped drifts that leaned against the solid cut-stone houses. Arms pumping. At full speed, he hurdled a shoulder-high snowdrift as if it were a fallen white birch branch, too small even to bother a mouse. Pure Elf, his balance and agility. All the while, his mother’s premonition clanged like a knell of doom in the back of his mind. 
 
    Father. Father! Where was he? 
 
    Suddenly, as if tugged by invisible strings, his eyes fell upon a large form lying prone in the snow alongside Jamiss Tailor’s workshop. Father! Snowfall already dusted his bulky shoulders, as if he had not moved in several minutes. A wink of gold flashed from the buckle of his prized Royal Guards cloak, its navy blue cloth standing stark against the snow, as if a puddle of night had unaccountably slumped upon the cobblestones. The lumpen figure stirred. Keir caught the tail end of a low groan through a lull in the wind. 
 
    “Dad! Nae!” 
 
    A forlorn cry burst from his chest as he redoubled his speed. 
 
    Skidding to a halt, he dropped to his knees and shook his father’s heavily muscled shoulder. Blood! Blood in the snow, seeping from a cut upon his forehead. Kalar the Axe was no small man. For him to fall like this was serious. Aye. The snapped remains of a cane lay beside his stomach. Where was the other? Beneath him? Keir touched his neck. Pulse. Good. Breathing? Shallow, but discernible. His eyes scanned further, taking in his father’s twisted legs, and the now-familiar helplessness sickened his stomach. 
 
    Three summers past, Kalar had been injured during a savage battle at Anzon Ridge, when a detachment of Certanshi Canyon Ogres – brutes that stood twelve feet tall at the shoulder – had overrun the King’s position. Kalar had stood in their way, shielding King Daryan with life and limb until the sovereign could effect a retreat, but he had been felled by a fearsome cudgel blow to the head. Infuriated at the King’s escape, the Ogres had exacted a terrible revenge. Rather than killing a wounded, defenceless soldier, they had taken turns in clubbing and crushing his legs for several minutes before the Royal Guard had been able to intervene. 
 
    Kalar had come home in a cart. Broken. 
 
    It was a miracle he walked at all, and that badly, using two canes to lever himself along. He would never fight in the war again. 
 
    “Dad.” Keir shook his shoulder. “Dad, wake up. Come on. Ye cannae lie here in the cold.” 
 
    He moaned, “I’ll – Keir? I’ll walk. Help me up.” 
 
    Stubborn old Dragon! Keir laughed, when he wanted to weep. He wanted to rail and curse and spit upon those beasts who had crippled his father, but he did not. 
 
    He said, “Here, I’ll lend ye my shoulder. Grab on.” 
 
    “Thank ye kindly, son.” 
 
    Kalar had always said his chosen weapon, the double-headed battle axe, best suited his stocky, three hundred and sixty pound frame. That did not mean he was a short man. He was just solid in all dimensions, unlike his son. 
 
    Keir heard the gritting of teeth as his father shifted to his knees, clearly quashing any sign of pain. He tried to lurch to his feet. Tried. They both ended up in the snow, his father’s bulk flattening him as if a Dragon sat upon his back. 
 
    Kalar breathed a few words he had probably said to those Canyon Ogres. He said, “Again. Help me up. I’ll do this.” 
 
    “Dad, ye cannae walk, can ye?” 
 
    “Son –” 
 
    “Nae, ye listen to me, ye stubborn old goat. Yer hurt. Ye’ve twisted yer knee, and it’s –” 
 
    “Are ye quite deaf, lad?” he snapped. “I said it’s now’t and now’t it is! Now get me up or I’ll box yer ears like I … like I used to. Aye …” 
 
    A knowing shudder shook his father’s body, and that was when the grief surged from its lair like a wild animal, and Keir heard his own voice crack as he rasped, “Dad, ye cannae – ye cannae do it! Please!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Bad luck? He knew about bad luck. 
 
    What about the sort of luck that punched you in the teeth like a Dragon’s fist, and then just kept pounding and kicking and maiming until nothing remained worth hoping for? Until life lay as raw as a Dragon’s bloody kill? That was what he had seen in his father these past three anna, during his recovery, and his own growth from boyhood into his fourteenth annum of life. 
 
    “I’ll crawl,” Kalar whispered. “Aye, I’ll crawl home if it takes my last breath.” 
 
    Fury filled his throat with molten bile. Keir heard himself snarl, “Och nae, ye will now’t crawl! The day I let my father – my own, precious father …” 
 
    He choked up. 
 
    After the longest time, powerful arms surrounded him, and a father held his son close. “Keir. My Keir, my very own heart. How ye do all that ye do for our family, I will never know, but yer strength makes me so proud, it hurts – hurts more than these stupid wrecked knees, aye. I’m grateful beyond words to have a son like ye to call my own.” 
 
    He muffled a sob against the snow. Just one, but the sensation inside his chest made him fear something had snapped. 
 
    They huddled together upon the road, together, breathing as one. Hurting in so many ways because of the double tragedy that was slowly forcing their family into ruin – a reality that no-one spoke of, yet all but his little sisters knew for a stark certainty. 
 
    “Come on, ye lump o’ scallywaggishness. Yer mother will be having kittens over the time. Ah! She sent ye, have I right?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “She’s a wee dram o’ wonder, Santazathiar’s own truth!” 
 
    “I ken that well and good, Dad.” 
 
    A massive, solid arm draped over Keir’s shoulder. “Leave that stupid piece of kindling. All I need is my son.” 
 
    The heaviness of his father’s frame seemed doubled by the shared knowledge of suffering and concern regarding their future. Keir gathered his feet beneath him and levered himself upward. Might as well tote a living, breathing boulder upon his back. 
 
    He snorted, “Rocks for breakfast again, Dad?” 
 
    Not being the most sturdily built fellow – wiry dexterity over raw power, in the Elven mould – Keir nonetheless knew he possessed the ultra-springy muscle of his Elven heritage and the sinew of his axe-wielding father. Huge as Kalar was, he managed to get his father upright, slumped like a sack of grain over his own back, and then he began to stagger through the snows, facing directly into the teeth of the wind, back toward their home. Just one more step. Another. His throat burned, but he carried on. The knees threatened to buckle any second. Slog forward. Breathe and step, step and breathe. 
 
    After a few minutes, he skirted the central stone well once more, bludgeoning his way through a heavy drift. Father tried to take a little weight upon his left leg, but it was clearly a struggle after what must have been a heavy fall earlier. Memory of his earlier flight faded like a dream of lightness and ease in comparison. Keir blinked to clear the snow out of his eyes. Nearly halfway. His lungs threatened to pop. He could no longer feel the tips of his nattily pointed ears. Despite the brutal chill, sweat beaded his temples and trickled down his neck, like beads of ice rolling across his skin. 
 
    “Rest if ye need,” his father urged. 
 
    “Nae. I’m good.” 
 
    “Huh. Stubborn as yer old man, d’ye ken?” 
 
    Ignoring the factual statement of his heritage, he forged on past the thick-walled stone houses with their tall, triangle-paned windows, each pane nipped at the corners by white frost. Higher in town, fancy candle bridges and decorative lanterns added embellishment to the homely, darker leaded glass that was accordingly much more expensive. In the lower village, one candle was sufficient – usually, the foot-thick traditional yellow beeswax candle decorated with a girdle of ‘talons’ of silver filaments representing Santaclaws’ compassionate paw. 
 
    Compassionate? The inference stoked his inner fury, rendering him immune to the blasting wind and deep chill of the snow. What did compassion matter, what did it mean, when he had a crippled father, a dying mother and twin sisters to take care of – deep Winterfall was coming, and Christmas, and they had nothing left. No money. No food. Nor means to get any. 
 
    Who did? This war had stolen so much from so many. 
 
    He staggered on. Step by muscle-burning step. He sank knee-deep, and then up to his waist as he stumbled over an unseen stone. Keir groaned as he pressed upright again. The sweat congealed beneath his thick shirt, running sticky-slow because of the freezing weather, but he did not give up. Just four more houses. Four. Now three more. His thighs quivered uncontrollably. Not strong enough. He had never been strong enough to help, to change his family’s fate, to – 
 
    “Over here, son! Allow me.” 
 
    Keir blinked in shock. Who … oh! “King Daryan … uh, I’ve got this, sire.” 
 
    His gasp sounded deathly. 
 
    The King’s bearded face cracked into a stern grin. “Which of ye is the more stubborn, lad?” He had to shout over the whistling wind, but then he stooped and Kalar shifted, throwing one arm over his King’s shoulders and one around his son’s. 
 
    “What’re ye doing out in this weather, Majesty?” Kalar asked. 
 
    “Checking up on my subjects,” said he. “I sensed ow’t was awry. Nae ye mind, now. This is what I do.” 
 
    That was what people loved about King Daryan, Keir knew. He was not a King whose table groaned heavy with rich foods and choice wines while his people suffered. Two weeks back, he had divided all the provisions the castle still hoarded in its storerooms between his subjects – for the early Septebrus storms had played them false. Distracted by the war and delayed in his return, crucial supplies had become stuck en route and now would not be seen until the spring. The late harvest had been ruined by hailstones the size of his fist. 
 
    Every home had received a gift. 
 
    Keir had heard people calling this the Annum of Famine. 
 
    Together, they helped his father step onto the wooden veranda which fronted their house, and inside. Shanryssill had risen at the sound of the door opening, but when the King entered first, she uttered a sharp cry of despair. “Och nae!” 
 
    Kalar raised his dark, grey-shot beard. “Still yer precious heart, my sweet jungle blossom. I am well. ‘Twas but a wee slip in the snow –” 
 
    “And a wee ride home, ’tis all,” the King put in. 
 
    His mother rushed across the room, yet with that frailty which had become all too apparent of late, and she threw her arms about her huge husband – three times her weight, he was – and everyone helped Kalar sink into the rocking chair beside the hearth. 
 
    “Dinnae ye be fussing over me none,” he protested. 
 
    King Daryan said, “Had ye now’t fussed over me at Anzon Ridge, would I be here to coddle yer cantankerous old bones now, my friend? Nae. I’d sooner have been visiting an Ogre’s stewpot.” 
 
    Shanryssill said, “Warm the kettle, would ye, Keir? What happened out there, beloved?” 
 
    Observing from the corner of his eye as he worked the squeaky kitchen pump, Keir noticed how his father’s paw engulfed his tiny wife’s cheek. As his callused warrior’s thumb caressed the corner of her mouth, her extravagantly long grey-white eyelashes dipped to her bronzed cheeks. Funny how their tender mannerisms had never embarrassed him, not even in front of a royal guest. Elves did not act half as cold as the tales suggested, not if his mother was anything to judge by! 
 
    Gruff with embarrassment, Kalar replied, “This daft old Ogre slipped in the snow, is what happened. Now come here, me wee bonny lass, and give us a proper kiss. Right here.” He indicated his bearded cheek. “Mortified the cavalry had to be called in, ye see.” 
 
    “The King’s become the cavalry?” she puzzled, but her violet eyes twinkled with a hint of her old joy as she pressed close, and turned a simple kiss upon the cheek into a lingering declaration of love. 
 
    She reached up on tiptoes to dust the snow out of his grizzled crop of hair. Keir hardly remembered seeing it so long – rather than the clean-cut military hairstyle he had known his father to wear since his boyhood, the ends draggling over his ears and down to his collar gave him a shaggy, raffish air, like an Ogre. He bit the thought away. Stupid! How inappropriate … 
 
    “Och aye, he was just wandering about town like a lost bullock,” Kalar said heartily. “Our son, I meant. Carried me home upon his own back.” 
 
    Keir ducked his head as the King chuckled and Shanryssill clucked in annoyance. Dad! 
 
    He muttered, “Wasn’t only me.” 
 
    Hanging the kettle on the metal tripod that stood over the fire, he prodded the embers into life. After adding a couple of sticks from their paltry stock in the green rush basket beside the fireplace, he scooted off to bring the King a chair. 
 
    “Good campaigning, my liege?” Kalar asked. 
 
    “Tough as it was, my friend. Another season, and now’t to show for it bar lives lost. The Certanshi press us hard, for we stand between them and the rich Northern Pentate. All we are is a patch of thornbush in the mountains in which they keep getting stuck.” He laughed hollowly. “I dinnae want to be the complaining sort, but aid from the North has waned to the point of nonexistence of late, and the Bridge at River Arangar was lost and ruined just before the first snowfall.” 
 
    Father caught his breath. 
 
    The silence pooled, as thick and cold as the snows. That loss cut off the high-lying, rugged Kingdom of Amarinthe from aid from the West, Keir knew, and left only the treacherous Northern passes as their lifeline – a route now effectively shut and barred for the rest of Winterfall, unless the weather miraculously improved. 
 
    Softly, in the liquid High Elven tongue, Shanryssill said, Keirthynal-my-soul, please check on your sisters. Then, would you come help me prepare a poultice for your father’s knee? 
 
    Keirthynal was his full Elven name, but he went by Keir amongst Humans. 
 
    His parents’ eyes flickered, sharing secrets. 
 
    Kalar replied, as if answering an unspoken question, “After that, lad, come join us by the fire. Ye are nae child nae more, who can bear his father upon his strong back.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 2: The Mission 
 
    Annum of Famine 
 
      
 
    MAYHAP HE WAS NO child, but he was not a man either. He would not be until his sixteenth annum, when he would be called up to serve as his hero father had been before him. With his skills and Elven abilities, he could be a scout, a messenger or a spy serving with the Rangers. 
 
    Come that day, who would care for his parents? 
 
    Not Aramyssill and Narinyssill, his five anna-old twin sisters. Too young, as yet. His cold-chapped cheeks softened and tingled with renewed blood flow as he peeked around the doorframe into their small bedchamber. It was simple but cosy. To his left hand stood a plain wooden bunk bed, draped with purple linens hung from ceiling hooks and gathered to the bed’s upright beams in the Elven style. Straight ahead was a pair of rough wooden chests that held their toys and trinkets. A massive, battered old cupboard occupied the space to his right, looking as if it would fall over but for the support of the solid stone pillar that anchored the wood-beam walls. 
 
    The twins played at Dragons-in-the-Den, a favourite game. The bunk bed had been draped in further layers of blankets, with turquoise cross-hatch patterns in the mountains style, and Arami, who was as fair as her sister Narini was dark, peeked out of the hangings waving a wooden sword with dramatic ineptitude. 
 
    “Back, yon fearsomish Dragon!” 
 
    Only, with her cute lisp, she was anything but fearsome. 
 
    Narini cried, “O come, thou Rider of Night, to save the … uh, night? Right?” 
 
    “The day, silly,” Arami protested. “Ye say, ‘Save the day.’ ” 
 
    “To save the day!” 
 
    “And then I swish my sword like this and like that, for the River Trolls had surrounded the Dragon’s lair, their stinking breath and yellowish claws … scratching everywhere …” 
 
    Keir chuckled behind his hand. The twins were crazy for legends of the old Dragon Riders. Blame Dad for starting them off, because Shanryssill had suggested that tales of gory and glorious battle – fierce Aramyssill’s favourites – were not exactly appropriate for small children. He had therefore switched to tales of Dragon Rider derring-do, justice and … ahem, a few mild battles salted in for good measure. Fair, green-eyed Arami feared nothing, while dark-eyed, sable-haired Narini was afraid of almost everything that moved, buzzed or had multiple legs, but otherwise, the twins were identical – diminutive wisps of bright magical life, just like their mother. 
 
    As his mother had been. 
 
    He pulled the door shut behind him as quietly as he could. 
 
    This house was compact and far easier to manage than their old location up near the castle, which they had given over to a large family displaced from Garanthe Town when it had been overrun last Summertide. Keir liked the warmth of the blocky walls, fashioned from the local dark grey darmite stone, which retained heat with extraordinary tenacity. He reflexively checked the double-sealed front window shutters and drew the thick draft-excluding velvet curtain across the front door before returning to his mother’s side. 
 
    So frail. She had to sit down now, wheezing and holding her chest after essaying just a small effort. She looked so grey. So diminished, almost shrivelled, as if the goodness of life trickled out of her in ways no-one could see. 
 
    He wished Shanryssill knew what fullness of love burned in his heart in this moment. 
 
    She directed him with rapid, birdlike trills of Elven. Garnis root. Amyssberry. Powder of ruban bark and dark oak root, and don’t forget the branthe pollen, up on the top shelf – thank the stars I’ve a tall son, eh? She sang mellifluously over the mixture as she ground it fine between mortar and pestle clenched between her trembling thighs, adding her unique magic. Froythe grass, please. 
 
    Two jars? he asked. 
 
    Whichever is the more purple. Older is more potent. And a pinch of larawort. 
 
    Plus the fyncke essence? 
 
    Indeed, she sang. 
 
    So many jungle ingredients. It always struck him as an oddity to be pulling out these aromas, essences, pollens and bark powders in a winterbound village way, way up in the mountains. People here said their heads suffered from scraping the heavens, and they were right. 
 
    Still, these jungle scents spoke of home in ways he could not articulate. 
 
    Father’s eyes flickered their way as if possessed of magnets. Shanryssill had an artless way about her, an effortless, modest expression of beauty that Kalar often said gladdened his soul. Tucking her long, lank grey hair behind her tall, slender ears, she sprinkled in the larawort, causing the mixture to exude a puff of mustard-coloured gas that she inhaled appreciatively. Perfect. 
 
    He helped his father roll up the wide-bottomed blacksmith’s trousers he now wore in place of his armour, exposing the heavy, twisted purple scars that ran the length of both legs, mute testimony both to the terrible beating and the futile surgeries after. Shanryssill applied the warm poultice liberally to his injured right knee and less to the left. Her very touch wove a web of love. Keir’s Elven sight revealed how the medicines soaked deep, penetrating the thick masses of scar tissue and deformed, strained ligaments, bringing relief. 
 
    Kalar groaned softly as the stone-set of his shoulders released something of its knottedness. 
 
    The King said, “I almost forgot. Aye, my Provisioner found a pouch of winterberry in our stores.” He held out a velvet bag to Shanryssill. “Here. This should tide ye over for a time.” 
 
    She bowed in the Elven way, touching the fingertips of both hands to her forehead before spreading her arms in a flowing gesture, like a heron stooping over a still pond. 
 
    The tiny silver-white berries were rare, but potent. They could occasionally be found at the edges of high mountain valleys and dormant calderas above the permafrost line, especially where the ground was warmed from beneath. The bushes loved nothing better than an inaccessible crack to root themselves within, so finding winterberry was no job for the faint-hearted. 
 
    Kalar said, “Thank ye, my liege.” 
 
    “It’s our last. Use it well,” the other said, before adding gruffly, “Dinnae ye stint none, Shanryssill. Ye taking enough tea? Steeped long and strong enough?” 
 
    She whispered, Harsh times beset us, my King. I am grateful. 
 
    He nodded, and replied in passable Elven, May the winterberry drive winter’s cold from your bones, I pray. 
 
    They all knew she was skimping on the dose. What other choice was there? 
 
    Keir said, “Next week, I’ll bring a load of winterberries back from the mountains for ye, mother. Just need a break in this infernal weather. And I’ll hunt and set traps again. We need meat if it can be found.” 
 
    Daryan punched his right fist so hard into his left, the crack of sound made everyone jump. “Santazathiar’s oath! If only the supply train … aye. Such ill luck on the timing.” 
 
    “It was due in from Garrikar Town?” his father inquired. 
 
    “Aye. It’s hopeless. Hopeless! How could I have failed my people like this, Kalar?” 
 
    Shocked, he stared at his King. He had never imagined Daryan could express such naked despair, but perhaps since he sat with good friends, sipping at an earthenware mug of samark brew, he did not feel the need for royal reserve. The royal wore fine leather trousers, tough Ogre hide boots and a rich, thick ruby cloak over functional leather body armour, but it was King Daryan’s face that arrested most. There was in that broad brow and wide, smiling mouth a nobility that could never be conferred by crown nor title. He saw people for who they were, and loved them as they were. No reservations. 
 
    “There might be a way.” 
 
    Keir only realised he had spoken aloud when Kalar reached out to tap his right arm. “Dreaming of beautiful Elfmaidens over there, son, or have ye a mite of substance to share?” 
 
    Heat exploded into his cheeks and ears. “Dad!” 
 
    Daryan chuckled heartily. “Elfmaidens then, I take it for truth? Any in particular? Are there other pretty Elves in my realm with whom I am now’t yet acquainted?” 
 
    “Nae, my liege,” he spluttered. 
 
    He had to lower his dark violet eyes, the colour of an early nightfall sky, to avoid the adults’ gazes. Honestly! Why could he not have kept his yapping mouth shut? Now they hemmed him in with their silence, until words slowly began to spill past the lack of confidence that clenched his heart, and he said: 
 
    “I was thinking about Drakabis Abyss.” 
 
    The King scratched his beard thoughtfully. “As in, we bid the fairies fly the supplies over that uncrossable gap for us?” Yet, his tone held no malice. “I’m listening, lad. Say by some miracle I wrangled a cart of grain up to the northern slopes – what d’ye propose? Hire a flight of Lore Eagles? Fire sacks over by catapult?” 
 
    “I haven’t been up there in anna,” Kalar said, “but I fear that’s too long a shot.” 
 
    “Tranbyss Pass is too narrow for any catapult to navigate, save perhaps if ye assembled it from parts carted to the top,” Keir muttered, wishing now that he could bite off his tongue and feed it to the dogs. “Last time I hunted up to the Abyss itself …” Reaching into the fire, he snatched up a small stick of coal and waved it at his father. “I ken this is going to sound completely crazy, Dad, but hear me out. The north-side trail from the lowlands is navigable by small goods carts, and with the prevailing winds, most often the two passes beyond remain clear of the heaviest snows. They might just be passable, if the valleys between are now’t covered too deep as yet. Now, ye remember how Drakabis Abyss is shaped?” 
 
    “A mile and more deep, straight across the valley, cliff to cliff,” Kalar growled, growing visibly impatient – or was it the pain speaking? “Navigable by Dragon Riders, I’d say, a hundred anna ago. Now’t one day since, and that’s a true word.” 
 
    “Kalar,” Shanryssill admonished delicately. 
 
    Lowering his head both to sketch rapidly on the hearthstones and to avoid his father’s glower, Keir said, “Exactly. By Dragon. That’s what gave me this idea. Look here. The eastern cliff above the Abyss is an overhang. Above that, near the middle, I spotted an ancient aritati tree. I think that a person who is agile enough, with the right equipment, could get up there and –” 
 
    “Zip line?” his father burst out. “Yer thinking about a zip line!” 
 
    Kalar-my-heartsong, Shanryssill put in. 
 
    Sorry, sweet-star-Shanri, but … he waved his hands excitedly. “Nae bowshot could span that abyss. But Keir’s thinking, that … actually, I’ve nae idea what he’s thinking. Something crazy, have ye nae doubt about it.” 
 
    His shaking fingers drew a line up to the tree, and he said in a rush, “I imagine that if some brainless, fearless Ogre-baiter could conquer this overhang and tie off a long line to the tree, he could then return to the northern side. With a decent running start, he might swing his way right across, carrying a light starter line and thereby bridging Drakabis Abyss. The rest is –” 
 
    “Madness!” gasped the King. 
 
    “Utter lunacy,” spluttered his father, blenching. 
 
    Shanryssill smiled serenely. “It’s a brilliant plan. Only, upon my word as an Elf, it’ll be the day the Moon turns pink and flies off on a Dragon’s wings, son, before I let ye try anything so ridiculously foolish and idiotic!” 
 
    “Get ye to bed!” his parents shouted in unison. 
 
    Oh, aye. No more a child. Clearly. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    That said, one glorious orange-and-lavender daybreak a week later, Keir hefted his backpack onto his shoulders and grinned at his best friend, Prince Zyran, fourth in line to the throne. “Ready for adventure?” 
 
    Zyran shook his nut-brown, perfectly coiffed curly hair with mock sorrow. “Did I now’t swear, at the beginning of the season, that I would never again be party to one of yer daft schemes, Kestrelfoot? So how do I find myself stuck in one like a berry in a thorn bush this very morn? One pack train of men and women, eight to ten days through the mountains – with the very best of Dragonish luck – and three days longer for the return journey, provided this pesky, chattering, know-it-all half Elf I’m vaguely acquainted with hasn’t cast himself with suicidal glee into the black depths of Drakabis Abyss long before! What say ye?” 
 
    “I prefer now’t to starve, Yer Highness.” 
 
    “Excellent point ye make, my most excellent friend.” Zyran patted his lean belly. “For what it’s worth, my excellent father has been losing sleep over this excellently hare-brained mission ye convinced him of.” 
 
    Keir gave all his friend’s excellence a rude rasp with his tongue. “How much sleep?” 
 
    “Eight nights running, ever since – how is yer dad?” 
 
    Headshake. “Bad.” 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “Now’t good …” 
 
    He coughed to ward off what threatened to become a sob. 
 
    “I ken, and for what it’s worth I’m sorry, Keir.” His taller, older friend squeezed his shoulder. “Right, let’s go get our people fed then, shall we?” 
 
    “Aye. I need to escape before my parents kill me for the fifth time this week.” 
 
    “Figures. Maniac.” 
 
    “That’s the very glue of our friendship, right?” 
 
    Despite his joking, all that morning as they hiked up to the head of the valley that housed the greater part of the Kingdom of Amarinthe, eleven major towns and eighty-two villages and hamlets scattered across the most rugged mountain massif in all Tyanbran – an unarguable truth – Keir observed that his royal friend was very much on edge. That was what he feared most about joining the war. He worried that a darkness, a reserve, would haunt his eyes when he returned. He would see unforgettable horrors. Innocence lost. War held no glories, not if it had chewed up and spat out his father like a husk of grain. Perhaps Zyran had seen things, too. Seen how his kingdom bled for the greed and cruelty of others; seen the heights of heroism and the haunting nadir of cowardice. 
 
    Lanky Zyran walked with an easy stride, but the way his eyes traversed the snowy trail and scanned the peaks spoke different truths. He was sixteen, Keir fourteen and three-quarters. They had been friends since he could remember. 
 
    From his father’s teachings, Keir knew that Amarinthe was the strategic key to the rich Northern Pentate, the five ancient and allied Kingdoms that occupied the temperate lowlands beyond the great Amarinthian Bulwark. In times past, great effort had been expended to try to map out alternative routes through the crescent of serrulated, snowbound peaks that stretched from the tempestuous Cyantar Ocean in the North to the deadly Synaxa Jungles in the East. None had been found. Many explorers had perished in the inhospitable terrain or fallen prey to its many deadly predators. Hence, Amarinthe straddled the only viable trade route through the wild crags. 
 
    Certanshi and its Ogre armies wanted to plunder the Pentate, and that was about the sum of what anyone knew regarding the reasons for the eight-anna-old war. Essentially, they had besieged Amarinthe and its allies and showed no signs of relenting. 
 
    As he looked to the northern trail, his heart lightened. His mother’s clan, the Aryssillati, had relatives beyond the mountains. He had met them on three occasions, the last being four anna back. In his backpack were scrolls and small gifts for them, including numerous pouches of rare, potent high-grown herbs prepared by Shanryssill’s own hand. 
 
    Zyran’s oldest brother, Crown Prince Garyan, led the party. Such was the importance of this mission. Zyran’s job was to foster relations between the kingdoms and – more blushingly – to make himself known to eligible young ladies of suitable lineage. Keir snorted privately. At least the King was not so old-fashioned as to brazenly bargain away his sons, but since a strong element of advantage stood to be gained by the right match, one might argue, his mother and various of the King’s Councillors had joined forces in impressing upon Prince Zyran the responsibilities and expectations his station entailed. 
 
    Oh, the life of a Prince. 
 
    Their companions numbered fifty strong – five drovers and three cooks, a falconer and an armourer, three men and two women who served as Rangers, and thirty-five soldiers who had volunteered for this dangerous mission from among the Royal Guard. Keir understood that the entire regiment had stood forward upon being asked, no exceptions. Their leader was the fierce and – never let this opinion be aired, or she would snap his spine like a twig – strikingly beautiful quarter Giantess, General Ja’axu. Eight feet and seven inches of lethal, tattooed mahogany muscle, she walked like a snow leopard and fought like a rabid Ogre, he was reliably informed. If his father held her in the highest regard, so would he. Besides which, the greatsword slung crosswise upon her back measured longer than he was tall. Respect! 
 
    Behind the soldiers came a pack train of twenty zaribar ponies, the tough russet mountain breed best suited to the extremes of the rarefied altitudes they would be forced to navigate in both directions. Keir would have preferred to proceed afoot and in far lesser strength of numbers, but the King’s orders had been explicit. Amarinthe depended upon them. He had no desire for their mission to fall foul of Snow Ogres – colloquially called Snowgres – which had already been sighted in the remote villages, bandits, Crag Wyverns, shadow wolves, or any of the other myriad dangers of the highest peaks, which stood over two miles taller than their already substantial altitude of three and a half miles. 
 
    This was his home. His cloud-scraping world. 
 
    His feet itched. 
 
    “Zyran,” he said, “if yer in charge, why’s the General here?” 
 
    “Training.” 
 
    “I dinnae ken what ye mean. Yer … training her?” 
 
    “When did ye become such a complete Ogre-brain, Keir?” his friend snarled. “D’ye honestly think just because I was born a Prince, I sucked up leadership skills with my mother’s milk?” 
 
    A number of soldiers glanced up, aware of their altercation. Sourness surged into his throat. Zyran had never taken that tone with him before. 
 
    “Sorry.” A hand clapped his shoulder. “Look, I’m supposed to be shadowing my big brother. And while he gives the orders, I’m here to act as his advisor – now’t to be yer babysitter, in case ye wondered.” Keir sucked in his lower lip. The thought had crossed his mind, being by several anna the youngest member of this party. “The General is meant to kick both of us Princes into future-rulership shape – that being, Garyan as the future King, and me most likely for an advisory or military role. It starts small. Like this. Organising, equipping and leading this expedition. Keeping us all safe. Bringing home the proverbial Dragon’s egg.” 
 
    “We dinnae eat – oh.” 
 
    The Prince punched his shoulder. “Och aye, ye’d better be right about that Abyss, my friend, or I’ll have General Ja’axu –” 
 
    “Ye’ll have me what, my Prince?” the General asked mildly. 
 
    Keir nearly jumped out of his boots. Unholy stalking Dragons, she was stealthy on her feet! He would not make that mistake twice. The brief touch of her dark gaze told him that his discomfited reaction had been read perfectly. 
 
    Zyran grinned up at the Giantess. “General. Just chatting to our newest recruit, here. Nervous youngster.” 
 
    “As if,” he snorted impolitely. 
 
    She trained her sloe-eyed gaze upon Keir, which made him feel like a tasty morsel being sized up by a Dragoness. One incredible slab of woman. He was not used to standing in the lee of an armoured mountain peak, overshadowed by a mere two and a half feet! 
 
    “Son of Kalar,” she said, extending her hand. They gripped forearms formally. She engulfed his arm with a grip like a blacksmith’s favourite vice. Him … not so much. “Big boots to fill, yer father’s. I expect much of ye.” 
 
    He thought it best to add a respectful bow. “Likewise, General.” 
 
    Her brows shot skyward. “Oh?” 
 
    “I, uh … that is …” he stammered, flushing heatedly. “My father spoke highly of ye, ma’am. Sorry.” 
 
    “Och nae, yer sorry for what?” An imagined, sardonic grin practically scalded his bent head. “Race me to the next village, Kestrelfoot?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    An iron-hard forefinger jabbed his chest. She boomed, “I hear ye think yer fast, soldier-me-lad, but that sounds like idle boasting to my ear. Bet ye never raced a Giantess, have ye? So why dinnae ye drop that pack and shift yer tiny Elf butt in yer best attempt to catch up with me?” 
 
    With that, the Giantess sprinted away with a howl of laughter! 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 3: Darkfall 
 
      
 
    KEIR KNEW HE COULD never have outraced the Giantess in a short sprint, such was the General’s explosive power, but by the time they had covered the mile or so to the next village, he and his fully loaded pack had put her a hundred yards back, eating the snow dust he kicked off the black granite flagstones. Good road. Good run!  
 
    Abuzz with the win, he debated putting on a show of insouciance beside the village fountain. Nay. That would be wholly immature. 
 
    Perhaps his lips might have quirked slightly, however, as she approached. Very slightly. Even more swiftly erased. A few dozen villagers trotted about on errands or stood in small knots chatting to one another, but on the whole, the sight of an eight and a half foot part-Giantess marching up to a half Elf attracted little remark, which was remarkable in itself. General Ja’axu doubled over, panting and blowing, but soon she flipped back her dark hair, and gave him the kind of stare he imagined had most fresh army recruits dampening their trousers. It almost worked on him, anyways. 
 
    “Ye rotten slab of Yak meat, ye dinnae even bother to drop yer backpack? Next time, follow orders!” 
 
    Her show of open affront made him struggle to iron a smile off his lips. “Yer fully armed, General. How would that have been a fair race otherwise, I ask ye?” 
 
    Ja’axu snorted, “Fair? D’ye have any idea how many bets ye just lost me?” 
 
    Keir shook his head. 
 
    “Dinnae ye look so overawed, lad.” She smacked his shoulder so hard with an open hand, he staggered and fell to one knee. She guffawed, “Good running! Few folks as could beat a Giant in a foot race. Next time, by my oath, I’ll challenge ye to a wrestling match!” 
 
    He eyed her biceps respectfully. They were thicker than his thighs. 
 
    Silence marked the path of respect. 
 
    “Now, are those Elven ska’etaz yer wearing?” 
 
    “Aye, a family heirloom.” He patted his hips, where the sheathed leaf-blades hung. “My Mom also has a pair –” 
 
    “Deadly. D’ye ken how to use them, lad?” 
 
    He debated the right answer, and then said, “Now’t near as much as I would like, ma’am. I’ve had some basic training and I practice the forms every day, but my mother … of late, she has been too unwell to help much.” 
 
    “The eskirêna-l’næ is a hard fate. Och aye, that it is.” A hard hand clasped his shoulder in solidarity, then lifted away. “Show me how ye draw them. Fast, as if ye were facing a deadly foe.” 
 
    Shifting to the ready stance, Keir drew from his weapons belt in a blur, snapping the matched blades open with a practised flick of his wrists. The bluish, rune-etched metal of the ultra-sharp blades flashed briefly in the sunlight before he lowered the weapons politely, into a non-aggressive ‘at ease’ posture. 
 
    “May I … ah, may I look more closely?” the General inquired. 
 
    “Ye ken the Elven tradition?” he asked, for it had been impressed upon him that a drawn blade was never to be passed to another, unless in death. That was how he had received these blades from his great-great uncle. 
 
    She pursed her lips, examining the twenty-eight inch blades with an expert eye. Each sword was shaped like a pair of flattened intertwined serpents, creating a single double-edged blade with a wavy edge similar to the southern kris, but much longer and infinitely sharper. Legend said that one could rest a scrap of silk upon a ska’etaz’s blade and it would part under its own weight. Keir had never tried. Waste of good silk, in his opinion. Even the Elves no longer knew the origins of some of these blades, which had been handed down through clan and family for centuries. Some said they had been forged by magic and Dragon fire; others, by the Gods themselves. Keir had tried to figure out how the intertwined blades worked or even how they sheathed themselves into perfectly weighted pommels that fit one hand only, without success. 
 
    Definitely some sneaky Elven magic at work, right? 
 
    “Remarkable. Guard them well. The Certanshi loathe these blades with a passion, going so far as to call them darkfall in their base tongue. I dinnae ken why. We should see if we can find ye an Elven Blade Master to train with. Meantime, has anyone spoken to ye about joining the Rangers?” 
 
    “Nae, General.” 
 
    He sheathed the blades awkwardly. Ouch. More practice needed. Any Elf worth his pointy ears would probably sneer in disgust at his terrible technique. 
 
    “Hmm. I believe an assignment may be imminent.” She reached up to scratch her neck. “It’s hard now’t being the one in charge. Oh. I cannae help but spy a mite of a problem. Ye dinnae wear yer weapons belt like an Elf.” 
 
    “I dinnae ken what ye mean, ma’am?” 
 
    “Let yer arms dangle at yer sides. Now, touch the sheath-holsters of yer weapons. See how they are positioned against the upper palms?” He nodded. “Then, what’s the problem, soldier?” 
 
    Marshalling his thoughts, he replied, “The problem is the time it takes to grip, release and extract the blades. That’s all done with the fingertips. The sheaths should therefore hang two to three inches lower, correct?” He tapped his upper thighs. “More … here?” 
 
    The quarter Giantess folded her muscular forearms across her chest as if they were a pair of thick catapult hawsers being tensioned before firing. “Keir, in battle, milliseconds separate life and death,” she said flatly. “The blink of an eye, a half-breath, a flash of intuition. Even an Elf must take every advantage he can. Loosen yer belt two notches. Sling it low on those scrawny hips. A little lower. Good.” 
 
    Keir eyed the result dubiously. “This feels a tad silly. Sorry, General.” 
 
    She said, “Raffish is the word yer looking for. Confident. Lad, ye wield a pair of ancient Elf blades that are probably worth half the gold in our kingdom. The least ye can do is – now’t slouch!” She swatted his shoulder again, which was like being rudely butted by a Damask Yak, the thick-haired bovine common to these parts. “Shoulders back, chest out, chin high. Honour the history of those blades as ye honour yer parentage. There. Now ye look less like a stroppy teenager and more like a proud Elf. Come with me.” 
 
    And with a peremptory snap of her fingers, the General trotted off, leaving Keir standing open-mouthed and off guard in the middle of the village marketplace. Catching the coy glances of a pair of pretty, dark-haired girls drawing water from the well nearby, heat rushed anew into his face. He tried to smooth down his spiky white hair. Confidence? If only. 
 
    He scurried after the General, his ears burning like dry kindling as their giggling hastened his ignominious retreat. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    He found the General at the blacksmith’s forge, inquiring after a few scraps of cast-off armour. Keir blinked in surprise. What was she up to now? Then, she fitted two chunks of discarded, battered armour upon a wooden armourer’s dummy standing in a corner, turned to him, and said: 
 
    “Leaf-blades are all about finesse. With those narrow points and incredible edges, they are primarily piercing and cutting weapons. Those magical runes ye see inscribed on the blades most likely add sharpness, protection against damage or rust, or snapping – who knows what else? In a fight against the greatsword or broadsword, that means yer defensive goal is deflection, and yer offensive goal, any chinks in the enemy’s armour – knees, ankles, elbows, shoulder joints, throat, visor … but I wanted to see what yer weapons can do. Attack our friend.” 
 
    She indicated the dummy. 
 
    Keir glanced at the blacksmith, who nodded his assent. 
 
    Snapping out the blades as cleanly as he could, he attacked with a simultaneous cross-cut and slash. The slash from the left skittered off the dummy’s arm with a sharp clang, while the right-handed cross-cut sheared deeply through the damaged breastplate and lodged in the wood. After working the blade loose, he sheathed his weapons, and rubbed his left wrist. That wrench would hurt. 
 
    “Ganrath?” said the General. 
 
    The Blacksmith inclined his head. “Beautiful blades. Jes’ beautiful. Lad, ye be cutting up some fine steel there like it were scrolleaf. But yer got to think clear about the angle of attack. General’s right. The leaves will shear most armour with a perpendicular cut, but ye stand a good chance of getting the blade stuck in the gouge. Especially in a strong seam. Still, if ye slice off a foot or a wrist, tends to distract the enemy something-like. So keep that in mind, hear?” 
 
    “Ah … aye. Thank ye, sir.” 
 
    On that bloodthirsty note, Garanth turned to a basket Keir had only just spotted set at a comfortable distance from the forge, plucked out a fussing infant, and coddled her upon the broad mountain of his left shoulder. “There, soft ye, my wee bairn.” 
 
    With a delicate burp, the baby deposited a splatter of milk on his forge floor. 
 
    “Sore tum? Aww.” 
 
    Keir grinned. Fond memories of his own sisters! Perhaps closer to medium-fond on this particular subject, if such a qualification made any sense at all. Narini had been particularly wont to decorate his woollens. For most of the first annum, his school friends had teased him about stinking of sour milk. How were they to have known his mother’s post-partum difficulties were due to the winter-fading disease? 
 
    He said, “Thank ye both. I shall take yer advice to heart.” 
 
    “As ye should,” growled the General, with a threatening flash of her dark eyes. “Now, my friend, have ye a pair of training blades this Elven waif can use so he dinnae slice someone’s arm off accidentally? Similar length and balance?” 
 
    “Give me an hour, and I’ll knock a wee somethin’ into shape for ye, General.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After a certain amount of coin changed hands in the village and Keir was either clapped upon the back by the winners or darkly muttered at by the losers, the column marched out in cheerful mood, singing, I’m Dreaming of a White Dragonmas! He was rather startled to discover the content of this modified version of the old Christmas carol – it involved marching to war, slaying Ogres and Wyverns in joyous battle, and riding Dragonback into the sunset at the end with one’s beloved. He closed his ears as many soldiers around him shouted various alternative ribald endings to the tale, hooting at each other’s creative offerings before one-upping them with something even more blush-worthy. 
 
    “All soldiers are rascals and scallywags, Keir,” said Prince Zyran, falling into step with him. “Alright?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Why the puzzled look?” 
 
    “Why’s it a white Christmas, Zyran?” 
 
    His friend mined for fleas in his beard. Royal fleas, the finest in the realm without a doubt. 
 
    As a half Elf, it appeared Keir would never have anything to adorn his chin, not even the slightest scruff. “Snow? Blue. Clouds? Light mauve. The mountains are azure and mauve, taking on the colours of the skies above and the snows below. Winter storms are dark, grey and miserable. Heck, now’t about that Christmas jingle is right. So pray tell me, o most esteemed Prince, what makes Christmas white?” 
 
    This earned him the, ‘Yer weird, Elf,’ look. 
 
    Zyran chortled, “The fat in a marsh-goose pie?” 
 
    “That’s crisp and brown, and stop making me drool, ye shameless royal layabout.” 
 
    The Prince said, “I’ve heard it said that Olde Earth had white snow, now’t blue. I wonder at the truth of it? We ken so little about that time, or what was lost. It’s abundantly clear from the oldest legends that Christmas at least was a time of cheer and sharing, so let’s hope this trip and yer natty idea work out, right? Otherwise I cannae say it’s going to be much of a Christmas at all, whether it be white or blue or any other colour besides.” 
 
    Or a Dragonmas. Even that detail was not clear. Christmas, or Dragonmas? 
 
    Dragonmas was the Elven term for the twenty-fifth of Decembrus month, however, sylvan tradition leaned toward celebrating Dragonmas Eve, the evening of the twenty-fourth. Most Humans celebrated Christmas Day, although many of the old-fashioned mountain folk celebrated both. It was a time for family, cheer and giving of gifts. Neighbours and even whole villages sometimes gathered together to feast and sing and dance, and to exchange small presents. Young people might announce an engagement, and the younger children went Dragon egg hunting amidst the heaped snows. 
 
    When the Dragons had somehow contrived to whisk some Humans out of the way of an unfolding apocalypse, the last thing people had wanted to remember was what had been before. The histories had soon been lost. Darker rumours persisted. Perhaps the Dragonkind had been the harbingers of that destruction. Maybe they had cleansed peoples’ memories of harmful beliefs, technologies and scientific expertise. Some Dragons had sought to enslave Humans in those days, it was whispered, and the resulting Dragon war had scourged this world too. The result was a fragmented record of the past only lately starting to be questioned by historians and scholars, but a gap of over seven hundred anna was a tremendous divide to bridge. 
 
    Perhaps a white Christmas was one of those oddities, a song or element of Olde Earth misremembered or misinterpreted? Perhaps it spoke to the mystical significance of this beloved holiday? 
 
    Strange how his parentage made him at once a young Human and an ancient Elf. 
 
    Keir said, “Very well, my Prince. One day, I shall return with word of this great mystery. Meantime, were ye now’t meant to be assigning me to the Rangers?” 
 
    “Oh. General’s been checking –” 
 
    “She let it slip.” 
 
    Zyran punched his shoulder lightly. “Ye watch yerself around the General, lad. She’ll eat ye alive.” 
 
    “If she can catch me.” 
 
    “Or just twist yer head back to front on yer impudent shoulders.” 
 
    Keir punched him back for good measure. “Best ye be concentrating on yer own learning, my fine, fettlesome Prince.” 
 
    His new assignment was to the squad headed up by Lead Ranger Garla, a grizzled veteran. What she did not know about what lay beneath any given snowflake around the peaks and valleys did not appear to be worth knowing. Keir’s simple, ‘I am here to serve and to learn, ma’am,’ drew a favourable nod. Garla acted perfectly at ease with the additional physical and magical abilities of a half Elf, spending two days putting him through his paces, before she clearly made a decision to back off, content to offer a light hand of instruction here and a pearl of hard-won experience there. 
 
    That first day, their chosen route vaulted up into the blue-tipped mountains. The column hiked through steep snowfields for many long hours before pitching camp with speed and precision that had Keir taking mental notes. The second day, they climbed up to a precarious, windswept ridge that connected one mountain range to another. Heads down, they forged like ghosts through the snow whipping against their faces, angling their bodies against a fierce, blustering, unremitting gale. 
 
    The going was terrible – slow, frosty and dangerous enough to make Prince Garyan call for his soldiers to rope themselves together. The ponies plodded along stolidly, their furry coats gathering thick ruffs of snow that they occasionally stamped or tossed their heads to knock off. In places, the ridge trail skirted the edge of a half-mile precipice, just a pace or two from their left hands. The soldiers and drovers cast the shear-away dark, suspicious looks, but at least the trail underfoot was solid, even rocky, and the Rangers led the way with care. No-one wanted to take an aerial visit to a yawning, depthless white-blue space that conjured one’s most primal fears. 
 
    Once past the fearful cliff, they broke out their wide, netted snowshoes and tied them to their heavy snow boots, the better to navigate the powder puff drifts shovelled hither and thither by the unrelenting gale. Could he have seen through the peaks towering to his left hand, he would have been able to gaze down upon Drakabis Abyss – that trail used to be navigable in the old days, but since the Abyss effectively chopped it in half, it was rarely used save by trappers and merchants coming up from the lowlands in search of furs for trade, and hunters from the Amarinthe capital seeking furs and meat.  
 
    Perhaps once or twice, he imagined, they might have shouted at each other across the divide. 
 
    As they continued to climb on the third day, through the last of the dry heather and mountain grasses to the bareness of lichens and little else besides, increasing altitude sickness forced many of the party to resort to chewing cacao and swigging bitterwort tea. The cold became bone-numbing. Prince Garyan joshed his soldiers about having become soft from all the lowlands campaigning, but he suffered as much as any other – save Keir, whose boundless energy and good cheer evidently irritated some. They drew lots to see who would ‘train’ him at wrestling and hand-to-hand combat, and derived vocal pleasure from his groans for mercy, say, or the infliction of a decent bruise. None save the General could touch him at blade training, however, for his Elven speed and reflexes saved him from his inexperience time and again. 
 
    Everyone bundled up beneath their thickest winter outfits – fur-lined Ogre hide boots, two layers of trousers, heavy plaid shirts in mountain turquoises and reds, winter jackets, scarves, gloves and thick leather skullcaps with woven linen or wool linings that could be tied down over the ears. They covered nose and mouth with a thinner, breathable mask, leaving only their eyes showing – but even so, the extreme cold bit viciously through all the layers of clothing. Usually, the passes were not dangerous this early in the season, but the weather was peculiar, everyone muttered, noticeably bitterer and more intemperate than normal. 
 
    Toward evening, they passed into a region of karst limestone formations, a vast, scooped-out depression filled with spiky grey-green fangs, many standing over forty or fifty feet tall. The wind whipped through with an eerie moaning. The trail wound between the close-set formations like a needle endlessly threading a series of eyelets. Although this area was usually home to the great Lore Eagles, Keir observed no wildlife through the sifting azure snows. Just a couple of abandoned nests. The men and ponies stamped on through the deep snow, carving a trail marked by splashes of purple paint by Rangers in anna past – but long before morning, it would all be wiped away by wind and snow, as if the mountains deliberately chose to erase sign of the doings of men and women. 
 
    The fourth morning upon the trail, finally leaving the karst in favour of a barren highlands plain, the sun peeked rather than dawned beneath a layer of dark amethyst clouds. Amethyst fire spread beneath the heavy layer of overcast, bronzing every hillock and tuffet both of the clouds above and the mountainscape below. This ominous weather phenomenon was called Darkfall by mountain folk, which made his next assignment obvious. 
 
    Garla called together her team. “Darkfall. When?” 
 
    Six pairs of Ranger eyes considered the skies. 
 
    “Keir?” 
 
    “Hour after noontide, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s be prepared. Form three teams. We’ll scout ahead for shelter. None out here until that first ridge, but where it breaks up, as I recall –” she tapped one of her men, Janzar “– aye?” 
 
    “I remember a cave a half-mile off the trail there, but it’s small for this number,” he rasped. “Maybe if we covered it bivouac-style, or arranged a snow wall? Aye. I think there’s solid enough permafrost that we could build a retaining snow wall to give enough shelter.” 
 
    Garla said, “Good. We have us a plan. Janzar, run ahead with Keir and secure the cave. Other two teams, trailside. Keep a sharp eye out for winterberries and predators. Nae Crag Wyvern sign as yet?” 
 
    “Now’t a trace, ma’am,” said the Rangers. 
 
    “Odd.” 
 
    Like most of the Humans, Garla was light brown of skin tone and dark of eye and hair, in contrast with Keir’s dusky violet eyes and near-white, spiky hair. His skin, in the way of the Northern Elves, was deeply bronzed. Now, she swept her straight brown hair back and tied it off with a leather thong as she considered the azure-tinged, snowbound slopes that dipped away before soaring up to the highest peaks, and sweeping vistas of further blue, mauve and purple peaks stretching all the way to the southern and eastern horizons, and the incoming weather front. The sooty amethyst clouds, in serried ranks frowning down like a forbidding army marching to war, earned themselves a particularly filthy glare. 
 
    When her wise eyes returned to the group, she singled Keir out with a low growl, “Cannae be nae Crag Wyverns about, d’ye agree, lad?” He nodded at once. “Let’s all tread as if we fear a hidden crevasse. I have … a feeling.” 
 
    Nobody laughed. 
 
    As he jogged alongside Janzar up the light trail marked at intervals with tall, red-painted trail poles, Keir could not shake the impression that any misstep would simply launch him into the endless skies, flying from the very rooftop of the world out … there. Beyond the lowlands, beyond a storm-lashed ocean dominated by wild Sea Dragons, beyond forever. He loved the openness and the sense of freedom afforded by the vast airy spaces. The loneliness, even. All was breathtaking of beauty, yet it was well said that the mountains were also a brutal mistress, unforgiving of any mistake. 
 
    Janzar called, “Take it easy, Kestrelfoot. I’m now’t as fleet as ye, nae more. Never was, mind.” 
 
    “Sorry. Keen youngster.” He eased up the pace. 
 
    After an hour, they walked to regain their breath, and then jogged further, each sweeping the almost barren surrounds with experienced eyes. At this altitude, little grew bar lichens and a few hardy conifers, but Keir knew that the hidden dips often held warmer spots where ferns, mountain grasses and a few root vegetables could be unearthed in a pinch. If a tremor struck, people said the mountains were uneasy. Animal behaviour was a clue to forthcoming quakes, but he sighted a family of banded partridges scooting away at their approach, and soon, the tracks of a Grey Shaggy Goat. Good meat on one of those, if one avoided the long, curling horns and a quarrelsome temper. The following Rangers might try to track it to its shelter. 
 
    Why no Crag Wyverns? Usually they became more active ahead of a weather front, enjoying the play of frisky breezes. Measuring up to fifteen feet in wingspan, the wild draconic creatures were notorious for being territorial and highly aggressive. The villagers hated them for good reason, for a flight of the pale yellow predators could devastate a herd of Damask Yaks within half an hour. They fed indiscriminately, not content to take merely what they needed, but also killing for the sport of bloodletting. 
 
    It was late morning before they turned off the trail where Janzar indicated. The Darkfall had hung moodily overhead for hours, but now it swept forward with intent that the superstitious might believe was eerily personal, as if possessed of a dreadful desire to annihilate the creatures that cowered before its advent. 
 
    Keir hammered down a trail marker to indicate the turning before breaking into a quick run to catch up. Janzar was making no effort to hide his tracks, for they wanted to leave an easy trail to follow. Since the location was so open, the snow was thin and windswept, but the surface covering soon became thicker as they descended into a gully that looped westward and then back toward the south. The cold gripped their fingers and exposed skin cruelly, forcing both men to stamp their feet and wring their hands to keep warm. Frostbite? No-one wanted that. 
 
    A sharp descent led them into thick snowfall, and now they had to trail-break for those who would follow. Plenty of exercise for warmth. 
 
    “Just a short ways, now,” said Janzar. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Around that bend the gulley opens, and there’s a lovely view, tight down o’er a sweet little fumarole.” 
 
    Keir scanned the rugged surrounds one more time. Dark rock lay beneath the azure snows, but this old riverbed was sandy, buried beneath two to four feet of snow in most places. It must flow in the summer, he imagined, perhaps as the outflow of a geyser or volcanic spring farther afield. 
 
    “Oh, praise the Ancients! Look’ee, son. Winterberry.” 
 
    It was only a small sprig of the characteristic, waxy-looking dark green plant, but it held a precious load of over a dozen pale, shiny white winterberries. Shuffling over in the snow, he fell to his knees beside it. “Thank ye, Janzar.” 
 
    The old fellow placed his hand upon Keir’s woollen skullcap. With unbearable gentleness, he whispered, “May winter’s bite depart thy loved one, son.” 
 
    Keir knelt unmoving, trying with all his strength not to give in to tears. What was wrong with him? Such a weakling, when he had to be strong for both his parents. He was the man in the house now. They depended on him. How could he afford all these emotions! 
 
    “I’ll just go check that cave. Ye stow those berries safe, hear?” 
 
    Boots tramped away on the snow, scuffing and crackling slightly as he walked on. Trembling fingers harvested the precious crop of berries, but he left one as the future-guard. That was the Elven tradition his mother had taught him. Death to rebirth. Seed was precious. 
 
    After stowing the precious winterberries safely inside his belt pouch, Keir trotted lightly down to the corner the Ranger had indicated. He was right. The view was spectacular, a neat half-mile valley framed by five hook-nosed crags, and right in the centre, surrounded by a small forest of olivine coniferous trees perhaps three hundred yards in diameter, was a yellow and orange volcanic spring. He smelled sulphur on the breeze. Phew. No drinking from that. 
 
    Janzar had loosened his trouser buttons in order to water the azure snows. Averting his gaze politely, Keir shifted his attention to searching for the cave entrance. There. A wide, low entrance backed into bare, blue-speckled darmite – the softer variety of the common stone, which was oftentimes used for carving decorations for housing, or the aqueduct system that fed the town reservoirs from a warm spring high in the peaks. Odd. Was there a strange quality about the darkness … 
 
    Within, a pair of baleful yellow eyes snapped open. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 4: Wyvern 
 
      
 
    KEIR HAD A FRACTION of a second to react as the Crag Wyvern hurtled out of hiding, but he made it count. Screaming a warning, he drew his leaf-blades faster than ever before, thanks to the General’s correction. Janzar was just turning, perhaps spitting a comment about being disturbed by a rude youngster, when his left arm snapped forward in an overhand throw, sending one blade spinning into the Wyvern’s path. 
 
    Blue metal blurred through the stormy noon skies. 
 
    Wyverns differed from the major Dragonkind, Keir understood, in that their forelimbs were integrated with the wings. When they stood crouched like that one had been, it was with a menacing, forward-leaning posture, the wings open and splayed behind the akimbo forelegs by the height of the sharp, claw-tipped elbows, while the thick hind legs would be coiled behind to provide thrust. He had seen them take flight innumerable times, from afar, with a brand of power that bespoke brutish majesty. To see one close up was shocking. It was far larger and more lethal than he had ever imagined. The mean, underslung jaw was furnished with a triple row of fangs, giving them a terrible bite. Eight-inch fore-talons hooked out ahead of its outspread wings, preparing to rend its prey like a hapless snow hare. 
 
    Stretching its long neck in preparation for a killing bite, the bilious yellow Crag Wyvern shrieked as the blade pierced the scaled underside of its throat. Then, the hurtling mass of flailing wings and limbs hammered Janzar off the edge and out of sight. 
 
    He did not hesitate. Gripping the ska’etaz in a forward-thrusting posture beside his right ear, he leaped over the edge after them. 
 
    Brave, aye. And incredibly stupid. 
 
    Another low cliff lay beyond, perhaps twenty feet tall. He had no idea what he was leaping into, and a fall from that height was plenty to break a leg. Coming down as lightly as possible on the steep slope, he was aiming the blade for the Wyvern’s skull when his foot twisted against an unseen boulder and he catapulted outward, rather fortunately arcing over the Crag Wyvern’s reflexive back-kick which aimed to slam his bowels through the back of his throat. He plopped neck-deep into a snow drift beyond Janzar. Struggling. Flailing in the soft trap. Panicked. 
 
    The Wyvern screamed! 
 
    In those wide, fiery yellow eyes, was a promise of death. Pure death. The creature lunged for him, spraying lime-green ichor from the deep wound in its neck. Keir swung the Elven blade more with a prayer than actual hope. The point gouged its left eye open. Recoiling with a howl of agony, it struck again. He flailed and slashed and thrust five times more before the pain-maddened creature slumped to the snow, panting in great, slowing gasps. Its body heat was already causing melt; the blood smelled acrid, like a virulent acid. Where was Janzar? Forcing his way free, the half Elf raised his sword and finished the Wyvern – a brutal, hacking act of butchery that had nothing to do with sophistication – while the death rattle sounded in its throat and the talons quivered in a hapless effort to reach him. 
 
    Shuddering, he recovered the other blade and then thrust both into the snow to clean them, meantime searching for his companion. 
 
    There! Three paces up-slope, Janzar lay awkwardly folded over his right leg, which was clearly broken below the knee. He clutched his stomach, staring at the sky. 
 
    “Nae. Nae!” Keir scrambled up over a boulder. “Please –” 
 
    “Nae joined the dead … nae yet, lad,” the man rasped. “Ye get the wee … beastie?” 
 
    “It’s done, aye. Ye good? Where ye hurt?” Ridiculous question, when bright crimson blood oozed between his fingers. “Lie still.” 
 
    Janzar gasped, “Saved … me life. From a cave? Never seen …” 
 
    His eyes rolled backward. 
 
    Keir fell to his hands and knees beside the man. Assess the injuries. This was what his mother had taught him. Deal with the most life-threatening first. But his hands were shaking so badly, his teeth chattering uncontrollably – he bit his lip, hoping the pain might steady him. Numb flesh, so much for that idea. Check the puncture wound. It was a long slice, narrow and not too deep. White glinted at the hip where the Wyvern’s talon must have ricocheted off the now-exposed bone. 
 
    Anything else? Janzar was breathing shallowly and fast. Shock would very quickly set in, followed by a killing chill. He must get him back up the slope. Shelter and warmth were imperative. Shucking his jacket and then his plaid shirt, he sliced up the undergarment for bandages. He donned the jacket before the would-be rescuer froze too, for he had been foolish enough for one day. Calm head, Keir! Next, he applied padding against the wound and tied the makeshift bandages as tight as possible about Janzar’s midsection. Adequate. Could he construct a makeshift litter? No time. Besides, the man was out cold. That did leave one option. 
 
    “Sorry, my friend.” 
 
    He would never need to know. Gripping the man beneath his armpits, he made ready to slide him – another quick survey of the options – west, along the slope, and then up a shallow draw to the cave level, he decided. Keep that broken shinbone as still as possible. Nae pretty, that wound. He splinted it first, filching the long Ranger’s dagger from his strong leather belt and using one of his own blades. There. That would minimise the damage. 
 
    It was only once he had laid the man inside the cave, and tried to unclench his sweating, shivering, exhausted muscles, that he remembered to wonder if the Crag Wyvern might have had a mate. 
 
    Cold relief brought renewed shivers to his limbs. 
 
    Empty. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When the storm struck, Keir returned into the shelter the soldiers had hastily thrown up, most especially for the animals. The cavern itself was a close fit, low but wide and sufficiently deep enough to accommodate three-quarters of their number, including Janzar, who had been shrieking in pain a minute earlier as their best healer re-set his leg, ensuring that the bones would set exactly straight. He was unconscious now. 
 
    The cramped quarters would help everyone keep warm. The temperature outside was still plummeting, as if it had not been frigid enough already. His breath billowed in clouds around him as he stamped his feet and rubbed his aching fingers for warmth. 
 
    General Ja’axu gripped his left bicep. “Keir. Eat this.” 
 
    Peppery sweetness spread across his tongue. The spicy morsel made his eyes water, but cleared his head. 
 
    “Old Giant trick,” she explained. “Jabaroot stimulates the blood flow. Alright, soldier?” 
 
    “Aye … sort of. How’s he?” 
 
    “Alive, and he has a fighting chance of staying that way, thanks to yer handiwork. Here. Another gift. Five of the Crag Wyvern’s fangs. Take them for yer family. The talons, hide and the balance of the fangs, we can take up to Garrikar Town. Sell them to the Elven mages.” 
 
    “Nae. Isn’t that kind of … sacrilegious?” 
 
    “They’re animals. We should take a few organs besides. Heavens ken Amarinthe needs the coin, and yer family more. Real Dragons – were they alive today, that’d be an Ogre of a wholly different stripe, Keir. My people tell tales of the Dragonkind. They were beautiful, majestic and wise creatures. Now’t like that ravening beast ye slew.” Raising her voice, the General cried, “It’s now’t just anyone who slays a Wyvern single-handed! I name ye Keir Kestrelfoot, the Wyvernslayer!” 
 
    “WYVERNSLAYER!” roared the soldiers, and then they were pressing forward to slap his back, his head, anything they could reach. 
 
    What a fake. So lucky. A fortuitous throw and some bloody flailing in the snow was what had killed that Crag Wyvern, not the blazing, clear-thinking courage the tales always claimed lived in heroes’ hearts. While the General meant to encourage him, of course, all he could think was that once the storm blew over, Janzar still faced a difficult four-day journey to the nearest frontier town, where they could find him proper help. Even Garrikar was not the lowlands proper. Those lay a further two weeks’ travel along the mountain and hill trails toward the Arabaxa Jungles and Elven territory, but Garrikar was a fragrant and warm valley, and a producer of crops almost the annum round. No-one knew why. 
 
    He turned to the General, and in an undertone, growled, “Take everything ye need from the beast and sell it for the good of Amarinthe.” 
 
    “I thank ye kindly, lad. A noble gesture.” In the fire-lit gloom, her dark face took on the deep shadows of a towering crag. The quarter Giantess whispered, “D’ye ken ow’t as could frighten a Crag Wyvern into hiding in a cavern, Kestrelfoot? Anything under Mauve, our good Sun?” 
 
    Shiver! 
 
    “Nae, General,” he said. “Nae, such a beast I dinnae ken.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Two stormbound days and five brutal travel days later, Keir limped into Garrikar Town, thinking that the Crag Wyvern had indeed had the last laugh. An unnoticed talon-strike above his right knee had become infected, resulting in a lovely cut that refused to heal and was right now exuding cartloads of bright purple pus – aye, luminescent purple pus – beneath the bandages. He was feverish and shivering to boot. He needed to find an Elven healer. Fast. 
 
    Prince Zyran said, “Right. Let’s get yer leg sorted, o friend with more titles than me. Healer Row is a few streets over this way, as I recall.” 
 
    “Cannae stand shmore shnow,” he grumbled, swaying on his feet. 
 
    Keir would not have admitted it, but he was grateful for a firm grip upon his elbow as the Prince steered him through the traffic which swirled upward toward the corner of his left eye. Traffic! Between the neat rows of wood-frame double-story houses and shops that lined the main street of town, was an epic snarl to do with three carriages, a string of ponies, an overturned goods cart, and a great number of people standing around either red-faced and swearing at one another, or laughing openly at the red-faced and swearing ones. 
 
    Humans, eh? 
 
    The heavy timber frames of the houses were painted white, while the lighter wall timbers boasted bright, earthy colours – red, ochre, green and sky blue in the main. Cheerful window climber boxes holding vibrant masses of yellow or white carambis daisies framed the tall sash windows to either side. Wooden verandas provided necessary separation from the busy road traffic. The colours washed together like a badly-executed artwork as he stared about, muttering sagely beneath his breath. Pretty place. These people even took minor traffic catastrophes in good spirits, despite all the grumbling and swearing. How was that? He gazed about blearily, wondering if this was normal Human behaviour. 
 
    Off went the buildings, oozing over the daisies. Ha. Just when a person thought he had seen everything. 
 
    “Peeler globulow?” Keir inquired.  
 
    “Yer rambling, nitwit. Shut the face,” Zyran advised politely. 
 
    “Need a doccer real naughty lad three blah,” Keir heard himself slur. Wow. The houses even had flashing lights everywhere. How did they do that? “Wash blosh blare dart?” 
 
    His friend pulled him along faster.  
 
    Suddenly, as if the sky had moved without him being aware of its sneaky tricks, he found himself in a quieter street where several Elves watched him pass by, their green eyes widening with concern, like holes in a jungle opening to swallow him up. Prince Prickle-face was asking about dotty spots, which just didn’t make a shred of sense. 
 
    Then a shadow and coolness passed over him. He fell upon softness. 
 
    Finding himself lying on his left side, he opened his eyes, and saw a diminutive Elfmaiden staring at him in open … well – he brightened at once – admiration, was it? She had apple-green eyes and a waterfall of silvery sylvan hair that reached her waist. Her ears had perfect points. A practical, soft Elven homespun smock-dress in jungle green was her attire, furnished with many pockets for her healing instruments. The Prince moved over to address her, but the shy beauty had eyes only for him. 
 
    A slow smile creased his face, like treacle dripping from a spoon. 
 
    “Keir!” she squealed. “What did ye do to him?” she snapped at Zyran, rushing past the anxious Prince. “Ye cannae let an Elf get this way, ye thick-witted buffon; ye stinking Ogre in boots!” 
 
    Shma thurn nith blather-soul-thingy, he mumbled politely. 
 
    Oh dear, this is bad, she said. 
 
    His spirit gladdened to celestial harp music. Kaleidoscopic lights exploded behind his eyes. The tiny beauty sashayed toward him as if he were the only person in the world who existed for her, and her gentle smile was for him alone. Bending like a willow stooping to brush a pond, she kissed him upon either cheek, murmuring in a voice most tender, Keirthynal, dear-one … and her long hair tickled his neck, and the fragrance of her perfume enticed his senses. 
 
    Oblique Elven eyes filled with dancing golden motes captivated his soul. 
 
    He heard himself mumble something about the magic of her presence. Then, he reached up with a strangely floppy arm and attempted to plant a gallant kiss upon her lips. Unfortunately, his effort was much more akin to a dog’s slobber, because he had lost control of his tongue, his lips, and even his speech. 
 
    Crack! His cheek blazed for no good reason. 
 
    Momentarily, the pain cleared the fug clouding his mind, leading him to gasp, Rhyllaryssill? 
 
    Oh. How did he remember her name? 
 
    Just you behave in my clinic, Keirthynal-my-heart, she laughed, a tinkling brook of sound that echoed inside his vacuous brain. Turning to the Prince, she said, “We shall have yer friend fixed up in nae time at all. He’s far gone, but now’t ready to rest beneath the soil as yet.” 
 
    Through her tumbling, wavy tresses, he caught Zyran glowering as if the Prince yearned to beat him to death with his own boots. Fantastic! Keir dearly wanted to smirk, but his willpower had absconded together with the ability to control a single thought. The girl darted away with the air of a busy sparrow, giving his best friend time to fold his muscular arms across his chest and modify his stare to, ‘I’m going to roast ye gizzard over a bonfire, Elf boy,’ and then she returned holding out a long-necked green gourd. 
 
    “Help me to tilt his head,” she ordered. 
 
    Zyran leaped to obey. 
 
    Better and better. Laughter burbled in his throat. He sipped, and almost choked as a fiery breath of liquid fumes lit up his oesophagus from within, before settling like a pool of cool flame at the top of his stomach. He belched heartily, a proper ripper. 
 
    “Keir!” snorted Zyran. 
 
    “Nae worry needed on yer part, that’s the elixir working,” Rhyl murmured, her eyes still crinkling at the corners. Unable to stop smiling – and, somehow his fault? Heaven must be a place where pretty girls noticed him, for a change, rather than his good-looking royal friend. She said, “Now, where’s he injured? Only the knee? He was probably seeing pink mushrooms growing on the peaks, but this sky’æri elixir should bring him around in a minute.” 
 
    “Just the leg,” growled the Prince, moody as a Snowgre with a bellyache. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Oh, Mister Fancy-Pants here only slew a Crag Wyvern single-handed, if ye must know,” his friend admitted. Keir found his sulkiness quite exhilarating. Boot on the other foot, eh, Prince? “Took a little scratch above the knee and has been bellyaching about it for seven days since.” 
 
    Rhyl glanced up at the Prince, her mobile mouth compressing into a thin line of disapproval. “Wyvern poison is a serious business for Elves, as ye may have been astute enough to observe. Urgent treatment is required, but thankfully, the formula is straightforward and the cure should take less than an hour to be effected. Ignoramuses! He could easily have died.” 
 
    The Prince mumbled an apology. 
 
    “I should think so!” she huffed. Reaching beneath the bed, the healer extracted a small yellow blanket and tossed it over Keir’s midsection. “Help me get his boots and trousers off, would ye?” 
 
    By now, Zyran had developed a marshy sort of colour about the gills. He was neither accustomed to being ordered about like a lackey, nor to being treated in such an off-handed fashion by any girl, let alone by one he evidently fancied. Keir felt moderately terrible, but a golden opportunity to be involved in his friend’s education was not to be missed. 
 
    Zyran yanked impatiently at Keir’s boots. 
 
    “Gently! I dinnae call for some lumbering Yak,” the healer snapped. 
 
    The Prince’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. He turned a pleading look upon Keir, who decided this day was turning out delightfully – especially since the Elfmaiden now proceeded to make efficient work of removing his trousers. Something in his brain dimly protested that he ought to be humiliated and blushing up a storm. Keir of the now struggled not to rub his friend’s nose in his enjoyment of this situation. 
 
    She snipped off the bandage above his knee with a pair of scissors, directed a disgusted hiss in Zyran’s direction, and muttered, “Know ye now’t of the treatment of Elves? A simple wash with solution of lamiskas herb would have prevented this mess.” 
 
    The neatly-stitched wound had swollen up until it resembled two segmented purple worms lying side by side. As she prodded the flesh with a delicate fingertip touch, a worm of fresh purple pus squeezed forth. Rhyl acted unmoved. Zyran paled as if he needed fresh air, or his breakfast might just make a dash for freedom. Shortly, the healer testily bade him take his queasy stomach and his lumbering self to a chair, out of her way, thank ye kindly. She bustled about cleaning out the wound with her preferred solution, while Keir settled back on the examining table, loving life, and trying to work out what under Mauve was so familiar about the lovely lass. 
 
    At least the colours were not pouring around his vision anymore. Indeed, the whole world had returned to a more solid and reliable state of behaviour. He liked that. 
 
    Rhyl asked Zyran what had happened in the mountains. The Prince related the tale of how and why they had come to Garrikar Town, and Keir’s feat of arms. Keir made sure to demur and suggest he had been fortunate to escape so lightly. He gave his bird’s nest of a hairdo a rakish comb with his fingers, and tried to figure out if he was ready to impress, or if the slightest movement would empty his stomach on the healer’s floor. 
 
    Catching his gaze, Rhyl fluted softly in High Elven, Terrible foes, Crag Wyverns. You can be thankful you’re still walking the lands. You don’t remember me, do you? 
 
    Rhyllaryssill-my-blossom, he replied gallantly, emboldened by her evident fascination with all things Keir, you hardly find me at my best. I apologise for my boorish attempt to commit Elven social suicide, earlier. 
 
    She chuckled gleefully, Never on the lips, indeed. 
 
    Gorgeous lips, however, he heard himself drawl, and snapped his mouth shut with a groan. What’s wrong – the infection? Or the medicine? I can’t – govern my tongue? 
 
    Crag Wyvern poison disturbs the Elven mind, reducing inhibitions; however, I do appreciate the compliment. You have not grown unhandsome since last we met, my Keirthynal, and though you may not remember clearly, on that occasion, it was I who mistreated and snubbed you in a manner most cruel. 
 
    She looked so disconsolate, he reached out to touch her tiny hand. Then we are both sorry. 
 
    How is – 
 
    Shifting impatiently, Zyran growled, “Keir, aren’t ye going to introduce us?” 
 
    “Oh, if I have to.” 
 
    Rhyl’s green eyes sparkled again with suppressed laughter at the blatant jealousy betrayed by their interaction, when suddenly, a few beads of understanding rearranged themselves into a bracelet of understanding in his mind, and he remembered. Keir groaned between his clenched teeth. Doomed! Why, o why … he must be the most ill-fated half Elf in history. Not that half Elves numbered many, but history would doubtless revel in recording the truly impressive nadir he had plumbed. 
 
    Moron had nothing on this – aargh! 
 
    With a heartfelt sigh, he collected his most formal self in order to introduce them properly. “Rhyl, I am honoured to present His Royal Highness Zyran Daryan-son of the Kingdom of Amarinthe, recently returned with honour from fighting at the Certanshi battlefront.” 
 
    Her startled glance spoke a thousand words – aye, she had been bossing around a Prince of the realm, no less – and she lowered her eyes modestly as he added, “Prince Zyran is my best friend, and a man of noble and excellent character. Prince Zyran, I am delighted to present Rhyllaryssill san-byr Aryssillati Tamiorayn, that is, Rhyllaryssill of the Aryssillati Clan of Northern Elves. Rhyl is my second cousin by descent from my mother’s maternal grandfather’s lineage – sorry, that’s difficult to express in Human – and apparently, a talented healer.” 
 
    Rising, Zyran made a formal bow, stammering in Elven, I honourable much, Rhyllary – ah – my-soggy-bucket? 
 
    Both Elves howled with laughter. 
 
    Colouring, the Prince added, “Sorry, my Elven is awfully rusty. Inexcusable. Er, what did I actually say?” 
 
    “Ye just called my cousin a soggy bucket,” Keir explained merrily. Life could not be more fabulous. He wiped his eyes. “I think I just cried. Ye are too much, my friend.” 
 
    Zyran flushed a rather fantastical shade of puce. He chuckled awkwardly, “I guess the joke’s on me, then. That betrays how little attention I paid in Elven language classes, is that now’t a truth well spoken? Come on, Keir. Be a good friend and put the Prince of the Soggy Bucket out of his misery here. Please. I dinnae beg often of ye –” 
 
    “Hey, noble and excellent character, dinnae ye hear? Rhyl, I’ve recently developed a habit of telling the most terrible lies. Truly distasteful –” 
 
    “Keir! How sorely ye wound me. Ye cannae kindly arrange to clean out that scratch with Wyvern acid, can ye, Rhyl?” 
 
    Who was this flustered fellow? The Zyran he knew was always charming, in command, the joker of the party. Keir had never imagined he might react in such a disconcerted manner to his cousin of all people, and just as his thoughts progressed to torture and slow evisceration by a team of masked Ogres wielding iron implements heated in a roaring forge fire, Rhyl put in, in her charmingly lilting variety of the Human tongue: 
 
    “For my part, I am more than pleased to meet ye both, because the Clan Elders have requested that I return with ye to Royal Amarinthe to help yer mother, Keir. Only, the mountain storms interfered. My bags have been packed for weeks. Tell me, how is Shanryssill-my-treasured-kinswoman?” 
 
    A lava-hot surge of grief strangled his ability to speak. 
 
    Apparently sensitive to his friend’s state, Zyran put in quietly, “The news is now’t good, Rhyl. She’s fading … far too fast.” 
 
    Keir covered his face with his hands, ashamed to be seen crying. 
 
    This was what he feared most. More than that Crag Wyvern. More than any humiliation. The eskirêna-l’næ sickness usually took its victims within three to four anna. 
 
    His mother was dying. 
 
    Merry Christmas to all, and to some, a wretched New Annum. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 5: The Return 
 
    2nd of Octobrus Month 
 
    Winterfall 
 
      
 
    TWO DAYS AND NIGHTS of frenetic preparations, negotiations and goods loading later, a much enlarged party prepared to depart in the cool pre-dawn gloom. Keir, usually so allergic to attracting attention, was seated atop one of the ponies. Voluminous protests of how fine his leg was had achieved precisely nothing. Four feet and seven inches tall she might be, but his ostensibly demure cousin Rhyl had ways of arranging matters to her satisfaction that bordered on the mystical. Only in his mother had he seen such a tiny frame matched to such an iron will. 
 
    Impressive. 
 
    And annoying. Unquestionably annoying. Some allegedly redoubtable and heroic Wyvernslayer fellow was deeply unhappy about being the only person riding amongst the soldiers and rangers, apart from the cart drivers. 
 
    So, having snaffled up every small- and medium-sized cart in the city, the two hard-working Princes now had forty-three additional vehicles to move across a rough, boulder-strewn trail up and over two snowbound passes, across an uncrossable abyss, and on up to Royal Amarinthe. No way under Mauve were they getting carts up the trail they had just descended – to the abiding shock of the townspeople. Some of the slopes were so steep, chains had been installed in anna past to provide easier handholds. The latest storm had made Shamxar Canyon, the final stage of that route into Garrikar Town, a nightmare to navigate. Ten-foot snow drifts and regular avalanches, anyone? They had made it safely through thanks to Garla’s skills, which bordered upon the magical. How else could a person predict an avalanche minutes before it set off? 
 
    The Rangers said the alternative passes were already twenty feet deep and piling up fast. 
 
    It was Drakabis Abyss, or a Winterfall of starvation. 
 
    Keir turned to Zyran. “News on Janzar?” 
 
    “Grateful to be alive, aye, and complaining about enforced bed rest as only a curmudgeonly old Ranger can,” came the crisp reply. 
 
    “He’ll overwinter here?” 
 
    “Aye. Ye quite comfortable there, Kestrelfoot?” 
 
    “Actually, my butt hurts –” 
 
    “Already? Then I should have kicked ye harder this morning.” Zyran threw the Elfmaiden a victorious glance, which she did not appear to notice. Undeterred, he added in a loud voice, “How fare yer wounds, o mighty warrior of Amarinthe?” 
 
    Rhyl patted down her pockets. 
 
    “Lost yer marbles?” Keir inquired, with his cheekiest grin. 
 
    With a bright, “I’ll catch ye up!” she dashed back toward town. 
 
    “More energy than a busy squirrel, that one,” said the General, just behind them. “Word of advice, my Prince?” 
 
    “About managing the return trip?” 
 
    “Nae. About girls.” 
 
    Zyran popped out his chest. “Aye? She likes me.” 
 
    General Ja’axu chuckled knowingly, and then in a blur, prodded him so hard in the sternum that despite his breastplate, his ridiculous posture deflated with a pained wheeze. “Mayhap she does, young Prince, but that one will nae be impressed by yer fancy words and swagger. What are ye looking for in a wife, I ask ye? If ye want to catch ye some simpering strumpet, some brainless bauble, keep right on. But ye are much the better man than that.” Before either could respond, she added in a lower voice, “And Kestrelfoot, if ye desire to be a friend good and proper to yer Prince, learn ye the courage to beat a mite of sense into his thick skull from time to time!” 
 
    They gaped at the General’s departing back. Giants were renowned for directness of speech and action, but still, to be on the receiving end of this verbal blast? 
 
    Keir shook his head slowly, and then glanced at Zyran. “Uh … sorry?” 
 
    “Nae. I cannae keep acting the village idiot. I’m sorry, Keir.” 
 
    The Prince looked down at his tough snow boots, stamped them about a few times on the cool stones, and then his brown eyes considered the long line of carts already squeaking up the road, the Damask Yaks pulling them lowing mournfully from time to time. Keir knew he was ruminating upon other things. 
 
    At length, the Prince said, “Ye want to ken what frightens me? That ye went up against that Crag Wyvern alone. In that moment I saw the beast, I could have lost ye before I even knew it – and that’s different to what I saw in the war. I dinnae ken. Maybe it’s … personal.” 
 
    Keir smiled hesitantly. 
 
    “Ye ever hate me for being a Prince?” 
 
    “Honest answer?” 
 
    “Shall I describe how mud-faced ye look stuck atop that zaribar pony?” 
 
    “Nae to that, thank ye kindly.” He patted his mount’s thick russet mane idly. “Yer all good there, lass? Alright, honest answer. Times are I’ve been jealous enough to hit ye. My Prince.” He bobbed a derisive bow from the saddle. “I’ve never wanted for titles or royal duty or what ye have. Lately, I realised what I wish for most is yer confidence in life. And yer way with girls, aye. There’s a confession. It’s nae because yer royal. For a pampered little princeling, ye aren’t half a bad sort, ye know.” 
 
    “And I wish I were Kestrelfoot, or Wyvernslayer, or anything at all more remarkable than the fourth Prince of a small realm – the best realm in all Tyanbran, I hasten to add. Dinnae get me wrong.” Zyran chuckled rather bleakly. “Are men supposed to share secrets like this? Sure itches like a hair shirt.” 
 
    “Zyran.” Reaching out, Keir gripped his friend’s forearm. “I ken ye have my back. Always.” 
 
    To his surprise, his friend turned to swipe his sleeve across his eyes. “Alright, Keir. Thanks. I’ll … when ye need me, when that time comes, I’ll be at yer back. I swear.” 
 
    For when his mother … shocked by the rawness of his friend’s response to the forthcoming season of grief, he could make no reply. 
 
    Have yerself a merry little Dragonmas, the ditty ran inanely through his mind. Let the Yuletide roar – what was Yuletide? Everyone knew it had something to do with Christmas, but the origin of the word had been lost in the mists of time, as so much of Humanity’s past had been lost. 
 
    He stared unseeing over the valley. 
 
    Death stalked his kingdom. Death wreathed the Dragonmas tree of his life. Why? 
 
    The last of the goods carts had disappeared up and over the nearest hill, carrying the supplies that would be so vital to the Amarinthe Kingdom later in the winter – hundreds of sacks of lowland-grown grains, smoked and cured meats, massive roundels of green and blue Maraisa cheeses, and many varieties of fruits, vegetables, nuts and berries. The final cart carried medical supplies. Would it be enough? The King’s Provisioner was an astute man, sometimes accused of stinginess, but as fair as the day was long. King Daryan would see every last grain or drop well used. 
 
    A few minutes later, Rhyl rejoined them. 
 
    “Interrupting a tender moment, lads?” she inquired archly. 
 
    “As if,” Keir snorted. 
 
    “Nae need to wait on the little Elfmaiden, is there?” 
 
    Zyran whirled upon his heel. Keir feared he was about to shout at her, but instead, one eyebrow arched ever so deliberately. Keir’s eyes flickered between the pair, taking in the defiant yet hesitant tilt of her quintessentially elfin chin, and a quality of presence he had never quite discerned in his royal friend before, not in this way. Perhaps it was true nobility. Or, dignity. Whatever it was, it stopped up her response as a cork applied to a skein of wine. 
 
    The girl trembled. 
 
    His friend said, “Whatever makes ye think ye are now’t worth a Prince’s time, Rhyl?” 
 
    Her breath hitched audibly. 
 
    Keir wanted to cheer like a madman. What mysterious depths in his best friend’s nature had been touched, he knew not, but this Zyran was a revelation. 
 
    Touching his heels to the pony’s flanks, he scooted into the lead. “Gee on there, lass. Come on, Prince Tardy. The morn grows nae younger.” 
 
    What might he not have given to see what passed between his cousin and the Prince as he departed? 
 
    Better that remained private. 
 
    He walked the pony uphill, breathing deep of a gorgeous mountain morning. Mauve rose behind the soaring pinnacles to the East, not yet shining her gaze upon them, but the distinctly mauve-tinged radiance for which she was named already made brilliant silhouettes of the highest peaks, gilding the craggy outlines in a King’s ransom of splendour. The skies stretched as clear as glass from horizon to horizon. It meant little. Weather in the mountains could turn fast. The trail ahead had been more than dusted with snow, so the Princes had thought ahead to pack shovels, crowbars and pickaxes. No doubt the soldiers were looking forward to a return to their notorious basic training. 
 
    This second, shorter westerly trail had once been a narrow but sound route which had somehow been hacked and quarried out to connect Amarinthe to the lowlands – but then, one hundred and nineteen anna before, the unknown event which created the Abyss had struck, perhaps during one of the frequent tremors. That cut off the route completely, rendering it impassable. Superstitious people blamed the misfortune on evil Dragons, and so the chasm became known as Drakabis Abyss. 
 
    What must those days have been like, when mighty Dragons cut wing across a mauve-tinted dawn, bringing hope to the hopeless and visiting tempests of fiery terror upon the forces of evil? 
 
    Obviously the dawn had awakened his romantic side. Silly sap. 
 
    He was thinking in fragrant pollens and verdant Springtide, while up in the wild mountains of his home, Winterfall prowled like a rabid wolf. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Exactly one day later, his boot crunched upon fresh ice. A brief but dismal gale had arrived with a blast, flattening ten tents and knocking over a tree, which narrowly missed two carts. Several inches of lovely bluish hailstones had been dumped everywhere. He picked one up between his gloved fingers. It was the size of the ball of his thumb. What made hailstones blue? What made the sun mauve, the sky purple, the clouds like lavender fluff … 
 
    Keirthynal-my-saviour, came from within the tent flap nearby. Give a girl a teensy hand? 
 
    How could a dashing Wyvernslayer resist? 
 
    That was how Prince Zyran came across Keir re-braiding his cousin’s long, rather unruly hair. This occasioned a droll comment or two that had the soldiers around them hooting as they rapidly broke camp. 
 
    “She had her skullcap caught,” he protested. 
 
    “Right,” said Zyran. 
 
    “Look, I’ve extensive experience from having twin little sisters, alright? I can do girls’ hair. And there’s now’t as can be called un-manly about that! So –” 
 
    “Sure, Kestrelfoot. Did I suggest the slightest hint of un-manliness?” He coughed loudly, “Beardless!”  
 
    The soldiers hooted again. Prince Garyan roared at them to get on with it, and then yelled at Keir to go be a proper Ranger since he obviously had nothing better to do than braid girls’ hair of a morn. 
 
    Ah, what were friends for? 
 
    After this memorable start, he did indeed have the joy of racing up the trail into the first proper foothills before the mountains. Ignoring the persistent ache of his healing wound, he pinned back his ears and laughed at the wind whipping through his hair. Less fun, the achy ears. Elven points always caught the cold. After settling in for a breezy jaunt through the foothills, noting a fresh set of wolf tracks with suspicion, it was on to a section fondly called ‘Breaker Pass,’ as in, it broke the spirit of anyone who dared to attempt the mile-and-a-half of switchbacks ascending a seventy-degree slope. Above that, the trail jinked abruptly and struck even higher into the mountains in the form of a narrow, snaking, still-climbing ravine. Its reported width would allow the passage of smaller-than-standard carts in single file only. Plus, the pass was noted for frequent rockfall, avalanches, and nowadays played home territory to at least four clans of Snowgres. 
 
    Oh aye, the real fun was about to begin. 
 
    His healing cut protested the vigorous exercise – well, vigorously – and it was a sweet boon he did not have Rhyl right next to him, for he appreciated how severely the resident healer would roast his pointy ears for disobeying her orders. He needed the space to clear his head; to come to terms with the reality that this whole enterprise and the lives of thousands very much depended on his ability to traverse the Abyss. 
 
    Only he was mad enough to come up with a plan like this. 
 
    A good sort of madness, right? 
 
    Tilting back his head, he gazed up at the peaks. Storm up top. Of course. Strange how deep Winterfall never touched the lowlands, whilst up there, it was a beast more brutal than any living thing. A thin line of flagstones connected them to that place, starting thick and solid and infeasibly closely interlocked here, and disappearing as a tiny filament up into the clouds. He knelt to scrape away the frosty inches and examined the flagstones with a curious tilt of his chin. Really. How had the ancients cut and fitted these with such superb accuracy? 
 
    Why was it said that science had once been a force greater than any magic? 
 
    For the following hours, Keir scouted the switchbacks up to the height of a mile. Santaclaws’ talons! It would take some work getting the carts even this far. He had not reckoned upon the road being in such bad condition. Boulders had fallen in many places, some ripping chunks out of the surface, and then the thawing and refreezing of water had done more damage, and everything was covered in slippery snow and ice. The carts were just coming up to the base of this climb. They would have to take great care that the men and women working higher up did not dislodge rockfall onto those toiling up from below. 
 
    Impassable, it was not. 
 
    Challenging, most certainly. And where would they take shelter higher up? 
 
    He trotted lightly back down again, noting five places where blocking boulders would definitely need to be shifted before the carts made a start. He would need to report to Garla and the Princes without delay, no doubt with the quarter Giantess looming over him like an incipient avalanche. Thankfully, his leg injury had put him beyond her stated desire for a wrestling match. Keir rotated his shoulders gingerly. 
 
    That promised a world of hurt. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    To Zyran and Garyan’s credit, they could shift boulders and shovel snow with the best of them. So could Rhyl. The soldiers who doubled as engineers saw to levering the largest boulders out of the way or toppling them over the edge, and then they walked the road and cleared snow and ice or tested the verges until they deemed it safe enough to try the carts. 
 
    Keir was not present for the start of the great crawl up the mountain. The Ranger corps hiked all the way to the top to assess the dangers of the ravine, and to try to track any Snowgres to their lairs. The white-furred creatures moved like monkeys on all fours, yet still stood as tall as a man. Their thickset arms and bulky shoulders lent them great strength. Not the smartest Yaks in the herd, one might add. 
 
    The first lair was found abandoned. 
 
    “Get a whiff of this, Keir!” Garla called from inside the narrow defile that led off the main route. 
 
    “Nae, thank ye, ma’am.” 
 
    “They cannae have been living here these last three months, that’s a certainty.” The Lead Ranger emerged from her reconnaissance holding her scarf firmly over her nose. She paused to knock her snowshoes in turn against a boulder, dislodging dry dung stuck to the netting. “Smells like an Elf’s socks, wouldn’t ye say?” 
 
    Keir grinned. “Nah. That’s Prince Zyran’s brand, for certain.” 
 
    “Cannae be ow’t but fun getting the supply carts through this next section, ma’am,” said another of the Rangers. She pointed with her dagger as if wishing to dice up the puffs of condensation that accompanied her breathing. “Just look at that overhang. Well … roof.” 
 
    That was a problem. The original builders had been forced to choose an ancient watercourse as the path, but it was narrow, varying from forty feet wide down to a mere ten, and the rugged abutting cliffs had clearly been carved by snowmelt action over millennia. The dark stone towered five hundred feet above their heads in this section, but it was uneven enough, carved in steps and ledges, dips and swirls, that the snow stuck and built up cornices over time. The section Jarais had identified was a snow bridge that entirely spanned the gully high overhead, where the cliff walls threatened to touch, but further along, Keir spotted other precariously balanced snowbanks and places where avalanches had already cleared down masses of snow. 
 
    “Cannae say there’s any way under good Mauve we’re shovelling all that aside,” Garla grunted, looking even more unimpressed than usual, which was an impressive feat in itself. 
 
    “We could muffle the yaks’ hooves,” Keir suggested. 
 
    “Aye. Good. And get the soldiers up here maybe leading some yaks ahead of the carts, to compact the snow. But I still think we need to drop that load from up top first.” 
 
    Garla divided her forces once again, two Rangers to find a way to the top and demolish that dangerous snow bridge, and the others to follow on up the ravine. They had the rest of the Snow Ogres to find. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Found one,” Keir repeated. 
 
    Only one. And the youngster, blinking in the light of his upheld brand, was terrified out of its wits. It was mewling and crying, trying to escape through a crack in the back of another stinking cavern that was far too narrow for it. While he respected those yellowish fangs and the strength in its furry white arms, the creature’s abject, grovelling terror puzzled him. What was wrong with the Snow Ogres, wolves and Crag Wyverns? They had come armed for real danger and found none. 
 
    Something was wrong in the mountains, wasn’t it? 
 
    Nobody knew what. 
 
    “Go on, then. Kill it, lad,” came a growl from behind him. 
 
    “It’s only young. I was just wondering –” 
 
    Keir yelped as an arrow swished past, scoring a slight track upon his forearm. The creature dropped, dead, and even before the light had faded from its pale white eyes, a brutal kick from behind propelled him right at it. An abortive attempt to stop his headlong fall still ended up with a sharp smack of skull upon rock, just at his hairline. 
 
    The Ranger cursed luridly and stormed out of the cave. 
 
    “Uh …” He pulled up from where he had fallen, bridging the now-still body. “What … was that?” 
 
    Lead Ranger Garla grunted, “Story is, a Snow Ogre got her baby sister. These things live for any meat that moves or that dinnae move none, son, and ye’d better be remembering that well. Only good Ogre is a dead one – they say that for a reason. Ogres, Trolls and Wyverns are just bad news. Ye ever seen a Troll?” 
 
    Keir shook his aching head. No need for that kick, was there? 
 
    “Nae. Big?” 
 
    “Bigger than a house, and meaner than the annum is long. Only – ye’d best catch that bleeding there – only saving grace is that the Certanshi never learned how to train them for war. Ogre armies are bad enough. Trolls … well.” She made a flat, meaningful gesture with her hand. “Hmm. Cut looks deep. Best we get ye back to yer girlfriend, alright?” 
 
    “She’s my cousin.” 
 
    “Real cousin? As in, yer now’t pretending none –” 
 
    “Nae.” This time, his glare justly developed fangs. “Aye, I like the lass a great deal, but she is family.” 
 
    “Och aye, I see how it is! Our Zyran …” 
 
    He mimed tying a string about his little finger and knotting it tight. 
 
    “Like that, is it?” The Ranger broke into uncharacteristically merry laughter. “Come on, let’s pack yer wound with ice. Yer little cousin will be stitching ye up later too, mark my words.” 
 
    Pity Rhyl could not stitch up whatever had cleared these peaks of their main carnivores and predators. Leopards, shadow wolves, Wyverns, Ogres – they had found next to nothing. Even the magnificent Lore Eagles were absent. The high mountains never exactly bustled with life, but much was there to be found if one knew which signs to search for. 
 
    The evidence suggested hasty abandonment. 
 
    Did this mean something really, really bad was coming? Like an earthquake? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 6: Storms and Trials 
 
      
 
    THE WHOLE CAMP ROARED with laughter. That was a tad unfair, to be honest. Keir was trying his hardest. He still hadn’t been able to budge the Giantess off her footing. Her first-round strangle had made him feel as if a marsh anaconda had seized him by the neck. The second round, she just slapped him flat onto his back for the win. The third round? Ja’axu had invited him to attack without actually bothering to defend herself. 
 
    Really. Which of them had thought this was a good idea? 
 
    “Try to trip her up,” Garla advised dourly. 
 
    “Tickle her toes!” someone yelled. 
 
    “If ye run fast enough …” 
 
    “Elven weakling! I’ve twenty deinarr on this, so do something! Anything!” 
 
    “Put yer back into it, Keir!” Zyran hooted. 
 
    “I’d easier lift a ruddy mountain!” he growled, circling the General. 
 
    Laughing uproariously, she raised one massive boot off the ground. “Try now. I’m almost toppling over …” 
 
    This was his chance! Escape from humiliation! Diving forward in a swift low tackle, Keir landed rather unfortunately on a large patch of ice and skidded helplessly beneath her legs. General Ja’axu promptly sat down on his back, and that was that. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, yawning and pretending to stretch. “Nice bout, Elf. Really taxing.” 
 
    Whatever colours of the rainbow his face was turning, he was going nowhere. Keir wanted to slam his newly-stitched forehead against a handy rock. Great. Best laugh to the Giantess, right? Gathering his arms beneath him, he levered upward in a press-up position. Truth be told, he tried. She had to weigh a tonne. Elven strength purchased him an inch’s clearance from the ground, arms trembling … 
 
    “Go Keir!” Rhyl yelled. “Almost there!” 
 
    “Gee on, lad!” 
 
    “YARRR!” 
 
    “Ye lift that mountain!” 
 
    “Amazing strength!” cried the General. 
 
    He was certain she had just pressed down with her feet to help him gain another inch. How generous, when one was being sat upon by a five hundred pound female warrior. 
 
    A whole inch. Santazathiar’s beard! 
 
    He strained until his eyeballs almost popped out of his head. What did pop, apparently, was the stitching Rhyl had grumbled through just the night before, because crimson droplets began to splash onto the ice below his nose. 
 
    “Nae!” he shouted, and collapsed. “Mercy, o mighty tyrant. Mercy.” 
 
    “There. Just how I like my victims,” she chortled. “MEN – uh, over to ye, Prince Garyan. Rhyl, my apologies for the … ye ken.” 
 
    Despite that she barely stood a mere handful of inches taller than the quarter Giantess’ huge belt buckle, the Elfmaiden managed an impressive quality of stare. She said, “Next time ye visit my operating table, General, I’ll be remembering how ye treated my family.” 
 
    The General guffawed, but clearly thought the better of swatting the Elfmaiden as she had done Keir. Instead, she said, “Ye ken how to use the Elven ska’etaz?” 
 
    “Nae, sorry. I focussed on the Elven longbow.” 
 
    “Then why aren’t ye armed?” 
 
    “I …” Rhyl chuckled uncomfortably. “I humbly receive yer correction, General.” 
 
    “Humbly, eh?” Massive arms folded, she appeared to take Rhyl’s measure. “Go see the armourer. Everybody in my command bears arms.” 
 
    “Ahem?” Prince Garyan put in, with studied politeness. 
 
    General Ja’axu threw up her arms with a snarl of frustration. “A Giantess cannae beat up a few wee Elves in peace?” 
 
    “Nae, ma’am,” said the Prince, smoothing a grin off his lips. “Go flex yer muscles over by the fourth cart. Wheel needs repair and I dinnae see why I should spare six puny soldiers to lift it when one rebellious Giantess will do.” 
 
    “Ha!” The General marched off, and picked up the offending cart one-handed. 
 
    Keir collected his jaw from the region of his boots. Alright. Not only was she a mountain, she was a mountain with ridiculous muscular strength. 
 
    He turned at a pinch on his arm. Rhyl glared up at him, arms folded and right foot tapping a dangerous rhythm. 
 
    “Mercy?” Keir tried his most winning grin. 
 
    All rather spoiled by the blood trickling down into his eye. 
 
    “It’s a begging morning for ye. I wonder why? So get on yer knees, cousin –” 
 
    “Dinnae push yer luck none.” 
 
    “Ye have to or I cannae reach yer forehead, ye intellectually challenged, bumbling excuse for a filthy Marsh Troll. So, get down here this instant!” 
 
    At least he understood how Rhyl felt about family. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The day was a long, hard slog through bad terrain and worsening weather. The huge, soft snowdrifts either had to be trampled down or shovelled aside to allow the heavily laden carts passage. The Damask Yaks lowed piteously and fought their handlers every step of the way. No less than four axles snapped during the course of the afternoon’s slippery climb, and two carts were buried by a sudden, massive avalanche where they lost three men and a brace of Yaks before they could be dug free. 
 
    Raising her head, the General thundered defiance at the incoming storm. 
 
    They left the bodies in a sealed cavern to be collected by those who would undertake the return trip, if the weather allowed. The temperature plummeted as they climbed, a decline which his head knew was gradual and scientifically measurable, but his body protested was deeply unfair and unnatural. The gentle warmth of the green valley was long forgotten. Toward evening, they drew the carts together and huddled in the shelter of a huge rocky overhang. Soon, the drifting snowflakes began to swirl more urgently, and by the eerie whistling note in the nearer peaks, Keir sensed what was coming. 
 
    “Windstorm! Get the tents down!” 
 
    “We’re sheltered here, aren’t we?” Prince Zyran puzzled. 
 
    “Nae, now’t from this wind. It’ll funnel through the gulley and flatten everything,” Keir argued urgently. “This is the storm that clears the passes. Quickly, man, we need to act now. Ye can hear it coming.” 
 
    Zyran’s head tilted as he listened to the wind’s peculiar moaning. “Sure as a hunter’s lure?” 
 
    “I’ve been caught in one of these before. Trust me.” 
 
    “Alright. I do.” 
 
    Did he? Having demanded trust, Keir wondered if he entirely trusted that answer. 
 
    The Prince stomped off in his heavy snow boots to go tell his brother to order a reversal in the pitching of camp. Stares prickled the back of his neck. He was supposed to be here for his mountain expertise. What the soldiers would be thinking as they broke down the tents inside which they had hoped to take shelter, was as plain as a story writ in the sky. Fourteen-anna-old lad. What did he know? Half Elf to boot. No beard to speak of, as if the presence of a few chin hairs conferred all the world’s wisdom upon a man. 
 
    Wish all he liked, he would never develop a thicket. Wisdom might have to seek other ways to penetrate his dense cranium. Trying to kiss his cousin, of all people. Whatever next? 
 
    One of the carters, a veteran, grabbed a few of his fellows by the arm and started jabbing a finger toward the yaks. The animals had all huddled together, head to head, right up against one of the gully walls. ‘Look, the animals know,’ he lipread above the rising gusts. The carters trooped over en masse to speak with the harried Princes, who had been fielding complaints and dark glances by the bucket load. Hands gestured at the sky, before indicating a downward blast. Someone understood! Aye. It was a strange wind, a downdraft or even a vertical wind shear, he had once read, which the author of that account had ascribed to wild battles of ancient Storm Dragons in the skies. Indeed. While a very much more mundane meteorological explanation for the phenomenon likely existed, the reality was real and perilous and had picked up a lad of nine anna and very nearly dumped him over a cliff. 
 
    He had not forgotten that broken collarbone in a hurry. 
 
    Shortly, the wind dropped as if a door had been shut somewhere up in the sky, which had been taken over by an eerie, olivine shade; plenty weird enough to keep the superstitious men and women touching amulets and muttering prayers to various deities. 
 
    Then, an idea flashed like lightning inside his head. 
 
    “Prince Garyan!” 
 
    “Aye, Troublefoot?” Zyran snorted, before his brother could open his mouth. 
 
    “We could use grain sacks to create a windbreak!” Keir bounced up and down on his toes. “A couple of layers, and we can lie behind them. Perfect shelter against the blast.” 
 
    “Aye, because this wind is howling,” Garyan grunted, casing a troubled glance at the sky. “Dinnae like it none, lad. Ye heard of battle bones?” 
 
    “Aye.” That sense soldiers got in their bones before a bad battle, or an enemy ambush. 
 
    He had the battle bones now. 
 
    Maybe this was what the animals had been hiding from? 
 
    As the Prince bellowed his orders, the men and women fell to with a will. A low, sloping wall of grain sacks quickly extended near the base of the cliff. Some grumbled about unloading and reloading. The oppressive silence made Keir’s hackles rise. Rather than brood upon the peculiar sensation in his gut that a dozen lowland earthworms – hefty fellows that grew up to two feet in length, often called ‘the farmer’s best friends’ – had infested his bowels and were having a squirming race, he ran to help with carrying and placing the sacks. 
 
    A strange pressure squeezed his ears. 
 
    Memory stabbed deep. 
 
    He heard himself roar in a voice like his father’s battle cry, “Down! Everyone, drop whatever yer doing and get under cover!” 
 
    While the experienced soldiers knew how to respond to that tone of command, the carters and support staff were not as quick. A Ranger came sprinting back from further up the gulley where she must have been scouting or relieving herself, while two carters dithered, trying to finish tying off the tarpaulins on their cart. 
 
    Garyan shouted, “Get over here! Down!” 
 
    As the Ranger and the two carters turned to run, an unearthly howl split the sky. A dark curtain slammed to the ground and then roared toward them with the growl of an earthquake and the power of ten thousand stampeding yaks. Blue-white clouds of snow dust billowed up before the onrushing storm front as it exploded up-canyon toward the parked carts, the huddled Damask Yaks, and the awestruck Amarinthian contingent. A thousand feet tall, the opaque blizzard shot toward them at the speed of a swooping falcon. The hindmost carter stumbled and fell. Keir was about to leap over the barrier, but the Giantess was faster than he, throwing herself headlong across the hard-packed snow. She snatched at the man’s leg as the blast struck. Worse than any blizzard. The wind shrieked past, lashing Keir’s exposed face with stinging dust, grit and ice particles. He briefly saw the fallen carter fluttering like a flag, horizontal to the ground, anchored by the Giantess’ uncompromising grip. 
 
    She came crawling back through the blast on her belly, averting her face, but even so the hysterical power of the windstorm threatened to sweep her away. 
 
    Even a Giantess needed help. 
 
    Keir snapped at Zyran, “Hold me!” 
 
    He slithered over the barrier, grateful that many hands gripped his trousers, his boots, his legs. Stretch. Stretch further! The demented, ravening wind blinded him, slapped their hands apart, peppered his cheeks and neck with grit. The General roared as she was struck amidships by a small boulder that must have been propelled from somewhere higher up, and then her immense paw gripped Keir’s elbow. He was shouting something at her, he realised, but he could not even hear his own voice. 
 
    Many hands heaved. His belt groaned and his shoulders threatened to pull out of their sockets, but Keir set himself like grim death. This, he could do. This would not end in death – unlike other circumstances over which he had no control. 
 
    The grain bags toppled with him as he hauled at the Giantess; suddenly, she slid faster than expected. He landed in a heap atop the others, with the General squashing his leg. The carter flopped over one of the large tan grain bags, apparently unconscious and bleeding from his left temple. 
 
    “Rhyl! RHYL!” he yelled above the shrieking of the wind. “Where are –” 
 
    “Beneath yer backside, ye blithering lump!” 
 
    “Oh. Perfectly intentional, I assure ye.” 
 
    Someone pinched his behind – that could only be an Elf. “Get off.” 
 
    Quite the pileup. He laughed as Zyran waved feebly from beneath Rhyl and two other soldiers, who had provided him a soft-ish landing. Then, as a bombardment of hailstones began to rattle and shatter off the ground, spraying the area with ice shards, everyone ducked as one. 
 
    “Freak of a storm,” groaned the General, holding her side and wincing. “Ye crazy, Wyvernslayer?” 
 
    “Only imitating yer fine example,” he retorted. 
 
    General Ja’axu began to roar with laughter, but then she cursed and clutched her side again. “Alright. Feels great, having a dinged rib or two. Orders, Prince Garyan?” 
 
    Clearly unable to hear her from five feet away, the Prince gave a hand signal for everyone to keep down. Pointing to Rhyl, he indicated the new patients. Then he helped the soldiers to shoulder the grain sacks back into place in the wall, and the companions hunkered down and waited for the windstorm to pass. Keir elected to help his cousin strap the General’s ribs – probably broken, she told him by shouting in his ear – once she had checked the carter. All he would suffer was a fine headache, plus a few stitches by which to remember the incident. 
 
    Crazy wind, Keir thought. No wonder people believed in Storm Dragons, for the arrival of the storm had been like an explosion. Snow and hail slashed past horizontal to the ground, but he could already hear its fury abating. Hopefully this should clear the worst of the potential dangers of avalanches or rockfall, but he hated to see what the next valley might look like. That could be like trying to swim through a lake of powdery snow. 
 
    Maybe a Kestrelfoot could just skate lightly across the top? 
 
    A voice whispered inside: Perhaps his life’s motto was to skate over troubles. He should consider leaving something of consequence behind, like purposeful footprints. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The following day, they pressed onward onto terrain Prince Garyan soon dubbed ‘the slippery slide’. Using ropes hitched to the carts, teams of soldiers and yaks slid the carts slowly down the precarious, icy road into the valley beyond, which was thankfully piled deep with snow only on its western slopes. If the road had run that way, many of the experienced hands opined, their expedition would already have been over. Instead, they had the joy of a bright, sunny and pitilessly frigid day to enjoy sliding heavily laden carts down what amounted to haphazardly piled, zigzag sheets of ice, but thankfully only for a distance of half a mile. 
 
    By the time they had wrestled the tenth cart downslope, Keir decided he loathed that half-mile with an entirely understandable passion. He was sweating but chilled at the same time. How did that even work? Rhyl had another serious injury to deal with in the form of a broken ankle, and he was beginning to wonder at the good fortune of his cousin having joined the expedition. 
 
    Her sole reason to travel to Amarinthe had been to ease his mother’s final weeks and months. So far, she had barely stood still. Next time he packed for a dangerous expedition, a healer would be top of his list. A small one. Pocket-sized. 
 
    By half-noon, as the Elves called it, the long line of carts straggled up a steady incline, bound for the highest pass yet. The road first curved up out of the valley, before doubling back upon itself and beginning the real ascent that twirled around the upper flanks of an immense peak which stood so tall the snows did not even fall upon its summit, but bearded its brooding flanks instead. Higher and higher into the thin, freezing afternoon air they climbed, with a tall rampart of frozen grey stone to their left hands and an immense, sheer drop to the right. 
 
    Wonderful views surrounded them. It was like gazing out over an azure field that stretched out unending beneath a fierce white-mauve sky, wherein a farmer deity had first collected and then scattered assorted mountain peaks of his or her choosing. Keir stood right on the edge of the vertical mile, breathing deep and gazing far. Mountains and sky. Savage, inveigling beauty. The peaks were countless, and it was easy to see from this height how sorely the blue of winter gripped them all, yet here and there, flashes of green gladdened the eye. Several of those green vales housed towns that belonged to Amarinthe, such as the famous Rahine valley, which was occupied by so many fumaroles and hot springs, the snow never stuck upon its rich volcanic soils. Rahine was called the breadbasket of Amarinthe, but once again, the only trail in or out had been buried by that first heavy Winterfall. 
 
    What they needed was a few Dragons of yore. Imagine flying with impunity wherever one’s heart desired, whatever the weather – almost. Even Dragons would have baulked at flying through yesterday’s storm, would they not? What had become of those days of mighty magic, and where had the Dragons and their Riders vanished? No-one ever spoke of them, almost as if it were too painful, or … the whisper was, betrayal most foul. 
 
    Noticing that his best friend was keeping very much to the safe side of the road, Keir trotted ahead to go and distract him with a little silliness. 
 
    By dusk, the road had turned back to the South enough for the carters and the soldiers to see that what they had ascended so far was only the precursor to a still higher saddle squeezed between two almighty peaks, called the Twin Kings. 
 
    Beyond that? Drakabis Abyss brooded like a casket ready to receive his still-warm body. 
 
    “Humans call those peaks the Twin Kings,” he said to Rhyl, pointing them out. 
 
    And the Elvenkind call them the Dragon Kings, she replied in their tongue. Keir-my-kinsman, try not to concern yourself too much about your treasured mother. Up there, we shall find winterberry. I sense it. And by tomorrow eve, we shall see you triumph over Drakabis Abyss. The ropes are all inspected and sound? 
 
    The best we could manufacture, he replied. The rope making technique, I believe, was an Elven gift to our kind. 
 
    You think of yourself as Human? 
 
    He laughed curtly. I … don’t, Rhyllaryssill-my-song. After turning this fundamental question relating to his identity several times about in his mind, he replied, Only because I’ve lived amongst Humans for so long, do I speak this way. I am both. I can be either, but … I don’t know how to say it. 
 
    You synthesise both heritages within your being? she suggested. 
 
    Is that to say, ‘hopelessly confused?’ 
 
    The merry ring of her laughter caused many heads to turn as they waited upon the two Princes and Garla to decide where to pitch camp for the night. The options were unappealing. Bare slopes abounded, with little shelter available until they would be nearly beneath the saddle itself. At length, they decided to push on late into the evening, with the promise that everyone could have a little Winterfall lie-in in the morning. 
 
    “Lie-in?” Garla managed to look insulted, disgusted and mildly amused at the same time. Quite the facial feat. “My Rangers do now’t lounge about having a snooze of a morn! What is this? Nursery school complete with cheery Christmas jingles?” 
 
    Keir decided that everyone was trying not to laugh. 
 
    “We’ll be up! And scouting! Before dawn, before any pointy-eared young lads start bellyaching an’ stomping off to slay random Wyverns when they think my eyes are nae open to the world! Anybody seen hide or hair of ow’t dangerous up here? Eh? What’s the matter with these mountains?” 
 
    “Nae, ma’am,” said one of the carters, touching his forelock respectfully. 
 
    “I thought now’t. And I cannae say I like it! Santaclaws’ freaking beard, my nose is itching and the battle bones are a-jangling! There will be nae sleeping in on my watch, Rangers, hear me?” 
 
    “Aye, ma’am!” 
 
    Rhyl put in politely, “I volunteer to make ye hot cocoa early, ma’am.” 
 
    The gnarled Ranger rounded upon her. “What did ye say, lass? Why ye come over so cheerful all of a sudden?” 
 
    Four-foot-nothing of Elfmaiden she might be, but Keir was starting to learn that Rhyl, if the mood took her, could stare down a Dragon. With one of her impish smiles, she retorted, “And I’ll throw in a bedtime story for ye tonight, ma’am. The Elven story of these peaks. Santazathiar’s truth, a good healer has to care for all aspects of wellbeing, including yer beauty sleep. And –” 
 
    As the soldiers and Rangers roared with laughter, Garla snorted, “Prince Garyan, ye cannae just flick this featherweight of strife and mischief back to the Northlands?” 
 
    The usually serious oldest Prince could not hide his amusement at the altercation. “Why, Lead Ranger, dinnae ye ken that I hired these two pointy-earned tricksters for entertainment? Yer on, Rhyl. Better be an excellent story, mind, or I’ll feed ye and all yer mischief to one of these hungry Yaks. We press on for the glory of Amarinthe, all ye fine lads and lasses! The heights of Tranbyss Pass, a cup of hot sweet cocoa and a bedtime story await!” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 7: The Dragon Kings 
 
      
 
    DARK AFTER WINTERFALL WAS usually a gloomy affair, with flesh-searing cold kept at bay by thick windowpanes, heavy velveteen curtains and a roaring log fire, and snowflakes drifting silently down from the heavens, emphasising every branch and surface with robes of the subtlest blue. As a child, Keir had always adored the Dragonmas traditions, with the Dragon Star perched atop their little cut conifer in the corner of the all-purpose living room, and presents all bundled up and decorated to resemble Dragon eggs lying upon straw strewn beneath the tree. He loved the story tapestries hung upon the walls, the thick crimson ribbons symbolising family love adorning the thick roof beams of their home, and the delicious smells that his mother inevitably cooked up. Shanryssill mingled Elven traditions with Human. Spicy ginger cookies and thick, delicious Winterfall tea were wholly Elven. Roast veal with vegetables lent the celebration a Human touch. On Dragonmas eve, she and the children visited the neighbours, bringing them a bite to eat and a sip of good cheer. 
 
    There in the firelight, there would be storytelling and laughter, and more recently, the almost explosive excitement of two delightful but impossible wriggle-monsters who could not wait to discover what Santaclaws had left in those eggs beneath the tree. Through their eyes, he had rediscovered the magic he had always known accompanied this most special holiday. 
 
    He still loved Dragonmas, but he had never thought of it as a time of grief. Would his mother even see Christmas Day? 
 
    A wave of homesickness rushed over him, leaving him weak and dizzy. 
 
    Keirthynal – easy there. Tired? 
 
    Soft green eyes regarded him with concern; a tiny hand extended to help him rise from his stumble. 
 
    He said, Nay. I … if you must know, I’m worried about my mother, Rhyl. 
 
    Of course you are. You are a sensitive soul – 
 
    Oh, am I? he snarled, then held up his right hand, and touched her cheek with his forefinger and second finger outstretched. Sorry. That was uncalled-for. 
 
    Keir, I’ve no need of magic to read what is practically inked upon your face for all to see. 
 
    It is? 
 
    Linking her arm through his, his cousin smiled, Nay, it was but a lucky guess. 
 
    The gentle sarcasm eased his anger. He confessed, I just wish this could go a mite faster, that’s all. The carts are slow, the snows high, and I’ve seen the other side of this pass. It’s going to be softer and slower going than anything we’ve struggled through so far. I just wish – 
 
    Aye! Aye, aye, oh, how could I have forgotten! she squealed, smacking her palm upon the top of her skullcap. Then, she whirled and dashed off. 
 
    Uh … what? 
 
    Zyran gave them the strangest look as Keir raced after Rhyl. She ran along the line of carts, muttering, “Now’t this one. Nae. Nor that one. Ye gave the family gifts which we sent off, but I forgot to tell ye about …” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    To his frustration – which was absolutely the point, he could not fail to appreciate – Rhyl would not reveal the secret behind her excitement until they reached the second to last cart in the line. She greeted the carter by name before ducking around his quartet of Damask Yaks, which he led by rope halter from the front right side of the foremost pair. Springing up onto the front loading board with that agility particular to Elves, she rummaged about just behind the wooden side of the cart. In a moment, his cousin drew out a pair of … planks. 
 
    Keir raised an eyebrow. “Planks?” 
 
    Behind him, Zyran said archly, “As in, Keir’s as thick as a pair of longish planks? I applaud the resounding excellence of yer wit.” 
 
    “Nae, ye nitwit – ye pair o’ nitwits! I cannae decide which of the pair of ye is the more exasperating!” 
 
    Both young men chorused, “Me!” 
 
    Rhyl decided that was worth an epic eye roll. “These are skis.” 
 
    They exchanged puzzled glances. “What’s a ski?” the Prince inquired. “Some crazy new-fangled Elf technology?” 
 
    In Elven, Rhyl said, Oh, I’ve never seen a bleating Yak in royal clothing, before. 
 
    Keir howled with laughter, slapping his knees. 
 
    Zyran gave him the double dagger stare. “Alright, alright. What did she say?” 
 
    “I couldn’t – nae.” 
 
    “Traitor. We shall have words later, I promise ye. Now, most precocious Elfmaiden, would ye be kind enough to allow a fat-pawed Human to touch yon national treasures ye be holding there?” 
 
    Rhyl made a show of reticence, murmuring, “I simply cannae bear to hear a Human Prince beating himself up verbally like that. Alright, lads. Skis. Fresh from the territories of the Northern Tundra Elves, I present ye a gift from Aznabarian-tor-Sharamyl, who goes by the peculiarly Elven title of ‘The King of Icy Vastness.’ I am told to express to ye that he wanted to help our brothers and allies on the Southern Front. I should add that it helps that our clan has familial ties with the Kingdom of Amarinthe, that would be via ye and yer mother, Keir. That smoothed over a number of potential cultural issues which most Jungle Elves find laughable, but there we are. Our Northern kinsmen are a clannish folk.” 
 
    Zyran said suavely, “I am sure the Kingdom of Amarinthe shall be delighted to send copious scrolls of grateful appreciation for these … skis … if and when some prattling Elfmaiden deigns to inform his Royal Highness what the aforementioned skis actually do.” 
 
    Rhyl lifted her tiny but very definite chin. “Prattling?” 
 
    Ooh. Battle on! 
 
    “Miss Elf, ma’am, do we employ these mystical pieces of wood to beat Ogres across the snout, for example?” Zyran suggested, aping a few battle-ready moves with appropriate noises. 
 
    “Nae, these skis are clearly used to hang yer collection of barbaric Human trophies upon, yer most highly thought-of Highness of the highest heights,” Keir deadpanned, in his thickest Human accent. 
 
    The Prince put in, “Be these fanciful forms of firewood?” 
 
    “Nay, my liege, I do declare these are Elven implements of unspeakably vile torture.” 
 
    Rhyl just shook her silver hair in mock resignation. “Ignorant, cloud-headed peasants. Skis allow ye to ski across snow.” She made a gliding motion with her hands. “Fast.” 
 
    Keir’s eyes popped wide. “Ye dinnae say …” 
 
    “Och aye, that I do. I’m nae expert, but I do have an excellent scroll of instructions in my pack. I’m sure as an Elf ye’ll make light work of this, Keir, but as for ye … ye poor, nimbleness-challenged, clod-footed Human Prince …” 
 
    She grinned wickedly. 
 
    Flexing his biceps, Zyran shot back, “I definitely heard, ‘Handsome and muscular,’ dinnae ye agree, Keir?” 
 
    “Absolutely agreed on that fabrication,” he agreed blithely. “First and most important question, teacher. When we’re going fast, how do we stop these amazing planks?” 
 
    “Oh, I haven’t read that far as yet. Shall we find out?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Four hours, more than a few crash landings and a great deal of laughter later, Zyran staggered into the circle of firelight clutching his princely derriere and yelling, “Elven torturer! Sneaking, jungle-born, green-eyed monster!” 
 
    “Me?” Keir suggested, pretending shock. 
 
    “Nae, that sassy Dragoness dressed up as a daisy!” he cried, singling Rhyl out with a stabbing forefinger. “I’ve never fallen so many times in my life! Ye might as well have paid an Ogre to kick my behind all evening long.” 
 
    “There’s an excellent notion, little brother,” Garyan chirped from nearby. “Noted for yer next Dragonmas present.” 
 
    Many a soldier chortled genially. 
 
    The team gathered after finishing pitching camp in full darkness. At last, the clouds had parted like withdrawn stage curtains overhead to reveal a display of stars so glorious, Keir wanted to walk away from the light to appreciate it all over again. In this thin, rarefied air, the stars blazed so near and bright, he imagined reaching out to let them tickle his fingertips. The great spiralling treble bands of the Dragon’s Necklace spanned fully half the sky, showcasing a glorious array of stars, nebulae, and galaxies, as Keir had learned from the Royal Astronomer’s special classes at their school – usefully, a class in which he had paid attention. 
 
    Had the Eastern sky fully cleared, he would also have been able to see the Dragon’s Head Nebula looming over the horizon this night, but only the purported spikes upon its skull were visible above the departing clouds. So distinct was the phenomenon, even the smallest child could point it out and identify its Dragonish nature. 
 
    “I need medical attention,” Zyran whined. 
 
    Keir, courtesy of his half Elf reflexes, had only crashed twice and both times it had been due to overconfidence. Now he was wiser. And ebullient. If they could make more of these skis, travel in the mountains would be revolutionised. Out with the old snowshoes. In with these clever skis with their upturned ends and the very necessary ski poles. Such a simple innovation. This would save untold hours of travel and aye, lives, if they could get Humans used to the idea. 
 
    “Rhyl, o Rhyl, rescue my poor buttocks, please,” begged the Prince. 
 
    “After calling me all those names?” 
 
    She had been preparing her storytelling equipment, she had told him. Keir was intrigued. This was meant to be a legendary Jungle Elf skill, storytelling using fire as a backdrop for a dramatic retelling, but he had never seen the art performed before. Even amongst the magical Elves, the talent was rare. 
 
    Never mind. Striding forward, he called, “Shall I offer ye aid?” 
 
    “Aye? At last!” 
 
    “At once, my Prince. I do propose to tenderly massage thy most royal buttocks,” he announced, making highly inappropriate squeezing motions with his hands. “Shall we begin?” 
 
    “Nae!” 
 
    How the company hooted! 
 
    Garyan called everyone together around the fire the Rangers had prepared, up there beneath the saddle of the pass. The altitude had to be over four miles, Keir thought, because all of their fellows were complaining of nausea, headaches, nosebleeds and even fainting outright. Despite that everyone had been given medicinal herbs to chew against altitude sickness, at least three-quarters of their number had disappeared quickly into the darkness on the way up, destined to leave the contents of their stomachs behind for the scavengers. The pass itself exceeded four and half miles in altitude. The air up here was terribly thin; the chill upon this clear night, inhuman. No thickness of clothing or amount of layering sufficed. Rhyl was already treating several of the carters for frostbite of the toes and fingers. She impressed upon the Princes that everyone must check their extremities before sleep time. No exceptions. 
 
    Now, she stood before the gathering with the fire to her left hand, her silver hair burnished with reds and oranges, and a subtle knee-length dress of a style he had never seen before, like a cladding of amber silken flame clinging to an underlying full-length outfit of dark orange leggings and a long-sleeved top. He realised this arrangement allowed both the freedom of dance and the comfort of modesty. She was truly striking. 
 
    His cousin also looked decidedly nervous. He said, Ready, Rhyllaryssill-dear-kinswoman? 
 
    So formal, Keirthynal-cherished-one? 
 
    I had not thought the second-informal level of address appropriate for us, as yet? 
 
    I feel it is, she said simply, smiling with her eyes. 
 
    Keir dropped his gaze. Why, of all lasses, did the one with whom he connected best have to be his second cousin? Gaah! Life was relentlessly unfair. He scuffed the snow unhappily with the toe of his boot. Prince Zyran would be so lucky, whereas his own luck, and indeed his family’s run of ill fortune of late … 
 
    Did he believe in luck? 
 
    Prince Garyan, seated upon a boulder near the dancing fire, clapped his hands for attention. “As promised, a story before bedtime. Rhyl, thank ye for giving of yer Santazathiar-bequeathed gifts to cheer our souls this night. Over to ye.” 
 
    A quick round of finger-snapping startled her into a nervous smile. Perhaps she was unfamiliar with the Human gesture of appreciation-in-anticipation? 
 
    She said, “I’m afraid I’m only a novice in an Elven tradition that takes a lifetime’s learning, but what I hope to show ye this night is an ancient Jungle Elf art called skyuê mar-ny Taobioríor-í, which roughly translates as … ah, help me, Keir?” 
 
    “Something like, ‘breathing life into pictures of flame?’ ” he suggested. 
 
    “Aye, that’ll do,” she agreed. “Tonight, I will tell ye the tale of these peaks, which the Elves call the Dragon Kings.” 
 
    Gathering her concentration, Rhyl took a step away from the flame, bending her back with a dancer’s suppleness, and suddenly the orange flared as if bidden by an unspoken word, arching in a great half-circle of fire toward her throat without quite touching her. She cried, “Before the world was, before the lands were trod by the races of Human and Elf, Dwarf and Dragon, Ogre and Troll, and myriad creatures besides, the Ancient Dragon called Santazathiar the Wise winged far and wide over the continent of Tyanbran, and all he saw was good.” 
 
    As she spoke, a mighty orange head materialised within the flaming arc she had created, a furious, blazing face complete with yellow fangs and burning maw, and then in a flash, the image grew immense wings and hurtled up into the starry night sky in a shower of sparks that quickly faded to nothingness. 
 
    Her audience gasped. 
 
    “Long did Santazathiar roam the lands, seeking a suitable place to brood over the eggs entrusted to him by Jynazzaria the Silver, firstborn amongst the Dragonkind, those called the sons and daughters of the very stars. But he found for them nae home. Long and melancholy was his search –” and now the flames grew many draconic heads, searching in different directions with different expressions “– until the perfect answer came to him upon a starry night just like this one.” 
 
    Rhyl flexed ever so slowly back into the upright position, with superb balance, before she suddenly leaped skyward, crying, “’Twas the anna of the great comet!” 
 
    Whirling gracefully, she cast a handful of powder from a pouch Keir had not noticed, into the fire. GRABOOM! White flame fountained upward, shaped into blazing life by the graceful gestures of her hands and forms of her limbs as she danced. “Portents, ah so many great and terrible portents, were seen in the skies above that barren land, Tyanbran, and so great was the excitement of Santazathiar that even the stars did shiver and sing in agreement …” 
 
    She wove fantastical symbols with the shapes of her hands and arms above her head, creating a shower of tinkling stars above the upturned faces of her mesmerised audience – Keir amongst them! She vocalised the starsong with extraordinary skill, inviting them into a world that grew before their eyes, the great draconic claws lifting the peaks in skyward salute, thundering in time with the groaning of the earth, and the shaping of the twin peaks, the highest in all Tyanbran. 
 
    “Santazathiar created here in these mountains a gigantic playground for his progeny, but his mightiest work was reserved for these two peaks, whereupon, it is said, the Kings and Queens of Dragons would evermore make their thrones. Six and a quarter miles tall they are, far beyond where mortal creatures may breathe, and beneath each peak lie the fabulous caverns housing the greatest treasures of the Dragonkind! For he laid here the two great eggs, and he did brood faithfully over them for a thousand anna, at last giving birth to the mighty fathers of the draconic races. Those first Dragon Kings, of majesty incomparable and splendour like stars come to tread the earth and stone of our world, were called Garanzanthiar the Gold and Danbyranziar the Silver. They were born right here beneath the peaks to yer left hand and to yer right. Great was the rejoicing amongst the cosmos as these mighty Kings of Dragons broke their eggshells beneath the mountains.” 
 
    “Now, mighty were their works and mightier their deeds of paw, for theirs were the creative spirits that brought into being, in the tradition of Santazathiar and his mate, the myriad races and creatures and flora and fauna of our world. It is said that they made Tyanbran their own, from the frozen wastes of the North to the mighty, ever-flaming deserts of the South, and from the garden realms of the West to the jungles and swamps of the East. Many were the places in which they raised up Dragon roosts, and the brothers and those who came after did for thousands of anna rule over the lands with paws both mighty and just. For justice and creativity are to the greatest of the Dragonkind as water is to the beings of Elvenkind and Humankind, Dwarvenkind and Giantkind, and mightily did the sons and daughters of Garanzanthiar the Gold and Danbyranziar the Silver excel in every labour of claw and talon.” 
 
    Now, Rhyl cast a different powder into the fire and stepped backward as dark, ugly smoke wreathed her being. She drew breath and wiped her brow before catapulting herself back into the art. The dance became frenetic, jerky, so eloquent that Keir found himself panting as the drama unfolded in word and dance and magic. 
 
    “Having created the races and creatures we know, many thousands of anna passed in peace before Santazathiar came unto the sons and daughters of his eggs, and told them of a terrible tragedy unfolding in a world that is sister to our own. There, a good people and a good race had fallen under the sway of tyranny, fear and death, and required rescue.” 
 
    “Yet the Dragons quarrelled bitterly over the rescue of these so-called Humans. Some were proud and unwilling to give up silver Dragon blood in the cause of creatures they regarded as inferior. Santazathiar pleaded with them, but their pride turned to bitterness, and their bitterness at last to hatred. They turned against the paw that first nurtured their life. Undaunted, Santazathiar led those Dragonkind who remained loyal to him beyond the realms of this world to the place called Olde Earth, and there they fought many epic and horrific battles against a most terrible foe.” 
 
    Her pictures and accompanying postures came in frenzied beats now, pulsating through the black smoke and dark flame. As she described the annihilation caused by the ghastly weapons of the foe, several of the carters became openly agitated. His own heart hammered away inside his throat. It was impossible to tell if the pictures and words were driving the storyteller, or if she was still in command of her art. 
 
    Rhyl declaimed, “Mortally wounded, Santazathiar returned to his beloved Tyanbran with several tens of thousands of those creatures he called Humans, and he gifted to them hearths and homes, lands and kin, and the aid of Elves and Giants and Dragons. He gave them new life beyond the destruction they had left behind, but he also exacted a great price of them, as many Humans and even Elves would conclude. For with his dying breath, Santazathiar drew out of all Humans memory of what had been before, so that they became like babes in this new world, and relied upon the instruction of Elves and Dragons as they learned the new skills they needed in order to survive. And some Dragons and yea, Elves too, led the innocent Humans into dark ways and the works of evil, and even as he discerned this truth, Santazathiar perished, grieving and hoping for the world he had created and all he had wrought.” 
 
    “It is for reason of the good gifts given by Santazathiar the Wise, the greatest of which he declared was new life for the Humankind, that we Elves celebrate Dragonmas. We remember Santazathiar’s ingenuity and wisdom as much as his final sacrifice. In so doing, we commit ourselves to the cause of good and standing against all evil in honour of his legacy. The strife between Dragons did not end the day Santazathiar died, and it is said that it was his grief at last, seeping through the mountains, that did tear Drakabis Abyss asunder.” 
 
    Now, she let her hands drop. Their storyteller sagged with exhaustion. As well she might be! He had always imagined magic to be an arcane pursuit of mental force, but she was physically wrung out by her exertions. 
 
    Before her amazed audience could raise a cheer, she added quietly: 
 
    “I leave ye with this truth. Santaclaws, called the giver of good gifts by the Humankind, is indeed one and the same as he whom the Elvenkind name Santazathiar the Wise. He was father to all Dragons and indeed, to all of us. And so, ye Humans are a gift to us all.” 
 
    She took her bows to rapturous applause. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 8: Above the Abyss 
 
      
 
    FROM THE GLORIES OF the creation epic to the mundaneness of the march, as Keir and his small cohort struggled up to the apex of Tranbyss Pass the following morn. He alone was little affected save by the need to pant great clouds of steam that frosted instantly around the edges of his hood, and even on the point of his nose. Pretty nasal icicles. Grr. Rhyl coped passably well, pausing every few minutes to double over and catch her breath, but the Humans – Zyran, Garla and two of her Rangers – found the going gruelling. Even his fit, muscular friend collapsed several times at the trailside as his limbs gave way. Keir shouldered all of their backpacks and stubbornly forced himself to climb at their pace, for which he received a smattering of rich and choice words by way of thanks. 
 
    They carried with them two huge coils of rope and all the climbing equipment – pitons, crampons, ice picks, flanged hammers, and three safety harnesses. The carts behind carried the even more massive ropes that would hopefully be used to complete a zip line for the precious goods. 
 
    Just the minor issue of crossing Drakabis Abyss. 
 
    From the top, the six travellers could no longer see the carts winding their way up from behind, but ahead, the vista that greeted the eye was over the slightly crescent sweep of a long valley to the dark line of the Abyss perhaps eight or nine miles ahead. Visibility was excellent. At the top, the ground was bare and barren of greenery, but in less than a mile the snow started, and from there on the original road was buried in untold feet of light, fluffy azure that formed a layer so perfect, Keir thought for an odd moment that the sky and ground had swapped places, and he wobbled and steadied himself against a trailside boulder. 
 
    “Come on, Keir, we need to get the Humans lower,” Rhyl panted. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    He picked up the packs. 
 
    “I’ll carry mine,” gasped Zyran, holding out his hand. 
 
    Green-gilled Prince, anyone? To be precise, leaf green with pasty undertones that betrayed the nausea churning audibly in his belly. Sounded rather nasty in there. 
 
    “Nae,” he said flatly. “Ye will shift yer princely butt to that snow line before I give ye permission to lift another ounce.” 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “Och aye, ye heard aright. This is called exercising my rights as yer friend. So shut yer insect-gobbler and trot along like a good lad, Highness. Right away.” 
 
    Turning, he spied Rhyl swiftly erasing a smile from her lips. 
 
    “What?” he growled, waving her on. “Ye can walk too, alright? I’m now’t that gallant!” 
 
    “Give me a bag to carry, Keir. One bag.” 
 
    “Nae.” 
 
    “Oh, and what rights are these?” 
 
    “Family. So shut yer wobbling fly trap and get ye swift-like down that track before I give in to the temptation to boot yer cute backside right over that Abyss, alright?” 
 
    She mouthed, ‘Ooh, yer such a man.’ 
 
    Keir decided he would ignore that with what little dignity he had left. 
 
    The valley was shaped like a long, sloping funnel that poured down to the Abyss. Jagged cliffs either side rose with every downhill step they took, smooth and icy and deadly to climb. Nothing about the terrain around the main valley was easy. Back of the cliffs on either side, he had established through his own explorations, were further crevasses, sheer drop offs and rock which due to the action of extreme cold and ice over many anna, had become brittle, almost rotten. Lethal. 
 
    He just hoped that the cliff face above the Abyss was not the same. Otherwise, his plan was doomed. Had he remembered right? 
 
    At long last, they reached the snowline. Keir handed back the packs. 
 
    Garla said, “Normally I’d be insulted, ye cheeky whippersnapper. But today? I’m too exhausted. Come on, Ranger team. Time to find yer feet.” 
 
    “I’m going to enjoy this,” Prince Zyran smirked. 
 
    Naturally, he was the first to fall over in the snow – while he was still strapping on his skis. He lay there and laughed, waving his arms and legs with a show of feebleness until Keir took pity on him and helped him up. 
 
    “Snow Dragon,” the Prince chuckled, pointing at the marks he had left. 
 
    Garla proved a quick learner, but the other two Rangers struggled at the outset. The group gradually picked up speed, swooping down the long downhill stretches and bobbing up and down over the wave-like ripples the storm winds had carved in the powdery snow. Zyran finally tamed his instincts and set about enjoying himself, carving left and right on the faster slopes and even taking small jumps with increasing confidence. 
 
    Keir called, “This is definitely the way to travel, right? So quick!” 
 
    “Och aye!” cried Garla. Despite that her eyes were streaming from the cold wind created by their speed, she appeared to be revelling in the sensation. “Cannae imagine those Tundra Elves enjoy slopes like this, would ye say? Even the woodland sprite’s enjoying the mountains for a change.” 
 
    Fair enough. Most people preferred not lurching drunkenly up a mountain clutching their stomachs due to horrible altitude sickness. 
 
    “Actually, that’s right. I was born in a tree,” said Rhyl. 
 
    “Really?” Zyran asked. 
 
    “Seriously. Yer quite the townie, aren’t ye?” 
 
    The Prince would have stuck out his tongue, Keir suspected, but this wind would likely freeze it to his lips. That might look a touch silly. 
 
    Deliberately thickening his accent, Zyran growled, “Och aye, yer on my mountain now, jungle lass, and dinnae ye forget it.” 
 
    “Congratulations upon becoming King Daryan’s newest subject, Elf girl,” Keir put in with a piratical smirk. 
 
    “What happens if I misbehave?” 
 
    “I’ll have ye clapped in chains, ye wee rapscallion, and tossed into my deepest dungeon on a diet of frozen water and stale bread crusts for the next anna,” Zyran replied, with such a bray of evil laughter, Rhyl startled visibly. 
 
    Half a second later, her left ski twisted away and the Elfmaiden face-planted rather spectacularly in the soft snow. Waist deep. Keir and Zyran made sure they did not guffaw as they dragged her out by her feet and helped to dust off her face and clothing. Not too much, anyhow. 
 
    Lower down in the valley, their fledgling skiing skills were put to the test by a smattering of bushes and then copses of coniferous trees that were too small to be called proper forests. These trees grew four to eight trunks from a single main root system, branching out at crazy angles before each stem inevitably made a sharp turn for the sky. The thick tufts of downward-sloping, waxy needles delivered quite the slap when struck at speed, Keir learned. 
 
    The group approached Drakabis Abyss with due respect, however, slowing down from several hundred yards out and eventually, by unspoken agreement, approaching the yawning gap on foot rather than on skis. Wisdom over folly, right? For the smooth plain of snow – beautiful for skiing upon – approached the Abyss in soft perfection before its gradual curvature vanished into the darkness. One could not tell if there was a lethal overhang, or safe ground. Accordingly, Keir led the way to a rocky promontory from which they could survey the abyss and the terrain ahead. Rhyl was still busy slapping snow out of her hair, but Garla’s eagle-eyed gaze spotted a hint of wood smoke rising from amidst the trees on the far slope, perhaps thirty yards lower than the peninsula upon which they stood. 
 
    Garla pointed with her ski pole. “King’s Rangers.” 
 
    “Call that a smokeless fire?” grunted one of the other Rangers, called Jankar. 
 
    “Aye. I’ll chew their ears off when we reach the far side. Nae watch, poor fire …” 
 
    “There’s a man watching us from that nearest clump of trees,” Keir put in. “See? Grey woollen skullcap. Looks like that might make a good anchor point, mind.” He waved cheekily. “Hey there! Haaallooooo!” 
 
    An excited halloo! returned across the divide. 
 
    Jankar grunted, “Elven eyes, eh?” 
 
    Zyran put in, “He’s off to alert the others, aye, there’s a good lad. They’ll send a messenger hawk back to Amarinthe swift as a speeding arrow.” 
 
    The other Ranger said, “My imagination, or does this gap look narrower than last I was up here? Garla? What ye think?” 
 
    They all measured the gap with their eyes. Perhaps a shade less than two hundred yards at its narrowest point, the gash dropped off precipitously, like an Ogre’s grim axe stroke slashed right through the breadth of the valley. Keir leaned over the edge for a better look, ignoring Zyran’s warning hiss. Aye. At least a mile to the gloomy bottom, if not more. They could probably find remains of the old road down there, but the black granite had been sheared apart in clean lines. Down into the Abyss and up the far side did not look feasible. Not without wings, as his father had pointed out. 
 
    Considering the distance across – maybe Jankar was right. His memory had made the gap perhaps as much as twice as wide, although he had not been up here for over three anna. Could Drakabis Abyss be closing again? 
 
    His eyes skipped to the eastern face above the Abyss. The aritati tree stood tall and proud atop an overhang that started perhaps four hundred feet above the crevasse proper. Its sweeping branches, thickly clad in evergreen blue-green leaves, reached well over the gap, and the roots spread like gnarled fingers across the naked rock, gripping with primal strength and diving deep into cracks to anchor it to the very bedrock of Santazathiar’s creation. He felt that tree. The Elf in him celebrated its presence, its stark splendour, the ancient and eternal adulation reaching toward the pristine morning skies. How many hundreds or even thousands of anna of storms had it weathered, and still it stood erect and unbowed? 
 
    But the climb up there looked … interesting. 
 
    And a climb right across? Impossible. The far cliff face looked utterly treacherous, as if the slightest touch would send it all hurtling into the depths. 
 
    Garla divided her group. The Rangers would scout for likely anchorage points for a zip line, and then scour the valley fringes and cliffs for sign of winterberry. Since the rare berries commanded a premium price on the market, many explorers, trackers and trappers kept a sharp eye out for them as a vital supplement to their income. The family had sent a small pouch of winterberries purchased for an eye-watering sum, which Rhyl had in her pack – perhaps two months’ supply – but they could really do with finding more. Keir knew that any bushes left would be hidden or hard to access. Garla took the Prince, Rhyl and Keir over to the cliff face where they proposed to attempt the dangerous swing, and together they considered likely climbing routes and strategies. 
 
    The first hundred feet would be easy, Keir pointed out, but after that the rock face looked to be in poor condition, icy and crumbling and tough to navigate. Then, the severe overhang. That would require a brutal, technical piece of climbing. 
 
    Garla said, “Zyran, ye and I should take the safety rope. Rhyl, how are ye at climbing?” 
 
    “Trees and lianas, excellent. Rock and ice? Nae experience whatsoever,” she said simply. “I’ve nae trouble with heights, however.” 
 
    “Prince Zyran, ye?” 
 
    He gave a firm headshake. “Pretty miserable with heights, I’ll admit. Much happier putting my brawn to use as an anchor down here.” 
 
    “Right,” said the Lead Ranger. “Nor can I climb well. After an accident ten anna back, I lost some of the strength and sensation in my left hand. I guess we dinnae plan this too well. Keir –” 
 
    “I’ll go solo,” he said. “I think I see a way, but it’ll take an Elf’s agility to make it.” He traced a route with his finger. “Up that crack, follow that ledge back over to the dark outcropping, d’ye see it? If I can get over that one and navigate the mess above, and reach that white patch of snow? Aye. I’ll anchor there, then take a running jump to there –” Rhyl caught her breath audibly “– drop a little, shuffle along that ledge … I think … maybe it’ll take another jump, and at that stage I’ll just about be under the final overhang, with a Dragon’s luck.” 
 
    “Yer nae going up there. Far too dangerous,” Zyran growled. 
 
    “Is the safety rope long enough?” Garla asked. 
 
    “Hmm. That could indeed be a challenge,” he admitted, mussing his hair. Maybe rubbing one’s scalp stimulated the brain processes? Scowling, he said, “My friend –” 
 
    Rhyl said, “If ye lay the way, Keir, I can get him up to that first ledge. Tie him on. Eyes closed.” 
 
    “Sweating nastily,” the Prince put in. 
 
    The Elfmaiden made a face. “Och aye, I thought I smelled an Ogre’s socks on the wind.” 
 
    “If ye be playing anchor man, ye keep those eyes open and firmly fixed on yer friend,” Garla ordered, in a no-nonsense tone designed to put an end to idle chatter. “Let’s go. Keir, ye place yer pitons with care, hear me? Dinnae ye trust now’t ye haven’t tested three times.” 
 
    “Loud and clear, ma’am.” 
 
    Shucking his pack, Keir stretched his arms and loosened his shoulders. Just think of this as visiting a tree. Stroll in the park. No problem. 
 
    Then, he bent to start fitting his climbing equipment. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Mauve gleamed off the far cliffs as he swarmed up the first section, a casual warm-up compared to what was to come. He proceeded with precision, aware that Zyran would likely need to climb this part, and he himself would be returning this way. Victorious, of course. 
 
    Despite the warming sunshine, which threw characteristic lavender and light purple glints off the ice stuck to the surfaces all around him, the deep chill refused to leave his bones. He kept having to warm his freezing fingers and blow on them to try to restore some sensation. He wore a tool belt over a safety harness, clipped to the long rope that he was slowly feeding up the rock face, pausing to hammer in pitons and then to feed the safety rope through the exposed metal loop at the top, before reattaching himself and making the next section of the climb. One handhold at a time. One footstep. His Ogre hide boots were fitted with the metal crampons which clinked and scraped regularly as he fought for secure footing. 
 
    Soon, Zyran’s upturned face became small, and he could see the Rangers tramping back up-valley, searching for winterberries. He worked his way up a fissure, which provided easy handholds if he reversed his left hand grip, but after that the rock face turned technical and nasty, and only his natural flexibility saw him past several tricky overhangs. On the second, he removed his boots and spidered up sideways, because the only possible holds were nearly six feet apart, so he was gripping with the toes of his left foot at the height of his shoulder at several points. That put the freeze in his feet as well, but at last he found a good ledge to sit upon. Puffing out a sigh, he took a break to massage his extremities and figure out where to go next. 
 
    An hour later, he returned to the same ledge he had started from, having given the mountain more than a few pieces of his mind. The rock was crumblier than Mariasa blue cheese. Twice, he had come within a whisker of falling. Right. Rethink the route. Start over to his right, where it looked marginally harder. If he could do twenty feet there, he would make it to a small but solid-looking outcropping he could use as his next springboard … 
 
    He waved cheerfully to the group down below. 
 
    Then, he swallowed hard. The solution was obvious, but clearly not for the faint-hearted. He must climb like an Elf. 
 
    Ice picks in hand, crampons checked, boots double-laced, backpack left on the ridge. Aye, he was mad. Keir collected a nice coil of the safety rope beside his feet, knowing that they would be watching below and realising he was piling up too much. 
 
    Go! Leaping upward, he swung the picks for grip and got his feet beneath him. The rock tore away immediately, but he was already using his feet to push and reaching with the picks a second time, almost throwing them to the top of his reach. On his third convulsive leap, just as his feet slipped out from beneath him, the right pick gripped and held. Halfway. He cleared rock and dirty ice assiduously. No decent chink for a piton could he had for all the gold in Amarinthe; nothing that would not crumble in seconds, anyways. Gathering himself, he performed another mad-scramble-flailing race up the rock face, showering dirt away until he could lunge for the snowy outcropping he had spied, and here again he secured a decent grip. Lever the body upward. At last. After hammering a piton deep into a crack and testing it twice, he rappelled down again to fetch the rest of his gear. 
 
    He did not dare look down. Zyran would be contemplating clapping half Elves in rusty irons and dumping them in the castle’s moat right about now. Somehow, he feared even more what Rhyl might say. Very big of him. Courage to the fore, Keir! 
 
    With that in mind, he powered upward for the next hour, covering a hundred and fifty feet in zigzag fashion. He found a little knack of identifying and following the hard substrate, using a combination of sight, touch, smell and pure intuition. The goal loomed closer, but he still faced that awful traverse before he could reach the underside of the overhang. The horizontal section was a near-vertical cliff face of what looked like icy scree, peppered with prickly, scratchy red bushes that locals called firethorns. No touching those. That was an invitation to the kind of all-over blistery rash that was memorable for all the wrong reasons. Twice in a lifetime was enough, thank ye kindly. 
 
    He would have to string an additional rope across that section. 
 
    Having traversed another short ledge, barely wider than his sideways-turned foot, Keir grappled with yet another tricky overhang, bounded up the next section, and stopped at a firm tug upon his waist rope. 
 
    Oh. Time for his base team to make their climb. 
 
    Good for him to take a break, too. He could barely feel his fingers. He’d sit on them, but his backside was just as frozen, so that would not work. No additional padding, his father often teased. Shake out the fingers, rub them together, clap his hands – like slapping a couple of frozen planks together. 
 
    Idly, he looked back up-valley, and saw the first of the carts cresting the pass and snaking their way down across the barrens to the snow line. Good. Hopefully that had not been too tough for them. Every step of the descent would make breathing easier. Even the Damask Yaks had been bitterly unimpressed to be required to climb that pass. 
 
    As his gaze returned, it skipped across the fragile, crinkled face of the cliff, and stopped four feet from his right foot. Winterberries! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    An hour and a half later, Keir prepared for the most insane part of his plan. The jump. He had scouted up and down, thought it through and weighed the odds. The challenge was simple. It was impossible to traverse the loose slope in any way bar by air – which was exactly what he planned to do. That meant leaping a mere twenty-five feet across the loose scree to a solid-looking outcropping that lay like a smaller bobble beneath the big bulge he still needed to conquer. Get this right, and he stood a decent chance of making it to the aritati tree, although that overhang would be the toughest and most technical climb yet. Fail, and he would fall. If the rope did not hold, Drakabis Abyss stood like a black maw ajar, ready to welcome his corpse. 
 
    He would remember every second until he bounced at the bottom. 
 
    Keir rubbed his eyes. Away, mental image! 
 
    So, a five step runup along a narrow ledge was what he had to work with. With a grim set to his lips, he signalled down the rope as agreed. Zyran would be tied on below, muscles flexed as much as possible in an attempt to impress a certain Elfmaiden. This was all about trust, right? 
 
    Gathering his wits and the safety rope, Keir made ready and then checked every step of his preparations twice. Coils of rope, pitons set, and the footing from which he would take off on his favoured left foot. Ten times over. Careful, or neurotic? 
 
    The trick was not to overthink it. 
 
    Go! 
 
    He charged along that narrow granite ledge with all of his speed and power. Just as he was about to leap, his left sleeve snagged on a small spar of rock. Concentration broken, he hesitated with a stutter step, and then committed himself to the jump anyways. He came up at least four feet short and low, but still tried to fling out his ice picks and feet. The surface was even more fragile than he had feared. With a wail, he slipped away amidst an avalanche of snow, grit and boulders. The safety rope snapped taut and pulled him through the pouring mess, bouncing and rolling and yelling. A boulder glanced off his right shoulder, but his upraised hands flailed through the worst of it until he dangled in the open air, safe. 
 
    Breathe, Keir. Be alive. 
 
    He tugged on the rope to signal his anchor team that he was alright. 
 
    Trembling in reaction, but fine. 
 
    One grim, hand over hand climb later, and Keir decided that he was also completely mad, because he had made up his mind to try it all over again. Those people had better be supremely grateful for every bite they enjoyed this winter! Yanking a spiny sprig of firethorn out of the back of his left hand, he hurled it away from him. 
 
    Good thing no-one but he would ever know the anxiety and fury that churned in his heart now, and the little self-pitying voice that asked why he should be the one who should have to do all this – he hated that voice! Such a show of bravado. Such a man. 
 
    “Oh, Keir will do it solo,” he muttered to himself. Whom was he fooling? 
 
    His father had always said, “Keir, it’s now’t the fancy moves that count most, nor public acts of heroism. Nae is it the things people see or celebrate in ballads, necessarily. What changes the course of wars and determines the fate of kingdoms, as much as our individual lives, is the quiet acts of everyday courage nae one sees. Things that are done simply because people must.” 
 
    Therefore, he flew along that cliff ledge like an Elven arrow unleashed. 
 
    He leaped as high as a frightened zenzi buck, and as far as a powerful mountain leopard. 
 
    As lightly as a white wren settling upon its eggs, he landed. 
 
    In fact, Keir jumped so far that he almost overshot his mark, but a last-second twist bought his left arm freedom enough to lash out with an ice pick. The talon-sharp point bit deep as his body slewed about, and then the safety rope and harness dug into his upper thighs once more, and he realised he was safe. He pulled his legs back up onto the ledge, checked his battered knees and elbows, and then remembered to send an all-clear signal down to his friends. 
 
    Good. Now all he had to do was imitate one of those lowland viridian geckos walking upside down upon a ceiling, chomping bugs. That was one blessing of this cold snap, wasn’t it? All the horrid blood-sucking, buzzing monsters would be deep-frozen until Springtide. Then, as the mountain pastures bloomed into the short, fragrant summer, they would emerge in their battalions to feast. 
 
    Keir dragged himself to his feet. Right. When a person was possessed of madness, they ought not to stint. 
 
    Ten minutes later, he decided he was the best boulder hugger in history. The stone was his best friend. His bare fingers and toes gripped the frozen granite like one of those geckoes. Actually, if he stayed still for too long, he feared he might just freeze in place. He worked with controlled urgency, feeding his safety rope through inch by inch, foot by foot, as he crept out beneath the fourteen-foot nastiness of the overhang. Nothing but a vertical mile beneath him now. His fingers crawled about like caterpillars, seeking their next hold. The harness bit into his buttocks and shoulders, but he decided he did not mind. That squeeze meant safety. 
 
    Clip in, clip out. Freeze, trembling, as one of his harness buckles bent with an audible squeal of overstressed metal. 
 
    Working blind, one-handed, he found a replacement in a pouch behind his back, and worked out how to effect the exchange. Slither on, oh sticky-fingered half Elf. Actually, he was fairly sure after that stop that he had torn a flap of skin off two of his toes when peeling them off the rock, but since they were as numb as a row of frozen pebbles, what was the problem? 
 
    Only that he now had to find a hold around this next bulge. He fumbled blindly above him for upward of ten minutes before finding a finger hold he could trust, right at the limit of his reach. Completing this manoeuvre, however, would require releasing his harness and using the tension on the rope to hold his body taut as he swung around the corner, changing from the horizontal to a near-vertical orientation. 
 
    Deep breath. 
 
    Then, he dangled one-handed in space. 
 
    So pure. So beautiful, the mountains. As treacherous as they were beguiling. A tiny finger-hold was all that separated him from a fatal fall. His breathing rasped like a huge wolfhound in his ears; now, the craziness welled up, uncontrollable. Keir levered himself upward from handhold to handhold, free-climbing the final section of the bulge as the rock finally turned to the vertical. After placing three pitons in quick succession in a crack, he found himself situated at the base of a narrow natural chimney in solid granite. At last. He could brace his back and feet, and take stock. Aye. Blood on the toes, but this half Elf was going to make it. 
 
    The tree kept beckoning to him, drawing him on – it was the oddest sensation, one he had only once previously experienced in his life, when as an awed lad of seven anna he had visited the Yggduraldansil-tay-Vænar, one of the seven mighty jungle giants sacred to the Northern Elves. 
 
    That thick-as-blood knowledge of sentience. 
 
    Was this one of the Sacred Trees? 
 
    He craned his neck, gazing up at the huge boughs filling the sky overhead. It might not match the lowland giants for sheer immensity, but this tree was impressive in its own right. The silvery bark shone brightly beneath Mauve’s beneficent gaze, while the blue-green leaves were etched against the ethereal light mauves of the early afternoon sky. The richness of that colour was truly magical. 
 
    Filled with eagerness, Keir worked his way up the chimney of rock, placing further pitons as required. He still had to make the return climb, did he not? He wanted it to be a great deal easier than what he had put himself through to get up here! 
 
    At last, his questing hands found sky, and he was pulling himself up over the top. After signalling down the rope, Keir tied it off to a gnarled root, and unclipped himself. 
 
    Then, he staggered over to the aritati tree, and hugged it as if it were his new best friend. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 9: Tree Hugger 
 
      
 
    ALRIGHT, SO HE WAS a shameless tree-hugger. This did happen to be an integral part of his Elven heritage. To his great surprise, a teardrop trickled down his nose to splash on the trunk, where it froze instantly. How mawkish, uncomfortable and … truly? Here came an awareness of peace about his unexpected behaviour, ripples spreading upon the pond of his soul. Reverence fit. Emotion was appropriate. 
 
    Now, could he remember the correct form of address for a Sacred Tree? 
 
    Not if his mind was a wonderful blank space. Great, yawning acres of potential. Not so impressive on the recall, since as a youngster paying attention in Elven culture classes had been a struggle … 
 
    At length, he laid his palms flat against the trunk, and said, Humbly doth this envoy of the Elvenkind greet Thee, o ancient spirit. I cannot recall the appropriate forms of address, but know that this Elf is deeply cognizant of Thy spirit, stature and ancient lineage, and I am humbled. I ask only that we might avail ourselves of the use of one of Thy mighty branches, for the need of my people is exceedingly great. 
 
    Ooh. All ancient, Olde Elvish speech, rolling off his tongue with awkward honesty. 
 
    The tree made no reply. 
 
    Of course not. Yet the impression of … presence … filled his soul with inexpressible energy. Keir very slowly circled the trunk, yearning to understand. Ah, he was but a babe in the lore of his people, and did he not know it today. 
 
    Arboreal mysticism must wait. Practical needs came first. 
 
    Gathering his equipment and opening his backpack, he drew out the heaviest portion of his load – the long, long rope that they hoped to use to swing from one side of the Abyss to the other. Every inch had been checked by the King’s best rope makers, before testing its strength by applying two teams of Yaks to the task of testing its breaking tension. It had survived unscathed. Next, he ran through his mind the knots that he would be required to use to ensure that the rope did not slip, nor chafe, when he tied it in place. 
 
    Alright, those skinned toes were about to hurt. A lot. 
 
    With a further word assuring the Tree of his utmost respect, Keir scaled the trunk with the agility that came so easily to his kind. Rhyl would love to come up here, he thought, but this cliff face was no place for an inexperienced climber. Not that he was the best, however, he had the benefit of a thorough schooling in the fundamentals along with all the young men and women of Amarinthe, to add to his natural Elven abilities. Mountains survival was a major topic in education. He sent his teachers a silent apology for every second he had not paid proper attention in class. 
 
    Silly boy. Such inattention could easily have cost his life. 
 
    Just as he walked lightly out along the branch, a tremor struck. 
 
    Half a second later, he found himself giving the tree a second hug that considerably exceeded the first both in tenacity and in gratitude. He watched rivulets and avalanches of loose snow, ice and gravel running off the cliffs all around him, and a larger avalanche that rumbled to an end higher up the valley. Along the Abyss, great chunks of snow thirty feet thick carved away to cascade like blue rivers into the shadowy depths. Good thing Garla had insisted that they keep their distance. 
 
    “Ye even listened for a change, eh?” he chuckled to himself. “Keir of the white-haired wisdom. Infallible.” 
 
    Once he was out over the drop again, he could look down and see Zyran and Rhyl having a cosy chat lower down the cliff. He resisted the temptation to throw something at them. Stupid jealousy! What was the matter with him? Oh, and now they were waving. Keir waved back. The words he was looking for, were, ‘Thanks for having my back, friends.’ Right? 
 
    Not, ‘I’m a stinking jealous Ogre.’ Gaah! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    About two hours later, everyone was safely back down the cliff with only a small collection of cuts, bruises and scrapes to show for their efforts. Keir would have wanted to discuss his reactions to the Tree with Rhyl, but Prince Garyan had arrived meantime and he was keen to keep things moving. 
 
    “There’s a weather front sweeping in behind the pass,” he told Keir, his grey eyes sombre. 
 
    Aha. He’d best hurry, then. 
 
    Garyan was the serious one, carved of equal parts duty and responsibility. He was just as dark and perhaps a shade shorter than his younger brother. Keir wondered what he thought of Zyran, who was blessed with good looks, boundless charm and athletic ability. Maybe the older Prince thought the younger ought to pull his weight more often? 
 
    “I’ll get ready at once,” Keir said. 
 
    “One last bandage on the toes. Sit still for two minutes, if you can,” Rhyl ordered. “How are ye planning to swing across, cousin?” 
 
    “That light starter rope will be tied to my foot. When I make it across, we’ll use that rope to pull over one of the heavy, oiled ones. I think they’ve chosen spots on both sides to secure the base of the zip line, right? Where the Abyss is narrowest.” 
 
    “The natural slope will aid us,” she agreed. “It’s at least seventy feet higher on this side than down there. That means ye’ll need to slide down the rope before ye reach the far side, aye?” 
 
    “Oh. Hadn’t thought of that.” He smiled at her with his eyes. Thanks. 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Ye’ll be careful, alright?” 
 
    “Nae, I’m only trying to fly. What’s the problem with that?” The sheer worry in her glance made him cough to cover up his gauche attempt at humour. Quietly, he added, “Any other wisdom? I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    Her green eyes considered his tone – he thought he had been respectful enough! Then, she said, “Two thoughts, aye. One, have ye considered zipping down that slope on skis? And two, rather than dragging the light rope along and slowing ye down, why dinnae ye have a helper hold it up for ye, maybe a loop through which ye thrust yer arm before the takeoff? And, should we build ye a small snow ramp for the launch?” 
 
    “That’s three thoughts. Struggling with the mathematics there, lass?” 
 
    She punched his knee lightly. 
 
    “All excellent and noble exemplars of superior mental processes, I hasten to add.” 
 
    Zyran said, “Obviously ye brought her along to provide the brains. Smart, Keir. I like yer style. Ye know, the great cover-up …” 
 
    “Ye ken what I like about ye, Zyran?” he retorted. “Ye are such a solid friend. So anchored. Yer such an upstanding rock in my life, and I really think of ye as a great, stolid, immovable, bouldery sort of fellow, stony in all matters above the shoulders – need I go on?” 
 
    “Nae, ye can quit anytime ye wish, my loquacious erstwhile friend.” 
 
    “Och aye, cousin, keep going,” Rhyl disagreed archly. 
 
    “Why dinnae we all hurry up and launch this impertinent pipsqueak out over the Abyss?” Zyran suggested, helping Keir don his boots. “I bet he’ll sing sweeter than any songbird as he soars beautifully through the air.” 
 
    “Love ye but a wee dram, too,” he snorted. “Right. Oh, and the storm’s pouring over the pass as we speak.” 
 
    The tedious preparations irked him. Every man and his yak had an opinion. By the time Keir lined himself up on his chosen angle, starting as high as possible on the snowbanks piled up against the eastern cliff face, the wind was already freshening and the temperature dropping. Blasted weather changed so quickly in the mountains! The carts were still struggling down through the heavy snows mid-valley, and it struck him that carts on large skis would be a much smarter idea than trying to plough through with yaks, wheels and a great deal of shovelling. Elves were gifted at innovation. And storytelling. And, no doubt, giggling with glee as they launched themselves out over nothingness with reckless abandon. 
 
    Exactly the plan. 
 
    Fussily, Keir lined up his skis. Rhyl stood to the right of the small snow ramp, holding up a small loop of rope – the starter rope which he must take over Drakabis Abyss. The plan was to shove his left arm through that loop, and then three paces on, receive the rope depending from the aritati branch from Prince Zyran’s hand, and then – it was him and the biggest swing in Human history. Both of his friends were anchored by ropes held by teams of three soldiers each, who stood thirty paces further back from the Abyss. 
 
    No-one wanted any accidents, royal or otherwise. That would be why he was the one risking his neck over a mile-deep ravine, right? He clapped his hands together sharply. No time for numb fingers! 
 
    Prince Garyan raised his right hand. “Ready?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Keir, the best of Dragonish luck to ye.” 
 
    “Thank ye, my Prince.” 
 
    Did he look as anxious as he sounded? He pushed off with a yell of effort, using the ski poles to catapult himself downslope as fast as possible. Adjust the aim. Knees bent, head and elbows tucked in to minimise the wind resistance, he hissed down toward the Abyss. His every instinct screamed at him to slow down, pull up, live. However, Keir had long since learned that his innate stubbornness always came out at the worst possible moments, such as right now. 
 
    Dropping the ski poles at the last possible split second, he thrust his left arm clean through Rhyl’s loop, snatched the longer rope out of Zyran’s ready hands, and gulped as his stomach flopped about as he first lifted abruptly, and then soared. Way, way, way over the darkness. Wind buffeted his ears and snatched at his clothing. The cliff blurred in the periphery of his vision. Both hands clutched the precious rope for dear life, his knees and ankles locked about it, too. He must remember to slide! Despite his gloves, the rope burned as he slid down, swinging in a huge arc as accurately as possible toward the contingent of men waiting for him on the far side. They too were roped and anchored to a large zamabis striped pine ten yards behind them. Was he slowing too fast? Nae! The weight of the trailing rope was too much. It pulled against his left shoulder, harder and harder, and the swinging rush slowed agonisingly as he curved around toward the men … and came up twenty yards short. 
 
    Plenty close enough to see their crestfallen expressions. In perfect detail. 
 
    One of them roared, “Come on, lad!” 
 
    The rest groaned. 
 
    The weight of the trailing rope spun him about and he started the return journey, just a weight on a pendulum now. Keir groaned, holding the vertical rope against his face as he swung back toward the middle of Drakabis Abyss. He remembered to check his trajectory in case he had headed back toward the cliff, but the overhang and the length of the branch were enough. Soon, the soldiers on the far side were hauling him in. Chastened. Shaking. Furious! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “The weight of the rope is just too much,” Keir repeated. He had taken a second swing, starting further back, but the result had been worse than before. “It drags me back in the air. I could make it on my own, I ken that well and good, but it’s utterly pointless. Right?” 
 
    Tempers were frayed, hands waving, and a few of their group stood about muttering darkly. Who wanted to say what they were all thinking – give up? 
 
    Reality burned his craw like acid. All this for no return? 
 
    “Except …” 
 
    He and Rhyl glanced at each other in surprise, having spoken at exactly the same moment. 
 
    “What’s yer idea?” he invited. 
 
    Searching his eyes, Rhyl said slowly, “Hmm, I wonder – d’ye think, Keir?” 
 
    “Aye, I do think,” he agreed. 
 
    The two Princes made identical growls deep in their throats. 
 
    Keir said, “Look, all I was thinking is that we have one rope up to that tree. It either ends up this side of the Abyss, or that. If we could only get me across there, I was thinking – what was I thinking, again?” 
 
    “Two ropes,” said Rhyl. “One’s laid one already – of course! What …” She lapsed into Elven in her excitement, Because, Keir-my-sun’s-brilliance, that completes the first bridge! The first connection. 
 
    Only, how do we use it? 
 
    I don’t know. I haven’t thought that through – but you could then climb back and forth. Yes! That means we could take that second rope, the starter rope, up and over … if we first take it up to the aritati tree! See? That solves the weight issue, doesn’t it? 
 
    Even though neither of them was making perfect sense, Keir dropped a pair of smackers upon her cheeks, drawing a disgruntled glare from Zyran and a squeal of protest from his cousin. “Rhyl! Ye wee scrap o’ beauty! Folks, Rhyl’s got the solution. Look here. There’s this side, that tree, and the other side. We’ve already placed a rope up to the aritati. I swing across on my own, and we anchor the swing rope on that far side, alright? That makes one complete connection.” 
 
    “If ye miss?” Garyan put in. 
 
    “Then I’ve a long climb back to the top.” But the Princes, and Garla, were all looking excited. He said, “But I won’t miss. We then carry the starter rope across using the triangle we’ve created. Up to the tree, down the far side. That paves the way to get the main hawser strung.” 
 
    “Ahead of the storm?” Garyan asked. 
 
    “It would take two people to lift that weight of rope up top,” his brother added. “The coil’s roughly the size of a newborn yak.” 
 
    “Two Elves could do it,” the diminutive healer offered. 
 
    “Shame we’ve only got one and a half,” Keir quipped, and that broke the tension as she mimed booting him in the shin. 
 
    The Princes laughed and clapped Rhyl upon the shoulder in the Human way, while even Garla cracked a smile. Then, it was all arrangements. Harness-fitting for Rhyl, safety ropes, discussions about how best they could distribute the weight of rope between them. They had no crampons that would fit her tiny feet, but with one rope already securely laid she said it would be no problem – and it was not. She was an excellent climber. Rhyl slipped a dozen times on the ice on the way up, however, and her inexperience caused Keir to have to leap aside to avoid a dislodged boulder. Otherwise, they moved as a team. As one. Both were carrying a substantial weight of rope, with Keir toting the Dragon’s share, but his job was to pay it out carefully as they ascended. Nothing must catch. 
 
    The line he had already hammered up the rock face made an enormous difference, of course, but for Rhyl the overhang proved almost insurmountable. She simply did not possess the physical reach to make the transition to the vertical face. Keir was forced to pass her by, bringing with him a loop of the safety rope. He then had her drop free so that he could haul her up bodily. 
 
    What a test of trust! 
 
    Joining him in the final chimney, she said quietly, You are something else, Keirthynal-my-strength. 
 
    And without you, I’d still be dangling down there without a decent finishing idea, Rhyllaryssill-my-jungle-treasure. You saved the day. 
 
    She smiled with her apple-green eyes, so jungle-warm and full of zesty sparks of life. Keir shook his head slightly. Zyran never stood a chance, did he? 
 
    Her tan cheeks coloured a touch beneath his scrutiny. The Elfmaiden said, So, race you to the top? 
 
    You go first. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Oh come on, it’s not so that I can ogle your – ah, sorry. So unseemly. He laughed tiredly, and wiped his forehead. What any decent gentleman would say, is that there’s a surprise for you at the top. Hop, swing and glissade, o Jungle Elf. 
 
    Ha. This is hardly a vine traverse, cousin. 
 
    Keir crested the chimney to find Rhyl upon her knees, gazing at the aritati in the utmost wonder. Turning to him, she cried, Keirthynal, it’s the Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar! 
 
    Uh … 
 
    It’s the Mother Tree! The First Seed! Don’t you know your histories? It’s … I mean, she’s holy! Beyond sacred. Dashing tears out of her eyes, she grabbed his arm and shook him wildly. This, Keir –this is the mother of the seven trees sacred to our people. How … I just … oh, Keirthynal-my-joy! How did you know? 
 
    I didn’t. He hung his head, frankly shocked by her reaction. He had not even begun to guess the truth. 
 
    You must have. Surely? 
 
    I understood that it – She – was special, but I didn’t understand how. Far from it. Rhyl-my-teacher, is it possible I could have sensed Her presence from down below? If She’s that awesomely magical and all? 
 
    I didn’t. His cousin’s lively green eyes were as wide as he had ever seen them, popping with excitement, and something deeper. Something almost … hallowed. But it’s possible, I’m sure. There are rare Elves who are said to share a special bond with these Sacred Trees – what are you doing? 
 
    He paused, touching the wonderful silver bark with both hands. Uh, saying hello? I sort of … apologised to Her, earlier, for daring to use Her branch as a swing. I’m sure She understands. 
 
    Keir! she gasped in disbelief. You’re not supposed to touch them. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    I, er, can’t say … it’s tradition. Alright. That sounds stupid. But – 
 
    She likes you, Rhyllaryssill. 
 
    Tears welled in her eyes. Ouch! Bite the stupid tongue. 
 
    His cousin whispered, Keir, don’t. Just don’t. Please … you’ve no idea … 
 
    I’m just reporting that She – uh, and now, She’s ordering me to leave. You are to stay right here. Keir stepped back, shaking his head. Where was this voice, this presence, coming from? Thoughts not his own? I really, really, really don’t get being an Elf. Will you be alright? With Her, and all? 
 
    Rhyl knelt among the roots, as if not daring to move a muscle. 
 
    She says She has a sacred job for you. Will you climb Her branches to send the guide rope down once I reach the far side? 
 
    He was not sure the Elfmaiden had heard him, but after a very long time, she nodded slightly. I’ll be alright, Keirthynal. Go now. A rope is nothing compared to communing with the Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar. This is a moment I will never, ever forget. A treasure beyond reckoning … 
 
    Don’t forget the rest of us, he joked. 
 
    Then he was off for his second descent of the day, wondering if his brain was filled with mauve cloud fluff, or if he had indeed imagined he had just been summarily dismissed by the Mother Tree to all seven of the Elven Sacred Trees. Was he an Elf, or was he not? Whatever did She mean, She had a sacred task for Rhyl? One that plainly terrified the Elfmaiden? 
 
    Brave lass. 
 
    Whatever that burden was, he resolved to help her carry it. 
 
    Right now he had other concerns, such as, that storm rising like a dark tide above the northern peaks. He had to swing across, get the starter rope strung, and urge Rhyl to climb down from that dangerous elevation where he, in all his cleverness and lack of clear forward planning, had just abandoned her. Maybe if she sheltered beneath those pretty branches she would not be crisped by lightning and join him at the bottom of Drakabis Abyss in a shower of fine ash. Probably what he deserved, swinging like a jungle monkey from a Sacred Tree. Hundreds of his ancestors were most likely preparing to leap out of their graves in horror at his cavalier act of desecration. 
 
    For the third time of asking, Keir performed his trick with the ski slope and the ramp, but this time, he had the Prince hand him the end of the rope. This time, he refused to start half-baked. No trailing rope to slow his momentum. With a wild yell, he launched out over the Abyss. He dropped fast before the rope jerked his wrist, hard, and then he slewed off course as a gust caught and buffeted him. He turned circles, seeing valleys, cliffs and dark ravines whip by in quick succession; now, the startled faces of the soldiers as he rushed toward them. They darted sideways as a group, tracking an inadvertent swerve, and then the woman in the middle leaped highest, catching hold of his skis. 
 
    “Got ye!” 
 
    “Congratulations, lad!” 
 
    “YERRR – SANTAZATHIAR’S FIRES RISE!” several of the men roared, punching the air as they did a silly, shambling dance in the snow. 
 
    He came down with a bump, answering a dozen questions at once. No, he had not brought the starter rope. That was coming. Aye, he was fine. They needed to affix his swing rope to a sturdy tree. Were the carts loaded and food on its way? Aye, all good on that front. Keir was looking up to the aritati, searching with keen eyes for a flash of silver hair. There! Rhyl was up on that branch, reaching around to attach the six-inch metal clip holding the heavier starter rope to the cord he had just swung across upon. The balance of the starter rope, she cast over the edge. That created a wide loop that dangled into the deepening gloom – checking the north, he considered how fast the storm approached, pouring over the peaks now like living rivers of soot, its innards shot every few seconds with bolts of mauve-tinged lightning. The tiny dark dots of carters dashed about the now-stationery carts, up-valley, checking their animals and the tarpaulin ties. Hunkered down, they should easily survive this blow. 
 
    His concern centred upon his cousin. 
 
    Come down! he yelled, beckoning. 
 
    Was she scared? What was she still doing up there? As he was about to turn for the rope, the silver hair swung sideways and he realised with relief that she had started the long, long rappel down. Rhyl was a Jungle Elf and far more deft than he, judging by her speed and agility. He was quite certain one of the soldiers nearby muttered, ‘monkey,’ but when he turned to glower, the man was busy with something else. 
 
    Way to insult an Elf. 
 
    The starter line writhed in the rising breeze. Rhyl pushed the large clip downward with her feet as she descended as quickly as she was able. Good. Couple of minutes, and they could – 
 
    A hand clapped Keir on the shoulder. “Welcome, lad!” 
 
    “Fralza? Ma’am,” he said, respectfully, surprised to be clasped in a strong hug. The King employed her in public works, he recalled. She was married to the King’s Provisioner, a jovial, well-padded man called Jarm. Keir had attended school with their three girls. 
 
    She said, “Good on yer, Keir. Many of us mountain folk marked yer scheme for a moment of irdashoon madness, but my husband’s been staunch in yer team. What are these crazy things yer wearing?” 
 
    “Skis, ma’am. A new Elven invention. They’re like fast snowshoes.” He inclined his head politely. “Master Jarm.” 
 
    “Shiver me kitchens, lad, and dust out me storerooms!” he cried, wrapping Keir in his second huge hug. Quite the day! “We sure messed up the provisioning schedules this anna, what with my assistant’s unexpected passing and the cursed war dragging on. Losing the bridge at Arangar nigh sunk us. But ye – now’t just a bright-eyed scamp, are ye? And who’s this?” 
 
    Fralza said, “Kin of yer Shanryssill, by my mark? Be ye most warmly welcome to Amarinthe, in Santazathiar’s name!” 
 
    “Och aye, that she is, for a truth,” Keir said meantime, stepping forward to help. Rhyl landed nimbly in the snow, her boots barely making a dent. She had been crying! Rhyl-my – 
 
    Not now, Keir. Please. 
 
    Her tone was one part apology and three parts, ‘leave me alone.’ 
 
    He politely introduced them, somewhat displeased when Jarm mentioned how a dirty-kneed little lad used to steal sweets from his castle kitchens, he had known Keir that long. Back then, he had been terrified of Jarm’s legendary rolling pin and had received a thwack across his rascally backside once or thrice. A well-deserved punishment, too! 
 
    A pudgy hand clasped his forearm. Intent of expression, Jarm said, “Keir, I bring word from yer family. Ye got winterberry?” 
 
    “Some,” said he. “It’s rare.” 
 
    “Och aye, lad. It’s said the plants spring from the scales of Dragons shed in the snow, and there have been nae Dragonkind in these parts for many a long anna.” Jarm pursed his lips as if debating how to deliver bad news. At length, he said, “By good Mauve above, yer father asked me to say: hasty ye home, lad. Yer mother needs that winterberry, nae delay.” 
 
    Fralza said, “Cannae go before the storm, surely?” 
 
    Keir considered the North, fists clenched by his sides and heart pounding. He had been away too long. Getting the carts up the mountain had been achingly slow. He had wanted to search this side of Drakabis Abyss for more winterberry. 
 
    As if reading his mind, Jarm said, “We found a small trove of winterberry yesterday, lad, which we’ll pass onto ye straightaways. Cannae say we had ow’t better to do while we were waiting – waiting and hoping, is a true word – here, for sign of ye. Fralza –” 
 
    “I’ll fetch it,” she said, tramping off without a further word. 
 
    “Thank ye!” Keir called. 
 
    Rhyl said, “Ye’ve seen how quick the skis are, Keir. How long to Amarinthe from here?” 
 
    “It’s a slog of seventy miles, give or take,” Jarm put in. 
 
    “In the mountains that’s three very long days’ hike, minimum,” Keir clarified. “The road’s passable?” 
 
    The King’s Provisioner waggled his fingers. “Somewhat. We made plans to slide the goods home if needed, by men or Yaks dragging tarpaulins if carts could now’t be brought through. There’ll be nae getting away before that storm, son. Certain as Santaclaws has claws.” 
 
    A true word, which triggered that awful soul-sinking sensation he had become all to accustomed to of late. His jaw tightened. When Rhyl offered to return across the starter line for the ski poles, Keir’s backpack and weapons, and any other equipment they needed for the trek, he rounded upon her and growled: 
 
    “Nae. I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Yer about to drop,” she argued. “I’m fresh. And the rest of the winterberries are over that side.” 
 
    “Nae, this is my job,” he said, making to push past her. “I’ll –” 
 
    Keirthynal-stubborn-goat, understand this: you don’t need to carry this burden alone, alright? Grabbing his arm, she cried, Listen to me! We are family. Elven half or Human half, it’s the same. When life’s Winterfall comes, we are there for each other. I cannot imagine how hard this is for you, but please, Keir – let me in, just a little, to help. I can lift the load. By the Sacred Tree, I climbed this freezing ruddy mountain of yours because we are family! Doesn’t that count for anything? 
 
    Bending, he kissed her cheeks in the Elven fashion. 
 
    He hoped his brimming eyes spoke enough, because his throat refused to obey. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 10: Race Home 
 
      
 
    THE STORM HARASSED THE travellers with brief violence, hurling snow the length of the valley and whipping up gusts of azure powder so thick, visibility was reduced to just a couple of feet. Keir sheltered inside a small tent he shared with Zyran and Rhyl, sipping a mug of fragrant jasmine tea prepared by the healer. 
 
    “Good for yer extremities,” she explained, when he made a face. 
 
    “It’s bitter.” 
 
    “I threw in a few Elven herbs to help yer circulation. Here. A little more honey to ease the tongue, ye poor hard done by lad?” 
 
    How irked he was to discover Rhyl was one anna his senior. She was not shy about pulling his leg about it, either. True to her word, she had been the first to cross over with a perfectly indecent display of agility and had brought all of the necessities on her return trip. He snugged the sack of winterberries snugged down in his backpack, enough to last two months or more, he hoped, depending on the course of his mother’s treatment. Out there, the starter rope secured across the narrowest section of the Abyss, vibrated with a loud wuthering flutter. Everyone was waiting on the weather. Once it broke, the engineers would be out to string the much heavier black hawser across the divide, and the tough labour of sending the provisions over on a sling arrangement attached to a pulley would commence. 
 
    Then, they faced the minor task of walking tonnes of food seventy miles through the winter-bound mountains to Amarinthe. The freezing cold did mean that what they had carted up into the mountains, against all odds, stood little chance of spoiling. They could stockpile it and transport loads whenever the weather and the roads allowed. Unfortunately, the Princes had to conclude that the carters should overwinter on the far side rather than chance the perilous return journey. So many details. 
 
    He sipped meditatively at his tea. 
 
    Whatever had passed between his cousin and the Mother Tree, a taut but brighter smile had returned to her face, now. He noticed that Zyran sat with his leg almost touching hers. He would take his father’s war axe to his friend if he ever dared to hurt – Keir pulled up mentally, surprised at his own viciousness. He would do no such thing! 
 
    Maybe a swift punch to the nose could reasonably be called for. He had always thought the infeasible perfection of his friend’s royal snout was far too much to bear. 
 
    They swapped stories until late in the evening, when the storm passed over and left in its wake a smattering of thick snowflakes that drifted silently from leaden skies. Without stars or a moon rise to provide light, it was truly the darkest night. When the Prince fell asleep with his head pillowed on his pack, Keir drew a blanket gently over his shoulders, squirming within at the slight smile that touched Rhyl’s lips as he made his friend comfortable. No-one dared remove any clothing for sleeping, it was that freezing, despite the tent’s insulation. 
 
    By the lamplight, he showed Rhyl how each snowflake was unique. They spent a while catching and comparing them without words. Watching the fragile, ephemeral beauty melt into oblivion at the slightest warmth. 
 
    Thinking about how his mother was as fragile as a snowflake. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Keir awoke to that deep, abiding silence of the mountains, when the thick snow absorbed all sound and the eerie sensation lingered that the entire world might have solidified overnight. Not even birdsong could be heard. He shook his two friends by their shoulders. “It’s time.” 
 
    Hats and gloves, boots and scarves, backpacks, gear – they checked each other over carefully. Zyran carried a small all-weather tent, Keir the food and utensils, Rhyl her own backpack stuffed with medicinal supplies. A green snow jacket at least three sizes too big for her – the smallest they had to spare – swamped her upper body and hung almost to her knees. He checked the ska’etaz blades sheathed at his hips, secretly gratified when his cousin remarked that he wore his weapons just like an Elf. She had a longbow tied to her pack, a quiver of arrows, and a small dagger at her left hip. Prince Zyran carried his usual sword, a dagger, and a half-size crossbow plus two dozen quarrels. They were loaded for Snowgres and wolves. 
 
    Brown Human eyes met leaf-green and dark violet. 
 
    “Ready?” said Zyran. 
 
    Keir nodded, and pushed off with his poles. 
 
    This first stretch was heavily wooded, a long incline that led to a much lower pass at the foot of Drakabis Valley, as it had come to be called. They wove between the tall, sparse pines, trying to perfect their cross-country technique, which Rhyl’s information had majored upon. Apparently, up in the tundra, mountain slopes were in somewhat short supply. Hard work, for certain! 
 
    Keir hoped that the downhill sections would give them a chance to rest. This was definitely faster than snowshoes. Maybe twice as fast? He and Rhyl could dance across slightly harder-packed snow, given the opportunity, but the more heavily-built Zyran would flounder. 
 
    Just before noontide, the ground tilted at last in their favour and the Prince gave a great holler of joy, “Time to fly, Elves!” 
 
    Rhyl’s answering whoop – more perhaps a jungle battle cry – caught Keir by surprise as she gave chase at once, leaving him well to the rear. He scooted along after his friends, content to let them race each other for a mile or two before the bug caught him too, and he began to push harder. Home beckoned. Feel the speed! The wind nipping at his face! As the hidden trail dipped, Zyran whooshed out of sight and Rhyl took a leap behind him, her compact form airborne for a number of yards before she touched down with developing skill. 
 
    Turning, she called over her shoulder, “Come on, ye slowpoke, stop yer shilly-shallying back there!” 
 
    Keir launched into the air. “This is brilliant!” 
 
    The trio raced neck and neck down a long mountain slope, kicking up small puffs of snow dust as they headed toward a very thick treeline – which hid a hot spring, he recalled. This valley was uninhabited, but the next, nine miles further down the trail, housed a small village where they might overnight, given their current rate of progress. Or, the one after? They chewed up the miles like hungry wolves. Cresting a small rise, he found himself suddenly almost on top of a herd of grey daribari. The magnificent deer scattered in fright as the trio whizzed down toward them, for a moment almost matching the great, many-antlered stag for speed, before the kingly creature herded his does and fawns as if by magic through a break in the treeline. Gone. 
 
    As they slowed, Rhyl said, “Are all yer mountain deer so tiny?” 
 
    “Tiny? They stand taller than a man!” Zyran snorted. 
 
    “Well then, ye never seen the giant banded bark deer of the jungles, have ye?” she returned mildly.  
 
    The Prince threw Keir a look that suggested he suspected a certain stretching of the truth was being offered to a gullible Human. 
 
    He said, “I think we need to educate this backwoods yokel, cousin.” 
 
    “I’ve seen Ouliphant in battle,” Zyran stated flatly. “The Certanshi train them for warfare, equipping the eight tusks with metal tips, the trunk with spikes, and the feet with metal trampling plates. They stand fourteen feet tall at the shoulder and weigh twelve tonnes. Beat that, ye pint-sized Elven tease.” 
 
    Keir said, “At Faifarathi Elvenholme, I saw a Ramzian Tygar as could eat yer Ouliphant for a wee midmorning appetiser.” 
 
    The Prince guffawed. “My animal’s bigger than yers, so there.” 
 
    “Nae, is now’t.” 
 
    “Is too!” 
 
    “Children, shall we go bathe at the hot springs?” Rhyl suggested. 
 
    Zyran grinned askance at her. “Ye ken the best part about Elves being so small? They bounce further when ye bump them over.” 
 
    “Oh, go headbutt a snowdrift, ye great galumphing lout!” she snorted. 
 
    “As to the bathing, these particular pools are highly acidic,” Keir put in regretfully. “I wouldn’t want to erode any more of yer height, cousin, or ye’d struggle to reach my kneecaps.” 
 
    She punched his shoulder so hard, he wobbled and fell on his backside in the snow with a gleeful cackle. 
 
    Using the toe of her boot, his cousin scuffed snow toward his face. “Shut it, ye.” 
 
    Inwardly, worry tightened like metal bands around his chest. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After pushing hard until a gloomy twilight stole between the peaks and poured into the deep valleys like black treacle, the trio overnighted in a tiny hamlet a touch shy of the halfway mark to Amarinthe. Zyran pointed out the mile-marker just beyond the first houses, and found them accommodation in a friend’s barn. The young men got the straw, since there was only one bed to spare – a contingent of the King’s soldiers was staying over too, tasked with clearing the road as best they could. Rhyl and the Prince had an argument over her accommodation, but Zyran point-blank refused to budge. 
 
    Keir wondered if she was secretly impressed, or as narked as she sounded. 
 
    The following morning kicked off with a sharp climb out of the valley. The trio hiked up on foot, since only a thin smattering of snow stuck to this road. Even that was melting in large patches. Zyran teased Rhyl about her little legs having to trot to keep up, while Keir knelt to test the temperature of the black granite paving stones. Warm. How interesting. He wondered at the fires that lay beneath the mountains. That was why this mountainside was so bushy and overgrown, in stark contrast with the snowbound countryside visible for miles in the direction he had come. How little they knew of their mountainous home, he thought, or of how Santazathiar, the great Santaclaws, might have shaped the monumental Amarinthian Bulwark. Perhaps he had placed Dragon fires to rage in certain places. Perhaps the hot springs and fumaroles had been fashioned as open-air bathtubs for his kind? 
 
    Certainly, they must be responsible for the three or four tremors he had half-woken to, overnight. 
 
    When he and his companions reached the top of the saddle, however, Keir noted a quartet of bilious yellow Crag Wyverns circling in the far distance, perhaps intent on feasting upon carrion. Aye. His mountains had returned to normal. The absence of predators had not been natural. 
 
    A mystery for another day. 
 
    Below them lay another snowy hamlet, complete with peaks of snow crowning the steeply-canted rooftops, and five dry stone-walled enclosures for the Damask Yaks. Sunlight glinted off a frozen pond, and even from a height of over a mile, he could pick out a trail that led to a dense wood that they must use for collecting winter firewood. 
 
    Rhyl said, “It’s so different here. I cannae get over how bare everything is, how ye can see for miles and miles, and how people even survive in the snows. I’ve never seen horizons so wide.” 
 
    “Overwhelming?” 
 
    He remembered his reaction the first time he truly recognised how mighty the Elven jungles were. Majestic, claustrophobic, and then … home, of another sort. Elves said the soul never truly left the jungles. 
 
    The Elfmaiden frowned at the vast, wintery panorama. “I’m fine. Just a little.” 
 
    “Spelled, L-O-T,” Zyran put in. 
 
    She punched his arm. 
 
    “This is what I love about the great heights,” Keir agreed. “Look, can ye see how the sky appears to change colour just above the peaks on the horizon? The deeper mauve out there sets off the farthest peaks, but also blends seamlessly into our good Mauve’s whiter brightness as she bends her burning eye upon the rooftop of the world.” 
 
    The Prince chuckled softly. “I love yer eye for beauty, Keir.” 
 
    Despite himself, he blushed. “I’m nae poet nor bard!” 
 
    “Dinnae ye stop speaking like that, even if I tweak yer buttons about it from time to time, my friend.” 
 
    The Elfmaiden glanced from one to the other with evident surprise. “Ye two have the funniest relationship, ye ken?” 
 
    “Mutual animosity tempered by a wee dram o’ brotherly love?” Zyran suggested. 
 
    “Tender as the dawn?” Keir offered. 
 
    The Prince gave that a rather filthy look, but wiped that off his lips the instant he caught the softening of the Elfmaiden’s expression. 
 
    “Boys, yer so sweet,” she cooed. 
 
    Zyran shuffled in his Ogre hide boots, his pale cheeks developing a bloom of healthy pink. There. A bloom in his Prince’s cheek – smother a rascally chuckle! 
 
    Keir eased the weight of his backpack on his shoulders. “So, Rhyl, we’ll be passing by above the hamlet as the road curves back to the East around the flanks of this peak. Looks like we should see some snow in a couple of miles, again. And there’s another storm building in the northeast, our daily dose of snow and freezing winds. If we keep moving, we could be in Royal Amarinthe itself around nightfall. Two days for a three-day journey. Impressive.” 
 
    “Is now when I admit the poor Human is sore and suffering terribly? Me being the paragon of masculine sweetness and all that?” the Prince inquired. 
 
    Rhyl giggled, “Nae, nae, what’s the matter with ye? Ye dinnae dare admit the slightest weakness for fear that the Elfmaiden might think the less of yer manliness, Highness. Just grit yer teeth and pretend ye can conquer the world all alone like this other lad I know.” 
 
    Keir stuck out his tongue at her. 
 
    “Watch out, it might freeze like that,” his cousin advised merrily. 
 
    Daringly patting the Elfmaiden atop her head, the Prince said loftily, “Who is this diminutive interloper talking of conquest upon my turf, I ask ye? Keir, remind me to sweep out the dungeons when we return, alright?” 
 
    “Aye, yer Highness. It would be a travesty to let the instruments of torture grow rusty from disuse.” 
 
    “Barbaric Humans,” Rhyl sniffed. “I want to go home.” 
 
    Keir said, “That’s exactly where we’re going. Right, Zyran. Bring the victim – my cousin, sorry – along.” 
 
    Rhyl aimed a kick at his backside. “Family! Cannae take them anywhere.” 
 
    Quick downhill hiking turned into another hissing-crunching traverse down a long slope that swept them past three groups of the King’s workers, all openly bemused to see the trio gliding with apparent ease across the snow. Zyran paused each time to give them a summary of recent news, which the soldiers and labourers, working side-by-side on clearing the roads, received with appreciation. They travelled from rolling valley to rolling valley, making better time than Keir had hoped for, before in the early afternoon, they faced another arduous climb into the thickly forested peaks that surrounded the seat of Amarinthian power. 
 
    The Elfmaiden said, “Dinnae ye ever get tired of mountains, Keir?” 
 
    “Nae. What’s to tire of, I ask ye?” 
 
    “Snow, snow and more bare snow. Give me a nice, dense, comforting little jungle bough any –” 
 
    “Beware!” he yelped, crouching in a protective stance and flicking open his blades as a Snow Ogre scrambled out of a hidden culvert about thirty feet ahead and peered myopically at them. Its lips were stained with bloody froth. 
 
    “Rabid,” Zyran observed, tensioning his half-size crossbow with practised hands. 
 
    “Alright. The mountains just became exciting in the wrong way,” his cousin observed, her manner immediately watchful, primed for action. She shook out her hands and rolled her shoulders quickly. 
 
    One Elf ready for action. 
 
    Keir took a second to slip off his backpack as the animal began to walk toward them. This Snow Ogre was huge, an old male. Bulky shoulders clothed in thick white fur rolled with muscle as it moved in the fashion of Ogres, front knuckles on the ground, huge arms curved and roped with muscle, the hindquarters overshadowed by the evident power of its arms, chest and torso. 
 
    Maybe the General should try wrestling one of these, rather? 
 
    “More behind us,” Rhyl put in softly. “I see two.” 
 
    “Strange of them to attack in broad daylight,” Keir whispered. “Ready? Zyran has two shots with his weapon.” He glanced over his shoulder. The other two Snow Ogres were twenty yards away, shifting through the thick brush at the roadside. Any one of the creatures outweighed him by three or four times, and their bite was often fatal due to the diseases they carried. 
 
    “We hit this one on three,” said the Prince. “Rhyl, loaded?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “One … two … three!” 
 
    He and his best friend had practised this manoeuvre in training, but never in real life. Keir mock-charged the huge Snowgre, making it rear up onto its hind legs to bellow in rage at the challenger. Coolly, Zyran took aim and shot at the exposed chest, but his bolt hit two inches too low – a bad injury, but not fatal. He discharged the second bolt from the double-loader directly into the windpipe. The creature collapsed. 
 
    Keir whirled. The twang of a bowstring was Rhyl’s shot, spearing deep into her target’s flank just behind the armpit. It fell, but its companion was on the charge now, bursting out of the bushes with incredible speed. Snowgres most often attacked in these small family units, but he did not understand why this one had not run away, having seen the other two killed. A white blur of ferocity met his instinctive leap; he slashed hard and deep with both blades, and then skidded away on the icy surface despite keeping his balance. Rhyl rebounded in an agile blur, tackling the Prince out of the beast’s path as he was still trying to reload. The Snowgre’s wickedly hooked talons swished by them both by a whisker. 
 
    Evidently, this diminutive healer had seen her share of combat training, a true Elf. 
 
    Had the Prince hesitated due to his desire to protect Rhyl? 
 
    Keir charged up to his friends. Both had loaded up and were swivelling toward the enemy, cool under pressure. He swerved as he ran to give the archers a clear shot, while shouting to draw the Snow Ogre’s attention. Two quarrels and a longbow shaft buzzed past his ear, all thudding home in the great barrel torso, but somehow the beast was still alive and tracking his movement, talons outstretched for a killing blow. Keir swayed with arched back beneath that massive paw. Lunge! He buried a blade in the neck before spinning away. Still it pursued him, slowing, and Rhyl reloaded and fired in a blur, three shafts at once in a narrow spread. 
 
    Thud. The Snowgre went down, groaning in mortal agony. 
 
    Approaching with caution, Keir finished it with a clean thrust to the heart. No need for undue suffering, no matter how much people hated these creatures. 
 
    “Need to pay better attention than that,” he admonished himself. 
 
    “Let’s drag them off the path,” Zyran said. 
 
    “Won’t they stink?” Rhyl asked. 
 
    “Nae, the corpses will freeze before they rot,” the Prince noted. “Then, the wolves and carrion birds will feast. Lots of meat on one of these. Good Winterfall’s feeding.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Keir grinned. “Now’t quite the steamy jungle out here, eh?” 
 
    Rhyl gave him a quirky look. “Nae, now’t by half. I’m still struggling to identify the major differences, ye know. Like why I’m wearing twenty Elves’ worth of clothing, and why I’m standing here freezing to death yakking to ye two pretty parakeets rather than finding someplace warm – it’s all a great mystery to an innocent child of the trees.” 
 
    “Ye are warm enough, cousin?” 
 
    She grimaced. “Nae. But we need to keep moving or I swear something will freeze and drop off me.” 
 
    “Yer ears do make nice icicles,” Zyran teased. 
 
    That earned him a baleful glare. “And ye call those pathetic little flaps of cartilage, ears? Ye dinnae mind … pointy one, d’ye? Now’t too strange for a son o’ the mountains?” 
 
    “The word I’d use is ‘cute,’ ” said the Prince. 
 
    Most manful of him, Keir thought. Tactful, even. Who was this Zyran his cousin had discovered? 
 
    Bending, she scooped up two handfuls of snow. “Best start running, yer Highness!” 
 
    After clearing the road, cleaning their weapons and retrieving the quarrels and arrows, Keir, Zyran and Rhyl continued their hike. When the terrain began to flatten out, they took to the skis again, but now had to parallel the road, which had recently been cleared of snow and ice. This climb was particularly deceptive. The top was always another rise away. When one eventually scaled the broad swell of land, the next ascent inevitably presented itself. The thick conifers lent the slopes a furry, organic appearance. For the first time since leaving Drakabis Valley, they saw tracks of smaller rodents and hares, rather than just the big game and predators. 
 
    At last they crested the pass proper, and stood looking down at the wide valley that sheltered Royal Amarinthe, the fortress city and capital of the Kingdom of Amarinthe. It was just visible in the far distance, eight miles from the pass. The grey stone castle stood atop a rocky knoll above the main town, which in centuries past had been encircled by a fifteen-foot outer enclosure. Buildings now almost surrounded that old but still firm battlement, the poorer houses, workshops, barracks and traders’ premises of a town now considerably outgrown its former design. 
 
    They called the poorer part of town the lower village, and that was where his house lay. Shame made a raw mess of the back of his throat. Rhyl would soon grasp that fact for herself. She would see how his family had fallen on hard times. 
 
    Due to some climatic oddity, the blasting winds must have spared this valley. Every tree, every twig, every boulder and stone was picked out in a perfect layer of azure, as if individually wrapped and framed for the pleasure of the viewer. Starkness became stunning. Bare branches were transformed into showpieces. Stones wore gorgeous, unblemished caps of snow. Even a few wispy taller grass blades at the roadside were individually coated, bowing beneath a weight of beauty. 
 
    Keir watched Rhyl’s eyes drinking deep of the valley he loved most of all. 
 
    She sighed. Alright, this is the moment you stop being totally creepy, cousin-gladly-found. I do love your valley. 
 
    I was just – 
 
    Watching. You do that a lot. What is your problem, Keir? 
 
    I … she said it so matter-of-factly, but he realised she was hiding the accusation in her question from the Prince. Keir focussed inward, and the answer came. At risk of sounding stupid, or far creepier than you ever imagined – you remind me of my mother, sometimes more than I can bear. Alright? 
 
    I understand – 
 
    No! No, you do not! Nobody understands what I’m going through! 
 
    Keir thrust forward blindly, shooting away from his friends before he hurt them more. Shocked at how that Elfmaiden had just peeled him open like a fruit, exposed his inmost pain, and – knowing the agony of seeing Rhyl alive and hale and laughing and sparkling and beautiful when his mother was fading before his eyes. How could he not compare? How could he? He hated himself for hating Rhyl’s youthful exuberance. She could not fail to see it all, now. He had exposed the ugly face of his anguish, which he had thought buried so deep. 
 
    Shame lashed his soul. He wept as he shot through the trees, dangerously fast in the gloaming, taking shortcuts when he ought not to, relying on his knowledge of the terrain to leap a gully blind, carving downhill toward his home town and the heartache mingled with joy that awaited him there. He did not want any thanks for what he had done. He just wanted to be with them. 
 
    And to hide from Rhyl. 
 
    He had no right to blame her. He blamed himself, for everything. 
 
    That was the worst of all. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 11: Fading 
 
      
 
    THEY FOUND HIM SITTING outside the back door as twilight faded into the full darkness of a high alpine night and the piper on the castle battlements played the traditional Salute the Highland Night on the bagpipes. How Prince Zyran knew, he had no need to ask. They were best friends, after all. 
 
    Keir stared at Rhyl’s boots, and said, Aye. I am that repulsive idiot, alright? 
 
    Only because you’re sitting here on a freezing back step, sulking like a half-frozen bearded corabis monkey, rather than being inside with the people you love. Keirthynal-my – 
 
    No. I don’t want your forgiveness. Just kick me already – 
 
    Very well. 
 
    Ouch! Keir clutched his knee. 
 
    Get inside. Now. And I will decide on the rest. 
 
    Before he realised what was happening, Zyran had hold of one arm, Rhyl the other. Warmth slapped him in the face. Always, the fierce tingling that reminded a person how deep the chill outside had been, how it crept up unnoticed. 
 
    The Prince whispered in his ear, “The words ye are looking for are, ‘Mom, Dad, I’m home. I’m a hero.’ ” 
 
    “Who’s there?” Kalar called from the bedroom. 
 
    Where was the clicking of his canes? Instead, a strange scraping sound emanated from his parents’ bedroom. What was that? He stumbled through the cool, almost unwelcoming living room, which also doubled as the kitchen and workroom, toward the short passage that connected to the house’s four small bedrooms. Oh. It was dark already. Why had no-one lit the oil lamp? The house was so dark inside, even his Elven gaze took a moment to adjust, so he began to move around the heavy wooden dining table by instinct. Warm, familiar candlelight spilled from the bedroom as someone pressed the door open. 
 
    His father wheeled out into the hallway. 
 
    In a wheelchair. 
 
    Realisation hit him like a charging Snowgre. The very last sight he could have expected. 
 
    “Keir? Keir, dinnae just lurk like a stunned yak, lad –” Kalar peered into the darkness. “Is that ye? Who’s – Zyran, quit yer hiding back there. I can smell royalty a mile off.” 
 
    “Aye, sir, we’re back,” Zyran said promptly. “I’ll get the lamp. How are ye, Kalar?” 
 
    “I cannae say I’m back on my pins yet, my Prince, but I’m improving every day. Thank ye for asking. I’ll soon be up again.” 
 
    When had his father started lying? Lowering his gaze, Keir heard himself say in a low, shaky voice, “Glad to see yer up and about, Dad. How’s Mom? The twins? Everything’s good?” 
 
    “Much the better for seeing ye home safe, son. How was the trip?” 
 
    How could he just walk through the shock of seeing his father like this? The cloying fear, larger and more terrible than any Crag Wyvern? Yet he did. Keir was beside him without knowing how he had come to be there, bending, holding him close. Letting himself be held, remembering the familiar, slightly oily armour smell of his skin that must come from so many anna of soldiering. 
 
    “We did it, Dad. We got through, and the supplies are coming over the Abyss. This will be nae Annum of Famine.” 
 
    “Santaclaws fly high, lad! Congratulations!” 
 
    Kalar’s head lifted, searching the light as it spread behind them. Ever the soldier, alert to a change in his surrounds. 
 
    Keir said lightly, “I brought someone home.” 
 
    “A wee lass? Ye brought …” The dark eyes widened. “Do I ken ye, lass? Aye, surely – dinnae ye breathe a word just yet. For are ye now’t the very spit of my bonny Shanryssill?” 
 
    Silence. Rhyl became tongue-tied, which was novel indeed. 
 
    Then, Kalar laughed softly and added in fluent Elven, What an unexpected joy! Are you not that mite I remember, o kinswoman – your name escapes me, I regret to admit, but I do remember your eyes. Extraordinary colouration, even then. For last I saw you was as a child, a babe in arms. 
 
    Dad, this is my second cousin Rhyllaryssill – 
 
    Please call me Rhyl. I’ve come to care for your wife, Uncle-long-treasured. 
 
    Be most warmly welcome at our hearth, and let our hearth be your home, o Rhyllaryssill-my-song, he said formally, but his tone was all warmth and cheer. 
 
    Rhyl bowed shyly. 
 
    A solid oak of a man, Kalar oftentimes had that effect on people. 
 
    Unable to delay any longer, Keir pressed past his father. There she was. His mother’s lips quirked upward, her ashen eyelashes dipping toward her cheeks, before they fluttered slightly like a butterfly considering taking wing. She whispered, Keirthynal-my … dear son … where were you this morn? I missed … why’s everything so bright? Where are you? Son-of-my-soul? Am I dreaming? 
 
    I’m here, o mother-of-my-soul. I am home now. Everything will be – 
 
    He could not speak that word. Could not lie. 
 
    Instead, he moved to her bedside, stooped, and kissed her cold cheek lingeringly, wishing and willing his own heat, his very life force, would by some miracle transfer into her and instil her bones with strength. Would that the magic of life could so be passed on, he would have done so willingly. Yet such power was no person’s to claim, not even the greatest of the Elven Mages. 
 
    He feared even to press his cheek to hers. He feared that as he wept, his tears would make her even colder, rather than warmer. That the moist warmth of his breath would further mist the frost slowly, inexorably obscuring the windowpanes of her soul. 
 
    … see … jungle blossoms, she whispered indistinctly. So glorious, this anna … and fragrances so wondrous … o Santazathiar … 
 
    His mother was far gone. Hallucinating, perhaps. He sat beside her as the sounds of clanking and bustling began around the kitchen. Water splashed. Voices conferred in undertone, and he wondered if Prince Zyran was telling his father about the trip. All the trip’s travails became insignificant in light of the greyness that pervaded his mother’s skin, and how like a near-translucent late autumnal leaf it stretched over her bones. What use, sustenance? What was the source of this awful malady, the eskirêna-l’næ, and why did it steal life without ever giving back? 
 
    Soon, magical Elven song sounded over the preparation of herbs once more, filling the house to the very rafters with its warmth and sweetness. Shanryssill stirred. Her hand found his. 
 
    Thus they sat until Rhyl brought through a mug of treble-strength winterberry tea. They helped his mother to sit up and drink. 
 
    After that, she fell into a perilously deep sleep. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Keir found his father speaking with Zyran and Rhyl, who were seated at the living room table. They had laid a sparing fire. A hot mug of tea awaited him, spilling a rich aroma of fennel, chamomile, and other herbs he could not identify. 
 
    “More medicine?” he wrinkled his nose at Rhyl, sliding onto the rough wooden bench to his father’s left hand. Kalar’s usual sturdy, straight-backed wooden chair had been moved aside and placed near the fireplace, he observed, in order to allow him space to wheel up to the table. 
 
    “Drink up and quit yer whining,” she said, with perhaps more of a snap in her tone than she intended, because her green eyes softened. “Keir –” 
 
    “I’m sorry … about earlier,” he confessed. “I had nae right.” 
 
    She blew into her mug, raising a small puff of steam about her face. It made her eyes look mysterious, deep, as luminous as a Dragoness’ magical gaze – Keir rubbed his own eyes, and had to blink several times to dispel the curiously vivid impression. What? He must be more tired than he thought. 
 
    Rhyl said, “I am sorry to intrude.” 
 
    “Och nae, ye are more than welcome to the mountains shadowing this hearth, niece,” Kalar said heartily, mistaking her meaning. “We can sleep ye in the back room –” 
 
    “Father, ye cannae be serious. Rhyl can have my room. I’ll take the back,” he decided at once. “It’s closer to ye and to mother, and warmer. I’ll hear nae argument from ye, cousin.” He apologised with his eyes, sensing she was still smarting from his earlier blast. “Ye are welcome, Rhyl, and our way is to treat ye as the family ye are. The twins will be dancing around the Moon for ye tomorrow. Expect many, many demands for playtime.” 
 
    “Thank ye both,” she said simply. 
 
    What pensive thoughts or memories lay behind that statement, he could not fathom. Girls. Awfully complicated creatures. Best not to pry, especially since he had taken his frustration out on her. What a champion he was. Truly gracious. 
 
    Zyran said, “I should get up to the castle and brief my father. He’ll want to hear the latest. May I, er –” He glanced at Rhyl and spluttered, “Um … ye ken?” 
 
    Keir loved how his friend’s erudition deserted him in the face of her half-smile. 
 
    “If yer royal duties allow, we’d sure appreciate an extra hand around here from time to time, my Prince,” Kalar said, apparently reading the situation with exactitude. “There’s a roof leak over in that corner as needs two pairs of hands to the fixing, firewood to gather, a cracked shutter round the back, windowpanes leaking, and many household tasks besides. I haven’t been able to do all as I’d have wanted, given the state of these misbehaving old pins of mine. I’ll soon be well. Soon enough, by my oath.” 
 
    Rhyl began, “I’d like to look at yer –” 
 
    “In the morn, lass,” his father ordered, waggling his finger at Rhyl in a way that made her eyes flash once more with unknowable emotions. “Let’s get ye settled and unthawed first.” 
 
    “Aye, blue just isn’t a jungle colour,” Zyran put in. “Snug sleep, all.” 
 
    His eyes lingered upon the Elfmaiden before the front door thumped shut behind him. 
 
    Behind Rhyl’s back, Kalar mouthed, ‘Och aye?’ He nodded. That was no mere mountains fever the two had. Could he … hope? For her sake, as well as for his best friend? 
 
    Perhaps this budding romance could provide him some necessary distraction. 
 
    He hustled about setting the house into some manner of order. He showed Rhyl the washroom, prepared his bedroom for her and moved a few things out. After that, he set down a mattress in the crowded spare room between his father’s armour and a collection of war axes stacked against the tall wooden storage chests, and peeked in on his little sisters. 
 
    Narini had crept into bed with Arami, as she often did. The two slept in identical postures, with their knees tucked up to their chests and one hand outflung above their heads. Sneak in, o sneaky half Elf, and sneakily does it! He tugged the covers up to their necks and snugged them down properly, before popping a feather kiss upon each forehead. Fair for Arami, dark for Narini – this vision of the innocent sleep of children tugged at something seated deep within his chest. The morn would not be a pinch as tranquil. How thankful he was that these two snow squirrels had not to worry about the prowling wolf or the ravening Crag Wyvern, that to them the idea of war was unimaginably far away and vague, and that worries over food and medicine were for those older than they. 
 
    Exactly as it should be. 
 
    Stepping over to their window, he drew aside the thick curtains for a moment to expose the gorgeous, frost-rimed patterns upon the glass. He loved frost, as delicately detailed as the outbreath of an artist’s soul. How was it that Nature strived toward complexity, life, abundance and growth, when all else in life tended toward decay and death? 
 
    Death was life’s final silence. 
 
    How could he make this Dragonmas special for his sisters, when his heart was so torn within? How did adults ever learn to cope with the inescapable, crushing fist of reality? 
 
    Perhaps only because they must. 
 
    He would do the same. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was not yet the hour of dawn when Keir was thwacked awake by two overexcited bodies introducing themselves, and their sharp little knees and elbows, to his midsection. “Keir! Keir! Keir! Keir’s back!” “I love ye, Keir!” “Did ye bring me something?” 
 
    Cartloads. Muzzily, he rubbed his eyes and growled, “Ooh, gerroff, or I shall munch ye like the wee walking snacks ye are!” 
 
    “I’m never scared,” Arami declared, kneeing him firmly in the ribs to prove her point. 
 
    “Oof, ye Aramonster!” 
 
    “I surely am very scared,” Narini disagreed, but she giggled happily as Keir snaffled them both beneath the blue tartan blankets and set about some vigorous but decidedly fake little sister thumping. 
 
    Then they demanded to know everything, so he told them all about the journey – skipping the boring and gory bits, of course. Arami had to get a good look at his purple pus-monster scar, she said, and they sighed in tandem over his description of cousin Rhyl and demanded to see what he had brought them from his trip. One must keep to the right priorities, of course. 
 
    “Ooh, a real Wyvern fang!” Arami crowed, bouncing up and down on his mattress. Keir had to rescue his father’s armour from crashing to the ground before the clangour woke the entire house. 
 
    “It’s fabwillish,” Narini said, pursing her lips. “What d’ye do with one of these, Keir?” 
 
    “Fab-u-lous,” Arami corrected carefully. 
 
    “What d’ye call something that’s less than fabulous?” Keir asked. 
 
    The twins gaped at him. 
 
    “Fab-u-less – get it?” he laughed. “Good joke, right?” 
 
    Arami brushed back her platinum hair with an impatient gesture. “Yer weird-sauce, brother.” 
 
    A shy smile touched Narini’s lips. “Thank ye for getting me something … fab-u-la-most?” 
 
    He chuckled on cue. “Brilliant.” 
 
    “Keir, yer the best brother, the very bestest in all Amarinthe!” 
 
    Narini threw herself at his neck. Recoiling to absorb the impact, Keir thumped his head on the protruding lock of a huge brass-bound chest behind him, but he did not care. He had done something good for his family. Maybe a full tummy was Christmas present enough, because Narini’s stomach gave an unruly growl just then, and Arami immediately started giggling and singing: 
 
    “Narini got the hungries! Narini got the hungries!” 
 
    “Shh,” he smiled. “Even Dragons need to keep it down to a dull roar of a morn.” 
 
    “We’ve been so hungry,” the darker twin stated seriously, darting a pang straight into his heart. Dragging carts up the pass, nearly losing a few toes, the fear, death and daring … all put neatly into perspective. “Our nice neighbours helped Daddy while ye were gone, Keir, and he said we cannae say … now’t about it, ye ken?” 
 
    “But ye always have to snitch, dinnae ye just?” Arami hissed angrily. 
 
    “I’m not a-snitching, I’m truth-telling, and there’s a wee dram of difference,” Narini retorted, but a sadness shaded her dark eyes – a deep, deep purple, far darker even than the amaranth colour for which their kingdom was named – adding anna to her expression. “Daddy dinnae cook so good and his washing made my clothes all itchy, it did.” 
 
    “But he gives the best hugs.” 
 
    “Och aye, Arami. And he tells the funniest stories, as ye ken. His legs went funny so he has the roly-poly chair now –” 
 
    “– wheelchair –” 
 
    “– and he cannae work –” 
 
    “– and he’s so sad about mummy. So very, crying sad, Keir. Are ye sad, too?” 
 
    “I –” his voice cracked. “That I am. Come here, girls.” 
 
    He clasped them both tight to his chest, thinking, how foolish of him to think that children would not notice or somehow be immune to all the sorrow. Of course they knew; they knew more than he imagined. This time, he flat-out lied. He told them it would be alright, even though he didn’t believe a word of what he said. The untruth shredded his heart. How could any of this ever be alright? How in Santazathiar’s name could he hope to prepare them for the despair that already crushed his own soul, for come that day of life’s Darkfall, what strength would he have left to give them? 
 
    Then, he heard Rhyl’s soft tread in the hallway. “Keir? Ye awake?” 
 
    The twins twitched in his arms, managing to switch from rampaging monsters to being painfully shy in one dramatic millisecond. Narini burrowed beneath the blankets, creating a quivering and obvious lump. Arami tried to hide behind his left shoulder. 
 
    “Come in and save me from these ferocious beasts, please,” he called. “I’m being eaten alive here, I surely am.” 
 
    The latch creaked and turned. A sleepy-looking Rhyl peeked around the heavy oak door. “Is this where the party is this morn?” 
 
    “Stay back, I’m warning ye. These beasts bite.” 
 
    “Do now’t,” a muffled voice protested from beneath the covers. 
 
    Arami said, “Ooh, yer pretty – isn’t she pretty, Keir?” 
 
    “Uh … aye.” Minus any creepiness, please! 
 
    “Very pretty?” 
 
    Rhyl’s left eyebrow peaked. “Girls, I’m yer cousin Rhyl,” she said, rescuing him from an acute case of embarrassment. “So, which monster is which, Keir? Which one bites more?” 
 
    “Arami,” said Narini. 
 
    “I dinnae bite neither! Daddy says biting is naughty. But that nasty boy tried to pinch my school lunch yesterday, so I did bite his finger. Is that alright, Keir?” 
 
    “Aye, and the next time he tries ow’t with ye, ye can just thump him a good one up the –” 
 
    “Keir!” Rhyl gasped. “Clearly, ye aren’t ready to be a parent yet.” 
 
    “By Santaclaws’ own claws, isn’t that a relief?” he retorted, ever so dryly. “Dark hair, Narini. Light hair, Arami. They’re as alike as highland whippoorwills otherwise, and needless to say, the very best sisters in Tyranbran, let alone the whole world. Come on. Who’s hungry for breakfast?” 
 
    “Now’t but moths in yer cupboards.” 
 
    Way to keep up the spirits there, cousin! 
 
    Letting his eyes do the scowling for him, Keir said, “Alright, no reason to be downcast. First, we’ll fetch eggs from the barn, then –” 
 
    “The chickens dinnae make it to the stewpot,” she informed him. Missed the news bulletin, cousin? “Snowgre broke in last week.” 
 
    “Here in town?” 
 
    “This is the edge of town,” she said, “and yer Dad said the hard Winterfall’s driving them to starvation. Nae chickens means nae eggs neither. Oh, obviously! I’m tired.” 
 
    The cheap, poor, grubby end of town. Keir winced. 
 
    Narini gave a muffled sob, and Rhyl laid a hand on the lump. “Come on, ye wee scraps of mischief, we’ll figure something out to fill hungry tummies. The family sent gold bullion for ye all, which I have in the bottom of my backpack. We can buy a few things. Find a way.” 
 
    “Nae wonder ye waddled on those skis like a pregnant yak,” he said blithely, and bit his lip in horror. “Wow. Can I still blame the infected Wyvern cut?” 
 
    “Nae,” she said succinctly. 
 
    “What about begging yer forgiveness, abject grovelling, and otherwise making a complete fool of myself?” 
 
    “Yer heading onto the right track. So, girls, does a cousin who crossed the treacherous, snowy mountains for ye get any hugs around here, or is yer big brother the only lucky one?” 
 
    Arami threw herself in willingly, but Narini needed coaxing, as always. 
 
    Rhyl hugged them close. “Ooh, this is good. So good!” 
 
    “The bestest,” Narini agreed, but she was far from sounding sure about this new person as yet. 
 
    “Can we see yer scar?” Arami asked. 
 
    He rolled up his trouser leg to display the glorious remnant of that battle. Still an impressive purple colour, he noted absently, but his thoughts dwelled on other matters, such as hungry little sisters. 
 
    His parents had not been coping while he was away. Keir knew it within a minute of peering inside the kitchen cupboards and storage chests. Even the last small sack of nuts had been spoiled by rats. No problem. Today, he must make a list of urgent tasks, starting with checking the state of the barn. No, food for the family, then the barn … aye, he should inspect the problems around the house and get some firewood in. Maybe a few of the neighbours would trade favours. He could go up to the forest later in the week and bring back some deadfall. The neat stacks behind the barn from tree felling were still far too green to burn – that lot needed another season or two at least to dry properly. 
 
    Now, who might be willing to sell them a few laying hens? 
 
    Zyran came down from the castle that afternoon, bringing a hefty sack of grain, a roofer and two carpenters. The men swarmed about the place, checking and then repairing the roof, removing the shutter for repair, and even tightening a couple of loose wheel spokes on Kalar’s chair. Shanryssill sat up cautiously in bed, declaring that the first, extra-potent dose of winterberry tea had revived her. Was she in pain, he wondered? She welcomed Rhyl warmly. The two spent several hours catching up on family news before, inevitably, his mother sank deeper into the cushions and drifted off to sleep. Whenever she was awake and he was nearby, she called Keir over again and again for kisses and hugs. 
 
    He tried not to dwell upon why that might be. 
 
    Within a few days, the foodstuffs started rolling into town and Keir found himself the recipient of backslaps or cheerful greetings from people he barely knew, and children running up to him to hug him wherever he went. He heard ‘Wyvernslayer’ and ‘Kestrelfoot’ more times than he cared to remember. Five hens were procured and installed in the newly repaired, reinforced barn. Several times a day, gifts arrived mysteriously at the front door – today, three eggs and a small block of butter, yesterday a cupful of sugar; there had been a pound of nuts, a tidy bundle of firewood, and two matched wood-carved Dragons for the twins to play with. So it went. Nobody would take payment. The variety of excuses they offered, should a benefactor be caught, became downright hilarious. 
 
    Keir learned how to show appreciation for every gesture of help or aid, no matter how big or small, and not to reveal the despair that touched his heart with ice every time. How was he ever supposed to repay this outpouring of love in the slightest measure? 
 
    His father said, “This is what it means to be neighbours, son. Ye pay it forward. One day, ye might find the chance and then ye will seize it with both hands. I ken ye will.” 
 
    How? When? 
 
    Two weeks after his return home, Keir discovered that his father had not been able to bathe since his accident. “Dad, that’s totally disgusting,” he protested, purposely jovial. 
 
    “Aye? I have wielded cloth and soap in strategic places, if ye must ask,” he replied. “Nae particularly manky bits to speak of.” 
 
    “There’s an epic relief.” 
 
    “But I cannae say I wouldn’t commit desperate crimes for a long soak in a hot bathtub.” 
 
    “Rhyl’s treatment hasn’t been helping ye ow’t?” 
 
    “The pain’s much improved, but she thinks I tore the ligaments that day I fell, son. I’m nae the feisty sprig I once was. These take time to heal and I’m clearly a tardy, curmudgeonly sort of soldier to boot, aye … she’s a sliver of pure marvellous, ye ken?” 
 
    “I ken, right and proper.” 
 
    Kalar gave him a look only a father could give his son. “And?” 
 
    He pasted on an innocent expression. 
 
    “Keir.” 
 
    “Alright, I’m jealous. Is that what ye wanted to hear? She’s gifted.” 
 
    Exactly how jealous and why, he did not even want to admit to himself, let alone his father. Because I’m such a mess I’d deny my best friend and my own cousin happiness … I should not wish them ill, but I did. What kind of a wretch am I? Had grief torn to rags the person he thought he was? 
 
    “What if I told ye I was jealous of the fact that ye undertook to feed most of our Kingdom this Winterfall, and here I am sat on my big fat duff, helpless to aid ye?” 
 
    He squirmed. “Father, that’s a mite close to the bone.” 
 
    “Want to call me on speaking the truth?” 
 
    “Thank ye, but we dinnae need to go there. Nor do I blame her for Mom’s condition, if ye are thinking that,” he added, in an almost inaudible murmur. “She crossed the mountains for us. None of us can halt the storm that is coming. Let’s focus on the now. I need to keep my hands busy. How’s about we make ye steps and handrails in the bathroom so as ye can get up and down to bathe?” 
 
    “Aye, sounds good. But dinnae kill yerself for me, son.” 
 
    Keir met his father’s gaze then, as long and as levelly as he could. “Dad, in this war, I’m the man guarding yer back.” 
 
    “Och aye, lad, I ken …” 
 
    His voice thickened until it stopped up completely. Kalar hung his huge head. 
 
    “So hear this well. What’s in here –” he smacked his palm upon the region of his heart “– this is now’t any sign of duty. It’s called love.” 
 
    For the first time since he could remember, his father broke down and wept. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 12: Filthy Rat! 
 
    27th of Novembrus Month 
 
    Deep Winterfall 
 
      
 
    A PIERCING SCREAM TORE Keir out of his mother’s bedroom at a dead sprint, hands clutching for the Elven leaf-blades that were not belted by his side, as before. His head swivelled frantically, searching for any sign of danger. “What? What is it? Where?” 
 
    “Rat!” Rhyl’s finger trembled as she pointed at their storage chest. She was standing on top of their dining table, to his considerable surprise. 
 
    “A rat? Is that all?” 
 
    “It’s huge!” 
 
    “Ye face down a charging Snow Ogre, but fear some filthy rat?” 
 
    “Aye …” 
 
    “Alright. Fine, I’ll deal with it. Back, ye wee bairns and scurvy bandits. Back! Big bad brother Keir is about to put this filthy rodent out of its miserable existence. Give me that knife.” 
 
    “The kitchen chopping knife? Are ye quite mad?” Those green eyes spat sparks. “Disease, plague, filth, fleas, need I say more?” 
 
    “Right. Stay where ye are. Dinnae ye move a muscle.” 
 
    Thanks to Rhyl’s green jungle fingers and singing magic, his mother’s collection of herb pots in the greenhouse out back had come alive again. They had spilled into the kitchen – some near the hearth, some on counters and windowpanes, some occupying the corners – bringing a rich bouquet of loam and fresh, musky herbal scents into the room. Keir had procured many of the seeds for her, fairly much scouring the length and breadth of the Kingdom of Amarinthe for what she needed. The Elfmaiden had begun to dispense to friends and neighbours according to their need. There. She was paying back every day. 
 
    He spent what was left of the bullion on the simplest staples for the family – grain, vegetables, salted dried meats, oil and a hunk of cheese to liven up the meals. His cousin was a marvel with herbs and spices, teaching him a number of new Elven dishes and tricks to liven up the dullest fare, and everyone pretended not to notice the extras the fourth Prince of the realm regularly tried to smuggle into their home undetected. Predictable as Mauve’s daily rising, right? More often than not of an evening, Zyran could be found doing some chore or another near the fireplace, perhaps fletching arrows or cleaning armour in preparation for the return to the war in the spring, carving a goblet, or repairing a leather harness or cuirass. Keir teased him about being the family’s personal seamstress. His best friend suggested that a man whose mouth was busier than his hands was no man at all. Keir accidentally kicked his friend’s ankle in passing. Shortly, a woodchip pinged off the side of his head. 
 
    “Snowbound children,” Rhyl admonished them. “Go for a run outside. Get that energy out of yer systems.” 
 
    They would, but the weather was awful, clearing only for a few hours at a time before the next winter storm roared in. The snow was five feet deep and piling up. The locals griped that they had never seen a winter this harsh, and Keir agreed. 
 
    That was why this rat was about to collect the brunt of his wrath. 
 
    Cracking open the chest which had banged shut as Rhyl abandoned the floor for the safety of the kitchen table – Keir could not wait to tot up the hours of teasing this incident promised – he waved the blade in anticipation of the flashing kill. 
 
    Unfortunately, the rat was dead. 
 
    Fat as a badly stuffed cushion, and as stiff as a petrified tree. 
 
    Its stomach bulged with tell-tale, hard little nubbins. At once, his eyes flicked to the precious sack of winterberries. Plundered. Despoiled! 
 
    Roaring a curse fit to make a soldier blush, Keir kicked the chest in frustration. “Ye mangy piece of filth! Ye pox-sucking, vicious blight on an Ogre’s backs –” 
 
    “KEIR! Little ears!” his father thundered from the bedroom. 
 
    “Sorry, Dad. But – but I …” 
 
    He gestured furiously toward the chest even though his father was in the next room, feeling as if words were runaway snow hares fleeing his grasp. The large grey rat had clearly gorged itself on most of their invaluable winterberry stock and then promptly keeled over and perished. 
 
    He whispered, “It stole nearly everything. There’s just a handful left, Rhyl – and it killed that hairy fiend. Winterberries are … rat poison? What under good Mauve are ye feeding my mother?” 
 
    “Keir, winterberry has been used to treat the eskirêna-l’næ since the dawn of Elven history,” she protested, but her green eyes were moist with distress. “It’s proven to prolong Elven life – that’s what I was taught.” 
 
    Was winterberry poison or remedy? 
 
    Numbly, he stared at the ruin. Then he picked up the rat by the tail and stalked out of the back door, slamming it shut behind him. Stupid animal! Stupid, pestilent, scuttling four-pawed bandit! He screamed at the wind. He screamed until his throat was raw and he started coughing. Still, he retained the presence of mind, to dispose of it where no hound would uncover the carcass and also likely be poisoned. The deep chill outside cleared his head, helped him focus, although without his jacket the fresh breeze cut like one of his leaf-blades. Then, setting his jaw, he went back inside and began to pick through the remnants of the rat’s feast, salvaging what was left of the winterberries. 
 
    Rhyl held out a bowl. “I’ll clean them.” 
 
    He grated, “Count what we have left, cousin. By days. I need to ken when to get back out there.” 
 
    Ten unbearable minutes passed before the Elfmaiden whispered, “Two weeks and two days, Keir. We cannae cut the dose. Now’t in the noo.” 
 
    Despite agreeing that her attempt at a proper mountain dialect deserved a smile – ‘in the noo,’ indeed – the bleakness in his soul ironed the expression off his lips. Shanryssill slept most of the day now. She could barely speak. Kalar did not leave her side for a second, begrudging even the need to relieve himself – and who could blame him? His mother grew colder by the day, as if Winterfall itself imbued her bones with its lethal breath. Every day, she slipped further away. Nothing in the world, nor in all the powers of Elven magic, could succour her. Attacking a Crag Wyvern was child’s play compared to this waiting. 
 
    Five times each day, Rhyl prepared the tea. She sang over Shanryssill and bathed her, massaged her limbs, and cared for her like a baby. Keir cooked for the family and helped to take care of his sisters as they could not go to school because of the foul weather. They played games and told stories. They got on each other’s nerves, fought and made up twenty times a day. 
 
    What answers did he have for their innocent, infinitely wise questions? 
 
    “Why dinnae my mommy get better?” 
 
    “Where will she go?” 
 
    “Why dinnae mommy talk to me anymore? Did she forget how?” 
 
    “Why dinnae Santaclaws help my mommy?” 
 
    Two weeks, then three, passed by in an agony of waiting. Keir prowled the house like a caged leopard, ready to leap outdoors at the slightest hint of a break in the weather. The blizzard raging outside gave them no relief – snow, more snow, or more of a gale hurling the snow at different angles? His father grew so haggard and drawn, he began to fear for his wellbeing too, for the usually hearty man could no longer touch his food. He had no appetite. It was as if the fading were within him too, now, as if the oaths taken between man and wife, between Human and Elf, bound mortality itself. 
 
    A symmetry of beauty, if he cared to think about it. 
 
    Keir had long since mapped out the areas which had been searched by the King’s Rangers and soldiers while the winter was yet not too deep. The best region to search was clear – Drakabis Abyss, and its surrounds. Everyone who knew anything about winterberry, knew that was the best place within a hundred miles. It was also likely the only reachable place. 
 
    Dully, without any heart whatsoever, he prepared his fake Dragon eggs as best he could, and laid them beneath the tree. Presents for his sisters from him and from his parents, since they could not wrap anything themselves. He picked out a pretty jade bead bracelet for Rhyl, and a fine new weapons belt for Zyran, after consulting with the King’s Armourer. Apparently royals were not allowed well-worn gear as it might demoralise the troops. Appearances were important. 
 
    Right. He would far rather Zyran did not stand out on the battlefield! Why not paint a bright target on his breastplate? 
 
    Very early in the morn on the nineteenth day of Decembrus, Keir awoke to a most peculiar awareness that something had changed. He lay on his small mattress, jammed between the family storage chests and the bulky armour his father would never don again, and wondered what was wrong. 
 
    No wind. 
 
    No whistling, howling, blustering gale! 
 
    Keir leaped to his feet with a stifled crow of relief. A break in the weather! This was the opportunity he had been fretting for, his bag packed all this time, his skis, poles and Ogre hide boots standing in a forlorn huddle beside the front door. He must have waxed those curved planks a dozen times a day. Everyone was sick of him skulking near the doors and windows, scrutinising the weather. But he had done a decent job on the Dragon eggs beneath the tree which Rhyl had decorated. An obsessively decent job, hallmark of a troubled mind. Aye. 
 
    He dressed breathlessly in the dark, his travel clothes lying ready on the chests around his bed. Then, he ghosted through to the kitchen with his utmost Elven sneakiness. A hunk of bread, a – 
 
    Ready to travel, Keir-my-heart? 
 
    A fright worth at least an anna of his life, if not two. 
 
    Rhyl uncovered a crack of sallow lantern light. I was just checking on your mother when I heard you rise. You’re awfully loud for an Elf who is trying to be quiet, you know. 
 
    Oh, thanks, he said sarcastically, bending to kiss her cheeks. 
 
    Nice bed hair, she said, ruffling his platinum spikes playfully. Does it ever behave? 
 
    Rarely. 
 
    Suits your personality to the ground, then. 
 
    He gave her an Ogre’s best stare. It’s far too early for you to be so impertinent. Now – 
 
    Pass on your love? Tell them where you’ve gone? 
 
    All of that – and Rhyllaryssill? Thank you … for everything. I have no words. 
 
    She dimpled, but gave him a firm slap on the shoulder. Fly your fastest, Keir. I’ve a good feeling the weather should hold, at least enough to get you there and back, and that you’ll be successful. See you in a few days. 
 
    Aye. See you around an icicle. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Not that many icicles remained. Many of the houses looked as if they had been snow-blasted from the North, the azure-white powder sticking heavily despite the constant winds whipping through the valley. The clouds had broken enough to reveal the white Moon and its two satellites, Linz and Talaroon, a rusty red and a citrine yellow respectively. The brilliant, near-full moonlight lent him a well-defined shadow as Keir slipped out of the protected front porch and clambered awkwardly atop the first drifts. 
 
    Lightly loaded as he was this time, Keir was able to get himself underway with ease, but a very long incline lay ahead before he could truly be released to fly. No companions to back him up this time. If he encountered any Snowgres, he planned to exercise plain common sense and flee faster than they could run. 
 
    Toward dawn, he found himself scooting along at a good pace. The air was utterly still, the stars clearly visible for the first time in weeks. The snowfall had been so thick and perfect, he skated lightly across an endless, undulating bedspread of frosted azure. He would tuck in low and tight to maximise his downhill speed, before unfolding himself for the cross-country and uphill slog sections. Pause for a swig from his water gourd. Despite the deep cold, dehydration was still a possibility as one sweated beneath the warm snow gear. 
 
    Keir zipped across a set of wolf tracks and allowed himself a small, grim chuckle as he swooped down the first real descent of the journey, a big dip into the first hamlet. All that hard work on the road had long since been wiped out. The villagers would have been startled to see a young, slim man whizzing by on skis, but only a greying old wolfhound spotted him in passing, and appeared to think that the hurrying apparition hardly warranted his attention, let alone an actual warning bark. 
 
    His day proceeded in spurts – slow uphill, fast downhill. He rested briefly in the early afternoon, ever wary of the changeable weather, and pressed on until he very nearly glued his nose to a pine tree in the semidarkness, and decided that wisdom decreed food and sleep, in that order. He could not afford any injuries out here. On that note, check and massage the fingers, toes, ears and nose. Frostbite was ever his enemy, especially since, as his father always said, the Elf in him carried neither spare meat nor fat. 
 
    If Zyran was a juicy steak, he was a tough hank of sinew. 
 
    The following morning, he stopped at Haraziki Hamlet, a quirky place where the houses were built round rather than square, with tall conical roofs that had a protected outlet at the top for smoke. The local weavers were famous for producing a high-quality, complex patterned tartan weave for blankets that were sold across the Northlands. Here, he was surprised by a jaunty greeting from a weaver who simply had to invite him in for breakfast, or more accurately, to have the hero of Winterfall meet his five highly talented and indubitably marriageable daughters, who were barely able to scrape together five words between them. Plenty of charming smiles, however, and coy giggles when he nervously ran his fingers through his shock of hair. White hair on a young man looked very strange to Humans, he had many times over the anna deduced from people’s reactions. 
 
    Keir was fed to within an inch of his life, was made to tell the story of his encounter with the Crag Wyvern three times, and had to promise to stop by on his return journey. 
 
    He did not think he would need to eat again until then. 
 
    To think he had accused Rhyl of waddling! 
 
    Grateful to escape further embarrassment and be on his way, he decided to take a detour around the eastern flank of Mount Zarobi in the hope that travelling off the main route might net him a few winterberries. Having overeaten due to an inability to refuse third helpings of eggs and a delicious, salty cut of veal, he spent most of the morning alternately nursing a stitch in his left side and trying not to be violently sick. That would be a waste of good food, right? 
 
    Next time, be a man and refuse politely, Keir! 
 
    Toward noon, he spied a small patch of winterberry in a secluded gully. This was the first of three sparse patches he found within the space of that hour, netting two heaped handfuls of berries. Each was a quarter-inch round, like a silvery-white polished marble gleaming in his hand. This was more like it! Since fifteen berries a day was the approved ration, steeped three at a time for exactly four minutes in one standard cup of boiling water, even this amount would not keep his mother for long. He poured them carefully into the metal carrying tube Rhyl had given him. The cold metal helped preserve the berries better, she had informed him – ever the know-it-all, he had thought at first. Now he was grateful for her deep knowledge of herbs and healing lore. 
 
    Scooting along a fine downhill run on the lower slopes of Mount Zarobi, Keir suddenly discovered a danger he had not anticipated. Without warning, the ground dropped away in front of him and before he knew it he was airborne, flying off a fifty-foot cliff and right over a family of Snow Ogres who were more than startled to see a howling half Elf zip through the sky, flapping his arms like a lame wood pigeon. He landed on a sharp downslope, smacked his tailbone on a hidden log, and rebounded with a further howl as he careened haplessly down a sixty-degree descent peppered with blue-bark pine trees. 
 
    It did not end well. 
 
    No broken bones, thankfully, but his crash landing was an epic, hundred-yard snowball. Fortune favoured the reckless. 
 
    Keir gingerly picked himself up, made an inspection of two arms, two legs and one rather foolish head, and decided he might be well-advised to proceed more cautiously across unfamiliar terrain. He could so easily have broken the skis. His tailbone ached as much as his pride. 
 
    Caution proved his watchword as he was forced to detour around two further crevasses en route to the valley wherein Drakabis Abyss lay, but he had now rejoined the major route. Two sections of the road had been buried in recent rockfall, he discovered to his startlement. Had this area suffered an earth tremor? It was early evening by the time he sighted the Abyss, where two familiar sights greeted him: the dark gash of the great rift, and the all-too-customary sight of a storm boiling in over Tranbyss Pass behind. Deep amethyst clouds with sagging black bellies. Frequent flashes of lightning. A chill, rising breeze. All so annoyingly familiar, it was almost like seeing the school bully stride out onto the playground searching for a spiky-haired half Elf to pick on – only, this bully stood several miles tall and had all the awesome power of angry Nature crackling at his fingertips. 
 
    After debating whether he should stay where he was or seek better shelter, Keir decided upon the latter. It had been close enough for Rhyl at the Mother Tree last time. He might have liked to climb up there and … say hello, to a tree … hmm. 
 
    Elves were weird. 
 
    Therefore, he was only half-weird. The other half of him was downright peculiar, because that was the bit propelling him down into the treeline and along the valley, right into the teeth of the incoming storm. Oftentimes, he understood himself least of all. 
 
    The silence out here was tomblike: at once majestic and eerie. Usually he loved solitude, he reflected, but this day his tangled thoughts and feelings became a dark, roiling mass that threatened to overrun the bounds of sanity. How could he consider these things without breaking? Questions about dying and fairness and eternity. Fears of the future. Regrets. There was almost too much vastness out here, a vastness that the brain longed to fill with all the noise of Keir the person. Petty concerns and aching and self-pity kept washing over him, when he longed to be noble, to serve loyally like his father … to be his father. Such a huge pair of boots, both literally and figuratively, to fill, that he despaired of ever being half that man. Aye, of course he was familiar with the intellectual arguments that although it was natural to feel this way, it was also wrong and he should be seeking to forge his own path in Amarinthe. What was that path? Who was he? 
 
    Should a man not boldly venture forth to find those answers? Not be leaking doubt and confusion and pain, with unanswerable questions hammering incessantly at his core. Who is this person called Keir? What does he want? He cannae save even one of his parents. What is he good for?  
 
    By the time Keir neared the Abyss and was scouting for a likely spot to pitch his small, one-man tent, darkness had fallen with an almost audible crash. The billowing storm clouds swallowed up Mauve with the gusto of a marauding shadow wolf, and suddenly the tall pines became looming cloud-scrapers, and the snow lost its lustre. He was just stringing the guy ropes for his tent between four closely-set pines when he noticed something peculiar. The black hawser which had been tightly stretched across the divide two months before, now dangled like a poorly set washing line. The far side was buried in snow – which meant that the Abyss was definitely on the move, like a monstrous buried jaw slowly grinding shut. He was not sure he found that image terribly comforting, and decided that his current position eighty feet shy of the gap, amongst a stand of solidly rooted pine trees, was comfortable and altogether prudent. Indeed, he was Keir the Sagacious, paragon of people who would rather not be swept away in an avalanche. After checking his knots three times and plucking the lines to check the tension, he popped his backpack inside the tan weatherproof canvas, stowed his skis and poles neatly alongside, and thought he might take a stroll before the storm broke. 
 
    Winterberries. 
 
    The hawser was definitely having a bad day. He estimated that the gap must have closed at least ten feet since his last visit, which in the language of mountain movement, was a tortured scream. 
 
    Turning his back upon the great aritati tree, he walked down to the western cliff face to see if he could spy any likely cracks or crannies that might be hiding small sprays of silvery white berries. Yet he sensed the tree watching his back the whole way. Like it or not, some weirdness of arboreal spirituality that spoke profoundly to the Elf within him, kept prickling at his awareness as he scanned the terrain. He ignored the impression with rising irritation. There must be winterberry here. His mother needed at least four or five times more than he had harvested already. He must fill the tube … focus, Keir. Concentrate on now’t but the mission! 
 
    The first splash of sleet slapped against an exposed scrap of skin on his neck. Brr! 
 
    Keir whirled about, and froze. The Mother Tree … was she calling him to climb up there? No. Surely not. His eyes danced between the overhanging thunderheads, the lightning, and the glorious leaves crowning that tree. What had Rhyl called it? The Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar, aye. It could not possibly be summoning him to undertake a suicide climb into the teeth of a sweeping Winterfall tempest. Ridiculous notion. 
 
    Yet he found he had taken ten stumbling steps through the snow before he could regain command of his legs. 
 
    He had not just dealt with a filthy rat, he now smelled a rat. 
 
    Putting his head down and tightening his jaw, Keir scuffed back through the heavy drifts toward his camp. Trees did not talk to Elves. They did not call them with a persistent itching somewhere deep between the pointy ears. His mother’s needs had to come first. Besides, he was neither magical nor talented like his gifted cousin Rhyl. He was just a stupidly stubborn half Elf who had somehow turned insanity into a handy plan. 
 
    Once the storm blew over, he would climb up there and give his crazed imagination free reign. He could do worse, right? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 13: Reach for the Sky 
 
      
 
    GRAABOOOM!! 
 
    Keir flinched and stumbled over a boulder hidden in the knee-deep snow as the incoming storm voiced its displeasure with quite the most ear-splitting thunderclap he had ever heard. Skittish, silly lad! Whatever was the matter with him? Maybe he needed the Prince to come hold his hand and tell him to – 
 
    “Calm the heck down!” he yelled. 
 
    Unfortunately, his shout was drowned out by an almighty peal of thunder. Alright. He was not about to start out-shouting a thunderstorm. He sloughed through the heavy, wet snow, keeping along the treeline rather than approaching the yawning black gap to his left hand too closely. As usual, his ears were so numb, they hurt. A sharp, acrid smell carried on the gusts made his nostrils tingle – to his surprise, the wind was growing warmer rather than cooler. A hint of Summertide in the dead of Winterfall. 
 
    Keir rubbed his eyes as if that would somehow help dispel the curious, nay, impossible sensation. He glanced about, seeking familiar, banal things to ease his nerves. Dark snowy cliffs, familiar pines with their boughs shedding heavy loads of snow as the balmy breeze brushed the waxy leaves into motion, and that lovely pine scent he had always relished. 
 
    KEEERRRACKK!! 
 
    In the silence, each almighty peal of thunder was a stunning detonation. 
 
    Forked lightning struck many of the peaks surrounding the valley at the same time, momentarily imprinting streaks of amethyst-white and dark craggy outlines upon his retinae. That wind was definitely balmy now, and a touch acrid, smelling more metallic than wood smoke. Or like someone had thrown open a furnace door somewhere, which again – it was the glacial, freezing-his-toes-off dead of Winterfall. Dragonmas next week. Mountain fires? Oh, maybe lightning had struck an old pine tree somewhere … only, this was a great deal of smoke, enough to sting his eyes and bend him over, coughing hoarsely. 
 
    He was definitely having a weird moment. Insanity beckoned. 
 
    Instinct lifted his gaze to the Sacred Tree, to the place from which the Elfmaiden had returned swollen-eyed and weepy. At that exact instant, the sooty amethyst clouds towering above opened their maw – literally, a maw complete with fangs outlined in pure, brilliant lightning – and blasted an unending stream of white directly down onto the swaying boughs of the Mother Tree. A titanic bolt. Thicker than a Yak’s torso. It sparked pugnaciously along every branch, every leaf, every root of the tree in an unimaginable electrical storm. Horror detonated within his breast. 
 
    He screamed! Falling to his knees, he vomited in a visceral, tearing reaction, jolting and juddering as if it were he who had been struck, rather than the beautiful tree. As he rolled over in the snow, gagging and coughing to clear his throat, his eyes bulged at the sight of the lightning’s spangling return from the aritati’s branches back up into the clouds, blue-green and pulsating with life, taking over the ferocious white to lend it a rich, organic aspect. It was as if a lightning tree stood emblazoned upon the storm. Dozens of branches. Mighty, spreading, unending leaves of lightning reached miles up into the unnatural storm. For an endless, breathless hiatus, the phenomenon blazed up into a mighty cavern roofed and walled with menacing thunderheads, stark, dazzling, unbelievable. 
 
    Then, in the blink of an eye, all that power and brilliance coalesced into a shining, dazzling white ball, and hurtled like a shooting star down into the trunk of the Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar. 
 
    Wood exploded! 
 
    A shriek ripped from Her, a visceral wail of pain he remembered his mother making in the final throes of labour with the twins. A brutal shockwave shooting beneath his feet almost caused his knees to buckle; a tremor that shook Drakabis Abyss to its very roots. His scalp prickled with the immense ambient electrical charge. 
 
    A blinding white ball shot forth from her trunk as if birthed at the speed of a crossbow quarrel, flying – directly at him! 
 
    It was too much. Courage he had, but perhaps not when he was being attacked by a lightning-spitting magical tree which was having its own battle with an eerie, supernatural storm. Even as he flinched and began to dodge, a luminous, hissing globe of lightning pitched into the snow perhaps thirty feet from his kneeling position, between him and the Abyss. Gold and white-diamond sparks shimmered across its surface. His eyes were doing a good job of trying to pop out of their sockets. Whatever the object was, it was hotter than a bonfire and more beautiful and desirable than anything he had ever known. Did that sense not come from the tree, speaking to his deepest instincts? He must obey. Go to it. Somehow, in a language of the imperative he did not understand, he grasped with marrow-deep certainty that this orb created of the storm must be valuable. 
 
    To lose it was not an option. 
 
    Three steps on, the entire snowbound slope lurched beneath his feet. He faltered. 
 
    Should he pursue the orb thing, which had now melted so much into the snow that it was buried out of sight, or flee for his life? 
 
    Eerie clouds seethed overhead, shot through with jagged bolts of lightning that took on the rich amethyst hues of their surrounds. Every hair on his body tingled at the charge building up all around him. No. No, no … if the thunder resounded again, or one more bolt of lightning … the whole slope would go! 
 
    He made his decision, but his legs rebelled. 
 
    From the heavens arose such a belling of thunder, it was as if all the Dragons of yore had opened their throats at once to vent their ire upon the half Elf who tarried down there in the snow, who vacillated, who dared defiance – the mote who defied the monster! 
 
    He began to yell, “But I was just going …” 
 
    There. To … it! 
 
    No use. The furious thunder just kept rolling on and on and on, perhaps lasting for a minute or more without ceasing, shaking the entire valley like a bowl of berry jelly, let alone him. Hands pressed to his ears in a vain attempt to keep the fulminous castigation from pulping his poor brains, Keir forced himself to forge through the soft azure snow toward where that hole smoked like an old-timer merrily puffing at his tobacco pipe. He sank nearly to his waist but pulled himself loose, sort of flop-swimming-wading toward the goal. Closer and closer to the yawning darkness. At the same time, he was yelling something rude and undoubtedly stupid at the tree that aye, he was doing the right thing and no, he would not give up, but it was a doomed effort. 
 
    With an earth-shattering roar, the ground slipped away beneath his feet. 
 
    Avalanche! 
 
    Suddenly he really was swimming, because the shaking had turned the snow the consistency of thick soup. Everything was sliding sideways, faster and faster. The roaring swelled to eclipse even the thunder. Every sensible instinct screamed for him to get out, rip free and dance lightly over the snows to safety, but instead, he found himself diving toward where he had seen the glittering orb disappear. He came up two feet short. 
 
    Sliding. Tipping. Drowning in a fast-moving river of snow and rubble. 
 
    With a howl of terror, he pitched over the edge of Drakabis Abyss. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Funny, how when falling to one’s death, a fellow found ample time to reflect upon all the important things in life. Like how Prince Zyran always took time to style his hair in the mornings. Or his mother’s onetime love of fine lace needlework. He remembered how idiotic he had been hallucinating about Rhyl when he first met her, imagining her helpless falling over the rainbows for all things Keir. How he regretted not saying goodbye to his mother before this trip. Now he never would. 
 
    He would beat her to the other side of eternity. 
 
    Ghastly irony. 
 
    As he whooshed down into the gloomy depths in the throes of a mighty waterfall of snow, the bright orb tumbled end over end ahead of him, still steaming and smoking, but it had calmed down enough for him to discern that although it was round, it was not just any plain orb at all. It was more akin to a jewel, faceted in complex, curlicue patterns not unlike the tips of vine leaves, but these patterns were picked out in diamond white with gleaming gold trim. It was exquisite. Masterpiece, defined. A treasure born of the storm. 
 
    His eyes flew wide with realisation. “It’s a –” 
 
    Plummeting deep, deep into a soft layer of frothing snow, Keir coughed out half of his breath as he sank unexpectedly all the way through, into water. It must barely have been a couple of degrees above freezing, because the chill was instant and bone-numbing, and the impact was as if he had been smashed in the ribs by a charging Snow Ogre. A cloud of bubbles burbled around his body. Jacket! If he was going to surface, somehow avoiding the boulders and rubble raining down around him in this watery grave, he needed to become a great deal more buoyant and mobile. 
 
    Swim, you fool! Kick! Come on! 
 
    Recalling his training, he quickly shucked his heavy snow jacket and tried to bundle it up to capture some of the bubbles. Oh no! The lambent jewel tumbled languidly away from his reach, sinking – Keir abandoned the jacket without a second thought. He could ruddy well freeze later. Upending himself, he kicked and pulled downward with powerful strokes, pursuing the light, the jewel … the bejewelled egg … he yelped as a falling boulder unexpectedly struck his legs, pushing him down faster. He used that momentum to spear ahead, hands outstretched. 
 
    Got it! 
 
    Snaffling the still-hot prize to his chest, Keir turned about and forced his way in the same direction as the escaping bubbles, having to fight to keep clear of a steady rain of boulders and debris. Drakabis Abyss was full of water? How? Saved his life, mind! A low rumbling resounded around him as massive avalanches from either side of the gap continued to pour down, but he sensed that it was all slowing, and that an underwater current was beginning to tug him along. 
 
    That was when a huge set of jaws clamped down upon his chest and torso from behind. 
 
    Struggling with all his strength, wailing in his mind, he tucked the egg under one arm and tried to fight the thing off with the other hand. Rather pointless, since his captor was a massive, twenty-foot grey reptilian creature with a powerful, sinuous body and flat, spatulate paws that propelled it rapidly through the murky water. He had no idea where they were going, but it was more than clear that a certain biped’s leap into this realm had instantly declared him a most toothsome snack. 
 
    The roots of a pine tree loomed suddenly and tore his cap off his head. Crimson bloomed around his eyes as the creature swerved, taking him another way. Stay calm, Keir. Make a plan. If he didn’t drown or lose consciousness, this beast would likely spit him out in its lair before chewing him up. That was his moment. That was when he must effect a brilliant, split second escape. Just hold on until then … 
 
    He fumbled around the strange, hard jaws as he reached left-handed for one of his Elven blades. The thing didn’t actually have fangs, but rather, both the top and bottom of its jaw were a pair of flat, bony ridges that must double as teeth. Maybe a plant eater? 
 
    Maybe the Moon spun starlight into cloth! 
 
    Abruptly, the dull roaring increased and the current surged, first pulling them upward then thundering down into darkness as the beast rode the swells and knocks with ease. Waves buffeted him from all sides, slapping him left and right, but Keir managed half a gulp of air before suddenly his left leg was violently twisted beneath him, and they spat out into a cavern that gleamed above as if with specks of pure starlight. Moving rather more casually now, the mighty lizard-thing swam to what he took for a black, sandy beach, where it spat him out with a wet, rattling cough. Before he could even think about escape, since he was preoccupied with hacking and spluttering half a lake out of his lungs, the creature promptly turned about, stood heavily on his left knee for good measure, and slipped back into the water with a leathery scraping sound. 
 
    Gone? Aye. His leg throbbed something awful. Setting aside the glowing jewel, or egg, or whatever had just dumped him here beneath the mountain, he checked the injury. Perhaps just a bad wrench of the knee, while his left hip socket ached as if he had been kicked by a Snowgre. Nothing broken. That would have been bad. 
 
    How was any of this good? 
 
    Aye! Being alive was incredibly pleasing. He would shortly freeze to death, but right now, the wonder of being numbered amongst the living electrified his spine with such a thrill, Keir vented a chuckle that shocked him into a clearer state of mind by dint of the sheer hysteria conveyed by his own voice. 
 
    Breathe. Focus. Consider the odds of his survival, and thank Santazathiar’s own paws for a miracle of deliverance. 
 
    Then, he reached out tentatively. “What are ye?” 
 
    So warm. The bejewelled egg was like a private fireplace, radiating heat against his trembling, icy hand. Keir realised he was likely suffering from shock – primarily, shock at his survival. He was sodden, bruised, scraped and bleeding from somewhere on his head. Indeed, he must look a whole lot like someone who had just survived being hurled into a mile-deep abyss amidst an avalanche, before being rescued by a friendly toothless lizard and being dumped somewhere like a sack of last week’s unwanted vegetables together with a magical glowing sky-egg. 
 
    Apart from that, he felt great. Top of the world! 
 
    “Under it, more accurately,” he told himself, and lifted the jewel with his hands. It was a sizeable ovoid, perhaps nineteen or twenty inches long and twelve in diameter in its midsection, but it weighed less than he had imagined. Hollow? What could be inside? “Aren’t ye just a song of beauty? Ye must be worth more than a King’s – mother!” 
 
    It had just moved. 
 
    Keir fumbled the treasure, but caught it upon his lap. Close one. He drew it against his stomach, stroking the crenelated surface with mounting astonishment, examining every detail of the fantastical patterns, noting the heat and texture and heft, and even bending his neck in order to smell it. He scented ozone and slightly rank water. Perhaps a hint of charred snowdrop flower fragrance as well? Again, the ovoid quivered lightly against his hand, as if wakening to his touch, to his amazed regard. 
 
    “Yer alive! I dinnae ken what ye are – ye – nae, ye are –” his voice cracked wildly “– yer a Dragon’s egg!” 
 
    No, no, and a thousand times no! Dragons were long gone from Tyanbran. 
 
    As if sensing his bewilderment and disbelief, the egg gave an additional, definite quiver. Keir checked that he was not feverish. Flabbergasted, aye, and shivering with the shock of what he had been through. He ruffled his hair, pulled it a bit to check for pain – aye – and slapped his cheeks several times for good measure. Not dreaming. 
 
    Nor did the impossible egg disappear in a puff of stardust. That would have been more believable than … this. 
 
    “Cannae be true …” Switching to High Elven to better express his incredulity, he breathed, I must be hallucinating, but here you are … birthed from the sacred Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar amidst a supernatural lightning storm. I know what I saw! 
 
    Right. Rambling like a fool. Only, an overwhelming awareness of effervescent wonder had stolen his sense of logic and reason, leaving his gut to make the right connections. 
 
    This is more magical than I ever … I never … I’m not worthy of you. Oh no. Why did you choose me, of all the stupid people? I’m not some warrior or prince or noble person, just a confused soul … grateful not to be a pancake lying at the bottom of that abyss. I’m not great, not even a little bit. I’m quite ordinary. An ordinary half Elf with very big problems, you see – why am I even talking to you about my problems? This is seventeen colours of insanity! 
 
    He touched the egg gingerly with his fingertips. Respectfully. These were diamonds, right? Real diamonds, and real gold, if he was not mistaken. They might be worth a King’s ransom, but what lay within – that could be worth more than the treasures of a thousand kingdoms. 
 
    What if it really, truly, actually was a Dragon? 
 
    In that case, he cradled a miracle. 
 
    Wait. Hold on. Hold everything, hold freaking Dragonmas! What did he know about raising a Dragon? Nobody did anymore. What if he made a terrible mistake and killed the mite? What if he could not take care of it? Satisfying a growing Dragon’s appetite would surely sink his family without a trace. They were poor. The creature would eat them out of home and hearth. Maybe he should go beg good King Daryan for a boon. Every week. No, no, this was all wrong. Impossible. He would be forced to give it away to someone else, and that would be terrible, second only to losing his mother. It would rip his heart asunder. 
 
    Unbidden, his arms curved possessively around the treasure. He muttered, “Dinnae ye worry none, little one. We’ll find a way to make this work for us all, hear me? I’ll keep ye safe from harm. From everything – I swear.” 
 
    For if the Certanshi heard of a Dragon born in the Kingdom of Amarinthe, it would be hunted for certain. Assassins would come. His little sisters would be slain or held hostage … despite that he squeezed his eyes shut, gruesome images played behind his eyelids. Why had father told him so many stories of his soldiering days? 
 
    “We must hide ye. Or …” 
 
    Hiding was not an option. If Dragons were half as intelligent as the old tales told, then this creature needed affection and companionship, not isolation. His father would know what to do, right? Together, they could hatch a plan. 
 
    That thought earned an anxious travesty of a chuckle. A Dragon egg. His neck had not yet stopped prickling, while his thoughts spun like leaves trapped in a chill eddy in a mountain stream. What under Mauve was he doing holding a mythical Dragon egg? This was no dream – it was a gazillion times weirder and more marvellous than any dream. 
 
    Nothing in his life would ever be the same again. 
 
    Drawing up his knees a little, he gazed at the eggshell as if Elven sight could penetrate all the mysteries that lay within. Was it listening? Did it understand that he was a good man, raised to be honest and forthright and true? Far from a finished work, mind. Very far. Zyran or Rhyl or any of his family could surely attest to that! Dad had been talking about maybe getting the twins a puppy each to help tide them over the time when their mother passed. What about a Dragon for a family … uh, pet? 
 
    Dragons were not pets. 
 
    Puppies would chew his dad’s boots. A Dragon would toast them. 
 
    Take action. Get up. Move. Meantime, thump his staggered, stunned heart back into a steady beat, somehow. Deeeeeeeeeeeep breath! 
 
    Keir decided he might try to stand on the leg. He had to get out of these caves and find a way back out there. His mother needed winterberries as quickly as possible. His pack ought to be safe in the tent, as long as those four pines had not been torn away in the avalanche. 
 
    Then – holy Santazathiar! He was about to bring home a Dragon for Christmas. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 14: Beneath the Mountain 
 
    21st and 22nd of Decembrus Month 
 
      
 
    LIMPING ALONG BY THE gentle luminosity of the Dragon egg, Keir searched for a way out. He was dogged. Unstinting. Calculating. He tried to form a map of the caverns in his mind as he slowly passed through, crunching along the sandy shores of a turquoise underground lake, before passing through a long, arched cavern filled with magnificent jade green and white rock formations. Later, he stumbled upon a snaking crevasse so deep, the vermilion glow of lava within lit an entire cavern in eerie orange flame. The stench of gases nearly choked him; he tried to filter his breath using his shirt. 
 
    Might the whole area be unstable, resting upon an unseen lake of lava? 
 
    To his frustration, he realised after four or five hours’ walking that he was completing a long circuit that might well end up returning him to exactly where he had started. When he tried to place the overall result of his travels in his mind, he suspected that he was right now proceeding toward, or even passing beneath, the twin peaks called the Dragon Kings. If he was right. His mother had taught him that Elves could sense direction like the tides of the Moon, but his feeble aptitude could not by any stretch of the imagination be called a skill. He had long since decided he was only half as magical as other Elves, anyways, and nothing could be done about that. 
 
    Despite the loss of his jacket, Keir found that clasping the egg kept him sufficiently warm. Outside might be different. What he was concerned about, was hunger. Hunger and cold had been bedfellows since the dawn of time, merciless adversaries of life. He had poured a bucket load of water out of his boots and squeezed out his clothing as best he could, but his extremities were still so chilled through, each footstep was an exercise in discovering which parts hurt the most. Frostbite? Move. He must keep moving at all costs. 
 
    As he wandered down yet another suspiciously even tunnel, he fretted about the fate of the Mother Tree. Surely, she must survive. She must have been able to shrug off even that titanic blast of lightning. Had she not coped with innumerable other storms over the millennia? He just could not shake that image of the tree above the tree, how the Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar had appeared to command the unnatural storm or even call it into Herself, in order to deliver the Dragon egg to him. 
 
    At length, Keir slept in a sandy corner, curled around the gemstone egg for warmth. 
 
    He woke hungry, surprisingly refreshed, and a great deal less sore. Nothing to do but to walk on. These caverns must lead somewhere. Surely. 
 
    Perhaps an hour or so later, he was tossing about the idea of the caverns being fashioned by some technology or intelligence-led process, since the progression was suspiciously regular, when he stumbled upon a new, almost circular chamber and found doors all around it – but what doors! The monolithic slabs of hand-carved lumber stood easily ten times his height, with locks that must take keys of ridiculous size – three to six feet long, he estimated. Who dragged around keys that size? Several doors stood ajar. He looked within, but the immense caverns behind were completely empty. 
 
    Disappointing. 
 
    However, signs of previous habitation began to appear more frequently now, although he imagined the caverns must be thousands of anna old. He sauntered past more towering doors leading into different-sized chambers, one cavern so huge the top was lost in shadow, where a number of dry depressions in the floor gave him the impression of baths. Later, awed into tiptoeing, he crept down an endless tunnel flanked by hundreds of statues of incredibly lifelike Dragons, gradually increasing in size from the height of his shoulder to the final giant, which he had to pass beneath to reach the following chamber. He stood as tall as its ankles. 
 
    Overwhelming. 
 
    Compared to that granddaddy, his egg was barely gnat-sized. 
 
    His egg? Keir snorted at his temerity. Now he was imagining himself the owner of a Dragon? Wasn’t it the other way around? 
 
    Still, it was thrilling to examine the features of all these Dragons. Skull spikes. Spiny, weapon-like tails, some with balls of spikes on their ends that looked suitable for gargantuan feats of demolition work. Extended talons, some the length of his arm. Beautiful detail in the scales, from tiny ones around the eyes to solid, overlapping slabs of armour on the flanks. He had measured the gape of their many-fanged jaws with a shiver. Vegetarianism was clearly not for these colossal carnivores. Oh no! 
 
    How many Dragons had lived down here? This was no mere roost. No tiddly village. He rubbed at the tightness in his chest. Hundreds. A whole underground city – a society of Dragons! 
 
    Puff out the cheeks, lad, and remember to breathe. 
 
    After another long trek down an interminable tunnel, his lonesome footsteps echoed through a series of stone archways one hundred feet tall. Next, he passed along a hall that must have once been hung with great tapestries, but the fabric had long since rotted away and lay in great piles of dust along the walls. Twenty-foot tall brass braziers must once have lit the space. For the first time light filtered down from overhead, but not enough to push back the gloom around the towering marble columns that must somewhere above him, support the ceiling. Right. Give Keir wings and he could simply fly out. Meantime, he must join the snails of Tyanbran and proceed the old-fashioned way. 
 
    The ambient light increased ahead, giving him an opportunity to start to appreciate the sheer scale of these caverns. This was no mere grotto. Someone had carved out an entire underground city down here. Dwarves? Could he be wandering through halls carved by the fabled hands of Dwarves? The quality of the stonework in this section was like nothing he had ever seen before. The fluting of the ceiling supports, the mighty friezes carved into the walls, the decorative plinths one hundred feet tall, each appearing to tell a story … 
 
    He caught his breath. By the beards of the ancient Dragons! What was that? 
 
    A steady ten minutes’ walk brought him to the centre of the chamber where, upon a raised, star-shaped dais of pink marble, stood ten thrones – thrones fit for Kings of Dragons. King Daryan would have needed a long ladder to climb onto the seat of any of these. Each throne was exquisitely tooled from precious stones and metals – platinum, gold and silver for the metals, and more gemstones than he had words for, for the decorations and detail. Keir unashamedly dragged his dangling jaw about behind him as he gazed up at the thrones and goggled at the sheer wealth of splendour. What this place must have been like in its heyday – could he even begin to imagine? 
 
    As he stood there beneath the towering thrones, Mauve must have emerged from behind a cloud, for sunshine suddenly flooded the cavern from above, and he gave a low whistle. Light spangled everywhere, from the dusty floors that he now realised were paved in white marble veined with sapphire threads and whorls, to the soaring columns, to the great domed roof which was covered from end to end in paintings of Dragons – stories of Dragons, birth and death and battle and teaching … his neck creaked as he stared about in every direction. Magnificent. Incredible. As impressive as all this was, it was also somehow forlorn and sad, for it stood empty now. The egg he cradled in his arms could never rejoin this mighty Dragon society, because it was no more. 
 
    Keir dragged himself on. 
 
    “We shall fashion a future for ye, somehow,” he promised the egg, touching it delicately with his fingertips. “This cannae be all the story of Dragons, little one. There must be more.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Half a mile on, the throne room came to an end, and his jaw promptly unhinged itself for the umpteenth time. “These are doors. Doors!” His neck twinged as he tried to take in their full scope. “That’s just ridiculous. Surely ye were built for show, to make me feel every inch an ant standing here.” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head slowly. 
 
    “Alright. Onward ho, o Keir the Miniscule, ant of little consequence.” 
 
    Passing between the metal doors, fully twenty-five of his paces thick and so tall he was unable to see the lintel above him, he entered the largest cavern yet. He raised the egg to the height of his shoulder, hoping its radiance might push back the darkness, for this space was as if the inside of a mountain had been carved out, supported by mighty stone columns – those he could see closest to him – over a hundred feet in diameter. He realised that everything he had seen so far, had been increasing in magnitude and majesty and sheer miraculousness. Ahead, the rock floor he stood upon ended abruptly, as if this were a platform or outlook made to facilitate the viewing of whatever the cavern held. No safety rail or balustrade stood where he would have expected. Only a darkness of imposing extent. 
 
    No mind. Thanks to his mother’s heritage, he lacked a fear of heights. Strolling insouciantly up to the edge, he looked down. Masses of nothing, of course. Not even light enough for his Elven sight to penetrate the blackness. 
 
    “Santazathiar’s beard, that was – mother!” 
 
    Keir almost bit through his lip. Brave lad, calling on his mother every time he became frightened. For at once the columns began to glow, to gain colour and form and luminescence, and the light spread outward and upward and downward in a slow, sustained ripple. Had he triggered this? Gold glittered before his stupefied gaze. A sea of gold. Here lay a treasure beyond imagination, a Dragon hoard worthy of the name. His eyes might as well have been waving about on snail stalks as the radiance slowly washed into the distance, revealing mountains of diamonds and emeralds and treasure chests that could have swallowed King Daryan’s entire castle inside their bellies. Over to his left was a huge area that housed what he took for hundreds of sets of gleaming Dragon battle armour, and the whole place was so awash in gold coins and neatly stacked mounds of bullion, he had to shut his eyes and give himself a vigorous shake. Too much! The brain baulked at calculating this wealth. 
 
    Stacks of bullion taller than any tree. 
 
    Diamonds enough to overflow ten thousand bathtubs. 
 
    His aching eyes leaped to stacks of weapons that must once have been wielded by Kings of Dragons – great lances a hundred feet tall, Dragon swords suitable for mowing down forests … and amidst it all, there stood a colossus of a ruby-red Dragon, gazing at him with his right forepaw outstretched, as if denying an intruder entry to his treasure hall. 
 
    Keir tottered backward in shock, losing his balance. He landed right on his backside, egg clutched safe against his stomach, his heart fluttering in a wild panic inside his throat. 
 
    Without a doubt, he had found Santazathiar the Wise – now that was a Dragon! 
 
    This was he whom the Christmas carol extolled: 
 
    Hark the mighty Dragon’s roaring, 
 
    Flee thee safe, before the morning, 
 
    War on Earth and death betide, 
 
    Now to life be reconciled. 
 
    Joyful all ye exiles rise, 
 
    Join the triumph of blazing skies, 
 
    Hark! The ancient Dragon spake, 
 
    Lifted high for Humanity’s sake. 
 
    The almighty Red was just a touch more majestic than the carols let on. Just a touch. In keeping with the legends, this Dragon had been deeply wounded in the left flank, and his left wing also hung down at an awkward angle. Could this be Santazathiar himself? Or a replica? He could not tell. Nervous laughter stuck in his throat. The plinth he stood upon appeared to be solid gold, a massif no less than ten times taller than Keir himself. Even in his crouched posture, as if ready to spring at forward at a moment’s notice, the Dragon’s stature matched that of the cavern. Only Santazathiar could have stood there and not appear diminished by the immensity of the space. His massively muscled shoulders had to exceed seven hundred feet in height. His paws could have stomped all of Amarinthe flat in seconds. 
 
    Freaked out had nothing on this. 
 
    Keir decided that to swear in wonder would be profane. Instead, he rose and said politely, All hail Santazathiar, mighty King and father of all Dragons. 
 
    The gnat greeted the titan. 
 
    He patted the egg fondly, feeling like a protective parent. Blow me down with anything you care to mention, I do believe that’s your ancestor, little one. Impressed? I am. Big daddy Santaclaws, saviour of the Humankind, and shaker of the Amarinthian Bulwark. Shall we … go meet him? I mean, this day could not grow any weirder, could it? 
 
    The egg was silent – perhaps pensive? 
 
    Several minutes’ inspection of the hoard convinced him that there was a path through the cavern, a route whereby even a person could reach the throne. Right. He should take the egg down there. After all, crazy was the tenor of the last couple of days of his life. Was this any crazier than believing he had found a Dragon’s egg after all these anna? He doubted anyone would believe his sanity if he tried to describe what he had seen and experienced down here, beneath the mountain. That might in turn, bring droves of treasure hunters and thieves. 
 
    Never. 
 
    Instead, he searched for a way off the platform, and to his surprise, in the corner closest to the cavern wall, found a downward-leading staircase recessed into the stone, of dimensions suited to normal-sized persons. Twenty minutes and 931 steps later, he stood on the cavern floor, steeling himself not to touch anything of this treasure. Or, should he not tell King Daryan? Perhaps borrow a coin or two to show his family? They would never believe his story, would they? Some tales spoke of terrible curses Dragons placed upon their treasure hoards, but Keir did not believe in any such superstitious nonsense. 
 
    That did not stop ten thousand creepy-crawlies from tickling his nape. Constantly. 
 
    If he gripped the egg much harder, he might crush it. 
 
    Relax. Just a wee stroll of a morning, nothing he had not done a thousand times before … apart from his surroundings, of course. And the stare of a dead monster Dragon. He paced steadily past the first golden mountain, trying very hard not to imagine an earth tremor striking just now. Gold was different to snow. Pancake of Keir was not a dish he wished to have served up any day of the anna. 
 
    Switch arms with the egg. It certainly weighed on his strength after a few hours. His father used to joke about having developed new biceps when they had the twins. 
 
    There must be another way out of here. His instincts said he was walking nearly due south now, back toward Drakabis Abyss. Maybe if he was able to continue straight past the statue of Santazathiar, that might be the right direction to take. What if he wandered around beneath the Dragon Kings peaks for anna, perishing of starvation in some forgotten dead end? Hardly recommended. Even if he was clutching a prize that might just outshine all of this dead treasure. 
 
    He passed three of the storage chests, each of which could have held his entire house ten times over, and then found himself weaving between the suits of Dragon armour. The workmanship was peerless, each piece perfectly fashioned to fit with the next, so that he could easily see how even the flexible neck or tail could be covered by these jointed pieces of gold and silver and dark bronzed metal, and imagine the body shape and stature of the Dragons that used to wear these ensembles. Some were long and lean, others wider and stockier of build. A couple of suits had been designed to accommodate six legs rather than four, and here was one with two tails. Intriguing. Not all Dragons were the same, then. They had as much natural variation as Humans, Elves and Giants. 
 
    Not that he had ever met a Giant, except for General Ja’axu. According to the tales, her full-blooded kin would be far larger still. Imagine that! 
 
    After walking a mile and a half across the cavern floor, he stood a ways back from Santazathiar, because that was the only way a person could physically take him in. Ruffling his hair, he considered the detail of the metallic, ruby-red scales, the perfect, predatory physique, the wedge-shaped head of noble brow and relatively slender muzzle, the way each individual talon of his left forepaw, which was clasped over the edge of the plinth, came to a perfect tip which was honed as finely as a sword’s point. What did a behemoth like that even eat? Ten herds of Yaks at a time? Even blinded by death and time, his gaze instilled the very fear of Dragons into a person. Every inch of his immensity spoke of nobility, grandeur and sheer draconic kingliness. 
 
    The overwhelmed half Elf patted the egg, quipping dryly, “I’d take ye up top to meet old gramps, but I cannae quite fathom a way to climb up there to grovel before his fantastically oversized paws.” 
 
    The jewel trembled against his stomach. 
 
    “Aww, dinnae ye be scared none, little one. He’d have loved ye. Mind ye, I could walk upright inside his left nostril, but we shan’t concern ourselves with teensy details like that, shall we?” 
 
    Talking his nerves away, eh? Right. Try another one. 
 
    Keir walked around the plinth to his left hand, wondering if he might find a way up to the top of the golden plinth. He found an inscription that confirmed this was indeed, SANTAZATHIAR, KING OF ALL DRAGONS. They should have added, ‘richest Dragon in the world’ or something to that effect. He picked up a stray coin, turning it over in his fingers. Too old even to identify, but judging by its weight, pure gold. 
 
    Aloud, he said, “I am now’t greedy, nor any thief. I shall take but one coin to tell of this tale, and that to few, never to many. Forgive the transgression.” 
 
    Zyran was right. He was talking all Olde Earth, and it made him chuckle inside. 
 
    Who did he think he was? 
 
    The back of the plinth was perhaps twenty feet lower than the front, and to his surprise, he found there beneath Santazathiar’s spiked tail, a tall metal ladder. Made for him. As in, in a place where everything else had been constructed by giants among Dragons, this ladder was Human sized. Maybe the smaller races had come here to pay their respects? 
 
    And to be daunted. 
 
    He alone was undaunted – no. As he climbed, Keir decided that what daunted him most was the fear of dropping the last Dragon egg in all Tyanbran. Some accident that would be. Crack. Splat. He was one fumble away from becoming the most notorious idiot in history. 
 
    Unbuttoning his plaid shirt, he popped the egg down the front and made sure that it was secure, leaving two hands free for climbing. Now he looked like a five months pregnant male half Elf. Great. Despite that words such as ridiculous, small and humble were foremost in his mind, he decided it was right to keep the egg close. Mister mother hen tucking his newly laid egg against his not-at-all fluffy stomach. That would be a trick. Prince Zyran would not miss the chance to goad him about how his sense of masculinity must be holding up to all these egg-broody, mothering feelings. 
 
    Maybe he could stand to learn a thing or three from this experience, even if everyone ragged him from here to the last Christmas of his life about it. 
 
    Up top, Keir gazed about in mild amazement. Nothing up here. Nothing at all. No gifts, no handy inscriptions, only these gigantic paws that he would need to take a running leap just to get on top of … he jogged up to the left hind paw, to the talons that allegedly shaped the very mountains he lived upon, and clucked in surprise. Nothing, aye, bar a sword. 
 
    Stuck in the paw. 
 
    Was there not that weird, misplaced old story about a magical sword stuck in a stone? People said it came from Olde Earth, because nothing so illogical had ever happened in Tyanbran. 
 
    He was gawking at illogical. 
 
    There, firmly piercing the deep crimson webbing between the fore-talon and second talon of the largest paw in history, was an Elven longsword of unsurpassed quality. King Daryan would have been honoured to unsheathe such a blade. Keir cocked his head slightly as he laboriously deciphered the deep blue, Ancient Elven runes running the length of the blade – at least, the part not buried in armoured Dragon flesh. At length, he muttered: 
 
    Only thou of noble heart, wielder of Mæ’iêti’s soul – 
 
    His chin was developing bruises considering the number of times it had clanged to the ground this day, but here was another such occasion. A soul blade! These were beyond legend, blades said to be forever bonded with the soul of the Elven warrior who had forged them – enchanted blades of extraordinary power, capable of great good or vast evil, depending upon the hands that took them up. Was it not said that they should never be left alone? How many centuries might this blade have tarried here, and what was it doing pierced through Santazathiar’s own paw? 
 
    Keir had to walk a ways just to skirt the digits of the monstrous toe and the half-sheathed talon, in order to reach the blade. Touch it? He might well regret this. One did not wave ancient magical swords about for fun, not considering the tales he had been raised upon. 
 
    Bite the lip. He touched the top of the blade just beneath the cross guard, the part he could reach. 
 
    <I am not for thee, boy!> 
 
    He snatched his fingers back. I … um, what? 
 
    When he attempted to speak to the sword again, however, it did not respond. Maybe touch was required? Shifting the egg beneath his shirt, he reached out again. 
 
    <Desist, thou insolent worm!> snarled the blade. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 15: Deathfall 
 
      
 
    THE VOICE ECHOING IN his mind was patrician, cool, aloof, and the forms of Elven it spoke, older than anything Keir had ever heard. He tried to form clear thoughts. Forgive me. Art thou Mæ’iêti – 
 
    <Indeed. A grimy peon who can read. How droll. Now, remove thy filthy digit from my peerless blade before I slay thee with a thought.> 
 
    Since I can’t actually reach any higher – 
 
    <What are you, some bandy-legged, rock-chewing Dwarf? Away, thou feckless infidel!> 
 
    A mild electrical charge tingled through his fingers, but he kept his hand still while complaining, Ouch. 
 
    <That is but a taste of my surpassing power!> snapped the blade. <Cease! Flee! Turn, before I smite thee senseless, thou drivelling lackawit!> 
 
    Keir said, Please, I beg but a moment, mighty blade. I am – 
 
    <Thine audacity beggars belief!> 
 
    Enough! He yelled, What are you doing stuck in Santazathiar’s paw? 
 
    <What? Inconceivable!> the blade spluttered. <So I am. Where am I? Who art thou, o maggot-brained paragon of spineless imbecility? And what hath become of my memories? Why dost thou address the mighty soul of Mæ’iêti in such crass, lowborn forms of Elven?> 
 
    This blade did not know how to spare the insults, did he? I am Keirthynal, half Elf of the Amarinthe Kingdom, at your service. 
 
    <Service? At last, a word I understand. Kneel forthwith, thou hapless knock-kneed bumpkin, and swear everlasting fealty to the honour of my name.> 
 
    As if! Gritting his teeth, he replied, As for my speech, this is how Elves speak nowadays. The only service I am offering, o Mæ’iêti, is to remove you from this lonely exile and find you a worthy warrior who is willing to put up with your preposterous attitude. Or would you prefer to spend ten more aeons stuck between Santazathiar’s dusty, sweaty toes? I’m sure that fate really, really captivates a blade of your undoubtedly unspeakably noble lineage. Refuse, and I’ve a good mind to let you sit here and rust! 
 
    <Rust? Thou … unspeakably loathsome fiend! I refuse to converse further with thee.> 
 
    And Mæ’iêti did not utter another word. Keir decided that he had never met such a rude enchanted weapon in his life. Not that he had much experience of legendary enchanted weapons, but clearly, this one needed taking down a peg or ten. Maggot-brained indeed. He deserved some rust, and a few centuries to contemplate the wisdom of not roundly insulting would-be rescuers. 
 
    Imagine giving this sarcastic blade to Prince Zyran as a Christmas joke? 
 
    Oh, what wickedness indwelled his Ogre-ish soul! 
 
    Keir arched his right eyebrow, considering the weapon. Actually, that might not be the worst idea ever conceived beneath Mauve’s warm gaze. Prince Zyran was royalty, which Mæ’iêti might respect, but he had the quality of knowing his own mind and speaking it. He would not pander to this blade’s nonsense. Furthermore, he was said to be developing into a very fine exponent of the art of the longsword. As the biggest plus of all, he would be back at the Certanshi battlefront in the spring and a blade like this – could he hope it might actually keep him alive, and turn Amarinthe’s fortunes around? 
 
    Alive came considerably better recommended than a few alternatives he could recount from extensive recent experience. He chuckled softly. Either that, or knowing Zyran, he would threaten to toss the weapon into the nearest river. 
 
    It was a truly princely, truly unruly blade. Just look at that gorgeous finish, the quality of the edge, the magnificent tooling of the hilt and guard. The balance had to be superb. Before he could change his mind, he set the egg down, and leaped up to grab the webbing between Santazathiar’s toes. A smooth flexion had him up top. He whipped out the sword in a single clean movement and held it aloft, whistling: 
 
    “Has Santaclaws got a surprise for ye, my friend – the egg!” 
 
    Bounding down off the Ancient Dragon’s most hallowed crimson toes, he dived for his runaway egg. Jolly slope on this plinth! He had completely forgotten. 
 
    Then, he wandered up to the front feet and introduced Santazathiar the Wise to his little lightning diamond of a descendant, and the considerably less than wise half Elf who happened to be holding onto her for dear life. After all, it had only taken the combination of a titanic lightning storm, an avalanche and a Sacred Tree’s apparent death to convince him to sally to the rescue. 
 
    What did that make him? Keir the Rockheaded, Kestrelfoot and Wyvernslayer? 
 
    Hopefully, fate would not smite him with lightning bolts too often. 
 
    Far too painful to contemplate. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    He departed the treasure cavern via another immense viewing platform lying in the direction pointed out by Santazathiar’s tail, still enjoying that warm, cosy conviction that he was heading in the right direction. He chatted to the egg: 
 
    “Aye, I am a man in touch with my softer side. I trust my feelings. I have passionate feelings and I am now’t afraid of them.” He glared at the soul blade, presently weighing down his right hand. “Ye, I dinnae care for, now’t one wee dram. Nae sympathy whatsoever.” 
 
    The sword maintained a disdainful silence. 
 
    In fact, he could practically feel the disdain oozing the length of the blade. 
 
    Keir considered how one might disguise a longsword as a Dragon’s egg to go beneath the Christmas tree. Not happening, was it? 
 
    On and on he trotted, thinking his recovery was remarkable considering the battering he had endured just the previous evening. Useful. He kept searching for a way in or out, but apart from what he took for entrances designed for flying creatures, he was fresh out of luck. The place was a maze. Here and there, he passed low wheeled carts that must once have been used to transport goods around the caverns. Some were tens of feet across, some more suited to a creature of his stature. He wandered by more storage chambers than he could count, mostly locked and barred, and once, what appeared to be an underground stadium complete with rows of terraces for Dragon seating around a combat arena in the centre. Since he was heading directly south, however, he did not pause to worry. There must be a ventilation shaft somewhere, an alternative entrance, a – oh look, what a pretty lava pool. 
 
    Curious. A door not barred to the wanderer? He peered inside a crimson-lit underground chamber curiously. The pool occupied a carved bathtub more than large enough for a hundred of him to play in, should he wish to fry his behind in this way, complete with taps that poured yellow lava into the pool. How did it not dry up? Stone relief friezes featuring various Dragon battles decorated the walls. They did fancy their stone carvings. Maybe every Dragon who had ever lived stood immortalised in stone down here somewhere? 
 
    Miles and miles, and miles more. 
 
    Was it irreverent to suggest he was getting heartily sick of huge caverns, dusty tunnels and finely carved Dragon statues? 
 
    Barbarian invader of the Dragon kingdom. 
 
    When he reached the end, it was obvious. The tunnel just stopped. Blank wall. He strode up to it expecting to have to search for some hidden door, but the way ahead was almost laughably obvious – a small culvert to his left hand revealed a spiral staircase clearly destined for the surface. He had begun to wonder just how this place had escaped thieves and treasure hunters over the centuries. Maybe nasty piles of bones lay at the bottom of concealed pits somewhere? Walls that slammed shut on the unwary, poisoned stakes, trip wires, inescapable mazes … 
 
    In the end, it was none of that. The greatest dangers he faced were his stomach gnawing through his backbone and raging thirst, and the two extremely frustrating hours it took him to find the hidden release at the top of the stairs. Then a stone door grated reluctantly aside, revealing that he had emerged twenty feet up the eastern cliff, hidden behind a narrow crack in the rocks. The outer release mechanism was the same as the inner one. He tested it before leaving in case he ever wanted or needed to return. 
 
    Thick, perfect snowflakes drifted around his face. Keir blinked. The Abyss was … there, aye, but only half the ravine it had been before. He turned to look up. Where was the Sacred Tree? His hand flew to his mouth. “Oh, nae. Nae!” 
 
    All that remained of her was a charred silhouette. 
 
    Had he done this, somehow? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    He did not understand why it had been necessary for the Sacred Tree to perish, nor did he want to. Awash in churning nausea and despair, he wearily released the pulley system the engineers had rigged on the hawser and employed it to winch the rope taut once more. Then he crossed over awkwardly, juggling the longsword and the egg, so warm against his stomach. 
 
    The avalanche had sheared off five feet shy of his tent. Keir shook his head slowly. Luck? 
 
    Did he believe in the kind of luck that saw him alive today? 
 
    It was early evening, but not too late. After diving ravenously into his provisions for nuts, dried fruit, dry spiced meat and a hunk of bread, washed down with snowmelt water, he was a new man. Amazing what food could do to a man’s sense of purpose and wellbeing. 
 
    He stowed the sword in his tent and considered his next steps. Winterberry? Check the Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar? The rope had burned away, leaving him no easy route up the cliff, and Keir had not brought the right climbing equipment. Still, it argued that what he had seen of the storm was no figment of his imagination. 
 
    He sent a quiet, respectful prayer Her way. 
 
    Not much of a praying sort, was he? Considering all he had seen, done and survived in the last few days, and his mother’s state, maybe he ought to be. 
 
    What he should do was keep the Dragon egg with him for warmth. Without a winter jacket, he would freeze otherwise, and she – he paused, wondering why exactly he thought of the egg in the feminine. Very well, she it must be. He stood a fifty-fifty chance of being right, didn’t he? Snowflakes streamed from the leaden sky in dense, soundless flurries of azure, steadily painting over the great, torn scar of rock and frozen earth the avalanche had left. The temperature, never touching freezing to begin with, plummeted in the wrong direction. If he did not find enough winterberries this evening, he would start again in the morning. Day after next was Dragonmas Eve, and he wanted to be home for that. 
 
    For his mother’s sake. 
 
    Make haste, crazy lad, he muttered. You’re alive for a reason. Make it count. 
 
    He spent a good hour searching before darkness fell, and then stubbornly continued by the celestial light of the egg. It certainly showed no signs of cooling off or dimming. Impressive power. He did stumble upon a small haul of winterberries which must have been exposed by the avalanche, and on the basis of that find, he continued to poke along the base of the cliff until he found two more bushes, similarly buried in the snow. Excellent. The tube was starting to fill up. He crawled into his tent and tucked up beneath his blanket. Alright. Cuddle the egg, or freeze. No way was he snuggling up to that obstreperous hunk of junk metal! 
 
    Exhausted and enervated, he slept the sleep of the dead, and woke up thinking that was the most awful, inappropriate saying imaginable. 
 
    Oddly, he remembered dreaming the story of Santaclaws. 
 
    He broke camp efficiently, stuffed his backpack with the ease of anna of practice, and discovered that he had no room left for the Dragon egg. Smart work there, genius. Repack, tent rolled up on top of his pack and tied on. Egg concealed within. Now he was cold. Keir scoured both sides of the valley all morning, trying to look higher than he thought the Rangers might have been able to, or to search out hidden crannies. Toward midmorning, his strategy paid off as he found, thirty feet above ground level on a recessed ledge, the biggest patch of winterberries he had ever seen. He stuffed the tube full. Still more? Chopping the left sleeve off his shirt, and tied off the ends to turn that into storage as well. 
 
    Please, please, please let this bounty make his mother better. 
 
    The hour approached noon. Despite the swirling wind and steady snowfall, Keir knew he needed to be on his way. Hasty on, as they said in the mountains. 
 
    By mid-afternoon, he fought a rising blizzard that blasted flurries of azure snow dust into his face, turning him into some strange, shambling mountain beast. Visibility grew dangerously limited, but he continued to push onward. For once, the wind was from the south, and a bitter, contrarian blast it was too, several times buffeting him bodily off his skis. He eventually found relief in an abandoned animal shelter and waited it out – true to his judgement, the wind dropped for a few hours in the late afternoon and he made the most of the opportunity, pumping his arms on the downhills to build up enough speed to take him partway up the next hill or climb, and when he had to travel on a bare section of road, he picked up the skis and ran steadily. Only the slightest discomfort in his left leg and hip, now. 
 
    Amazing recovery, right? 
 
    In fact, he was skiing along so fast through the early evening, making the most of the starlight before the next storm front arrived, that he bounded onto someone’s roof and came within a whisker of kissing their chimney – a rather unfortunate kiss it would have been – before skidding off and dropping into the bare yard beyond. His knees automatically bent to absorb a sharp jolt, and he thrust out his hands to stop against the stone rim of their well. He turned about in disbelief. That snow drift was how tall? 
 
    Ruffle the snow out of his hair. Santaclaws alone knew he must look like a – 
 
    A gruff belly laugh made him nearly jump out of his boots. “Och aye, nae Snow Ogre are ye! Yer Kalar’s lad, or I miss my mark. What are ye doing out in this weather, lad?” 
 
    “Ah … Harik? Of course ye are!” 
 
    The burly farmer leaned his big wood axe on the porch, and held out his arm. “Come now! Seen some action there, son? Ye look as gormless as a half-frozen Troll’s dinner, ye do!” 
 
    Keir gripped the proffered arm, and found himself pulled into a rough hug. Harik and his wife Meritha were old friends of his parents, but he had not expected quite this welcome – why not? Why the uncertainty? Maybe it was that they had seen less of Harik and Meritha since his mother’s illness had made her unable to travel? 
 
    True, half of him still drifted along with a dreamy awareness of magic leaking out of his backpack, while the other was pragmatic. Having survived, hurry up and get home. 
 
    Would normal ever be normal again? 
 
    Attempting to gather his woefully scattered wits, he said, “Thank ye most kindly, Harik, but I must be getting back to Royal Amarinthe. I was fetching winterberries for my mother from the area of Drakabis Abyss, and found a good haul. She needs them urgently.” 
 
    “Through that?” The farmer pointed with his chin. Despite the chill, he was wearing only a thick, red-checked tartan shirt and indoor linen trousers. “Blow ye right back the way ye came, lad, make nae mistake. But it’ll be a short and feisty blow, or I be no judge of this filthy Winterfall weather. If ye come inside and let my Meritha fill yer wee scrawny bones with the best of her home cooking, I’ll wake ye in the hours the mountain owl loves best. Should be blown over by then. With a full Moon, ye’ll get yer best shot at travelling on fast.” 
 
    He considered the cloud battalions marching across the skies, smelled a whiff of something good from the chimney, and made his decision. “I’ll come in, thank ye kindly.” 
 
    “Bring yer gear inside, lad,” he ordered. “Boots on the porch, or our kittens will be shredding them before ye could scare a fat wood pigeon into yer stewpot. They love them some Ogre hide, they do.” 
 
    Harik had served under his father in the war before losing his left foot to an Ogre bite turned septic, he threw over his shoulder by way of reminder as he stumped inside on his peg leg. Keir followed without delay, grateful for the warmth that tingled his skin with immediate impact. He dusted the snow out of his hair and popped his boots outside, opening and shutting the door as quickly as possible. 
 
    “D’ye say nae to a snow jacket and hat, lad? Trying to be tougher than yer Dad?” Meritha scolded him jovially, enveloping him in a huge, floury hug. She had definitely been baking. Dough on the fingers, flour in her hair – it hardly mattered. 
 
    There must be flour dust in his eye. He rubbed the moisture away quickly. 
 
    “I had an accident,” he replied. 
 
    “A wee birdie twittered to me that we got ye to thank for food supplies this winter? Cannae say as how ye did it, but we thank ye in Santazathiar’s own name, that we do.” 
 
    “My idea, I guess, but it took many brave hands to make it work.” 
 
    He thanked them for their hospitality as his eyes consumed the happy chaos of their single-room home. Cosy beds stood behind curtains to his left, a wooden dining table lay directly ahead, a kitchen area abutted the hearth, and to inhabit it all, four small lads, five kittens, seven dogs and a fat old owl sleeping up in the rafters. The house was all set and ready for Dragonmas, with story tapestries adorning the walls, special green and crimson rugs scattered upon the floor, and a smattering of wrapped-up Dragon eggs disguising presents beneath the tree. It smelled so lovely. Homely. All the baking of Christmas berry pies and treats, the pine needles of their simple tree, even the spices in the cup of tea which had appeared in his hand without him noticing – it all stirred his heart in familiar yet fearful ways. 
 
    He usually loved this time of anna. 
 
    Harik cleared a chair for him by means of shooing off a cat, and he was set – apparently, set to be set upon by four curious lads who had a million important questions to pose to a Winterfall traveller. The cat made its home back on his lap, but the dogs were more than curious about the contents of his backpack. He excused himself to go hang it from a hook. 
 
    The hounds eyed him distrustfully. 
 
    Then, he leaned across the table, and said, “Ye lads ever seen a Crag Wyvern up close? Take a look. This is a real Wyvern fang.” 
 
    Instant hero-sauce. 
 
    Keir had one of the best evenings he had enjoyed since he could remember. The family’s homespun hospitality brought fresh tears to his eyes, and unthawed parts of him he had imagined were frozen forever. Meritha found him an old but decent shirt to wear, with the plaid pattern common to the local alpine communities, and Harik rooted about in a battered old trunk for a soldier’s woollen hat he could borrow. He lent Keir his own jacket, the only one he owned. When he protested, the farmer said: 
 
    “Och aye, ye bellyache worse than my dogs, lad! Just bring it back when ye can. Kalar, I ken well and good. I ken where ye live, I do, and I saw yer Dad spank ye when ye were nae bigger’n my bairns here. I’ve nae need of going out proper till after Christmas Day is well departed and my belly is even better padded than now, so if yer clever skis can bring ye back in a week or two, ’tis all good with me – and I’ll hear nae more argument from the likes of ye, ye cheeky young whippersnapper.” 
 
    He sipped his steaming hot tea, and smiled at them. Two sets of twin lads, eight and six anna apiece. Quite the household, considering all the pets, too! 
 
    He said, “I guess I’d better turn in. Ye’ll wake me when the storm blows over?” 
 
    “Aye, that I will, lad. It’ll be my pleasure to boot ye out of my door.” 
 
    “By which he means, hasty ye home and give Kalar all our love,” Meritha added, “and yer lovely mother, too. D’ye ken?” 
 
    “Love?” Harik snorted forcefully. “Box his old ears for me, will ye? Good man, that one. Best Commander we ever did have, old Kalar.” 
 
    “Tell him to come visit,” his wife said. 
 
    How could he tell them that his father’s movement was even more restricted than before? He nodded and smiled again, crying within. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 16: Dragonmas Eve 
 
    24th Decembrus 
 
      
 
    FOR THE SECOND TIME that Winterfall, Keir swooped down upon the capital of the Amarinthe Kingdom upon his new skis. The late afternoon was still, the clear mauve skies of daytime just beginning to deepen by subtle shades toward the rich purples of evening. Smoke rose idly from many chimneys. A few folk walked the streets, which had been shovelled somewhat clear of snow, but most would already be indoors, beginning their celebrations. 
 
    The steep-roofed houses on the edges of town stood in a great field of blue, with the snow reaching up to the height of their eaves. Last night’s storm had dumped inches again atop what was already present, masking tracks and bringing a sense of calm, of serenity, of nothing much at all happening. Dragonmas candles winked in the six glass lanterns set upon each porch, symbolising the six talons of Santaclaws’ forepaw – which he himself had seen, there deep below the mountain – giving streets a festive air which would deepen toward the magical as twilight wreathed the houses in deepening purple robes. 
 
    He skimmed across the snowfields at a dangerous velocity, angling across what in the summer would be fields of golden grain, toward the familiar home on the edge of town. The grey castle standing on a rocky knoll gathered the houses protectively against its stone skirts. This day, it was all gaudy and decked out with amaranthine royal pennants flying and great swathes of crimson ribbon adorning the battlements. Zyran and his family would already have invited all the servants indoors. They always celebrated Dragonmas Eve together as one big family, before the royals had a more private celebration on Christmas Day. Quite the feast! King Daryan left all politics and rule aside for a whole week, and said he expected his subjects to do the same. It worked, Zyran noted with a wry smile, because nobody could reach the castle to make their complaints in the dead of Winterfall. 
 
    Oh, the life of a ruler. 
 
    Faintly, from the Great Hall within, he heard the strains of The First Dragonmas being sung to the accompaniment of muted horns, tubular bells and drum: 
 
    The first Dragonmas, the Dragon did say, 
 
    Was to certain poor Humans in crofts as they lay, 
 
    In crofts where they, lay watching their Yaks, 
 
    On a cold Dragonmas night were packing their sacks, 
 
    Fly away, o fly away, to lands new and broad, 
 
    Born of a Dragon who conquered the sword. 
 
    How fortunate for them that they could celebrate. 
 
    He wished ill on no person; it was only that he dreaded what waited for him lower in town. A home robbed of mother, of life, but never of love. 
 
    Keir slowed as he swished up to the back door of his house. No-one had cleared the snow here, so he would have to go around the front, but he already heard wild screams, “Keir! Keir!” and a great commotion inside the house. Who had let the Dragons loose? 
 
    No sneaking in this time. 
 
    He crunched around on the hard snow to the front porch, where he unclipped his skis and kicked off his boots, and then he stepped inside to meet the small delegation. Twins, Dad, Rhyl. No mother. 
 
    He said, “Mom? She’s –” 
 
    “Poorly, but still with us,” said his father, clapping him heartily upon the back. He had fearfully dark shadows beneath his eyes. “Thank every star in heaven yer back safe and sound, lad. Whatever took ye so long?” 
 
    “I cannae blame ow’t but the weather, and –” 
 
    “Winterberries?” Rhyl interrupted, smacking his shoulder to remind him of the urgency. 
 
    “A stack.” 
 
    Grateful not to have to tell the story just yet, he hefted his pack over to its usual corner. How long should he keep this secret from his family? The time was not yet ripe. Mother. She had to be the priority. 
 
    “The kettle’s already hot. Bring them over,” she said, moving to the hearth to remove the kettle from the flame and start the process of brewing the winterberry tea. He wondered how long she had been keeping that water hot in preparation for his return. Days? 
 
    “Is that old Harik’s jacket yer wearing?” Kalar asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Aye. They all send ye their love, especially Harik, who would really love to give ye a great big manly cuddle, Dad,” he teased, and was rewarded with a guffaw. “Mostly by near-accident, I stopped by with them to shelter from a storm last night. They’re well. Meritha fed me till I nigh popped, as ye can imagine.” 
 
    His father was doing his soldier survey. Checking Keir over. Eyeing up the large bulge in his backpack. Enumerating his more visible scrapes, bruises and cuts and the lack of a shirtsleeve. He was glad to have slipped the soul blade aside on the porch before entering. As he held his sisters close, he considered all he might have lost and what he would soon lose, and his heart was heavy with a kind of sadness of joy, or joy-in-sadness. 
 
    He said, “Mom first. Stories later. So, my wee mischievous bairns, how’s our tree looking? Ye’ve done a swell job on the decorations, I do declare.” 
 
    As was traditional, they had decorated the tree’s branches with small shiny sweets dressed up as Dragon eggs, or Santaclaws talons, or winter hats. He wondered how much of this was down to Rhyl – just look at his Dad, deftly checking the innards of the iron range oven from his wheelchair. Something was making his mouth water. Slow-roasted venison, his nose eagerly informed him, and was that a melted cheese fondue for starters? 
 
    He teased, “Dad, ken ye ow’t of what yer doing in there?” 
 
    “I’ve been learning,” he replied gruffly. Pang! Keir knew what he meant. “Rhyl’s done so much, and yer sisters helped too – everything’s ready for Dragonmas Eve. Just needed ye –” 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “She cannae join us, son. Go ye swift-like in to her.” 
 
    Excusing himself, Keir rushed to the bedroom. Shanryssill – was she even breathing? That devastating instant of doubt clenched his chest sorely, before he spotted the blankets quivering slightly. He darted around to her side to kiss her cheek with all the love welling up from his soul, and to clasp her cold, cold hand in his. Please wake. Please, be well … 
 
    One hoped, even when no hope should exist. 
 
    Facts paled into nothingness. 
 
    He whispered in a rush, Mother-my-song, hey. I’m home. Quite the journey it’s been. Got a stash of winterberry for you, again. You alright? 
 
    She slept, so still. Barely stirring the soft, mounded plaid covers with every achingly shallow breath. 
 
    Love you, Mom. Wish you could join us for this Dragonmas. I’d love to tell you a wild old story, but … why don’t I tell you anyway? Because now I know that miracles happen, and magic truly inhabits the world. You were right – all those things you taught me, you were right about everything. I’m so sorry … 
 
    Wistfully, he told her his new secrets. All of them. 
 
    After a while, Rhyl came in and showed him how to pipe the lukewarm tea down his mother’s throat. She did not even have a swallowing reflex anymore. That weak. They had to trigger it by stroking her neck. In order to drink, one person had to prop up her lolling head while the other took care of the mouth and tongue. 
 
    Rhyl said, I’m sorry if her condition scared you. I had to give her something to slow everything down, to hold the castle until you returned, Keir. Bless you for your courage. Was it a hard trip? You look worn thin. 
 
    Tough enough, but I made it, he said. 
 
    Keirthynal-brave-soul, I’ve been thinking about what you said about winterberry. About how it poisoned that rat. She took a deep, ragged breath. You see, there are different types of illnesses – physical, psychological, magical, and so on. It has always been believed that the eskirêna-l’næ is a magical illness which manifests in both the magical and physical realms, and it has always been treated as such. All the Elven healing lore points to winterberry as the only means of staying the fading, and that imperfectly, only for a time. I thought – winterberry clearly being toxic – that the songs we sing over the berries and the tea-making, would cleanse those toxins and render it harmless to Elven life, yet that is not the case. 
 
    It isn’t? 
 
    She laid her hand upon his arm. Keir, you’ve made me doubt the whole process. 
 
    Sorry … I guess? 
 
    No, in a good way. I mean, what if three thousand anna of healing lore were all wrong? What if winterberry does more harm than good? It could all just be a tradition that is more than erroneous, it poisons the patient and steals what life they have left! 
 
    Distress stretched her voice to its breaking point. Keir put an arm around her shoulders. I could think of no person better, nor more capable, to sniff out this mystery and solve it. I trust you, cousin-my – 
 
    No! That’s the problem, don’t you see? What if everything I have done for Shanryssill, all these months, has served … served only to kill her – 
 
    Oh, Rhyl! No, no. Please – 
 
    “Dinnertime!” his father called. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Dragonmas Eve was traditionally the most lavish meal of the anna. Poor they might be, but Kalar and Rhyl had combined their skills to produce a tasty feast. A molten cheese fondue was the starter, made from two types of cheese and four oven-fresh breads to dip. Then came the main course, roast veal served in a tart plum sauce, with sweet potato wedges, baragan beans basted in garlic sauce and smoked taramina root slathered in great dollops of thick brown onion gravy. The older three accompanied this bounty with a berry wine, while the girls enjoyed a sweet, red berry juice. For dessert, Rhyl had baked mounds of spicy Elven ginger cookies, some with expensive chocolate chips, and used her own family’s recipe for the Winterfall tea, jungle style. It was as thick as syrup, spicy enough to make Keir’s eyes water, and a delicious detonation of flavours and essences upon the tongue. 
 
    After dinner, they sang the traditional Christmas jingles and carols. Many had references people no longer understood, like reindeer and sleighs, a character called Jack Frost, and Yuletide. His sisters belted out an upbeat and giggly version of Santaclaws is Flying to Town, and Kalar produced a wonderful, melancholy rendition of In the Bleak Mid-Winterfall in his powerful baritone voice. 
 
    Keir now had the job of playing the present guessing game with the twins, which entailed trying to guess what gift might be concealed inside each disguised Dragon egg without actually touching, lifting or shaking it. While he was busy entertaining the two extremely excited youngsters, Rhyl tidied up from dinner and his father disappeared into the bedroom. Dad had been flagging toward the end of dinner, and his cousin shortly popped out to go check on him. 
 
    Asleep, she reported. 
 
    Together? 
 
    As they always do, she replied. He always holds Shanryssill to sleep. He told me he does it to keep her warm. 
 
    He gulped hugely. “Alright, it’s time for young scamps to head for bed.” 
 
    And what a surprise they would have in the morning, with a real Dragon’s egg beneath the tree! He could not wait. 
 
    “Aw, come on, Keir,” Arami complained. 
 
    “We want to stay up,” Narini added. “Dad said we could.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    The twins glared at each other. 
 
    Jump in, quick! “The sooner ye hop into bed, ye lovely bairns, the sooner ye’ll wake. And d’ye ken what the morn will bring? Present time!” 
 
    “But I want my mommy,” Narini said, pouting with inexpressible cuteness. 
 
    Arami scowled at the tree. “Me too. And I am nae some wee bairn. I’m a big girl. Christmas is now’t right without a mommy! I want mommy! I need her, Keir, I do need my mommy so much.” 
 
    “Me too, darling. Me too.” 
 
    He had to put the twins to bed crying. There might have been a suspicious dampness in the corners of his eyes, too, which he dried with his sleeve. He stayed with them telling them a long, long fable about Dragon Riders until they were fast asleep. Then, he crept out into a silent house. All was still; the fire banked, the lamp turned low and all the dishes cleaned and set out to dry. Rhyl sat slumped over at the dining table, head down, fast asleep and drooling slightly on the gift wrapping she had been using. She had exhausted herself in tireless service of his family. Doubtless, the inner voice which drove her on whispered that she had not done enough. Perhaps it scoffed that she could never do enough, be enough, achieve enough – or were such fears his alone? Nothing either of them had done would save his mother, in the final reckoning. 
 
    Rhyl was a healer tasked with easing a dying woman’s slow fading into eternity. That must hurt in ways he could only imagine, yet she made of it a selfless service of love. 
 
    Very gently, he gathered her tiny person into his arms and tried to slip over to her bedroom. 
 
    Keir? 
 
    Aye. Soft ye now. Time to sleep, Rhyllaryssill-my-song. Do not worry about anything. 
 
    Should … check her. One more time. Must … think … 
 
    Wow, she was far gone. 
 
    Into bed with the feisty girl, and tucked in too; he managed it all without waking her. She might be mad at him in the morning, but Keir knew his mother needed continued care. Maybe for weeks yet. Who knew, with the fading, when eternity would finally enter her greying flesh and steal his mother away forever? He brushed Rhyl’s cheek with his lips, thinking how fun it might have been to have a big sister like her. She was one of the family, now, for times like these brought people together like nothing else. 
 
    Death also sundered family like nothing else. 
 
    His poor father, learning how to cook. He shook his head dolefully. If only the necessity were not so dire. If only this, if only that … 
 
    Keir peeked in on his parents. As Rhyl had observed, his father lay in bed turned upon his right side, with the tiny form of Shanryssill almost lost in his great arms. Her grey, lustreless hair spilled over his shoulder. They breathed in perfect synchronisation with one another. 
 
    The house was so still, a haven of tranquillity that belied the heartache melting him from within. The earlier cheer lay muted, even lost now amongst the hangings and tree and shiny Dragon eggs. What did one do upon a Dragonmas Eve as lovely and lonely as this? Rhyl had taken care of most of the practical preparations, but … 
 
    Keep busy. Moving feet might evade fear, at least for a time. Cracking open the front door, he felt about for Mæ’iêti and drew the soul blade inside, debating whether to tell him that this was on account of his good behaviour. Or, for holding his waspish tongue for a change? He stood the blade against the wooden wall beside the tree. On second thoughts, the noble soul blade surely needed to have a nice shiny green ribbon with gold filigree trim tied firmly around his stuck-up neck. Cue a cackle of perfectly wicked laughter. If only the proud warrior could see himself now! 
 
    Now, time to unpack the rest of his backpack. He took the egg out with an apology for ignoring her for the whole day. “But ye will be the star of the morrow,” he assured her, placing the rare jewel amongst all the other gifts. “And so ye are, outshining all of these poor baubles. I wonder where ye came from. Were ye birthed in that storm, born of lightning and storm and … why then, the gold and diamond? What do these mean? I wish I knew more about yer kind. If ye have even half the beauty of yer shell, ye shall be the verimost pride of Santazathiar the Wise, and all who behold ye shall ken that magic and beauty do indeed abide in all the realms of Tyanbran.” 
 
    Maudlin, wasn’t he? 
 
    Bending a little closer, he whispered, “Maybe ye and I … we could go find yer kin, together? How would that tickle yer fancy, my bonny beauty?” 
 
    Talking to an unborn egg. Talk about psychological issues. 
 
    Exhausted yet restless, he was unable to tackle the challenge of going to sleep. He wanted to reflect upon all he had seen under the mountains of the Dragon Kings, but instead found himself remembering how the Dragon egg had been able to keep him warm through the coldest blast. Indeed, since emerging from those caverns, the cold had not bothered him at all. What must he make of wakening to that astonishing mindfulness of wellbeing after he had slept curled around the egg? Suspicious. Almost as if … no. Aye. He couldn’t. Yet if a chance existed, just a smidgen of a chance … 
 
    Nothing to lose, right? 
 
    What a foolish saying. There was everything to lose. It was because of the risk of loss that one must take the chance to grasp what was life-giving, true, noble and just. Better to have tried and failed than to have baulked at taking that risk – why? Why should he hesitate now? Because he could not stand to look like a fool? Keir knew he was far beyond humiliation, considering his state of mind. He believed Dragons still lived, he had been insulted to within an inch of his life by a legendary enchanted soul blade, and aye, he believed that somehow, by some miracle, the Mother Tree had not died completely that night. Maybe it was some kind of rebirth process? 
 
    Maybe he was a gibbering crackpot. One too many friendly reptiles pulling him from the bottom of mountain abysses. What was real anymore? 
 
    Or, could this nightmare be surging toward its finale? 
 
    Picking up the gleaming treasure, he kissed the warm eggshell and said, “Nae pressure in the slightest, but I’m just going to tuck ye in with my mother for a wee bit, alright? ’Tis better than resting beneath the tree, anyways. Nice and cosy. Hope ye dinnae mind, but she does mean the world to me. If ye could do ow’t …” 
 
    Huge gulp. 
 
    The egg vibrated lightly in his grasp. 
 
    Alright. Call that a sign, and grasp at any straw he could beg, borrow or steal. Tiptoeing into his parents’ bedroom, Keir lifted the covers and popped the egg beneath. The pearlescent radiance gleamed beneath the thick blankets. He checked again, and pushed the orb gently against his mother’s stomach, where once she had waxed large with twins. Now her stomach was lean, even hollow, and her arms, as thin as sticks. He drew her scrawny left arm over the gleaming diamond surface, remembering how she used to cradle and rub her pregnant stomach. 
 
    “Here. Cuddle this, Mom. Be warm tonight. Please … become warm.” 
 
    He was shocked to see how her hand was so transparent, the light of the Dragon egg shone right through, showing the shadows of bones and a tracery of veins. 
 
    Her cheeks were ashen. Shanryssill did not have long to tarry with the living. 
 
    After grinding his knuckles fiercely against his eyes, Keir snugged the covers up to their necks and whispered an Elven Dragonmas blessing over his parents: 
 
    Good morrow, dear hearts and souls who loved me from the first, and a blessed sleep enfold you. May you, in the morn – 
 
    The rest choked up in his throat. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 17: Christmas Day 
 
    25th Decembrus 
 
      
 
    KEIR WOKE THAT CHRISTMAS morn with the feeling that something was terribly, dreadfully wrong. Hurling aside his blankets, he rushed out of the small storeroom clad in nothing but his shorts, wondering what could have – searching … no noise – no parents, no twins – he peered around the doorpost of their room. Both still abed. Mother breathing, aye. He made out the slight movement only after the longest time. Then, it was not his greatest fear. 
 
    What in all Tyanbran could be amiss? 
 
    He wandered back into the living room, struggling to wake up. No, thieves had not broken in and stolen all of their presents. The priceless soul blade still leaned against the wall, wearing that gaudy ribbon and looking rather fetching in his Christmas best, if he did say so himself. He wagged his finger at it. “Ye behave yerself today, hear me? ’Tis Dragonmas. I’ll have nae grumpiness from the likes of ye.” 
 
    Neither rude nor polite reply was offered. 
 
    Turning, Keir’s heart leaped to a standstill – if that made any sense at all. Mother! The tiny Elf stood framed in the doorway of her bedroom, cradling the Dragon egg in her arms. Bewildered. Querying him with her eyes. Standing … upright! 
 
    A deep, thunderous roaring swelled up in his ears. He could barely hear himself think. Mom. Mom! Don’t you – what are you – why? 
 
    The room swayed around him. 
 
    I dreamed I gave birth to … this? she whispered. Isn’t that peculiar, Keirthynal-my-heart? 
 
    Speechless. 
 
    Clutching his own chest and then pinching his arm to check he was not dreaming, Keir gaped at this apparition of his mother. She was as skinny as a reed, but hale – a pinch of rosy tan in the cheeks, a new gleam in her mauve eyes, and even her silver hair … glistening, a little like it used to … 
 
    “Shanryssill?” came his father’s voice. “What are ye – SHANRYSSILL!” 
 
    Darkness rushed toward him from all quarters. The floor took a violent lurch toward his nose, and then he remembered nothing more. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Lie still.” 
 
    He awoke. It was Christmas morn. Something was terribly, dreadfully wrong. Leaping to his feet, he accidentally elbowed Rhyl in the chest and – he was on his feet, the familiar living room swirling about him as though the walls were caught in a whirlwind, and here were the twins and his parents, standing hand in hand! 
 
    He must have died. 
 
    Surely, this was a dream unlike any other. 
 
    “Dad? Mom?” he croaked. “What the – what under Mauve’s good eye …” 
 
    “Keir, sit ye down before ye fall down,” his father ordered. “Ye’ve a dint of explaining to do, young man, and ye best be starting right – right after Rhyl fixes yer fool head.” 
 
    “But, I – Dad! Come on, she stitches me up all the time. I just –” 
 
    “SIT – YE – DOWN!” 
 
    Bump. He sat, and glanced up at Rhyl, who was dabbing at his forehead with a cloth now stained crimson. Heavens, how many scars was he going to have after this Winterfall? He said, “I’m dreaming, right? Somebody tell me I’m dreaming.” 
 
    “Nae dream,” Rhyl said, pulling his ear for emphasis. 
 
    “Ouch …” 
 
    His head throbbed. Someone had turned up the lamps, bathing the room and the well-loved faces within it in warm yellow light – yet his every thought was dislocated, drifting through disbelief into an awareness of a reality that could not possibly be real. How could Mom be there? Here? And Dad, what under Mauve was he doing standing so tall, without the support of his canes – without any support at all!  
 
    Santazathiar have mercy, what was going on? 
 
    “Aye,” his mother added, “and I have to ask what ye think yer doing running around in front of yer cousin wearing only yer shorts? I taught ye decency, I did.” 
 
    Keir gaped at his parents, hopelessly confused. “But, Elves aren’t shy about –” 
 
    “When bathing, son. That’s different, because it’s a communal affair,” his mother explained, causing the conversation to swerve away from what mattered most. 
 
    “Alright. Whatever. Dad, yer canes …” 
 
    “As of this morning, it appears I can manage, admittedly with a severe limp,” Kalar said bluntly. “Nae chair or canes required, praise Santazathiar!” 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    Cuddling the twins as they hugged her with an air of desperation, one to each leg, Shanryssill said, “Is it just me, or have I been sleeping for months? How can it be Dragonmas already? Where has the time flown?” 
 
    “Ye’ve been sick awhile,” he muttered, still unable to collect his jaw, his thoughts, his anything from where it lay scattered all over the place. “Deathly ill. One thing at a time. Help me understand something, here. Family, please. I am now’t dreaming?” 
 
    “Yer wide awake, silly Keir,” Narinyssill giggled. “Keir got the sillies, he did!” 
 
    Aramyssill put in, “Shall I pinch ye again? I can pinch gooder than anyone.” 
 
    “Nae pinching in my house, young lady,” Kalar scolded. 
 
    They sounded so normal, but only the opposite could be true. This was reality thumbing its nose and chortling merrily at his confusion. This was … insanity, of the very best sort. His heart soared while his rational mind kept trying to yank it back down to earth. Stubborn, right? Might as well pick away at the granite chunk that passed for his brain. 
 
    He protested, “Alright … and it is Christmas morn, right?” 
 
    “Right,” everyone agreed. 
 
    “And I’ve got a nice fat lump on my forehead from fainting like a tired daisy on the floor over there?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “So am I definitely hallucinating?” His family were all smiling or laughing at him, so he added, a touch belligerently, “Is anyone else having this particular hallucination in which both of my parents are inexplicably back on their feet, where my mother’s awake and looking healthy and holding a Dragon’s egg … and now she’s gazing at me like I’ve grown a set of antlers overnight, and am I going completely crazy over here, or what?” 
 
    “Nae,” said his father. 
 
    “Nae crazier than usual,” Rhyl added. 
 
    “A Dragon’s egg?” gasped his mother. “This is – are ye being serious, son?” 
 
    “Mom! Dinnae ye drop it!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ever,” she replied, her voice the thinnest thread of wonder, “but I do think I need to sit down. Could I have some tea, please? Now’t the winterberry. I need a restorative … Rhyl, would ye be so kind? Is there any food left in our cupboards? I could eat a yak sideways!” 
 
    A yak! Sideways? 
 
    That was when Keir started to laugh. Once he started, he was unable to stop. He laughed so hard he cried, and that made him laugh and cry more, until everyone was laughing and crying and a big, muddled family hug developed around Shanryssill’s chair beside the hearth. The twins climbed onto his mother’s lap with the egg tucked between them. Rhyl wept until she started hiccoughing. Even his father sobbed unashamedly, surrounding them all with his strong arms. 
 
    This truly was Christmas Day. 
 
    Never could he have imagined such a miracle. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Of course, not everything was perfect. His mother was distressingly weak, his father wobbled like a new toddler on his unsteady legs, and the twins soon started to wriggle and inquire about their presents. Rhyl placed the Dragon’s egg back beneath the Christmas tree, where it illuminated every branch from beneath with its gloriously pure radiance, and then everyone peered uncertainly at everyone else. What did one say? Do? Where to even start? 
 
    It was hard to believe it was only dawn. 
 
    Magic pervaded their house. Enchantment hung thick and mischievous from the rafters. 
 
    With one last, incredulous look at the egg – what in Santaclaws’ holy name had he done – Keir dashed off to throw on a shirt and trousers. He heard his cousin bustling about in the kitchen area, finding milk in the cold larder, and whipping up a quick but nourishing breakfast porridge for his mother. He danced back into the living room, caught his Dad’s startled glance and spied his Mom’s enigmatic Elven smile curving her newly pink lips in response, and promptly blushed to the roots of his hair. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    Happy, Keirthynal-my-strength? Shanryssill whispered. 
 
    He held up thumb and forefinger barely an eighth of an inch apart. Oh, about this much – this much more than all Tyanbran! All the world! I’m just … 
 
    Rhyl popped a stoneware bowl into Shanryssill’s hands. Now, eat up your gruel like a good girl. 
 
    A painfully wasted finger stroked her niece’s cheek. Rhyllaryssill-my-heart, what a treasure you are. How can I ever thank you enough? 
 
    Green eyes welled up and spilled over. Keir could only imagine how happy yet how guilty she must feel. How was any of this her fault? Yet he read it in the trembling of his cousin’s lip, how she cast about for somewhere, anywhere to hide. Before she could escape, Kalar’s huge hand slipped about her waist and he said: 
 
    “Looks like ye could use a wee cuddle, too?” 
 
    “Nae. Please –” 
 
    “I am now’t yer father, Rhyl, but I am a good man and I swear, I would never ever lift so much as a finger to ye. Ye are safe here in this house. Wholly safe, lass. Forever.” 
 
    Simple, devastating honesty. 
 
    With a wail that rent Keir’s heart, she threw herself into his father’s arms and just sobbed and sobbed and sobbed. Completely distraught. Dissolved. Shattered. 
 
    He did not know where to look, so appalling was her reaction, the way she mewled and wailed with utter abandon. He had always seen her as so strong – stronger than he was – an Elfmaiden who was in control, the knowledgeable one. To learn she harboured a past so tormented, the pain was this dreadful? The twins looked puzzled, but Shanryssill deftly distracted them by inquiring after a second helping of porridge. When the storm had passed, Rhyl slipped away to wash her face and do whatever girls did in a bathroom, which he had always regarded as one of life’s great mysteries. 
 
    Then, knowing that there never would be peace until a few presents were opened and his sisters mollified, they built up the fire, drew the chairs together about the Christmas tree, and set about the business of the zealous destruction of wrappings and Dragon egg paper. 
 
    The question of exactly what kind of miracle had transpired, and what he had done to bring such a miracle home, hung unanswered in the air. 
 
    Keir found himself unable to keep from glancing at his mother every ten seconds. Fearful she would blanch, that all the good tan colour would leach out of her skin once more, and she would fall into a final slumber. It was too good to be true, wasn’t it? Maybe she had rallied just before … yet, she appeared so greatly improved in the course of mere hours. His mother nibbled on a wedge of sweet lariza, a tart yellow citrus fruit from the lowlands which always kept well through the winter. She laughed faintly as the girls squabbled over whose turn it was to open the biggest present next, and bade them behave. Narini kept going back for extra hugs. Her twin focussed on the very serious business of finishing the presents. 
 
    Rhyl was delighted with her bracelet. She had made him a compact medicine pouch to hold essential herbs and remedies for when he travelled. Another item for his weapons belt. He thanked her gratefully, as it was a thoughtful gift he would never have picked for himself. Considering the recent spate of accidents he was not enjoying, it would likely come in more than useful sooner rather than later. Not that he was planning to leap into any more mile-deep abysses anytime soon. 
 
    At last, all that was left beneath the tree was the gleaming Dragon egg, and a couple of presents destined for the neighbours and Prince Zyran. 
 
    Scratching his grizzled, short-cropped hair – which must have been cut and neatened this very morn, Keir realised, although he had no idea when – Kalar waved toward the egg, saying, “Ye cannae crack one of those open for love o’ gold, can ye? Does it come out when ye say so?” 
 
    “Never on command,” his mother smiled. 
 
    Keir said, “She’ll come out when it’s her time.” The whole family gave him one of those family looks, making him squirm like a cat with a sore stomach. “I just think of whatever’s in there as a her, alright? It feels … right.” 
 
    “Yer sure the egg’s alive?” asked his father. 
 
    Tap tap-tap. 
 
    “Someone at the door?” Rhyl began, as Keir dropped to his knees beside the tree. 
 
    “That was her knocking, right?” 
 
    “Definitely came from inside yon egg, son. I mean, it cannae be a Crag Wyvern egg, could it? Nae. Och nae, Kalar, dinnae ye be a prattling fool! Ye’ve seen those plenty times. This is as different as mountains and jungles.” Shaking his shaggy head, his father added, “All good! So, Keir, take yer gift upon yer lap and tell us how ye found her. I feel a rollicking good story is owed us.” 
 
    Shanryssill added, “Especially since we both ken there’s no way under good Mauve ye could afford that blade ye got standing over there, son. A gift for Zyran?” 
 
    “Och aye, that it is.” 
 
    “Magnificent,” his father murmured. Keir clearly heard, ‘And yer tale had better be very good indeed, for my son is no thief.’ 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    Minor thief, at best. A career – he chuckled grimly – he had sort of fallen into, had he not? Keir Kestrelfoot the Light-Fingered, at your service. 
 
    Feeling as gauche as the worst con artist about to spin a fabulous tale, he scooped up the egg and carried it back to his seat. Did he sense another couple of tentative taps, and a teensy scratching inside? Maybe. As soon as he began to speak, the egg’s activity calmed down – intent upon his voice? His trembling fingers told him it simply had be alive. So hard to imagine the tiny creature curled up inside, despite all he had seen in the caverns. Those statues had to represent fully-grown Dragons, judging by their well-developed physiques. This would be a newborn, a … Dragon hatchling? Vulnerable. Hungry! Would it look like a lizard, or be definitively Dragon-like? 
 
    Frowning to himself, Keir said, “I guess it all started that night ye yelled at me, Mom and Dad, for a crazy idea. Let me start there …” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    He had navigated many a mile of snowy mountains, a Wyvern battle, a misplaced and culturally disastrous attempt to kiss his cousin – to the tune of much chortling from his parents and a rather flushed face on his part – and was describing how he had first climbed up to the Mother Tree, when a firm knock at the door interrupted his tale. 
 
    Rhyl shot to her feet. “Oh! I’m now’t dressed … properly …” 
 
    Before she could effect her escape, Kalar called, “Come in,” and the door swung open to reveal Prince Zyran, complete with a slightly fluffy crown of snow upon his freshly coiffed hair. Well. His friend had certainly scrubbed up this Dragonmas Day, Keir observed with a jaundiced eye. He wore a royal amaranth surcoat with gold piping upon the cuffs, shoulders and high collar, and his best Ogre hide snow boots. Natty, but exceedingly suspicious. 
 
    The Prince greeted everyone with his usual wholehearted cheer, apparently not noticing Shanryssill, sitting in her favourite comfortable chair facing away from the door. Then, his eyes lit upon Rhyl, frozen in the act of absconding to her room. 
 
    “A very merry Christmas to ye, Rhyl! Ye look most fetching this morn.” 
 
    His dark-haired, rugged friend could certainly turn on the charm on command. He was the sort of dashing young prince the ballads extolled, thankfully minus the plethora of silly affectations that were somehow required to be foisted upon royalty. Feet firmly in the mountain meadows, they said, and Zyran’s boots most certainly were – except, in a different sense, when it came to petite, green-eyed matters, one might assert. 
 
    Her definite chin lifted. “Fetching? In my bathrobe?” 
 
    “I beg yer mercy, fair Elfmaiden, but I cannae imagine ye’d prefer me to spin some despicable falsehood regarding yer loveliness?” 
 
    “Aye! Nae … what?” 
 
    Zyran chortled happily, “Come now. There is nae the mysterious sprig of mistletoe to misbehave beneath, but this is a fine if frigid morn, and I have brought ye a little something to celebrate. Merry Dragonmas, all!” 
 
    He held up the rush basket he had brought, and then placed it with studied care upon the floorboards. The twins instantly acquired an overload of the wriggles. 
 
    Rhyl bowed fluidly in the Elven manner, deeply from the waist with arms outstretched like an eagle about to take flight, and said, “And a very merry Christmas to ye, o Highness of Amarinthe. Ye honour us with yer presence.” 
 
    She angled her cheek for a polite kiss. 
 
    The Prince stooped. Then, before anyone could so much as gasp, he plucked the diminutive Elfmaiden up into the air and deposited a deft, scandalous and decidedly emphatic smooch upon her lips. Rhyl squeaked and blushed furiously, kicking his knees, but Zyran appeared undeterred. Very manful of him. He kissed her again, slower and more tenderly – which she most clearly reciprocated – and then set her down upon the floor. Rhyl wobbled backward a step, her face a picture. 
 
    “Merry Christmas, my beloved,” said he. 
 
    The Elfmaiden’s hand flew to her mouth as if to check why exactly her lips were tingling. He had never seen her so stunned. 
 
    For his part, Zyran positively glowed, but Keir spied his pulse trembling nineteen to the dozen in his neck. He must have been so nervous! Kalar gave a great roar of approval, slapping his knees, while the twins recovered enough from their shock to start exclaiming at how disgusting teenagers were, and why did they have to get all lip-squidgy together? 
 
    Shanryssill giggled, “Oh, most nobly accomplished, Prince Zyran. Most gallant indeed!” 
 
    Father popped a kiss on his mom’s cheek for sheer joy. “Och aye! If I could but have taught my soldiers to raid with such precise timing … many a skirmish would we have won.” 
 
    Keir popped up to clasp his best friend by the forearm. “Merry Christmas, ye old scoundrel. Make yerself at home – and dinnae ye ever stint.” 
 
    “And ye.” The Prince threw his arms about him, slapping his back. 
 
    “Nice present,” Keir whispered in his ear. 
 
    His cousin was still speechless. 
 
    A rare moment indeed. 
 
    The Prince said, “I apologise if Human tradition occasionally clashes with Elven, but that was my first gift for ye this morn, Rhyllaryssill, and a declaration I have wished to make for some time now. In my opinion, Christmas morn presented the very best opportunity.” 
 
    She giggled behind her hand. How those green eyes sparkled! “What lass would now’t swoon for a merry Christmas kiss from her Prince?” 
 
    “Ye are now’t just any lass.” 
 
    “And ye are now’t just yer average Prince, if such a thing exists …” 
 
    That much was clear from the way they gazed at one other. Keir had recognised this spark from the start, but he had never seen his friend treat a girl like this. Before, he had always kept potential entanglements at arm’s length, preferring to play hard-to-catch. This must be serious. His friend turned now to hang up his cloak and surcoat on the wooden pegs beside the door, and he removed his boots and popped them outside. Purple Dragonmas socks, eh? The left had a hole in the big toe. 
 
    Almost the perfect prince, right? Nor did Rhyl’s eye for detail miss its mark. 
 
    Patting the covered rush basket he had brought with him, Zyran said, “As it happens, I discovered a few spare Dragon eggs at my castle meant for a few special people. May I come join the family? How is our Shanryssill, Commander Kalar?” 
 
    Dark and light, the twins bounced excitedly on their toes. Keir was fairly certain his ears caught a faint meowing from inside that basket. Aha. Mischief was afoot on all fronts this morning … if that made a jot of sense. He was just so overjoyed, his lips hurt from constant smiling. Hardly the worst affliction in the world. 
 
    Kalar said, “My lovely lasses, did ye want to show Prince Zyran our very own Dragonmas surprise?” 
 
    When Arami and Narini did not immediately catch on, he winked broadly at his wife – that surprise, indeed – and said, “Go on, my wee treasured bairns. Ye dinnae ever want to see a prince fall right on his royal behind? This is yer chance.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ever,” Zyran protested, still not catching on. Holding out his arms, he complained, “Ye pair of wicked, bloodthirsty bandits, ye ken well and good how I cannae live without yer hugs. Stop yer fearful misbehaviour and hear my royal command: get ye over here, this instant!” 
 
    “Bandits?” Arami protested. “We’re Dragon Riders!” 
 
    She chased Narini to the Prince. 
 
    The twins had known Zyran from birth and loved him like an uncle. As a properly trained Prince, he had dandled the babes upon his knees, coddled them in tandem upon his shoulders, and endured his fair share of milky burps. One was expected to acquire appropriate skills in the cause of being fruitful and multiplying the kingdom, the Queen had once informed Keir. A ten-anna-old lad at the time, he considered such details to be unnecessary and frankly, quite disturbing. Being as the Prince was one anna older, at the time, Keir had idolised his friend and immediately decided to copy his behaviour – and in so doing, had both delighted his parents and made the eye-opening discovery that having baby sisters was not so dreadful a fate after all. 
 
    Alright. Besotted was a good word. Macho, even. Right up there with flexing one’s biceps while posing in front of random mirrors. 
 
    In a moment, Zyran rounded the chair, whereupon he made a timeless double-take. “Shani … ma’am!” he blurted out, first turning pallid and then flushing with joy. “Ye are – what? And how? When did this – Dragonmas, eh? I’m so … ha-ha-happy!” 
 
    Her lips curved. “Surprise! This morn.” 
 
    For the twins’ benefit, the Prince aped flopping upon the rugs, whereupon he mock-fainted with great dramatic effect, roused himself by a suitably heroic effort, and pretended to faint all over again. As they hooted with laugher, he popped back up onto his knees, gazing at Shanryssill. He dabbed at his eyes, swallowing once, twice, unable to speak. All he did was look over at Kalar, who nodded, and at Rhyl, who nodded as well. 
 
    Eventually, Zyran spluttered, “Why dinnae ye tell me? Isn’t this sickness meant to be … uh, and why keep it a – oh. Oh! It only happened this morn?” 
 
    “This very morn,” said his mom, reaching forward to touch his cheek. “Dear Zyran, of course we would have told ye right away, had we ow’t by way of an inkling …” 
 
    “Keir – ye came back last night? Bruised but safe?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “What’s that gemstone yer holding? I’m crying. Crying!” He gazed absently at his damp fingertips before wiping them on his trousers. “Rhyl, ye dinnae ken now’t of this … ah, suspect something? Anything at all?” 
 
    “Nae, sweet – sweetheart,” she faltered. “Am I allowed to call ye … that?” 
 
    His hands waved absently around his person. “Oh, I’ll just have father pass it into law, never ye mind. What I cannae get over is, what kind of Christmas fable did I just step into? Everything was Winterfall-normal until I stepped through yer front door just a minute ago. Can somebody pinch me, please?” 
 
    “Yay! Me first!” shouted Aramyssill, tackling the Prince about the neck. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 18: Reprise 
 
      
 
    RHYL DID NOT REACT in shock to Keir’s description of the Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar’s probable demise, murmuring only, ‘Ah, so that’s what she meant.’ His mother was openly distressed, so much so that he had to pause his tale until Kalar was satisfied she was not about to collapse or relapse. Meantime, with baleful gravity, he warned Keir that he had better be telling the truth, or else. 
 
    The truth –aye, that was the problem, wasn’t it? 
 
    It had been ten minutes, and Zyran was still staring at the egg perched upon his lap as if it would any second sprout talons and fangs, and wing off into a mauve sunset chortling hysterically at everyone who had dared to imagine that Dragons were extinct. That mood was definitely catching. And thrilling, in a way that ricocheted between terrifying and unspeakably glorious every few seconds. If his heart beat any harder, it must surely bruise his ribcage from within. 
 
    Down into Drakabis Abyss he plunged. Describing the beastly rescue. Wandering endlessly through the caverns, and recounting all he had observed on his way to Santazathiar’s paw. He was explaining what he had discovered there, when his father interrupted: 
 
    “A soul blade? Keirthynal, never in all my days have I heard such a load of old tripe spit from yer lips as this morn. I cannae believe ye, son. And on Christmas of all days! I –” 
 
    “Kalar,” Shanryssill rasped, laying her hand upon his knee. 
 
    “Beloved?” 
 
    “Am I now’t sitting here? Speaking with ye?” 
 
    His father opened his mouth and then clamped it shut with an audible click. Not a whole lot of arguing with that, was there? Still, perhaps it was time. Rising from his straight-backed wooden seat, Keir popped the Dragon’s egg into his friend’s arms. “Hold this.” 
 
    “Help?” Zyran squeaked. 
 
    Apparently playing nursemaid to a Dragon egg was a touch more than even a well-trained Prince had bargained for. 
 
    “Ye’d better be nice to her,” Keir scolded. 
 
    One royal eyebrow shot toward the ceiling. 
 
    Extracting the gold coin from his pocket – it was as large as his palm – he showed it to everyone. “I took one piece of gold to show ye. Just one, with apologies to the Dragon Kings of old. And I brought this soul blade out of exile because I thought it wrong that even a bound soul should remain alone for millennia. His name is Mæ’iêti –” 
 
    “Mæ’iêti!” his mother exclaimed. “That’s a legendary blade, Keir. One of the original seven, the most powerful and noble soul blades ever forged in the forgotten mines of Arum-dê-Ranæ. Are ye certain?” 
 
    “It’s inscribed upon the blade in Ancient Elven,” he said, winking at her as he deadpanned, “hard to miss, even for an educational delinquent like me. Plus, Mæ’iêti spoke when I first touched him. Quite a … character, let’s say.” 
 
    “The blade speaks?” Zyran queried. 
 
    “In yer mind, if ye have one.” 
 
    “That is a telepathic blade? I need another pinch –” 
 
    “My job!” yelled Arami. 
 
    “Mind the egg!” 
 
    The Prince scowled, “Alright, nae need to lose yer rag there, Mister Horribly Overprotective. I’d never believe it if I wasn’t sitting here, egg-sitting this rare beauty, so to speak. It’s now’t ‘just’ anything. I might very well be holding the last Dragon egg in existence. Keir, have ye any idea what this could mean to the Kingdom of Amarinthe?” 
 
    “I do have … some idea.” 
 
    Indeed. In the ensuing silence, a sense of uncanny expectancy prickled up and down the back of his neck. Keir shivered. 
 
    Rhyl put in softly, “That’s where all the trouble starts with ye, isn’t it, cousin? Ideas.” 
 
    Gales of laughter! 
 
    As his family’s jollity and teasing broke the tension, Keir retrieved Mæ’iêti from where he leaned against the wall. He showed the blade to everyone. Kalar whistled softly. The workmanship was clearly of surpassing quality. It was not a showy blade, but a weapon made for war, as the minimalistic but exacting design made clear. A plain, leather-wrapped hilt made for two-handed use was topped by a solid silver pommel, guarded by a stout crosspiece to protect the wielder’s hands. The cross and pommel were solid enough for use in offensive striking; both also were inscribed with very fine silver runes – mystical runes, Keir assumed – and the metal appeared to run seamlessly into the forty-one inch length of the double-edged blade. Was there no tang buried inside the hilt? Even Kalar was unfamiliar with this mode of weapons-craft. The metal was a darker silver than most, leading Keir to imagine that it might have been forged from an unusual or unknown metal alloy, and the manifest keenness of the edge needed neither imagination nor embellishment. It looked as sharp as his pair of ska’etaz. 
 
    Prince Zyran looked the soul blade over keenly, yet with patent respect. 
 
    “At the very least, ye could shave with that edge,” Keir suggested, and had the distinction of both of his parents yelling at him in tandem. 
 
    His mother snapped, “Grieving heavens, that is a soul blade, ye –” 
 
    Kalar growled, “Ye are too irreverent by half, son. When will ye learn to respect legend and tradition?” 
 
    “I do respect it … was I being serious? Did I tattoo my name on Santaclaws’ tomb, or worse, that ye must chastise me so?” 
 
    “I suggest ye get on with the story, lad, rather than digging yerself a bigger hole.” 
 
    Perhaps more sulkily than might have been warranted, he said, “That was about it, Dad. I returned home with real treasure in my pocket, a soul blade slung across my back, a great haul of winterberry, half a shirt … and a Dragon’s egg.” 
 
    “And ye dinnae freeze?” Zyran put in. 
 
    “Nae, the egg kept me warm. In theory. That’s what gave me the idea of tucking it in with ye last night, Mom. I popped this impossible orb of magic beneath the blankets, right up against yer tum – because ye looked so cold and –” he glanced at the twins, ran his fingers through his spiky hair, and muttered “– ye ken. And then ye woke up this morning and I’m still terrified I’m the one who’s going to wake up next. And that all this joy will vanish like the end of a rainbow.” 
 
    One way to carve out a portentous silence. 
 
    Keir willed his heart to stop trying to quarry its way out through the base of his throat. This morning had been exhausting, and the day had barely begun. 
 
    Scrambling to his feet, the Prince said, “I brought a wee something for wee little folk, if ye catch the drift of my snows. These are also rare, but now’t half as rare as what my poor brain still cannae quite grasp ye – here, Keir. Ye embrace the impossible. Yer hands are best fitted for the task.” 
 
    Clutch the egg. The egg! 
 
    This elliptical, most magical conundrum. 
 
    Embracing the impossible hardly began to depict the thrashing storms playing in his heart. 
 
    Zyran had the twins kneel on the rug before the Christmas tree. Placing the blue rush basket between them, he bade them count to three and then, plucked off the lid with a showman’s flourish. Two pairs of eyes lit up; two gasps confirmed that the contents of the basket were indeed more than suitable. Narini clasped her hands to her chest, squealing, “So cute! So fluffy!” while Arami said, “Can I choose first?” 
 
    The Prince threw Shanryssill a look that begged for rescue. 
 
    She said, “I’ll choose. Silly paws and dragons jaws, help me sort between these claws. If I cannae find just cause, let me hear from Santaclaws. Right. Close yer eyes, girls.” 
 
    This ask was nigh impossible for a pair of five anna-olds faced with a basket holding two fluffy kittens, but they tried their best. Rhyl helped by putting her small hands over their eyes, while Shanryssill mimed picking up the kittens and giving them one each. The Prince executed his orders with soldierly aplomb. Narini was so agog her hands would not stop shaking, while Arami waited with outward calm. For twins, they certainly were very different personalities. 
 
    “Look, they have each chosen one of ye,” said his mom. 
 
    Keir wondered at this business of telling lies to younger folk. Skilful parenting appeared to involve occasional fibs and a deft touch of bribery. He wondered how gullible he had been at this age! 
 
    The kittens certainly were cuteness personified, but rather larger than he had expected, perhaps eight inches of an explosion of white fluff. Black whiskers, huge black eyes and infeasibly cute pink noses completed the picture. Kalar leaned forward curiously, asking how Zyran had come by a pair of long-haired Sabarikan Mountain Cats, explaining aside that the Certanshi practice of trapping them in the mountains to be trained to kill vermin in their camps had led to their near-extinction several anna before. For Keir’s benefit, Zyran added that in contrast, the Ogre troops encouraged vermin – a primary food source for them – and that, in turn, led to pestilence and plague. Everyone hoped that the Ogres would one day contrive to wipe themselves out due to this revolting habit, and perhaps take the Certanshi down with them, but so far, no joy on that front. 
 
    Right at the end of the campaign season, the Prince told them, one of the soldiers had found an injured, pregnant Sabarikan female and tried to nurse her back to health. He had carried her all the way up from the plains to home, where she had perished giving birth to a litter of kittens. He had kept three but wanted to sell two, both females – and Zyran had snapped them up. 
 
    “They grow sizeable,” Kalar commented. “Two feet at the shoulder, and heavier than the girls.” 
 
    Zyran said, “But they mature slowly, sir. I did my homework in the archives. They will grow together. They are loyal and protective, will learn people’s names, and can even be trained as trackers. They are neat and clean animals –” 
 
    “Sold, my Prince,” his father laughed, holding up his hands. 
 
    “Just look at all this fluffiness!” Rhyl cooed. Narini’s kitten had already turned over in her lap for a tummy rub. Arami was trying to get her kitten to show its claws. The kitten was far more interested in having a snooze. “Zyran, ye dinnae tell me ye had such an eye for girls’ presents?” 
 
    “Cliché is cliché for a reason,” he grinned. “Fluff. Cannae go wrong, can ye?” 
 
    “I’m now’t much of a fluff kind of girl, Santazathiar’s truth.” 
 
    “Jungle fluff.” 
 
    “Just wait till ye are standing on a tree branch seven thousand feet off the ground,” Rhyl mock-snarled at him. “I’ll show ye fluff then, princeling!” 
 
    Zyran’s jaw gently unhinged itself and stayed that way. 
 
    “Such beautiful fur,” his mother said meantime. “Wee beauties, they are.” 
 
    “Someone else can sweep the floors,” Keir put in quickly. 
 
    “Another reason they were hunted in times past.” Zyran sighed. “Ma’am, sir, I hope … I do ken ye wanted puppies, but I could nae find now’t for love o’ money. Did I …” 
 
    While his parents assured the Prince that he had picked a wonderful present, Keir reflected upon his own choices, or the fall of fate’s paw, as mountain folk would say. A crusty sword for his best friend. A priceless Dragon’s egg for himself. How would kittens get on with a Dragon? Maybe if they grew up together it would be no problem. 
 
    Sure promised to be a busy, busy household with all these babies. How would they possibly feed everyone? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Christmas cookies for breakfast, spicy ginger tea warming him from the inside, kittens lapping eagerly at a plate of creamy yak milk – what a day already! Keir eyed the egg beneath the tree. It had gone quiet again. He was concerned something might be wrong with it. Perhaps drawing healing magic from it might have harmed the hatchling? 
 
    Zyran clapped him upon the shoulder. “Ye got yer worrier face on again, my friend.” 
 
    “Aye, big, brave warrior over here.” 
 
    “Nay, worrier.” Fingers spelled the runes in the air. 
 
    “Ha ha. Rolling on the floor getting dusty. Dinnae ye get it now’t, Zyran? How can we do – that?” He aimed a finger at the egg. 
 
    “Isn’t that called clearing the snow before it’s fallen?” 
 
    Suppressing a flash of anger, Keir stared at the wall. “Did ye speak with the soul blade?” 
 
    “Aye. He was actually slightly courteous, once he learned I was a Prince and a leader in battle.” Zyran chortled rather mirthlessly. “Although my skills, which he has never seen, are questionable by definition and I will need a great deal of instruction, as the ancient Elves knew far more about swordplay than rustic Humans like me. As ye said, quite the character. I dinnae hope to be having an argument with my sword when a River Ogre’s trying to tear my head off, but there we go. Fate deals the dice oddly sometimes.” 
 
    And how! 
 
    Zyran was trying to cheer him up. Keir jumped as his friend ruffled his hair. “Dinnae ye –” 
 
    “Dinnae what? It’s Christmas morn, man. I kissed my gorgeous lass.” 
 
    “She’s mad at ye.” 
 
    “Now’t I cannae handle.” The Prince considered his holey sock philosophically, and made a self-deprecating laugh. “Alright. I’m consulting yer parents for private cross-cultural lessons. And taking up my Elven language lessons with an amazing resurgence of gusto and enthusiasm. Nae more of the soggy buckets. D’ye catch my drift?” 
 
    “Perfectly.” 
 
    “Then let me help set yer course – wow! Rhyl! Amazing.” 
 
    She had changed for Christmas lunch with the royals. Keir understood there had been a minor flurry of dressmaking in town over the course of the last week. His cousin had chosen a high-necked, feminine kaimiuri dress in Elven green that fit close to the torso, buttoning diagonally down the front to the right hip. It flared to dramatic wide sleeves and a long skirt that was in no way fit for trudging through snow. The heavy darantímis silk, fashioned by the famous Elven jungle spinners, was a sylvan pattern, dark and light leaves intertwined, picked out in silver thread that matched her hair, artfully twisted into a jewelled clasp behind her head. Her finely tooled boots were black leather with silver trim on the buckles. 
 
    “Lovely niece, do us a wee turnabout for the obligatory chorus of appreciation,” his father prompted, making a circling motion with his fingers. 
 
    Rhyl spun slowly. 
 
    Kalar whistled and stomped his approval. Shanryssill congratulated her niece, while the twins tore themselves away from the all-consuming wonder of kittens for two seconds to gasp in amazement – saying Rhyl looked like a real princess. Zyran sprang up to offer a gallant bow. His cousin looked past the Prince to gauge his reaction. Keir put his right hand to his heart, and mouthed, ‘Perfect.’ 
 
    Her smile grew even more radiant. 
 
    She said, “This was Zyran’s gift for me, though he knew it now’t until now. A girl cannae rightly wear her healer’s smock to luncheon with the King and Queen of Amarinthe.” 
 
    Seating himself next to Keir on the bench they had been sharing, facing the Christmas tree, Zyran said, “Forget all that stomping about in treasure chambers. Keir and I both ken ye outshine it all, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Keir agreed. 
 
    The Elfmaiden’s eyebrows twitched, but she came to stand alongside Zyran, and twined her fingers with his. “Perhaps the Queen and King may now’t frown too severely upon the choice of a fourth Prince of the realm?” 
 
    Shanryssill sighed, and Kalar’s brow drew down. 
 
    Keir knew what she meant. The court’s traditionalists, Zyran had privately reported, were not best pleased by a budding romance between the Prince and a girl who was not, in their eyes, of sufficiently noble lineage. Nor rich, nor even well-connected. Worst of all, she was an Elfmaiden. Amongst the purists, Queen Myriali herself stood head and shoulders above. The lunch would be stately, formal, and nuanced in ways he frankly did not want Rhyl ever to experience, for he had first-hand knowledge of the pangs of those unvoiced snubs – but if this developing romance was to continue to flourish, then navigate these deep oceans, she must. Oceans of tempest and Sea Dragons and peril. Rhyl was strong, but vulnerable. He understood that now. 
 
    His parents must know these things too, he concluded, judging by the softness in his mother’s gaze and the grim set of Kalar’s jaw. His father wanted to swing his axe at something. Hack a few protocols to pieces. Smack some sense into a few jaded, even covertly racist heads. Father famously despised court politics and he had often not been lacking for a blunt word to make his position plain. 
 
    Filled with fury at this injustice, he blurted out, “If they refuse to see ye for the treasure ye are, Rhyl, they are blind fools and charlatans!” 
 
    “Son, mind yer tongue!” Kalar snapped. 
 
    “Why so fierce and protective today, my Keir? What has riled ye so?” asked his mother. 
 
    Raising his chin, he gazed at his parents. “Ye both.” He winced. “I mean, nigh losing ye. I’m sorry, I cannae just – it tears me up inside, alright? It’s a blaze I cannae snuff out. Can I nae be forgiven a measure of wild, Dragonish love for ye?” 
 
    “Och aye, unforgivable,” Kalar grinned. 
 
    His mother’s eyes moistened with unshed tears. Keirthynal-my-soul, I’m sorry to have frightened you all so – but I assure you, the fading is gone. I know it, I sense it with all that is Elven jungle soul within me. I am on the mend. This miracle is thanks to you. 
 
    “Me? I hesitated.” Hanging his head, he stared at his dark blue indoor socks. “I froze. When it mattered most, I was paralysed and helpless. Only when that avalanche had already begun, did I try to rescue the egg. I’m now’t the brave one. Far more fearful than noble. Truth be told, I was terrified out of my freaking little brain –” 
 
    “Then why did ye decide?” 
 
    He gaped at Zyran. “What d’ye mean?” 
 
    “Yer a rather springy and fleet-footed half Elf, in case ye lost sight of the true picture. Bet ye the King’s crown against an Ogre’s breakfast ye could have leaped atop that avalanche, run the opposite way and made good yer escape. Yet ye did nae such thing. Whatever made ye go fetch the egg?” 
 
    “It –” Keir racked his brains “– I dinnae ken, it just felt … right. Gaah! How lame do I sound? It wasn’t harp strings and balladeers’ fancy words, ye see? I cannae find words other than to say, right-right. Ye ken?” 
 
    In the corner of his eye, he caught Kalar nodding at the Prince. His friend put his hand on Keir’s knee, and said, “Ye know, all I’ve learned of leadership this past season dinnae amount to a great deal. But yer story has taught me something I guess I dinnae grasp very clearly, out there on the battlefront. Doing what is easy is, well, easy. Most people in a pinch would choose to save their own skin. On the other hand, I’ve seen soldiers run under the feet of a cohort of heavily armoured Ogres to save a wounded comrade. Never seen anyone reckless enough to swim though an avalanche into a mile-deep ravine in order to save a Dragon’s egg, mind. Yer special.” 
 
    “Nitwit special?” 
 
    “Amazing special. One of a kind.” 
 
    Keir wrinkled his nose at his friend, and then shrugged. “The egg, she just … matters. I dinnae care to over-analyse these things.” 
 
    “Well then, listen to yer white-bearded old friend over here, ye cloud-brained son o’ the peaks,” Zyran said, with a self-deprecating grin. “If all ye do with yer days is to obey that sense of right, then to me, that is spelled, ‘greatness.’ ” 
 
    Flummoxed! 
 
    Keir did not know where to look, nor what to say. His friend saw that in him? Trying to work out how to express how embarrassing that speech was, he grimaced as his family, even Rhyl, start to nod together like a group of parakeets pecking at a tasty jungle fruit. Great. 
 
    “Aye,” said Shanryssill. 
 
    Kalar grinned, “Och aye, a true word.” 
 
    As if it were all ruddy obvious to everyone else in the room. Big boots to wear. Santazathiar-sized boots! Not happening. Zyran was ridiculously premature with his assessment. Still, a Dragon’s egg had been gifted to him. He must choose to do what was right, with a faith that was somehow both wilfully ignorant of the possible consequences, yet as wise as the ancient mountains. 
 
    Never a dull moment, was there? 
 
    Rhyl said, “By the way, I meant to warn ye boys: I can lipread.” 
 
    Zyran grinned, “Like I read ye earlier?” 
 
    “Uh-oh,” said Keir. 
 
    She smiled a wonderfully enigmatic yet somehow perilous smile at the Prince. “Aye. Think ye can handle me, d’ye say?” 
 
    “It was a jest – mmm!” 
 
    His eyes nigh popped as the Elfmaiden raided a swift kiss. He wobbled and would have toppled off the bench had Keir not propped him up with a swift shove. 
 
    Looking as satisfied as the kitten which stood inside its saucer of creamy yak milk in order to best lap up the goodness, she added, “I think ye’ve a mite or two to learn about women, my Prince. First warning: I dinnae ‘handle’ quite as ye might expect.” 
 
    “Indeed!” he spluttered. 
 
    “But there are unexpected rewards,” Kalar put in, with a rakish grin directed at Shanryssill. She coloured and spluttered something about young ears twitching. 
 
    Keir said, “I just wonder when she will want to hatch.” 
 
    His father said merrily, “Let me teach ye my wisdom about women, son.” 
 
    Shanryssill’s mobile eyebrows suggested this tutorial ought to be fascinating, but she reached out to slip her tiny hand into his father’s huge, scarred palm. 
 
    “Go on, Dad.” 
 
    “I suspect she’s fairly much ready to emerge, but she’s just now’t confident yet of what she’ll find when she cracks the eggshell. So, ye need to woo her out gentle-like, lad. Encourage her. She senses yer uncertainties and yer worries. And if ye let her see ye for who ye truly are, I promise ye, she shall prove an ally such as could never be bought by agreements, gold or promises – fierce and fiery and forever true.” 
 
    Keir collected his jaw off the floor. Would people just stop all this portentous, profoundly wise talk already? His brain was about to detonate like thunder in that storm! 
 
    Shanryssill crowed, “Bravo. Oh, bravo indeed!” 
 
    Tugging upon her outstretched arm, Kalar said, “Come to my arms, me wee ravishing beauty. All this kissing around here gives a husband ideas, it does!” 
 
    “Kalar!” she giggled. 
 
    “Have to dash. We’re about to be late for the pre-lunch singing,” Zyran said regretfully. “Let me ken how yer Dragon-wooing goes, alright, o Master of all Eloquence?” 
 
    Keir was not sure his preoccupied parents noticed, but he made sure to apply the sole of his foot to the Prince’s backside as he departed. “See ye later, lovebirds.” 
 
    Peering back over her shoulder, Rhyl mimed clipping him across the earhole. 
 
    He still hadn’t stopped smiling. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    There was no precedent for encouraging a Dragon to crack the eggshell. Keir was impassioned. Poetic. Energetic. Creative. Vocal. Loving. So syrupy sweet, he heard his father guffawing over by the fireplace as he added a little wood and poked the fire into life. He declaimed ballads and told her all about his family, which had his mother clearing her throat meaningfully at a few points. Her involvement provided excellent excuse to pop over and give her a kiss, or ask what she needed, or fuss with the plaid throw Rhyl had tucked around her. True to form, his precise and orderly cousin had also prescribed several different types of medicinal tea, a limited but nourishing diet, and rest. Plenty of rest. 
 
    After a busy two and a half hours, Keir sat back a foot from the egg, and complained, “Oh, come on. Ye aren’t just asleep in there, are ye?” 
 
    Tap. Tap-tap-tap! 
 
    He startled. “Awake now?” 
 
    Tap-tap. 
 
    “Were ye asleep all this time, ye wee scaly rascal, while I was singing out my soul?” 
 
    The egg quivered enticingly, and the tapping resumed in earnest. 
 
    “Ye dinnae ken that I love ye already?” Keir bit his lip. Wow! Where did that come from? Gushy and mushy was not his preferred style. 
 
    Tap-tap. Sharp, precise, quite different to what he had been hearing before. 
 
    “Prince Zyran is a terrible friend, right?” 
 
    Tap. 
 
    “My mother’s the best mother in all Tyanbran, would ye agree?” 
 
    Tap-tap. 
 
    “Keir, ye are the rascal,” his mother laughed. “Will ye pour me some more tea, please?” 
 
    He patted the egg. He could tap this diamond prison with a mountain, and it still would not break. “Work on escaping that shiny dungeon, hear me?” 
 
    A thought which made every hair on his scalp prickle! Ugh. Cheerful one, Keir! 
 
    He added, “We cannae wait to meet ye. Just a wee little job to do and I’ll be right back. She’s communicating already, wouldn’t ye say, Mom? Intelligently, d’ye think?” 
 
    “I think I love ye wider than the oceans, my son.” 
 
    Tea rolled on into a number of chores, but Keir kept a close watch on the shining ovoid beneath the tree. She probably had an egg tooth or claw that she was using to hammer at the eggshell from the inside. Breaking through diamond could not be easy. The eggling worked steadily, tip-tapping away and every now and again, he heard scraping sounds or a muted rustling as something moved about inside, but as the hours wore by, the eggshell gave every impression of being impervious. Patience was difficult. While he understood this was likely part of the process of growing stronger, of hatchling development, he still prowled about the room like a caged snow leopard. 
 
    Kalar booted him out to go fetch firewood, which he did at an anxious run. 
 
    By late afternoon, the tapping had escalated in violence and frequency, as if the shell’s occupant had progressed from frustration to outright anger. Keir had to chase the runaway ovoid across the floor several times. The surface was hot enough to fry an egg upon – nay, he did not attempt the feat – and sparked now and again with power that vividly reminded him of that unnatural storm. Any impression that he might be disappointed by the emergence of a gigantic chicken, say, had long since been dispelled. Tiny growls made the jewels tremble, causing the lamplight to reflect around the room in sudden bursts of spangling light. She sounded rather ferocious. Would a wild baby Dragon try to eat the kittens? Tear the furniture to pieces? Burn holes in his trousers? 
 
    Grrr-grrr! Squeak, purr, growl, snarl, snap! 
 
    Tap-TAP-tap-tap! CHAC! 
 
    “Come on, ye spirit of the storm, o precious daughter of Santazathiar!” he crooned. “Come to Keir! Ye shall ride the very lightning in the skies where ye were birthed. What is this weak eggshell to ye? Break it apart – go on, I dare ye! Good effort! That’s the way. Harder!” 
 
    Grrr-grrr! 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 19: Miracle Born 
 
      
 
    “KNOCK KNOCK,” CAME A familiar call from without. “It’s Zyran, Rhyl and General Ja’axu.” 
 
    The egg bounded away across the floor toward the doorway, with Keir scrambling in ardent pursuit. Honestly! If he failed to catch this creature while it was trapped inside the egg, what hope might he have later on? Finally, he snaffled it up behind the door. 
 
    He called, “Come in!” 
 
    Zyran and his cousin entered easily, but the General had to bend almost double and shuffle inside. When she stood upright, her head scraped the rafters. As before, it was startling to see the eight-foot-seven quarter Giant standing beside his four-foot-seven cousin. Talk about a height difference! And, if Ja’axu was only a quarter Giantess, then how huge might her relatives be? 
 
    The Giantess boomed, “I had to come see ye, Kalar, and I wanted to congratulate ye on yer recovery, Shanryssill. So many prayers we had said for ye, and to see ye sitting up and looking so hale, it fills my heart with such joy, I cannae … jus’ cannae …” Kneeling beside Shanryssill’s comfortable armchair, the Giantess enveloped the Elf in the gentlest of hugs. Her huge shoulders shook. “Such sadness we knew, but a merrier Dragonmas, none could ever have wished for! How well ye look, dear one. How very well. How are ye feeling?” 
 
    “Weak, but much improved. I’m grateful, dear Ja’axu. Ye had nae need to come.” 
 
    “Piffle.” 
 
    Ja’axu gazed at his mother as if she feared she might evaporate if one did not pay sufficient attention. 
 
    The egg’s antics stilled completely at the sound of her voice. Bending his neck, Keir whispered, “She’s just a great big noisy friend, little one. Dinnae ye worry yerself none. One day, ye’ll be even bigger than she is.” 
 
    Drawing back, General Ja’axu’s gaze flicked convulsively to the orb he held. Sucking in a deep breath, she said in a rush, “That’s the egg? It sure dinnae match most of the descriptions in our Giantish lore, but it’s clearly magical and special. That much, ye can smell from a mile off.” 
 
    Tap tap-tip-tap, came the assertive reply. 
 
    “If ye say so, yer draconic highness!” the General chortled. Striding over, she said, “May I?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Engulfing the egg in her huge hands, she said, “When I was young, I learned an ancient Giantish blessing for the Dragonkind. I’ll say it first in my tongue, then in yers.” 
 
    The sonorous notes of formal spoken Giantish filled the room, booming like drumbeats from her mighty chest: 
 
    Blessed be the skies that birthed thee, 
 
    Blessed be the womb that nourished thee, 
 
    Blessed be the fiery souls who loved thee. 
 
    May Santazathiar himself hallow every measure of thy wings, 
 
    Every labour of thy paw, 
 
    And every day thou livest beneath good Mauve, 
 
    May they be many, and joyous withal. 
 
    Kalar stood and bowed stiffly. “Ja’axu, thank ye.” 
 
    Her eyes popped wide, but she clasped his forearm with palpable enthusiasm. “Ye – just what happened in this house this Dragonmas Day, Kalar? Santaclaws be praised! Ye lost yer canes, and yer wife beat the eskirêna-l’næ, and as for yer mischief-making lad … bringing home a Dragon’s egg?” 
 
    His father shrugged nonchalantly. “Sounds about right.” Scooping Shanryssill out of her chair, he clasped her to his chest. “Shall we dance once more, my beauty?” 
 
    “Kalar!” she protested, fooling no one. 
 
    What a delight to see spots of colour rush into his mother’s cheeks! 
 
    One giant forefinger rose accusingly, homing in – where else – upon Keir’s forehead, as though she wished to beat some common sense into the fabric of his skull. His parents probably wished the same. Regularly! 
 
    The General growled, “Alright then, Kestrelfoot. What have ye to say on this score? I’ll bet ’tis yer fault, somehow, at the bottom of everything –” 
 
    On cue, the egg growled. Cute, but unmistakable. 
 
    Ja’axu’s eyebrows nearly hit the ceiling. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “I think she’s protecting me,” Keir chuckled, holding on to the egg for dear life as it rattled about in his hands. The inner tap-tac-TAC-TAP! suggested real power, now. His quick ear began to discern a new quality to the sound. Hollowness? A fracture? 
 
    Suddenly, the jewelled surface vibrated and then flashed brilliantly, imprinting organic patterns upon his scalded retinae. Electricity shot up his arms into his head, as if his scalp had been set afire, and he dropped the egg, only to half-catch it with a touch of instinctive fancy footwork. It promptly crackled again and leaped away – he began to race after, but a rising charge in the atmosphere brought him skidding to a halt. 
 
    Uh-oh. This much he recognised from recent experience. 
 
    This was not just a tiny jolt of electricity. That egg was born of lightning itself, and matters were about to grow volatile, as the twins’ gasps confirmed. Their hair was standing in crazy haloes around their heads, so charged up … as was his! 
 
    “Down! Everybody down!” he yelled. 
 
    So much lightning imbued the egg now, it leaped and bounded about in a violent flurry of sparks that left charred patches on the floor. It rolled up against the wall, spitting furiously. Crack! Sss-crack! 
 
    Grabbing his mother’s vacant chair, Keir tipped it up in a single rapid movement and thrust it sideways between the Dragon egg and his family and friends. Ja’axu jumped in front of Arami and Narini, shielding them with her arms and body, while his father turned and ducked, curving his torso instinctively to protect Shanryssill … 
 
    Wheeeee-eeee … KERRA-KABOOM!! 
 
    He was left holding two charred bits of wood. 
 
    The Christmas tree shot sideways, narrowly missing the kittens. They bolted in a chorus of terrified mewling, and vanished beneath the spice cupboard. 
 
    He blinked. A charred, smoking four-foot hole had appeared in the front of their house. 
 
    The egg – gleaming like a star, its intricate patterns effervescing at the play of unknowable magical power beneath its surface – appeared unharmed. And untouched. 
 
    Keir cried, “For Mauve’s sake! If Santaclaws’ own fires cannae break ye, then what –” 
 
    TAP! 
 
    A neat, geometric crack appeared on the surface. It skittered left and right. 
 
    Alright! He did not care if his spiky white hair was smouldering at the tips. He could barely breathe. Everything in him knew that the expression, ‘my heart skipped a beat’ was completely true. This was it! This was the moment a legend would be born. 
 
    Tap tap-tic-tic … TOCK. 
 
    With a final, hollow splintering sound, several of the chinks at the top of the egg popped open and a tiny, pure white snout peeked out. It took an investigative sniff of the air, and then ducked away again as if overcome by shyness. 
 
    “Come on, ye need be afeared of now’t,” Keir chuckled. Never before had he heard such carefree joy spill from his lips. “We cannae wait to behold yer Dragonish beauty. Come forth, ye paragon of a star’s own fires! Show yerself.” 
 
    With a fierce but miniature growl that held promise of real menace, the inhabitant of the egg shouldered the diamond casement apart, cracking it into three roughly equal segments. A pint or two of pale yellow albumen spilled upon the floorboards, creating a small, viscous pool. The tiny but unmistakably reptilian creature blinked her fiery orbs very slowly, and then a forked white tongue made an appearance, slurping at the wetness dripping from her delicate muzzle. Uncurling herself with studied care, she balanced uncertainly upon four perfect paws furnished with catlike retractable talons – each had four digits much like the Human or Elven hand, and one larger and one smaller digit pointing backward. 
 
    Paws! Wings! Scales! Holy Santazathiar, she really was … 
 
    Keir bit his tongue in wonder. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Incredible. Breathtaking. Magical – Dragon! The word detonated in his mind. 
 
    Every inch of the newborn was more entrancing than he could have ever imagined. Keir felt unable to comprehend the sheer dragonish-ness, if such a word existed, of this mythical creature which had just appeared in his living room. Cute, yet predatory. As sharply cut as a gemstone faceted by a master craftsman, yet as sinuous as a jungle serpent. A sleek, slender muzzle swept back to a wedge-shaped skull, and while the eyes were set to the fore, they were large enough to provide a very wide field of vision. The vertical slit pupils were extraordinary, somehow suspended in a medium of liquid fire that changed colours and patterns from moment to moment. Swirls, sparks, leaping infernos of colour. The way her scorching upright slits reacted to the environment was undoubtedly feline in nature, but no darkness lived within, just fire and mutable light. 
 
    As the family watched in stunned tableaux, a shiver seemed to elongate her neck and tail. It flicked some of the mucus-like substance off her wingtips, before the membranous wings folded neatly back along her flanks, beside a double row of tiny but unmistakable spikes that ran the length of her body, from the base of her skull to the very tip of her tail. She was streaked yellowish-white from the thicker residue of the albumen, but Keir noticed touches of diamond shining through, leading him to realise that her true colouration was the same white-diamond as her eggshell, faceted in the scales and almost translucent at first glance, yet with a satiny, gold-and-sapphire metallic sheen beneath the surface that threw back the firelight and lamplight. That quality tricked and mesmerised the eye. 
 
    The hatchling peered around at her audience one by one, as if taking everyone in, including the avid twins. She cocked her head as if surprised that these creatures did not have wings like hers. Arami was speechless; Narini’s dark eyes were huge pools of wonder. All Keir could hear was his heartbeat, steady yet somehow sonorous, like the thrilling beat of a huge Elven log drum. An enigma of perfection stood upon the dark, worn floorboards. Her breathing snuffled slightly, as if she needed to clear the fluid from her lungs, while the nictitating membranes delicately shielded the fiery orbs for a fraction of a second. 
 
    Santazathiar’s oath! Words deserted him. Those statues … they had taught him nothing of the fiery wonder of true draconic life. 
 
    It was his father who broke the endless silence, saying gruffly, “Welcome, little one.” 
 
    Shanryssill said, O most honoured Dragon, be welcome among us. 
 
    Aye, in Santazathiar’s own name, be honoured, Rhyl added. 
 
    Prince Zyran made a courtly bow. 
 
    Swallowing past a huge lump in his throat, Keir stammered, “Aye, ye be – so beautiful! I cannae believe it, ye came out –” 
 
    Krrrr! the tiny creature trilled at once, orienting upon him with unmistakable intent. Taking a few desperately unsteady steps, she called again, more urgently, Krrrr! Krrrr! 
 
    Rushing to the hatchling, he dropped to his knees and held out his arms. “Aye, that’s right. Say, ‘Keir …’ can ye?” 
 
    Krrrr? Krrrr! 
 
    The tongue flicked out again as the white-diamond creature peered up at him with an expression of quizzical good humour. Then, the strangest thing happened. Her eyes expanded to fill his vision, the fiery pupils at once luminous and hypnotic and inexpressibly beautiful. What a sense of reaching, of yearning, of knowing electrified his soul, coupled with a profound conviction of belonging, as if the pieces of a jigsaw had unexpectedly meshed together, and they were now connected in ways that defied explanation or precedent. 
 
    He recalled neither the passage of time nor even the beating of his own heart. 
 
    Next he was aware, he had enfolded the tiny creature into his arms. She was hot to the touch. Slick. Quivery. Even though his tears dripped upon her muzzle, she did not flinch. Neither blinked, lost forever in the wonder of one another. 
 
    Krrrr. She licked his chin as if to taste him, the saltiness leaking from his eyes, the unquantifiable emotions raging in his soul. 
 
    Softly, he said, “I dinnae ken how long ye waited for me in the storms of these mountains, my darling diamond-lightning, but we are together now. We belong together. I will take care of ye. Always.” 
 
    He scratched her flexible neck, having to take care of the backward-jutting spikes that fringed the back of her skull. They were soft as yet, with points that promised to be as sharp as pins. The musculature of her legs and flanks was taut and athletic, the surface of her wings silken, the tail flicking restlessly at the unfamiliar touch of his hands. All the while, the tingling in his body and the singing in his ears would not relent. Was this magic? A peculiar reaction to this creature? Whatever it was, his toes twitched uncontrollably as a result, as if possessed of the desire to fly over the Moon on their own. 
 
    “Keir, ye alright?” 
 
    A hand shook his arm. Oh. 
 
    He rubbed his temples dazedly. “I – ye – who are – oh, Rhyl. I remember now. Where am I?” 
 
    The sounds reaching his ears were oddly magnified or clarified. The fire’s crackling leaped to his awareness, Rhyl’s excited breathing just beside him, and the faint moaning of the icy wind gusting through the new hole and robbing the house of its warmth. 
 
    “Did ye see his eyes change?” she asked. 
 
    “I saw it,” said Zyran. 
 
    “What? My eyes changed?” 
 
    “Like a feline,” said his cousin, checking his pulse with one hand. With the other, she pulled down his lower left eyelid. 
 
    “Get off. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Exactly like hers,” the Prince added, pointing to the hatchling, who curled closer to Keir and began washing herself down insouciantly. She was identical to a feline in so many mannerisms, he thought, save that everything about her appearance was reptilian. Were Dragons even classed as reptiles? Occasionally she voiced a ‘Krrrr,’ but he was unsure if that meant hunger, or if she was trying to say his name. 
 
    One thing was for certain. Those lambent eyes would not leave him for longer than a blink of her strange, multi-layered eyelids. Hungry. Proprietary. Dazzling. Keir wondered what exact melody of magic he had brought into their lives. Was she dangerous in ways he had not imagined? 
 
    Meantime, Rhyl persisted, “I’ll have nae flabby-lipped lies from ye, cousin. Ye dinnae respond to our questions for –” 
 
    “Twenty minutes,” the General said flatly. 
 
    “– twenty minutes, aye. And ye look flushed, yer pulse is three times normal, and ye had better sit down before we have another fainting episode and ye thwack that stubborn hunk of granite ye call a brain on a piece of furniture!” 
 
    “But, cousin –” 
 
    “SIT!” 
 
    The hatchling leaped into his arms with a frightened squeal. 
 
    Pure Rhyl. Keir took her advice and retreated to a chair. Twenty minutes? How was that possible? How had the little Dragon stolen him away for that long, and what had passed between them? The memory was already fading from him like a dream; nay, sinking deeper into his being, he sensed, as if a new fabric were being woven from the old. This realisation was as disconcerting as if he had discovered someone else’s thoughts implanted in his own. 
 
    Magic was not only wonderful. It was perilous. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 20: The Finest Gift 
 
      
 
    BARELY ONE BREATH LATER, the hatchling evidently discovered his absence and began to mewl urgently, Krrrr. Krrrr-Krrrr? Krrrr! 
 
    “I’m here, my darling.” 
 
    Focussing and refocussing her eyes as if she could not work out exactly where things were, she wobbled over toward him at once, but became distracted by stepping in the spillage of albumen on the way. Sniff, sniff. She guzzled it, with the whole family looking on in unstinting amazement. She had that quality about her, drawing the fascination and wonder of the onlookers with the effortless ease of the very scales she wore for her raiment. 
 
    And, with a self-satisfied burp, she was on her way again. Keir lifted the warm scrap of wonder onto his lap, where she immediately curled up nose to tail. Soft purring. Radiating warmth. A living, breathing jewel – a jewel born from a jewel. How fitting. Tiny rainbows of light played in her scales and reflected upon his Amarinthian plaid shirt. 
 
    “I give up,” said Rhyl, throwing up one hand and smacking his shoulder with the other. 
 
    “Uh …” 
 
    “Ye are in love! Ye hear now’t one word when yer looking at that … that little …” 
 
    “Dragonet,” rumbled the quarter Giantess. “I dinnae ken much of the lore, but I do ken that for the first three months or so of life, Dragonkind have always been called dragonets, or hatchlings. When they start learning to fly, they become fledglings.” 
 
    Kalar whispered, “What a privilege, eh, son?” 
 
    “Och aye, Dad. More than …” 
 
    This Dragonmas Day, the peaks had truly changed places with the sky. How his father’s voice trembled with emotion! Wow. Across from him, Shanryssill had to lean upon Kalar’s stalwart arm as if she needed more than merely physical support. Her angular Elven eyes were as alight with magic and astonishment as he had ever seen them. She was thinking upon a miracle – her recovery, was she not? So was he. Since he woke, he had been living a dream from which one never, ever wanted to wake. 
 
    “I cannae say I’ve ever seen ye lose yer mind quite like this, Keir!” his cousin snorted. “All this fuss over a baby, I ask ye.” 
 
    “Jealous?” 
 
    “Nae!” Rhyl stamped her foot. “Aye! Am I being ridiculous?” 
 
    “No more ridiculous than this ridiculously smitten half Elf,” Keir said ruefully, shaking his head. “Cannae say what’s come over me, but that this … this is a Dragon.” 
 
    Aye, that explained everything. He flushed at the laughter around them. 
 
    Did they have any better explanation? 
 
    Reaching over, Ja’axu stroked the dragonet with a gentle hand. The purring increased in volume. “Aren’t ye just something, eh? Just the sweetest scrap of fire and magic I ever did see. Shanryssill, did ye think that might have been an imprinting?” 
 
    “Imprinting?” Keir asked. 
 
    Like a baby bird’s attachment to its parent? Somehow he was not sure the relationship worked in quite that fashion. To him, the implications were magical and far more multifaceted than he had imagined; more a meeting of equals than some form of dominance, authority or parental oversight. All he had to go on was the same intuition which had infallibly tossed him into the abyss. 
 
    Nothing to be concerned about, Santazathiar’s sakes! 
 
    His mother considered this, head askance. “I dinnae ken. The bond between Dragon and Guardian – that’s the Elven term for a Dragon Rider, or a Guardian Rider – is deep lore, a secret closely guarded by a notoriously secretive society. I’ve read of a kind of profound, mystical connexion between a person and their Dragon, perhaps even that a close pair could communicate telepathically, act as one unit in battle, and share … many things. What d’ye think, son?” 
 
    Telepathy? Right. And the sun turned green in the mornings. 
 
    “I think I’m sorry I wrecked yer favourite chair, Mom.” His mother chuckled, more than aware of his attempt to deflect. “And the front wall, Dad. That was bad.” Beckoning his sisters, he added, “Come on, girls, dinnae ye be shy in the noo. Come meet my dragonet. My Dragoness …” 
 
    “She’s too cute,” Narini giggled. 
 
    “Ye sure she’s a girl?” Arami asked. She always needed facts set square in her mind. 
 
    “I guess … how could ye tell? She feels like a lass.” 
 
    Halt right there. Far, far too much potential for acute embarrassment. 
 
    Zyran snickered on cue, “What sort of feeling were ye talking about, Keir? Would ye care to elaborate?” 
 
    “Now’t in yer lifetime, o Highness of Wickedness!” he growled. 
 
    The Prince winked at him. Having decided he was not about to gratify his friend with a blush, he failed immediately. Gaah! What were friends for? 
 
    “Dinnae ye be eating my kitten,” Arami warned, stroking the smooth, serpentine flank in wonder. “Just look at her teeny little claws! And these darling scales, they’re the size of my littlest fingernail, see?” 
 
    “Ooh,” said Narini. “Can we paint her toenails?” 
 
    “Nae, darling,” Shanryssill laughed. “They’re retractable like a cat’s, see? Any paint would go inside the talon sheaths and possibly cause an infection.” 
 
    “Paint her scales?” 
 
    Kalar said, “Nae, none of Santazathiar’s creatures should be painted by us, Narini. But I can imagine she might appreciate her scales being buffed, say…” 
 
    The hatchling huffed out a sigh as if to say, ‘Well I’m content with my work for this Dragonmas Day, and now I need my beauty sleep.’ Her eyes lidded – first a clear membrane wiped horizontally across the full width of her eyes, from the outside toward the midline of her muzzle, then a gleaming, slightly pearlescent membrane swiftly closed in a perfect circle over the alluring, turbulent pupils, and finally, the opaque, scaly outer eyelids dipped downward. She had curling diamond-coloured lashes, he observed, shaped like fine interlocking talons. 
 
    Definitely girly, but also distinctly draconic. 
 
    Narini tickled the dragonet’s neck with her fingers, earning a faint purr and a gentle return of the pressure – acknowledging the pleasure of tactile contact – but then she settled further, and her paws unclenched slightly. Asleep just like that? Impressive. 
 
    As if released from a mysterious spell, the family and friends fell variously to lively chatter, to tasks and to play, while he sat upon the couch opposite where the Christmas tree had been situated. Keir the Dragon cuddler. Keir, the noble hatchling’s ignoble perch. Aye, he should keep a clear view of his prime function in the new order of things. 
 
    He puffed out his cheeks. Alright. Now what? 
 
    His father and Zyran examined the charred, gaping hole in the front of the house. The Prince suggested that until they could source seasoned timber to get it repaired properly, a few neighbours could help lift the outside storage chest and shove it in front of the hole, to cut off the chill wind. Kalar rubbed his grizzled hair, clearly wondering where that money would come from. Ja’axu politely suggested that some people might have forgotten that Giants existed in Tyanbran, and if they needed the entire house lifted, that could be arranged without delay. 
 
    Flex muscles. Growl. Stomp like an angry Giantess – not without a chuckle. 
 
    Kalar said, “Ja’axu, please show us how it’s done.” 
 
    Shortly, with a thump that shook the rafters and a low scraping sound, the flow of cold air mostly stopped. Zyran trudged up to the barn to find an old piece of tarpaulin, a hammer and nails. He sealed the hole from the inside as well. 
 
    Two-inch thick wooden beams, blasted to smithereens. 
 
    Explosive Dragon eggs? Keir wondered just how dangerous his diminutive charge might be. She certainly had his emotions flopping all over the mountains. 
 
    It was hard to believe that given such tiny beginnings, Dragons had once been regarded as the most deadly creatures in all Tyanbran. Dragons and their Guardian Riders had changed the course of battles, kingdoms and history itself. 
 
    A gentle snore emanated from the occupant of his lap. 
 
    Excellent. Born today, history-making could wait till the morrow, right? 
 
    His hand stroked her flank, absently noting the incredible, silken texture of her scales. Were her kind born aware of their destiny, or was it more like the Human or Elvenkind, that she would have to discover that for herself? For what could it mean that after all these anna, a Dragon had been born on Dragonmas Day? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Thirty-seven inches long,” Arami said, waving mother’s dressmaking tape measure importantly. She had been measuring every possible part of the dragonet, who had protested sleepily once or twice. Curled up, her length was difficult to measure, but it was close enough. 
 
    That said, how could he keep calling her ‘the Dragon’ or ‘dragonet?’ Keir had no idea what one called one of the Dragonkind. He did not want anything that sounded clichéd, like Sparkles or Beauty or Blaze. Or Ogre Stomper the Long-Fanged, or Unholy Desolation of the Frozen North … he chuckled to himself. Time enough to give it thought. 
 
    He had a baby! 
 
    Aye. Every fourteen anna-old – nearly fifteen, mind – young man aspired to have a baby of their own. Scaly progeny were all the rage amongst his age group. 
 
    You two look ever so cute together, Rhyl chirped on cue from the kitchen area, where she was preparing fresh vegetables to go with yesterday’s leftovers. 
 
    Keir rolled his eyes. She looks cute. I’m just a gangly Elf with serious existential confusion. 
 
    What? You think you don’t exist? The nature of your existence is a figment of philosophical speculation? You are a monad of consciousness occupying a metaphysical plane of existence divorced from the imaginary physical realm? 
 
    Oh, Rhyllaryssill-my-philosophy-lecturer, he laughed, mangling the Elven beautifully. 
 
    She grinned. And don’t you forget it. 
 
    Would you let me? 
 
    I’m so glad to see you so happy, Keirthynal-my-treasure. So very glad. 
 
    For the umpteenth time that day, words scarpered off his usually eloquent tongue. All he could do was nod and smile and consider the fantastic lightness of his soul now that the grief had departed. He wanted to weep for diametrically opposite reasons to before, for the agonising bliss of a heart so swollen with exhilaration it must surely burst from his chest and make true the saying, to dance one’s heart out. 
 
    Soaring. Simply … alive. 
 
    This was a wonder of being he had never imagined. 
 
    General Ja’axu and Prince Zyran needed to leave as the weather was closing in. Another Winterfall storm – biggest non-surprise in history, there. Zyran asked if he could brief his father, to which the General responded in tones like the growling of thunder, that the birth of a Dragon was a matter of national importance, so why should he not? She was off to delve into the archives. Something nagged at the back of her mind related to the importance of minerals in a Dragon’s diet. Some of the old trade records might shed light on the issue. 
 
    Giants had once been intimately involved in the breeding, raising and training of Dragons at a legendary academy of Barûd-dûm-Layura, she added, but like so much else, knowledge of that time had disappeared in a flash along with all the Dragons. Suspicious, grumbled the quarter Giantess. All in all, highly suspicious. 
 
    Carefully, Keir rose and placed his charge beside the hearth fire. The hatchling did not stir, lost in an infant’s artless slumber, which always made the world seem a better place.  
 
    He said, “Please do inform the King, Zyran, but also I request ye now’t relay the news widely. Now’t till a better day.” 
 
    “Aye. I shan’t.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The family dined in meditative silence that Christmas day evening. No-one mentioned the damaged house, the shattered Christmas tree, the obliterated chair, or the bundle of diamond white scales snoring with surprising vigour for such a small creature upon the warm hearthstones. The flickering firelight reflected off her scales, bathing the old stone mantelpiece in changeable rainbows of light. Azure snows drifted down outside the triangular windowpanes once more, and frost would gather upon the wings of night, but inside his cosy home, all was the warmth of miracles come true. 
 
    At length, the kittens – alias, the fluff monsters, Keir had decided to call them – emerged from where they had been hiding beneath the spice rack. Being felines, they took one sniff of the air and immediately made a beeline for trouble. 
 
    The twins cried, “Dad! Mom! Look …” 
 
    Kalar ordered, “Girls, wait here. Keir, go sit close and be ready, but dinnae intervene unless it’s absolutely necessary.” 
 
    As in, a white tail disappearing down a Dragon’s voracious maw? Twins inconsolable? Sure, Dad. Awesome plan. 
 
    The kittens were at the springy, curious, out-for-trouble stage. They toddled over to the dragonet and eyed her up with mistrust mingled with incipient feline mischief. After a minute or two, one kitten bravely sneaked forward to bat the slightly twitching tail with her paw. Next came an experimental tug at a wingtip. When the hatchling’s eye cracked open a predatory slit, Keir tensed. Ready. 
 
    Krrrr? she queried. 
 
    Hiss! Spit! Bristle! The kittens only contrived to look cuter than ever, despite their reaction to the perceived threat. Twin flaming orbs narrowed with suspicion, before the dragonet inclined her muzzle sideways to regard her accosters with a droll expression, as if to say, ‘I’ll grant that was a solid effort, but ye’ll have to work harder to scare me.’ Fsss! Sksss! The kittens tried their best, but the newborn was four times larger and perhaps six times their combined weight. A lazy display of a mouth full of needle-sharp white fangs made his sisters catch their breath audibly, but the dragonet continued to make her purring noise, all the while training her mesmeric gaze upon the felines. 
 
    Breathless, agonised waiting … 
 
    Keir had tensed up like a spring ready to snap into action, when suddenly, obeying some mysterious animal sense, the kittens calmed down. Their ruffs flattened, two pairs of tiny white ears pricked up alertly and their pink pinprick claws retracted. In a moment, they trotted forward and started the sniffing-each-other-up routine. Soon the kittens were stalking and pouncing upon the dragonet’s tail and chasing its twitching point this way and that, falling over each other as they tried to wrestle it into submission. For her part, the hatchling was still so unbalanced on her paws that a few attempts to join in the rambunctious play or give chase ended in hilarious crashes. Oftentimes, she misjudged distances quite badly. Keir had to rescue her from dashing headlong into a chair leg. 
 
    When playtime lost steam, Rhyl brought over a shallow bowl of warm yak milk. “How’s this for kittens and dragonets? Good? Aye, lap it up, ye mischiefs.” 
 
    Once a trio of tummies were as tight as little drums, the threesome fell asleep curled up together on a thick green shag rug beside the hearth. Actually, one of the kittens was sleeping on top of the dragonet, and she had slipped her wing down to cover the other ball of fluff. Sweet. 
 
    Maybe they were not destined to eat one another after all? 
 
    Out of the blue, Shanryssill said, “I wonder if she exhausted herself in healing me? Maybe that could explain why the process of cracking the eggshell was so arduous?” 
 
    Rhyl agreed, “Aye, makes sense. The act of healing might well have drained her resources, especially as she’s but a newborn. Magic is far from limitless.” 
 
    “Well do I ken that for a truth,” Shanryssill agreed. 
 
    “Neither is our purse as limitless as the Cyantar Ocean,” Kalar put in. “Son, were ye planning to go raid that cavern for a wee bit more treasure? Rhyl’s provision is almost exhausted, and we’ve half this Winterfall to manage as yet. Plus, three more mouths to feed in this house. I blame ye and that Prince, I do. Calamity has –” 
 
    Kalar-my-joy, it is still Christmas day. You may worry about tomorrow, tomorrow, Shanryssill said fondly. 
 
    Aye, it has been a most extraordinary day, his father agreed in fluent Elven. A day that put the Dragon back into Dragonmas. What will you call the hatchling, son? Have you a name for her as yet? 
 
    I don’t. I need to think upon it. 
 
    Why, I don’t think I’ve ever heard you sound quite so responsible before, Keir, Rhyl teased, before adding, Oh, would you look at that? The twins are just about asleep too. Way past their bedtime, isn’t it? 
 
    Kalar glanced at Shanryssill. Might you be up to it, beloved? 
 
    Aye, if you do the lifting. 
 
    Always at your right hand, Shanryssill-my-beloved. 
 
    Then, as they had done so many, many times before, his parents went to put the twins to bed, together. 
 
    Who could have wished for a finer gift? 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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